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Davi d Gemmel |
The Hawk Enterna
Second Book OF The Hawk Queen

Pr ol ogue

THE YOUNG PRI EST was sitting in the sunshine, studying an ancient nmanuscript. Slowy he ran his

i ndex finger over the synbols upon it, nouthing each one. It was cold up here by these ancient
stones, but Garvis had wapped hinmself in a hooded sheepskin cloak, and had found a niche in the
rocks away fromthe wind. He |oved the solitude of these high, Ionely peaks, and the distant roar
of the mighty Falls of Attafoss was a far-away whi sper upon the wind. 'All the works of Man are as
dust upon a flat rock,' he read. 'When the winds of time blow across themthey are lost to
history. Nothing built of stone will endure.' Garvis sat back. Surely this was nonsense? These
nmount ai ns had existed since the dawn of tinme and they would be here |long after he was dead. He

gl anced up at the .old stone circle. The synbol s upon each standi ng stone had weat hered al nost to
not hing. Yet still they stood, exactly where the ancients had placed them a thousand years ago.
The sun was high now, but there was little warnmth in the rays. Gaunt shadows stretched out from
the stones. Garvis pulled his cloak nore tightly about him

According to the Lord Taliesen, this was once one of the Geat Gates. Fromhere a man could trave
across tinme and space. Garvis rubbed a slender hand over his pockmarked face. Time and Space: the
| egends fascinated him He had asked Lord Taliesen about the Ancient Gates and had been rewarded
with extra study. The Lesser Gates still allowed a man to nove through space. He hinself had
travelled with Lord Taliesen fromthe nountains to the outskirts of Ateris - that was nore than
sixty mles of space, but the journey had taken | ess than a heartbeat. According to Metas, the
Lesser Gates could carry a man all over the land. So why were the Great Gates special?

Garvis' attention was distracted nonentarily, as his fingers found a ripe spot upon his chin. Idly
he squeezed it. It was not ready to burst, and pain flared across his face. Garvis gave a | ow
curse and rubbed at the wounded skin. A hawk | anded on the tallest of the standing stones, then
flew away. Garvis watched it until it rose high on the thermals and was lost to him 'l would |ike
to have been a hawk,' he said, aloud.

Li ghtni ng flashed across the stones, a blaze of brightness that caused Garvis to fall backwards
fromthe rock on which he sat. Rolling to his knees, he blinked and tried to focus. The stones
seenmed darker now. Violet |ight blazed out, and pale blue lightning forked up fromthe tall est
stone. More lights flared, gossamer threads of light formng a glittering web around the stones.
It seenmed to Garvis as if tiny stars were caught in a pale blue net, gleaning |ike dianonds. It
was the nost beautiful sight. At the centre of the light stormone dianond grew | arger and
brighter than all the others, swelling until it was the size of a boulder. Then it flattened,
spreadi ng out like a sheet upon a wash-line, noving fromcircle to square, its four corners
fastening to the top and bottom of two standing stones. The wi nd increased, howing over the
crags, and for less than a heartbeat two suns hung in the sky.

Al was silent as Garvis knelt, nouth open, shocked beyond words. Standing between the centra
stones was a tall warrior in blood-stained arnour. He was supporting a wonan, also attired for

war; blood was flowing froma wound in her side. Garvis had never seen armour quite |like that worn
by this fearsone pair. The nan's hel mwas full-faced, and boasted a white horsehair plune. H's
bronze breastplate had been fashioned in the shape of a human chest, conplete with pectorals and a
rippling solar plexus. He wore a |eather kilt reinforced with bronze, and high, thigh-Iength
riding boots. Wth a start Garvis realised that the warrior was |ooking at him 'You!' he called
"Help ne.’

Garvis scranbled to his feet and ran forward as the nman | owered the warrior wonman to the ground.
Her face was grey, and blood had stained her silver hair. Garvis gazed down upon her. O d she was
but once she had been beauti ful

"Where is Taliesen?' asked the warrior

'"Back at the Falls, sir.

"W nust take her to shelter. You understand, boy?"
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"Shelter. Yes.'

The wonan stirred. Reaching up, she gripped the warrior's arm 'You nmust go back. It is not over.
Leave ne with the boy. | will... be fine.’

"l shall not |eave you, ny Lady. | have served you these thirty years. | cannot go now.' Reaching
up, he made to renove his hel m

‘'Leave it,' she said, her voice ringing with authority. 'Listen to nme, ny dear friend. You must go
back, or all may be lost. You are ny heir; you are the son | never had; you are the light in ny
life. Go back. Set a lantern for me in the w ndow.'

"W should have killed the bitch all those years ago,' he said bitterly. 'She was warped beyond
evil.'

"No regrets, ny general. Not ever. W win, we |ose. The nmountains do not care. Go now, for | can
feel the air of the Enchanted Real m healing ny wounds even as we speak. Go!

Taki ng her hand, he kissed it. Rising, he gazed around at the mountains. Wth a sigh he drew his
sword and ran back to the stones. Lightning flickered once nore. Then he was gone.

Garvis ran into Taliesen's chanbers, his face flushed, eyes wide with excitenent. 'A warrior wonan
has appeared by the Ancient Gate," he said. 'She is wounded, and nigh to death.'

The old man rose and gathered up his cloak of feathers. The Ancient Gate, you say?
"Yes, Lord Taliesen.'
"VWhere have you taken her?

"l helped her to the supply cave on High Druin. It was the closest shelter | could find. Metas was
there and he has stitched her wounds, but | fear there is internal bleeding.'

Tal i esen took a deep breath. 'Has she spoken of hersel f?
"Not a word, Lord. Metas is still with her.'

"That is as it should be. Go now and rest. Make sure that not one word is spoken of this - not
even to a brother druid. You understand ne?

"Of course, Lord.'

"Be sure that you do, for if | hear any whisper of it I shall turn your bones to stone, your bl ood
to dust.’

Tal i esen swung the cloak of feathers about his skinny shoul ders and strode from his roons.

Two hours later, having activated one of the Lesser Gates, he was clinbing the eastern face of

Hi gh Druin and feeling the bitter wind biting through his cloak. The cave was deep, and stacked
with supplies to hel p wandering cl ansnmen through the worst of the winter - sacks of dried oats and
dried fruit, salt and sugar, salted nmeat and even a barrel of snmoked fish. It was a haven for
crofters and other travellers who needed to tackle the high passes in the winter nonths. There was
a man-made hearth in the far corner, and two pallet beds; also a bench table, rudely fashioned
froma split log, and two | og rounds which served as seats.

The druid Metas was seated upon one of the rounds, which he had placed beside a pallet bed. Upon
it lay an old woman, bandages encasi ng her chest and shoul der. As Taliesen approached the bed,
Met as rose and bowed. Talisen praised himfor his skill in adnministering to the worman, then
repeat ed the warni ng he had given to the young druid when in his chanbers.

"All will be as you order, Lord,' said Metas, bow ng once nore. Taliesen sent himback to Vallon
and seated hinself beside the sl eeping wonan.
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Even now, so close to death, her face radiated strength of purpose. 'You were a queen w thout
peer, Sigarni,' whispered Taliesen, taking hold of her hand and squeezing the fingers. 'But are
you the one who will save ny peopl e?

Her eyes opened. They were the grey of a winter sky, and the | ook she gave hi mwas piercing.
"Again we neet,' she whispered, with a smle. The smile changed her face, returning to it the
menory of youth and beauty he recalled so well. 'I fought the last battle, Taliesen ...' He held
up his hand.

"Tell me nothing,' he said. 'Already the strands of tine are so interwoven that | find it hard to
know when - or where - | am | would dearly | ove to know how the Ancient Gate was opened, but |
dare not ask. | will only assunme that | did it. For now you nust rest, and regain your strength
Then we will talk."

'l amso tired,' she said. 'Forty years of war and loss, victory and pain. So tired. And yet it is
good to be back in the Enchanted Real m"

'Say nothing nore,' he urged her. 'W stand at a delicate place on the cross-roads of tine. Let ne
say only this. Two days ago you urged nme to hunt down Caracis, and return to you the sword,
Skal l'i var. You renenber asking ne this?

She cl osed her eyes. 'I| renenber. It was alnost thirty years ago. And you did.'

"Yes,' he said, his gaze drawn to the fabled sword that stood now agai nst the far wall beside the
fire.

"You sent the goddess wal king on the water of the pool below the Falls. Al ny generals saw the
mracle, and when word spread of it men cane flocking to ny banner. | owe you nuch for that,
Taliesen.' Her words faded away, and she fell into a deep sleep

Tal i esen stood and wal ked to the sword, his thin fingers stroking the ruby pommel. He sighed and
nmoved back into the sunlight. 'The goddess upon the water,' he repeated. What did she nean?
Tal i esen had spent the last two days desperately trying to think of a way to achi eve what the
Queen told himhe already had!

And he renenbered the words of his master, Astole, many centuries before. 'Treat the Gates with
respect, Taliesen, lest you |lose your nind. They are not nerely doorways through tinme. You nust
understand that!'

Ch, how he understood! He gl anced back at the sleeping Queen. How many tinmes had he seen her die?
Thirty? Fifty? Again the words of Astole drifted back to haunt him

"Hol d always to a Line, ny boy. A single thread. Never nobve between the threads, for that way lies
madness and despair. For every nonent that the past can conjure gives birth to an infinity of
futures. Cross themat your peril."

The sun was hot upon Taliesen's face, though the wind remained cool. 'I crossed them Astole,' he
said, "and now | amtrapped in a future | cannot unravel. Wiy is she here? How was the Gate
opened? How was it that | returned her sword? Help ne, Astole, for | amlost, and ny people face
anni hi | ati on.

No answer cane, and with a heavy heart Taliesen returned to the cave.
1

CASVWALLON WATCHED THE murderous assault on Ateris, a strange sense of unreality gripping him The
cl ansman sat down on a boul der and gazed fromthe nountainside at the gleanming city below, white
and glorious, like a child' s castle set on a carpet of green.

The eneny had surprised the city dwellers sone three hours before, and bl ack snoke bill owed now
fromthe turrets and hones. The di stant sound of screaming floated to his ears, disenbodied, |Iike
the echo of a nightmare upon awakeni ng.

The cl ansnan's sea-green eyes narrowed as he watched the eneny hacking and sl ayi ng. He shook his
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head, sadness and anger conpeting within him He had no | ove for these dooned | ow anders and their
duplicitous ways. But, equally, this wanton slaughter filled himw th sorrow.

The eneny warriors were new to Caswal | on. Never had he seen the horned helns of the Aenir, the
doubl e- headed axes, nor the oval shields painted with hideous faces of crinson and black. He had
heard of them of course, butchering and killing far to the south, but of their war against the
| oWl anders he knew little until now.

But then, why should he? He was a clansnan of the Farlain, and they had little time for | ow and
politics. His was a nountain race, tough and hardy and nore than solitary. The nountains were
forbi dden ground for any | ow ander and the clans nixed not at all with other races.

Save for trade. C an beef and woven cloth for |ow and sugar, fruits and iron

In the distance Caswal |l on saw a young girl speared and lifted into the air, thrashing and
screanming. This is war no longer, he thought, this is merely blood sport.

Tearing his gaze fromthe nmurderous scene he glanced back at the

mount ai ns rearing |ike spearpoints towards the sky, snow capped and proud, jagged and powerful. At
their centre the cl oud-w eathed nmagnificence of Hi gh Druin towered above the |and. Caswall on
shivered, drawi ng his brown | eather cloak about his shoulders. It was said that the clans were
vicious and hostile to outsiders, and so they were. Any |ow ander found hunting clan | ands was
sent hone nminus the fingers of his right hand. But such punishnents were intended to deter
poachers. The scenes of carnage on the plain below had nothing to do with such practices; this was
lust of the nost vile kind.

The cl ansnman | ooked back at the city. Ad nen in white robes were being nailed to the bl ack gates.
Even at this distance Caswal |l on recogni sed Bacheron, the chief elder, a nan of little honesty.
Even so, he did not deserve such a death.

By all the gods, no one deserved such a death!

On the plain three horsenmen rode into sight, the | eader pulling a young boy who was tied to a rope
behi nd his mount. Caswallon recogni sed the boy as Gaelen, a thief and an orphan who lived on
scraps and stolen fruit. The clansman's fingers curled around the hilt of his hunting dagger as he
wat ched the boy straining at the rope.

The lead rider, a man in shining breastplate and raven-wi nged helm cut the rope and the boy began
to run towards the nmountains. The riders set off after him |ances |evelled.

Caswal | on took a deep breath, releasing it slowy. The flame-haired boy ducked and weaved,
stopping to pick up a stone and hurl it at the nearest horse. The beast shied, pitching its rider

'Good for you, Gael en,' whispered Caswall on

A rider in a white cloak wheel ed his mount, cutting across the boy's path. The youngster turned to
sprint away and the | ance took himdeep in the back, lifting himfromhis feet and hurling himto
the ground. He struggled to rise and a second rider ended his torment, slashing a sword-blade to
his face. The riders cantered back to the city.

Caswal | on found his hands shaking uncontrollably, and his heart pounded, reflecting his anger and
shane.

How coul d men do such a thing to a youth?

Caswal lon recalled his last visit to Ateris three weeks before, when he had driven in twenty |ong-
horned highland cattle to the narket stalls in the west of the city. He had stolen the beasts from
the pastures of the Pallides two days before. At the nmarket he had seen a crowd chasing the red-
hai red youngster as he sprinted through the streets, his skinny |egs pounding the narble wal kway,
his arms punping furiously.

Gael en had shinned up a trellis by the side of the inn and | eapt across the rooftops, stopping
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only to make an obscene gesture to his pursuers. Spotting Caswall on watching, he drew back his
shoul ders and swaggered across the rooftops. Caswallon had grinned then. He Iiked the boy; he had
style.

The fat butcher Leon had chuckl ed beside him 'He's a character, is Gaelen. Every city needs one.
" Parents?' asked Caswal |l on.

"Dead. He's been alone five years - since he was nine or ten.

' How does he survive?

"He steals. | let himget away with a chicken now and then. He sneaks up on ne and | chase himfor
a while, shouting curses.

"You like him Leon?'

"Yes. As | like you, Caswallon, you rascal. But then he renminds ne of you. You are both thieves
and you are both good at what you do -and there is no evil in either of you.'

‘"Nice of you to say so,' said Caswallon, grinning. 'Now, how much for the Pallides cattle?
"Way do you do it?
"What ?' asked Caswal | on i nnocently.

"Steal cattle. By all accounts you are one of the richest clansnen in the Farlain. It doesn't nmmke
any sense.'

"Tradition,' answered Caswallon. '"I'ma great beliver init."

Leon shook his head. 'One of these days you'll be caught and hanged - or worse, know ng the
Pal I i des. You baffle me.

"No, | don't. | nake you rich. Yours is the cheapest beef in Ateris.'

True. How is the |ovely Maeg?"

"She's wel | .

" And Donal ?'

"Lungs like bellows.'

' Keepi ng you awake at nights, is he?

"Wien |'mnot out hunting,' said Caswallon with a w nk.

Leon chuckled. '"I"mgoing to be sorry when they catch you, clansman. Truly.
For an hour they haggl ed over the prices until Leon parted with a

smal | pouch of gold, which Caswall on handed to his man Arcis, a taciturn clan crofter who
acconpani ed himon his raids.

Now Caswal | on stood on the nountainside soaking in the horror of Aenir warfare. Arcis noved

al ongside him Both nen had heard tales of war in the south and the awful atrocities conmitted by
the Aenir. Forenpbst anpong these was the bl ood-eagle: Aenir victine were nailed to trees, their
ribs splayed like tiny wings, their innards held in place with wooden strips.

Caswal | on had only hal f-believed these tales. Now the evidence hung on the bl ood-drenched gates,
of Ateris.

"CGo back to the valley, ny friend,' Caswallon told Arcis.
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"What about the cattle?
"Drive them back into the nmountains. There are no buyers today.'
' Gods, Caswal |l on! Wiay do they go on killing? There's no one fighting them

"I don't know. Tell Cambil what we have seen today."

What about you?
"I'1l stay for a while.'
Arci s nodded and set off across the slopes, running snoothly.

After a while the Aenir warriors drifted into the city. The plain before the gates was littered
with corpses. Caswal |l on noved cl oser, stopping when he neared the tree-line. Now he could see the
full scale of the horror and his anger settled, cold and malignant. The cattl e-deal er, Leon, |ay
in a pool of blood, his throat torn open. Near himwas the boy thief Gaelen

Caswal | on swung away and noved back towards the trees.

I amdying. There was no doubt in Gaelen's mind. The pain fromhis | ower back was close to
unbearabl e, his head ached, the blood was seeping fromhis left eye. For a long while he |ay
still, not knowing if the eneny was cl ose by; whether indeed an Aenir warrior was at this nonent
poi sed above himwith a spear or a sharp-edged sword.

Fear cut through his pain but he quelled it savagely. He could feel the soft, dusty clay against
his face and snell the snoke fromthe burning city. He tried to open his eyes, but blood had
congeal ed on the lashes. | have been unconscious for sone tinme, he thought.

An hour? Less? Carefully, he nmoved his right arm bringing his hand to his face, rubbing his right
eye with his knuckle to free the | ashes. The pain fromhis left eye intensified and he left it

al one, sealed shut. He was facing the shuttered gates and the ghastly ornanments they now carri ed.
Around himthe crows were already settling, their sharp beaks ripping at nmoist flesh. Two of them
had | anded on the chest of Leon. Cael en | ooked away. There were no Aenir in sight. G ngerly he
probed the wound above his left hip, remenbering the lance that had cut through himas he ran. The
wound still bled on both sides, and the flesh was angry and raw to the touch

Turni ng his head towards the mountains, and the tall pine trees on the nearest slope, he tried to
estinmate the tine it would take himto reach the safety of the woods. He nade an effort to stand,
but a roaring began in his ears, like an angry sea. D zziness swanped himand he | ost

consci ousness.

When he awoke it was close to dusk. Hi s side was still bleeding, though it had slowed to a trickle
and once again he had to clear his eye of blood. Wien he had done so he saw that he had craw ed
twenty paces. He couldn't renenber doing it, but the trail of blood and scored dust could not Ilie.

Behind himthe city burned. It would not be long before the Aenir returned to the plain. If he was
found he woul d be haul ed back and bl ood-eagl ed |ike the el ders.

The boy began to crawl, not daring to look up |l est the distance denmpralise him forcing himto
give in.

Twi ce he passed out for short periods. After the last he cursed hinmself for a fool and rolled to
his back, ripping two strips of cloth fromhis ragged tunic. These he pressed into the wounds on
his hip, grunting as the pain tore into him They should slow the bl eeding, he thought. He craw ed
on. The journey, begun in pain and weakness, becane a tornent. Delirious, Gaelen lived again the
horror of the attack. He had stolen a chicken fromLeon and was racing through the market when the
sound of scream ng wonen and poundi ng hooves nade himforget the burly butcher. Hundreds of
horsenen canme in sight, slashing at the crowd with | ong swords and plungi ng | ances.

Al'l was chaos and the boy had been petrified. He had hidden in a barn for several hours, but then
had been di scovered by three Aenir soldiers. Gaelen had run through the alleys, outpacing them
but had energed into the city square where a rider |ooped a rope over his shoul ders, dragging him
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out through the broken gates. Al around himwere fierce-eyed warriors wth horned hel ns,
scream ng and chanting, their faces besti al

The rider with the rope hailed two others at the city gates.
"Sport, Father!' yelled the man, his voice nuffled by his helm

"Fromthat wetch?" answered the other contenptuously, |eaning across the neck of his horse. The
hel m he wore carried curved horns, and a face-nmask in bronze fashioned into a | eering denon.
Through the upper slits Gaelen could see a glint of ice-blue eyes, and fear turned to terror
within him

The rider who had roped Gael en | aughed. 'I saw this boy on ny |ast scouting visit. He was running
froma crowd. He's fast. I'll wager | land himbefore you.'

"You couldn't land a fish froma bow,' said the third rider, a tall w de-shoul dered warrior with
an open helm H s face was broad and flat, the eyes small and glittering |like blue beads. H s
beard was yellow and griny, his teeth crooked and broken. "But I'll get him by Vatan!

"Always the first to boast and the last to do, Tostig," sneered the first rider

"Be silent, Ongist,' ordered the older man in the horned helm "Al right, 1'Il wager ten gold
pieces | gut him'

"Done!"' The rider |eaned over towards the boy, slicing the dagger through the rope. 'Go on, boy,
run.’

Gael en heard the horse start after himand, throwing hinself to the ground, he grabbed a rock and
hurled it. The yell ow bearded warrior - Tostig? - pitched fromhis rearing nount.

Then the | ance struck him He tried to rise, only to see a sword-bl ade flash down.
"Wl l ridden, Father!' were the |ast words he heard before the darkness engul fed him

Now as he crawl ed all sense of tine and place deserted him He was a turtle on a beach of hot
coal s, slowi ng burning; a spider within an enanel bow of pain, circling; a lobster within a pan
as the heat rose.

But still he craw ed.

Behi nd hi m wal ked the yel | ow bearded warrior he had pitched to the ground. In his hand was a sword
and upon his lips a snile.

Tostig was growi ng bored now. At first he had been intrigued by the wounded boy, wondering how far
he could craw, and inmagi ning the horror and despair when he discovered the effort was for
not hi ng. But now the boy was obviously delirious, and there was little point in wasting tine. He
rai sed the sword, pointing downward above the boy's back

"Kill him ny bonny, and you will follow him"

Tostig | eapt back a pace, his sword flashing up to point towards the shadow haunted trees as a
figure stepped out into the fading light. He was tall, wearing a | eather cloak and carrying an
iron-tipped quarterstaff. Two daggers hung froma bl ack | eather baldrick across his chest, and a
| ong hunting-knife dangled by his hip. He was green-eyed, and a dark trident beard gave hima
sardoni ¢ appear ance.

Tostig | ooked beyond the man, straining to pierce the gathering darkness of the undergrowth. The
warrior seened to be al one.

The cl ansnman stepped forward and stopped just out of reach of the Aenir's sword. Then he | eaned on
his staff and smiled. 'You're on Farlain land,' he said.

"The Aenir wal k where they will,' Tostig replied.

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel...%620Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (7 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:53 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel | %20-%20Hawk%20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk%20Eternal .txt
‘"Not here, my bonny. Not ever. Now, what's it to be? Do you | eave or die?

Tosti g pondered a nonent. His father Asbidag had warned the arny not to alienate the clans. Not
yet. One nouthful at a time, that was Asbidag' s way.

And yet this clansman had robbed Tostig of his prey.
"Who are you?' Tostig countered.
"Your heart has about five beats of life left init, barbarian,' said Caswallon.

Tostig stared deeply into the sea-green eyes. Had he been sure the man was al one, he woul d have
risked battle. But he was not sure. The man was too confident, too relaxed. No clansman alive
woul d face an armed Aenir in such a way. Unl ess he had an edge. Tostig glanced once nore at the
trees. Archers no doubt had himin range at this nonent.

"W will neet again,' he said, backing away down the sl ope.
Caswal | on ignored him and knelt by the bl eedi ng youngster

Gently he turned himto his back, checking his wounds. Satisfied they were plugged, he lifted the
boy to his shoul der, gathered up his staff, entered the shadows and was gone fromthe sight of the
Aenir.

Gael en turned in his bed and groaned as the stitches front and back pulled at tender, bruised
flesh. He opened his eyes and found hinmself staring at a grey cave wall. The snell of burning
beechwood was in his nostrils. Carefully he nmoved on to his good side. He was |lying on a broad
bed, crafted from pine and expertly joined; over his body were two wool | en bl ankets and a bearskin
cl oak. The cave was |arge, nmaybe twenty paces wide and thirty deep, and at the far end it curved
into a corridor. Looking back, the boy saw that the entrance was covered with a hide curtain.

G ngerly he sat up. Sonbody had bandaged his side and his injured eye. Gently he probed both
areas. The pain was still there, but nore of a throbbing rem nder of the acute agony he renenbered
fromhis long craw .

Across fromthe bed, beyond a table and sone chairs rough-cut fromlogs, was a nman-nmade hearth
skilfully chipped away at the base of a natural chinmmey in the cave wall. A fire was burning
brightly. Beside it were chunks of beechwood, a long iron rod, and a copper shovel.

Bri ght sunlight shafted past the edges of the curtain and the boy's gaze was drawn to the cave
entrance. Groaning as he rose, he |linped across the cave, lifting the flap and | ooki ng out over

t he nmount ai ns beyond. He found himsel f gazing down into a green and gold valley dotted with stone
bui | di ngs and wooden barns, sectioned fields and ribbon streans. Away to his left was a herd of
shaggy | ong-horned cattle, and el sewhere he could see sheep and goats, and even a few horses in a
paddock by a small wood. His | egs began to trenmble and he dropped the curtain.

Slowy he nmade his way to the table and sat down. Upon it was an oatneal |oaf and a jug of spring
water. H s stomach tightened, hunger surging within himas he tore a chunk fromthe | oaf and
poured a little water into a clay goblet.

Gael en was confused. He had never been this far into the highlands. No | ow ander had. This was
forbidden territory. The clansmen were not a friendly people, and though they occasionally came
into Ateris to trade, it was well-known to be folly for any city-dweller to attenpt a return
visit.

He tried to renenber how he had come here. He seenmed to recall voices as he struggled to reach the
trees, but the menory was el usive and there had been so many dreans.

At the back of the cave the nan called Oracle watched the boy eating and sniled. The |ad was
strong and wol f-tough. For the five days he had been here he had battled grinly against his
wounds, never crying - even when, in his delirium he had re-lived fear-filled nmonents of his
young |life. He had regai ned consciousness only twice in that time, accepting silently the warm
broth that Oracle held to his I|ips.
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"l see you are feeling better,' said the old man, stepping fromthe shadows.

The boy junped and winced as the stitches pulled. Looking round, he saw a tall, frail, white-
bearded nman dressed in grey robes, belted at the waist with a goat-hair rope.

"Yes. Thank you.'
"What is your nane?'
' Gael en. And you?

‘I no longer use ny name, but it pleases the Farlain to call ne Oacle. If you are hungry | shal
warm sonme broth; it is nade fromthe liver of pigs and will give you strength.'

Oracle noved to the fire, stooping to lift a covered pot to the flames. "It will be ready soon
How are your wounds?

'"Better.'

The ol d man nodded. The eye caused ne the nobst trouble. But | think it will serve you. You will
not be blind, | think. The wound in your side is not serious, the |l ance piercing just above the
flesh of the hip. No vital organ was cut.'

"Did you bring nme here?

"No.' Using the iron rod, Oracle lifted the Iid fromthe pot. Taking a | ong-handl ed wooden spoon
froma shelf, he stirred the contents. Gael en watched himin silence. In his youth he nust have
been a mighty man, thought the boy. Oracle's arns were bony now, but the wists were thick and his
frane broad. The old man's eyes were |ight blue under thick brows, and they glittered |ike water
on ice. Seeing the boy staring at him he chuckled. 'I was the Farlain Hunt Lord,' he said,
grinning. '"And | was strong. | carried the Worl boulder for forty-two paces. No man has bettered
that in thirty years."

"Were nmy thoughts so obvious?' Gael en asked
"Yes,' answered the Oracle. The broth is ready.”

They ate in silence, spooning the thick soup from wooden bow s and di ppi ng chunks of oatneal | oaf
into the steam ng |iquid.

Gael en could not finish the broth. He apol ogi sed, but the old man shrugged.

"You've hardly eaten at all in five days, and though you are ravenous your stomach has shrunk
Gve it a few nonents, then try a little nore."'

" Thank you.'
'You ask few questions, young Gaelen. Is it that you lack curiosity?
The boy sniled for the first tine. "No, | just don't want any answers yet."

Oracl e nodded. 'You are safe here. No one will send you back to the Aenir. You are wel conme, free
to do as you wish. You are not a prisoner. Now, do you have any questions?

"How did | get here?
' Caswal | on brought you. He is a clansman, a Hunt Master.'
"Way did he save ne?

"Why does Caswal l on do the things he does? | don't know. Caswallon doesn't know. He is a man of

i mpul se. A good friend, a terrible eneny, and a fine clansman - but still a man of inpul se. When
he was a youth he went tracking deer. He was followi ng a doe when he cane upon it caught in a
Pal I i des snare. Now the Farlain have no love for the Pallides, so Caswallon cut the deer |oose -
only to find it had an injured |l eg. He brought the little beast hone upon his back and nursed it
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to health; then he released it. There's no accounting for Caswal |l on. Had the beast been fit he
woul d have slain it for neat and hide.

"And | amlike that injured doe,' said Gaelen. "Had | run into the trees unharned, Caswallon m ght
have killed ne.'

"Yes, you are sharp, Gaelen. | like quick wits in a boy. How old are you?

The boy shrugged. 'l don't know. Fourteen, fifteen ..

"I'd say nearer fourteen, but it doesn't natter. A man is judged here by how he lives and not by
t he wei ght of his years.

"WIl | be allowed to stay, then? | thought only clansnen could live in the Druin nountains?"
"I ndeed you can, for indeed you are,' said O acle.
"l don't understand.'’

You are a clansnman, Gaelen. O the Farlain. You see, Caswallon invoked the Cornmach. He has nade
you his son.

' \My?l

' Because he had no choice. As you said yourself, only a clansman can |ive here and Caswall on -
like all other clansmen -cannot bring strangers into the Farlain. Therefore in the very act of
rescui ng you he became your guardi an, responsible in |aw for everything you do."'

"l don't want a father,' said Gaelen. 'I get by on ny own.'

"Then you will leave,' agreed Oracle, amiably. 'And Caswallon will give you a cloak, a dagger, and
two gold coins for the road."'

"And if | stay?
" Then you will nove into Caswallon's house.'

Needing time to think, Gaelen broke off a piece of bread and dipped it into the now | ukewar m
br ot h.

Becone a clansman? A wild warrior of the nmountains? And what would it be like to have a father?
Caswal | on, whoever he was, wouldn't care for him Wy should he? He was just a wounded doe brought
home on a whim 'Wen nust | decide?

"When your wounds are fully heal ed."'
"How ong will that be?"

When you say they are,' said the old nan.
"l don't knowif | want to be a clansnman.'’
' Reserve your judgenent, Gaelen, until you know what it entails.'
That night Gael en awoke in a cold sweat, screamn ng

The old man ran fromthe back of the cave, where he slept on a narrow pallet bed, and sat down
besi de the boy. 'Wiat is it?' he asked, stroking Gaelen's brow, pushing back the sweat-drenched
hair fromthe boy's eyes

The Aenir! | dreaned they had come for ne and | couldn't get away.'

"Do not fear, Gaelen. They have conquered the | ow ands, but they will not come here. Not yet.
Bel i eve ne. You are safe."
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They took the city,' said Gaelen, "and the mlitia were overrun. They didn't even hold for a day.

"You have nuch to | earn, boy. About war. About warriors. Aye, the city fell, and before it other
cities. But we don't have cities here, and we need no walls. The nobuntains are |ike a fortress,
with walls that pierce the clouds. And the clansnen don't wear bright breastplates and parade at
festivals, they don't march in unison. Stand a clansman agai nst a | ow ander and you will see two
men, but you will not be seeing clearly. The one is like a dog, well-trained and well-fed. It

| ooks good and it barks loud. The other is Iike a wolf, lean and deadly. It barks not at all. It
kills. The Aenir will not conme here yet. Trust me.'

When he woke Gael en found a fresh-baked honey nalt |oaf, a jug of goat's mlk and a bow
containing oats, dried apple and ground hazel nuts awaiting himat the table. There was no sign of
Oracl e.

Gael en's side was sore and fresh bl ood had seeped through the |inen bandages around his wai st, but
he pushed the pain fromhis nmind and ate. The oats were bl and and unappeal i ng, but he found that
if he crushed the honey-cake and sprinkled it over the mixture the effect was nore appetising.

Hi s stomach full, he made his way outside the cave and knelt by a slender streamthat trickled
over white rocks on its journey to the valley below Scooping water to his face, he washed,
careful to avoid danpening the bandage over his injured eye. He had thought to take a short wal k
but even the stroll to the streamhad tired himand he sat back against a snooth rock and gazed
down into the valley.

It was so cal mhere. Set against the tranquillity of these mountain valleys the events at Ateris
seermed even nore horrifying. Gaelen saw again the crows settling on fat Leon, squabbling and
fighting over a strip of red flesh.

The boy was not surprised by the Aenir savagery. It seemed a culmnation of all that life had
taught hi m about people. In the main, they were cruel, callous and uncaring, filled with greed and
petty malice. The boy knew all about suffering. It was life. It was being frozen in w nter

parched in sumrer, col d-soaked and trenbling when it rained. It was being thrashed for the sin of
hunger, abused for the curse of loneliness, tormented for being a bastard, and despi sed for being
an or phan.

Life was not a gift to be enjoyed, it was an eneny to be battled, grimy, unrenmttingly.

The old man had been kind to him but he has his reasons, thought Gaelen sourly. This Caswallon is
probably paying himfor his tine.

Gael en si ghed. When he was strong enough he would run away to the north and find a city die Aenir
had not sacked, and he would pick up his life again - stealing food and scraping a living until he
was big enough, or strong enough, to take Iife by the throat and force it to do his bidding.

Still dreanming of the future, he fell asleep in the sunshine. Oracle found himthere at noon and
gently carried himinside, |aying himupon the broad bed and covering himw th the bearskin cl oak
The fur was still thick and luxuriant, yet it was thirty years since Oacle had killed the bear
An epic battle fought on a spring day such as this ... The old man chuckl ed at the nenory. In
those days he had been Caracis, Hunt Lord of the Farlain, and a force to be considered. He had
killed the bear with a short sword and dagger, suffering terrible wounds fromthe beast's cl aws.
He never knew why it had attacked hinm the large bears of the nountains usually avoided nman, but
per haps he had strayed too close to its den, or maybe it was sick and hurting.

What ever the cause it had reared up fromthe bushes, towering above him In one flow ng notion he
had hurled his hunting-knife into its breast, drawn sword and dagger and | eapt forward, plunging
bot h bl ades through the matted fur and into the flesh beyond. The battle had been brief and

bl oody. The beast's great arms encircled him its claws ripping into his back. He had rel eased the
sword and twi sted at the dagger with both hands, seeking the mighty heart within the rib-cage.

And he had found it.

Now t he bear, the lord of the high lonely forest, was a child s blanket, and the greatest of the
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Farlain warriors was a dry-boned ancient, known only as O acle.
Time makes fools of us all,' he whispered.

He | ooked down at the boy's face. He was a handsone |ad, with good bones and a strong chin, and
his flame-red hair contained a glint of gold, matching the tawny flecks in his dark eyes.

"You will break hearts in years to cone, Gaelen, ny lad.'
"Hearts ... ?' said Gaelen, yawning and sitting up. 'I'msorry. Wre you talking to me?

"No. Od nen talk to thensel ves. How are you feeling?

' Good. '
"Sleep is the renedy for many of life's ills. Especially |oss of blood."'
"It's peaceful here,' said Gaelen. 'I don't normally sleep so much, even when |'ve been hurt. Is

there anything I can do to help you? I don't want to be a burden.’
"Young man, you are not a burden. You are a guest. Do you know what that neans?'
" No. "

"It means you are a friend who has cone to stay for a while,' the old man told him laying his
hand on the boy's arm 'It neans you owe ne nothing.'

" Caswal | on pays you to look after me," said Gaelen, pulling his armaway from Oacle's touch

‘"No, he does not. Nor will he. Though he nay bring a joint of venison, or a sack of vegetables the
next tinme he conmes.' Oracle left the bedside to add several chunks of wood to the fire. '"It's so
wasteful ,' he called back, 'keeping a fire here in spring. But the cave gets cold and ny blood is
runni ng thin.

"It's nice,' said Gaelen. 'l like to see a fire burning.'

' Choppi ng wood keeps ny body fromseizing up,' said the old nan, returning to the bedside. 'Now,
what would you like to know?"

Gael en shrugged. ' About what ?
" About anyt hing."
"You could tell ne about the clans. Were did they cone fronf'

"A wise choice,' said Oacle, sitting at the bedside. 'There are nmore than thirty clans, but
originally there was one: the Farlain. Under their |eader, Farla the First, they journeyed to
Druin nore than six hundred years ago, escaping sone war in their honeland. The Farlain settled in
the vall ey bel ow here, and two nei ghbouring valleys to the east. They prospered and nul tiplied.
But, as the years passed, there was discord and several famlies broke fromthe clan. There was a
little trouble and sone fighting, but the new clan formed their own settlements and began calling
t hensel ves Pallides, which in the old tongue neant Seekers of New Trails. In the decades that

foll owed other splits devel oped, giving birth to the Haesten, the Loda, the Dunilds and many nore.
There have been several wars between the clans. In the last, nore than one hundred years ago, six
thousand nen lost their lives. Then the mighty king Ironhand put an end to it. He gave us w sdom -
and the Ganes.'

"What are the Ganes?' asked Gael en

"Tests of skill in a score of disciplines. Archery, swordsmanship, racing, junping, westling..
many, many events. All the clans take part. It lasts two weeks from M dsumer's Ni ght, and
concludes with the Whorl Feast. You will see it this year - and you will never forget it.'

"What are the prizes?
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"Pride is the prize - and always has been.' The old nan's blue eyes twinkled. 'Wll, pride and a
smal | sack of gold. Caswallon took gold in the archery last year. A better bowran has never been
seen in these nmountains.

Tell nme of him'

The ol d man chuckl ed and shook his head. 'Caswallon. Always the children seek stories of
Caswal l on. If Caswallon were a swallow he would stay north for the winter, just to see howcold it
gets. What can any nan tell you of Caswall on?

'I's he a warrior?

"He is certainly that, but then nost clansnen are. He is good with sword and kni fe, though others
are better. He is an expert hunter and a good provider."'

"You like hin?' asked Gael en

"Like hin? He infuriates me. But | love him | don't know how his wife puts up with him But then
Maeg's a spirited lass.' Oracle rose fromthe bedside and noved to the table, filling two clay
goblets with water. Passing one to Gaelen, he sat down once nore. 'Aye, that's the story to give
you a taste of young Caswallon.'

'Three years ago at the Ganes, he saw and fell in love with a maid of the Pallides, the daughter
of their Hunt Lord Maggrig. Now, Maggrig is a formidable warrior and a nman of hasty and uncertain
tenper. Above all things on this earth he hates and despises the Farlain. Mention the clan nane
and his blood boils and his face darkens.

"So imagi ne his fury when Caswal | on approaches himand asks for his daughter's hand. Men cl ose by
swore his veins al nbst burst at the tenples. And Maeg hersel f took one | ook at him and di sm ssed
himfor an arrogant fool. Caswallon took the insults they heaped on him bowed, and departed to
the archery tourney, which he won an hour later. Mst of us thought that would be the |last of the
affair." Oacle rose and stretched his back, then noved to the fire and added two thick |ogs. He
sighed and refilled his goblet.

"Wl |, what happened?' urged Gael en

' Happened? Ch, yes. I'msorry, ny boy, but the m nd wanders soneti nes. Wiere was |? Caswallon's
courting of Maeg.' Returning to the bedside, he sat down again. 'Many of the Farlain enjoyed the
jest for such it had to be. Maeg was al nost twenty and unnmarried and it was considered she was a
frosty maiden with little interest in nen.

"Two nonths later, in dead of night, Caswallon slipped into the Pallides |ands, past their scouts
and into the heart of Maggrig's own village. He scaled the stone wall of the old man's house and
entered Maeg's room unseen. Just before dawn he awoke Maeg, stifled her screamwth a kiss,
clinbed fromthe wi ndow and was gone into the tinberline. Ch, they chased himall right. Fifty of
the fleetest Pallides runners, but Caswallon was the racer to beat themall, and he nade it hone
Wit hout a scratch.

"Now, back at Maggrig's house there was rare fury, for the young Farlain hunter had left a pair of
torn breeches, a worn shirt, and the hide cut out in the shape of a new pair of shoes. Soon the
entire highlands chuckled at the tale and Maggrig was beside hinself with fury. You have to
understand the synbolism Gaelen. The trousers, shirt and hide were what you'd leave a wife to
mend and nmake. And the fact that he'd spent the night alone in her bedroom nade sure no other man
woul d marry her.

"Maggrig swore he'd have his head. Pallides hunters spent their days hopi ng Caswal | on of the

Farl ain woul d darken their territory with his shadow. Finally, sone three nonths later, as w nter
took its hold naking the nountains inpassable, the Pallides withdrew to their hones. On this night
in the long hall, where the clan chiefs were cel ebrating the Longest N ght, the doors opened and
there, covered in snow and with ice in his beard, stood Caswal | on

"He wal ked slowmy down the centre of the hall, between the tables, until he stood before Maggrig
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and his daughter. Then he sniled and said, "Have you finished ny breeches and shirt, wonman?"

" "l have," she told him "And where have you been these | ast nont hs?"

"Where el se should | be?" he answered her. "I've been buil ding our house."

"I tell you, Gaelen, |I would have given nuch to see Maggrig's face that night. The weddi ng t ook

pl ace the followi ng norning and the two of them stayed nobst of the winter with the Pallides.
Caswal | on woul d not hear of taking Maeg back the way he had come, for he had scal ed the east flank
of High Druin - no easy task in sumer, but in winter fraught with peril.

' Now, does that hel p you understand Caswall on of the Farlain?
"No,"' answered Gael en.

The old man | aughed al oud. 'No nore should it, | suppose. But keep it in your m nd and the passing
years nmay explain it to you. Now strip off that shirt and | et nme check that wound.'

Oracle carefully cut away the bandages and knelt before the bed, his long fingers prising away the
linen fromthe blood-encrusted stitches. Gaelen gritted his teeth, making no sound. As the | ast

pi ece of linen pulled clear Gael en | ooked down. A huge bl ue and yell ow bruise had spread from his
hip to his ribs and round to the small of his back. The wound itself had closed well, but was
seeping at the edges with yell ow pus.

"Don't worry about that, boy,' said Oacle. '"That's just the body expelling the rubbish. The
wound' s clean and healing well. By midsumrer you'll be running with the other lads at the Ganes.'

The wound seens wi der than | renenber,' said Gaelen. 'l thought it was just a round hole.'

"Aye it was - on both sides,' Oracle told him 'But round wounds take an age to heal, Gaelen. They
close up in acircle until there is just a bright tender spot at the centre which never seens to
close. | cut a wider gash across it. Trust ne; | know wounds, boy. | have seen enough of them and
suf fered enough of them You are healing well.’

"What about ny eye?' asked Gaelen, tenderly fingering the bandage.
"We'll know soon, lad.'

Maeg pl ace the babe in his crib and covered himwith a white wooll en blanket. She ran her fingers
over the soft, dark down on his head and whi spered a blessing to protect himas he slept. He was a
beautiful child, with his father's sea-green eyes and his nother's dinpled chin. Tonorrow his
grandfat her would arrive, and Maeg was secretly delighted that the child had Maggrig's w de
cheekbones and round head. She knew it would please the fiery Hunt Lord of the Pallides. For al
that he was a warrior and a nan to be respected, Maeg knew that within the crusty shell was a soft-
hearted man who had al ways doted on chil dren

Men wal ked warily round the old bull, but children clanbered over him shrieking with nock terror
at his blood-curdling threats and tugging at his rust-red beard. He was a man who had al ways
want ed sons, and yet had never nade his daughter feel guilty, nor blamed his wife for becomn ng
barren thereafter.

And Maeg | oved him

The sound of the axe thudding into | ogs drew her to the thin north-facing window. In the yard
beyond, stripped to the waist, Caswallon was preparing the winter fuel. An hour a day through
spring and sunmmer and the | ogs woul d be stacked against the side of the house three paces deep
thirty paces long and the height of a tall man. In this way the wood perforned a doubl e service,
keeping the fire fed and the north wind away fromthe wall, insulating their hone against the
ferocity of the winter.

Caswal l on's long hair was swept back fromhis face and tied at the nape of the neck in a short
pony-tail. The muscles of his arns and shoul ders stretched and swelled with each snooth stroke of
the axe. Maeg grinned as she watched him and rested her elbows on the sill. Caswallon was a

nat ural showran, inbuing even such a sinple task as chopping wood with a sense of |iving poetry.
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H s novenents were snmooth and yet, every now and then, as he swung the axe, he twi sted the handl e
flashing the blade in a conplete turn before allowing it to hammer home in the |l og set on an oak
round. It was al nost theatrical and well worth the watching. It was the same with everything he
did, Maeg knew, it wasn't that he needed to inpress an audi ence, he was nerely creative and easily
bored, and amused hinmsel f by adding intricacy and often beauty to the nost nundane of chores.

"You will win no prizes at the Ganmes with such pretty strokes,' she called as the last log split.
He grinned at her. '"So this is why ny breakfast's late, is it? You're

too busy gawking and adnmiring nmy fine style? It was a sad day, woman, when you bew tched ne away
fromthe fine Farlain |adies.'

"The truth of it is, Caswallon, ny lad, that only a foreign woman woul d take you - one who hadn't
heard the terrible tales of your youth.'

"You' ve a sharp tongue in your head, but then | could expect no nore from Maggrig's daughter. Do
you think he'll find the house?"

" And why shoul dn't he?’
"It's a well-known fact the Pallides need a map to get frombed to table.

"You tell that to Maggrig when he gets here and he'll pin both your ears to the bedposts,' she
sai d.

"Maybe | will, at that,' he told her, stooping to lift his doeskin shirt fromthe fence.
"You will not!' she shouted. 'You prom sed you' d not aggravate the man. Did you not?
"Hush, woman. | al ways keep ny prom ses."

"That's a nonsense. You pronised you' d seal the draught fromthis very w ndow.'

"You' ve a tongue like a willow switch and the nenmory of an injured hound. 1'll do it after
breakfast - that is, if the food ever sees the inside of a platter.'

"Do the two of you never stop arguing? asked Oracle, leaning on his quarterstaff at the corner of
the house. '"It's just as well you built your house so far fromthe rest.

"Wy is it,' asked Maeg, smiling, 'that you always arrive as the food is ready?
"The natural timng of an old hunter,' he told her

Maeg di shed up hot oats in wooden platters, cut half a dozen slices of thick black bread and broke
sonme salt on to a small side dish, placing it before the two men. Fromthe | arder she took a dish
of fresh-nmade butter and a jar of thick, berry preserve. Then she sat in her own chair by the
fire, taking up the tiny tunic she was knitting for the babe.

The nmen ate in silence until at |ast Caswall on pushed away his plate and asked, 'How is the boy?

Maeg stopped her knitting and | ooked up, her grey eyes fixed on the old nan's face. The story of
Caswal l on' s rescue of the | ad had spread anong the Farlain. It hadn't surprised them they knew

Caswallon. Simlarly it hadn't surprised Maeg, but it worried her. Donal was Caswall on's son and
he was barely four nonths old. Now the inpulsive clansman had acquired another son, many years
ol der and this disturbed her

"He is a strong boy, and he inproves daily,' said Oracle. 'But |life has not been good to himand
he is suspicious.'

"OfF what?' Caswal | on asked.

"OF everything. He was a thief in Ateris, an orphan, unloved and unwanted. A hard thing for a
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child, Caswallon.'

"A hard thing for anyone,' said the clansnan. ' You know he crawl ed for al nobst two hours with those
wounds. He's tough. He deserves a second chance at life.'

"He is still frightened of the Aenir,' said Oacle.
'So should he be,' answered Caswallon gravely. 'l amfrightened of them They are a bloodthirsty
peopl e and once they have conquered the | ow ands they will look to the clans.'

"I know,' said the old man, neeting Caswallon's eye. 'They will outnunber us greatly. And they're
fighters. Killers all.

"Mountain war is a different thing altogether,' said Caswallon. 'The Aenir are fine warriors but
they are still |ow anders. Their horses will be useless in the bracken, or on the scree sl opes.
Their long swords and axes will hanper them

True, but what of the valleys where our hones are?
"W nmust do our best to keep themout of the valleys,' answered Caswallon with a shrug.
"Are you so sure they'll attack? asked Maeg. 'What coul d they possibly want here?

"Like all conquerors,' Oacle answered her. They fear all nmen think as they do. They will see the
clans as a threat, never knowi ng when we will pour out of the mountains on to their towns, and so
they will seek to destroy us. But we have tine yet. There are still low and armies and cities to
be taken, and then they nust bring their famlies over fromthe south land and build their own
farns and towns. W have three years, maybe a little less."'

"Wre you always so gloony, old man?' asked Maeg, grow ng angry as her good hunour evapor ated.

"Not al ways, young Maeg. Once | was as strong as a bull and feared nothing. Now my bones are |ike
dry sticks, ny nuscles wet parchnent. Now | worry. There was a tinme when the Farlain could

gather an arny to terrify the world, when no one would dare invade the highlands. But the world
moves on ..."

"Let tonorrow |l ook after itself, nmy friend,' said Caswallon, resting a hand on the old man's

shoul der. "We'Il not make a jot of difference by worrying about it. As Maeg says, we are grow ng
gl oony. Cone, we'll walk aways and talk. It will help the food to settle, and | know Maeg will not
want us under her feet."

Both nen rose and Oracle wal ked round the table to stand over Maeg. Then he bowed and ki ssed her
cheek. 'l amsorry,' he said. '|I promise I'll not bring gloomto this house - for a while, at
| east .’

"Away with you,' she said, rising and throwi ng her arnms around his neck. 'You're always wel cone
here - just bear in mnd |'ve a young babe, and | don't want to hear such nelancholy fear for his
future.’

Maeg wat ched them | eave on the short wal k through the pasture towards the nountain woods beyond.
Then she gathered up the dishes and scrubbed themclean in the water bucket by the hearth.

Conpl eting her chores the cl answonan checked on the babe, once nore stroking his brow and
rearrangi ng his blanket. At her touch he awoke, stretching one pudgy armwith fist clenched,
screwi ng up his face and yawning. Sitting beside him Maeg opened her tunic and held himto her
breast. As he fed she began to sing a soft, lilting lullaby. The babe suckled for several m nutes,
then, when he had finished she Iifted himto her shoulder. H s head sagged agai nst her face.
Gently she rubbed his back; he gave a |oud burp which brought a peal of |aughter from his nother.
Ki ssing his cheek, she told him 'W'Ill need to inprove your table manners before long, little
one.' Carefully she laid himback in his cot and Donal fell asleep alnpbst instantly.

Returning to the kitchen, Maeg found Kareen had arrived with the norning nmilk and was busy
transferring it to the stone jug by the wall. Kareen was a child of the nountains, orphaned during
the last winter. Only fifteen, it would be a year before she could be lawfully wed and she had
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been sent by the Hunt Lord, Canbil, to serve Maeg in the difficult early nmonths foll owi ng the

birth of Donal. In the strictest sense Kareen was a servant under indenture, but in the highlands
she was a 'child of the house', a short-term daughter to be | oved and cared for after the fashion
of the clans. Kareen was a bright, lively girl, not attractive but strong and willing. Her face

was | ong and her jaw square, but she had a pretty smle and wore it often. Maeg |iked her

"Beth's yield is down again,' said Kareen. 'l think it's that dammed hound of Bolan's. It nipped
her |l eg, you know. Caswallon should chide himabout it.'

"I"'msure that he will,' said Maeg. 'Wuld you nmind seeing to Donal if he wakes? |'ve a mnd to
col l ect sone herbs for the pot.'

"Wuld | mnd? |'d be delighted. Has he been fed?

"He has, but | don't doubt he'll enjoy the warned oats you'll be tenmpting himwith,' said Meg,
wi nki ng.

Kareen grinned. 'He's a healthy eater, to be sure. Howis the | ow and boy?

"Heal ing,' Maeg told her. "I'll be back soon.' Lifting her shawl cloak fromthe hook by the door
Maeg swung it about her shoul ders and stepped out into the yard.

Kareen placed the last of the stone jugs by the wall, hefted the enpty bucket and wal ked out to
the well to wash it clean

She watched Maeg strolling towards the pasture woods, admring the proud al nost regal novenents
and rare animal grace that could not be disguised by the heavy wooll en skirt and shawl. Maeg was
beautiful. From her night-dark hair to her slender ankles she was everything Kareen woul d never
be. And yet she was unconscious of her beauty and that, nore than anything, |led Kareen to | ove
her .

Maeg enj oyed wal ki ng al one in the woods, listening to the bird-song and revelling in the solitude.
It was here that she found tranquility. Caswallon, despite being the love of her life, was also
the cause of great turmoil. H's turbulent spirit would never be content with the sinple life of a

farmer and cattl e-breeder. He needed the excitenent and the danger that came fromraiding the
herds of nei ghbouring clans, stealing into their |ands, ghosting past their sentries. One day they
woul d catch and hang him

You'll not change him Maeg, she thought.

Caswal | on had been a child of the nmountains, born out of wedlock to a flighty maid naned Mra who
had di ed soon after childbirth - supposedly of internal bleeding, though clan I egend had it that
her father poisoned her. She had never divul ged the name of her |over. Caswallon had been raised
in the house of the Hunt Lord, Padris, as foster-brother to Canbil. The two boys had never becone
friends.

At seventeen Caswal lon left the home of Padris with a dagger, a cloak, and two gold pieces.
Everyone had assuned he woul d become a crofter, eking out a slender existence to the north.

I nstead he had gone alone to Pallides |land and stolen a bull and four cows. Fromthe Haesten he
stole six cows, selling three in Ateris. Wthin a year every out-clan huntsnman wat ched for
Caswal | on of the Farl ain.

Maggrig, the Pallides Hunt Lord, offered two prize bulls to the man who could kill him Caswall on
stole the bulls.

At first his fellow clansnen had been anused by his exploits. But as his wealth grew, so too did
the jeal ousy. The wonen, Maeg knew, adored Caswallon. The nen, quite naturally, detested him
Three years ago, followi ng the death of Padris, Canbil was el ected as Hunt Lord and Caswallon's
stock anongst the men plunged to fresh depths. For Canmbil despised him and many were those
seeking favour with the new Lord.

This year, Caswallon had even declined to take part in the Ganes, though as defendi ng chanpi on he
coul d have earned points for the clan. What was worse, he had given as his reason that he wi shed
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to stay home with his lady, who had a showi ng of blood in her pregnancy. He had put her to bed and
undert aken the househol d chores hinmsel f- an unmanly action

Yet, as his stock had fallen with the nen, so it clinbed in direct proportion with the wonen.

Now t here was the business of the | owl and boy, and the al nost perverse use of clan law to
accommodat e the act. How coul d he invoke Cornmoach for such a one? The old law - crafted to all ow
for the children of a fallen warrior to be adopted by relatives of the hero - had never been

i nvoked to bring a | owl ander into the clans.

Canbi| had refused to speak publicly against Caswallon, but privately he had voiced his disgust in
the Council. Yet Caswallon, as always, was inmpervious to criticism

It was the sanme when he caught two Haesten hunters on Farlain |ands. He had thrashed themw th his
quarterstaff, but he had not cut off their fingers. That and his narriage to Maeg had left the
Council furious: a slight, they called it, on every Farlain naiden.

Agai nst their fury Caswall on adopted indifference. And in sone quarters this fanned the fury to
hat r ed.

Al'l of this Maeg knew, for there were few secrets anong the Farlain, and yet Caswallon never spoke
of it. Always he was courteous, even to his enenies, and rarely had anyone in the three valleys
seen himlose his tenper. This was read by nmany as a sign of weakness, but anong the wonen, who
often display greater insights in these natters, there was no doubt as to Caswal |l on's manhood.

If he didn't maimthe hunters, there was a reason that had naught to do with cowardice. And
Caswal | on' s reasons, whatever they were, were good enough for his friends. Since no answer woul d
justify his actions to those who hated him Caswallon offered themexactly that - no answer.

It was a matter of sadness for Maeg that the result of the hatred would be the letting of blood
and a death feud between Farlain houses. But that was a worry for tonmorrow, and there were al ways
nore pressing problens of today to concern the wonen of the nountains.

2

UNAWARE OF THE controversy, of which he was now a part, the boy Gaelen sat in the cave slowy
unwi ndi ng the bandage around his head, gently easing it fromthe line of stitches on his brow and
cheek.

Wth infinite care he rubbed away the clotted bl ood sealing the eyelid and gently prised the eye
open. At first his vision was blurred, but slowy it cleared and perspective returned, though a
pi nk haze disturbed him By the hearth was a silver nmirror. Gaelen picked it up and gazed at his
reflection. No expression crossed his face as he | ooked upon his scars, but sonething cold settled
on his heart as he saw the eye.

It was totally red, suffused with blood, giving hima denoni c appearance. The top of his head had
been shaved to allow the stitches to be inserted, though now the hair was growi ng again. But it
was growi ng white around the scar

A change came over himthen, for he felt the fear of the Aenir drift away |i ke norning mst,
maki ng way for sonething far stronger than fear.

Hatred filled him instilling in his soul a terrible desire for vengeance.

For three weeks Gael en stayed in or around the cave, watching the rain and the sunshine that
followed it turn the nountain gorse to gold. He saw the snow recede from the nountain peaks and
the young deer enmerge fromthe woods to the fast-flowi ng streams. In the distance he saw a great
brown bear stretching to claw his territorial mark on the trunk of a wiry elm and the rabbits
hopping in the long grass of the meadow in the pink Iight of dawn.

At night he talked to Oracle, the two of themsitting on a rug before the fire. He heard the
hi story of the clans, and began to |earn the nanes of the | egendary heroes - Cubril, the nman known
as
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Bl ackl atch, who first carried the Whorl stone; Gigor, the Flame-dancer who fought the eneny even
as his house burned around him Ironhand and Dunbar. Strong nmen. C ansmen

Not all of themwere fromthe Farlain, that was the strange thing to Gael en. The cl ansnen hated
each other, yet would glory in tales of heroes fromother clans. 'It's no use trying to understand
it yet, Gaelen,' the old man told him 'It's hard enough for us to understand ourselves.'

On the last evening of the nmonth Oracle renoved the boy's stitches and pronounced himfit to
rejoin the world of the living.

Tonorrow Caswal lon will come, and you'll neet with himand make your decisions. Either you'll stay
or you'll go. Either way, you and | will part friends,' said Oracle gravely.

Gael en's stomach tightened. 'Couldn't | j ust stay here with you for a while?

Oracl e cupped the boy's chin in his hand. 'No, lad. Miuch as |'ve enjoyed your conmpany it cannot
be. Be ready at dawn, for Caswallon will cone early."’

For much of the night Gael en was unable to sleep, and when he did he dreaned of the norning, saw
hi nsel f | ooking foolish before this great clansman whose face he couldn't quite see. The man told
himto run, but his legs were sunk in nud; the man lost his tenper and stabbed himw th a spear
He awoke exhausted and sweat-drenched and rose instantly, making his way to the streamto bathe.

'Good norning to you.'

Gael en swung to see a tall nan sitting on a granite boulder. He wore a cl oak of |eaf-green and a
brown | eather tunic. Slung across his chest was a baldric bearing two slimdaggers in |eather
sheat hs, and by his side a hunting-knife. Upon his long | egs were | eggings of green wool, |aced
with | eather thongs criss-crossed to the knee. His hair was |Iong and dark, his eyes sea-green. He
seened to be about thirty years of age, though he could have been ol der

"Are you Caswal | on?

"l amindeed,' said the nman, standing. He stretched out his hand. Gael en shook it and released it
swiftly., "Walk with ne and we'll talk about things to interest you.'

Wthout waiting for a reply Caswal |l on turned and wal ked slowy through the trees. Gael en stood for
a nonent, then grabbed his shirt frombeside the streamand followed him Caswallon halted beside
a

fallen oak and lifted a pack he had stowed there. Opening it he pulled clear sonme clothing; then
he sat upon the vine-covered trunk, waiting for the boy to catch up

Caswal | on wat ched hi m cl osely as he approached. The boy was tall for his age, show ng the prom se
of the man he would beconme. His hair was the red of a dying fire, though the slanted sunli ght

hi ghlighted traces of gold, and there was a streak of silver above the wound on his brow The scar
on his cheek still |ooked angry and swollen, and the eye itself was a nightrmare. But Caswall on
liked the | ook of the lad, the set of his jaw, the straight-backed wal k, and the fact that the boy
| ooked himin the eye at all tinmes.

"l have sone clothes for you.'
"My own are fine, thank you.'

‘"I ndeed they are, Gaelen, but a grey, threadbare tunic will not suit you, and bare legs will be
cut by the branbles and gorse, as naked feet will be slashed by sharp or jagged stones. And you' ve
no belt to carry a knife. Wthout a blade you' |l be hard-pressed to survive.'

Thank you then. But | will pay you for themwhen |I can.'

"As you will. Try them' Caswallon threw hima green woollen shirt edged with brown | eather and
reinforced at the el bows and shoulders with hide. Gaelen slipped off his own dirty grey tunic and
pulled on the garnment. It fitted snugly, and his heart swelled; it was, in truth, the finest thing
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he had ever worn. The green woollen | eggi ngs were baggy but he tied themat the waist and joi ned
Caswal lon at the tree to learn howto lace them Lastly a pair of nmpbccasins were produced from
Caswal I on's sack, along with a wi de black belt bearing a bone-handled knife in a |ong sheath. The
noccasins were a little too tight, but Caswallon pronised himthey would stretch into confort.
Gael en drew the knife fromits scabbard; it was doubl e-edged, one side ending in a hal f-noon

"The first side is for cutting wood, shaving or cleaning skins; the second edge is for skinning.
It is a useful weapon also. Keep it sharp at all tines. Every night before you sleep, apply
yourself to naintaining it.'

Rel uctantly the boy returned the blade to its sheath and strapped the belt to his waist.
"Why are you doing this for nme?

" A good question, Gaelen, and I'mglad you asked it early. But 1've no answer to give you. |
wat ched you crawl and | admired you for the way you overcane your pain and your weakness. Al so you

made it to the tinberline, and became a child of the mountains. As | interpreted clan |aw that
made you clan responsibility. | took it one stage further, that is all, and invited you into ny
hone. '

"l don't want a father. | never did.

"And | already have a son of ny blood. But that is neither here nor there. In clan law | amcalled
your father, because you are ny responsibility. In terns of lowand |law - such as the Aenir wll
not obliterate - ' suppose | would be called your guardian. Al this nmeans is that | nust teach
you to live like a man. After that you are alone -should you so desire to be.'

"What woul d you teach nme?'

To teach you to hunt, and to plant, to read signs; 1'd teach you to read the seasons and read nen;
I"d teach you to fight and, nore inportantly, when to fight. Mst vital of all, though, |1'd teach
you how to think.'

"l know how to think,' said Gael en

"You know how to think like an Ateris thief, like a | owl and orphan. Look around and tell ne what
you see.'

"Mountains and trees,' answered the boy without | ooking round.

"No. Each nountain has a nane and reputation, but together they conbine to be only one thing.
Horne. '

"It's not ny home,' said Gaelen, feeling suddenly ill-at-ease in his new finery. 'I'"ma | ow ander.
I don't knowif |I can learn to be a clansnan. |'mnot even sure | want to try.'

"What are you sure of?
"I hate the Aenir. I'd like to kill themall."’

"Wul d you like to be tall and strong and to attack one of their villages, riding a black
stallion?

"Yes.'

"Would you kill everyone?

"Yes.'

"Woul d you chase a young boy, and tell himto run so that you could plunge a | ance into his back?
"NO " he shouted. "No, | wouldn't.'

"I'"'mglad of that. No nore would any clansman. If you stay anong us, Gaelen, you will get to fight
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the Aenir. But by then | will have shown you how This is your first |esson, |lad, put aside your
hate. It clouds the mnd.

"Nothing will stop nme hating the Aenir. They are vile killers. There is no good in them"

"I"l'l not argue with you, for you have seen their atrocities. Wiat | will say is this: A fighter
needs to think clearly, swiftly. His actions are always neasured. Controlled rage is good, for it
makes us stronger, but hatred swanps the enotions - it is |like a runaway horse, fast but running
ai messly. But enough of this. Let's walk-awhile.'

As they strolled through the woods Caswal |l on tal ked of the Farlain, and of Maeg.

"Way did you go to another clan for a wife? asked Gaelen, as they halted by a rippling stream
"Oracle told ne about it. He said it would show what kind of man you are. But | didn't understand
why you did it.'

"I"1l tell you a secret,' said the older man, leaning in close and whispering. 'l've no idea
myself. | fell in love with the woman the very first nonent she stepped fromher tent into the
line of ny sight. She pierced ne like an arrow, and ny legs felt weak and ny heart flew like an
eagle.'’

' She cast a spell on you?' whispered Gael en, eyes w deni ng.

" She did indeed.’

"lIs she a witch?

"All wonen are witches, Gaelen, for all are capable of such a spell if the tine is right.'
They' |l not bewitch me,' said the boy.

"Indeed, they won't,' Caswallon agreed. 'For you' ve a strong mnd and a stout heart. | could tell
that as soon as | saw you.

" Are you nocking nme?
"Not at all,' he answered, his face serious. 'This is not a joking matter.

' Good. Now that you know she bew tched you, why do you keep her with you?

"Wll, I'"ve grown to like her. And she's a good cook, and a fine clothes-maker. She made those
cl othes you are wearing. A man would be a fool not to keep her. I'mno hand with the needl es
mysel f.'

"That's true,' said Gaelen. '|I hadn't thought of that. WII she try to bewitch ne, do you think?

"No. She'll see straight away the strength in you.

"Good. Then I'Il stay with you ... for a while.'

"Very well. Place your hand upon your heart and say your nane.'
'Gael en,' said the boy.

"Your full name.’

"That is my full nane.'

"No. Fromthis nmonent, until you say otherw se, you are Gaelen of the Farlain, the son of
Caswal l on. Now say it.'

The boy reddened. 'Wiy are you doing this? You al ready have a son, you said that. You don't know
me. I'm.. not good at anything. | don't know how to be a cl ansnman.'

"I'1l teach you. Now say it.'
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"Gaelen of the Farlain,'the . .. son of Caswall on.
'Now say, "I ama clansman." '

Gaelen licked his lips. 'l ama clansman.'

"Gaelen of the Farlain, | welcone you into ny house.'

' Thank you,' Gaelen answered | anely.

"Now, | have nmany things to do today, so | will |eave you to explore the nountains. Tonorrow I
shall return and we'll take to the heather for a few days and get to know one another. Then we'll
go home.' Wthout another word Caswal |l on was up and wal ki ng of f down the sl ope towards the houses
bel ow.

Gael en watched until he was out of sight, then drew his dagger and held it up before himlike a
slender mirror. Joy surged in him He replaced the blade and ran back towards the cave to show
Oracle his finery. On the way he stopped at a jutting boulder ten feet high. On inpul se he clinbed
it and | ooked about him gazing with new eyes on the nmountains rearing in the distance.

Lifting his arms to the sky he shouted at the top of his voice. Echoes drifted back to him and
tears coursed fromhis eyes. He had never heard an echo, and he felt the nountains were calling to
hi m

"l am going honme!' he had shout ed.
And they had answered him
' HOVE! HOMVE! HOWVE!'

Far down the slopes Caswallon heard the echoes and sniled. The boy had a lot of learning to do,
and even nore problens to overcone. |f he thought it was hard to be a thief in Ateris, just wait
until he tried to wal k anong the youths of the Farl ain!

A | ow ander in highland clothing..
A sheep to be sheared ...

And being the son of Caswallon would make [ife no nore easy. Caswall on shrugged. That was a worry
for tonorrow.

For three days the new father and son wandered the Farlain nountains and woods, into the high
country where the gol den eagle soared, and on into the tinberline where bears had clawed their
territorial marks deep into the trunks of young trees.

"Way do they do that?' asked Gael en, staring up at the deeply-scored gashes.

"It's very practical,' Caswallon answered him | oosening his |eather pack and easing it to the
ground. 'They rear up to their full height and nake their mark. Any other bear in the vicinity
will, upon finding the mark, rise to reach it. If he can't he | eaves the woods - for the other

bear is obviously bigger, and therefore stronger, than he is. Mnd you, the bear that lives here
is a canny beast. And he can't reach his own mark; in fact he's quite small.’

"I don't understand,' said Gaelen. 'How then did he nake the gashes?
"Think about it for a while. Go and gather sonme wood for a fire and I'Il skin the rabbit."'

Gael en scoured the clearing for dead wood, snapping each stick as Caswal |l on had taught him

di scarding any that retained sap. Every now and agai n he gl anced back at the tree. Could the bear
have roll ed a boul der against the trunk? He didn't know. How clever were bears? As he and
Caswal | on sat by the fire he told the ol der man his theory about the boul der. Caswallon |istened
seriously.
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"A good theory,' he said at last, 'but not true. Now | ook around you and descri be your setting."
"W are in a hollow where our fire cannot be seen, and there is protection fromthe wnd.'
"But exactly where in the hollow are we?'

Taki ng his bearings fromthe nountains, as Caswal |l on had taught him the boy answered with
confidence, 'We are at the north end.

"And the tree, howis it placed?

"It is growing ten paces into the hollow"

Wiere does the wind come fromin the winter - the freezing wi nd?

Fromthe north,' answered Gael en

Picture the hollowin winter,' pronmpted the cl ansnman.

It would be cold, though sheltered, and snow covered.'
"How then did the bear nmake his mark?

"I see it!' yelled Gaelen. The w nd whi pped the snow into the hollow, but it built up against the
bole of the tree |ike a huge step and the bear clinbed up the snow. '

"Very good.'
"But was that just luck? Did the bear intend to fool other bears?

"I like to think so,' said Caswallon. 'You see bears tend to sleep through the winter. They don't
hi bernate as other animals; they just sleep a lot. Mstly a bear will only cone out in winter if
it's hungry, and then it wouldn't be thinking about territorial marks.

"But the lesson for you, Gaelen ny lad, is not about the bear - it's about howto tackle a
problem Think it through, all the way. A guestion about the land involves all four seasons.'’

As Gaelen rolled into his blankets that night, beneath the hide roof Caswallon had nade, his mnd
overflowed with the know edge he had gai ned. A horse always kicks the grass back in the direction
fromwhich it has cone, but the cow pushes it down in the direction it is facing. Deer avoid the
depths of the forest, for they live on saplings and young shoots which only grow in strong
sunlight, never in the darkened depths. Never kill a deer on the run, for inits terror its juices
flood the nuscles making it tough and hard to chew. Al ways build your fire against a cliff wall,
or fallen tree, for the reflected heat will double its warmh. That, and the names of all the
mount ai ns, floated through his mind and his sleep was light, his dreanms many.

He awoke twice in the night - once as it began to rain, and the second tine when a | arge fox
brushed against his foot. In the noonlight the beast's face seened to glow |i ke sone hellish denon
of the dark. Gael en screaned and the fox fled.

Caswal l on did not stir, though in the norning as he packed their nakeshift tent he told Gael en
grimMy, '"In the nountains a nan can pay with his life for a moment's panic. That was a good | esson
for you. In future, nake no noi se when faced by a threat. You could have been hiding fromthe
Aenir, and felt a snake upon your |eg. One scream one sudden movenent - and you woul d face death
fromboth.'

"I"'msorry. It won't happen again.'

Caswal l on ruffled the boy's hair and grinned. 'It's not a criticism Gaelen. As | said, it's a
val uabl e | esson.’

Throughout the norning the conpani ons foll owed the nmountain paths and trails. Gaelen listened to
the older man's stories of the clans and | earned. He |earned of the Farlain march to the island of
Val l on and the nysterious Gates, and their entry to the nountains. He |l earned of the structure of
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the society and how no kings were pernmitted within the clans, but that in times of war a Hi gh King
woul d be elected: a man like the | egendary Ironhand. But nost of all he | earned of Caswall on of
the Farlain. He noticed the snooth, confident nmanner in which he noved and spoke, the gentle
hunour in his words, the authority in his statements. He | earned that Caswallon was a nman of
infinite patience and understanding, a man who | oved the high country and its people, despite

| acki ng the harsh cruel quality of the former and the volatile, often violent passions of the
latter.

Towar ds the afternoon Caswallon |l ed the way into a small pine-wood nestling agai nst the base of a
towering rock face. As they entered the trees the clansman stopped and Gael en started to speak
but Caswal | on waved himto silence. They could hear the wi nd swi shing the | eaves above them and
the rustle of small animals in th« dry bracken. But inlaid into the sounds was an occasi ona
squealing cry, soft and nmuted by the trees, |ike an echo.

Caswal l on | ed the boy to the left, pushing his way through intertw ned bushes until they reached a
| arger clearing at the base of the cliff.

Here, before the cave-nouth, lay the evidence of a mighty struggle. A dead nountain |lion was

| ocked in a grotesque enbrace with a huge dog, the like of which Gael en had never seen. The dog's
jaws were clanped together in the throat of the lion which in its death throes had di senbowel | ed
the hound with the terrible claws of its hind |legs. The dead ani nals had al ready begun to putrefy,
the lion's belly bloated with gases.

"What kind of hound is that?' asked Gael en

'The best there is," answered Caswall on. 'That is Nabara, the War Hound, she who bel onged at one
time to Canbil, the Farlain Hunt Lord. But she was a vicious beast and she ran away to the hills
the day before she was to be slain.’

Gael en wal ked close to the bodies. 'Her jaws are huge, and her body is long. She must have been
form dable,' he said.'

There are few war hounds left now | don't know why. Maybe because we don't have the ol d-style
wars. But yes, they are fornmidable. Terrifying, in fact. As you see, they can even be a match for
alion.'

The squeal i ng began again fromw thin the cave.

"Her cubs are inside,' said Caswallon. 'That is why she fought to the death. Little good it wll
do them'

"Are you going to kill then®
" Yes.'
" But why?'

"She's been living in the nmountains for over a year. The only aninmal she's likely to have nated
with is a wolf. But we'll see.'

The cave ceiling was | ow and the conpani ons entered warily on hands and knees. I|nside, the cave
narrowed into a short tunnel bearing right. Beyond that was a deep cleft in which the hound had
I eft her pups. There were five small bodies and a sixth struggling to stand on snaking | egs.
Caswal | on reached over, lifted the black and grey pup and passed it back to the boy. Then he
checked the bodies. Al were dead.

Once back in the sunlight Caswallon retrieved the pup, tucking it half into his tunic where his
body heat would warmit.

"Build a fire over there, Gaelen, and we'll see if the beast is worth saving.'

Gaelen built a small circle of stones, laid his tinder and struck sparks from his dagger and a
small flint block. The tinder began to snoke. He blew on it softly until the first tongue of flame
rose, then he added small twigs and finally thinner sticks. Caswall on eased his pack fromhis
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shoul ders, pulling out the strips of dried neat packed by Maeg.

"W need a pot to boil sone thick broth,' he said. 'And here is another |esson for you. Cut nme a
long strip of bark fromthat tree over there.'

Gael en did as he was bid and watched anazed as Caswal | on shaped the edges and then tw sted the
bark into the shape of a deep bow. Half filling it with water fromthe canteen, he laid the pot
on the small fire.

"But it will burn away,' said Gaelen. 'It is wood.

"It will not burn as long as water is in it and the flanes stay below the waterline.' Taking his
dagger, Caswallon sliced the dried nmeat into chunks and added themto the pot.

Before long the stew began to bubble and steam the neat expandi ng. Caswal | on added nore neat,
stirring the contents with his dagger. Gael en noved beside him reaching to stroke the snmall dark
head poki ng out from Caswal |l on's tunic.

As the sun sank behind crinson clouds, bathing the nmountain peaks in gl ow ng copper, Caswall on
ordered the lad to renove the bow and allow the stewto cool. As they waited, the clansnman opened
his tunic and lifted the pup to his lap. Then he cut a section of the dried beef and began to chew
it. 'Can you give sonme to the pup? pleaded Gaelen. '"He is starving!'

That's what | amdoing, boy. It's too tough for him | am doing what his nother would do."'

Removi ng the hal f-chewed neat fromhis nouth, Caswallon shredded it and offered a small ampunt to

the pup. Its tiny tongue snaked out, nose winkling at the snell of the neat. The tiny beast ate a
little, then its head sank against Caswallon's hand. 'Still too tough for him' said the clansman.
"But see the size of his paws? He will be big, this one. Here, hold him"'

The pup began to whi ne as Caswal | on passed hi mover, but he settled down as Gael en stroked behind
his floppy ears.

"As | thought, he is half wolf,' said the clansman. 'But there's enough dog in himto be trained,
I think. Would you like to keep hin®

Gaelen lifted the pup to his face, staring into the tiny brown eyes. Like him the hel pl ess beast
was an orphan, and he remenbered his own long crawl to the high ground.

"He is a child of the mountains,' said Gaelen. 'I shall adopt him Is it ny right?"

"It is,' said Caswallon gravely. 'But first he nust live.'

After a while Caswallon tested the stew. When it had reached bl ood heat he passed it to Gael en
"Dip your smallest finger into it and get the beast to lick it. He's obviously too young to take
it any other way.' The stew was thick and dark and Gael en followed the instructions. The pup's
nose winkled again at the snmell, but its tongue licked out. The boy continued to feed the ani mal
until at last it fell asleep in his arns.

"Do you think it will live?"
"I don't know. Tonmorrow we will have a better idea.'
"I hope it does, Caswallon.'

"Hope is akin to prayer,' said the clansman, 'so perhaps it will.' He rose to his feet. 'Wit
here, there's sonmething | must check. | should not be long." Wth that he was gone into the
undergrowth. The sun had set, but the nbon was high and bright in the clear sky, and Gael en sat
with his back against a tree, staring into the flickering coals of the fire.

This was life, this was a peace he had never known. The little pup noved in its sleep and he
stroked it absently. In the distance the nountains nade a jagged |ine against the sky like a wall
against the world - deeply conforting and i nmensely reassuring.
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Caswal l on returned silently and sat beside the boy.

"W have a small problem Gaelen,' he said. 'l saw a couple of footprints at the edge of the woods
as we entered, but | was intent on finding the cub. | have followed the track to softer ground
where the prints are clearer. There is no doubt they are nade with iron-studded boots. C ansnen
all wear noccasins.'

"Who nade the footprints then?
"The Aenir. They are in the nountains.

In the norning as Gaelen fed the pup the renains of the stew which had been warned on the gl owi ng
coals of the fire, his mnd was clear, the terror of the night condensed and controlled into a
manageabl e appr ehensi on

'How nmany are there?' he asked the cl ansman

" Sonmewhere in the region of twenty. | think they're just scouting, but they're headed into Farlain
| ands and that could prove troubl esome. W will walk warily today, avoiding the skylines. Have no
fear, though, Gaelen, for these are ny nountains and they shall not surprise us.'

Gael en took a deep breath, and his gaze was steady as he net Caswallon's eyes. '|I amnot afraid
today,' he told the clansman. 'Last night | was trenbling. Today | amready."

'Good,’' said Caswallon, gathering up his quarterstaf f and | ooping the straps of the pack across
his shoulders. 'Then let us put the Aenir fromour minds and I will show you sonething of rare
grandeur .’

"What is it?
"Do not be inpatient. 1'll not spoil it with words.'
The clansnan set off towards the west, and Gael en gathered up the pup and followed him

Thr oughout the norning they clinbed through the tinberline, over rocky scree slopes, down into
verdant vales, and finally up into a sandstone pass. A sound |like distant thunder grow ed in mnuted
maj esty and Gael en's heart hammered.

'Is it a beast?' he asked.

"No. Though | egends have it otherw se. What you are about to see is the birthplace of nmany nyths.
The Rai nbow bridge to the hone of the gods is but one that springs fromAttafoss.'

Once through the pass, Caswallon led the way al ong a grassy track, the thunder grow ng bel ow and
to the right. Finally they clinmbed down towards the noise, clanbering over rocks and warily wal k-
sliding down scree slopes, until Caswallon heaved the pack from his shoul ders and beckoned the boy
to him Caswallon was standing on the lip of a slab-like | edge. As Gael en approached he saw for
the first time the glory of Attafoss, and he knew deep in his heart that he would never forget the
noment .

There were three huge falls, the water split by two towering boul ders before plunging three
hundred feet to a foam ng pool beneath, and on to one great waterfall whose roar deafened the

wat chers. Sunlight reflected fromblack, basaltic rock, formng rainbows in the spray, one of

whi ch spanned the falls and di sappeared high in the air above the nmountains. The falls were

i mrense, alnost half a nmile wide. Gael en stood open-nouthed and stared at the Rai nbow bridge. Even
in Ateris he had heard stories of it.

Caswal lon lifted his arnms to the sky and began to speak, but the words were whi pped fromhis nouth
by the roaring voice of Attafoss. The clansman turned to the boy and grinned, 'Conme on,' he
bel | owed.

Slowy they worked their way above the falls to sit beside the surging water in the lea of a rock
face that deadened the cacophonous noi se.
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Caswal | on pointed to a tear-shaped island in the centre of the lake. It was heavily wooded, and
fromhere the boy could see the mouths of deep caves in the rocky hills above the tree-line.

That is Vallon,' he said, 'and upon it lies one of the magic Gates through which the Farlain
passed hundreds of years ago. We cane in winter when the water was frozen solid, and we wal ked
upon the ice.

They stayed the night above the falls, and Gaelen fed the pup with dried neat which he had first
chewed to softness; this time the hound ate with relish. The follow ng day Caswal lon | ed them
south towards the Farlain. The boy saw that Caswallon noved nore cautiously, scanning the
surroundi ng countryside and waiting in the cover of woods, checking carefully, before nmoving out
into open country.

Twi ce they came upon Aenir tracks, and once the remains of a camp-fire. Caswallon worked his
fingers into the grey ash, and down into the earth beneath.

"This norning,' he said. 'Be watchful.

That night they made canp in a narrow cave and lit no fire. At first light they noved on
Caswal | on was uneasy.

"They are close,' he said. 'l can alnost snmell them To be honest, Gaelen, | amworried. | nay
have underestimated these Aenir. For all that there are twenty of themthey leave little spoor
and they avoid the skylines in their march. They are woodsnmen and good scouts. And that concerns
me; it could nean the Aenir are preparing to march upon us far nore early than | anticipated."'

By dusk Caswal |l on's unease had becone alarm He didn't talk at all but checked the trail many
tinmes, occasionally clinbing trees to scan the horizon

"What is wong? Gaelen asked himas he pored over a near-invisible series of scuffs and marks on
t he track.

They have split up into small parties. Three have gone ahead, the rest have noved into the woods.
My guess is that they know we are close and they have formed a circle round us."

"What can we do?
"W do not have many choices,' said the clansman. 'Let's find a place to nake canp.'

Caswal | on chose a spot near a stream where he built a small fire against a fallen trunk and the
two of themate the |ast of the food Maeg had prepared. Once again the night sky was cl oudl ess,
the noon bright. Gael en snuggled into his blankets with the pup curled agai nst his chest, and

sl ept deep and dream essly until about two hours before dawn when Caswal |l on gently shook him
awake. Gael en opened his eyes. Above himknelt Caswallon, a finger held to his lips, commandi ng
silence. Gaelen rose swiftly. Caswallon pointed to the pup and the boy picked it up, tucking it
into his tunic. The clansman filled Gaelen's bed with brush and covered it with a blanket. Then he
added fuel to the fire before nmoving into the darkness of the woods. He stopped by a | ow, dense
bush in sight of the clearing and the flickering fire.

Putting his face close to Gaelen's ear, he whispered, 'Crawl into the bush and curl up. Mke no
sound and nove not at all. If the pup stirs-kill it!"’

"I amwlling to fight,' whispered Gael en
"WIlling - but not yet ready,' said Caswallon. 'Now do as | bhid.'

Dropping to his knees Gaelen craw ed into the bush, pushing aside the branches and w appi ng
hinself in the cloak Caswallon had given him He waited with heart hamrering, his breath seem ng
as loud as the Attafoss thunder

Caswal | on had di sappear ed.
For nore than an hour there was no sign of hostile novenent in the woods. Gael en was cranped and

stiff, and the pup did stir against him Gently he stroked the black and grey head. The tiny hound
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yawned and fell asleep. Gaelen snmiled - then froze.

A dark shadow had detached itself fromthe trees not ten paces fromthe bush. Monlight glistened
on an iron-rimed helmand flashed froma sword-blade in the man's hand.

The warrior crept to the edge of the clearing, lifted his sword and waved it, signalling his
conpanions. His view partly screened by | eaves and branches, Gaelen could just nmake out the
assault on the canp. Three warriors ran across the clearing, slashing their swords into the built-
up bl ankets.

As the boy watched the Aenir drew back, realising they had been fooled. No word passed between
them but they began to search the surrounding trees.

Gael en was terrified. The bush stood alone, out in the open, plainly in sight of the three
hunters. Wiy did Caswallon | eave himin such an exposed place? He toyed with the idea of crawing
clear and running, but they were too close.

One of the warriors began to search at the far side of the clearing, stepping into the screen of
gorse. Gaelen's eyes opened wi de as

Caswal | on rose fromthe ground behind the warrior, clanped a hand over his nmouth, and sliced his
dagger across the nman's throat. Rel easing the body, he turned and ducked back into the gorse.

Unsuspecting, the renaining hunters checked to the west and east. Finding nothing, they noved
towards the bush where Gaelen sat rigid with fear.

The first warrior, a burly man in bearskin tunic and | eather breeches, turned to the second, a
tall, lean figure with braided bl ack hair.

"Fetch Karis,' said the first. The warrior noved back towards the clearing, while the |eader
wal ked towards Gael en's hiding place. The boy watched in amazenent. The nman never once | ooked
down; it was as if he and the bush were invisible.

The warrior was so close that Gaelen could see only his leather-clad | egs and the high, |aced
boots he wore. He did not dare | ook up. Suddenly the nman's body sl unped besi de the bush. Gael en
started violently, but stopped hinself fromscream ng. The Aenir lay facing him his dead eyes
open, his neck | eaking blood on the soft earth.

The dead nan began to nove like a snake, only backwards. Gael en | ooked up. Caswal | on had the man
by the feet and was pulling himinto the undergrowh. Then, dropping the body, the clansman
vani shed once nore into the trees.

The | ast Aenir warrior, sword in hand, stepped back into the clearing. 'Asta!' he called. 'Karis
i s dead. Come back here.

Caswal | on' s voi ce sounded, the words spoken coldly. 'You're all alone, ny bonny.'

The warrior spun and leapt to the attack, |ongsword rai sed. Leaning back, Caswallon swivelled his
quarterstaff stabbing it forward like a spear. It hamered into the warrior's belly and with a
grunt he doubl ed over, his head speeding down to nmeet the other end of the ironcapped staff.
Hurled fromhis feet, he hit the ground hard. Goggy, he tried to rise. Strong fingers lifted him
by his hair, ramming his face into the rough bark of an old oak. He sank to the ground once nore,
seni - consci ous.

Ongi st could feel his hands being tied, but could find no strength to resist. He passed out then
returning to consci ousness sone hours later for the sun had risen. His head ached and he could
taste blood in his mouth. He tried to nove but he was bound to a tree trunk

Several paces before himsat the two he had been tracking, the man and the boy. Both were
obviously clan, but there was sonething famliar about the |ad although the warrior couldn't place
hi m

"I see you are back with us,' said the clansman. 'Wat is your nane?’
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' Ongi st, son of Ashidag.
"Il am Caswal lon of the Farlain. This is nmy son Gael en,’
"Way have you not killed ne?

"I like a man who makes his point swiftly,' said Caswallon. 'You are alive by ny whim You are

here to scout Farlain |ands. Your instructions were probably to remain unseen, or kill any who
di scovered you —in which case you have failed twice. You had us encircled, and the circle is now
tightening. Therefore if | |leave you here you will be found, and you can give this nmessage to your

| eaders: leave now, for | shall sumon the Farlain hunters before the day is out and then not one
of you will live to report to your lord."'

"Strong words,' muttered the Aenir

"I ndeed they are, ny friend. But understand this, | am known anong the Farlain as a mild-nmannered
man and the |least of warriors. And yet two of your nen are slain and you are trussed |ike a water
fow . Think what woul d happen if | |oosed two hundred warcarl es upon you.

"What are your two hundred?' spat the warrior. 'What are your two thousand, conpared to the might
of the Aenir? You will be like dry | eaves before a forest fire. The Farlain? A notley crew of sem -
savages with no king and no army. Let me advise you now. Send your enissaries to the Lord Asbi dag
in Ateris and nmake your peace. But bring presents, mnd. The Lord Ashi dag appreci ates presents.'

Caswal l on smiled. 'l shall carry the words of your wisdomto the Farlain Council. Perhaps they
will agree with you. Wen your nen find you, tell themto head south. It is the fastest way from
the Farl ain.

The warrior hawked and spat.

‘"Look at him Gaelen. That is the Aenir, that is the race that has terrorised the world. But for
all that he is nerely a man who snells strong, whose hair is covered in lice, and whose enpire is
built on the blood of innocents. Warriors? As you saw | ast night they are just nmen, with little
skill - except in the nmurder of wonen, or the lancing of children.'

Ongist's eyes flashed in recognition. The boy was the | ad Asbi dag had speared at the gates of
Ateris. He bit his Iip and said nothing. His brother Tostig had told themall how the boy had
craw ed to the nountains and been rescued by twenty clansnmen. It had worried Asbidag.

"Wuld you like to kill him Gael en?

Ongist felt the hatred in the boy's gaze, and he stared back without fear. '|I see we nmade our mark
upon you boy,' he sneered. 'Do they call you Bl ood-eye, or Scar-face?

The boy said nothing, but the cold gaze renmained. 'Did someone cut your tongue out?' hissed
Ongi st .

Gaelen turned to his father. 'Yes, | want to kill him' he said. 'But not today.'

The man and the boy left the clearing without a backward gl ance and Ongi st settled back to wait
for his brother and the others. It was nearing m dday when the Aenir found him they cut himloose
and hauled himto his feet. H s brothers Tostig and Drada supported him for his head was dizzy
and his vision blurred as he stood.

"What happened?' asked Drada, his elder by three years.

The clansman tricked us. He killed Karis and Asta.

"l know. W found the bodies."'

"He told me to |l eave Farlain |lands. He says he will alert their hunters."

' Good advice,' said Drada.
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"Asbidag will be angry,' muttered Tostig. Ongist rubbed at his bruised tenple and scow ed. Tostig
was the largest of the brothers, a towering brute of a man with braided yell ow hair and broken
teeth. But he was al so the npst cautious - some would say cowardly. Ongi st despised him

"What was he |ike? asked Drada.

Ongi st shrugged. 'Tall. Mved well. Fought well. Confident.'

Then we'l|l take his advice. Did you talk to him try to bait hin?
"Yes.'

" And?'

"No reaction, he just smiled. | told himthe Aenir would sweep his people away. | advised himto
come to Asbidag and beg for peace. He just said he would take ny words of wisdomto the Council.’

"Damm,' said Drada.'l don't like the sound of that. Men who don't get angry nake the worst
eneni es. '

Ongi st grinned, draping his armover Drada's shoulder. 'Al ways the thinker, brother. By the way,
the boy he clainmed was his son is the same | ad Father speared at the city gates.'

Drada swore. 'And still he didn't get angry? That does nake ne shiver.'

"l thought you'd enjoy that,' said Ongist. 'By the way, Tostig, how nany men did you say rescued
the boy?

‘I couldn't see themall. They were hidden in the bushes.'

How nmany coul d you see?' asked Drada, his interest caught by Ongist's question.
‘"l could see only the | eader clearly. Wy? How many nen did he say he had?

'"He didn't say,' answered Ongist, 'but | know'

A curse on you!' shouted Tostig, stornmng to the other side of the clearing.

Drada took Ongist by the armand led himto the fallen trunk where Caswall on had nmade their fire.
The two men sat down and Drada rubbed his eyes. 'What was the point of all that? he asked.

"There were no twenty clansnen,' sneered Ongist. 'Just the one -the sanme man, |'d stake ny life on
it.'

You are probably right,' Drada agreed. 'Did he give a nane?

Caswal | on of the Farlain.'

Caswal l on. Let's hope there are not too many |ike himanong the clans.'

It won't matter if there are. Who can stand against thirty thousand Aenir warriors?

"That is true,' agreed Drada, 'but they remain an unknown quantity. Wo knows how nany there are?
Qur estimate is less than seven thousand fighting nmen if all the clans nuster. But suppose we are
wr ong?"

"What do you suggest ?'

"I think we ought to deal with themgently. Trade first and earn a wel come anong them Then we'l|
see."

"You think they' Il be foolish enough to allow us into the nountains?' asked Ongi st.

"Why not? Every other conquered nation has given us the same facility. And there nust be those
anong the clans who are di senchanted, overlooked or despised. They will conme to us, and they wll
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|l earn.'

"l thought Father wanted to attack in the sumrer?

"He does, but 1'Il talk himout of it. There are three main | ow and areas still to fall, and
they'Il yield richer pickings than these nountains.

"I like the mountains. 1'd like to build a home here,' said Ongist.

"You will soon, ny brother. | pronmise you.'

Oracle sat alone, gazing into the fire, lost in yesterday's dreans when arm es swept across the
land with their |ances gl eami ng and banners rai sed.

A red Hawk on a field of black. The Qutlanders streaming fromthe battlefield, broken and
denoral i sed. Sigarni raising her sword in the sunset, the Battle Queen triunphant.

Such had been the glory of youth when Oracle crossed the Gate to the ki ngdom beyond. The ol d nan
drew his grey cloak about his shoul ders, stretching his |legs forward, soaking in the heat fromthe
burni ng beech in the hearth. He stared down at the backs of his hands, winkled and spotted with
the drab brown specks of age.

But once upon a tine .
"Dreaning of glory? asked Taliesen

Oracle jerked up as if struck, twisting in his seat. He cursed softly as he recogni sed the anci ent
druid. '"Pull up a chair,' he said.

The druid was small, and skeletally thin, his white hair and beard sparse and wi spy, clinging to
his face and head |like remants of winter mist. But his eyes were strangely youthful and hunorous,
ant el ope- brown and set cl ose together under sharp brows. From his skinny shoul ders hung a cl oak of
birds' feathers, nmany-hued, the blue of the kingfisher flashing agai nst raven bl ack, soft pale

pl over and eagle's quill

He |l eaned his long staff against the cave wall and seated hinself beside the Oracle. 'The boy cane
then,' said the druid, his voice soft and deep

"You know he did.'

"Yes. And so it begins: the destruction of all that we |ove.'

'So you believe.'

‘Do you doubt me, Oracle?

"The future is like soft clay to be noulded. | cannot believe it is already set and decided.'

The druid gave a | ow curse. 'You of all nen should know that the past, present and future exist
together, woven like a cloth, interweaving. You crossed the Gate. Did you | earn nothing?

"l learned the error of pride. That was enough for ne.’
"You |l ook old and tired,' said the druid.

"I amboth. Howis it that you still live, Taliesen? You were old when | was a babe at the
breast .’

"I was old when your grandfather was a babe at the breast.’

For a while both nen sat in silence staring into the flanes, then Oracle sighed and shifted in his
seat. 'Why have you cone here?' he whispered.

"Sigarni has crossed the Gate. She is at the cave on Hi gh Druin.'
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Oacle licked his lips, his nouth suddenly dry. "Howis the girl?

Tal i esen gave a dry laugh. "Grl? She is a wonan near as old as you. As | said, you do not
understand the intricacies of the Gateways.'

"Well, how is she anyway, damm you?

"G avely wounded, but | will heal her."

"May | see her?

The druid shook his head. 'It would not be wi se.

' Then why conme to ne at all?'

"I't may be that you can help ne.'

"I n what way?'

"VWhat happened to the sword you stole from her?"

Oracl e reddened. 'It was paynment for all | had done for her.'

"Do not seek to justify yourself, Caracis. Your sin led to nore wars. You cost Sigarni far nore
than you were worth; then you stole Skallivar. You told ne you lost it in the fight that brought
you back to us, but | no |onger believe you. What happened to it?'

Oracle rose and wal ked to the rear of the cave. He returned carrying a | ong bundl e wapped in
cloth. Placing it on the table, he untied the binding and opened the bundle. There lay a shining
sword of silver steel. 'You want it?" Oracle asked.

Tal i esen sighed, and flipped the cloth back over the blade. 'No. Damm you, nan! You crossed the
Lines of Tine. You will die and

never know the chaos you gave birth to. | have tried to put it right, and have only succeeded in
creating fresh paradoxes.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?
"Wthout the sword Sigarni was crushed, defeated and slain.'
"But you said she was here!'

"As she is. | tried to help her, Caracis, but she died. | crossed the Lines rinding another
Sigarni, in another world. She died. Tine and tinme again | travelled the Gates. Al ways she died.
gave up for a long while, then | returned to ny quest and found another Sigarni who was fated to
di e young. She defeated her first eneny, and then the second, Earl Jastey. She did it with the
hel p of Caracis. You renmenber that, do you not?" Oracle |ooked away. 'And Caracis, once again,
stole her sword. But this time she asked ne to return it to her. That had never happened before. |
did not know what to do. And now - suddenly - she is here. A victorious Queen carrying this
sword."'

"I did not want to part with it,' whispered the man who had been Caracis.
"You had such talents, Caracis,' said Taliesen softly. 'How was it that you became such a wetch?"

"I wanted to be a king, a hero. | wanted songs sung about me, and | egends witten. Is that so
shameful ? Tell ne, did she rule well?

"She won the final battle, and held the clans together for forty years. She is a true | egend and
will remain so."

Oracle grinned. 'Forty years, you say? And she won." Hauling hinmself to his feet, the old nan
fetched a jug of honey nead and two goblets. "WII you join ne?
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"I think I will.'
"Forty years,' said Oracle again. 'l could not have done it. Forty years!
"Tell me of the boy Gael en.'’

Oracl e dragged his mind back to the present. 'Gaelen? He's a good |ad, bright and quick. He has
courage. | like him He will be good for Caswallon.'

' How does Caswal | on fare?

"As al ways, he wal ks his own path. He has been good to ne ... like a son. And he eases ny shane
and hel ps me forget. '

'Have you told himof your past? inquired Taliesen, |leaning forward and staring hard at Oracle.
"No, | kept nmy promises. |'ve told no one of the worlds beyond. Do you doubt me?'

"I do not. You are a wilful man and proud, but no oneever accused you of oath-breaking.

" Then why ask?

' Because nmen change. They grow weak. Senile.'
"I amnot senile yet,' snapped O acle.

"I ndeed you are not.'

"What will happen to the Queen?'

Tal i esen shrugged. 'She will die, as all die. She is old and tired; her day is gone. A sorcerer
Il ong ago sent a denon to kill her. He nmade a m stake and cast his spell too close to a Gateway.
The beast is al nbost upon her.'

'Can we not save her?

"W are tal king of destiny, man!' snapped Taliesen. 'The beast nust find her.' H's stern

expression relaxed. 'Even should the denon fail, she will die soon. Her heart is old and worn
out.'
"At | east she achieved sonething with her life. She saved her people. |'ve destroyed nine.'

"I cannot meke it easier, for you speak the truth. But it is done now. '
"I's there truly no hope?' Circle pleaded.

The druid sighed and stood, gathering his long staff. 'There is always hope, no matter how sl ender
or unrealistic. Do not think that you are the only one to feel regret. The Farlain are ny peopl e,
in a way you could never conprehend. \When they are destroyed ny life goes with them And all the

works of ny life. You! You are just a man who made a mistake. | nust bear the cost. Hope? |'l
tell you what hope there is. Imagine a nan standing in Atta Forest at the birth of autum. I magine
all the leaves are ready to fall. That man nmust reach out and catch one | eaf, one special |eaf.

But he doesn't know which tree it is on. That is the hope for the Farlain. You think the idiot
Canbil will catch the |eaf?

"Caswal | on might,' said Oacle.

‘Caswal lon is not Hunt Lord,' said Taliesen softly. "And if he were ... the clans are sundered,
and wi dely spread. They will not turn back an enemnmy as strong as the Aenir.

"Did you come here to punish ne, druid?

"Puni sh you? | sonetines wish | had killed you," said Taliesen sadly. 'Dam you, nortal! Wy did I
ever show you the Gate?
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Oracle turned away from himthen, leaning forward to add fuel to the fire. Wien he | ooked back the
drui d had gone.

And he had taken the sword ..

"You are a little unfair on Caswallon,’ Maeg told her father as he sat in the wide | eather chair
chuckling as the infant Donal tugged at his beard. Maggrig was well into mddle age, but he was
still powerful and his thick red beard showed no grey. Donal yawned, and the Pallides Hunt Lord
brought the babe to his chest, resting himin the crook of his arm

"Unfair to hin?' he said, keeping his voice low 'He nmarried my only daughter, and still he raids
ny herds.'

'He does not.'

"I'l'l grant you he's stayed out of Pallides |ands recently - but only because the Aenir have cut
off his market.'

"It is tradition, Father,' argued Maeg. ' O her clans have al ways been fair gane; and Caswallon is
Farlain.'

"Don't give me that, girl. That tradition died out years ago. By God, he doesn't need to raid ny
cattle. O Laric's. And sooner or |ater soneone will catch him Do you think I want to hang ny own
son-in-1 aw?'

Maeg lifted the sleeping child fromMaggrig's arns, laying himin his crib and covering him

'He needs excitenent, he does it because he enjoys it.' The words sounded | ane, even to Maeg. For
all his intelligence and quick wit, Caswallon refused to grow up.

"He used to enjoy taking other men's wives, | hear,' said Maggrig.

Maeg turned on him eyes flashing. 'Enough of that!' she snapped. 'He's not | ooked at anot her
worman since we wed . . . well, he's |ooked, but that's all.'

"I can't think why you married him Did you know he's got ny prize bull in the neadow behind the
house? Now there's a sight to greet a visitor, his own stolen bull!"’

Take it with you when you go,' said Maeg, smling.
"And be seen by all the men of the Farlain? |'d sooner they thought

it was a present.' He shook his head. 'l thought you'd change him WMeg. | thought marriage woul d
settle him'

"It has. He's a wonderful husband, he cares for ne.

"l don't want to kill him' adnmitted Maggrig. 'Damm it all, | like the boy. There nust be other
ways to get excitement.'

"I'll talk to himagain. Are you sure that's your bull?'

"Sure? OF course I'msure. The night he took it, Intosh and seven others chased himfor hours -
only he and that damn crofter Arcis had split up. Caswallon led Intosh a nerry run.'

'He must have been furious,' said Maeg, keeping the snmile fromher face.
"He's promised to have Caswallon's ears for a necklace.'

'That wasn't because of the bull,' said his daughter. 'It is said that when Intosh cane back to
his house he found his bed had been slept in and his best sword stolen.'

"The man is unreasonable,' said Maggrig, unable to suppress a grin. 'l gave Intosh that sword
after he won the Ganes.'
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"Shall | get it for you, Father? I'msure Intosh would like it back.'
"He'd bury it in pig's droppings rather than use it now.'

Caswal l on plans to wear it at the Games.'
'Ye gods, worman! Has he no shane?'
"None that |'ve noticed.

From the hearth room bel ow they heard a door open and cl ose, and the sound of whistling floated up
the stairs.

"Well, | suppose |'d better see him' said Maggrig, pushing hinmself to his feet.
"Be nice,' said Maeg, linking her armw th his.

"Be nice, she says. Wiat should |I say? "Been on any good raids |ately?"

Maeg chuckl ed, | ooped her armround his neck and kissed his bearded cheek. '|I love you,' she told
hi m
He grinned at her. 'l was too soft in the raising of you, child. You always had what you wanted.'

The two of them wal ked downstairs where Caswal | on was standi ng before the hearth, hands stretched
out to the flanes. He turned and smiled, green eyes twi nkling. 'How are you Father?' he asked.

‘"Not a great deal better for seeing you, you thieving swine,' snapped Maggrig. Maeg sighed and
I eft them together

‘I's that any way to talk to the husband of your daughter?' Caswallon asked.

"It was a m serabl e day when you crossed ny doorway,' said Maggrig, walking to the far table and
pouring a goblet of honey nmead. It was full-flavoured and rich, and he savoured the taste. 'This
has a fanmliar feel toit,' he said. "It is not unlike the special nmead that Intosh brews.'

'Real ly?' said Caswal | on

Maggrig closed his eyes. That is all | need to conplete my day -ny own bull grazing in your
meadow, while | drink mead stolen fromny conrade.

"You must give himny conplinments. It is the finest nead |'ve tasted.'
"I''l'l do that. Were is Gael en?
"I've sent himout to neet the other | ads.'

"Was that wi se?

The smile faded from Caswal l on's mouth as he nmoved to Maggrig's side and poured hinself a gobl et

of mead. 'It had to happen sooner or later,' he said, gesturing Maggrig to a chair. Sitting
opposite him Caswallon gazed at the golden liquid, then sipped at it slowy. 'He's a good boy,
Maggri g, but he's been through much. | think they'Il nmake himsuffer. Agwaine will |ead them'

Then why send hi n?’

'Because he has to learn. That's what life is - learning how to survive. Al his life he has done
that. Now he nust find out that [ife in the nountains is no different."

"You sound bitter. It is not |ike you.

"Wll, the world is changing,' said Caswallon. 'l watched the Aenir sack Ateris and it was vile.
They kill like foxes in a hen-house."

"I hear you had words with themin the nountains?
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Caswal | on grinned. ' Yes.

"You killed two."

"l did. I had no choice.

"WIIl they attack the clans, do you think?"

"It is inevitable.'

‘"Il agree with you. Have you spoken to Canbil ?"

Caswal | on | aughed al oud. ' The man hates me. If | said good-day he would take it as an insult.”
"Then talk to Leofas. Make plans.'

"I think | will. He's a good man. Strong.'

"More than that,' said Maggrig, 'he's canny.'

He sounds |ike you, Maggrig.'

"He is.'
"Then 1'Il see him And you needn't worry about your herds. Those days are behind ne. After
wat ching Ateris | lost ny appetite for the gane.

"I'mglad to hear it.'

Caswal lon refilled their goblets. 'OF course | mght just sneak back for sone nore of Intosh's
nmead. '

"I wouldn't advise it,' said Maggrig.

3

GWALCHVAI LI STENED AS Agwai ne pl anned the downfall of the | ow ander. Around the Hunt Lord's son,
in awde circle, sat fifteen other youngsters - the sons of councilnen, who would one day be
councillors thensel ves. They |istened as Agwai ne spoke, and offered no objections. Gnal chnai
wasn't happy with such conversation. An orphan child of the nountains, he knew what |oneliness
was, the pain it brought, and the inner chill. He had al ways been popul ar, but then he worked at
it - jesting and joking, seeking approval fromhis peers. He ran errands for the ol der boys,
always willing to help in any chore, but in his heart his fears were great. H s father had died
when he was seven - killed while poaching Pallides |ands. Hi s nmother contracted |ung fever the
foll owi ng year and her passing had been painful. Little Gnal chnai had been sent to live with
Badrai g and his son, and they had nmade hi m wel cone. But Gwal chnai had | oved his parents deeply,
and their loss hurt himbeyond his ability to cope.

He was not a big child and, though he approached fifteen, he was by far the smallest of his group
He excelled in two things: running and bowranshi p. But his |lack of strength held himback in both.
At short distances he coul d outpace even Agwai ne, and with a child' s bow at twenty paces he coul d
out shoot the Farlain's best archers. But he had not the strength to draw a man's bow, and fail ed
in tourneys when the distance grew beyond thirty paces.

Agwai ne was tal king now about humliating Caswallon's new son. Gnal chmai sat and stared at the
Hunt Lord's son. He was tall and graceful, with a quick and dazzling snmile, and nornmally there was
little malice in him But not today. Agwai ne's dark eyes glittered, and his handsone face was
marred as he spoke of tornenting the | ow ander. Gnal chmai found it hard to understand, and he

Il onged to find the courage to speak out. But when he | ooked inside hinmself he knew that his nerve
would fail him Nervously his eyes sought out Layne. While all others would foll ow Agwai ne
blindly, Layne would always go his own way. At the nonent the son of Leofas was sayi ng not hing,
his aquiline face showi ng no enotion. Beside himhis giant brother Lennox was also silent. Layne's
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grey eyes net OGwal chmai's gaze and the orphan boy willed Layne to speak out; as if in answer to
prayer Layne smiled at Gwal chmai, then spoke.

"I think this Gaelen has already been harshly treated, Agwai ne,' said Layne. 'Wiy nake it worse
for hin?' Gnalchmai felt relief flow through him but Agwai ne was not to be persuaded.

"W are tal king about a jest,' said Agwai ne snmoothly. 'I'mnot suggesting we kill him Where's the
har n®?'

Layne ran a hand through his long, dark hair, his eyes hol ding Agwai ne's gaze. 'Were is the good
init? he countered. 'Such an action is beneath you, cousin. It is well known that your father
has no | ove for Caswallon, but that is a matter for the two of them'

"This is nothing to do with nmy father,' said Agwaine angrily. He swung to Lennox. 'Wat about
you?' he asked. 'Do you side with your brother?

Lennox shrugged his huge shoul ders. 'Always,' he said, his voice deep as distant thunder.
"Do you never think for yourself, you ugly ox?' snapped Agwai ne.

"Sonetines,’ answered Lennox am ably.

"What about the rest of you?

"Ch, let's have a little fun with him' said Draig, Gnal chmai's foster-brother. 'Were's the harn?
What do you think, Gwal?

Al'l eyes turned to Gaal chmai and his heart sank. He spent his |life avoiding argunment, and now

what ever he said would hurt him Layne and Lennox were his friends. Layne was stern of nature but
a loyal youth, and his brother Lennox, though strong as an ox, was a gentle conpani on. But Agwai ne
was Canbil's son and the accepted | eader of the Farlain youth, and Draig was Gwnal chmai's foster-
brother and a boy given to hot tenper and malice-bearing. O the other five, all were larger than
Gnal chmai

"Vell, what do you think?" urged Draig.

"I don't mind,' nunbled Gnal chnai. 'Whatever you think best.' He tried not to | ook at Layne, but
his eyes were drawn to the other's

gaze. Layne nerely smled at him and he felt the pity in that smle; it hurt himnore than he
coul d bear.

Then let's do it!' said Agwai ne, grinning.

The plan was a sinple one. Kareen had innocently told themthat Caswallon planned to send his son
to the meadow that norning to neet the other boys of the village. Agwai ne had suggested they take
his clothes and chase himback to his house, lashing himthe while with birch sticks.

Now Layne and Lennox noved away fromthe group to | ounge on the grass. Gnal chnai sat miserably on
a fallen tree, wishing he had stayed at hone.

He | ooked up as the conversation died. Com ng towards themwas a slender boy in a green wooll en
tunic edged with brown |eather; his hair was red, with a white flash above the jagged scar which
ran down the left side of his face. He wore a wide belt and fromit hung a hunting-knife. There
was no swagger in his walk, but he seermed nervous. Layne and Lennox ignored himas he passed, and
Gnal chmai saw the boy's jaw was cl anped tight.

He approached the group with eyes fixed on Agwai ne. Gaal chnai saw that his left eye was filled
with bl ood and he shivered.

"Il am Gaelen,' said the boy, addressing Agwai ne

Agwai n nodded. 'Why tell ne?

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (37 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel | %20-%20Hawk%20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk%20Eternal .txt
‘"I see fromthe way your friends are grouped around you that you are the |eader.'
' How observant of you, |ow ander.'
"WIIl you tell ne your nane?

To what purpose? You will never address us directly, you are like the wolf pup you brought home -
of no account to those with pedigree."

Gael en said nothing but his nmind raced. In Ateris there had been many thi eves and nmany gangs, but
he had al ways been alone. This scene was no different frommany in his life. There would be a
little nore talk, then tenpers would grow and the viol ence woul d begin. The difference was that in
Ateris he al ways had sonewhere to run; he knew every alley and tall building, every rooftop and
hi di ng pl ace. As he had approached the group |lie had scanned them naking judgenents, deciding
whi ch were the boys to be feared, which to be ignored. Two were |ounging on the grass away from
their conrades; one of these was slender, but athletically built, his face strong. Beside himwas
a veritable giant, bigger than nost clansnmen Gael en had seen. But since they were apart fromthe
group Gaelen ignored them H's eyes had been drawn to a small boy sitting with the others. Slight
of build, with short-cropped gi nger hair, he had seenmed nervous, frightened. Gaelen put this one
fromhis mnd. The others had gathered around the young man now facing him These would not act-
only react. Therefore everything depended on the outcone of this confrontation with the | eader
Gael en took stock of him Hi s face was strong, the eyes dark, the gaze steady. And he was proud.
In that instant Gael en knew that he was facing no cowardly bully who coul d be browbeaten, or

dom nated by words. His heart sank

Still, one thing he had |earned early was that you never allow the eneny to dictate the pace of
the gane. 'Well, don't just stand there,' he told Agwai ne, forcing a grin, 'Teach this wolf pup
the | esson you have planned."'

"What ?' said Agwai ne, nonentarily taken aback

"It's obvious that you and your nongrel playmates have al ready deci ded how this gane is going to
be played, so let's be at it. Here, I'Il nmake it easy for you.' Casually he stepped forward and
then, with a lack of speed that dulled Agwai ne's refl exes, punched the other boy full in the face,
toppling himbackwards to the grass.

Gael en drew his knife and | eaped back as the other youths surged to their feet. Agwai ne shook his
head and slowy rose, eyes glittering. He too drew a knife.

"“I'1l kill you for that, outlander,' he said. Hs face was set and he noved forward, perfectly in
bal ance. The other youths drew their blades, spreading out in a half-circle.

That's enough!' said the tall young nan Gael en had seen sitting apart fromthe others. Wl king
forward, he stood by Gaelen. 'In fact it is nmore than enough. The joke has soured, Agwaine.'
Anot her figure noved to the other side of Gael en; he was enornous, towering above all the other
yout hs.

‘Do not interfere,' Agwaine warned them 'I| nean to cut his heart out.'
' Move behind ne,' Layne told Gael en
"I"'mnot afraid of him'

‘' Move behind ne!' The voice was not raised, and yet had great authority. Even so, Gaelen's anger
was so great now that he was ready to refuse. Then the giant laid a massive hand on his shoul der
and Gaelen felt the power in the grip.

'Best do as he says,' said the huge youth softly. 'Layne's usually right.
Gael en obeyed and Layne stepped forward until his stomach pressed agai nst Agwai ne's dagger
"Do you really want to kill me, cousin?' he asked.

"You know | will not.'
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Then think on it. The boy did well. He knew you planned to thrash himand he took you all on; he
has courage. It would not be fitting to punish himnow - would it?

Agwai ne sheathed his blade. '"He is a lowl ander, and | will never accept him Neither will ny
friends. He will be shunned by all who follow ne.’

"“I''l'l not shun him Agwaine. Neither will Lennox.

Then you are ny friend no longer. Let's go!' he told the others. As they trooped away Gnal chmai
hung back, but Draig spotted himand called out.

"I'll see you later,' Gmal chmai replied.

Draig trotted back to his side. 'You can't stay here,' he said. 'You heard what Agwai ne said.'
"I stay with ny friends,' said Gwaal chnmai.

"You're a fool, Gnval. No good will cone of it." Draig strode off.

Gaelen slid the knife back in its sheath. The tall youth with the dark hair and grey eyes turned
to him holding out his hand.

‘"l am Layne, son of Leofas,' he said. This is ny brother Lennox and ny cousin Gnal chrai .
Gael en shook hands with themall. 'Wy did you do this for nme?" he asked.

"It wasn't for you, it was for Agwaine,' Layne told him

"l don't understand.'

"Agwai ne is a fine friend and a brave one,' said Layne. 'He acted in anger and woul d have
regretted slaying you. He is not evil, not nmalicious. But he has the conceit of his father and he
| oves to lead.'

"I have caused you trouble. For that | am sorry.

Layne shook his head. 'You caused nothing. It was not you they were seeking to hunble, but your
father. Caswallon is not liked.'

' \Myol

"It is not for ne to prattle on with gossip. | |like Caswallon but others do not, and anong the
clans such matters usually end in bl oodshed and family feuds. W are a violent race, Gaelen, as
you have di scovered."

"Caswal l on is not violent.

"I ndeed he is not. But he has the capacity for it, as you saw in the mountains with the Aenir.'
"You heard of that?

"Who has not? My father led the hunters that escorted themfromthe Farlain.'

The | ads settled thenselves on the grass, enjoying the sunshine. Lennox and the ginger-haired
Gnal chmai said little.

Layne asked Gaelen about life in Ateris, and the Aenir invasion. Gaelen found the nenories too
pai nful and switched the conversation back to Caswallon. 'I know you don't want to gossip,' he
said, 'but | ama stranger here, and | need to know how ny ... father earned such dislike.'

"Caswal lon is the richest man in the valley. He has the largest herds and his fields carry nore
wheat than any save Canbil's. But he holds hinself apart from other clansnen, and the Hunt Lord
hates him'
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'"He doesn't appear rich,' said Gaelen. 'In Ateris rich nmen have... had . . . marble pal aces and
carriages of gold. And many servants. They wore rings and neckl ets, bracelets and brooches.'

"We have no use for such finery,' Layne told him 'W live free. Caswallon supports nore than one
hundred crofters. If he desired, he could start a new clan. That is rich - believe ne.'

Then why doesn't he? | nean, if he's so disliked it would seemto be good sense. Then he woul d be
his own Hunt Lord.'

"He woul d have to surrender his valley |land and find sonewhere else to live, and that is no | onger
easy. To the north-east the Haesten control the |and bordering the | ow ands. North of themare the
Pal | i des. The rest of the land for a six-day march is all Farlain, and beyond that the minor clans
- the Loda, the Dunilds, and the Irelas -fight over territory. Anyway, Caswallon is Farlain and
always will be.'

"I''mdamed hungry,' said Lennox suddenly.
Gael en fished in his |eather hip-pouch and produced a thick slice

of cold meat-pie. He passed it to Lennox. Thanking him the huge youth wolfed the pie down at
speed.

"My father would al so be rich,' said Layne dryly, 'were it not for my brother's appetite.'

"He's big,' said Gaelen. 'I don't think I've seen anyone his age bigger.' Lennox was already nore
than six feet tall, with a bull-like neck and an enornous frane. H's face was broad, his eyes deep-
set and brown. His chin and cheeks were already darkening with the pronise of a beard.

"And he's as strong as he | ooks. Al so, despite what you will hear, he's no fool. He just says
little. Isn't that right, brother?

'VWhat ever you say,' said Lennox, grinning.

"I don't know why, but he likes to play the fool,"'
brains.'

said Layne. 'He |l ets people think he has no

"It does no harm' said Lennox mldly.

"No, but it irritates me,' replied his brother, scowing. Gael en woul d not have guessed themto be
brothers. Layne, though tall, was of nore slender build, his face fine-boned.

"I can't think why it should, Layne,' said Lennox, smiling. 'You are the thinker in the famly."

' Nonsense.' Layne swung to Gaal chmai. 'Wiy so silent, little one?
"l was thinking about Agwai ne,' answered Gnal chmai. 'I don't |ike to nmake anyone angry.
‘He won't be angry with you for long. And besides, |I'mproud of you. What do you think, Lennox?

"I think it took nerve to stay with us. You'll not regret it, Gnal, ny |ad.
"Do you think they'Il attack Gael en agai n?' Gnal asked.

"No,"' replied Layne. 'Wen he has had rinme to think on it, Agwaine will realise that Gael en acted
like...'" he grinned ... like a Highlander,' he said. '"He will respect that."

Gael en bl ushed and sai d not hi ng.
"Well,' said Layne. 'I think it's time we told Gael en about the Hunt.'

Caswal | on stood nervously outside the door biting his lip, a habit he thought he had | eft behind
in childhood. But then standing before the door of Leofas brought back nmenories, none of them
pl easant .

When Caswal | on was a child he had stolen a dagger fromthe hone of the Sword Chanpion, Leofas. His
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foster-father, Padris, had been furious when Canbil infornmed hi mof Caswallon's m sbehaviour, and
had sent the boy to Leofas to confess.

Caswal | on had stood before the door then as now, on edge and fearful. The clansman chuckl ed. ' You
fool,' he told himself. But it didn't help.

Rappi ng the door with his knuckl es, he took a deep breath.

Leofas let himin without a word of greeting and pointed to a chair before the hearth. Renpving
hi s cl oak, Caswallon sat down. The roomwas |arge, strewn with rugs of goatskin and wol f-hide, and
on the far wall hung a bearskin, dust-covered and patchy wth age.

Caswal l on stretched out his |legs before the fire. The last time | was here, you thrashed ne with
your belt," he renarked.

"l recall that you deserved it,' said Leofas. He was a big man, not tall, but wi de in the shoul der
with a thick neck and heavy beard streaked with grey. But his blue eyes were keen, the stare
f or bi ddi ng.

'"Indeed | did.'

'State your business, Caswallon,' snapped the ol der nan

Caswal | on pushed hinself to his feet, a knot of anger deep within him 'l don't think that I
will," he said softly. 'l amnot the child who stole your knife, I ama man. | came here because
Maggrig advised it, and it seened sensible, but I'Il not sit here swall owi ng your discourtesies."”

Leofas raised his eyebrows, waiting as Caswal |l on reached for his cl oak.
"Woul d you like a drink, boy?" he asked.

Caswal | on hesitated for a nonment, then dropped his cloak across the back of a chair and turned to
the ol der man. ' That woul d be pleasant,' he said.

Leofas left the room returning with two jugs of ale. Then he sat opposite Caswallon. ' Now wil |l
you state your business?

‘"Before | do, let's clear the air. Wen you were young you raided all over the druin to build your
herds. So why are you set agai nst me?

"That's easy answered, and | |like a man who states his grievance swiftly. Wien | was a |lad there
was open warfare between the clans.

No nan knew what it was like to be rich. Raiding was often the difference between starvation and
smal | confort. But tinmes changed and cl ans prospered. | applauded you when you began, | thought
you were spirited and cunning. But then you grew rich, and yet the raids continued. And then |
knew that the raids were not a neans to an end but the end itself.

"Sonetines in life a man nust risk death for the sake of his famly, but you risk it nerely for

pl easure. Mdst men in the nountains value their clan, for it is like a great fanmly and we depend
on one another to survive. Children of the nountains are cared for; no one man starves while

anot her gluts hinmself. But you, Caswallon, you don't care. You avoid responsibility, and your very
exi stence eats away at what makes the clan strong. Children inmtate you. They tell tales of your
exploits and they want to be |ike you, for you are exciting, like a clansnan out of tine. A nyth
fromthe past.

"Cuckoo Caswal lon they used to call you, because of your anorous exploits. Wnen yearn for you and
I can understand that and don't begrudge it. But when you creep into the bed of another man's
wife, and sire hima son, all you have done is destroy that man's life. He cared for his wife
deeply, loved her and cherished her. She surrenders all that for a few nights of passion with you
You don't stick by her, so she despairs. And her life is ruined too.

"As for your raids... you encourage other clans to copy you. Last autum | caught three Pallides
poachers making off with my prize bull. | had to nutilate them it was the law. But why did they
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do it? Why? Because Caswallon had stolen their bull. Now state your business.'

Caswal | on | eaned back in his chair, his heart heavy for he could not refute a word of Leofas's
dammi ng i ndi ctment.

"Not yet, Leofas. First let nme say this: Everything you accuse ne of is correct and | cannot

gainsay it. But | never intended evil. Cuckoo Caswallon? Sonetines a man gives in to selfishness,
telling hinself there is a nobler reason - he is bringing a little happiness into a dull Iife. But
since | married Maeg | have been faithful, for | l|earned by ny nistakes.

"As for the raids, they too were selfish, but | don't regret themfor | enjoyed every nonent. I|f
men suffered by inmtating nme, then it is on their heads, for ny risk was as great as theirs. But
that too is now a thing of the past.

"l cane to you because of the Aenir; that is nmy business with you. | seek not your friendship nor
your approval. | care for neither. The Aenir are killers and they will invade the clans.'

"Canbil is Hunt Lord,' said Leofas guardedly. 'Have you seen hinf'

"You know I have not. Nor will |I. If | told Canbil that sheep ate grass he would deny it and feed
his flock on beef.'

The ol der man nodded. 'That is true enough. And | agree with you about the Aenir, but Canbil
thinks differently. He seeks new trade agreenents, and he has invited an Aenir captain to watch
the Hunt.'

"He didn't see the sack of Ateris,' said Caswall on.

No. But you did and it changed you."
"I won't deny that.'

How i s the boy you brought hone?'

He is well. Your lads helped him | think, though he has not spoken of it.

"Nei ther have they, but | heard. They're good boys. Layne woul d not allow Agwai ne to harm hi m and
Lennox stood by him That nmade me proud, for it's hard bringing up boys w thout a nother. And
they've turned out well.

"They are a credit to you.
"As is Gaelen to you,' said Leofas, 'for he took themall on.

"He is a credit to hinself. WIIl you argue against Canbil on the Council ?

"On the question of the Aenir, | wll.'

"Then 1'1l take up no nore of your tine.'

"Man, you haven't finished your ale. Sit and be confortable for a while. |I don't get many
visitors."

For an hour or nore the nmen sat, drinking ale and swapping stories. It canme to Caswallon that the
ol der man was lonely; his wife had died six years before and he had never taken another. On the
death of Padris three years ago Leofas had refused to stand for Hunt Lord, claining it was a young
man's duty. But he remained on the Hunt Council, and his words were heeded.

"How | ong do you think we have - before they invade?' asked Leofas suddenly, his eyes clear
despite the jugs of ale.

Caswal | on fought to clear his mnd. 'I'd say a year, maybe two. But | could be wong.'

"I don't think so. They're still fighting in the | owl ands. Several cities are holding out.'
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"W need a plan of our own,' said Caswallon. 'The valley is indefensible.

'Seek out Taliesen,' Leofas advised. 'l know these druids raise the hairs on a man's neck, but he
is wise, and he knows nuch about events outside Druin.'

For two nonths Caswal |l on took Gaelen with himon every hunt, teaching himnore of the Iand and the
creatures of the land. He taught himto fight hand-to-hand, and to westle and to box, to rol

with the punches, and to counter swiftly. The | essons were sonetines painful, and Gael en was qui ck
to anger. Caswallon taught himto hold his fury and use it coolly.

" Anger can strengthen a nman or destroy him' he told the youth as they sat on the hillside above
the house. 'Wen you fight, you stay cool. Think with your hands. Wen you strike a blowit should
surprise you as well as your opponent. Now pad your hands and we will see what you have
understood.' Warily the two circled one another. Caswallon stabbed a straight left to Gaelen's
face. Gaelen blocked it, hurling a right. Caswallon | eaned out of reach, the punch whistling past
his chin. He countered with a swift left that glanced fromthe boy's jaw. Of-bal ance, Gaelen hit
the ground hard, rolled and rose to his feet with eyes blazing. Caswallon stepped in to neet him
throwing a right cross. It never |anded, for Gael en ducked inside the punch and caught the taller
man wi th an uppercut that sent himreeling in the grass.

' God. That was good,' said Caswallon, rubbing his jaw. 'You are beginning to nove well. Alittle
too well.' Reaching up, he took Gaelen's hand and the younger man pulled himto his feet. 'Let's
sit for a while," he said. 'My head is still spinning, | think you' ve shaken all ny teeth.'
"I"'msorry."

Caswal | on | aughed. 'Don't be. You were angry, but you kept it under control and used the power of
your anger in your punch. That was excellent.' The two sat together beneath the shade of an elm

"There is sonmething | have been neaning to ask you,' said Gaelen, 'about the bush you hid ne in
when the Aenir were close.

"I't was a good hiding-place.'

"But it wasn't,' insisted Gaelen. 'It was out in the open, and had they | ooked down they would
surely have seen ne.'

"That's why it was good. Wen they attacked their blood was up. They were noving fast, thinking
fast, seeing fast. You understand? They didn't exam ne the clearing, they scanned it swiftly,
meki ng judgenments at speed. The bush was small and, as you say, in plain sight. It offered little
cover and was the last place, so they believed, that anyone woul d choose as a hiding place.
Therefore they ignored it. Simlarly that nade it the best place to hide in.'

"I see that,' said Gaelen, '"but what if they had stopped to exanine the clearing?

" Then you woul d probably have been slain,' said Caswallon. "It could have happened—but the odds
were vastly against it. Mdst men react to situations of violence - or threatened violence - by
ani mal instinct. Understanding that instinct allows an intelligent man to win nine tinmes out of
ten.'

Gaelen grinned. 'l do understand,' he said. 'That's why when you raided the Pallides you chose to
hide in the village itself. You knew they woul d expect you to flee their |ands at speed, and so
they raced fromtheir village to catch you.'

"Ah, you've been listening to the tales of ny wi cked youth. | hope you |l earn fromthem

"I amlearning,' agreed Gaelen. 'But why did you choose the house of Intosh to hide in? He is the
Sword Chanpi on of the Pallides, and everyone says he is a fearsone opponent."

"He is also a widower with no children. No one would be in the house.'
"So you had it planned even before you did it. You nmust have scouted the village first.

"Always have a plan, Gael en, Al ways.
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Later, as they sat on the hillside above Caswal |l on's house, awaiting the call to the m dday neal,
Caswal | on asked the boy how he was settling in with the other lads in the snmall village.
"Very well,' Gaelen told himguardedly.
"No probl ens?"
"None that | can't handle."

"Cf that | have no doubt. How do they conpare with the boys of Ateris?

Gaelen snmiled. '"In the city | used to watch them play ganes: Hunt-seek, Spider's folly, Shadowran.
Here they play nothing. They are so serious. | like that . .. but I always wanted to join in back
in Ateris.'

Caswal | on nodded. 'You joined us a little late for children's ganes, Gaelen. Here in the nountains
a boy becones a nan at sixteen, free to wed and nmake his own life. It is not easy. Two in five
babes die before their first birthday, and few are the nen who reach fifty years of age. Chil dhood
passes nore swiftly here. Have you teaned yet for the Hunt next week?'

"Yes, | travel with Gwaal chmai, Lennox and Layne.'

"Fine boys,' said Caswallon, 'although Ganalchmai is a little tinmd, | think. Are you content with
t he team ng?

"Yes. W are neeting today to plan the Run.”

"What problens will you face?

"Lennox is strong, but no runner. W may not beat Agwaine's teamto the first tree.'
' Speed is not everything," said Caswall on.

"I know.'

"Wiich of you will [ead?

We're deciding that this afternoon - but | think it will be Layne.'
"Logical. Layne is a bright fellow'

"Not as bright as Agwai ne,' said Gael en.

'No, but you are. You should enjoy yourselves.'
"Did you | ead when you ran in the Hunt?'

"No. Canbil led.'

"Did you wi n?

Yes.'

"Was Canbil a good | eader?

"In his way. He still is. And he has been a good Hunt Lord for the Farlain.'

"But he doesn't like you, Caswallon. Everyone knows that."

"You shouldn't listen to idle chatter. But you are right. He doesn't like me - but then he has
good cause. Three years ago | robbed himof something. | didn't nean to, but it worked out that
way, and he has not forgotten.'

"What did you steal ?' asked Gael en.
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"I didn't actually steal anything. | just refused to stand against him
for the position of Hunt Lord. | didn't want the role. So he was voted to it by the elders.’
"l don't understand. How can he hold that against you?

That's a difficult question, Gaelen. Many people assunmed | would try for Hunt Lord. In truth I
woul d have lost, for Canbil is -and always was - worthy of the role. But had | stood and |ost, he
woul d have known he was considered the better man. Because | did not stand he will never know.'

‘"I's that why Agwai ne doesn't |ike nme?" asked Gael en. 'Because his father doesn't |ike you?

"Perhaps. | have been very selfish in ny life, doing only that which | enjoyed. | should have
acted differently. If I amnonminated for the Council again | shall accept. But that is not
likely.'

From t he house bel ow they heard Kareen calling. Gael en waved at her, but Caswallon remrai ned where
he was.

'"Go and eat,' he said. 'l will be down soon.'

He watched the boy running down the hillside and sniled, renmenbering his own Hunt Day fifteen
years before. Every lad in the Farlain over the age of fourteen, and not yet a nman, was teaned
with three others and sent out into the nountains to recover a 'treasure'. Skilful hunters would
lay trails, hide clues and signs, and the teans would track them down until at |ast one team
returned with the prize. For Caswallon the prize they had sought was a dagger, hidden in a tree.
Oten it was an arrow, or a lance, or a helm or a shield. This year it was a sword, though none
of the l[ads-knew it.

Every year Caswallon helped lay the trails and delighted in his work. But this year was specia
for him for Gaelen would be taking part.

He renoved from his pouch the strip of parchnent Taliesen had given himand he re-read the words
witten there.

Seek the Beast that no one finds,
al ways roaring

never silent,

beneath his skin,

by silver wings,

bring forth the

| ong | ost

dream of ki ngs.

After the neal Caswallon would read the verse to his new son, even as, all over the Farlain,
fathers woul d be doing |ikewi se. There were times, Caswallon considered, when tradition was a
whol esomne t hi ng.

In the wide kitchen Caswallon's young son Donal lay on a woollen blanket by the hearth. Beside him
sl ept the pup Gael en had brought home; it had grown apace in the last two nonths, show ng signs of
the form dable beast it would be in the years ahead. Kareen sat beside Maeg opposite Gael en, and
they were all |aughing as Caswal | on entered.

"And what is anusing you?' he asked.

' Rest your poor bones at the table,' Maeg told him 'and tell us, gently, how Gael en here dunped
you to the earth.'
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"It was a wicked blow and | was unprepared,' he answered, seating hinself beside the boy who was
bl ushi ng furiously.

'Have you been braggi ng, young Gael en? he asked.

‘"He has not,' said Maeg. 'Kareen herself saw the deed done as she fed the chickens.'

"Fed the chickens, indeed," said Caswallon. "It could not be seen fromthe yard. The lazy child
clinbed the hill and spied on us, for a certainty.” Now Kareen began to blush, casting a guilty
gl ance at Maeg. 'In fact,' said Caswallon, smling broadly, 'on ny way back here | saw two sets of

tracks. One had the dainty footprints of young Kareen, the other | could not make out except to
say the feet nust have been uncommonly | arge."'

"So!' said Maeg. 'It's back to jibes about ny feet, is it?

"You have beautiful feet, Maeg, ny love. There isn't a wonman in the Farlain who could match them
for beauty - or length.'

Thr oughout the neal they good-naturedly sniped at each other, and only when she began to |i st
Caswal lon's faults did he open his arms in surrender and beg her forgiveness.

Wran,' he said, 'you're full of venom'

After the neal he gave leave to Gaelen to seek his friends, and read himthe druid s parchnent.
"Do not be late hone. We've an early start tonorrow.'

Later, as Maeg and Caswallon lay armin armin the broad bed, she | eaned over him and ki ssed him
gently on the lips. 'Wat troubles you, ny |ove?" she asked him stroking his dark hair back from
hi s eyes.

H's armcircled her back, pulling her to him 'Wat nmakes you think | amtroubl ed?

"No ganes, Caswallon,' she said seriously. She rolled fromhimand he sat up, bunching a pill ow
behi nd him

' The Council have voted to resune trade with Ateris, and allow an Aenir group to visit the
Farlain.'

"But we had to trade with them' said Maeg. 'W always have dealt with Ateris, for iron, seed-
corn, seasoned tinbers, |eather.'

"W didn't always, Maeg. We used to do these things ourselves. W're no |l onger dealing with
nmerchant | ow anders; this is a warrior race.’

"What harmcan it do to allow a few of themto visit us? W night become friends.'
"You don't nmake friends with a wolf by inviting it to sleep with the sheep.

"But we are not sheep, Caswallon. W are the clans.'

"I think the decision is short-sighted and we nay live to rue it.'

"I love you,' she said, the words cutting through his thoughts.

"I can't think why,' he said, chuckling. Then he reached for her and they lay silently enjoying
the warnmt h of each other's bodies and the cl oseness of their spirits.

"l cannot begin to tell you what you nean to ne,' he whispered.
"You don't have to,' she said.

One norent the nountai nside was clear, rolling green slopes, the occasional tree, two streans
meeting and foam ng over white boul ders. Sheep grazed quietly near a small herd of wld ponies.
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Suddenly the air reeked with an acrid snell none of the aninmals recogni sed. Their heads cane up
Blue light replaced the gold of the sun. Rai nbows danced on the grass and a great noise, |ike

| ocust wi ngs, covered the nountainside. The ponies reared and wheel ed, the sheep scattering in all
directions.

For a fraction of a second two suns hung in the sky, then they nerged and the gol den sunli ght
bat hed the nmountain. But all was not as it had been ..

In the shadow of a great boulder stood a towering figure, six-inch fangs curving froma wi de
snout, nmassive shoul ders covered in black fur, huge arns ending in taloned fingers. The eyes were
bl ack and round, the brows deep, and it blinked as its new surroundi ngs cane into focus.

Lifting its shaggy head, the beast sniffed the air. The sweet snell of living flesh flooded its
senses. The creature | eaned forward, dipping its colossal shoulders until its talons brushed the
earth. Its eyes focused on a three-year-old ewe, which stood trenbling on the hillside.

Dropping fully to all fours, the beast bunched the nuscles of its hind | egs and | eaped forward,
beari ng down on the sheep with terrible speed. Startled, the ewe turned to run. It had nade only
three running j unps before the weight of the hunter smashed its spine into jagged shards.

Tal oned fingers tore aside the ewe's flesh and the bl ood ran

The beast ate swiftly, lifting its shaggy bl ack head often, peering short-sightedly around the
nmount ai nsi de, ready for any eneny that might chance upon it. It was unconfortable out in the open
unused to shinmering horizons and bright light. But the bl ood was good upon its tongue, the flesh
rich and greasy. Casually it ripped out the ewe's entrails, hurling themfar from body,
concentrating instead on the flesh of the loins. Slowy, nethodically the giant creature fed,
snappi ng bones and sucking out the marrow, splitting the skull with one blow and devouring the
brai ns.

Hunger satisfied, the beast sank back to its haunches. It blinked in the sunlight as an inage
fashioned itself inits mnd. A bright image. Gunting, it shook its head, then gave a | ow grow .
DimMy it remenbered the circle of stones and the red-clad sorcerer whose fingers danced with fire.
The fire had entered the creature's breast, settling there without pain. The beast how ed as
hunger ret urned.

It would always be hungry - until it devoured the imge-wonan. Angrily the beast slanmed its hands
agai nst the ground.

Away to the left it sawthe line of trees that nerged into the forest above Vallon. Hunger
returning, it began to | ope towards them stopping at a streamto drink. The trees were smaller
than the ones it had known and clinbed, |ess closely packed and strangely silent. No cluttering
nmonkeys swung fromthe vines, few birds sang, and there was no sign of fruit upon the boughs.

The wind shifted and a new snell filtered to the beast's flaring nostrils. The bl ack eyes
glittered with the nenory of salty-sweet flesh and marrowfilled bones. The sorcerer had inpl anted
a soul scent upon its senses - and this creature was not the victimordai ned. Nor was the spel
scent close by. Yet it could alnpost taste the sweet neat of the approachi ng nan-beast.

Saliva dripped fromits maw and its dark tongue |licked out over its fangs. The snmell was grow ng
stronger. There was no need to stalk, for the sinple-mnded creature was noving this way.

A hundred paces to the west Erlik of the Pallides, a tall young hunter fromthe house of Maggrig,
| eaned on his staff. Beside himhis war hound Askar growl ed deep in his throat. Erlik was puzzl ed.
An hour ago he had seen the bl ue haze across the nountains, and the two suns appear in the sky.
And despite this being Farlain | and he had ventured here, led by the curiosity of the young. Less
than a year before Erlik had gained his manhood in the Hunt, and was now a contender for the
Ganes.

And where a nore seasoned veteran would hesitate, Erlik, with all the confidence of youth, had
crossed the border and ventured into the |ands of the eneny. He did not fear Farlain hunters, for
he knew he could outrun them but he had to know why the air burned blue. He sensed it would be a
fine tale to tell his conrades at the evening feast.
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He | eaned down and stroked Askar, whispering it to silence. The hound obeyed unwillingly. It
didn't like the idea of noving with the direction of the breeze, and it sensed danger ahead which
made the fur on its shoulders rise. Wth the natural cunning of the canine it began to edge left,
but Erlik called it back

The young hunter noved forward towards an area of thick bracken and gorse. Askar grow ed once nore
and this tinme the dog's unease filtered through to the man. Carefully he laid down his
quarterstaff, then swung his bow fromhis shoulder, hastily notching an arrow to the string.

The gorse exploded as a vast black creature reared up fromthe ground at Erlik's feet. A tal oned
arm flashed out, half-severing the hunter's left armand hurling himto the ground. The war hound
| eaped for the beast's throat, but was brutally swatted aside. Erlik drew his hunting-knife and
struggled to rise, but the talons flashed once nmore and his head toppled fromhis shoul ders.

M nutes |ater the war hound cane to its senses, pain gnawing at its broken ribs. The great head
came up slowy, ears pricking at the sounds of crunchi ng bones.

Wth infinite care the hound inched its way to the west, away fromthe feeding beast.

In the valley of the Farlain fourteen teans of youngsters were packi ng shoul der sacks with
provisions ready for the hunt. Famlies and kin thronged the Market Field.

The brothers Layne and Lennox were seated side by side on a fallen oak while Gaelen lay on his
back, eyes closed, near by. Beside himsat the slender Gnal chmai, whittling with a short dagger

"l wish they would announce the start,' said Layne. 'Wiat are they waiting for?
Gael en sat up. 'Caswallon said the druid nust give his blessing.'

"l know that,' snapped Layne. '| neant why the delay? Gaelen |lay back on the grass and said
not hi ng. Layne was not normally this edgy.

"Are you looking forward to it?' asked Gnal chmai. Gael en could see that the ginger-haired youth
was worried by Layne's tension and seeking to change the nood.

"Yes, | am' said Gael en

"Do you understand the nmeaning of the riddle?

'No. Have you deci phered it?'

Gnal chmai shrugged. "'Maybe it will be clearer when we find the second cl ue.

In the house of Canbil, beyond the field and the waiting teams, sat the Druid Lord, Taliesen
Opposite him pacing before the hearth, was the tall Hunt Lord Canbil, a gol den-haired handsone
young man wearing a |eaf-green tunic and a red cl oak

By the hearth sat a stranger clad in leather shirt and breeches, his |long blond hair braided
beneath a round | eather helm He too was handsome but, unlike Canbil, there was no softness in
him H's eyes were the cold blue of the winter sky, and upon his nouth was a nocking half-smle
That the druid disliked himwas obvious and seened to anuse the Aenir; but for Canmbil the neeting
was a nonstrous enbarrassment.

The druid was angry, though he showed nothing of it as he sipped water froma clay goblet. Canbil
was uneasy and pulled at his golden beard. The stranger sat back in the | eather-covered chair, his
face expressionless.

"It is rare,' the druid said at last, 'for a stranger to be present at the Youth's Hunt - though
it is not without precedent. There shall be no bl essing today, for the words of power cannot be
spoken in the presence of |ow anders. In this there is no disrespect intended for your guest,
Cambil, it is merely the weight of tradition which forbids it.

Canmbil bit his |lip and nodded.
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"May | ask,' continued the druid, 'that we speak privately?

Canbil turned to the nman beside him 'M apol ogies, Lord Drada, but please feel free to join the
men at the food table beyond and refresh yourself.

Drada stood and bowed to Canbil, then he turned to the druid. 'I amsorry to have caused you
probl ems. Had | known ny presence would disrupt the cerenmony | would have turned down the
invitation.' Neither Taliesen nor Cambil nissed the stress he placed on the word invitation, and
the Hunt Lord felt hinself blushing.

The Aenir warrior carefully hung his black cl oak upon his broad shoul ders and left the room
cl osing the door quietly behind him

The ancient druid turned his dark eyes on the Hunt Lord and | eaned forward across the table. "It
was not wise toinvite himinto Farlain |lands,' he said.

"He is friendly enough,' insisted Canbil.
"He is the Enenmy to Cone," snapped the druid.

"So you say, old man, but | amthe Hunt Lord of the Farlain, and |I al one decide whether a nan is a
friend or eneny. You are a druid and as such are to be respected in religious matters, but do not
exceed your authority.

"Are you blind, Canmbil, or nerely stupid?

Anger shone in the Hunt Lord's eyes, but his response was calm '|I amnot blind, druid. And | nake
no great clains to be wiser than any other clansman. What | do know is that war brings no
advantage to either side. If the Aenir can be convinced that we offer themno threat, and that
there is no wealth to be found in the nountains, | see no reason why we cannot exist together - if
not as friends, then at |east as good nei ghbours. Keeping themout will only cause suspicion, and
meke war nore likely.'

Canmbi | wal ked to the door, wenching it open. 'Now, the boys are waiting and |I shall send them
off, and | don't doubt the lack of your words of power will affect themnot at all.’

At the edge of the field Caswallon sat with Maeg and Kareen, watching the boys line up for the
first race to the trees. Once there, they would find a | eather pouch hanging fromthe branch of
the central pine. Wthin the pouch were four clues, witten on parchment. The first teamto reach
the tree would be able to read all the clues, and renove one. The next teamwould find three
clues, and renove one. And so on until the fourth teamwould find only one renaining.

Gael en, who could not yet read, would be useless to his teamon this first run, but they had
chosen Gnal chmai to lead the sprint, and he was al nost as fast as Canbil's son Agwai ne.

The teams sprinted away at Canbil's command and Caswal | on wat ched as Gwal chnai and Agwai ne forged
a lead over the rest, with Gael en | opi ng beside the lunbering Lennox at the rear.

At that nmonent Caswal | on caught sight of the black-coated Aenir warrior standing by the grey
house. Leaving Maeg and Kareen, he wal ked the short distance to the building. As he wal ked he
gauged the man. The Aenir was tall and well-built, but slimof hip. He | ooked what he was - a
warrior. As Caswall on approached the man turned and the cl ansman knew he was undergoi ng the sane
appr ai sal

The lads nmove well,' said the Aenir, pointing towards the youngsters who were now hal fway up the
hi Il side.

'l see your nen took ny advice," said Caswal lon. 'That was w se."

Drada smiled. 'Yes, | always listen to wise counsel. But | saw no sign of the Farlain hunters you
promi sed to send after us.

They were there.'’
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"I was surprised to find you are not a councillor, Caswall on.
"Why so?'

"l gained the inpression that you were a man of influence but Canbil tells me this is not so. He
says you are a thief and a bandit."'

"What do you think of the Farlain nmountains? Caswallon countered.
They are beautiful. Mst especially this valley.

There are many valleys in the Farlain, and a vast nunber nore in the Druin range,' said the
cl ansman.

"I have no doubt | shall see themall eventually,' Drada told him with a wolfish snile.
Travel al one when you do so.'

"Real |y, why?

' The nountains can be tranquil and a man al one can best enjoy their harnony.'

"And if he is not al one? asked Drada.

"If he travels with many, then the nmountains can be hostile, even deadly. Wy, even now two Aenir
corpses are rotting in the mountains. And there is roomfor many nore.'

That is no talk for new friends, Caswallon.'

Caswal | on | aughed wi th genui ne humour; then the snile faded. 'But then | am not your friend, ny
bonny. Nor ever shall be.

More than fifty youngsters pounded up the slope, feet drunming on the hard-packed grass-covered
clay of the hillside. Gwnal chmai tucked hinmself in behind Agwai ne, fastening his eyes on the other
boy's pack and running on grimy. After forty paces he | oosened the straps of his own heavy pack
and let it fall to the ground behind him Then, as Gaelen had instructed him he once nore noved
up behi nd Agwai ne.

Here the hillside was at its steepest and the young Agwai ne was breathing heavily, his |egs began
to burn as the body's waste acids settled to the nmuscles of his calves. He did not | ook back. He
could afford no wasted energy. And besides he was the fastest runner for his years in the Farlain.

Back down the sl ope, Lennox scooped up Gnal chmai's pack and continued to | ope al ongsi de Gael en
way to the rear of the other runners.

"l hope this is allowed,' shouted Lennox.

Gael en said nothing. Caswallon had told himthat the rules were specific. Al runners had to start
the race carrying their own provisions. Wll, Gnaal chmai had done that.

Layne had not been easy to convince, for he was a youth who |ived on traditions of honour and
woul d sooner | ose than cheat. But Gaelen had called a vote, as was his right, and had won the day.
Layne seenmed to harbour no grudge.

Gnal chmai and Agwai ne had now i ncreased their | ead over the followi ng pack to fifty paces, and it
was obvi ous that they would reach the trees well ahead of their rivals.

As the tinberline neared Gaal chmai sped past his astoni shed opponent. Agwai ne was furious. Sweat -
soaked and near-exhausted, he released his pack and set off after the sprinting youth. Fury punped
fresh adrenalin to his tired | egs and against all the odds he began to close the gap

Fifty paces fromthe trees Agwai ne was running in Gaal chmai's shadow, but the canny youngster had
one nore ploy. As Agwai ne cane abreast of him Gaal chmai ki cked again, releasing the energy he had
held in reserve. Agwai ne had nothing nore to offer. In an agonising effort to match his opponent,
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he stunbl ed agai nst a stone and pitched to the earth.

Gnal chmai ran ahead, eyes flickering fromtree to tree, seeking the pouch. It was in plain view,
fastened to a |l ow branch. He pulled it clear, renoving the snmall pieces of paper it contained.
Reading themall, he selected one and tucked it in his belt. Then he re-hung the pouch and
wander ed back towards Agwai ne.

The Hunt Lord's son ignhored him racing past to tear the pouch clear. He read the three renaining
strips, took one and replaced two. Then he turned after Gaal chnai

"You dog!' he shouted, his breathing |aboured. "You .. . cheating ... cur!
Fri ghtened, Ownal chmai backed and opened his hands. The rules did not forbid it, Agwaine.'

O her runners cane between themin the last frantic dash for clues, and Agwaine turned away to sit
in the shade of a spreading elm

Gnal chmai was grinning broadly as Layne reached hi mand he handed t he parchnment over. Layne read
it, nodded, then wal ked over to where Agwai ne was sitting.

"Wll run, cousin,' he said, squatting beside him

' Thank you. That was a devious strategy. But, as Gmal chmai says, it was within the rules and
therefore | can have no conplaint.' Layne offered Agwai ne the parchnent. 'What is this? Wat are
you doi ng?'

"There may be nothing in the rules against our tactic," said Layne, 'but | amnot happy with it.
Here. Read the line, and from now we start |evel.

"No, cousin,' said Agwai ne, gripping the other's shoulder, 'though I thank you for your courtesy.
I nmust confess that were | not the fastest runner it is likely | would have used the tactic

myself. | take it the | owl ander conceived it?
"Yes.'
"He has quick wits, I'Il give himthat.'

Layne nodded. Then he stood and returned to the others, who had been watchi ng the scene, puzzl ed.
‘"Let's find a place out of earshot and di scuss our next nove,' he said, wal king past themto the
trees. Gaelen bit back his anger and foll owed. He had seen Layne offer the clue to Agwai ne and
noted the other's refusal. It was confusing and deeply irritating.

In a deep hollow, away fromthe crowds, the four squatted in a huddled circle. Layne nodded to
Gnal chmai, who began to speak in a hushed whisper. They were all aware that those teans w thout
clues woul d now seek to foll ow and spy on the | eading four

"The clues were sinple to understand,' whispered Gnal chnai. ' The one we have is the sinplest:
"That which Earis lost." So, it is a sword we seek. The other clues confirmit: "A King's Sorrow'
"The Light that brings Darkness", and "The Bane of Eska". The question nowis, where is it

hi dden?"

"It's hidden at, or near, Attafoss,' whispered Gael en
"What ?' said Layne, astonished. 'How do you know?

The rhyme: "Seek the beast that no one finds, always roaring, never silent. VWhen Caswal | on
took me to Attafoss it sounded like a great nonster, but when we arrived there was no nonster
merely a roaring fall of water.'

"It could be,' said Layne. 'Wat do you think, Gnal?
"I agree with Gaelen.'

" Lennox?’
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The youth raised his shoulders in a non-conmttal shrug.

'So,' said Layne, 'we are agreed. Well done, Gaelen. If we |look at the rest of the verse it
becones even nore obvious. "Beneath its skin, by silver wings, bring forth the |ong-Iost dream of
kings." The bl ade is hidden under the water, guarded by fishes. But where? Attafoss is huge.’

There will be other clues,' said Gaal chnmai. 'W nust follow the right tracks.'

True," said Layne. '"All right. W'll nake canp higher up in the trees, then slip away before dawn
and strike for Vallon.'

Dawn found the four of themniles fromthe first tinber and well on their way. Layne |ed t hem down
rocky slopes and over difficult terrain, constantly checking on what tracks they were |eaving. By

ni d- norni ng he was content. Even the nost skilful hunters would have difficulty finding them and,

above all, the task would be tine-consum ng

As they strolled through patches of yellow gold gorse and across neadows bedecked w th bl oons,
Gael en redi scovered the strange sense of joy he first felt when Caswallon fornally adopted him He
was hone. Truly hone.

Besi de him Gnal chmai was whistling a nerry tune and ahead Layne and Lennox were deep in
conversation. Gael en rubbed at his scarred eye, for it itched now and then, usually when he was
tired.

"I's it troubling you?' asked Gaal chmai. Gael en shook his head and Gnal chmai resuned whistling, but
hi s thoughts remai ned on the youngster beside him Gaal chnmai had |iked Gaelen fromthe first. He
didn't know why, but then he rarely rationalised such things; he relied on his enptions to steer
himand they rarely played himfal se. He renenbered his shock when he first saw the boy, his red
hair streaked with a white slash, his left eye filled with blood - for all the world like a ruby
set in his skull.

He had been prepared to dislike the | ow ander, having |listened to Agwai ne speak sneeringly of
Caswal l on' s rescue. But there had been sonething about the way Gaelen carried hinmself - like a
clansnman, tall and proud. Gaal chmai stopped whistling as he noticed a track sonme ten paces from
the trail.

"Layne!' he called. '"Hold on.' Gwal chmai stepped fromthe trail and knelt by the soft earth beside
the gorse. The three conpani ons gathered around him staring in wonder at the footprint

"It's as long as ny forearm' said Gnal chmai. 'And | ook, the thing has six toes.' Al four [|ads
scout ed back along the line of tracks, but they found nothing. The earth by the gorse was soft,
but the surrounding ground was rocky and firm

"What do you think it is? asked Gael en, whose know edge of nountain animals was still sparse.

"It isn't anything |I've ever seen,' said Gnal chmai. 'Layne?

The | eader grinned suddenly. '"It's perfectly obvious, my friends. It's a hunter's joke. \Wen they
were laying the trails for our Hunt they nmade a jest of the rhynme "Seek the Beast..." the

footprint points towards Vallon and the print was created to show we're on the right track.'
Gnal chmai's freckled face split into a grin. 'Yes, of course,' he said.

An hour before nightfall Layne scouted a small hollow where they could build a fire against a
towering granite stone. The tiny blaze could not be seen fromany distance and the four travellers
unrol l ed their blankets and settled down for a |ight neal of oatcakes and water.

As the night closed in and the stars shone bright, Lennox curled up |like a dozing bear and sl ept,
| eaving the others seated by the fire talking in | ow voi ces.

"Wio was Earis?' Gaelen asked as he fed the fire with dry sticks.

"The first Hi gh King,' Layne told him 'Hundreds of years ago the Farlain lived in another |and,
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beyond the Gates. There was a great war and the clans were nigh obliterated. Earis gathered the
remai ns of the defeated arny and | aunched one | ast desperate assault on the eneny, smashing their

arnmy and killing their |eader, Eska. But it was only one of several armes facing him The druids
told the King of a way to save his people. But it was hazardous: they had to pass a Gate between
worlds. | don't know nuch about that side of it, but the |egends are nany. Anyway, Earis brought

the Farlain here and we naned the nopuntains Druin

"During the journey a strange thing happened. As Earis stepped through the Gate of Vallon, into
the bitter cold of winter, his sword di sappeared fromhis hand. Earis took his crown and hurled it
back through the Gate. The sword, he said, was the synbol of kingship, and since it had gone so
too woul d his position. From henceforth there would be no King for the Farlain. The Council voted
himto the position of Hunt Lord and so it has remained.'

"l see,' said Gaelen. 'So "the Bane of Eska;" that is a clue | can understand. But why the |ight
that brings darkness?

"The sword was called Skallivar, meaning Starlight on the Muntain,' said Galchmai. 'But in
battl e whoever it touched found only the darkness of death.’

"And that is what we seek? Skallivar?
Layne | aughed. 'No. Just a sword. It nmakes the clues nore poetic, that's all.'
Gael en nodded. 'There is nmuch still to learn.'

"But you will learn, cousin,' said Layne. Gaelen felt a surge of warnth and conradeship within him
as Layne spoke, but it was

shattered by a sound that ripped through the night. An eerie, inhuman how i ng echoed through the
nmount ai ns.

Lennox awoke with a start. 'Wat was that?' he asked, rolling to his knees.
Gael en shuddered and sai d not hi ng.
"I've no idea,' said Layne. 'Perhaps it's a wolf and the sound is distorted."

"I'f it's a wlf," nuttered Gnal chmai, 'it nust be as big as a horse.'

For several nminutes they sat in silence, straining to hear any nore sounds in the blackness of the
night. But there was nothing. Lennox went back to sleep. Layne exchanged gl ances with Gwal chmai .

"It wasn't a wol f, Layne.
"No, but it could have been a hunter trying to frighten us.'

"I hope so,' said Gwnalchmai. 'I think we should stand watches tonight, though.'

4

GAELEN AWCKE AT Gnal chmai''s touch, his eyes flaring open, his troubled dreans fragnented and
instantly forgotten

"l can't keep nmy eyes open any |longer," whispered Gaal chmai. 'l don't think there's anything out
there. | sawa fox that's all.’

Gael en sat up and yawned. 'It's chilly,' he whispered. Gnal chmai rolled hinself swiftly into his
bl anket, laying his head on his pack. Wthin seconds he was asl eep. CGaelen stretched, then crept
to the fire, easing hinself past Lennox. Taking a dry stick he poked around the embers of the
dying fire, gently blowing it to life. Adding nore sticks, he watched the flames flicker and
billow. Then he | ooked away. Caswallon had told himnever to stare into a fire, for the brightness
made the pupils contract, and when you | ooked away i nto darkness you woul d be blind.
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Gael en wapped his blanket round his shoul ders and | eaned back agai nst the granite boul der. An ow
hooted and the boy's fingers curled around the hilt of his hunting-knife. You fool, he told

hi msel f. You've never been afraid of the dark. Cal m down. These are your nountains, there is

not hing to harm you

Except wol ves, bears, |ions and whatever nmade that bestial how ing.

Gael en shuddered, and fed nore sticks to the fire. The supply was grow ng short and he didn't
relish the prospect of entering the nenaci ng darkness of the surrounding trees to replenish the
store.

Slowmy the fire died and Gael en cursed softly. He had hoped it would last until first light, when
t he woods woul d becone nerely trees and not the frightening sentinels they now appeared. He stood
up, loosening the dagger in its sheath, and wal ked carefully toward a fallen elmat the edge of
the woods. Swiftly he coll ected dead wood and thicker branches. Back at the fire, relief washed
over him He

was conforted by the sound of Lennox snoring and the sight of his other two friends sleeping
soundl y.

It was ridiculous. If danger was upon themthey would be no use to him sleeping as they were. And
yet he felt at ease.

Layne nmuttered in his sleep and turned onto his back. Gael en gazed down at his square, honest
face. He | ooked so much younger asleep, his nmouth hal f-open and childlike.

Gael en turned his gaze to Lennox. Wiere Layne was cl ean-cut and athletic, Lennox was all bulk,

wi th sl oping shoul ders of trenmendous power, barrel-chested, thick-waisted. H s hands were huge and
the strength in them awesone. A year before he had strai ghtened a horseshoe at the Ganes, having
seen it done in the Strength Test. Too young to be entered, he had shaned several of the
contestants and caused great nerriment anong the Farlain clan

Later that day a dozen youths of the Haesten clan, having seen their nan shanmed, lay in wait for
Lennox as he strode hone. They cane at himout of the darkness bearing cudgels and thick branches.
As the first blow rapped hone agai nst his thick skull Lennox had bellowed in anger and | ashed out,
sendi ng one | uckl ess youngster through a bush. Two others followed himas Lennox charged anpbngst
them the rest fled.

Gael en had heard the story and chuckled. He believed it. He wi shed he had seen it.

To the east the sky was brightening and Gael en stood and wandered through the trees, on and up
scranbling over the lip of the hollowto stare at the distant nountains. In the trees around him
birds began to sing, and the eldritch nenace of the night di sappeared. The boy watched as the snow
capped peaks to the west began to burn like glow ng coals, as the sun cleared the eastern horizon.
Fi el ds bel ow were bathed in glorious colours as bl oons opened to the gol den |ight.

Gael en breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the sweet mountain air. He slid back down the sl ope
and burrowed into Lennox's |arge pack, nore than twi ce the weight of his own, and produced a
copper bowl . Stoking up the fire, he placed the bow upon it, filling it with water and addi ng the

dry oats Maeg had w apped for him
Layne was the first to wake. He grinned at Gaelen. 'No nonsters of the night, then?

Gael en grinned back and shook his head. Had he renained on the rimof the hollow for a mnute nore
he woul d have seen a Farlain hunter racing back towards Canbil's village, his cloak stream ng
behi nd him

Badrai g was a skilful huntsman whose task it was to set the trails for those of the boys
travelling towards Vallon. He enjoyed his role. It was good to see tonorrow s generation of
clansmen testing their nettle, and his son Draig and foster-son Gaal chmai were anong t hem

But today his nind was on other matters. During the night, as he made cold canp by a narrow
stream he had heard the how ing that so disturbed Gaelen and his conpanions. They had half-

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (54 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel | %20-%20Hawk%20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk%20Eternal .txt
dismissed it as a hunter's prank; Badraig knew it was not, for he was the only hunter in the area.

Bei ng a cautious man, with over twenty years' experience, Badraig waited until near dawn before
checking the source of the cry. Wth infinite patience he had worked his way through the wood,
keeping the breeze in his face. As it shifted, so too did he.

And he found the butchered, broken remains of Erlik of the Pallides. In truth he didn't know it
was Erlik, though he had seen the nan nmany tines at the Ganes. But no one could have recogni sed
the bl oody nmeat strewn across the track. Badraig lifted a torn section of tunic, recognising the
edging as Pallides weave. In the bushes to the left he found part of a foot.

At first he thought it was the work of a bear, but he scouted for tracks and found six-toed
footprints the Iike of which he had never seen. There were also the tracks of foxes and ot her
smal | carrion creatures, but they had obviously arrived long after the killing beast had depart ed.

The prints were enornous, as long as a short sword. Badrai g neasured the stride. He was not a tal
man, neither was he the shortest clansnman in the Farlain, but he could not match the stride except
by | eapi ng. He gauged the hei ght of the beast as half that again of a tall man. And it wal ked

upri ght. The deepest inpression was at the heel. He followed the track for a little way until he
reached the foot of the slope. Here the spoor changed. The creature dropped to all fours and
scranbl ed up at speed, gouging great tears in the clay. Badraig dug his fingers into the earth
with all his strength, then conpared his efforts with those of the killer. He could barely scratch
the surface

So it was big, bigger than a bear, and nuch faster. It could run on all fours or wal k upright |ike
a man. Its jaws were enornous - the fang-nmarks in the I eg he had found proved that. He considered
foll owi ng the beast up the slope, but dismssed the idea.

Fromthe remains he could see that the Pallides hunter had been carrying his bow with the arrow
not ched. He had been given no tine to shoot. Badraig was confident of his ow skills, but his
strength lay also in the understandi ng of his weaknesses. Armed with only a hunting-knife and a
quarterstaff, he was no match for whatever had w eaked this carnage. Hs one duty was to carry the
news to Canbil and clear the mountain of youngsters.

Luckily, so he believed, no teans had passed his vantage point, so he would be able to stop any he
came across as he returned. By mid-afternoon every village in the Farlain had the nmessage and by
nightfall six hundred clansmen, in groups of six, were scouring the mountains. By noon the next
day forty-eight puzzled and di sappoi nted youngsters had been shepherded back to their villages.

Only two teans remai ned to be found, those | ed by Layne and Agwai ne. At dusk on the second day
Canmbi| sat with his advisers round a canp fire half a day's march into the nountains

'They' ve just vani shed,' said Leofas. 'Layne's group nade canp near the el mgrove, and then noved
north-east. After that the tracks cease.'

"It was a cunning ploy,' said Badraig. 'They obviously thought they had a clue and didn't wish to
be followed. It doesn't nake it any easier for us, though - except that we know they didn't head
for Vallon.'

"l disagree,' said Caswal |l on

"A pox on you, Caswallon,' snapped Badraig. 'That was ny area. Are you saying |'mthat poor a
huntsman that | could have nissed eight call ow boys?

"What | amsaying is that we've searched everywhere and found no sign,' answered Caswallon softly.
Badrai g snorted. 'Then maybe it's you who've missed the trail.
" Enough of this quarrelling,' ordered Canbil. 'Wat shall we do now?

"Look in Vallon,' said Caswallon. 'W have two mssing teans. Both are |ed by the brightest, nopst
abl e of our young nmen. The rhyme was not easy, but the answer was there for those with the wits to
work at it. Agwaine | am sure woul d have deci phered it. Do you not agree, Canbil ?'
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Canbil bit his lip and stared into the fire. 'Yes, he msses little."'

"Now, all the boys who headed west say they saw no sign of Agwaine. Or Layne. In fact, after the
first night they just dropped fromsight. No team headed for Vallon, because none of the others
deci phered the rhyme. To ny mind the conclusion is inescapable.

'"So you are saying I'mlacking in skill!' storned Badraig.

"Pl ease be calm cousin,' said Caswallon. 'W are tal ki ng about two teans who travelled carefully
so that no rivals would spot them It doesn't nmean you | acked skill because you missed them

"I still say they headed west.'

Then go west and find them' said Caswallon. 'I'm heading for Vallon.'

Badrai g swore, but Cambil cut across him 'Hold your tongue, nan! In this | think Caswallon is

right. Now we have nen hunting the west, and we'll lose nothing by visiting Attafoss. | just w sh
that druid would get here. 1'd Iike to know what Hell spawn we're facing.
"Well, "that druid" can help you,' said Taliesen, noving out of the tree shadows and seating

hi nsel f anong them ' The beast crossed a Gateway and it is follow ng the youngsters towards
Attafoss. Caswallon is right. Let these argunents cease.'

"Are you sure, Lord Druid? asked Badraig.

"As sure as death,' answered Taliesen. 'You had best nove now, for there is tragedy in the air,
and nore blood to be spilt before you find them'

"A curse on your prophecies,' said Canmbil, lurching to his feet. 'Is this beast nmore of your
magi c?'

'None of m ne, Hunt Lord.

Have you seen who will die? asked Badraig. 'Can you tell us that?

"No, | cannot tell you.'

But ny son is with Agwaine.'
"l know. Go now, for tinme is short.

The nmen rolled their blankets and set off wi thout a backward gl ance at the druid, whose dark eyes
foll owed them seem ngly w thout enotion. Taliesen watched them go, his heart heavy, a great
sadness growing within him The threads were beginning to come together now. In another tinme the
sorcerer Jakuta Khan had sent a beast to kill the young Sigarni. That beast had vani shed into the
msts of time. Nowit was here, in the Farlain, and being drawn inexorably toward the frail and
wounded queen. And between the hunter and his victimwere the boys of the Farlain. Taliesen |onged
to intervene. He renenbered the long nights sitting at the Queen's bedside, in the cave on Druin's
flanks. He had told her to say nothing of events in her owmn world, |est the know edge cause even
nmore fractures in the Tinme Lines. But when she becane delirious with fever she had spoken in her

sl eep, and Taliesen had felt the weight of sorrow bear down on himlike a huge rock

He I onged to rescue the boys. And he could not. "It rests with you now, Gael en,' he whi spered.
And with the Hawk Eternal, he thought.

The four men wal ked for nost of the night, stopping only to snatch an hour's sl eep before dawn.
Then they noved on, crossing hills, running across narrow val |l eys, scaling tree-lined sl opes.
During the afternoon they were joined by six hunters cutting in fromthe east. A hurried
conference was held. One man was sent back to the village to fetch nore bowren, and the renaining
ni ne hoi sted their packs and ran single-file towards the towering peaks of the north-east.

They drove thenselves hard, calling on reserves of endurance built during years of tough nountain
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living. Only Leofas, the oldest of them struggled to maintain the pace; but maintain it he did,
giving no sign of the pain fromhis swollen knee.

Just before nightfall Badraig halted the column, spotting sonmething to the right of the track; it
was a hal f-eaten oatcake. Badraig picked it up, breaking it into crunbs. At the centre it was
still dry.

'Yesterday,' he said. Then he scouted carefully around the area. Rather than destroy any faint
traces of spoor, the other hunters squatted down to wait for Badraig's report. Wthin mnutes he
returned.

"Four lads,' he said. 'One is very large and can only be Lennox. You were right, Caswallon; they
passed ne.'

The group pushed on into the nountains and, as the sun sank, Caswallon found the holl ow Layne had
chosen for their canp. The men gathered round.

Tonorrow shoul d be easier going," said Canbil, stretching his long legs in front of him and
resting his back against the granite boulder. 'The tracks will be easy to find.' His strong
fingers kneaded the nuscles of his thigh, and he grunted as the pain flowed.

Leofas sank to the ground, his face grey, his eyes sunken. Wth great effort he slipped his pack
fromhis shoul ders and unrolled his blanket. Wapping hinself against the night chill, he fel
asl eep instantly.

Badrai g took two huntsnen and began to scour the area. The nmoon was bright and three quarters ful
and the tracks left by the boys could be clearly seen. Badraig followed them hal fway up the north
sl ope of the hollow Here he stopped.

Over |l appi ng Lennox's large footprint was another print twice as |long. Badraig swore, the sound
hi ssi ng between cl enched teeth. Swiftly he returned to the nen in the holl ow

'The beast is hunting them" he told Canbil. 'W nust nove on."

"That might not be wise,' the Hunt Lord replied. 'We could miss vital signs in the darkness.
Wrse, we could stunble on the beast itself.'

"I agree,' said Caswallon. 'How close behind themis it, Badraig?
"Hard to say. Several hours, perhaps |ess.'
"Damm all druids!' said Canbil, his broad face flushed and angry. 'Damm them and their Gates.'

Caswal | on said nothing. Wapping hinself in his blanket, he | eaned back, closed his eyes. He
t hought of Gael en and wondered if Fate could be so cruel as to save the boy on one day, only to
have himbrutally slain thereafter. He knew that it could. Al Iife was chance.

But the Gates were a nystery he had never been able to fathom

The el ders had a story of a time just before Caswallon was born, when a | eather-w nged flying
creature had appeared in the nountains, killing sheep and even cal ves. That had been slain by the
then Hunt Lord, a strong proud nan who sought to be the first H gh King since Earis. But the
peopl e had voted against him Enbittered, he had taken thirty of his foll owers and sonehow found a
way to cross the churning waters of Attafoss to the Island of Vallon. There he had overpowered the
druids and led his nmen through the Forbi dden Gate.

Twenty years later he returned al one, gravely wounded. Taliesen had asked for his death, but the
Druid Council denied himand the

man was returned to the Farlain. No | onger Hunt Lord, he would tell no man of his adventures,
saying only that a terrible vision had been revealed to him

Many thought him nmad. They nocked himand the once-proud lord took it all, nmaking his hone in a
mount ai n cave where he lived like a hermt. Caswallon had befriended him but even with Caswal | on
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the man woul d not speak of the world beyond the Druid's Gate. But of the Gates thensel ves he
spoke, and Caswal l on had |i stened.

The feeling as you pass through,' Oracle had told him 'is unlike any other experience life can
offer. For a nonent only you lose all sense of self, and experience a great calm Then there is
anot her nmonent of sense-nunbing speed, and the mind is full of colours, all different, noving past
and through you. Then the cold strikes narrow deep and you are hunan again on the other side.'

"But where did you go?'" Caswallon asked.
"l cannot tell you.'

The wonder of it, Caswallon knew, was that Oracle had returned at all. There were many stories of
peopl e di sappearing in the nountains, and even rare occasi ons when strange aninmals or birds
appear ed.

But Oracle was the only man he had heard of - save for Taliesen -to pass through and return. There
were so many questions Oracle could have answered. So nany nysteries he could lay to rest.

"Whay can you not tell me?" Caswallon asked.
"l promised the druids | would not.'

Caswal | on asked no nore. A promise was a thing of steel and ice and no clansnan woul d expect to
break such an oath.

"All will be revealed to you, Caswallon. | prom se you,' Oracle had told himcryptically.

Now as the young clansnman sat beneath a noon-lit sky his mnd harked back to that conversation. He
wasn't at all sure he desired such know edge. All he wanted was to find the boys and return them
safely to the valley.

Badrai g prepared a fire and the men gathered round it silently, fishing in their packs for food.
Only Leofas sl ept.

Cambi | pushed back the | ocks of blond hair fromhis forehead and wi ped sweat fromhis face. He was
tired, filled with the exhaustion only fear can produce. Agwai ne was his only son, and he | oved
hi m

nore than anything el se the world could provide. The thought of the |ad being hunted by a beast
frombeyond the Gates filled himwith terror; he could not face the possibility that Agwai ne m ght
di e.

"W will find them' said Caswallon softly.

"Yes,' answered the Hunt Lord. 'But alive?

Caswal | on saw the man's angul ar, honest face twist, as if a sudden pain had struck him Beneath
the wiry yellowgold beard Canmbil was biting his lip hard, seeking to prevent the collapse into
tears of frustration

"What did you think of the pack incident? asked Caswal |l on suddenly.

' What ?'

" Gnal chmai dropping his pack and outstri ppi ng Agwai ne.'

"Ch, that. Cever nove. Agwai ne did not give up, though. He ran himto the end.’

"Bear that in nmind, Cambil. The boy is a fighter. Gven half an opportunity he will survive.

"The thing will probably seek to avoid Man,' said Badraig. 'It is the way with animals of the
wild, is it not? They know Man is a killer. They walk warily round him"

"It didn't walk too warily around the Pallides scout,' said a balding bearded clansman fromthe
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west .

"True, Beric - but then, fromthe tracks, the Pallides was stalking it, though I can't see why.
Still, it is well-known the Pallides are ong on nerve and short on brain.

Slow y, as the night passed, the men drifted off to sleep until at last only Canbil and Caswall on
remai ned sitting side by side before the fire.

"It's been a long tine since we sat like this, cousin,' said Canbil, breaking a |lengthy silence.

Yes. But we wal k different paths now. You have responsibility.’

It could have been yours.

"No,"' said Caswal | on.

Many woul d have voted for you.'
They woul d have been wong.'

"If Agwaine is taken | shall take ny daughter and | eave the Farlain,' said Canbil, staring into
the gl owi ng ashes of the dying bl aze.

"Now is not the tine to think of it," Caswallon told him Tonorrow we will talk as we wal k the
boys hone.'

Canbi|l said nothing nore. He unrolled his blanket, curled it round his shoulders and settled down
agai nst hi s pack.

Caswal | on stood and made his way slowmy up the farthest slope into the deep, cool pine-woods
beyond. Fromthe tallest point he gazed to the north-east, seeking sign of a canp-fire, yet
knowi ng he woul d see nothing. The boys were too well-trained.

Si xteen mles north-east the four conpani ons were argui ng over the choicest norsels of a freshly-
cooked rabbit. Lennox, who had cooked the cony and served it, was protesting i nnocence, despite
his plate bearing twi ce as nuch nmeat as any ot her

"But | am bigger,' he said seriously. 'M pack carries all the cooking equiprment. And it was ny
snare.'

Gnal chrmai broke fromthe argunent for |ong enough to pop a snall piece of neat in his nouth and
begi n chewi ng. He dropped fromthe discussion instantly, tugging surreptitiously at Gaelen's

cl oak. Gael en saw the expression on his face. He tried his own neat, chewed for a nonent, then
renoved t he of fendi ng gobbet. Lennox and Layne were still arguing furiously. 'l think Lennox is
right,' said Gaelen suddenly. "He is the largest and he has the greatest burden. Here, take mne
too, nmy friend.'

"l couldn't,' said Lennox, his eyes betraying his greed.

"No, truly. One small rabbit is scarce enough to build your strength.' Gaelen tipped the contents
of his plate on Lennox's own. In the neanti ne Gaal chmai had whi spered to Layne.

"I'"'msorry, brother,' said Layne, smling. 'Gael en has nade ne realise how selfish | am Take ny
portion too.

"And m ne,' added OGwal chrmai eagerly.

Lennox sat back on his haunches. 'You are all true friends,' he said, gazing dreamly at his

pl ate. Discarding his knife he scooped a handful of neat into his mouth. For several seconds he
chewed in silence, then his face froze. His three conpanions waited in nerve-tingling silence
until he doggedly finished the nmouthful and swal | owed.

"I's it good?' asked Layne, his face set and serious.
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"Yes, it is,' said Lennox. 'But look, |I feel bad about taking it all.’

Think nothing of it,' said Gwnalchmai swiftly. 'Your need is the greatest.
'Yes, but

"And you cooked it,' put in Gaelen

"1 know, but..."

‘Eat on, brother,' said Layne. 'See, it grows cold and... congeals.'

The dam burst and all three broke into giggling |aughter. Realisation struck Lennox and he hurl ed
the di seased neat into the bushes. 'Swine!' he said.

A hundred paces above them on the edge of the trees, the beast squatted on its haunches glaring
down at the fire. The laughter puzzled it, for the sound was sinmlar to the screeching of the
smal | apes of its honeland. Its black nostrils flared, catching the aroma of scorched flesh -
ranci d-snelling sickly flesh

The beast snorted, blowi ng the scent away. It stretched its powerful |egs, noving several paces
left. Here the flesh scent was different, warmbl ooded, salty and alive. The creature's eyes
glittered. Hunger urged it to charge the canp and take the neat. Instinct nmade it fear the fire.

The beast settled down to wait.

Gael en's dreans were troubled. Once nore the Aenir killers pursued him the pounding of their
horses' hooves druming fear into himas he ran. H s | egs were heavy, his novenents sl uggish.
Suddenly a calnming blue light filled his nind and the warriors faded. A face appeared, winkled
and ancient, only the dark eyes giving a hint of life.

"The fire,' said a deep nel odi ous voice, though the lips did not nove. 'The fire is dying. Awake!
Gael en groaned and rolled over, trying to force the nman fromhis m nd.
"The fire, fool! Your life is in danger! Awake!"

The calming |ight disappeared, to be replaced by a red haze. Wthin the haze was a nonster, black
and nenacing. Its huge jaws slavered, and its tal oned hands reached for him

Gael en awoke with a jolt, eyes opening to the bright nmoonlight and the glittering stars in the
vel vet-dark sky. He glanced at the fire.

As the dreamhad told him it was failing fast, the last flickering twigs turning to ash and
gl owi ng enbers.

The boy did not want to | eave the warnth of his blanket, but the dreamleft an edge of fear in
him He sat up, running his fingers through his hair, scratching at the scar beneath the blaze of
white above his left eye. Swiftly he broke twigs and small branches, feeding themto the tiny

bl aze and blowing life back into the fire. He felt better as the flanes danced.

A rustling to his right made himturn. A large bush quivered and a | ow grow reverberated in the
clearing. Gaelen drew his hunting-knife and narrowed his eyes, trying to pierce the darkness. He
felt a fool. Had Caswal | on not warned himendl essly about staring into fires? Now he could not see
clearly. A giant shadow rose above the bush and Gael en screaned a warning to the others.

Layne rolled fromhis blanket with knife in hand, standing in a half-crouch beside Gael en. 'Wat
is it? Gaelen pointed at the thing beyond the bush. It was at |east eight feet high, its head
round like a man's except that the jaws were huge and rimed with curving fangs. Gnal chmai and
Lennox had left their beds and were staring horror-struck at the creature.

Gael en pushed his trenbling hand towards the fire, grasping the last of the branches they had
stacked. It had not been stripped of its dry |eaves for they would be good tinder for the norning
bl aze. Lifting the branch, Gaelen held it over the flanmes. The | eaves caught instantly, flaring
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and crackling. On trenbling | egs, Gael en advanced towards the beast holding the torch before him

Layne and Lennox exchanged gl ances, then followed behind him Gwal chmai swal |l owed hard, but he
could not force his legs to propel himforward and stood rooted to the spot, watching his friends
slowl y advance on the nightmarish beast. It was colossal, near nine feet in height, and the |ight
fromthe blazing branch glinted on its dagger-1ength tal ons.

Gaelen's legs were trenbling as he approached the nonstrosity. It reared up and tensed to | eap at
the youth but he drew back his armand flung the blazing brand straight at the creature's face.

Fl anes licked at the shaggy fur around its eyes, flaring up into tongues of fire on its right
cheek. A fearful how tore the silence of the night and the beast turned and sprang away into the
ni ght. The boys watched until it blended into the dark woods. Layne placed his hand on Gaelen's
shoul der. 'Well done, cousin," he said, his voice unsteady. Tm gl ad you woke.'

"What in the seven hells was that?' asked Gwal chmai, as they returned to the confort of the fire.

"l don't know,' said Layne grimy. 'But fromthe |look of those jaws it's not after berries and
grubs.’

Gnal chnmai retrieved the blazing torch and exam ned the beast's tracks. Returning to the fire he
told Layne, 'It's the same track we saw in the valley. And we know no hunter made it.
Congratul ati ons, Gaelen, you saved our lives. There is no doubt of that."

‘"l had a dream' Gaelen told him 'An old nman appeared to nme, warning ne.'
"Did you recogni se hinP' asked Layne.

"I think he was the druid with Canbil on Hunt Day.

'Tal i esen,' whispered Gmal chmai, glancing at Layne.

"What are we going to do,' asked Lennox. 'Go back?

‘I don't see that we need to,' said Layne. 'W turned the beast away easily enough. And nost
ani mal s avoid Man anyway. Also we will be at Attafoss in the norning, so we night just as well see
it through.'

"I"'mnot sure,' said Gaal chnai. 'That thing was big. | wouldn't want to face it without fire.'
"If it's hunting us,' said Gaelen, '"it can do so equally well whether we go forward or back.’

"Are we all agreed, then?' Layne asked them OGwalchnai |onged to hear Lennox suggest a swift
retreat back to the valley, but Lennox merely shrugged and donned his pack

Dawn found the conpanions on the last leg of their journey, clinbing the steep scree-covered
sl opes of the last mountain before Attafoss. As they crossed the skyline the distant roar of the
falls could be heard sonme m | es ahead.

"Always roaring, never silent,' quoted Gnal chrmai. 'Whenever | hear it | feel the hairs rise on the
back of ny neck.'

Layne hitched his pack into a nore confortable position. 'No sign of the beast, anyway,' he said,

| eadi ng them on down the slope to cross a narrow stone bridge and on to a winding trail through
gorse-covered countryside. Layne bore right down a rock-strewn slope and on, at last, to a narrow
strip of black sand nestling in a cove below the falls. Here they | oosened their packs and settled
down for breakfast. The jutting wall of rock deadened the thunder of the falls, but the w nd
carried the spray high into the air before them and the sun nade rai nbows dance above the canp.

"It occurs to me,' said Gnal chnai as they ate,'that we have not cone across a single clue. No
pouches. No stones marking the trail. It is an unpleasant thought, but we m ght be wong.'

"lI've been thinking that,'
the falls.'

said Layne, 'but then the rhyne is clear. Perhaps the clues are all at
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After the meal they gathered at the water's edge to indulge in the age-old sport of stone-
ski mm ng, at which Gnal chrmai excell ed, beating Layne by three junps. Refilling their water
cant eens, the boys picked their way up the slope and into the tinberline above the falls.

Lennox prepared a fire in the afternoon and Layne suggested a qui ck search of the woods for clues.
Leaving their packs by the fire they set off to scout, travelling in pairs - Lennox and Layne
movi ng south, Gael en and Gaal chmai north.

From a highpoint on the hillside Gaelen gl azed once nore at the majesty of Attafoss, watching the
churning white water thunder to the river bel ow

"That, ny friend, is the soul of the Farlain,' said Gnal chnai
Gael en turned to his conrade and grinned. 'l can believe it."'

Gnal chrmai 's face shone with pride and his green eyes glittered. 'Everything we are is contained
there,' he said. 'All the poetry, the grandeur-, and the strength that is Cdan.'

Gael en watched himas he soaked in the sight. Gwaal chmai was not built on the same powerful |ines
as Lennox or Layne - he was slight and bird-boned, his face al nost delicate. But in his eyes shone
the sane strength Gael en had cone to see in all clansnen - a sense of belonging that rooted them
to the land, allowing themto draw on its power.

"Cone on, Gnal, let's find the clues,' he said at last, and the two of themre-entered the
tinmberline.

By mid-afternoon they had found nothing, and then Gaal chnai discovered a set of tracks that set
hi m cursing | oudly.

"What is it?" asked Gaelen. 'Hunters?

"No,' snapped Gnal chrmai. 'It's Agwai ne. They reached here this norning. That's why there are no
clues; he's taken them Curse it!’

"Let's follow them' said Gaelen. 'W have nothing to | ose.'’

The trail led south and was easy to follow. After |ess than an hour they reached a gentle slope
masked by thick bushes. Here Gaal ch-mai stopped.

"Ch, ny soul!' he whispered. 'Look!’
Overl aid upon the nbccasin tracks was a huge print, six-toed, and as long as a man's forearm
Pal e-faced, OGnal chmai | ooked at Gaelen. 'Are we going up the slope?

"I don't want to,' answered his friend. 'But is there a choice? He licked dry lips with a dry
t ongue.

Slowy they nade their way to the top of the slope and entered a grove of pine. The sun was
sinking slowy and | ong shadows stretched away fromthem

' The beast was upon them here," hissed Gnal chmai. 'Ch, CGods, | think it killed themall. Look at
the tracks. See, they scattered to run, but not before one was downed. Look there! The bl ood. Oh,
God. '

Gael en could feel his heart racing and his breathing beconm ng shallow the beginning of panic.
Caswal l on had told himto breathe deeply and slowy at such times, and now he did so, cal nng

hi nsel f gradually. Gmal chmai was inching his way into the bushes, where he stood and covered his
face with his hands at what he saw lying there. Gaelen joined him

Hi s stomach turned and bile filled his throat. He swall owed hard. Inside the screen of bushes were
the remains of three bodies, nmutil ated beyond recognition. Aleg was half-buried in rotting
| eaves, and a split skull lay open and drai ned beside it.
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Everywhere was drenched in bl ood

Gnal chnmai st unbl ed back fromthe sight, and vonmited on to the grass. Gaelen forced hinself to | ook
once nore, then he rejoined Gaal chmai who was shivering uncontrollably.

"Gnal, listen to ne. W must know where the beast has gone. Check the tracks. Pl ease.
There was no indication that Gnaal chmai had heard him

Gael en took him by the shoul ders and shook himgently. '"Gnal, listen to me. W nust find out; then
we'll tell Layne. Can you hear ne?"

Gnal chmai began to weep, slunping forward agai nst Gael en, who put his arns around him patting his
back as with a child. '"It's all right,' he whispered.

After a few nonents Gaal chnmai pul |l ed away, breathing deeply. 'I'msorry,' he said, drying his eyes
on his sleeve.

"That's all right, cousin,' said Gaelen. 'They were your friends.'
"Yes. Al right. Let's see where the swi ne went.
For several minutes Gmnal chnai circled the scene of the massacre, then he returned.

' The beast waited for them hidden at the top of the slope. It reared up and killed the first as
he cleared the top. The second, it was Ectas | think, turned to run and he too was slain. The
other two ran west. The beast overtook one of them but the fourth - Agwai ne - got clear. The
beast has followed himnow But first it... it ate."

'So,' said Gaelen, '"the creature is in the west. Now let's find Layne.'

Gnal chmai nodded and set off north in a loping run, his green eyes fixed to the trail. Gaelen ran
just behind him eyes flickering to the undergrowh around them Fate was with them and they found
the brothers within the hour. They were sitting by a stream Swiftly Gael en expl ai ned about the

sl aught er.

"How | ong ago did this happen?' Layne asked Gnal chnai .

"This norning, while we sat on the beach. | think the beast was follow ng us, but when we cut away
down to the waterside it picked up Agwaine's trail.'

"Do you think Agwai ne survived?

"He certainly survived the first attack, for the beast returned to the bodies. But then it set out
after himonce nore. What kind of creature is it, anyway? | mean, it's fed. Why hunt Agwai ne?'

"I don't know, but we must help our cousin.'

"W will not help himby dying, brother,' observed Lennox. 'Gwnal says the beast has gone west. If
we followthe wind will be behind us, carrying our scent forward. And we will be wal ki ng strai ght
towards it.'

"I know that's true,' said Layne. 'Yet we cannot |eave Agwai ne.
"Woul d you mind a suggestion froma | owl ander?' Gael en asked.
Layne turned to him 'You're not a | ow ander, cousin. Speak on.'

" Thank you. But | amnot as wise in these things as the rest of you, so nmy plan may be flawed. But
I think we should find a hiding-place where we can watch the... food store. Once the beast has
returned, unless the wi nd changes we should then be able to travel west without it picking up the
scent. What do you think?

"I think you are nore clan than you realise,' said Layne.
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They left the streamat a brisk run and headed for the line of hills less than half a nile distant-
Layne | eadi ng, Gael en and Gnal chmai just behind, and Lennox at the rear

Once on the hillside they settled down on their bellies to watch the trail. Fromtheir vantage
point they could see clearly all the way to the | ake above the falls and beyond, while to the
north-west a range of rocky hills cut the skyline. Above themthe sky was red as blood as the sun
sank to the level of the western nountain peaks.

"l hope it cones back before nightfall,' said Layne.

Luck was with themfor, in the last rays of the dying sun, Gnal chnai spotted the beast anbling on
all fours along the trail. It noved carefully, hugging the shadows before di sappearing into the
bushes where the corpses |ay.

The conpani ons wornmed their way back down the slope, cutting a wide circle round the beast's lair
before picking up its trail and begi nning the |ong process of back-tracking it to the west. They
ran through the tinberline and on towards the rocky hills. The noon had risen before they arrived,
but the night sky was clear and Gnal chmai pointed up to the boul der-covered hill side

"I think Agwai ne sought refuge in the caves,' he said, and they clinbed the sl ope, seeking sign
"W nmust bear in mnd,' said Layne, 'that the beast will cone back tonight after it has fed.'

It was Gael en who found the boy, wedged deep in a narrow cleft in the rocks hal fway up the sl ope
" Agwai ne, are you all right?'" he called.

'Sweet Gods, | thought it was the beast cone back,' said Agwai ne. Tears rolled down his cheeks and
he gritted his teeth to strangle the sobs he knew were close to the surface. Gael en reached down
as Agwai ne clinmbed closer and he pulled himclear as the others gathered round. Agwai ne was
unhurt, but his face showed the strain he had endured. H s eyes seemed sunken and bl ue rings

stai ned the sockets.

"It came at us fromnowhere,' he said. 'It beheaded Gael. Betas was next; as he turned to run, the
beast opened his back with one sweep of its talons. There was nothing to do but run. | was at the

back and | turned and sprinted away. Draig was right behind me. | heard his screanming, but it was

cut short and | knew | was the only one left. | could hear it chasing ne and | ran as never

before. It found ne here, but it couldn't reach ne.’

"W nust get away, cousin,' put in Layne.

"Yes. No! First | nust get something. | threwit away as we ran."

"W can't go back in those woods,' hissed Gnal chnai

"W must. It's not far; | threwit as | saw the slope.’

"What can be that inportant? asked Layne. 'Even now the beast nay be coning.'

"You set off then and I'Il catch up,’ said Agwai ne.

" Damm you, cousin, you know we cannot do that.'

"Let's find the cursed thing,' said Gaelen. 'l don't want to spend all night discussing this.'

Agwai ne | ed them back to the woods. Gaelen was furious, but he held hinself in check. He knew what
Agwai ne was seeking. The sword. Agwai ne had found the sword.

The woods | ooned dark and threatening and the boys drew their knives. Little good would they be,
t hought Gael en. He gl anced at Gwal chmai. His friend' s face was pinched and ashen in the nmoonlight.
Only Lennox seened unconcer ned.

Agwai ne held up his armand then stopped. The Hunt Lord's son di sappeared into the bushes,
returning quickly with a I ong closely-tied package.
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‘Let's go,' he said, and |l ed them away down towards the falls. The shifting wi nd made themt ake
wi de detours to avoid their scent being carried to the beast, and dawn found t hem bel ow Attaf oss
with the river to the left, a section of woods before them They were tired, but the fear of the
beast was upon them and they hesitated before entering the wood.

Daggers held firm they wal ked warily, but as they noved under the overhangi ng branches a voice
jolted them Gnal chmai dropped his dagger in fright, then scooped it up swiftly.

' Good norni ng, boys.'

To their right, in a circular clearing, a woman was sitting on a fallen oak. At her feet was a
bl anket on which was |aid a breakfast of black bread and cold neat.

She was dressed in a manner they had never seen before. Upon her shoul ders was a mail scarf of
closely-linked silver rings. Beneath this she wore a fitted breast-plate of silver, enbossed wth
a copper hawk, its w ngs spread w de, disappearing beneath the nmail scarf.

About her waist was a leather kilt, studded with copper and split into sections for ease of
nmovenment. She wore dark | eggi ngs and silver greaves over riding boots. Her arns were bare save for
a thick bracelet of silver on her right wist; on her left was a wist-guard of black |eather

And she was old. Thick silver hair swept back froma face lined with wi sdom and sorrow. But her
eyes were bright, ice-blue, and her bearing straight and unbendi ng.

Gael en watched her closely, noting the way she | ooked at themall. She nust have been beautifu
when young, he thought. But there was sonmething in her expression he could not pinpoint; it seemed
a mxture of wonder and regret.

"WII you join nme for breakfast?' she invited.

"Who are you?' asked Agwai ne.

The woman smiled. 'l am Sigarni - the Queen,' she said.
"We have no queens in the Farlain,' said Layne.

"I amthe Queen Beyond,' she said, with a slow snile.

"You are on Farlain land,' Agwaine told her sternly. 'No stranger is allowed here. Are you from
the Aenir?

'No, Agwaine. | ama guest of the Lord Taliesen.
'Can you prove this?

"l don't feel the need to. You boys are here on the Hunt. Taliesen asked if he could borrow ny
sword for it. If you open the package you will find it - a beautiful weapon of netal which one of
you wi |l have seen. The hilt is of ebony, and shaped for a warrior to hold with both hands, while
the guard is of iron decorated with gold and silver thread. The scabbard is enbossed with a hawk,
even as on ny breastplate. Now open the package and return what is mne.'

"Open it," said Layne. 'If it is true, then the sword nust be returned to its rightful owner.'
"No, it is mne,' said Agwaine, flushing. 'I won the Hunt and this is nmy proof.’

"You don't need proof,' said Gaelen. 'We know you won, the sword is only a synbol. Open the
package.'

Agwai ne drew his dagger and sliced the | eather thongs binding the oilskins. As the worman had
predi cted, the sword was i ndeed a wondrous weapon. Reluctantly Agwai ne handed it over. The wonan
swiftly buckled the scabbard to her waist. Had there been any doubt as to the ownership, it was
laid to rest as she placed it at her side. It was |ike watching a picture conpleted, thought

Gael en.
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The sword in place, she returned to her seat on the tree. She gestured at the food. 'Cone. Eat
your fill," she said. '|I was expecting eight of you. \Were are the others?

The boys exchanged gl ances.

'They are dead,' said Gael en

' Dead?' asked the Queen, rising to her feet gracefully. 'How so?'
Gael en told of the beast and their flight fromthe nountains.

"Dam!’' she said. Taliesen cane to ne in a dreamyester-eve. He told ne you were | ost upon the
mountain and that | should seek you here. He said nothing of a beast.'

'"He canme to nme also,' said Gaelen. 'And he said nothing of a queen.'’

She smiled without hunour. 'So be it, then. The ways of wi zards are a nystery to me and | pray
they'lIl stay that way. Now, describe this creature.'

Al'l of themstarted to speak at once, but she waved themto silence and pointed to Agwai ne. 'You
saw it closely. You speak.

Agwai ne did as he was bid, recalling vividly the power of the brute and its awesone size, its
speed and its sen -human appear ance.

"You are right to consider running,' said the woman when he had finished. '|I have seen the |ike of

the beast before in ny own kingdom Mre than once. They are terrible - and hard to slay. Al though
it kills to eat, once it has fixed on a prey it will pursue it dam near for ever. This beast has -
in a way - been hunting ne for forty years.'

"Why you?' whispered Gael en

"It was sent a long time ago by a sorcerer named Jakuta Khan. But that is a story for another day,
Gael en. '

"What can we do?' asked Layne.
"You can eat breakfast and put sone strength in your linbs. Then we will plan for battle.’

The conpani ons seated thensel ves at her feet and dug into the [ oaves and neat. The bread tasted
fresh-baked and the beef was tender and pink. They ate without gusto, except for Lennox who tore
great chunks of bread and cranmed theminto his nouth.

The Queen watched him eyebrows raised. 'You were perhaps expecting a fanine?
"Either that or he's going to cause one,' observed Gaal chnmai.

Agwai ne sai d not hing. The appearance of this strange worman had angered him and he was loath to
hand over the great sword - their only real defence against the beast - to a wonan.

"How wi | | we fight this beast?" asked Layne.
' How i ndeed?" she replied, her pale eyes show ng sorrow.
"W coul d nake spears,' suggested Gael en, 'by fastening our daggers to poles.'

"Conme to that, | could make a bow," said Gmval. 'It wouldn't be a great weapon, or very accurate.
But it might serve at close range.'

"Then do it swiftly,' said the Queen, 'and we will talk again.

The boys rose and spread out nervously into the woods, searching for saplings or stout straight
branches. Gael en and Agwai ne sel ected an infant el mand began to hack at it with their daggers.

"What do you think of her, I|ow ander?' Agwai ne asked as the sapling snapped.
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"I think she is what she says she is,' snapped Gaelen. '"And if you call nme | owl ander again, you'l
answer for it.'

Agwai ne grinned. 'l don't |like you, Gaelen, but you are right. Whatever your pedigree, you are now
a clansman. But |I'Il never call you cousin.'

'l don't care about that,' Gaelen told him 'You are nothing to ne.'
"So be it.’

They stripped the sapling of twigs and | eaves and shortened it to a nmanageable five feet. Then
Gael en unwound the thongs of his right |egging and bound his knife to the wood. He hefted it for
bal ance and hurled it at a nearby tree. The spear hanmered home with a dull thud. Gaelen tugged it
| oose and exanined the binding; it renained firm

It seened a forni dabl e weapon, but he summoned the i mage of the beast to mind and then the spear
seemed puny indeed.

"Were you surprised | found the sword?" Agwai ne asked him
'No, disappointed.’
That was a good trick with the pack.

I'"mglad you enjoyed it.

"I didn't, but it was good anyway.' Gael en nodded. He waited whil e Agwai ne fashi oned his spear
t hen wandered away; he didn't enjoy Agwai ne's conpany and he knew the feeling was reciprocated.

He nade his way back to the clearing where the old wonan sat. She was deep in thought and Gael en
wat ched her for some tine fromthe edge of the woods. It was easy to believe she was a queen, for
her bearing was proud and confident and she was clearly used to being obeyed. But there was nore
to her than that: a kind of innate nobility, an inner strength, which shone through

"Are you going to stand there all day, Gael en?' she asked w thout noving her head.
Gael en stepped forward. 'How did you know I was here? And how do you know ny nane?

"Let's leave it at the first question. | heard you. Cone and join nme for a while, and eat
sonet hing. To work efficiently the body nust be fed.'

"Are you no longer a queen?' asked Gael en, seating hinself cross-legged before her

The woman chuckl ed and shook her head. 'A queen is always a queen. Only death can change that. But
I am at present, without a realm Yet | hope to return soon. | prom sed ny people |I woul d—fust as
ny father did before ne.

"Way did you | eave your | and?' Gael en asked.

"l was wounded, and likely to die. And so the prophecy was fulfilled and ... ny captain ... sought
the Gate and passed ne through. Taliesen healed ne.'

' How wer e you wounded ?'
In a battle.' She | ooked away, her eyes distant.
"Did you win?

"I always win, Gaelen,' she said sadly. 'My friends die and yet | win. Wnning is a hard habit to
break; we can cone to feed on it to the exclusion of all else.

"I's that a bad thing?

"Not when you're young,' she said, smling again.
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"Wiy have you stayed up here and not in the village?

"As | told you, I ama guest of the Lord Taliesen. He felt it would be wi ser to remain near
Val | on. Now, enough of questions. Look around you. Is this a good place to face the beast?

"I's there a good place?" countered Gael en
"There are places you should avoid, |ike open ground.'
"I's here a good place?'

‘" Not bad. You have the trees to shield you, and yet there is no dense undergrowh so it cannot
creep up on you unnoti ced.

' Except at night,' said Gael en
"Indeed. But it will be over, for good or ill, Iong before then.'
"What about you? You have no spear.'

The queen smiled. 'l have ny sword; it has been with ne these forty years. | thought it had been
| eft behind when | passed through the Gateway, but Taliesen brought it to nme. It is a fine
weapon. '

Lennox came into view carrying an enornous club of oak. 'l found this,' he said. "It will do for
me. "

The Queen | aughed | oud. 'There is nothing subtle about you, Lennox, my lad. Nor ever will be.
Indeed it is a fine weapon.'

Gnal chrmai had fashi oned a short bow and had found six pieces of wood strai ght enough to slice into
shafts for it. 'It's a clunsy thing,' he said, 'and the range will be no greater than twenty
paces.' Squatting down, he began to shape pieces of bark into flights for his arrows.

By noon they had conmpleted their preparations and they sat waiting for the woman's instructions.
But she said nothing, nerely sitting anmong themslowy chewing the I ast of the bread. Gael en
caught the Queen's eye and she smled, raising an eyebrow questioningly. He turned to Gaal chmai .
"You are the lightest of us, Gaal. Wiy don't you clinb that tree and keep a watch for the
creature?

Gnal chmai nodded. "Whul dn't the oak be better? It's nore sturdy.’
' The beast might be able to clinb,' said Gaelen. 'The el mwoul d never support its weight.'
"How wi || you tackle it when it cones?' asked the Queen, staring at Gael en

"W must confuse it,' he said, his mnd racing. He had no idea how five boys and an ol d woman
shoul d tackle a creature of such speed and strength, but the Queen asked him a question and seened
to expect a rational reply. 'If we spread out, the beast nust attack us one at a tine. Each tine
it does, one or all the others nust stab at it, turning the creature all ways. Gaal, you will stay
inthe tree,'" he called to the clinbing boy. 'Shoot when you have a clear target.'

That is all good thinking,' said the Queen, 'but, even so, to confuse the beast you nust surprise
it. Once it is sighted, and we know which direction it is conming from you nust hide yourselves,
formng a rough circle. But one of you nust act as bait and stay in plain sight. Wth |uck the
beast will charge; |'ve seen that before.

Ideally we nust nake it charge on to a spear. That way its weight will carry the point hone far
nore powerfully than any thrust of yours.'

"I will be the bait,' said Gaelen, surprising hinself.

"Why you?' asked Agwaine. 'l amthe fastest here, and |'ve outrun it before.'
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"Speed is not usually required of bait,' Gaelen told him

Agwai ne chuckl ed and shook his head. "All right. I will stay on your right, Lennox and Layne can
take the left. And may God give us |uck.'

"Do not ask for luck, ask for courage,' said the Queen
"How wi | | you fight?' Agwai ne asked her

"Wth my sword,' she replied softly. 'As | always have, against man and beast. Don't worry about
me, boy.’

"Way should you fight for us at all?
"That is a nmystery you will one day understand, but it is not for ne to explain to you.

"It's comng!' called Gnval chmai fromhigh in the elm They could all see where he was pointing;
the beast was noving fromthe northwest.

' Take up positions,' said the woman. Lennox and Layne ran to the left, crouching behind a |arge
bush. Agwai ne noved to the right, spear held before him and squatted behind the bole of an oak
High in the el mGnal chnai strung his bow, hooked his leg round a thick branch and wedged hi nsel f
in position, notching an arrow to the string.

The Queen drew her sword and held the blade to her lips. Then she smled at Gaelen. 'This should
be sonething to tell your five children,' she said.

Gael en did not reply. Some fifty paces ahead the beast had conme into view This close it seened
even nore col ossal. Seeing Gaelen, the creature reared up to its full height and bell owed a
bl oodcurdling howl. Then it dropped to all fours and charged.

The boy glanced to his left, seeking assurance fromthe warri or
But the Queen had gone.

The ground beneath Gael en's feet shook as the beast thundered towards him He gripped his spear

and waited, all fear vanishing like mst in a breeze. In that nonment a strange euphoria gripped

him Al his |life he had been al one, afraid and unhappy. Now he was part of sonething; he

bel onged. Even if his |life had to end in the next nonents nothing could take away the joy he had
known in these |ast few precious nonths.

He was no | onger al one.
He was d an.

The beast slowed, rearing to its full height with arnms spread, fangs gleanmng in the norning sun.
Gael en gripped his spear firmy, nuscles tensed for the thrust. The beast cane on, draw ng abreast
of the hidden Agwai ne. Fear swept over the Hunt Lord's son, shrouding himin a tidal wave of
panic. He wanted to run. To hide.

But he too was C an

Ri sing up fromhis hiding-place as the creature's shadow fell across him Agwai ne rammed t he spear
into the beast's side. A blood-chilling screamfilled the clearing. Agwaine vainly tried to pul
hi s weapon clear. A taloned arm swept back-handed, punching the boy fromhis feet; he hit the
ground on his face and rolled to his back. The beast stepped over him jaws slavering and tal ons
reachi ng out. Agwai ne screaned

At that nonent Layne raced fromthe left, hurling his spear with all his strength. The weapon
flashed through the air to bury itself in the beast's broad back. It canme upright, swinging to
nmeet the new attack. Behind it Agwaine tried to stand, but his | egs gave way and he pitched to the
earth, nausea filling his throat. Layne, weaponless, stood transfixed as the beast bore down on
him Lennox grabbed himby the shirt and haul ed hi maside, then stood waiting for the creature,
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his club raised, his eyes defiant.

Gaelen ran in to attack, screaning at the top of his voice. The beast's black eyes flickered
toward the charging boy and in that noment Lennox struck, stepping forward to thunder the oak club
against the creature's head. It staggered, but bl ocked Lennox's next blow with a raised arm

Gael en's spear sliced into the flesh above its hip, then broke, pitching the boy to the ground at
the nonster's feet.

Now only Lennox renained in the fight. The young giant hit once nore, but his tine the beast was
ready - it parried the blowwth its paw and a tal oned hand gripped the youth's upper arm
smashi ng the bone and ripping the flesh fromthe shoul der. Lennox staggered back but did not fall
Transferring the club to his right hand, he waited for the beast's next attack

An arrow cut deep into the nonster's thigh, causing it to bellowin pain and rage. A second
gl anced fromits thick skull. Lennox crashed his club into the creature's mouth, but a back-handed
bl ow hurled himfromhis feet.

I njured though the beast was, none of the wounds were nortal, and the battle had turned. From his
precarious position in the tree, Gval chmai fired a third shaft which buried itself in the ground
by the beast's right foot. Leaning out for the fourth shot, the young archer toppled fromthe
branch, I anding on his back

Runni ng behind the beast, Gael en grabbed Layne's spear and plucked it fromthe creature's back. As
it turned he stabbed at its face, the point slashing a jagged line up and into the sensitive
nostrils. To Gaelen's right Layne gathered up Lennox's club and tried to help, but the nonster
turned on him slashing the boy's chest. The tal ons snaked out again. Gael en | eaped backwards,
tunbling to the earth.

The beast's jaws opened and another terrifying how pierced the air.
The boys were finished.

'Ho, Hell spawn!' shouted the Queen. The beast swung ponderously, glittering black eyes picking
out the tall, arnoured figure at the centre of the clearing. 'Now face ne!’

She stood with feet apart, her silver sword before her

The beast reared to its full height - eight feet of black, nerciless destruction. Before its power

the wonan seened to Gaelen a frail, tiny figure. The nonster noved forward slowy - then charged,
dropping to all fours. The Queen sidestepped, her silver sword swung arcing down to rebound from
the creature's skull, slicing its scalp and sending a blood spray into the air. The beast twisted,

I aunching itself in a mghty spring, but the wonman | eaped to the right, the sword cutting across
the creature's chest to open a shall ow wound.

Agwai ne crawl ed to where Gael en crouched.
' She cannot win,' whispered the Hunt Lord's son.
"Run, boys!' yelled the Queen

But they did not. Gaelen scooped up the broken spear, while Layne hel ped Lennox to his feet and
gathered once nore the club of oak

The ol d woman was breathing hard now. Taliesen had stitched her wounds, but her strength was not
what it was. Under the breastplate stitches had parted and bl ood oozed down her belly. Sweat
bat hed her face and her nobuth was set in a grimline.

Once nore the beast reared above her. Once nbre she hanmered the sword in its face. The creature
shook its head, blood spraying into the air.

The wonman knew she could last but a little |Ionger, while the creature was only maddened by the
cuts it had received. A plan forned in her nmind and wei ghed down her heart. It had been her hope
to return to her realmand lead it out of the darkness of war. Now there would be no goi hg horme.
No future. No gol den days of peace watching the nation prosper
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In that final nonent, as the creature prepared to attack once nore, it was as if tinme slowed.
Sigarni could snell the forest, the nmusky brown earth, the freshness of the breeze. |nages |eapt
to her m nd and she saw again the handsonme forester, Fell, the first great |ove of her life. He
had died in the battle agai nst the Baron, cut down by the |ast arrow | cosed in that fatefu

battle. Faces fromthe past glittered in her nmenory: Ballistar the dwarf, who had sought a new
life in a newworld;, Asmdir, die black battle captain; Cbrin, the renegade Qutl ander; and Redhawk
- above them all, Redhawk.

"I will never see you again,' she thought, 'though you prom sed to be with ne at the end. You gave
me your word, my love. You pronised!

Tal ons | ashed towards her. Ducking beneath them she | eapt back, lifting her sword towards the
beast. It sprang forward, but this time the Queen did not side-step. Wth a savage battle-cry she
| aunched herself into its path, driving the blade deep into die creature's huge chest. The silver
steel slid between its ribs, plunging through its lungs and cl eaving the heart.

As it screaned in its death throes its great arns encircled the womman. The breast pl ate buckl ed
under the imense pressure and the Queen's ribs snapped, jagged bone ripping into her. Then the
beast released her and toppled to the earth. The wonan staggered back, then fell. She struggled to
rise, but agony |anced her.

The boys ran to her side, CGaelen kneeling by her and raising her
head to lay it on his lap. Gently he stroked the silver hair from her eyes.

"Gve the word to Taliesen,"” whispered the Queen, blood staining her Iips. She coughed weakly and
swal lowed. 'We did it, lads,' she said. 'You did well, as | knew you woul d.

Agwai ne knelt on her right, taking her hand.
"You saved us; you killed it,' said Gaelen

"Listen to me, for | amdying now, but renenber nmy words. | shall return to the Farlain. You wll
be ol der then. Men. Warriors. You will have suffered much and | will aid you again.'

Agwai ne gl anced at Gael en. '\WWat does she nean?

Gael en shrugged. The sound of running feet echoed in the clearing as Caswall on, Canbil and the
clansmen raced into view Caswallon knelt by Gaelen. 'Are you all right?

"Yes. She saved us. She slew the beast.’

"Who is she?' asked Caswall on

The Queen's eyes opened.' Ah, it is you,' she whispered, smling. "Nowthe circle is conplete, for
you told ne you would be with me at ny death. How well you | ook. How young. How handsone! No..

silver in your beard."

Caswal | on gazed down into the bright blue eyes and saw that the woman was fading fast. Her hand
lifted towards himand he took it, holding it firm

"Did | do well, Caswallon? Tell me truly?
"You did well,"' answered Caswal lon. 'You saved the boys.'
"But ny kingdon? Was |... truly the Queen you desired ne to be?

"Yes,' answered Caswal | on, nonpl ussed.

She smiled once nore, then a tear formed and slowy fell to her pale cheek. 'Poor Caswallon,' she
whi spered. ' You do not know whose hand you hold, but you will.' Tears filled her eyes. Lifting her
hand to his lips, he kissed the fingers. 'l know you are brave beyond words,' he said, 'and | do
not doubt you were a Queen beyond conpare.™
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Her eyes closed and a | ong broken sigh hissed fromher throat. Caswallon sat for a nonent, stil
hol di ng onto the hand. Then he laid it gently across the Queen's chest.

Canbi | knelt beside him 'Wo was she?" asked the Hunt Lord.
Caswal | on stared down at the dead warrior woman. 'Wioever she was, | nourn her passing.

' She was the Queen Beyond," said Gael en, 'and she always won.' Then he began to weep.

5

LENNOX SAT WTH his back against a tree as they stitched his shoul der and strapped his broken arm
H s face was grey with pain, but he uttered no groan, nerely squeezed his eyes shut and gritted
his teeth.

H s father Leofas said nothing, but pride shone in his eyes. Layne |ay beside his brother
enduring the stitches in his chest in the same stoic fashion. Away fromthe others sat Badraig,
tears flowing and head in hands. His son Draig had been killed the day before.

Even through his own innmense relief Canbil felt the other nman's sorrow and, |eaving his son
Agwai ne, he wal ked over to sit beside the hunter. He put his hand on Badrai g's shoul der

"I amsorry, ny friend. Truly.'
The man nodded, but neither lifted his head nor answered.

Caswal | on stood with the other clansmen | ooking down on the beast. Even in death it was a
terrifying sight, its great jaws drawn back in a last snarl, its fangs, as long as a man's
fingers, bared and bl oody.

"l have never seen the like," nuttered Caswallon, 'and | pray | never shall again.'

They buried the Queen deep, marking the grave with flat white stones. Canmbil pronmised to have a
headst one carved. Then the men split into two groups, Badraig |leading the five hunters back to the
falls and burying what was |left of the bodies; Canbil, Leofas and Caswal |l on staying with the boys.
It was decided they would rest in the clearing until nmorning and then attenpt the | ong wal k back
to the village.

The main worry was Lennox, who had | ost a great deal of blood. Gaal chmai, though stunned by his
fall, was back on his feet and unhurt. He al one of the boys had m ssed the Queen's | ast battle.

That night around the canp-fire the boys were unnaturally silent.

Lennox, in great pain, sought refuge in sleep, but the others sat together staring at the flanes.
Agwai ne had lost friends and suffered the terror of being hunted; Layne had seen the | eadership of
the group taken quietly fromhimby the former | ow ander; and Gael en had di scovered in his heart a
strength he had not known existed. Only Gwal chmai was untouched by the drama, but he remai ned
silent, for he sensed his friends' needs.

Caswal | on prepared a strong broth for themall. Hs own thoughts were many. Through his sorrow at
the death of the three lads he felt a surging pride at the way the others had tackl ed the beast,
and a sense of joy at the nmanner in which Gael en had conducted hinsel f. Thinking back, he did not
know i f he could have duplicated the feat at Gael en"s age. But overriding these thoughts he could
not help but renenber the words of the Queen. At first he had thought the wonman delirious, but her
eyes had been cl ear

Caswal | on had al ways enjoyed an ability to read character truly, and he knew instinctively that
the dying warrior was a great wonan, a woman of courage, nobility of spirit and great inner
strength. That she was a queen was no surprise.

But Queen of where? And how did she know hi nf

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (72 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel %20-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal .txt
Beyond the Gate. \What was beyond the Gate?
Only Oracle knew. And Tal i esen.

The night wore on and Caswallon strolled away fromthe fire, seeking solitude and a place to
think. But Cambil joined himand they sat together on a high hillside under the clear sky.

"Badraig is a broken nman,' said Canmbil softly, gathering his green cloak about his broad
shoul ders.

'Yes. What can one say?

"I feel a burden of guilt for it," said Canbil. 'Last night | prayed that Agwai ne woul d survive.
would willingly have exchanged any life for his. Wien | saw he was alive | didn't care anything
for Badraig's loss; it only struck nme later.'

That is understandable.’
"Don't patronise nme, Caswallon!' snapped the Hunt Lord, eyes bl azing.
‘I was not trying to. How do you think |I felt when | saw Gael en?

"It's not the sanme thing, is it? You nay be fond of the boy, but he's not of your blood. You
didn't watch himtake his first faltering steps, hear his first words, take himon his first
hunt . '

"No, that is true,' admitted Caswallon, realising the futility of the arguenent.
"Still CGaelen did well,' said Canbil. 'He proved his right to be a clansnman.'
"Yes.'

"But he can never be Hunt Lord.'

Caswal | on turned then, catching Canbil's eye, but the Hunt Lord | ooked away, staring into the
woods. At once Caswal |l on understood the nan's meani ng. Gael en had planned the battle with the
beast, had taken over |eadership from Layne. Agwai ne had done his bidding. On such talents were
future Hunt Lords built. Canbil's dream was that Agwai ne woul d succeed him but now he was unsure.

"Be content that your son is alive,' said Caswallon. 'The future will look to itself.
"But you agree it would not be fitting for a |ow ander to | ead the clan?'

" The Council can decide on the day you step down.

"So, it is your plan to supplant Agwaine with this boy?' accused Canmbil, face reddening.
Caswal | on si ghed. 'Nothing could have been further fromny mnd.'

"It was Agwai ne who found the sword.

"Indeed it was.'

A long silence envel oped them until at last Canbil stood to leave. 'We will never be friends,
Caswal I on,' he said sadly.

"You see ogres where there are none,' Caswallon told him 'l have no anbition, cousin - not for
nmysel f, nor nmy sons. They will be what they desire to be, and what they are able to be. | want to
see them happy, narried well, and content. Al else is dross, for we all die and there is no

evi dence we take anything with us when we go.'

Canmbi|l nodded. 'I wish I could believe you, but | see a different Caswallon. | see a nan who could
have been Hunt Lord. Children imtate your walk, tales are told about you around the canp-fires.
And yet what have you done? You steal other nmen's cattle. What is it about you, Caswallon?'
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'l have no idea. | never listen to the stories.'

Caswal | on wat ched as Canbil wal ked slowly down the slope towards the fire. Gathering his own cl oak
about him he stared at the stars, m nd wanderi ng.

After about an hour he felt a cold w nd bl ow agai nst his neck, but the |eaves about himdid not
stir. He turned. Behind himstood Taliesen, wapped in his cloak of shimrering feathers and
hol ding a staff of oak entwined with mstletoe.

Three boys are dead,' he told the druid, gesturing to a place beside himon the flat boul der. The
druid sat, leaning forward on his staff.

"I know. The Queen al so.

"Who was she?

"Sigarni the Hawk Queen. Did she say anything before she died?"

' She said she woul d come again, so the boys tell ne. And she thought | was soneone she once knew. '

"The ol d man you know as Oracl e brought this upon us,' said Taliesen. 'I only hope | can neke it
right.’

"What are you tal ki ng about ?

'Seek Oracle and tell himyou have spoken to nme. Tell himthat it pleases ne for you to know his
story. But when you have heard it, promise ne you will repeat it to no one. Do you agree to this?

"I do.'

Maeg ran fromthe house, Kareen beside her, as the nen appeared on the far hill. Oher wonen
streamed fromcrofts and homes. Men working in the fields dropped their tools and joined the rush

Wthin mnutes the hunters and the boys were surrounded. Canbil answered all questions and
Caswal l on | ed Gael en through the throng to where Maeg waited. She noved forward, cupping Gaelen's
face with her hands.

"Are you well, ny bonny | ad?"
"Yes.'

She read the sorrow in his eyes and |linked her armin his for the long walk to the house. He had
suffered so nuch in his life and now it was obvious that he had endured nore pain. Her heart ached
for him

At the house the crofter Durk was waiting for Kareen. He asked after Gaelen and then left, taking
the girl with himto walk up the hillside.

Gael en was exhausted and stunbled to his bed while Caswal | on

and Maeg sat together by the hearth. The clansman told her of the ordeal in the nmountains and how
wel |l the boys had handl ed t hensel ves.

'"He is a lad to be proud of, Caswallon,' she said.

He grinned sheepishly. "I know. | was close to tears as he told ne the tale."'
"He'll be a fine man.'

' Sooner than you think,' said Caswall on.

"And how did you fare with Canbil for so many days?

He shrugged. 'The man fears ne, Maeg. He thinks | plan to supplant Agwaine with Gaelen. Is it not
madness? H s doubts must sit on his shoulders |like a nountain.
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"He is a sad, lonely man. I'mglad you harbour no ill-will."'

"How can | hate hin? I grew up with him He was always the sanme; he believed his father |iked nme
nmore than him Always he strived to beat ne, and he never did. Had | been w ser, | would have | ost
at | east once.

‘It's not in you to lose,' she said. 'You are a clansman. And a proud man - too proud, | think.'
"Can a man be too proud? It harms no one. | have never insulted another man, nor abused ny
strength by destroying a weaker opponent. | do not parade ny talents, but | am aware of them
'Nonsense. You're as vain as a flamngo. |'ve seen you trimmng your beard by the silver mrror

and using ny brush to conb it flat.'
"Spying on ne now, is it?
"Yes, it is. And why shouldn't 1? AmI| not your wfe?

He pulled her to his lap and kissed her. 'lIndeed, you are the best thing | ever stole fromthe
Pal | i des. Except for that bull of your father's."

"When | think that Intosh proposed to ne,' said Maeg, tugging his beard, 'and instead | ended with
you, | wonder if the gods hold a grudge against nmy fanmly."'

"Intosh? He was ny rival? You' d have hated it, Maeg. The nman has ticks in his bed. | was
scratching for days after | stole his sword.'

"You dog! So that's where they came from"

"Now, now, Maeg ny love," he said as she pulled fromhis grasp, eyes blazing. 'Let's not have a
row. The boy needs his sleep, he's been through nuch.'

"You've not heard the last of this, nmy fine Farlain,' she said softly.

"And now, while you're quiet for a nmoment,' he said, pulling her to himonce nore, 'perhaps you'l
wel come me hone. It's been a tiring journey.'

"Then you' |l be wanting to sleep?

‘Indeed I do. WIIl you join nme?

"You can bathe first. 1'll have no nore of your ticks.'

"I's there any heated water?

"There is not.

"You'd not expect me to bathe in the yard in the col d?

"Of course not. You can sl eep down here and bathe tonorrow in the warmwater."'

"Sleep here?" Their eyes met and there was no give in her.'It's the yard then,' he said.

Later, as Caswallon slept, Maeg heard Gael en moaning in his sleep in the next room She rose
qui ckly, wapping a bl anket around her naked body, and nade her way to his bedside. It was a
fam liar nightmare and she knew he was once nore running fromthe Aenir, his legs |eaden, his
wounds bl eedi ng.

She sat beside himstroking his hair. 'It's all right, Gaelen,' she whispered. 'You're here with
Maeg. You're safe. Safe.'

He groaned and rolled to his back. 'Mieg?

"I''"'m here.'
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'Dreaning,' he whispered and his eyes cl osed once nore.

She remenbered the first tine Caswall on had brought hi mhome. He had been nervous then, and his
eyes had flickered fromwall to wall as if the house was a prison. And he had avoi ded her. When
she showed himhis room his delight had stunned her

This is ny roon?
"Yes.'
"My very own? To share with no one?

Your very own.'

It's wonderful. Thank you.'

You are very wel cone.’
"You cannot bewi tch me,' he said suddenly.

"l see,' she said, smling. 'Caswallon has told you about nmy spells?
Yes.'

"But he didn't tell you ny powers faded soon after we were wed?
' No. '

"It happens to wonmen once they've snared their men.'
"l see,' he said.

"So let us be friends. How does that sit with you?

"I'd like to be friends," he said, grinning. 'I've never had friends."'

"It'll be nice to have someone to talk to,' she told him

"I don't talk very much,' he said. '| never had anyone to practise with. I'mnot terribly clever
at it.'

"It's not clever that counts, Gaelen. Clever cones fromthe nmnd, truth fromthe heart. Now | wll
begin our friendship by telling you the truth. Wen Caswallon first rescued you | was worried, for
we have a son. But | have thought |long about it, and nowl amglad. For | like you, and | know you
will be happy with us. For our part, we will teach you to be a cl ansman.

"I may not be very good at that either,' admitted the boy.

"It's not a matter of being good at it. Merely being is enough. It will not be easy for you, for
Caswal l on is not a popular man, and sone will make it hard - perhaps even unpl easant - for you.'

"Wiy is he not popul ar?

"That is a conplex question. He is independent, and it has made himall that he has. He holds to
the old ways of raiding and stealing fromother clans. But there are other reasons that | think it
best you find out for yourself.'

"He is a thief?
She chuckl ed. 'Yes. Just like you.'
"Wll, | like him | don't care about the others.

She laid a hand on his shoulder. '"Here is a first lesson for you, Gaelen: Care. That is what the
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clan is. We care. For one another. Even if we dispute matters, we still care. | tell you this. If
Caswal | on' s house burned to the ground, even those who disliked himwould gather round and hel p
rebuild. If Caswallon died, | would be cared for should | need it. If Caswallon and | both died,

little Donal would be taken in by another fam |y - perhaps one that disliked us both -and raised
with | ove.'

He had been hard to convince, especially after the early trouble with Agwai ne. But at |east he had
found friends. Maeg sat by the bedside for a while, then noved to the w ndow.

The nmoon was high, the nountains silver, the valley at peace. Behind her, Gaelen stirred and
opened his eyes, seeing her silhouetted against the sky. 'Meg,' he whispered.

She returned to the bedside. 'Yes?
Thank you.' 'For what?' 'For caring.
Leani ng down, she kissed his brow. 'Sleep well, young warrior,' she said.

Caswal l on strolled up towards the cave, aware that the old man was watching him Oracle's sunken
bl ue eyes | ooked hard at the clansman. 'You look tired, man,' said Oacle as Caswal |l on sat beside
himin the cave nouth.

"Aye, | amtired. And hurt by the suffering of those poor boys.

"A bad day," agreed the older man. For a tine they sat in silence, then Oacle spoke again. "It is
al ways good to see you, ny boy. But | sense there is sonething on your mnd, so spit it out.'

Caswal | on chuckl ed. 'As always, you miss little. Taliesen told nme to speak to you; he said it
woul d pl ease himfor you to tell the story of what happened beyond the Gate.'

' Aye, please himand shame ne.' Oracle stood and wandered back into the cave, sitting beside the
glowing fire. Caswallon joined him Oacle filled two clay cups with watered w ne, passing one to
the younger man. 'l have told no one else this tale in twenty-five years. | trust you not to
repeat it while I live.'

"You have ny word on it,' Caswallon assured him

"I wanted to be High King,' said Oracle. 'I felt it was ny right after the battles | had led - and
won. But the people rejected me. This nmuch you know already. | took nmy followers and we

over powered the druids guarding the Vallon Gate. W passed through. At first it seemed that
not hi ng had changed; the mountains remai ned the same, High Druin still stood sentinel over the

|l ands of the clans. But it was different, Caswallon. In a | and beset by war, a wonan had becone

H gh Queen. Her nanme was Sigarni. For reasons which I cannot explain now - but which you will

understand later -1 shall say no nore about her, save that nmy nmen and | hel ped her in her battles
with the Qutland arnmy. W stayed for two years. | still wanted to be a king, to found ny own
dynasty. | returned, with the survivors of nmy nen, to the Vallon Gate, and passed through once

more. It was the biggest mistake of my life.'

The old man drained his wine and refilled the cup, this tinme adding no water. Looking at
Caswal l on, he smiled grimy. 'Cursed is the man who achi eves his dreans. In this newland - after
ten bl ood-drenched years -1 did becone King. | led my arnmies to victory after victory. G eat
victories, Caswallon. Geat victories.. ."he fell silent.

"What happened?' asked the clansnan.

"Failure and flight,' responded Oracle, with a sad snile. 'l was betrayed - but then | deserved to
be. Just because a nman desires to be a king, it does not necessarily follow that he will nake a
good one.' He sighed. 'But this is not what Taliesen wanted me to tell you. Wiile | was fighting
for my kingdom | made an alliance with a butchering killer named Agrist. | told himthe secrets of
the Gateways. After he had betrayed ne, and plundered his way across ny kingdom he led his arny
through another Gate.' Oracle licked his lips. 'They arrived here forty years ago; they are the
Aenir, Caswallon. | brought the Aenir to destroy us all."’
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" They haven't destroyed us yet,' Caswallon pointed out.

' They are denons, Caswal | on, unsurpassed in violence and terror. | have seen themfight. | told
Gael en the clans were strong, like wolves. It's true. But the Aenir will outnunber us by twenty to
one. They live to conquer and kill.' Oracle | ooked up. 'Did Sigarni speak to you before she di ed?

D d she nention ne?
"No, but she knew nme, Oracle. Can you tell ne how?

Oracl e shook his head. "I could - but | won't. Trust nme, Caswallon. Al wWll be revealed to you. |
can say no nore.'

During the nonths that followed the horror in the nountains the five survivors found their lives
had changed substantially. They were now young nen, accepted as clansnen, but nore than this they
were the 'Five Beast Slayers'. A Farlain bard naned Mesric had immortalised themin song and their
deeds were the envy of the young boys of all clans.

The nystery of the Queen was much di scussed, but upon that thene the druids renained silent.
Tal i esen had questioned the boys at length on their conversation with the wonan, but he gave them
no further hint as to her history. Al five spent a great deal of tine thinking back over the
Hunt, and the changes it forced on them

Layne, the deepest thinker, saw Gaelen with new eyes, seeking his conpany often and recognising in
the scarred youngster the signs of a natural | eader

Lennox drove hinmself hard once his broken arm had nended. He hauled logs, lifted rocks, spent al
his spare tinme building up his strength. The huge frane gathered power and added nuscle and stil
he drove hinself on. Hs strength had been sonmething he could rely on in a world where his wits
were not as keen as his brother's. The beast had been stronger and Lennox was determ ned no eneny
woul d best hi m agai n.

Gnal chmai no | onger feared bei ng unpopul ar, born as this had been froma sense of inferiority. He
had al ways known Gael en was a | eader, and been happy to follow But he watched Lennox pushi ng
hinself to greater Iimts and recognised in the young giant the kind of fear he once had hinself.

For Gaelen the world had changed. He realised nowthat his life of loneliness in the city had
been, by a freak of chance, the perfect apprenticeship. He had |earned early that a man had to
rely on hinself. Mre than this - that such a nman was stronger than his conpani ons. And yet,
having tasted the chilling enptiness of a |life alone, he could value the clan as no other clansman
ever woul d.

There was a natural arrogance now about the tall young man with the white blaze in his red hair
He ran like the wind, revelling in his speed. And though his bowranship was nmerely average, he
threw a spear with nmore accuracy than many tried warriors. He boxed well, enotions in check as
Caswal | on had taught him and his sword-work was dazzling. Yet the arrogance he showed in his
skills was missing in his life, and this nade hi m popul ar without effort on his part.

The wi se nmen anong the Farlain marked himwell, watching his progress with increasing interest.
Al'l of which hurt Agwai ne, who saw in Gaelen a rival for the ultimte prize.

The Hunt had changed Agwai ne nore than any of them He had been schooled to believe he was nore
than special, a talented natural |eader to follow his father. And nothing that had transpired in

t he nmount ai ns had changed that. Al that had changed was that Agwai ne feared Gael en was the better
man. Before the encounter with the beast he woul d have hated Gael en for bringi ng hone such a
truth. Now he coul d not.

They took pan in their first Ganes together in the five-nile run
Gael en beating Agwai ne by forty paces, the boys arriving home in ninth and tenth pl ace.

Canmbi| had been furious. 'He is faster, Father,' said Agwaine, towelling the sweat fromhis face
"There is nothing nore to it.'
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"You must work harder: drive yourself. You nust not |et himbeat you ever again.'

Agwai ne was stricken, and for the first tine he saw his father in a fresh light. "I will work
harder,' he said.

Layne and Gwal chnai delighted the younger clansmen by conpeting to the finals of their events,
Layne in the spear tourney and Gnal chnai in the bow Layne took third prize, beating the Loda
chanpion into fourth place; Gaal chmai finished |ast of the eight finalists, but was satisfied, for
by next year he woul d have added hei ght and strength to his frame and believed he could win. For
Lennox the Games were a sad affair, for his injured armrobbed himof the chance to lift the Whorl
St one.

Summer drifted into a mld autumm and on into a vicious w nter

Caswal | on and Gael en spent their tine forking hay to the cattle and journeying high into the
nmount ai ns to rescue sheep trapped in snowdrifts. It was a desperately hard tine for all the clans,
yet Gael en absorbed the know edge Caswal |l on inparted readily.

In winter, Caswallon told himas they sheltered froma fierce blizzard high on the eastern range,
it is vital not to sweat. For sweat turns to ice beneath the clothing and a man can freeze to
death in mnutes. Al novenent should be slow and sure, and all canps prepared hours before dusk

That afternoon, trapped by a fierce snowsquall, Caswallon had led themto a wooded ridge. Here he
had pull ed four saplings together, tying themw th thongs. Then he carefully threaded branches
between themand built a fire in the centre. As the snow continued it piled against the branches,
creating a round shelter with thick white walls. The fire within heated the walls to solid ice and
the two men were snug and safe.

' Make the stormwork for you,' said Caswallon, stripping off his sheepskin jerkin and allow ng the
fire's heat to reach his skin. 'Take off your outer clothes, Gaelen.'

"I"lIl freeze,' answered the young man, rubbing his cold hands together
"Clothes keep heat in, but simlarly they can keep heat out. Renobve your coat.'
Gael en did as he was told, grinning sheepishly as the heat in the shelter struck him

Later Gaelen found hinmself staring into the glowing coals, his mnd wandering. He rubbed his eyes
and scratched at the jagged scar above.

"What are you thinking? Caswallon asked.

"l was thinking of the Queen.'

What about her?

" About her comi ng again.

"She is dead, Gaelen. Dead and buried.

"l know. But she seened so sure. | wonder who she was.'

"A Queen - and | would guess a great one,' said Caswallon. Silence settled around them until
Caswal | on suddenly grinned. 'What's this | hear about you and Deva?'

At the mention of Agwaine's sister CGael en began to bl ush.
"Aha!' said Caswallon, sitting up. 'There is nore to this business than runour.'

"There's nothing,' protested Gaelen. 'Really, there's nothing. |'ve hardly even spoken to her. And
when | do, ny tongue gets caught in ny teeth and | seemto have three feet.

' That bad?'

"It's not anything. | just...' dancing up, he saw Caswal |l on raise his right eyebrow, his face
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nock-serious. Gael en began to giggle. 'You swine. You re nocking ne.'
"Not at all. I've never been one to nock young |ove,' said Caswal |l on
"I'mnot inlove. And if | was, there would be no point. Canmbil cannot stand ne.'

"Do not let that worry you, Gaelen. Canbil is afraid of many things, but if young Deva wants you
he will agree. But then it's a little early to think of nmarriage. Another year.'

‘I know that. And | was not tal king about marriage... or love. A nan can |like a girl, you know.'
"Very true,' admitted Caswallon. 'I liked Maeg the first nmonent | saw her."

"It is not the sane thing at all.'

"You'll make a fine couple.'

"WIl you stop this? I'mgoing to sleep,' said Gaelen, curling his blanket around him After a few
nmonment s he opened his eyes to see Caswallon was still sitting by the fire I ooking down at him

Gael en grinned. 'She's very tall - for a girl, | nean.'
"She certainly is,' agreed Caswallon, 'and pretty.
"Yes. Do you really think we'd make a good coupl e?

"No doubt of it.'

"Way is it that whenever | talk to her the words all tunble out as if they've been poured froma
sack?

"Wtchecraft,' said Caswall on.
"A pox on you,' snorted Gaelen. 'I'mdefinitely going to sleep.'

The wi nter passed like a painful menory. Losses had been high anong the sheep and cal ves, but
spring was warm and dry, prom sing good harvests in sumrer.

Canbi | accepted an invitation from Asbidag, |eader of the Northern Aenir, to visit Ateris, now
call ed Aesgard. Canbil took with himtwenty clansnmen. He was treated royally and responded by
inviting Asbidag and twenty of his followers to the Sumer Ganes.

Caswal l on's fury stunned Maeg, who had never seem himlose control. H's face had turned chal k-
white, his hands sweeping across the pine table top and smashing pottery to shards.

"The fool!' he hissed. 'How could he do such a thing?

"You think the danger is that great fromtwenty nmen ?° Maeg asked softly, ignoring the ruined jugs
and gobl et s.

Caswal | on said nothing. Taking his cloak and staff, he left the house and set off in a |loping run
towards the hills and the cave of O acle.

Tal i esen seal ed shut the door to his private chanbers and opened a small, hidden recess in the
wal | . Reaching in he touched a sensor and |ight bathed the small room radiating from panels set
inthe four walls. Wth another touch he activated the viewer. The oak veneer of his crudely
carved desk-top slid back and reveal ed a dark screen, which rose into a vertical position

Tal i esen noved to the rear wall. Scores of paper sheets were pinned to the panelling here, each
covered in lines and scraw ed with synbols. To the unskilled eye the draw ngs woul d appear to be
of winter trees, with hundreds of tiny, |eafless branches. Taliesen stared at them remenbering
the perilous journeys through the Gateways that each represented. Here and there, on every sheet a
branch would end with a single stroke drawn through it. By each was a hastily drawn star. Taliesen
counted them Forty-eight. On the desk-top, beside the dark screen, was a newly drawn tree which
showed no stars. Taliesen pinned it to the wall
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This was the tree of the Hawk Eternal

The tree where Sigarni regai ned her sword that was stolen. Were she did not die in sone |ast
despairing battle, but survived to reach the Farlain and save the children. Taliesen gazed at the
drawing. 'Sinple to see,' he said, 'but where are you? Wiich of the Tinme Lines will bring nme to
you?'

Seating hinself before the screen, he opened the right-hand desk drawer and renoved a round
earring with a spring clip. It was in the shape of a star. Clipping it to his ear, he closed his
eyes. The screen flickered, then brightened. Taliesen took a deep, calmng breath and opened his
eyes.

"Be careful,” he warned hinself. 'Do not seek to see too nuch. Concentrate on the minutiae.' The
screen darkened, and with a soft curse Taliesen reached up and touched the star upon his ear
pressing it firmy. The screen leapt to life, and the old druid stared hard at the scene which
appear ed t here.

For nore than an hour he watched, occasionally scribbling short notes to aid his nenory. Then he
renoved the earring, touched a button bel ow the desk-top and stood. The screen fol ded down, the
oak veneer covered it once nore.

Tal i esen studied the notes, adding a line here and there. Rising, he noved to the wall, pinning
the notes alongside the tree of the Hawk Eternal. He shook his head. ' Sonewhere there is a rogue
elenent,' he said, 'and it has not yet shown its face. Wat, where and when?' A thought struck him
and his mouth tightened. 'O perhaps |I should be asking: Wo?' he nused.

"Pah! Do not be so foolish," he told hinself. 'There is no one. You are the Master of the Gates,
and the rogue elenment is a fignment of your paranoia. |f there was soneone you woul d have found him
by now O seen greater evidence to point towards him You are an old fool! The secret lies with
the Hawk Eternal - and you will teach him'

H s eyes were drawn to the stars scrawl ed on the sheets. Focusing on each, he dragged the painfu
menories fromdie depths of his mnd. The nost galling of themwas the |ast. Having defeated Earl

Jastey, Sigarni contracted a fever and died in the night. By Heaven, that was hard to take.
Tal i esen had all but given up then

For several months he had nmade no attenpt to scan the Lines, in order to find a new Sigarni. The
quest felt hopeless. Yet as he gazed down on the valleys of the Farlain, and at the butchery
taking place in the | ow ands, he knew he had to struggle on

Intending to make nore notes now, Taliesen returned to his desk. \Weariness swanped himas he sat,
and his laid his head on his arns. Sleep took himinstantly.

What had once been the gleaning marble hall of the Ateris Council was now strewn with straw and
m sty with the snoke fromthe blazing log-fire set in a crudely built hearth by the western wall.
A massive pine table was set across the hall, around which sat the new Aenir nobility. At their
feet, rolling in the straw and scratching at fleas, were the war hounds of Ashbidag - seven sleek
bl ack fierce-eyed dogs, trained in the hunt.

Asbi dag hinself sat at the centre of the table facing the doubl e doors of bronze-studded oak
Around himwere his seven sons, their wi ves, and a score of war councillors. Beside the huge Aenir
|l ord sat a wonan dressed in black. Slimshe was, and the gown of velvet seened nore of a pelt than
a garnment. Her jet-black hair hung to her pal e shoulders and gleaned as if oiled; her eyes were

sl anted and, agai nst the sonmbre garb, seenmed to glitter like blue jewels, bright and cold; her
mouth was full-1ipped and wide, and only the nocking half-smile robbed it of beauty.

Asbi dag casually laid his hand on her thigh, watching her closely, a gap-toothed grin show ng
above . his bl ood-red beard.

"Are you anxious for the entertainment to begin?' he asked her
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"When it pleases you, nmy lord,' she said, her voice husky and deep
Asbi dag heaved hinself to his feet. '"Bring in the prisoner,' he bell owed.

"By Vatan, |'ve waited a long rine for this,' whispered Ongist, swi nging round on his stool to
face the door.

Drada said nothing. He had never cared nuch for torture, though it woul d have been sheer stupidity
to nention it. The way of the Gey God was the way of the Aenir, and no one questioned either

Drada's eyes flickered to his other brothers as they waited for the prisoner to be dragged forth.
Tostig, large and cruel, a man well-known for his bestial appetites. Ongist, the second youngest,
a clever lad with the norals of a tinber-wolf. Aeslang, Barsa and Jostig, sons of Asbidag s |ong-
rime mstress Swangild. They renmained in favour despite Ashidag's murder of their nother - in fact
they seenmed unnoved by the tragedy - but then Swangild had been a ruthless woman as devoid of
enotion as the bl ack-garbed bitch who had replaced her. Lastly there was Orsa the Baresark, dim
witted and dull, but in battle a terrible opponent who screeched with [aughter as he sl ew.

The sons of Asbi dag. .

The great doors swung open, admitting two warriors who hal f-dragged, half-carried a shanmbling ruin
of a man. His clothes were in rags, his body covered in weeping sores and fresh swi tch-scars which
oozed bl ood. Hi s hands were m sshapen and swollen, the fingers broken and usel ess, but even so,
his wists were tied together. The guards rel eased the man and he sank to the floor, groaning as
his weight fell on his injured hands.

Drada stole a glance at his father's mstress. Mrgase was watching the crippled man cl osely. Her

eyes shone, her white cheeks were flushed and her tongue darted out over her stained red lips. He

shuddered and returned his gaze to the man who had commanded the | owl and arnmy. He had met hi monce
at court; a strong, proud warrior who had risen through the ranks to comrand the northern I egions.
Now he lay weeping |like a babe at the feet of his conquerors.

"Now t hat is how an eneny should | ook,' said Asbidag. Dutiful laughter rose around himas he |eft
the table to stand over the prisoner. '|I have good news for you, Martellus,' he said, turning the
man over with his foot. 'I'mgoing to kill you at |ast.'

The man's swol |l en eyes fought to focus and his nouth sagged open, showi ng the remains of his
teeth, black and broken

"Are you not going to thank nme, man?

Just for that one nmonent Drada saw a glint of anger in the man's eyes. For a fleeting second
manhood returned to the ruined warrior. Then it passed and tears reforned.

' How should we kill him Morgase?' asked Asbidag, swi nging his body to face the table.
‘Let the dogs have him' she whi spered.

' Poi son nmy dogs? No. Another way.'

"Hang himin a cage outside the city walls until he rots,' shouted Tostig.

Inpale him' said Ongist.

Drada shifted in his seat, forcing his nind fromthe spectacle. For nore than a year one task had
filled his waking hours: planning the defeat of the clans.

The probl ens were nmany. The clans had the advantage of terrain but, on the other hand, they |acked
any formof nmilitary discipline and their villages were widely spaced and built without walls.
Each clan mistrusted the others and that was an advantage for the Aenir. They could pick them off
one by one.

But it would be a nassive operation, needing col ossal planning.
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Drada had worked for nmonths to be allowed to enter the Farlain with a small conpany of nmen. Al ways
his requests had been politely refused. Now, at |last, Canbil had agreed they should be guests at
the Ganes. It was a gift fromthe Gey Cod.

Al'l the clans gathered in one place, a chance to neet every chieftain and Hunt Lord. An
opportunity for the Aenir to scout valleys, passes and future battl egrounds.

Drada was haul ed back to the present, even as the hapl ess prisoner was dragged fromthe hall.
Asbi dag's shadow fell across him 'Wll, Drada, what do you think?

"OF what, Father?

"OfF ny decision with Martel |l us?

"Very fitting.'

" How woul d you know that?' snapped Asbidag. 'You were not |listening.'

"True, father, but then you have planned his death for so long that | knew you woul d have
somet hi ng special for him'

"But it doesn't interest you?

"It does, sire, but | was thinking about that problemyou set nme today, and | have a plan that may
pl ease you.'

"W will talk later,' said Asbidag, returning to his place beside Mrgase.
"They're going to skin him' whispered Ongist to Drada.

' Thank you.'

"Why nust you take such risks?

"l don't know. | was thinking about sonething else.’

"It is good you are a thinker, brother. For you know Fat her cannot stand you.'

"l know - but then | think he |ikes none of us.'

Ongi st | aughed al oud. 'You could be right,' he whispered, 'but he raised us to be like him and we
are. If | thought 1'd get away with it |I'd gut the bloated old toad. But you and ny other dear
brothers would turn on nme. Wuldn't you?

"Of course. W are a family built on hatred.'

"And yet we thrive,' said Ongist, pouring nead into his cup and raising it to toast his brother.
"I ndeed, we do, brother.'

"This plan of yours, it concerns the clans?

"Yes.'

"l hope you suggest invasion. Boredomsits ill with me.'

"Wait and see, Ongist.'

"W've waited a year already. How rmuch | onger?

"Not | ong. Have patience.'

The foll owi ng afternoon Drada nade his way to the ruins of the Garden of the Senses, a half-acre
of bloons, trees and shrubs that had once been a place of neditation for the Ateris intellectuals.
Many of the wi nding paths had di sappeared now, along with a hundred or so delicate fl owers choked
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by weeds and nan's indifference.

And yet, so far, the roses thrived. O all things Drada had yet encountered on this cruel world,
the rose alone found a place in his feelings. He could sit and gaze at themfor hours, their
beauty calmng his mnd and allowing himto focus on his problens and pl ans.

As he had on so many such afternoons, Drada pushed his way through the trailing undergrowth to a
rock-pool fringed with wooden benches. Unclipping the brooch which fastened his red cl oak, he
chose the west-facing bench and sat in the sunshine.

Unwilling to incur Asbidag's displeasure, he had spent the norning watching the flaying of
Martel l us. The scene had been an unpl easant distraction to the young Aenir warrior; he had seen
men flayed before, indeed had wi tnessed nore barbarous acts. And they bored him But then nost of
what life had to offer ultimately left

Drada bored. It seened to the young warrior that the journey frombirth screech to death rattle
was no nore than a meani ngl ess series of transient pleasures and pain, culnminating at last in the
frustration of nmissed nmonents and | ost opportunities.

He t hought of his father and grinned wolfishly. Asbidag, the destroyer of nations, the bringer of
bl ood. The nost brutish warrior of a generation of warriors. He had nothing to offer the world,
save ceasel ess agony and destruction. He had no genui ne thoughts of enpire, for it was alien to
himto consider building anything of worth. He lived to fight and kill, dream ng only of the day
when at | ast he would be summopned to the hall of the Grey God to recite the litany of his
conquest s.

Drada shivered, though the sun was warm

Asbi dag had sired el even sons. Three had died in other wars, one had been strangl ed by Asbi dag
soon after birth during a rowwith the nother. She had died | ess easily.

Now seven sons renmained. And what a brood, cast as they were in the inage of their father

O themall Drada hated Tostig the nmobst. A vile man of i mense power, Tostig possessed all the

innate cruelty of the natural coward. A pederast who could only gratify hinself by killing the
victims of his lust. One day | will kill you, thought Drada. Wen Father is dead. | will kill you
all. No, he thought. Not all. | will spare O sa the Baresark, for he has no anbition, and despite

his frenzy in battle, carries no hate.
Drada | eaned his head back, closing his eyes agai nst the bright sunlight.
"So this is where you plan your canpaigns.'

Drada opened his eyes. 'Welcone, lady. Please join nme.' He didn't like to be disturbed here, but
with Mrgase he was careful to nask his feelings

As al ways she was dressed in black, this tinme a shinmrering gown of silk and satin. Her dark hair
was brai ded, hangi ng over one marbl e-white shoul der. She sat beside him draping her armalong the
back of the bench, her fingers hovering near his neck. 'Always so courteous, Drada. A rare thing
anong the Aenir.'

"My father sent ne away as a child to the court of Rhias. | was brought up there.'
"You were a hostage?
"More a viper in the bosomof a future eneny."

"l see.' Her hand dropped to his shoul der, squeezing the firmflesh of his upper arm "Wy do you
not |ike me?" she asked, her bright eyes nocking him

"I do not dislike you," he countered, with an easy lie. '"But let us assune that | made |ove to you
here and now. By tonight my bl oody corpse woul d be al ongside the unfortunate Martellus."

"Perhaps,' she said, interest fading fromher eyes. She took her hand from his shoul der and
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gl anced around the garden. 'A pretty place.'
"Yes.'
"Are you planning a war against the clans?
'They are not the eneny."

"Cone now, Drada, do you think | never talk with your father? Do you see ne nerely as a nistress?
Someone who shares only his bed?

'No, Lady.'
"Then tell me.’

"I am planning for our visit to the Farlain. W have been invited to view the Ganes.*
"How dul I .

"Indeed it is,' he agreed.

"Tell me, then, if you were planning a war against the clans, how would you go about it?

"This is a gane?

"Wy not ?'

"Very well. First tell ne how you would plan it, Lady, and then | shall add ny own refinenents."'
"Are you always this cautious?

"Always,' he said, snmiling.

She | eaned back, closing her eyes as she relaxed in thought. She was beautiful but Drada instantly
quel l ed the desire that surged within him It confused himnonentarily, for in the six nonths she
had been with Asbi dag Drada had never been attracted to her. Her eyes flickered open and the
answer cane to him There was sonething reptilian in those eyes. He shuddered.

"Exterm nation,' she said triunphantly.
"Expl ain,' he whispered.
"Conquering a city can be considered in a nunber of ways. You

may desire to take over the existing enterprise of that city; therefore you would take it with a
m nimum |l oss of |ife and nmake the inhabitants your servants. In this way you woul d nerely transfer
ownership of the enterprise. But with the clans it is a different matter. The Aenir desire only
the I and, and obviously the livestock. But not the people. They are a wild race, they would not
tolerate serfdom Therefore an invasion against the Farlain would be a prelude to the

exterm nation of the people.’

"You woul d not advocate taking the wonen as slaves?' asked Drada.

"No. Use themby all neans to satisfy the lusts of the warriors, but then kill them Kill all the
clans. Then the land is truly Aenir.

That is fine as the object of the war. How woul d you go about invasion?

"I don't know the terrain, and therefore could not supply answers to |ogistical problens,' said
Mor gase.

"Neither do I.'

"And that is why you plan so carefully for your visit to their Ganes?
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"You speak of |ogistical problenms, Mrgase. You have been involved in the planning of war?
"Are you surprised?
He considered the question for a nonment. 'No, | amnot.'
' Good. W should be friends, Drada, for we have much in common.'
"I't woul d appear so, Lady.
Tell me then, as a friend, what do you think of ne.'
"I think you are intelligent and beautiful.'
"Don't speak the obvious,' she snapped. 'Speak the truth.'

"l do not know enough about you to forma stronger opinion. Before today | thought you were nerely
an attractive woman, bright enough, who had seduced my father. Now I rnust think again.

"I ndeed you rust. For | have plans of ny owmn - great plans. And you can help ne.'

' How so?’

"First the Aenir nust take the Farlain. Then we will talk.'

"Why is that so inportant? You have no dealings with the clans; they can nean nothing to you.'

"But then, ny dear Drada, you do not know all that |I know. There is a prize within the Farlain
beyond the understanding of |esser nortals: the gateway to enpires beyond counting.'

" How do you know this?'
"It is enough that | know'
"What do you seek, Morgase?

Her eyes glittered and she | aughed, reaching out to stroke his bearded face. '| seek revenge, ny
handsome thinker. Sinply that, for now.'

"On whont?'

"On a woman who nurdered ny father and ordered nmy not her raped. A wonan who stole an enpire that
ought to have been mine -that would have been mine.' Her reptilian eyes glittered as she spoke,
and her tongue darted over her lips. Drada hid his distaste. 'WIIl you be ny friend, Drada? WII
you aid me in ny quest?"

"I serve ny father, Lady. But | will be your friend.'

"l admire caution, Drada,' she said, rising. Her fingers stroked the skin of his throat and he was
anmazed to find arousal once nore stirring his blood. 'I admre it - as long as it is acconpanied
by anbition. Are you anbitious?

'l amthe son of Asbidag,' he said softly.

As he watched her |eave, the fear began. He had underestimated her. She was chilling, clever and
utterly ruthless. Yet another viper in our basket, he thought.

Caswal | on was gone for three days, returning just after dawn as Maeg adninistered to the infant,
Donal . He stood silently in the doorway, listening to the gentle words she crooned as she cl eaned
and oiled him Caswallon closed his eyes for a moment, his emotions rising and threatening to
unman him He cleared his throat. She turned, her hair falling across her face, then she swept it
back and smi | ed.

He knelt beside her. The child reached for him giggling. Caswallon lifted the boy and patted his
back as his son's small chubby arnms tried to encircle his neck
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Caswal | on returned Donal to his nother, who dressed himin a woollen undershirt and a |ight tunic,
and they noved downstairs to the kitchen where Kareen was preparing breakfast. Leaving Donal with
the girl, Caswallon took Maeg by the hand and they left the house to watch sunrise over Druin.
Maeg said nothing as they wal ked, sensing the weight of sadness Caswall on carri ed.

They reached the crest of a hill and sat beneath a spreading oak. '|l amso sorry, Maeg, ny |ove,’
said Caswal | on, taking her hand and kissing it.

Tor what? A man will give way to anger now and again.'

"l know. But you are the one person in the world |I'd never seek to hurt.
"Foolish man, do you think you can hurt ne with a little broken crockery?"
"Why did you marry ne?' he asked suddenly.

"Way are nmen so foolish?" she countered.

"No, | nean it. Why?

She | ooked at himclosely and then, seeing the sorrow in his green eyes, sensed the burden he was
beari ng. Reachi ng up, she stroked his beard and then curled her arm about his neck and pulled him
down to kiss her.

"No one can answer such a question. | didn't like you when you approached ne at the Games; | saw
you as an arrogant Farlain raider. But after Maggrig sent you away | found mnysel f thinking about

you often. Then, when | awoke that day and found you in ny room | hated you. | wanted you sl ain.
But as the days passed thoughts of you grewin ny nind. And when you wal ked into the Long Hall on
that winter's night, your beard stiff with ice, | knew that | loved you. But nowtell ne why you

risked your life to wed ne.'

Gently he eased her fromhim cupping her face in his hands. 'Because before | saw you | had no
life to lose,' he said sinply.

For a long tinme they sat beneath the tree, saying nothing, enjoying the warmh of the risen sun
until at |last Maeg spoke. '"Now tell nme truly, Caswallon, what is troubling you?

"l cannot. | have given a promise. But | can say this: the old days are finished, and what we have
here is perhaps the |ast gol den summer of the Farlain. I know this, and the know edge destroys
me. '

"The Aenir?' she asked.
"And our own stupidity.’

"No one lives for ever, Caswallon. A nman, or a wonan, may die at any tine. That is why today is so
i mportant.'

"I know.'

"Yes, you do. But you've not lived it. Suppose you are right, and the Aenir destroy us next nonth,
or next year. Suppose, further, that they kill us both ...’

"No! I'"lIl not even think of that!"’

"Think of it!' she commanded, pulling away fromhim "What difference all this heartache? For the
Aenir are not here today. On this norning we have each other. W have Donal and Gael en. W have
peace, we have | ove. How often have you said that tonorrow s problens can be dealt with tonorrow?

"But | could have changed it.’

"And that is the real reason for your sorrow. You refused to be considered for Hunt Lord, and
deni ed yourself a place on the Council. Now you suffer for it. But one man will not thwart a race
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like the Aenir. They are killers all. Wat do they seek? War and death. Conquest and bl oodshed.
They will pass, for they build nothing.'

"l have made you angry,' he said.

'Yes, you have, for you have allowed fear to find a place in your heart. And there it has grown to
fill you with defeat. And that is not what | expect fromyou, Caswallon of the Farlain.

"What do you expect?' he asked, snmiling.

"l expect you to be a man always. You are angry because Canbil has allowed an Aenir conpany to
attend the Ganes.'

"Yes.'

' \Why 2"

' Because they will scout our |ands and | earn that which should have cost them bl ood."
' Then see they are escorted here. Surround themw th Scouts.'

"l cannot do that. The Council ...’

"A pox on the Council! You are one of the richest men in the three valleys. As such, you are a man
of influence. There are others who agree with you: Leofas, for exanple. Find a hundred nen to do
your bidding. And one nore thing. Kareen was wal king on the east hills yesterday and she saw men
running round the walls of Ateris. Gthers were practising with the bow and spear.'

'So? The Aenir have Ganmes of their own.'
"We've not seen such a practice before.'
"What are you suggesting?

"The Aenir are bringing twenty men. | think they will ask to be allowed to take part in the
Ganes. '

" For what purpose?

To win.'

"It would never be allowed.'

"Canbil is Ganes Lord this year,' she said.

"It is unthinkable,' he whispered. 'But there could be many advantages. |f they could prove
t hensel ves superior it would boost the norale of their warriors and, equally, dimnish our own.
And they would earn the right to travel the nmountains.'

"That is better. That is the Caswallon | know. '
"Indeed it is. | should have spoken to you before, Meg.'

Caswal | on took Gael en and Gwnal chmai with himto observe the strange antics of the Aenir. It seened
that half of Asbidag's arny at Aesgard was at play. The plain before the city was sectioned off by
tents, stalls and ropes, creating a running track, an archery field, a series of spear |anes, and
a vast circle at the centre of which nen westled and boxed, or fought with sword and shi el d.
Strength events were al so under way.

"It is like the Ganmes,' said Gnaal chmai. 'How | ong have they been doing this?
Caswal | on shrugged. 'Kareen saw them yesterday.'

' They have sonme fine athletes,' observed Gael en. 'Look at that white-haired runner |eading the
pack. He noves like the wind.'
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On the plain below Drada and Ongi st were watching the foot races with interest. Ongi st had wagered
ten pieces of gold on Snorri Wbl fson to beat Drada's favourite, the ash-bl ond Borak. Snorri was
trailing by thirty paces when they reached the last |ap

"A curse on the man!' snarl ed Ongi st.
"He is a sprinter,' said Drada, grinning. 'He's not built for distance.'
"What about a wager agai nst Orsa?

Drada shook his head. 'No one will beat himin the strength events.' The brothers wandered across
the running track to the twelve nen contesting the weights. They were drawing lots to decide which
man woul d first attenpt the hurling and Drada and Ongist settled on the grass as the draw was

deci ded.

One nan approached a cart on which was set a block of narble. It was shaped as a ball and
carefully inscribed with the nanes of Ateris' greatest poets. Before today it had rested on a
vel vet-covered stand in the city library.

It weighed over sixty pounds.

The man pl aced his hand on either side of the sphere, bent his knees and lifted it to his chest.
He approached the marker stake, hoisted the sphere above his head and, with a grunt of effort,
threwit forward. Wth a dull thud it buried itself in the ground sone five paces ahead. Three
officials prised it loose with spears and rolled it back to the marker stake, lifting it for the
next thrower.

Drada and Ongi st watched with scant interest as the nen took their turns until, at last, Osa
stripped hinself of his shirt and stood grinning by the stake. He waved to his brothers.

Two officials lifted the sphere into his arms. Even before they were clear Orsa shifted the weight
to his right hand, dipped his shoulder and hurled the sphere into the air. It sailed over the
other marks by some three paces; as it landed it shattered into a score of pieces.

"Must have hit a buried rock,' muttered Ongist.

Orsa anbl ed across to them 'Easy,' he said, pointing at the ruined narble.
Drada nodded. 'You are still the strongest, brother.'

"No need for proof,' said Orsa. "Waste of tine.'

True,' Drada agreed.

"I'm hungry,' said Osa, wandering away Ww thout another word. Drada watched himgo, marvelling
anew at the sheer size of the man. Hi s upper arns were as |large as nost nmen's thighs.

"By Vatan, he's a nonster,' said Ongist.

Drada | ooked away. In a fanmly of nonsters it seened ironic that Ongi st should so describe the
only one anong them who hated no one.

High on the hillside the three clansnen stood to depart. They had seen enough. 'I think Maeg is
right,' said Caswallon. Tell ne, Gaelen, do you think you could beat that white-haired runner?

"I fear we will find out next nonth,' said Gaelen. 'I think | can. But he wasn't stretched today;
he set his own pace. Still, if they do bring a team | hope that giant comes with them I'd love to
see hi magai nst Lennox.'

6

DEVA AWXKE I N the first nonents of dawn, as the sun lanced its light through the slats of her
wi ndow. She yawned and stretched, rolling to her side to watch the dust-notes dance in the
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sunbeans. Kicking aside the down-filled quilt, she opened the shutters and | eaned on the stone
sill, breathing deeply.

The cool early-norning breeze held the prom se of autumm, and already the | eaves on the distant
trees were dappled with rusty gold. Muntain ash and copper beech glistened and their |eaves
| ooked |ike coins, rich and freshly m nted.

Deva was always first to rise. She could hear her brother Agwai ne snoring in the next room
Stripping her woollen nightdress from her sl ender body, she poured water into a clay bow and
washed her face. She was a tall girl, willow and narrow hi pped. Her features were clean-cut, not
beautiful, but her large, grey eyes with traces of tawny gold gave her nagnificence. Mst of the
young nen of the Farlain had paid court to her and she rejected themall. The nother of kings!
That's what the old tinker-woman had predicted at her birth. And Deva was determined to fulfil her
destiny. She would not do that by marrying a Hi ghland boy! Over the door hung a silvered nmirror.

W ping the water from her face and neck she wal ked over to it, |ooking deep into her own eyes.

G ey they were, but not the colour of arctic clouds, nor winter seas. They were the soft grey of a
rabbit's pelt, and the glints of gold nade them warm and wel com ng. She smiled at herself, tilting
her head.

She knew she was attractive. She combed her fingers through her corn-gold hair, shaking her head
to untangl e the knots. Then she renmenbered the visitors her father Canmbil had wel coned the night
bef ore.

Asbi dag, Lord of the Aenirl She shivered, crossing her arns. The Aenir was a large man with
power ful shoul ders and a spreadi ng gut.

Hi s face was broad, his nouth cruel and his eyes evil. Deva didn't like him

No nore did she like the woman he brought with him- Mrgase, he called her. Her skin was white as
any Ateris statue and she seened just as cold.

Deva had heard much talk during the | ast few nmonths about the dangers of the Aenir, and had
dismissed it fromher nind, believing as she did in the wi sdom of her father. Last night she had
t hought afresh.

Asbi dag brought two of his sons to the house. Both were handsome, and had they been Farlain Deva
nmi ght have considered allowing themto join her at the Whorl Dance. The dark-haired Ongi st had
smled at her, but his eyes betrayed his lust and she had lost interest in him The other, Drada,
had nerely bowed and ki ssed her hand. H m she had seen before. H's voice was deep, yet soft, and
in his eyes she saw only a hint of nockery.

Now he was interesting ..

Deva had been | ooking forward to the Ganes all sunmer. As the Ganmes Maiden, elected by the
Council, she would preside over the Wiorl Dance and be the only woman to choose her dancing
conpani ons. No nman coul d refuse the Games Mi den

In her mind s eye she could see herself wal king the lines of waiting nen, stopping nonentarily,
lifting a hand. She would halt by Gaelen and snmile. As he stepped forward, she would wal k on and
choose Layne.

She gi ggl ed. Perhaps she woul d choose Gaelen ...
The thoughts were delicious.

She dressed quickly in a flowing skirt of leaf-green and a russet shirt with billow ng sl eeves.
Then she wal ked downstairs.

The wonman Mdrgase was in the kitchen, talking to Drada. Their conversation ceased as she entered.
' Good norning,' she said as they turned.

They nodded at her and she felt unconfortable, as if she had blundered in on a secret assignation
Movi ng past them she opened the kitchen door and wal ked into the yard beyond.
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The Ganes fields in the valley bel ow were ablaze with colour. Tents of every shade and hue had
sprouted overnight |ike i mense flowers. Ropes had been staked, creating tracks and | anes, and
enornmous trestle tables were ready for the barter of goods. Several

cooki ng-pits had been dug in preparation for the barbecue and the barrels of nead were set in the
centre of the field where the Wiorl Stone had been placed on a bulging hill

Al ready the clans were gathering. Her eyes scanned the surrounding hillsides. Everywhere was
movenent. They cane fromthe Pallides, the Haesten, the Loda, the Irelas, the Dunilds, the d ouds -
fromevery clan, large and snal |

Today they would nuster and pitch their tents. Tonorrow Canbil, the Games Lord, woul d announce the
order of events. And then Deva would start the first race.

Movenent to her left caught her eye. She turned and watched as the Druid Lord approached her
' Good norning, Taliesen,' she said, smling to hide her apprehension. She didn't like the old man;
he made her skin craw and she had often heard her father speak of his eldritch magic.

' Good norning, Deva. How is the Ganmes Mai den?'
"I amwell, ny Lord. And you?"

'l am as you see ne."

'You never seemto change.

"All nen change. You cannot fight the years. | wondered if you might do ne a small service?
"Of course.'

" Thank you. WIIl you walk with me a way?'

"Where?' she asked, fear taking the place of apprehension

"Do not worry. | shall not harmyou. Cone.'

The old man noved away towards the western woods and Deva foll owed sonme paces behind. Once in the
trees Taliesen stopped and retrieved a | ong bundle Iying behind a fallen trunk. Unwapping it, he
removed the sword found by Agwai ne.

"What are you doi ng?' asked Deva, stepping back

This nust be returned to its owner,' he told her

"l thought the old wonan was dead.'

"She is - and she is not.

Deva felt the col our ooze fromher face. 'You' re not going to conjure her ghost?

"No, not her ghost.' He smiled gently. Trust ne, little one. Take the sword in your hands.' He
offered it to her, hilt forward. She took it; it was heavy but she was strong and held it firmy.

Tal i esen cl osed his eyes and started to whisper sibilandy in a | anguage Deva had never heard. The
air about her began to crackle and a strange odour pervaded the wood. She wanted to run, but was
frozen in fear.

The druid's eyes opened and he | eaned towards Deva. 'Walk into the mist,' he said. Deva blinked
and stepping back she saw a thick grey m st seeping up fromthe ground, billow ng |ike snoke some
ten paces before her. 'There is no danger, girl,' snapped Taliesen

Deva hesitated. "What is waiting there?

"You will see. Trust ne." Still she did not nove and Taliesen's patience snapped. 'By God, are you
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a Farlain woman or some | ow and wench afraid of her own shadow?'

Deva steel ed herself and wal ked forward, hol ding the sword two-handed, the blade pointing the way.
The m st cl osed around her. Ahead she saw flickering lights. Her feet were cold now. She gl anced
down and saw, to her amamzenment, that she was wal king in water. No, not in. Upon! Mnentarily she
stopped as a large silver fish swam beneath her. 'Go on!' came the voice of Taliesen in her m nd

To her right she heard the sound of a waterfall but it was strangely nuted, nuffled. Looking
strai ght ahead she wal ked across the | ake pool, and saw a crowd of armed nen at the pool side
carrying torches. At their centre stood a young worman. She was beautiful, though her hair was
bright silver, and she wore dark arnour

"Stop nowl' came Taliesen's voice. Deva waited, the sword heavy in her hands. The warrior woman
waded out into the pool. The water was thigh-deep as she approached where Deva stood.

"Who are you?' the arnoured wonan asked.
"Say nothing!' ordered Taliesen. 'Gve her the sword.
oedi ently Deva reversed the blade, offering it to the woman.

For a nonent their eyes nmet, and Deva felt chilled by the power in the other's gaze. 'Can you read
the future, spirit? asked the Queen. Taliesen whi spered another order and Deva turned away,
wal ki ng sl oWy back across the surface of the pool and re-entering the mst.

The old druid waited for her in the sunshine. He was sitting on the grass, his cloak of feathers
wr apped around his scrawny shoul ders, his face grey with exhaustion

Deva knelt beside him *Wo was she?" she asked.
"A Queen in another time,' he answered. Tell no one of what passed here today.'

The foll owi ng day al nbst four thousand cl ansnmen, wonmen and children thronged the fields, gathering
round the Wiorl Hill on which was set the | egendary stone of Earis, by which he had pledged to
lead the Farlain to safety beyond the Gate. The stone itself was black, but studded with clusters
of pearl-white deposits which caught the sunlight and sparkled Iike tiny gems. Although a nan
could enconpass it with his arms, it weighed nore than two hundred pounds.

Around the stone stood the Hunt Lords of the clans, and in their midst Asbhidag of the Aenir. The
clan lords were clearly unconfortable.

Maggrig of the Pallides was furious. The Ganes were a clan affair, yet last night Canmbil had
sprung upon themhis invitation for the Aenir to enter a team The argument had raged for over an
hour .

"Are you nmad?' Maggrig had storned. 'Has the addled Farlain mind finally betrayed you?

"l amthe Ganes Lord this year. They are on Farlain land; it is my decision,' Canbil answered,
fighting to control his anger.

"Be that as it may, Cambil,' put in the white haired Laric, Hunt Lord of the Haesten, 'but should
any one man be allowed to set a precedent others will be forced to foll ow?' He was known to be a
man rarely aroused to anger. Yet his thin face was flushed now, his fists cl enched.

"It is ny decision,' Canbil repeated stonily.

Laric bit back his anger. 'The Aenir have no friends - only vassals. They have tried to scout all
our lands and been turned back. You realise that if they win outright we are obliged to allow them
access? The Ganmes Champi ons can travel and hunt where they will.'

"They will not win,' said Canbil. 'They are not clansnen.'

"Calling you a fool serves nothing,' said Laric, 'for you have proven that beyond ny specul ati on.
VWhat breaks ny heart is that one man's foolishness could bring about the ruin of the clans.' There
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was a gasp fromthe assenbled Hunt Lords and Canbil sat very still, his face ashen

Maggrig rose. 'l amtenpted to take the Pallides hone, away fromthis stupidity, yet | cannot,' he
said, 'for without themthe Aenir would have a greater chance of victory. | suspect it is the sanme
for every lord here. But | tell you this, Canbil. Until now | have had scant respect fromyou.

Fromtoday even that is a thing of the past. It matters not a whit to me if the Farlain are run by
a fool; that hurts only the Farlain. But when you put the Pallides at risk | cannot forgive you.'

Col our drained from Cambil's face. 'How dare you! You think | care what some pot-bellied out-clan
t hi nks of me? Take your ragbag carles home. Wth or without the Aenir your Pallides would win
not hi ng, only huniliation.

"Hark, the Aenir | apdog can still bark,' snapped Maggrig.

"Enough of this!' stormed Laric, as Maggrig and Canbil noved towards one another. 'Listen to ne. |
have no love for the Farlain, nor for the Pallides. But we are clansnen and no nan will violate
the spirit of the Ganes. There will be no viol ence anong the Hunt Lords. The thing has been done
and long will it be argued over. But it is done. Now |l et us consider the order of events, or we'll
be here all night.'

Later, as Maggrig and Laric wal ked back to their tents in the noonlight, the taller Haesten lord
was deep in thought. Maggrig also kept silent. Laric - the oldest Hunt Lord in Druin, approaching
sixty years of age - was also by far the wisest. Maggrig liked him though he'd swallow live coals
rather than tell himso

They reached Lane's tent first and the ol der nman turned to Maggrig, resting a hand on his

shoul der. 'Cambil is a fool. He cannot see that which should be clear to every clansnman. The Aenir
are tomorrow s eneny. My |and borders yours, Mggrig, and we have had nmany disputes ere now, but
if the Aenir cross Pallides land I shall bring ny clansnen to your aid.'

Maggrig smled. It was a nice ploy, but the fact remained that for the Aenir to cross Pallides
borders they nust march through either Farlain | and or Haesten - and the Haesten were |ess
powerful than the Farlain. Laric was asking for an ally.

' Between us we have perhaps two thousand fighting nmen,' said Maggrig. 'Do you think they could
stop an Aenir armny?'

" Per haps.'
"Agreed, then. W will be allies. | would expect, of course, to be War Lord.'
"Of course,' said Laric. 'Good night.

The fol |l owi ng norning Maggrig stood al ongsi de Asbidag, biting back his anger. The two nmen could
have been brothers. Both had striking red beards flecked with silver, both were powerfully built.
Deva watched themwi th anxiety. They were so similar - until you |ooked into their eyes. There was
no evil in Maggrig. Deva | ooked away.

Canbi | ' s openi ng speech of wel come was short, and he quickly outlined the order of the Games. The
first event would be the nountain run, five miles on a twisting circuit through woods and vall eys.
Three hundred nen were entered and the Hunt Lords had decided on six qualifying races. The first
five in each race would contest two senmi-finals, and fifteen of the fastest, strongest clansnen
woul d run the final on the |ast day.

O her qualifying events were outlined and then it was left to Deva, in a flowing dress of white
linen garlanded with flowers, to signal the start of the first race. The naned athel etes, Gael en
and Agwai ne anong them jostled for position as Deva's arm swept up, hovered nonentarily, then
fl ashed down and the race began

Caswal | on watched the start, saw Gael en running snoothly in the centre of the pack and, know ng
the youth would qualify easily, strolled to the nmarket stalls on the edge of the field.

The stalls were doing brisk business in brooches, daggers, trinkets and tools, cloth, furs,
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bl ankets and shoes, neats, cheeses, fruit and vegetables. Caswallon eased through the massed
crowds seeking a necklace for Maeg. Finding nothing to his taste, he bought a jug of mead and an
oatneal |oaf. There were still one or two enpty tables at the edge of the field and he chose a
pl ace away fromthe crowd where he would be alone with his thoughts. Since his talk with Maeg he
had been | ess obsessed with the Aenir threat but now, as was his way, he thought the problem

t hr ough, exami ni ng every angl e.

Morgase and Drada were sitting less than thirty paces away, but hidden by the crowd Caswal |l on did
not see them Morgase was bored, and her eyes flickered over the nmass of people seeking sonething
of even passing interest. She saw the tall nman wal king to the enpty table and her gaze I|ingered,
her eyes widening in alarm He wore a | eaf-green cloak and a tunic of polished brown | eather,

whil e across his chest hung a baldric bearing two slimdaggers. By his side was a | ong hunting-
knife. His trews were green laced with | eather thongs. Myrrgase stared intently at the face. The
short trident beard confused her, but the eyes were the sane deep green she renenbered so well.

And with such hatred ...

She stood and wal ked over to where he sat. 'Good norning,' she said, her throat tight, her anger
barely controll ed.

Caswal | on | ooked up. Before himwas a wonman dressed in black, a sleek-fitting gown that hid
not hi ng of her slender figure. Her dark hair was braided and curled |like a crowm on her head and
pinned with gold. He rose. 'Good norning, Lady." He gestured for her to be seated and asked if he
could bring her refreshments. Then she saw Drada approaching, carrying two goblets of wi ne.

'How are you, Caswallon?' asked Drada.

"Well. WIIl you introduce nme to the | ady?

"You do not know ne then?' asked Morgase, surprised.

"l have been known to be forgetful, Lady, but not insane. Such beauty as yours is unforgettable.'
She seened confused, uncertain. 'You are very |ike sonmeone | once knew. Uncannily like.'

"l hope he was a friend,' said Caswall on.

'He was not.'

"Then allow ne to make up for it,' he said, snmiling. "WII you join ne?

"No, | nust go. But please, since you two know each other, why don't you finish your drinks
t oget her ?'

The men wat ched her wal k away. 'A strange wonman,' said Drada.
"Who is she?

' Morgase, ny father's consort. Beautiful but hunourless.'

' She thought she knew ne."

"Yes. Are you taking part in the Ganes?

"I am

In what event?' asked Drada.
"Short sword.'
"l thought you were a runner?"

"I was. You are well-informed. And you?'

"No, I'mafraid | excel at very little.'
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"You seemto excel in the field of selection,' said Caswallon. 'Rarely have | seen nen train as
hard.'
Drada smiled. 'The Aenir like to win.'
"1 wonder why?"
"What does that nean? No nman |ikes to |ose."'

True. But no clansman trains for the Ganes; they are an extension of his life and his natura
skills. If he loses, he shrugs. It is not the end of the world for him'

"Perhaps that is why you are clansnmen, living a quiet life in these beautiful nountains, while the
Aenir conquer the continent.'

"Yes, that is what | was thinking,' said Caswall on.

"Was it your idea to have us escorted here?

‘I was afraid you mght get lost.'

' That was kind of you.'

"I ama kind man,' said Caswallon. 'I shall also see that you are escorted back.'
"Canmbil assured us that would not be necessary. Or is he not the Hunt Lord?
"Indeed he is, but we are a free people and the Hunt Lord is not ommipotent.'

"You take a great deal on yourself, Caswallon. Wiy can we not be friends? As you have seen, the
Aenir have respected your borders. W trade. W are nei ghbours.

"It is not necessary for you and nme to play these ganes, Drada. | know what is in your heart. Like
all killers, you fear that a greater killer will stalk you as you stalk others. You cannot exi st
with a free people on your borders. You nust always be at war with someone. And one day, if you
ever achi eve your anbition, and the Aenir rule fromsea to sea in every direction, even then it
will not end. You will turn on yourselves |ike rabid wolves. Today you strike fear into nen's
hearts. But tonorrow? Then you will be thought of as a boil on the neck of history.

The words were spoken wi thout heat. Drada sipped his wine, then he | ooked up to neet Caswallon's
gaze. 'l can see why you think as you do, but you are wong. Al newcivilisations begin with

bl oodshed and horror, but as the years pass they settle down to prosper, to wax and to grow fat.
Then, as they reach their splendid peak, a new eneny slips over the horizon and the bl oodshed
begi ns anew. '

"The Farlain will be your undoing,' said Caswallon. 'You are |like the man poised to stanp on the
wor m beneath his feet - too far above it to see it is a viper.

"Even so, when the man stanps the viper dies,' said Drada
"And the man with it.'

Drada shrugged. 'All nmen die at sonme tine.

"I ndeed they do, ny bonny. But sone die harder than others.'

For ten days the Games progressed and the fear of the Hunt Lords grew. The Aenir conpeted
ferociously, bring new edge to the conpetitions. Gone was any senbl ance of friendly rivalry - the
foreigners battled as if their lives depended on the result.

By the evening before the |ast day an overall Aenir victory had noved frompossibility to
probability. Only the athletes of the Farlain could overhaul them The Aenir had won all but two
of the short sprint finals, had defeated Gnal chnai in the archery tourney, but [ost to Layne in
the spear. Caswal |l on had beaten the Aenir challenger in the short sword, but lost the final to
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Intosh, the Pallides swordsman. Gael en and Agwai ne had fought their way to the final five-mle
race planned for the norrow, though Agwai ne had only reached it when a Haesten runner twi sted his
ankle hurdling a fallen tree. H s disappointnment in qualifying in such a nanner was deepened by
the fact that the Aenir athlete, the white-haired Borak, had beaten Gaelen into second place in
their sem -final

Lennox, in an awesone display of sheer power, had strolled confortably to the final of the
strength event, but here he was to face the fearsonme mght of the giant Orsa, hinmself unbeaten
The Aenir had won grudgi ng respect fromthe clansnmen, but all the same the Games had been spoil ed.

Canbi | remai ned withdrawn t hroughout the tournanent, knowing in his heart the scale of his error.
The unt hi nkabl e was on the verge of reality. The Aenir were two events fromvictory. He had
summoned Gael en and Agwai ne to himand the trio sat before the broad enpty hearth of Canbil's
hone.

"Are you confident of beating this Borak, Gaelen? Canbil asked, knowi ng now that his own son
could not conpete at their |evel.

Gael en rubbed his eye, choosing his answer carefully. 'l saw no point in making a push yesterday;
it would only show himthe limt of my speed. But, on the other hand, he concealed fromme his own
reserves. No, | amnot confident. But | think | can beat him'

"What do you think, Agwai ne?

"I can only agree with Gaelen, Father. They are superbly matched. | would not be surprised either
way. '

"You have both perforned well and been a credit to the Farlain. Though you are adopted, Gael en
you have the heart of a clansman. | wi sh you well.

' Thank you, Hunt Lord.'
"Go hone and rest. Do not eat too heavy a breakfast.'

Gaelen |l eft the house and wandered to the pine fence before the yard. Turning, he | ooked up at
Deva's wi ndow hoping to see a light. There was none. Disappointed, he opened the gate and began
the short wal k through the woods to Caswal | on's house in the valley.

The night was bright, the moon full, and a |ight breeze whispered in the branches overhead. He

t hought about the race and its inplications. It was true that he was not confident of victory, but
he woul d be surprised if the Aenir beat him He thought he had detected an edge of fatigue in the
bl ond runner as he cane off the nountain on the last circuit of the field. Gaelen hadn't pressed
then, but had watched his opponent carefully. The man's head had been bobbing during the |ast two
hundred paces, and his arns punped erratically.

Gael en had finished all of thirty paces adrift and it would be closer tonmorrow. Caswal |l on had
poi nted out one encouragi ng thought; no one had yet tested Borak. Did he have the heart to match
his speed?

A dark shadow | eapt at Gaelen fromthe |left, another fromthe right. He ducked and tw sted, using
his forearmto block a blow froma wooden club. He hammered his fist into the belly of the nearest
man, following it with a swift hook to the jaw. The attacker dropped as if pol eaxed. As he hurled
hinself to the right, Gaelen's shoul der cannoned into the mdriff of the second man. The grunting
whoosh of his opponent's breath showed he was badly wi nded. Scranbling to his feet, Gael en kicked
the fallen man in the face. More nmen ran fromthe trees; in the darkness Gael en coul d not
recogni se faces, but they were dressed |like clansnen.

He caught an attacker with a right cross to the chin, but then a wooden club thudded agai nst his
tenple. Gaelen reeled to the left, vainly holding up his armto protect his head. The club
hanmmered into his thigh and agony |l anced him Another blow to the calf and he collapsed to the
ground, struggling to rise as a booted foot crashed into his face. Twice nore he felt blows to his
right leg, and he passed out.

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (96 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel 19620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk %20Eternal .txt

It was dawn before he was found. Caswallon came across the unconsci ous body as he made his way to
Canbil's home. The clansnman had been worried about Gael en staying out all night before the race,
but had assumed he was sl eeping at the house of the Hunt Lord. Carefully he turned Gaelen to his
back, checking his heartbeat and breathing. He probed the dried blood on the youth's tenple; the
skul | was not cracked. Wth a grunt of effort, he lifted Gael en to his shoul der and stunbl ed on
towards the house.

Deva was the first to be awakened by Caswal | on kicking at the door. She ran downstairs, pulled
back the bolts and et himin. Wl king past her, Caswall on eased Gael en down into a | eather chair.
Deva brought sone water fromthe kitchen and a towel to bathe Gael en's head.

Canmbi |, bare-chested and barely awake, joined them 'Wat has happened?’ he asked, bendi ng over
t he unconsci ous yout h.

"Fromthe tracks, I'd say five nmen set on himafter he left here last night,' Caswallon told him
1 \N]y?l

Caswal | on gl anced at him green eyes blazing. 'Wiy do you think? | was a fool not to consider it
nmysel f.'

"You think the Aenir ... ?

"You want further proof? Caswallon carefully unlaced the thongs of CGaelen's |eggings, pulling
themclear. His right leg was nottled blue, the knee swollen and pul py. He groaned as Caswal | on
checked the bones for breaks. 'Skilfully done, wouldn't you say?

'l shall cancel the race,' said Canbil

" And what reason will you give?' snapped Caswallon. 'And what purpose would it serve? W need to
win both of today's events. Cancelling one will only give the trophy to the Aenir.’

Agwai ne stood at the foot of the stairs watching the exchange. He said nothing, noving past his
father and making his way to the yard. From here he gazed out over the Ganes field and the
nmount ai ns beyond. Deva joined him a woollen shawl across her shoul ders, her white nightdress
billowing in the norning breeze. Curling her arm about his waist, she rested her head on his
shoul der.

"What are you thinking? she asked.

"l was thinking of Father.

"I n what way?"

"Ch, | don't know. Many ways. He's wong, | know that now.

The Ganes were ruined fromthe noment he allowed Drada to honey-talk himinto allow ng an Aenir
team But they flattered himso."

"You are disappointed?'

"Yes, | suppose | am Do not msunderstand ne, Deva. | |ove Father dearly, and | would give
anything for himto be respected as he desires to be. But, like all nen, he has limts, he makes
ni st akes.'

'Gel en' s waking up.'

'Yes, but he won't run today.'

"No, but you will, brother."

"Yes,' he answered, sighing. "Yes, | wll.’'

The field was packed, the stalls deserted as three thousand cl ansmen thronged the start of the
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Mount ai n Race. The fifteen runners, dressed only in kilted |oincloths and noccasins, were
separated fromthe cromd by a | ane of corded ropes staking the first two hundred paces, before the
long clinmb into the tinberline.

Agwai ne eased his way through the athletes to stand beside the tall Borak. The man | ooked to
neither right nor left, his eyes fixed ahead, ears tuned for the command to run

As Ganes Lord it was Canbil's duty to start the race. Beside him stood Asbidag and Mrgase,
Maggrig, Laric and the other Hunt Lords of minor clans.

Canbil lifted his arm 'Ready yourselves,' he shouted. The crowd fell silent, the runners tensing
for the race. 'Race!' yelled Canbil and the athletes tore away, jostling for position in the
narrow roped | ane.

Agwai ne settled in behind Borak, and was pulled to the front of the pack as the | ean Aenir surged
ahead. Gaelen, walking with the aid of a staff, watched, feeling sick with disappointnent. Beside
him Lennox and Layne were cheering their cousin

The runners neared the base of the nountain, Agwaine and the Aenir some twenty paces ahead of the
pack. Borak shortened his step, leaning forward into the hill, his long | egs pounding rhythnically
agai nst the packed clay. A thin filmof sweat shone on his body and his white-gold hair glistened
in the sunlight. Agwaine, his gaze pinned on his opponent's back, was breathing easily, know ng
the testing tine would cone before the third nile. It was at this point that he had been broken in
the sem -final, the Aenir increasing his

pace and burning off his opponents. He had [ earned in that nonment the strength-sappi ng power of
despair.

The crowd bel ow wat ched themclinb and Asbidag | eaned over to Canbil. 'Your son runs well,"' he
sai d.

' Thank you.'

"But where is the boy with the white flash in his hair?

Canbil net his gaze. 'He was injured last night in a braw .’

"I"'msorry to hear that,' said Asbidag snoothly. 'Some troubl e between the clans, perhaps?
'Yes, perhaps,' answered Canbil.

The runners reached the two-nile mark and swung along the top of the slope, past a towering cliff
of chalk, and into the trees on the long curve towards hone. Agwai ne could no | onger hear the
following runners, only his heart hanmering in his chest and the rasping of his breath. But still
he kept within three paces of the man before him

Just before the three-mile mark Borak increased the length of his stride, forging a ten-pace |ead
bef ore Agwai ne responded.

Caswal | on had pulled the young Farlain aside earlier that day, after Gael en's wounds had been
tended. 'I know we don't see eye to eye on many things, cousin,' Caswalion had told him 'But
force yourself to believe what | amgoing to tell you. You know that | won the Muntain Race three
years ago. The way | did it was to destroy the field just after half-way - the sane nmethod the
Aenir used in the senm-final. So I know how his mnd works. He has no finish sprint, his one
ganble is to kill off his opponents. Wen he breaks away, it will hurt him Hs legs, just like
yours, will burn and his lungs will be on fire. Keep that in mnd. Each pain you feel, he feels.
Stay with him'

Agwai ne didn't know how the Aenir felt at this nmonment, but as he fought to haul back the distance
between themthe pain in his |legs increased and his breathing grew hot and ragged. But step by
step he gained, until at last he was nestled in behind the warrior

Twi ce nore Borak fought to dislodge the dogged cl ansnan. Twi ce nore Agwai ne cl osed the gap
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Up ahead, hidden behind a screen of bushes, knelt an Aenir warrior. In his hand was a | eat her
sling, in the pouch of which hung a round bl ack stone. He glinpsed the runners and readied
hi nsel f. He could see the shorter clansman was cl ose to Borak, and he cursed.

Difficult enough to fell a running man, w thout having the risk of striking his conrade. Still,
Borak knew he was here. He would pull ahead.

The runners were nearer now and the Aenir lifted his sling ..
"Are you | ost, ny bonny?

The warrior swung round, dropping the sling hurriedly.

"No. | was watching the race.'

"You picked a good position,' said Caswallon, smling.

"Yes.'

"Shall we wal k back together and observe the finish?

"I'1'l wal k alone,' snapped the Aenir, glancing away down the trail in time to see the runners
| eave the woods on the last stretch of slope before the final circuit.

"As you please,' said Caswall on.

Borak was worried now. He could hear the cursed clansnman behi nd hi mand within nonents he woul d be
clear of the trees. What in Vatan's name was Snorri waiting for?

Just before they came in sight of the crowds bel ow, Borak chopped his pace. As Agwai ne drew
abreast of him Borak's el bow flashed back, the point smashing Agwane's |ips and snapping his head
back. At that nonent Borak sprinted away out of the trees, on to the gentle slope and down to the
val | ey.

Agwai ne stunbl ed, recovered his bal ance, and set off in pursuit. Anger flooded him swanping the
pain of his tired |egs.

In the field below, three thousand voices rose in a howing cheer that echoed through the
mount ai ns. Canbil couldn't believe it. As Ganes Lord it behoved himto stay neutral, but it was

i mpossi ble. Surging to his feet he | eaped fromthe platformand joined the crowmd, cheering at the
top of his voice

Borak hurtled headlong into the wall of sound, which panicked himfor he could no | onger hear the
man behind him He knew it was sensel ess to glance back, for it would cost himspeed, but he
couldn't help hinself. Hi s head turned and there, just behind him was Agwai ne, bl ood streani ng
fromhis injured nouth. Borak tried to increase his pace - the finishing line was only fifty paces
away - but the distance stretched out before himlike an eternity. Agwai ne drew abreast of him
once nore - and then was past.

The crowd was delirious. The rope | anes were tranpl ed down and Agwai ne swal | owed by the mass, only
to be hoisted aloft on the shoulders of two Farlain nmen. Borak stunbled away, head bowed, then
st opped and sought out his master

Asbi dag stood silently gazing down fromthe Hunt Lord's platform Borak net his gaze and turned
away.

"There is still Orsa,' said Drada.
Hi s father nodded, then watched the broken Borak wal king away fromthe tents of the Aenir.
"l don't want to see his face again.

"I''l'l send himsouth,' said Drada.
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"l don't want anyone to see his face again.'

Clan fervour, which had seened to reach a peak follow ng Agwai ne's unexpected and courageous
victory, hit new heights during the long afternoon. No one toured the stalls, nor sat in confort
at the tables sipping nmead or wine. The entire crowd thronged the central field where Lennox and
Orsa battled for the Whorl Trophy, awarded to the strongest man of the nountains.

That the two nmen were splendidly matched had been obvious fromthe culling events, when both had
noved confortably to the final. Both towered over six feet. In physique they were near identical
their huge franes swollen with thick, corded nuscle. Deva thought them equally ugly, though the
mal e wat chers gazed in frank admiration

The event had five sections. The first man to win three of them would be the Worl Chanpion.

The first saw Orsa win easily. A sphere of |ead weighing twenty pounds had to be hurled, one-
handed. Orsa's first throw neasured eighteen and a half paces. Lennox managed only thirteen. But
the clansnan drew | evel in the next event, straightening a horseshoe.

Wat ching the contest with Gael en and Maeg, Caswallon was concerned. 'The Aenir is nore supple, and
therefore his speed is greater. That's why he won the hurling so easily, and it rmust nake himthe
favourite for the open westling.'

The third event involved lifting the Wiorl Stone and carrying it along a roped | ane. Lennox was
first to nake the attenpt.

The bl ack boul der had been carried to a wooden platformat the head of the | ane. Two hundred
pounds of slippery stone. Lennox approached it, breathing deeply, and the crowd fell silent,
al | owi ng

himto concentrate on the task ahead. The wei ght was not the problem Set the boul der on a harness
and Lennox could carry it across the Druin range. But held across the chest, every step | oosened
the grip. A strong man could carry it ten paces; a very strong nman m ght nake twenty; but only
those with col ossal power carried it beyond thirty. The nan now known as Oracle had, in his youth,
made forty-two paces. Men still spoke of it.

Lennox bent his knees and curled his mghty arms around the stone, tensing the muscles of his
shoul ders and back. Straightening his legs with a grunt of effort, he slowy turned and began to
wal k the | ane.

At fifteen paces the stone slipped, but he held it nore firmly and wal ked on. At thirty paces the
steps becane smaller. Gone was the slow, neasured stride. H's head strained back, the nuscles and
tendons of his neck stood out like bars of iron

At forty paces his face was crinmson, the veins on his tenples withing, his eyes squeezed shut.

At forty-five paces Lennox stunbl ed, nmade one nore step, then junped back as he was forced to
rel ease the weight. Three men prised the stone clear, while a fourth marked the spot with a white
st ake.

Sucking in great gasps of air, Lennox sought out his opponent, reading his face for signs of
concern. Orsa ran his hand through his thick yellow hair, sweeping it back fromhis eyes. He
grinned at Lennox, a friendly, open snmle. Lennox's heart sank

To the stunned amazement of the crowd, Orsa carried the Wiorl Stone easily past the stake,
releasing it at fifty-seven paces. It was an incredi ble feat, and even the clansnen appl auded it.
Men's eyes switched to Lennox, knowing the blowto his norale would be great. He was sitting on
the grass watching his opponent, his face set, features stern

Canmbil called for a halt to allow the contestants to recover their strength before the rope haul
and the crowd broke away to die nead tables and the barbecue pits.

Caswal | on and Gael en nade their way to Lennox, along with Agwai ne, Canbil and Layne. 'Can you beat
hi n?' asked Canbi |
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"Not now, cousin,' snapped Caswallon. 'Let himrest.' Canbil's eyes flashed angrily and he turned
away. Agwai ne hesitated, then followed his father.
"How do you feel ?* asked Caswal |l on, sitting down. Lennox grinned and shrugged.
"I feel broken. How could any nan carry that stone for alnpbst sixty paces? It's inhuman.'
"l thought the sane when you carried it for forty-six.'
"I don't think I can beat him'

You can.'

You' ve not been watching very closely, cousin.’

"Ah, but | have, Lennox, and that's how | know. He took a |l ower grip, and kept his head down. Your

head went back. That shortened your steps. You could have matched him you still can.

"Don't msunderstand ne, Caswallon. | shall do my best. But he is stronger, there's no doubt of
that.'

"I know.'

"But he's not Farlain,' said Gaelen. 'You are."

Lennox grinned. 'So speaks our |inping cousin, who allowed a nere five Aenir to renove himfrom
the race."'

Gael en chuckled. 'l neant it, though. | don't think he can beat you, Lennox. | don't think there's
a man alive to beat you. You'll see.

"That's a conforting thought, Gaelen. And | thank you for it.' Lennox grunted as he stretched his
back.

"Roll on your stomach,' commanded Layne. 'I'll knead that muscle for you.

Caswal | on hel ped Gaelen to his feet, for his leg stiffened as he sat. 'Let's get some food. How do
you feel ?'

"l ache. Damm, Caswallon, | wish I'd run in that race.'

'y 2"

‘I wanted to do sonething for the clan. Be soneone.'

"You are soneone. And we all know you would have won. But it was better for Agwaine to do it.'
Wy ?'

' Because Agwai ne needed to do it. Today he | earned sonet hing about hinself. In some ways he's |ike
his father, full of doubts. Today he lost a |lot of them'

That may be good for Agwai ne, but it doesn't help ne.
"How true,' said Caswallon, ruffling Gaelen's hair. 'But there is always next year.'

That afternoon began with the rope haul, a supreme test of a nman's strength and stam na. The
contestant | ooped a rope around his body and braced hinself. On the other end three nen sought to
tug himfromhis feet. After ten heartbeats a fourth man could be added to the team ten beats

| ater another man, and so on

This time Orsa went first. The nen trying to dislodge hi mwere Farlain clansmen. Bracing his foot
agai nst a deepl y-enbedded rock, he held the first three nen with ease, taunting them and exhorting
themto pull harder. By the tine six nmen were pulling against himhe had run out of jeers, saving
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his breath for the task in hand. The seventh man proved too nuch for himand he fell forward,
hitting the ground hard. He was up in an instant, grinning, and conpl aining that the rock beneath
his foot had slipped.

Lennox stepped up to the mark, a blanket rolled across his shoulders to prevent rope burn. Swiftly
he coiled the rope, hooking it over his shoul der and back. Then he checked the stone; it was firm
He braced hinself and three Aenir warriors took up the slack

A fourth nman was sent forward, then a fifth. Lennox wasted no energy taunting them he closed his
mnd to his opponents. He was a rock set in the nmountain, imovable. A tree, deeply-rooted and
strong. H s eyes closed, his concentration intense, he felt the building of power against himand
absorbed it.

At last the pressure grew too great and he gave way, opening his eyes to count his opponents.
Ni ne nen!

Dropping the rope, he turned to Orsa. The Aenir warrior net his gaze and nodded slowy. He was not
smling now as he wal ked forward to stand before the dark-haired clansman. Bl ue eyes net grey.
Osa was in his late twenties, a seasoned warrior who had never been beaten and never would be.

H s confidence was born of know edge, experience and the pain borne by others. Lennox was nearing
ei ghteen, untried in war and conbat, but he had faced the Beast and stood his ground.

Now he faced the Aenir and his gaze renai ned cool and steady. Orsa nodded once and turned away.

Wth two events each, the Worl Chanpionship would be decided in the open westling, a cultured
euphem smfor a fight where the only rule was that there were no rules. It was held in a rope
circle six paces in dianeter, and the first to be thrown fromthe ring was the | oser. As they
prepared, Caswallon approached Lennox and

whi spered in his ear. The huge cl ansman nodded, then stepped into the circle.

Orsa stepped in to join himand the two nen shook hands, acknow edgi ng the cheers of the crowd.
Then they backed away and began to circle, hands extended.

Suddenly Lennox stepped inside and lightly slapped Orsa's face. Expecting a punch, the Aenir
ducked and stepped back. Lennox flicked his hand out again, this tine slapping Orsa's arm Soneone
in the crowd began to | augh and others joined in. Lennox dummied a right, then slapped Orsa once
more, this tine with his left hand. The | aughter swell ed.

Orsa's blue eyes glittered strangely and he began to trenble. Wth a piercing scream he charged
his tornentor. No nore did he seek nerely to throw himfromthe circle. Now only death woul d
avenge the insult.

Orsa was once again a Baresark

Lennox net the charge head-on, swivelling to thunder a right hook to Orsa's bearded chin. The
Aenir shrugged off the bl ow and charged again. This time Lennox hit himwi th both hands, but a
wi Il dly swi nging punch from Orsa expl oded agai nst his ear. Lennox staggered. A left-hand punch
broke Lennox's nose, blood spattering to his chin. Warding off the attack with a desperate push,
the clansnman noved back to the edge of the circle. Orsa charged once nore, scream ng an Aenir
battle-cry. At the | ast nonment Lennox dropped to his knees, then surged upright as Orsa | ooned
over him The speed of the rush carried Orsa on, flying headl ong over his opponent to crash into
the crowd beyond the circle.

The fight was over and Lennox had won. But Orsa in his berserk rage knew not hi ng of tournanents
and petty victories. Hurling aside the nen who helped himto his feet, he | eaped back into the
circle where Lennox was standing with arns raised in triunph.

'Look out!' shouted Gael en and a score of others.

Lennox swung round. Orsa's massive hand encircled the clansman's throat. Instinctively Lennox
tensed the muscles of his neck against the crushing strength of the man's fingers. H s own hands
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cl anped down on Orsa's throat, blocking his denonic snarling.
The crowd fell silent as the two nen strained and swayed in the centre of the circle.
Then the tall red-caped figure of Drada appeared, pushing

through the mass. In his right hand he carried a wooden cl ub which he hanmered to the back of his
brother's skull. Orsa's eyes glazed and his grip |oosened. Drada hit himonce nore and he fell.
Lennox stepped back, rubbing his bruised throat.

Orsa staggered to his feet, turning to his brother. 'Sorry,' he said, and shrugged. He wal ked to
Lennox, gripping his hand. 'Good contest,' he said. 'You're strong.'

‘I don't think any man will ever carry the Worl Stone as far as you did,' Lennox told him

" Maybe so. Way did you slap nme?" The question was asked so sinply and directly that Lennox | aughed
nervously, unable at first to nmarshal his thoughts. But Orsa waited patiently, no sign of enotion
on his broad face.

"l didit to nake you angry, so you would | ose control.'

' Thought so. Beat nyself - that's not good.' Still nodding, he wal ked away. Lennox watched him
puzzl ed, then the crowd swanped him slapping his back and | eading himon to the Hunt Lord's
platformto receive the congratul ati ons of the Ganes Lord.

As the crowd noved away, Drada approached Caswal lon. 'It was your advice, was it not, to nake ny
br ot her baresark?'

"Yes.'

You are proving to be troubl esone, Caswallon.'

I"'mglad to hear it.
"No sensible nan should be glad to nake an eneny.'
"l haven't made an eneny, Drada. |'ve recognised one. There is a difference.'

The Whorl Dance had begun around a dozen blazing fires, and the eligible nmaidens of the Farlain
chose danci ng conpani ons fromthe waiting ranks of clansnen. There was nusic fromthe pipes, harsh
and powerful; fromthe flute, wistful and nelodic; and fromthe harp, enchanting and fey. It was
mount ai n nmusi c, and stronger than w ne upon the senses of the nen and wonmen of the clans.

Deva danced with Layne, the Spear Chanpion, while Gaelen sat alone, fighting a |losing battle
agai nst self-pity. Hs |l eg ached and he eased it forward under the table, rubbing at the swollen
t hi gh.

Gnal chrmai found himthere just before nidnight. The young archer was dressed in his finest
clothes, a cloak of soft brown | eather over a green enbroiderd tunic. 'No one should be al one on
Whorl Night,' said Gaal, easing in to sit opposite his conrade.

"I was just waiting for a girl with a swollen left leg, then we could hobble away together,' said
Gael en, pouring nore nead wine into his goblet.

"l have two |l egs, but have not found a partner,' said Gaal, helping hinself to Gael en's wi ne.
' Come now, Gmal, there nust be five hundred mai dens here.'

'They are not what | want,' said Gwal chmai sadly. Gaelen glanced at his friend. Gwval's hair was
flame-red in the firelight, his face no | onger boyish but |ean and handsone.

'So what do you want... a princess?

Gnal chmai shrugged. 'That is hard to answer, Gaelen. But | know I shall never wed.'
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Gael en said nothing. He had known for some tinme, as had Layne and Lennox, that Gwal chnmai had no
interest in the young mai dens of the Farlain. The boys did not understand it, but only Gael en
suspected the truth. In Ateris he had seen many who shared Gnal chnmai's secret |ongings. 'You know
what | am don't you?' said Gaal chnmai, suddenly.

"I know,' Gaelen told him 'You are Gnal chmai, one of the Beast Slayers. You are a clansman, and
am proud to have you for ny friend.'

"Then you don't think ... ?

"l have told you what | think, cousin,' said Gaelen, reaching forward to grip Gnal chmai's
shoul der.

True enough. Thank you, ny friend.' Gaal chmai sighed - and changed the subject. 'Were is
Caswal | on?"

"Escorting the Aenir back to Aesgard.

‘I amnot sorry to see themgo,' said Gnal.

"No. Did you hear about Borak?'

The runner? What about hi n®'

"He was found this evening hanging froma tree on the west hill.'
"He killed hinself?

It seens so,' said Gael en

"They' re a strange people, these Aenir. | hope they don't cone back next year.'
"I think they will, but not for the Ganes,' said Gael en
"You' re not another of those war-bores?
I'"'mafraid so.’

What coul d they gain? There are no riches in Druin.'

"War is a prize initself for the Aenir. They live for it.

Gnal chmai | eaned forward on his el bows, shaking his head. 'What a night! First | lose in the
archery, then | get maudlin, and now |I'msitting with a man who prophesi es war and death.'

Gael en chuckl ed. ' You were unlucky in the tourney. The wind died as the Aenir took his mark, and
it gave him an edge.'

" A thousand bl essings on you for noticing,' said Gmaal, grinning. 'Have you ever been drunk?"
' No.

"Well, it seens the only enjoynent left to us.”

'l agree. Fetch another jug.'

Wthin an hour their raucous songs had attracted a small follow ng. Lennox and Agwai ne j oi ned
them bringing fresh supplies, then Layne arrived with Deva.

The drink ran out just before dawn and the party noved to sit beside a dying fire. The songs faded
away, the laughter eased, and the talk switched to the Ganes and the possible afternmath. Deva fel
asl eep agai nst Layne; he settled her to the ground, covering her with his cloak.

Gael en watched himgently tuck the garnent around her and his heart ached. He | ooked away, trying
to focus on the conversation once nore. But he could not. H s gaze swept up over the nountains,
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al ong the reddening skyline. Caswallon had told himhis theory of the Aenir plan to denoralise the
clans. The scale of their error was enornous. By the end they achieved only the opposite. Men of
every clan had cheered Agwai ne and Lennox agai nst a comon eneny; they had united the clans in a
way no one had in a hundred years.

He heard soneone nention his name and dragged his nmind back to the present.
"I"'msorry you mssed the race,' said Agwai ne.

"Don't be. You were magnificent.’

" Caswal | on advi sed ne.'

"I't was obviously good advice."'

"Yes. I'msorry he and ny father are not friends.

" And you?'

"What about me?’

'How do you feel now. .. about Caswallon, | nean?

"I amgrateful. But | amny father's son."

"1 understand.”

"l hope that you do, cousin.' Their eyes net and Agwai ne held out his hand. Gaelen took it.

"Now this is good to see,' said Lennox, |leaning forward to lay his hand upon theirs. Layne and
Gnal chrmai fol | owed suit.

"W are all Farlain,' said Layne solemly. 'Brothers of the spirit. Let it long remain so.'
' The Five Beast Slayers,' said Agwaine, grinning. "It is fitting we should be friends.

Deva opened her eyes and saw the five young nen sitting silently together. The sun cleared the
nmount ai ns, bathing themin golden Iight. She blinked and sat up. Just for a noment she seened to
see a sixth figure standing beyond them- tall, she was, and beautiful, silver-haired and strong.
By her side hung a m ghty sword and upon her head was a crown of gold. Deva shivered and blinked
agai n. The Queen was gone.

7

GAELEN STOOD ON the lip of a precipice | ooking down on Vallon fromthe north, listening to the
faint sounds of the falls echoing up through the nmountains. Spring had finally arrived after yet
another bitter winter, and Gael en had been anxious to |eave the valley to stretch his |legs and
open his heart to the nusic of the nmountains. He had grown during the winter, and constant work
with axe and saw had added weight to his arnms and shoulders. His hair was long, hanging to his
shoul ders, and held back fromhis eyes by a black |eather circle around his brow. Kareen - before
her marriage to the west valley crofter, Durk - had nade it for him as well as a tunic of softest
| eat her, polished to a sheen, and calf-1ength noccasin boots fromthe sanme hide. H's winter cape
was a gift from Caswal l on, a heavy sheepskin that doubled as a blanket. During the cold wi nter
nmont hs he had allowed his beard to grow, shutting his ears to jibes about goose-down from Maeg and
Kareen. It had taken | ong enough but now, as he stood on the nountainside in the early norning
sunshine, it gave himthat which he desired above all else -the | ook of manhood.

Gone was the frightened, wounded boy brought home by Caswallon two years before. In his place
stood a man, tall and strong, hardened by toil, strengthened by experience. The only rem nders

| eft of the hunted boy were the blood-filled left eye, and the white streak in his hair above the
j agged scar on his forehead and cheek

The bl ack and grey war hound by his side grow ed and rubbed agai nst him Gael en dropped his hand
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to pat its massive head. 'You don't |ike these high places, do you, boy?' said Gaelen, squatting
beside the animal. It lifted its head, licking his face until he pushed it away | aughi ng.

"W've changed, you and |,' he said, holding the dog at bay. It had the wide jaws of its dam and
the heavy shoul ders of its breed, but added to this it also had the rangy power of the wolf that
had sired it.

The wolf in it had caused problens with training, and both Caswall on and Gael en had despaired at
times. But slowy it had come round to their patient handling, until at |ast Gael en had wal ked it
unl eashed anmong a flock of sheep. He told it to sit, and it obeyed him But its eyes |lingered over
the fat, slow ewes and its jaws salivated. After a while it had hunkered down on its haunches and
closed its eyes, unable to bear such nouth-watering sights any | onger

Under Caswal |l on's gui dance, Gaelen taught the hound to obey increasingly conplex instructions,
begi nning with sinple commands such as 'sit', 'heel' and 'stay'. After that it was taught to wait
insilence if Gaelen lifted his hand pal moutward. Finally Caswallon built a dunmy of wood and
straw, dressed it in old clothes, and the hound was taught to attack it on Gaelen's comuand of
"kill'. This training was further refined with the call, 'hold,' at which comand the dog woul d

I unge for the dunmy's arm

Pai nst aki ngly they honed the dog's skills. Once it attacked, only one call would stop it: Hone.

Any other call, even from Gael en, woul d be ignored.
"This,' said Caswallon, '"is your safeguard. For a dog is a creature of instinct. You may order it
to attack, but another voice may call it back. "Honme" should remain a secret conmmand. Share it not

even with your friends.'

Gael en call ed the beast Render. The hound's nature was good, especially with Caswallon's son
Donal, now a blond toddl er who foll owed Render - or Wnna, as he called it - about the house,
pulling its ears and struggling to clinb on its back. Attenpts to stop hi mwould be foll owed by
floods of tears and the difficult-to-answer assertion, 'Wnna like it!'

Maeg was hard to convince that Render was a worthy addition to the household, but one afternoon in
late winter it won her over. Kareen had ventured into the yard to fetch wood for the fire, but had
not secured the kitchen door on her return. Donal had sneaked out to play in the snow, an
adventure of rare magic.

He was gone for nore than half an hour before his absence was noted. Maeg was besi de hersel f.
Caswal | on and Gael en were at the Long Hall where Caswall on was being elected to the Council in

pl ace of an elderly clansman who had col | apsed and died soon after the Ganes. Maeg w apped a
wool | en shaw about her shoul ders and stepped out into the storm Wthin mnutes it had grown dark
and as she called Donal's nanme the w nd whi pped her words from her nouth. H's track had been
covered by fresh snow.

Kareen joined her. "He'll die in this,' yelled Meg.
Render padded fromthe house. Seeing the hound, Maeg ran to it and knelt by its side

"Donal!" she shouted, pushing the dog and pointing out past the yard. Render tilted his head and
Iicked her face. 'Fetch!' she shouted. Render | ooked around. There was nothing to fetch. 'Donal
Fetch Donal!' Render |ooked back towards the house and the open door that led to the warm hearth.
The hound didn't know what the wonen were doing out in the cold. Then its ears came up as a wol f
how ed in the distance. Another sound canme, thin and piping. Recognising instantly the pup-child
of Caswal | on, Render padded off into the snow.

Maeg' s hands and feet were freezing, but she had no idea if the dog had understood her and she had
not heard the faint cry, so she continued to search, terror growing within her and panic welling
in her mnd.

Render |oped away into a small holl ow hidden fromthe house. Here it found the toddl er who had

slipped and rolled down on to a patch of ice and was unable to get up. Beyond him sat two wol ves,
tongues lolling.
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Render padded towards the boy, growing deep in his throat. The wol ves stood, then backed away as
t he war hound advanced. Canny killers were the grey wolves, but they knew a better killer when they
saw him

"I cold, Wenna,' said Donal, sniffing. 'I cold."’
Render stopped by the boy, watching the wolves carefully.

They backed away still further, and, satisfied, Render nuzzled Donal, but die boy could not stand
on the ice. Render ducked his head, taking the boy's woollen tunic in his teeth. Donal was lifted
clear of the ice and the huge dog bounded up the slope and back towards the house.

Maeg saw t hem and waded through the snow towards them but Render |oped past her and into the
kitchen. He was cold and missed the fire. Wen Maeg and Kareen arrived Donal and Render were
sitting before the hearth. Maeg swept Donal into her arns.

"Wl fs, mama. Wenna scare "em away.'
Maeg shuddered. Wl ves! And her child had been al one. She sat down hurriedly.

Nei t her of the wonen told Caswallon of the adventure, but he knew sonething was am ss when Maeg
expl ai ned she had given his own cold neat supper to the hound.

Caswal l on's activities during the sumrer and winter puzzled nmany of the clansnen. He drove no
cattle to Aesgard, nor delivered grain and oats. The fruit of his orchards disappeared, and no man
knew where, though the carts were driven into the mountains by trusted workers. There, it was
said, they were delivered to the druids.

In the nmeantine, Caswallon gathered round himnore than a hundred cl ansmen, and several of these
he paid to scout around Aesgard and report on Aenir novenent.

Canbi | had been furious, accusing Caswallon of amassing a private arny. 'Can you not understand,
Caswal | on, that such deeds nake war nore |ikely?' said the Hunt Lord. 'You think nme foolish for
trying to forge friendshi ps anong the Aenir, | know that. As | know they are a warlike people,
harsh and cruel. But as Hunt Lord | must consider the |long-termwell-being of nmy people. W could
not win a war with the Aenir; they would swanp us. What | have tried -and will continue to try -
to do is to nake Ashidag aware of the futility of war in the highlands. W have no gold, no iron
There are no riches here. This he understands. What is nore inportant is that he nust feel no
threat fromus. It is in the Aenir nature to see enemies all around. If we can nake them our
friends, there will be no war.'

Caswal lon listened in silence until Canbil had finished speaking. 'Under different circunstances
woul d agree with every word, cousin,' he said at last. 'War is the |ast beast an intelligent man
woul d | et | ocose. Wiere | think you are wong is in believing that the Aenir see war as a neans to
an end. For themit is the end in itself. They live to fight, they lust for slaughter and bl ood.
Even their religion is based on the glory of conbat. They believe that only if they die in battle
will their souls be blessed with an eternity of pleasure. Now that their war with the | owl anders
is over where else can they turn for war, save with us? | respect you, cousin - and | nean that
truly. You have acted with honour. Yet nowis die time to open your eyes and see that your efforts
have been in vain. The Aenir are massing troops on the southern borders.'

Canbi | shook his head. 'Asbidag assures nme that the troops are being gathered in order for the
majority of themto be disbanded and offered land to farm as a reward for |oyal service. You are
wrong, Caswallon. And the wi sdom of ny course will be appreciated in the years to cone.'

Despite Canbil's assurances Caswal | on advi sed the Council to marshal a mlitia against a spring
i nvasi on. They refused, agreeing with the Hunt Lord that there were no indications the Aenir
nursed any hostile intent towards the clan. The feeling was not unani nous. Badrai g and Leof as
supported Caswal |l on openly. Beric, a tall balding warrior fromthe northern valley, voted with
them but said nothing.

"You have a hundred nen, Caswallon,' said Leofas as the four nmet after the spring banquet. 'I can
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muster eighty crofters. Badraig and Beric the same between them Wen the Aenir cone it will be
Iike a sudden storm Three hundred nen will not stop them'

"Let us be honest,' said Badraig. 'The Farlain united could not stop them |f every man took up
his sword and bow we would have ... what?... five thousand. Against a force five tinmes as great.'
Badrai g had changed since the beast killed his son. H's hair was grey and he had | ost weight,
growi ng haggard and | ean

"That is true,' agreed Caswallon, 'but we can wear them down. W'l fight no pitched battles;

we'll harry them cutting and running. Soon they'll tire and return to Aesgard.'

"That will depend on why they're here,' said Beric. 'If they take the valleys we'll have no way to
support ourselves. We'll die in the nountains, come winter.'

"Not necessarily,' said Caswallon. 'But that debate can wait for a better tinme. What worries ne is
not the | ong-drawn-out canpaign, but the first strike. If they hit the valleys unawares, the
sl aughter will be horrific.'

There is not a day we do not have a scout watching them' said Leofas. 'W should get at |east an
hour's warni ng."'

Si x hours' march to the east, the crofter Arcis breathed his last. H's arns had been nailed to the
broad trunk of an oak and his ribs had been opened, splaying out fromhis body like tiny tattered
Wi ngs.

The bl ood-eagle had arrived in the Farlain.

One Aenir arny burst upon the villages and crofts of the Haesten, bringing fire and death into the
darkest part of the night. Hones blazed and swords ran with bl ood. The Aenir swept into the valley
of Laric, hacking and sl aying, burning and | ooting. The Haesten had not tinme to group a defence,
and the survivors streaned into the nountains, broken and panic-stricken.

A Pal lides hunter, canped on the hillside inside Haesten territory, watched stunned as the Aenir
charged into the valley. As if in a dream he saw the warriors in the garish armur and w nged

hel ns race down to the hones of the Haesten, thrusting burning brands through open wi ndows. And he
viewed with growing horror the nassacre of the clan. He saw wonen dragged forth, raped and then
nmur der ed; he saw babi es speared; he saw snall pockets of Haesten resistance swallowed up in rings
of steel.

Then he rose and began to run, stunbling over tree roots and rocks in the darkness.

He reached the grey house of Maggrig two hours before dawn. Wthin mnutes the war-horn of the
Pal | i des sounded. Wonen and children hastily packed clothing and food and were led into the
mount ai ns. Thinki ng there was only one Aenir arny, Maggrig m scal cul ated, and the evacuati on was
still under way as a second Aenir force, |led by Ongist, fell upon them

Maggri g had eight hundred warriors at his back, with nmessengers sent for perhaps five hundred
nmore. As he stood on the hillside, watching the Aenir pour into the valley, he reckoned their
nunbers were in excess of five thousand. Beside himthe gri meyed swordsnman | ntosh, the Ganes
Chanpi on, cursed and spat. The two nen exchanged gl ances. What ever deci si on they made now woul d
| ead to tragedy.

The eneny were sweeping down towards the last file of wonen and children. If Maggrig did nothing
they would die. If the Pallides counter-charged they would be cut to pieces. In his heart Maggrig
knew it was sensible to | eave the stragglers and fight a defensive retreat, protecting the
majority.

But he was C an, and these stragglers were his people.

He Iifted his sword, shifted his shield into place and began to run down the hillside towards the
Aenir. Eight hundred Pallides warriors followed himw thout hesitation. Seeing them cone, the
Aenir turned fromthe line of wonen and children. Their deaths would cone |ater
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The two forces collided. Swords cl ashed agai nst iron shields, against close-set nmail rings,

agai nst soft flesh and brittle bones. The clansmen wore little or no armour and yet the speed and
ferocity of their assault nmade up for it. Intosh, fighting with two swords and no shield, cut a

bl oody swathe through the Aenir, while Maggrig' s power and cunning sword-craft protected his right
fl ank.

For sone mnutes the clan held, but then the weight of the Aenir pushed them back. Mggrig parried
a wld cut froman axe-wielding warrior, countering with a swift thrust to the belly.

He gl anced back at the mountainside. It was clear. Wth no way of estimating the | osses anobngst
the warriors, Maggrig bellowed, 'Pallides away!" The survivors turned instantly, sprinting for the
mount ai nsi de. Scream ng their triunmph, the Aenir swept after them Halfway to the trees, Maggrig
gl anced left and right. There were five hundred still with him

"Cut! Cut! Cut!' he roared. At the sound of their battle-cry the Pallides swng about and fl ung
thensel ves on the pursuing warriors. In their eagerness to overhaul their eneny, the Aenir had
| ost the close-conpacted fornmation of the battle in the valley. The sw ftest of them had

outdi stanced their conrades and they paid with their lives.

"Pal lides away!' shouted Maggrig once nore, and the clansnen turned, racing for the relative haven
of the trees.

The Aenir surged after them A |eading warrior screanmed suddenly, his fingers scrabbling at a
bl ack-shafted arrow that hanmered into his throat. Another died, and another. The Aenir fell back
as death hissed at them fromthe darkness of the woods.

Wthin mnutes, Maggrig sent his men forward to catch up with the clan, then beckoned Intosh to
join him Together they eased their way through to the wonen archers hidden by the tinberline.

"Vl |l done, Adugga,' said Maggrig as a dark-haired woman rose up before him bowin hand. 'It was
good t hi nki ng.

"I't will not stop themfor long. They'll outflank us.'

"We'll be long gone by the tine they do. They may be fine warriors, but they' |l not catch us.'
That may be true, Hunt Lord. But where will we go?' asked Adugga.

"To the Farlain.'

"You think we'll get a friendly wel come?" asked In tosh

"Unless | am nistaken, the Aenir will be upon them before we arrive.'

' Then why go there?

"My son Caswal l on has a plan. W' ve spoken of it often, and at this noment it seens to be the best
hope we have. We are nmaking for Attafoss.'

Maggri g stepped forward, parted the bush screen and gazed down upon the burning valley. The Aenir
were sitting on the hillside just out of bowshot. 'They're waiting for dawn,' said Maggrig, 'and
that will not be long in coming. Let's away!'

In the first valley of the Farlain, Caswallon was awakened before dawn by a frenzi ed hammering at
his door. He rolled fromthe bed and ran downstairs.

Qutside was Taliesen. The old nan, red-faced and wheezing, |eaned on his oak staff. Catching his
breath, he gripped Caswall on by the arm

"The Aenir are upon us! W nust nove now. "

Caswal | on nodded and shouted for Maeg to dress Donal, then he helped the druid into the kitchen
seating himby the hearth. Leaving himthere, Caswallon lifted his war-horn fromits place on the
wal | and stepped into the yard.
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Three times its eerie notes echoed through the valley. Then it was answered froma score of hones
and the clarion call was taken up, at |ast reaching the crofts of the outer valleys. Men and wonen
streamed fromtheir honmes towards the Ganes field, the nmen carrying bows, their swords strapped to
their sides, the wonen ready with provision and bl ankets.

Caswal | on opened the wooden chest that sat against the far wall of the kitchen. Fromit he took a
mai |l -shirt and a short sword. Swiftly he pulled the nail-shirt over his tunic and strapped the
sword to his side. Taking the war-horn, he tied its thong to his baldric and settled it in place

"How | ong do we have, Taliesen?
' Perhaps an hour. Perhaps |ess.'
Caswal | on nodded. Maeg cane downstairs carrying Donal, and

the four of the themleft the house. Caswall on ran on ahead to where hundreds of nystified
cl ansnmen were gat hering.

Leof as saw hi m and waved as Caswal | on made his way to him 'Wat is happening, Caswallon?
"The Aenir are close. They've crossed the Farlain.

' How do you know this?'

Tal i esen. He's back there with Meg.

Caswal | on hel ped the druid push through the crowd to nake his way to the top of the snmall hill at
t he meadow known as Centre Field. The old nan raised his arns for silence.

"The Aenir have tonight attacked the Haesten and the Pallides,' he said. 'Soon they will be here.

'How do you know this, old man?' asked Canbil, striding up the hillside, his face crinmson with
anger. ' A dream perhaps? A druid' s vision?

"l know, Hunt Lord. That is enough.'

' Enough? Enough that you can tell us that two days' narch away a battle is taking place. Are you
mad?'

"I don't care how he knows,' said Caswallon. 'W have |l ess than an hour to nove our people into
the nmountains. Are we going to stand here talking all night?

"It is sheer nonsense,’' shouted Canbil, turning to the crowd. 'Why would the Aenir attack? Are we
expected to believe this old man? Can any of us see here what is happening to the Pallides? And

what if the Aenir have attacked then? That is Pallides business. | warned Maggrig not to be bull-
headed in his dealings with Asbi dag. Now enough of this foolishness, let's away to home and bed.'

"Wait!' shouted Caswal l on, as nmen began to stir and nove. 'If the druid is wong, we will know by
nmorning; all we will have lost is one night on a danp nountainside. If he is right, we cannot
defend this valley. If Maggrig and Lark have been crushed as Taliesen says, then the Aenir mnust
attack the Farlain.'

"I"'mw th you, Caswallon,' shouted Leofas.
"And I,' called Badraig. O hers took up die shout, but not all

Debat es sprung up, argunments followed. In despair Caswall on once nore sounded his war-horn. In the
silence that followed he told them There is no nore tine to talk. | am|leaving now for the
nmount ai ns. Those who wish to follow ne, let themdo so. To those who do not, let ne say only that

| pray you are right.'

Canbi | had al ready begun the |long wal k back to his home and a score of others followed him
Caswal l on | ed Maeg and Taliesen down fromthe hill and through the crowd. Behind hi mcanme Leof as,
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Layne, Lennox, Badrai g and many nore.

"Ah, well, what's a night on the nmountains?" he heard sonmeone say, and the follow ng crowd
swel l ed. He did not | ook back, but his heart was heavy as he reached the trees. O the three
t housand people in the first valley nore than two thousand had followed him Many of the rest
still stood arguing in Centre Field; others were returning to their hones.

It was at that nmonent that a ring of blazing torches flared up on the eastern skyline.

Canmbi |, who was al nost hone, stopped and stared. The eastern nountainside was alive with arned
men. Hi s eyes scanned them At the centre on a black horse sat a man in heavy arnour and horned
helm Canbil recognised the Aenir |lord and cursed him

"May the gods preserve us,’' whispered Agwai ne, who had run to join his father

Canmbil turned to him 'Get away fromhere. Now Join Caswallon. Tell himl amsorry.

‘Not without you, Father.

Canbi |l sl apped his face viciously. "Am|l not Hunt Lord? Cbey nme. Look after your sister."”

On the hill above Asbidag raised his armand the Aenir charged, filling the night air with
strident screanms that pushed their hatred before themlike an invisible wall. It struck Canbil to
the heart and he bl anched. 'Get away!' he yelled, pushing Agwai ne from him

Agwai ne fell back a step. There were so many things he wanted to say. But his father had drawn his
sword and was running into the valley towards the Aenir. Agwaine turned away and ran towards the
west, tears filling his eyes.

In Centre Field hundreds of stragglers drew swords ready to charge to the aid of their bel eaguered
kin, but Caswallon's war-horn stopped them 'You can do nothing for them' he yelled in
desperation. 'Join us!’

The vall ey beyond was filled with Aenir warriors. Fires sprang up in the nearby houses. The
clansmen in the Centre Field were torn between their desire to aid their conrades and their need
to protect their wives and children beside them The nore inmediate | ove-tie took hold and the
crowmd surged up the hillside.

Canbi| raced down the slope, sword in hand, blinking away the tears of shane filling his eyes.
Menories forced their pictures to his mind - unkind, ugly pictures. Maggrig, calling hima fool at
the Ganes. Taliesen's eyes radiating contenpt. And, way back, the cruellest of all, his father

Padris telling himhe wasn't fit to clean Caswall on's cl oak.

H s feet pounded on the grass-covered slope. The Aenir force had swung ponderously round, like a
gi ant horseshoe, to begin the encirclenment of the defenders who waited, grimfaced, swords in
hand.

Canbi | increased his speed. Another hundred paces and he could die anmnong the people he loved, the
peopl e he had betrayed with his stupidity. At |east the eneny had not yet seen the exodus |ed by
Caswal | on.

Breat hl ess and near to exhaustion, Canbil joined the circle, standing beside the councillor Tesk
‘Il amso ... sorry,' said the Hunt Lord.

Tesk shrugged. "W all nake m stakes, Canmbil, nmy lad. But be warned - | might not vote for you
again.' The older nan gently pushed Cambil back into the circle. 'Get your breath back and join ne
inalittle while.'

Ginning, Tesk shifted his shield into place, transferring his gaze to the scream ng horde al nost
upon them He could see their faces now, feel their bloodlust strike himlike a malignant breeze

The stars are out, Farlain!' he yelled. '"It's a fine night for dying.'

The Aenir broke upon themlike waves upon a rock, and the slaughter began. But at first it was the
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flashing bl ades of the Farlain that ripped and tore at the eneny, and nmany were the screanms of the
Aenir wounded and dying as they fell beneath the boots of their conrades.

Canmbi | forced hinself alongside Tesk and all fear left the Hunt Lord. Doubts fled, shredding |ike
sunmer clouds. He was calmat |ast and the noise of the battle receded fromhim A strange sense
of detachnment came upon him and he seenmed to be watching hinself cutting and sl aying, and he heard
the laughter fromhis owm lips as if froma stranger

Al his life he had known the inner pain of uncertainty.

I nadequacy hugged himlike a shadow. Now he was free. An axe clove his chest, but there was no
pain. He killed the axeman, and two others, before his | egs gave way and he fell. He rolled to his
back, feeling the warnth of life draining fromthe wound.

He had finally succeeded, he knew that now. Wthout his sacrifice Caswal |l on would never have had
the tine to escape.

"I did sonething right, Father,' he whispered.

"Bownen to nme!' shouted Caswal | on. Beside himthe silver-haired warrior, Leofas, stood with his
sons Layne and Lennox. 'Leofas, lead the clan towards Attafoss. Throw out a wi de screen of scouts,
for before long the Aenir will be hunting us. Go now'

The cl an began to nove on into the trees, just as the sun cleared the eastern peaks. Many were the
backward gl ances at the small knot of fighting men ringed by the eneny, and the eyes that saw them
burned with guilt and shane.

Three hundred bowren grouped thensel ves around Caswal | on. Each bore two quivers containing forty
shafts. They spread out along the tinberline, screened by bushes, thick gorse and heat her

As the light strengthened Caswal |l on watched the | ast gallant struggle of the encircled clansnen.
He could see Canbil in with them battling bravely, and sone of the wonmen had taken up swords and
daggers. And then it was over. The sword-ring fell apart and the Aenir swarmed over them hacking
and sl ashing, until at last there was no novenent fromthe defenders.

Asbi dag rode down the valley and renoved his helm He sunmpned his captains.

Caswal | on coul d not hear the commands he issued, but he could guess, for the eyes of the Aenir
turned west and the arny took up its weapons and ran towards the nountai nside.

"Do not shoot until | do,' he called to the hidden archers. Caswallon notched a shaft to die
string as the Aenir spread out along the foot of the slope. They advanced cautiously, many of them
lifting the face-guards of their helns the better to see the eneny. Caswallon grinned. He singled
out a lean, wolfish warrior at the centre of the advancing line. At fifty paces he stood, in plain
sight of the Aenir, and drew back on the string. The shaft hissed through the air, hanmering home
in the forehead of the |lead warrior.

The Aenir charged ..

Into a bl ack-shafted wall of death. Hundreds fell within a few paces, and the charge faltered and
failed, the eneny warriors sprinting back out of bowshot.

Caswal | on wal ked out into the open and sat down. Laying his bow beside himhe opened his hip
pouch, renoving a hunk of dark bread. This he began to eat, staring down at the mlling warriors.

Stung by the silent taunt of his presence, they charged once nore. Calmy Caswallon replaced the
bread in his pouch, notched an arrow to his bow, |oosed the shaft, and grinned as it brought down
a stocky warrior in full cry, the arrow jutting fromhis chest.

The Aenir raced headlong into a second storm of shafts that culled their ranks and halted them
Caswal l on, still shooting carefully, eased his way back into the bushes, out of sight. The Aenir
fled once nore, |eaving a mound of their dead behind them

A young archer naned Onic crept through the gorse to where Caswallon knelt. 'W've all but
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exhausted our shafts,' he whispered.
"Pass the word to fall back,' said Caswall on.

In the valley Asbidag wal ked anong the bodies, stopping to stare down at Canbil's mutil ated
corpse. 'Renpbve the head and set it on a spear by his house,’ he told his son Tostig. The Aenir
| ord unbuckl ed his breastplate, handing it to a grimfaced warrior beside him Then he | ooked
around him eyes raking the tinmber and the gaunt snow covered peaks in the distance.

"I like this place,' he said. "It has a good feeling to it."'
"But nmost of the Farlain escaped, Father,' said Tostig.

' Escaped? To where? Al that's out there is wilderness. By tonight Drada will be here, having
finished off the Haesten. Ongist will be harrying the Pallides, driving the survivors west into
our arms. Once they are destroyed we will take our nen into the wilderness and finish the task -
that's if Barsa doesn't do it before we arrive.'

' Bar sa?'

"He is already in the west with two thousand forest-trained warriors fromthe south. They cal
t hensel ves Ti nber-Wl ves, and by Vatan they're a match for any notley rag-bag of stinking
cl ansnen. '

"W took no wonen,' conpl ai ned Tostig. 'Most of the young ones killed thensel ves. Bitches!'
"Drada will bring wonen. Do not fret.

Asbi dag began to nobve anong the bodi es once nore, turning over the wonen and the young girls.
Finally he stood up and wal ked towards the house of Canbil.

"Who are you seeking?' asked Tostig, wal ki ng besi de him

"Ganmbit's daughter. Hair like gold, and a spirited girl. Unspoiled. |I didn't Iike the way she
| ooked at ne. And | told you to set Ganbit's head on a spear!

Tostig blanched and fell back. 'At once, Father,' he stanmered, running back to the bodies and
drawi ng his sword

Durk of the Farlain was known as a norose, solitary man. He had no friends and had chosen to spend
his life in the high country west of the valley, where he built a small house of tinber and grey
stone and settled down to a life of expected |oneliness. Durk had al ways been a | oner, and even as
a child had kept hinmself apart fromhis fellows. It was not, he knew, that he disliked people,
nore that he was not good with words. He had never | earned how to engage in |ight conversation
Crowds unnerved him always had, and he avoi ded the dance and the feasts. Grls found himsurly
and unconmuni cative, nen thought him stand-offish and al oof. Year by year the young clansnan felt
hinself to be nore and nore renote fromhis fellows. Durk found this hurtful, but knew that the
blane lay within his own shy heart.

But that first winter alone had al nost starved himout until his nei ghbour Onic introduced himto
Caswal l on' s night raids on bordering territories.

In the beginning Durk had disliked Caswallon. It was easy to see why: they were night and day,
wi nter and summer. Where Caswal lon smiled easily and joked often, Durk renained sullen wth
strangers and nmerely silent with conpanions.

Yet, for his part, Caswallon seemed to enjoy Durk's conpany and little by little his easy-going,
friendly nature wore away the crofter's tough shell

Through Caswal |l on Durk net Kareen, the gentle child of the house and, in spite of hinself, had
fallen in love with her. In the nost incredible slice of good fortune ever to befall the dark-
bear ded Hi ghl ander, Kareen had agreed to narry him

She transformed his dingy house into a confortable home and nade his joy conmplete by falling
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pregnant in the first month of their marriage. Wth her Durk |l earned to | augh at his own failings,
and his shyness retreated. At their marriage he even danced with several of Kareen's friends.
Laughter and joy covered him drawi ng himback into the bosomof the clan, filling the enpty

pl aces in his heart.

Four days ago, in her eighth nonth, Kareen had returned to the valley to have the babe in the hone
of Larcia, wife of the councillor Tesk and midwife to the Farlain.

But |ast night Durk had heard the war-horns blaring and he had set out for the valley, filled with
apprehension. In the first Iight of dawn he had net the columm of fleeing clansnen.

Tesk was not anobngst them

Caswal | on had run forward to neet him |eading himaway fromthe colum. There Durk heard the news
that clove his heart |ike an axe-blade. Tesk had died with Canbil and al nost ei ght hundred others.
Wth them was Kareen. Caswallen had seen her in the circle at the last, a hunting-knife in her
hand, as the Aenir swept over them

Durk did not ask why the rest of the clan had not raced back to die with them although he dearly
desired to

"Cone with us,' said Caswallon.
"I don't think that | will, my friend,' Durk replied.

Caswal | on bowed his head, his green eyes sorrowful. 'Do what you nust, Durk. The gods go wth
you. '

"And with you, Caswallon. You are the | eader at |ast.’
‘I didn't want it."
"No, but you are suited to it. You always were."

Now Durk stood at the tinmberline, gazing down into the valley, past the gutted homes and the Aenir
tents, and on to the nounds of bodies in the centre of the field.

He left the trees and began the long walk to his wife.

Two Aenir warriors watched himcone. They stood, discarding their food, and noved to intercept
him He was wal king so casually, as if on a norning stroll. Could he be a nessenger, seeking
peace? Or one of Barsa's Tinber-Wlves, dressed |like a clansnan.

"You there!' called the first, holding up his hand. 'Vait!'

The hand vani shed in a crinmson spray as Durk's sword flashed through the air. The return cut clove
the man's neck. As he crunpled to the grass the second drew his sword and | eaped forward. Durk
ducked under a whistling sweep to gut the man

He wal ked on. Kareen had been no beauty but her eyes were soft and gentle, and her nouth seemed
always to be smling, as if life held sonme secret enchantnment and she al one knew the mystery of
it.

In the valley Aenir warriors were moving about, eating, drinking and swapping stories. The

i nvasi on had gone well and their | osses had been few, save for the night before against the
ferocious clan sword-ring. Wio would have believed that a few hundred nmen and wonen coul d have put
up such a struggl e?

Dur k moved on

No one stopped himor even seened to notice himas he wal ked to the nmound of bodi es and began to
search for Kareen. He found her at the centre, |lying beneath the headl ess corpse of Cambil. Gently
he pulled her clear and tried to wipe the blood fromher face, but it was dried hard and did not
nove.
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By now his actions had aroused the interest of five warriors who wandered forward to watch him
Durk felt their eyes upon himand he laid Kareen to the ground. He stood and wal ked towards them
his face expressionless, his dark eyes scanning them

They made no nove towards their swords until he was al nbst upon them It was as if his calm
casual novenents cast an eldritch spell.

Durk's sword whi spered fromthe scabbard ..
The spel |l broke.

The Aenir scrabbled for their blades as Durk's sword licked into them The first fell scream ng
the second tunbl ed back, his throat spraying blood into the air. The third died as he knelt
staring at the gushing stunp of his sword arm The fourth hamrered his sword into Durk's side,
then reel ed away dying as the clansman shrugged of f the nortal wound and backhanded a return cut
to the man's throat. The fifth backed away, shouting for help.

Durk staggered and gazed down at the wound in his side. Blood flowed there, soaking his |eggings
and pooling at his feet. Mdre Aenir warriors ran forward, stopping to stare at the dying clansnman.

" Conme on then, you wonman-killers! Face a nan!' he snarl ed.

A warrior ran forward with sword raised. Durk contenptuously batted aside his wild slash and
reversed his own blade into the man's belly.

The cl ansnan began to | augh, then suddenly he choked and staggered. Blood welled in his throat and
he spat it clear

"You mi serabl e whoresons,' he said. "Warriors? You're like a flock of sheep with fangs.

Dropping his sword, he turned and staggered back to Kareen's body, slunping beside her. He lifted
her head.

A spear smashed through his back and he arched upward violently.

Hi s vision swam his |last sight was Kareen's face.

"I"'mso sorry,' he said. 'l should have been here.

Orsa gazed down at the body, then tore the spear fromthe clansman's back

'"He was a madman,' nuttered a warrior behind him

"He was a man,' said Orsa, turning and pushing his way through the throng.

The Aenir milled round the corpses for a while, then drifted back to their forgotten mneals.

"He was a fine swordsnman,' said a |lean, wolfish warrior, dusting off the chicken |leg he'd dropped
inthe dirt.

It was stupid,' offered a second man, gathering up a bul ging w neskin
'"He was baresark,' said the first.
' Nonsense. W all know what happens to a berserker - he goes mad and attacks in a blind frenzy.'

"No, that's what we do. The clansnen are different. They go cold and deadly, where we are hot. But
the effect is the sane. They don't care.'

' Taken to thinking now, Snorri?

"This place makes you think,' said Snorri. 'Just look around you. Wuldn't you be willing to die
for a land like this?
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"l don't want to die for any piece of land. A woman, maybe. Not dirt, though.'

Did you enjoy the clan wonan you took |ast night?
" Shut your stinking rnout h!
"Killed herself, | hear.

"l said shut it!’

Easy, Bemar! There's no need to | ose your tenper.

It's this place, it gets under my skin. | knewit wouldn't be easy. | felt it in my bones. D d
you see the look in that clansman's eyes? |ike he thought we were nothing. A flock of sheep with
fangs! You could | augh, but he had just slain seven men. Seven!

"I know,' said Snorri. 'It was the sanme last night with their sword-ring. It was |like hurling
yoursel f against a cliff-face. There was no give in themat all; no fear. That scout Ongi st caught
and bl ood-eagled - he didn't nake a sound, just glared at us as we opened his ribs. Maybe they're
not people at all.’

"What does that nean?' asked Bemar, dropping his voice to a whisper

'The witch wonan, Agnetha. She can turn nen into aninals. Maybe the clans are all aninals turned
into nen.'

"That's stupid.’

"They don't act like nen," argued Snorri. 'Have you heard one clansman beg? Have you heard any
tales of such a thing?

"They die |like nen,' said Bemnar

"I think they are nore. You' ve heard Asbidag's order. Not one man, woman or child to be left
alive. No slaves. All dead. Doesn't it strike you as strange?

"l don't want to think about it. And | don't want to talk about it,' muttered Bemar, hurling aside
t he wi neski n.

"Wl f men, that's what they are,' whispered Snorri

Caswal | on wat ched hel pl essly as Durk wal ked back towards the valley. He knew the clansman was
seeking death, and he could not blame himfor it. Kareen had been his life, his joy. Even as Maeg
meant everything to Caswall on.

The clan colum noved on and Caswal | on took his place at the head al ongside Leofas. Crofters from
outlying areas joined the exodus as the day wore on, and nany were the questions levelled at the
new | ord.

Where were they going? What woul d they do? What had happened to one nman's sister? Another's
brother? Wiy did they not turn and fight? Wiy had the Aenir attacked? Where was Canbil ? Wo
el ected Caswal | on?

The clansnman | ost his tenper before dusk, stormng away fromthe colum and running quickly to the
top of a nearby hill. Around himthe dying sun lit the valleys of the Farlain, bathing themin
bl ood. Caswal | on sank to the ground, staring out over the distant peaks of H gh Druin.

"It's all alie," he said softly. Then he began to chuckle. 'You' ve lived a damm | e.
Poor Canbil. Poor, |onely Canbil.

"You shoul d not have feared me, cousin,' Caswallon told the gathering darkness. 'Your father knew
he was wi ser than you.'

The night before the young Caswallon had left his foster-father's house for the last tinme, Padris
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had taken himto the northern neadow and there presented himw th a cl oak, a dagger and two gol d
pi eces.

"I will not lie to you, Caswallon,' Padris had told him his keen eyes sorrowful. 'You have been a
di sappoi ntnent to ne. | have raised you |ike ny own son and you have great talents. But you are
not worthy. You have a sharp mind, a good brain and a strong body. You will prosper. But you are
not worthy. There is in you a fear that | cannot fathom OQutwardly you are brave enough, and you
take your beatings like a man. But you are not clan. You don't care. Wat is it that you fear?

"l fear nothing,' Caswallon had told him

"Wong. Now | see two fears. The one that you hide, and now the fear of showing it. Go in peace,
Caswal | on of the Farlain."

"You were right, Padris,' Caswallon whispered to the sky. 'This is what | feared. Chains.
Questions. Responsibilities.'’

G ving judgenents over |and disputes, settling rows over cattle or sheep, or thefts, or wayward
wi ves and wanderi ng husbands. Sentencing poachers, granting tides, deciding on the suitability of
couples in love, and granting themthe right to wed. Every petty problem a doubl e-edged dagger

And so he avoi ded the el ections.

But what had it gained? The Farl ain invaded and thousands dead throughout Druin. And what price
the future?

He swore as he heard footsteps approachi ng. Lcofas slunped down beside him breathing hard. 'No
sign of pursuit,' said the old warrior

' Good'

Tal k, boy. Shed the burden.'

"It would shed the burden if you agreed to | ead.

W' ve been over that before. I'mnot the man for it.'
"Neither aml.'

"Whisht, lad! Don't tal k nonsense. You're doing fine. So far we've saved the greater nunber of our
cousins, and with luck there's another two thousand crofters who woul d have heard the horns and
taken to the hills.'

"Damm you, old man. | never gave you nmuch of an argunent before, and | shoul d have. You' ve been on
the Council since before | was born. You re respected, everyone would follow you. You're the
natural choice. Wat right have you to shirk your responsibility?

' None what soever, Caswallon. And | cannot be accused of it. A man needs to know his strengths if
he is to prosper, and his weaknesses if he is to survive. | know what you are going through but,
believe ne, you are the best man we have. |I'Il grant that you would make a bad Hunt Lord; you
don't have the application. But this is war. Wth luck it will be a short, sharp exercise, and
you're the man to plan it. Think of it as a giant raid. Ye gods, man, you were good enough at
that.'

"But it isn't araid,' snapped Caswallon. 'One mstake and we | ose everything.'
"I didn't say it was easy.

"That's true enough.'

"You have faith in Taliesen, do you not?

"Yes.'

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (117 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:54 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel 19620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk %20Eternal .txt

"Wll, he said you were the only man capable of pulling a victory fromthis catastrophic
begi nning. And | believe him'

"I wish | had your faith.

"It's because you don't that convinces ne,' said Leofas, slapping himon the shoulder. 'I'm going
to say this once, boy, for I'mnot given to conplinents. There's a nobility in you, and a strength
you' ve not began to touch. Rescuing Gael en showed it to ne. It was a fine, bonny thing. But nore
than that, | renmenber when we hunted the beast. You lifted Canbil that night when his fear for his
son threatened to unman him and anong men who despised you it was you they foll owed when you

wal ked to the north. Wen the Queen was dying and delirious you gave her words of confort. You it
was who planned the victory at the Ganmes, and you agai n who brought us out of the valley.

"So don't sit here benpaning your fate. You are where you should be: War Lord of Farlain. Do |
make nyself clear?

"l shoul d have spoken to you ten years ago,' said Caswallon. 'Mybe | would have been different."
Ten years ago you woul dn't have |listened. Woring and stealing filled your mnd."'
' Good days, though,' said Caswallon, grinning.

"Don't say it as though you're letting ne into a secret. | was whoring and stealing before you
were born. And probably nmeking a better job of it!

Gael en awoke, rolling to his back and rubbing his eyes. The night was silent, save for the
novenent of bats in the trees above himand the skittering sound of badgers in the undergrowth off
to the left. These were sounds he knew wel|l. But something else had pierced his dreans, bringing
himto wakeful ness. H s mnd was hazy, confused. It had seemed as if horns were blow ng far away,
whi spering in the night breeze.

But now there was silence as Gael en sat up and | ooked around him Render was gone, hunting his
supper, and the fire had died down within its circle of rocks. Gaelen added fuel, nore for |ight
than heat. As the blaze flared he pushed back his bl anket and stood up, stretching the nuscl es of
hi s back. He was hungry. The sky was |ightening and the dawn was not far off. Gathering his bow
and quiver, he nade his way to the edge of the wood, |ooking down on to a gently sloping field,
silver in the waning noonlight. Upon it were scores of rabbits nibbling at grass and cl over

Gael en settled down on his knees and strung the bow, he then selected an arrow and notched it to
the string. Spotting a buck sonme twenty paces distant, he drew and | oosed the shaft. As the buck
fell, the other rabbits di sappeared at speed. Returning to the fire he skinned the beast, gutting
and slicing it for the pot. Render |oped through the bushes, jaws bl oody, and squatted down beside
him waiting expectantly for the remains.

Gaelen threw the offal to the hound, who set to work on his second nmeal of the night. As dawn
Iight seeped into the sky, Gaelen found hinmself thinking of the Queen Beyond. Oten her face would
come to him sonetines in dreanms but nore often as he went about the chores of the day. She had
died for him- for them- and Gael en wished, with all his heart, that he could have repaid her

And what did she mean when she pronised to cone again?

By m d-norning Gael en and Render were picking their way down a wooded sl ope al ongside a tunbling
stream Every forty or fifty paces the water hissed over rocky falls, gushing at ever-increasing
speed towards the valley below Birds sang in the trees, and crinmson flowers bl ooned by the water
Every now and then, as they cane to a break in the trees, Gaelen stopped and gazed on the
nmount ai ns, still snow capped, like old nen in a line. Gaelen knew he should be feeling guilty
about his leisurely pace and the wi de western swing he was naking, for there was plenty of spring
wor k back hone. But after the winter cooped up in the valley, he needed the solitude.

A worman' s scream pierced the gl ade. Render's head came up, a deep grow starting in his throat.
Gael en flashed his hand up, pal moutwards, and the dog fell silent. The scream canme fromthe
right, beyond a thicket of gorse. Gael en eased his hunting-knife into his hand, rel eased his pack
and bow fromhis shoul ders and noved forward silently. Render padded besi de him

Once in the thicket other noises cane to them- the rending of cloth, and sl apping sounds as if
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open- handed bl ows were being struck. Creeping forward, bent double, Gaelen cane to the edge of the
thicket. Three Aenir warriors had pinned a young girl to the ground. Two held her arms, the third
crouched over her, slashing her clothes with a knife and ripping themfrom her

Gael en cal med the dog and waited. He couldn't see the girl's face, but fromthe cl othes she was
Farlain. The Aenir stripped her naked, then one forced her |egs apart, dropping his hand to | oosen
his breeches. As he did so Gaelen pointed to the warrior holding the girl.

"Kill!" he hissed. Render |eaped forward, covering the ground in three bounds, snarling
ferociously. The three whirled at the sound, dragging their knives clear. Render's great jaws
cl osed upon the throat of his victim the Aenir's neck snapping with a hi deous crack. Gaelen, |ong
hunti ng-knife in hand, was just behind the dog. He hurdled the beast, batting aside a wild slash
fromthe second Aenir, then hinself back-handed a cut across the man's face. The warrior's cheek
bl ossoned red and he fell back, dropping his knife. Gaelen threw hinself forward to plunge his own
bl ade through the man's | eather jerkin, up under the ribs, seeking the heart. The nan's eyes
opened in shock and pain. Gaelen twisted the blade to free it fromthe suction of the man's body
and tore it |oose, kicking himaway. Spinning, he was just in time to parry a thrust fromthe
third warrior who ained a vicious cut at his head. Gael en ducked beneath it, stepping inside to
hanmmer the knife into the man's groin. The Aenir screaned and fell. Gael en dragged the knife
clear, punching it to the man's throat and cutting off his screams. Render, still growing, tore
at his victim though the man was | ong dead.

"Honme!' hissed Gaelen. In the following silence he listened intently. Satisfied the Aenir were
alone, he ran to the girl.

It was Deva, her face bruised and swollen, her lips cut and bl eeding. She was unconsci ous. Gael en
gat hered what renmmi ned of her clothes and lifted the girl to his shoulder. Then he made his way
back through the thicket to his pack and | aboured on up the sl ope, keeping to the rocky paths and
firmer areas that woul d | eave | ess sign of his passing.

Hi s breat hing was ragged as he reached the highest point of the slope, cutting into a sheltered
gl ade where he | owered Deva to the ground. She was breathing evenly. Her shirt was in tatters and
he threw it to one side. Her skirt had been ripped in half. Renoving it, he spread the cloth and
sliced an opening in the centre. Sheathing his knife he lifted the girl to a sitting position and
put the skirt over her head, wi dening the slash until the garment settled over her shoul ders |ike
a cape that fell to her knees. He tore her shirt into strips and fashioned a belt which he tied
round her waist, then he | aid her back

"Stay!' he ordered Render and the hound settled down beside the girl. Gaelen gathered up his bow
and quiver and retraced his steps to the slope, crouching in the undergrowth, eyes searching the
trail

There were so many questions. Wiy were the Aenir so far into the Farlain? Wiat was Deva doi ng
alone in the wlderness? What manner of men were these warriors who dressed like foresters and
carried hunting-knives |ike the clans? Had the war begun, or were they nerely scouts? How many
nore were searching these woods? He coul d answer none of the questions.

He had been lucky today, waiting until the men's lust was at its height before |aunching an
attack. But once the eneny discovered the bodies they would be on his trail like wolves after a
wounded deer. Mre than |luck woul d be needed to survive from now on, he knew.

He was at |least two days fromthe valley, but if the war had begun there was no point going east.
If it had not, there was little point heading for Attafoss, a day or nore to the north-east.

Down the slope he saw a flash of nobvenent and drew back into the bushes. A man appeared, then
another, then a file of warriors bearing bows. They did not seemto be hunting a trail, but if
they kept moving along the track they would find the bodies. Gaelen waited until the file had
passed, counting them despair growing as the figure topped one hundred.

This was no scouting party.
Pul i ng back out of sight he ran to the gl ade, kneeling over Deva, lifting her head and lightly

stroki ng her face. She cane awake with a start, a scream begi nning as his hand cl anped over her
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nout h.

"Be silent, Deva, it is Gaelen!' he hissed. Her eyes swivelled to himand she blinked and nodded.
He renoved hi s hand.

"The Aenir?' she whi spered.
'Dead. But nore are coming and we rmust nove. Can you run?

She nodded and he hel ped her to her feet. Hoisting his pack, he gathered up the renmains of her
clothing and bade her wait for him He noved east for two hundred paces, crossing the stream

| eaving his track on a nuddy bank, and looping a torn fragnment of Deva's shirt over a gorse bush
Satisfied with the false trail, he turned west again, noving nore carefully over the rocks and
firmground until he rejoined Deva in the gl ade

"Let's go,' he said, heading for Attafoss.

They made al nost half a nile when the horns sounded, echoing eerily in the nountains around them
' They' ve found the bodies,' he said grimy. 'Let's push on.'

Throughout the |ong afternoon Gaelen | ed them ever higher into the nountains, stopping often to
study the back-trail and keeping ever under cover. Deva stunbled after him still in shock after
her narrow escape, and yet awed by the authoritative manner in which Gael en was | eadi ng. There was
no panic in him nor yet any sign of fear. He was, she realised not w thout shock, a clansnman

And he had killed three Aenir warriors. She was sorry to have m ssed that event.

Towar ds dusk Gael en found a secluded hollow off the trail and he dunped his pack and sat down. He
stayed there silently for some mnutes, ignoring the girl; then he stood and returned to the
trail, crouching to scan the nountainside. There was no sign of pursuit.

He waited until it was too dark to see any distance, then returned to the hollow. Deva was bat hing
her face with water fromhis canteen and he squatted besi de her

'How are you faring?" he asked.

"Wll. Are they close?

'l can see no one, but that tells us nothing. They are woodsnen, they could be anywhere.'
"Yes.'

"What were you doing in the nountai ns?' he asked her

‘I had to visit ny uncle Lars, who has a croft cabin south of here. | went with Larain. W were
com ng hone when we saw the Aenir and we both ran. | hid in the woods, | don't know what happened
to Larain. Most of the night | listened for them but | heard nothing. This norning | tried to get
back to the valley, but they were waiting for ne. | got away once but they caught ne back there,

where you found ne.'

"It's an invasion,' said Gaelen

"But why would they do such a thing?

"I don't know, Deva. | don't believe they need a reason to fight. Rest now.'
Thank you for ny tunic,' she whispered, leaning in to kiss his cheek

"l could do no better,' he stanmered. Reaching past her, he pulled his blanket roll fromthe pack

"Wap yourself. It will be a chill night and we can afford no fire.'
' Gael en?'
"Yes.'
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“I... | thank you for saving ny life.
Thank ne when we reach safety. If there is such a place still...'

She wat ched the darkness swall ow him knowi ng he woul d spend the night on the edge of the trail
Render settled down beside her and she snuggled in to his warm body.

Gael en awoke just before dawn, coming out of a light doze in his hiding-place by the trail's edge.
He yawned and stretched. The path bel ow was still clear. Rounding the bushes he stopped, jolted by
a heel print on the track not ten paces from where he had sl ept.

The track was fresh. Swiftly he searched the ground. He found another print, and a third al ongside
it. Two nen. And they were ahead of him

Ducki ng once nore, he re-entered the gl ade, waking Deva and rolling his blanket. Taking up his
pack, he unstrapped his bow and strung it.

d anci ng round, he saw that Render had gone a-hunti ng.

"W have a problem' he told the girl.

' They are ahead of us?" ,

He nodded. 'Only two of them Scouts. They passed in the night.'

'Then give me a bow M narksmanship is good, and you'll need your hands clear for knife work.

He handed her the weapon without hesitation. Al clanswonmen were practised with the bow and Deva
had the reputation of being better than nost.

Slowy they made their way north and east, wary of open ground, until at last the trees thinned
and a gorse-covered sl ope beckoned beyond. It stretched for sone four hundred paces.

"You could hide an arny down there,' whispered Deva, crouching beside himin the |ast of the
undergrowt h before the sl ope.

"l know. But we have little choice. The main force is behind us. They have sent these scouts ahead
to cut us off. If we remain here the main body will cone upon us. W rmnust go on.'

"You go first. I'Il wait here. If | spot nmovenent |'Il signal.
"Very well. But don't shoot until you are sure of a hit."

Biting back an angry retort, she nodded. \Wat did he think she was going to do ? Shoot at shadows
? CGaelen left the cover of the trees and noved slowy down the slope, tense and expectant. Deva
scanned the gorse, trying not to focus on any one point. Her father had taught her that novenent
was best seen peripherally.

A bush to the right noved, as if a man was easing through it. Then her attention was jerked away
by a noi se from behind and she turned. A hundred paces back along the trail, a man had fallen and
his conrades were |aughing at him They were not yet in sight, but would be in a matter of

monents. She was trapped! Fighting down panic, she notched an arrow to the bow. Gael en reached the
bottom of the slope and gl anced back. Deva lifted both hands, pointing one index finger left, the
other right. Then she jerked her thumb over her shoul der

Gael en cursed and noved. He broke into a lunging run for the gorse, angling to the right, his
knife in his hand. Surprised by the sudden sprint, the hidden archer had to step into the open
H s bow was al ready bent.

Deva drew back the bowstring to nestle against her cheek. Releasing her breath slowy, she cal ned
her mind and sighted on the notionless archer. Gaelen threw hinself forward in a tunbler's roll as
the man rel eased his shaft. It whistled over his head. Deva let fly, the arrow flashing down to
thud into the archer's chest. The man dropped his bow and fell to his knees, clutching at the
shaft; then he toppled sideways to the earth.
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Coming out of his roll, Gaelen saw the man fall. The second Aenir, a huge nan with a braided
yel | ow beard, hurled his bow aside and drew his own hunting-knife. He | eapt at the clansman, his
knife plunging towards Gaelen's belly. Gaelen dived to the left - and the Aenir's bl ade raked his
ribs. Rolling to his feet Gaelen |aunched hinmself at the warrior, his shoulder cannoning into the
man's chest. O f-balance, the Aenir fell, Gaelen on top of him The blond warrior tried to rise
but Gael en sl ammed his forehead agai nst the Aenir's nose, blinding himnonentarily. As the nan
fell back Gaelen rolled on to the warrior's knife-armand sliced his own bl ade across the bearded
throat. Bl ood bubbl ed and surged fromthe gapi ng wound, drenching the clansman. Pushing the body
under thick gorse, CGaelen rolled to his feet and ran back to the first man. Deva was already
there, struggling to pull the body out of sight into the bushes. Together they nmade it with scant
noments to spare.

Huddl ed together over the corpse, Gaelen put his armround Deva, drawi ng her close as the Aenir
force breasted the slope. '"If they find the other body we're finished," he said. Hs knife was in
his hand and he knew with bleak certainty that he would cut her throat rather than let themtake
her .

The eneny noved down the slope. Gimnen they were, and they noved cautiously, nmany notching
arrows to bowstrings, their eyes flickering over the gorse. Gaelen took a deep breath, fighting
to stay calm his heart was thuddi ng agai nst his chest like a drum He closed his eyes, Deva

| eaned agai nst himand he could snell the perfune of her hair.

The Aenir entered the gorse, pushing on towards the east. Two nen passed within ten paces of where
they lay. They were tal king and joking now, content that the open ground was behind them

The | ast of the Aenir noved away out of earshot. Gaelen felt cranped, but still he did not nove.
It was hard to stay so still, for hiding was a passive, negative thing that |eached a man's
cour age.

"You can |l et go of me now, clansman,* whi spered Deva.

He nodded, but did not nove. Deva | ooked up into his face, seeing the tension and fear. Raising
her hand, she stroked his cheek. "Help ne get this swine's jerkin," she said.

Gael en rel eased her, smling sheepishly. He pulled her arrow fromthe man's ribs and t hey worked
the brown | eather jerkin clear. Deva slipped it on over her tunic. It was too |large by far and
Gaelen trimred the shoulders with his knife.

"How do | | ook?" she asked him

"Beautiful,' he said.

"If this is beautiful, you should have been struck dunb at the Worl Dance.
"I was.'

Deva gi ggl ed. She | ooped the man's knife-belt round her waist. 'You were so forlorn, Gaelen.
felt quite sorry for you, with your swollen |eg.

"I felt quite sorry for nyself.'

"What are your plans now? Why are we headi ng north?

"Wth luck the clan will be there.’

"Why shoul d they be?'

"l believe the war has begun. The Aenir will have raided the valleys. But Caswallon has a plan.'
' Caswal | on!" she snapped. 'Caswallon is not Hunt Lord!’

"No, but he should be," hissed Gaelen. A sound in the bushes jolted them but relief swept over
Gael en as Render's great black and grey head appeared. Kneeling, he patted the dog affectionately,
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using the time to let the angry nonment pass.
"I"'msorry,' he said at last. 'l did not nean that.'

"You neant it. Let's talk no nore of it. W've a long way to go.'

8

DRADA ARRIVED I N Farlain valleys on the second day of the invasion, having conpleted his attack on
the Haesten. Throughout the day his nen had been scouring the mountains, hunting down clansnen and
their famlies, killing the nen and ol der wonen, taking the young girls alive. So far they had
killed nore than a thousand Hi ghl anders.

Leaving a third of his force behind to harry the remants of Laric's people, he noved on to join
his father. There was no word from Ongi st and his force, apart fromthe first nmessage that told of
Maggrig's flight into the nountains.

Wth twenty nen Drada rode ahead of the marching arny, reigning his mount on the hi gh sl ope above
the first valley. Below himwere a dozen or so gutted houses; the rest had been taken over by the
Aenir, whose tents also dotted the field. Drada was discontented. The assault had not been a
conpl ete success. The Haesten were all but w ped out, but the Pallides and the Farlain were still
at |arge.

Barsa's Ti nber-Wlves would harry themin the north-west, but Drada did not share his father's
scant regard for the clans' fighting abilities. And he had heard of Canbil's death with regret.

Not that he liked the nman, nore that he was easy to read, and if the Farlain had to escape Drada
woul d have rested nore easily knowi ng Canbil was Hunt Lord. He didn't need to be a prophet to
predi ct the next |eader:

Caswal | on!
The vi per beneath the Aenir heel

Spurring his nount he rode down into the valley, past the field where cattle and sheep grazed
contentedly. His brother Tostig saw himcom ng and wal ked out to neet him standing before the
cai rn whi ch housed the conbi ned dead of the first assault.

"Greetings, brother,' said Tostig as Drada di smounted, handing the reins to a following rider. '
told you the war woul d be short and sweet.'

Drada stared into his brother's ugly face. "It is not over yet,' he said evenly.
Tostig spat. 'There's no real fight in these nountain dogs. They'll give us sport for a few weeks,
that's all.'

"W'll see,' said Drada, pushing past him He entered the house of Canmbil, seeking his father
Asbidag sat in the wide | eather chair before the hearth, drinking froma silver goblet. Beside him
was a jug of nmead and a half-eaten |oaf. Drada pulled up a chair opposite and renmoved his cl oak
Asbi dag was drunk; ale dribbled to his red beard at every swallow, flow ng over the crunbs of

bread | odged there. Hi s bl oodshot eyes turned to Drada and he bel ched and | eaned forward.

"Wl I ?' he snarl ed.
' The Haesten are finished.

Asbi dag began to | augh. He drained the last of the ale and then lifted the silver goblet, crushing
it suddenly, the nmuscles of his forearmwithing as his powerful fingers pressed the netal out of
shape.

" Fi ni shed? What about the Farlain? Your plan was a disaster.' The words were slurred but the eyes
gl eaned with mal evol ent intelligence.
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"We have the valleys and the Farlain have nowhere to go, and no food supply.'
'So you say.

Mor gase entered the room and Drada stood and bowed. Ignoring him she noved to Asbidag and knelt
by the chair, stroking the bread fromhis beard. Asbidag's eyes softened as he gazed on her coo
beauty. He lunbered to his feet, pulling her up beside him his huge hand sliding down her flank.
He leered at her and left the room stunbling on the stairs.

"Wait here,’' said Mdirgase. '|I shall see you presently.’
"I think not, Lady. | fear you will be preoccupied for some little while.
"W shall see.'

Drada noved fromthe hard seat to the wide leather chair his father had vacated, easing hinself
back and lifting his feet to a snmall table. He closed his eyes, enjoying the confort. He was
tired, he hadn't realised quite howtired. The |light was fading. He cursed softly and pushed

hi msel f upright, gathering candles fromthe kitchen. Taking a steel tinder-box fromhis pouch he
struck a flame and lit a candle, placing it in a brass holder on the wall above the hearth. Near
the door was a crystal lantern which he also trinmred and |lit. Returning to the chair, he tried
once nore to relax but he could not. He was over-tired and filled with the tension only the

pl anni ng of war coul d produce.

Morgase slipped silently into the roomwearing only a dark silken robe. She knelt by himas she
had knelt by his father. He | ooked down into her cold blue eyes; her cheeks were flushed, her I|ips
swollen and red. By candl elight her face | ooked younger, softer

"He is sleeping,' she whispered.

"Good. | wish | was.'

'Soon, Drada. Soon. Listen to me. | pronised you the Gateway to enpires. Do you still desire it?
"OF course.' Leaning forward, he rubbed his tired eyes.

The druids guard the Gateway. They have a hiding-place near the great falls called Attafoss. You
must lead an arny to the north.'

*What is this Gateway?

"l don't know what it is, only what it does. It is an entrance to my own world - a land full of
riches and ripe for conquest.’

"What do you nean? There is no world to the north, only nmountains and sea.

"You are wong. | was raised in a far land, not of this world. My father was an Earl. He was
killed in a rebellion when | was seven years old. The land is ruled now by a warrior Queen but her
arm es have fought nmany battles and they are tired, weary to the bone.'

"I have heard of no Queen ...' Drada began

‘"Listen to me, you fool," she hissed, her eyes angry. 'My brothers and | fought her for six |long
years, but our arny was crushed. | fled north with two trusted servants; they brought ne to a
druid who lived in the eastern nountains and he told ne of a Gate | could pass that would lead to
safety. The entrance was marked by a carving at the nouth of the cave, where soneone | ong ago had
chi pped out the shape of a goblet. He took ne there and we entered the cave, which was shall ow and
dripping with water. He spoke sone words by the far wall, and it shinmered and di sappeared. Then
he beckoned me to follow himand stepped t hrough where the wall had been. | followed and found
mysel f in the nmountains near a great waterfall

"It was like a dream The old nan stepped one pace back - and disappeared. | tried to follow him
but there was no way back. | wal ked south for nmany days until | reached the city of Ateris in the
di stance. There | net your father.'
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Drada was awake now. 'You say the Farlain druids control this Gateway?
"Yes.'

"And they can transport men wherever they wish to go?

"Yes. Now do you see?

"l do indeed.

'The druid who helped me told ne that if ever | wished to return | should seek a man naned
Tal i esen.'

I"ve nmet him' said Drada.
'He guards the Gate, and controls its power."

Drada | eaned back in his chair, the tension easing fromhim his weariness slipping anay. 'Such a
Gateway allowed the Aenir to invade these |ands,' he said. 'But once we were through it closed
behi nd us, becoming solid rock. For years we sought sorcerers and wi tches to open them but none
succeeded. What are these Gates? Wio nade then?’

‘I don't know. The old druid told nme they had existed for centuries. In nmy |and we have | egends of
trolls and giants, beasts and dragons. The druid said these were all creatures which had passed
t hrough random Gates.'

Drada sat back, saying nothing. This was a prize greater than any before. Dreans of enpire grewin
his mnd. Suppose the Gates could send a man wherever he w shed? Who could resist an armny that
appeared within a walled city? But was it possible? He | ooked down at Mrgase, taking her chin in
his hand. 'Have you told ny father?

Her hand cane down to rest on his thigh. 'No, you are the nan to lead the Aenir.' At her touch he
stiffened, his eyes flickering to the darkened doorway.

"Have no fear, Drada. | slipped hima sleeping potion. He will not wake for hours."'
He lifted her to his lap and kissed her, his hand slipping beneath her robe.
"Are you worth dying for?' he asked, his voice husky, his face flushed. 'Find out," she told him

Gael en and Deva spent their second night in a shall ow cave, the entrance hidden by a hastily-
erected screen of bushes. The day had been fraught, and their trail had been picked up by a second
band of Aenir foresters. At one stage they had been sighted and chased for alnpst a nmile before
slipping their pursuers. Deva was exhausted, her feet grazed and blistered. Gaelen sliced strips
of leather fromher jerkin and she set to work shaping theminto noccasins; but the |eather was
soft and they would not last [ong in the nopuntains.

They could light no fire and the night was cold. They spent it together, wapped in Gaelen's
bl anket .

Gael en was desperately worried now. The eneny were all around them and there was still open ground
to cross. They woul d never nmake it. Deva slept on, her head resting on his shoul der. H s back was
cranped and sore, but he did not nove. She was nore tired than he, and needed the rest.

What woul d Caswal | on do, he wondered? There nmust be a way to escape the Aenir net. dosing his
eyes, he pictured the route to Attafoss. There were four sections of open ground, where the |and
di pped away into broad valleys with little or no cover. There was no way to avoid crossing at

| east one of them Travelling by day would be suicidal. By night it would be al nbost as hazardous
for, up to now, Gaelen had seen no sign of the Aenir canp-fires. They could blunder straight into
an eneny canp.

In two days Gaelen had killed five eneny warriors. He had often dreamed of the day when he would
pay them back for his terror and his wounds. But now he realised there was no joy, or satisfaction
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to be found. He wi shed they had never conme to the Farlain. Wshed it with all his heart.

Render stirred beside him his great head comng up with ears pricked. Gael en gestured the hound
to silence and woke Deva gently, his hand over her nouth.

' Soneone's com ng,' he whispered. Carefully he crept to the mouth of the cave, easing aside the
| eaves and branches masking the entrance.

The Aenir had returned and were once nore scouring the hillside for tracks.

Wth infinite care Gael en withdrew his hand, allow ng the branches to settle back. Then he drew
his knife and waited. Render noved to him laying his head on Gael en's shoul der, nostrils

qui vering as he scented the Aenir. The cave was nargi nally bel ow ground | evel, the entrance only
three feet high, and Gael en had uprooted two thick bushes, pulling theminto the cave roots first.
From out si de they woul d appear to be growing at the base of the cliff.

For an hour or nore the Aenir continued their search, then they noved further down the
mount ai nsi de out of sight. Gaelen relaxed and crept back to Deva, putting his nmouth close to her
ear.

"W must wait until nightfall,' he whispered. She nodded. Qutside the sun shone brightly, but its
warnt h coul d not penetrate the chill of the cave and they sat wapped in Gael en's bl anket
t hroughout the | ong afternoon

Just after dusk Gael en pushed asi de the bushes and clinbed fromthe cave, eyes searching the
mount ai nsi de. The Aenir had noved on. Deva passed out his pack and bow, then joined himin the
open. (Gael en pushed the bush screen back in place.

"W may need to get back here,' he said. 'It |eaves us one hiding-place.’

They set off in silence, threading a path through the trees towards the first valley. The night
was brighter than Gael en woul d have liked, a three-quarter moon shining in the clear sky. They
stopped at the tinmberline, wary of |eaving the sanctuary of the trees, and renmenbering the hidden
Aenir scouts of the day before.

Stepping out into the open, Gaelen started the |ong walk to the shadow shrouded vall ey. Deva, an
arrow notched to the bow, wal ked just behind him while Render |oped out in a wide circle, content
merely to be free of the narrow confines of the cave. The wind was in Gaelen's face and that

pl eased him for Render would pick up any scent. Frequently Gaelen gl anced at the hound, seeking
sign of alarm But there was none.

It took theman hour to cross the valley and clinb the steep slope beyond. Wth one danger past,
the next took its place.

They could not see anything within the trees; overhangi ng branches shut out the moonlight,
creating a wall of darkness. Wthin the wood could be a hundred, a thousand, Aenir waiting for
t hem

They had no choice. Hand on knife, Gaelen wal ked into the darkness, |eaning agai nst a broad trunk
and allowing his eyes to becone accustonmed to the Stygian gloom They noved on, carefully. It was
uncannily still anmong the trees, not a sound whispered in the night. The breeze had fall en away
and above themthe branches hung together formng an archway, the trees |ike colonnaded pillars.
No bats skittered in the trees. No aninmals disturbed the undergrowth. It was |ike passing through
a Hall of the Dead, nmurky and silent, pregnant wth nmenace.

Render's head cane up and he sniffed the air. He made no sound but | ooked away to the left. Gael en
patted himsoftly. About twenty paces away he could just nake out the silhouette of a seated nan
Gael en stood statue-still. As he stared he could see nore nen lying on the ground, wapped in

bl anket s.

An Aenir canp!

Gesturing to Deva, he dropped to his hands and knees and began to crawl. The sentry coughed and
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spat. Gaelen froze. They eased their way past the group and into the forest beyond. They were
climbing now and it became nore difficult to nove quietly. Sweat ran down Gaelen's face and his
breat hi ng grew ragged. He knew that stress was sapping his strength as nmuch as the flight itself.
Deva was bearing up well. He smled grinmy. But then she was clan!

They clinmbed a steep slope and Gael en peered over the rim dropping back al nost inmmrediately.

Beyond were another twenty Aenir asleep. A sentry was seated on a boul der on the far side. He had -
thank God - been | ooki ng away when Gael en appeared. Gael en edged sone thirty paces further along
the slope. Carefully he raised his head over the rim There was a screen of trees now between them
and the Aenir sentry. Swiftly he levered hinmself over the rim Render scranbled up after him Deva
handed Gael en the bow, then snoothly clinbed to join them

Once nore in the trees, they breasted the rise and pushed on into the second valley. There was
nmore gorse here and Gaelen felt his confidence rising. Then the breeze picked up once nore - and
saved their lives.

Render growl ed, hurtling forward into the gorse. A nman's screamrent the night. Deva dropped to
one knee, drawi ng the bowstring back to her cheek. Gaelen ran |left, dropping his pack and draw ng
his knife. Three nmen ran fromthe bushes towards them The first fell, Deva's arrow jutting from
his right eye. Gaelen | eaped feet-first at the second, kicking himin the face; the man fell back
Gaelen hit the ground and rolled as the third Aenir raced past himtowards Deva. The girl had no
time to draw fully and let fly on half string. The arrow struck the nman in the face, ripping open
his cheek, but he tore it | oose and kept comi ng. Deva hurled her bow aside as the nman | eaped upon
her, bearing her to the ground.

"I have you now, you bitch!' he shouted, his knife poised above her throat. But a bl ack shadow

| ooned, and Render's huge jaws cl anped down on the man's face, fangs ripping away skin and flesh
Bl ood sprayed over Deva as the Aenir toppled fromher. Wakly he tried to stab the hound, but then
came the sound of crunching bones —and his skull shattered.

Gaelen rolled to his feet and hurled hinself across the body of the second Aenir, who had been
stunned by the kick and was struggling to rise when the young clansman di ved upon him Gaelen's
knife plunged into his back. He screamed and thrashed his arns as Gaelen ripped the knife |oose,
whi ppi ng the bl ade across the man's throat.

Render padded towards him jaws bl oody. The silence that foll owed was broken by sounds of running
nen.

Grabbi ng his pack and bow Gael en signalled to Deva and began to run, steering away fromthe
pursuers and then cutting north. Beside himDeva ran easily, the bow | ooped over her |eft

shoul der. Gael en pushed the pace as hard as he dared, and Deva courageously matched him though
her lungs were burning and her |egs aching.

They reached the trees ahead of their pursuers. Wat they needed now was sonewhere to hide. The
problem was that in the dark Gael en had no way of know ng what sort of tracks they were | eaving.
He halted and grabbed Deva's arm 'Gve them sonething to think about,' he said. As the Aenir
reached the bottom of the slope she sent a shaft into their ranks, catching a nman high in the
shoul der. The man cursed loudly, the rest diving to the ground. There were only ten nen in the
pursui ng group, and none of themwanted to rush uphill towards a hi dden archer

"Now, let's go,' said Gaelen

Deva shook her head, still fighting to catch her breath. 'Need... a... nmonent,' she said. Taking
the bow, he crouched at the edge of the trees, trying to spot any attenpt to outflank them

After a few nonents Deva tapped his shoulder. Tmready,' she told him He nodded and they slipped
away into the trees.

As dawn lit the valleys Gael en took a desperate ganble. Believing themclear of the Aenir he
deci ded to push on through the day, reaching Attafoss before dark. He knew the risks were great,
for there could well be eneny sol diers ahead. But, he thought, they would certainly catch up
should he hide all day waiting for darkness. And he had no desire to repeat last night's

advent ures.
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They crossed the open ground and found no sign of the eneny.

Render | oped out ahead of them cutting off to chase a hare, but it

ducked out of sight and the hound padded back to his master. High

[ in the mountains now, the pursuit far behind them Gaelen rel axed.
Deva also felt tension easing from her

"You don't say much, Gael en,' she said.

"No. I"'mnot very good with words.'

"I's that true? Or are you just anxi ous around woren?'
"That, too.'

‘Do you |ike Layne?

Yes, he's a good friend.' a '"He wants to nmarry ne."

Gaelen felt a knot of tension growing within him Angry and uncertain, he said nothing.

"Wl |, speak, clansnman.'

"What is there to say? You did not ask a question. You knowthat |I feel... that | would like ..
damm! As | said, | amnot good with words. | lived alone for many years as a child. | talked to
few people; | | never learned the art of conversation. | amdull though | would prefer not to

be. It would be nice to nake people laugh with a witty jest, but it's not the way I am'

"You are fine the way you are,' she said, feeling guilty and a little ashaned. 'I'msorry. |
shoul d not have teased you.'

"You coul d have picked a better tinme,' he said, smling.
"Yes. Do you think the clan will be at Attafoss.

"l hope so.'

"You are a fine nan, Gaelen. Truly fine.'

'l amglad that you think so. WI|l you wed Layne?

"No," she told himsoftly. 'Wen | was born an old tinker-woman nake a prediction for ne. She said
| woul d be the nother of kings.'

"What does that nean? There are no kings.'

"Not here in the highlands,' she said, 'but there are tales of faraway | ands where ki ngs and
princes rule. One day a man will cone - and I will wed him'

"l don't begin to understand,' he said. 'What is so inportant about wedding a king? O being the
nmot her of one, for that nmatter? \Wat about |ove, Deva? Happi ness?"

"How coul d you understand?' she said. 'You were an orphan and a thief. It wasn't your fault. But |
shall live in a palace, and ny nane will be known throughout the world. Perhaps for ever.'

He stood silently for a nonent. 'l would nmarry you,' he said, 'and spend ny life nmaking you happy.
It is a dream | have had since first | saw you. But | cannot give you a pal ace, Deva.

She | ooked up at himand, for a single heartbeat, felt like taking himin her arnms and turning her
back on the dream she had nurtured. But the dream was too strong and Deva shook her head. '| know
that | |ove you, Gaelen. Truly. But you must find another,' she said softly, surprised that the
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words left her feeling enpty and nore than a little frightened.

Taki ng her hand he kissed it. '"I'lIl not ask again,' he told her. 'l wish you well in your quest,
Deva. | hope your king conmes for you.

Caswal | on pushed his people hard throughout the days follow ng

the invasion. He sent a screen of warriors to the north-east and west,

| ed by Badraig and Onic. Then he chose five hundred nen and held

them back to forma rearguard agai nst any force the Aenir should

send agai nst them He was desperate for news of Laric and Mggrig.

Had the Pallides survived as a clan, or were they sundered thoughout

t he nmountains, |eaderless? He needed to know. He called for

[ vol unteers from anong the single nmen, skilled hunters and trackers,
| to journey back to the south-east and gather infornmation. Anbng
i those who canme forward were Layne, Gwal chmai and Agwai ne.
Caswal | on chose five nen, Agwai ne anong them

He took them aside, briefing each one, until at last only Agwaine i was | eft. Caswallon placed
bot h hands on the young man's shoulders. '|I amtruly sorry about what happened to your father,' he
said. 'He was a fine man, a nan of honour and great nobility.

"He was a fool, Caswallon. But | loved himwell. Better than he knew. '

"l doubt that. You neant everything to him Wen we tracked you, as you fought the beast, he told
me he would | eave the Farlain if you did not survive. You were his joy. And as to his being a
fool, I want you to think on this: he was nmade to |l ook foolish by the brutal stupidity of the
Aenir. Canbil was right in his philosophy, Agwaine. Sensible nen will go to great lengths to avoid
the vileness of war. Yet it is also a tragic truth that when war is inevitable, there is no place
for sensible nmen. Intelligence can be a doubl e-edged weapon. One of the blessings of a fine mnd
is that it allows a man to see both sides of a problem therefore preventing himfromacting in a
blind or blinkered way. Your father was such a man. He believed that the Aenir would al so see the
wi sdom of his view That they did not is not a reflection on him but a judgenent upon them'

Agwai ne shook his head. 'I would like to believe all that. But you are an intelligent man - and
the Aenir did not fool you, did they?

"No," answered Caswallon slowy 'but then |I did not have thousands of |ives resting on ny deeds,
colouring ny thoughts, feeding ny hopes. Canbil knew that war would nean col ossal loss of life. It
does make a difference, Agwaine.'

Thank you, cousin, for your words. As you advise, | will think on them Now what do you want nme to
do?'

"Find Maggrig and gather as nmany of the Pallides as you can. Then make for the eastern shore of
the | ake above Attafoss. There we will plan the destruction of the eneny.'

"Do you believe we can wi n?"
"Be certain of it, Agwaine of the Farlain.'
Agwai ne grinned. 'It would be nice to be certain.

Caswal | on took the young man by the armand | ed himaway fromthe colum. They sat down on the
hillside, the stars gl eam ng above themlike gens on a vel vet cl oak
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"Your father and | grew up together, you know that. You al so know we were never friends,' said
Caswal | on softly, nmeeting Agwai ne's glance and noting, with sadness, the man's resenbl ance to

Canmbil. "He did not like ne, but |I don't blame himfor that. | never did. He saw in me everything
that could destroy the clan: selfishness; disregard for the custons that bound us together. | see
that clearly now, and | w sh he was here so that | could tell him Instead, | tell his son

"The clan thrives because we care for one another. Being clan is as nmuch a state of mnd as a
racial fact. Wthout it we are no different fromthe Aenir. Canbil understood this. Caring nakes
us strong, gives us courage.'

"Way are you telling ne this? asked Agwai ne.

"Have you noticed?" countered Caswall on, 'how nature gives and takes? The weakest dog in the
litter is always the nost cunning, the short man often nore conpetitive, the ugly woman given the
di sposition of an angel. So it is with character. You saw it at the Ganes. Borak was faster than
you, stronger. He even had an acconplice in the woods to ensure victory. And yet he lost, as his
kind will always |ose. For courage is born of caring. Evil has no depth of character to call on
You want certainty, Agwaine? | give it to you. They cannot conquer the clan.'

Agwai ne bowed his head. 'At this nmoment,' he said, '"we are in flight. They out nunber us and they
have killed thousands.

"Yes, and nmany nore clansmen will die,' said Caswallon, 'but we shall not |ose. Do not think of
their nunbers. It neans nothing if the terrain is right. Think of your father, and his few hundred
men. Aye, and wonen. Think of how the Aenir broke upon that sword-ring. | would wager three Aenir

died for every clansman. Think on it. For the Aenir wll.

"Deep in their hearts they know the truth. Let you know it too. We are the Farlain and, though we
may be ill-suited toit, we carry the torch of Light in this war. And the Aenir darkness will not
extinguish it.'

Agwai ne chuckl ed suddenly, |eaning back to rest on his el bows. 'Caswallon, you' ve only been with
the Council for a few nonths and al ready you' re spouting rhetoric.'

"I know, and it surprises nme. But what is nore surprising, perhaps, is that | believe it. Wth all
my soul .’

"You believe the force of good will always defeat the force of evil?"
I do - ultimately.'
Ll \N]y?l

"I can't argue it, for it springs fromthe heart and not the m nd. Wiy did the Queen cone when you
needed her?

" Chance?'
"From where did you get the strength to beat the faster man?
"l don't know. But why did the | ow anders fall? They were not evil.'

‘I don't say that darkness does not have small triunphs. But we are not | ow anders, we are the
Farlain.'

"Now that | will agree on,' said Agwaine. 'And now |'d better be heading for Maggrig.
"Are you nore certain?

"I don't know, but |I feel the better for talking.

Then that must be enough,' said Caswallon, rising.

' Take care, Caswallon - and | ook out for Deva. She should be clear of them She was visiting Lars
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with her friend Larain.'
"I will send out scouts.

The cl an had nmade canp on the northern slope of a group of hills, where their canp-fires could not
be seen fromthe south. As night stole over the countrysi de Caswal |l on ordered the fires doused,

| est the gl ow be seen agai nst the sky. He sought out Taliesen and together they wal ked to the
hilltop, the old druid |l eaning heavily on his oak staff. He wore his birds'-feather cloak over a
white robe. Caswal |l on thought hi m dangerously tired.

'How are you faring? he asked as they sat together under the bright stars.
Taliesen's eyes gleaned and he smiled. 'l will not die on you, Caswall on.
' That does not answer my question.'

"l am exhausted. But then | amold.' He | ooked at the young warrior beside him his eyes full of
guile. 'Do you know how ol d?'

' Seventy? Eighty?

"I'f I told you ny age, would you believe nme?'

Yes. Way would you lie?

"I will not lie, Caswallon. | amover a thousand years old.'

"I was wong,' said Caswallon, grinning. 'l do not believe you.'

"And yet | speak the truth. It was | who brought Earis here so many centuries ago. On this very
hill, he and | | ooked down on the Farlain and knew joy.'

"Stop this jest, Taliesen ..

‘"It is no jest, Caswallon, and | amnot speaking to inpress you. O all the clansnen, you al one
have the capacity to understand what | amgoing to tell you. You have an open, enquiring mnd and

arare intelligence. You are not prey to superstitions. You make your own judgenents. | am nore
than one thousand years old. | was born out there!'" The old nman's bony hand flashed out, pointing
to the stars. 'You've heard tales of the elder race, the vanished people. | amthe |ast of those

el ders; the |ast true-bl ooded anyway. We nmde the Gates, Caswall on, and we journeyed across
di stances so great | could not inpress on you the scale of it. Think of an ant crossing the
Farlain and multiply it a thousand tinmes, and you would have but the first step of ny journeys.

"W cane here, and from here we spread across the Universe. W were the Star Wal kers. W birthed
religions and created mythol ogi es wherever man saw us. But then cane catastrophe.' The druid bowed
his head, staring at his hands.

"What happened?' asked Caswal | on.

'The Great Gates closed. Suddenly, wi thout warning. Qur links with home and distant enpires were
severed, gone without trace. Al that remained were the Lesser Gates: playthings created for
students like nyself who wished to study the evolution of prinmtive societies in a controlled
envi ronnent .’

"I do not understand any of this,' said Caswallon. '"But | read nen well, and | believe what you
say. Way are you telling ne now?

' Because | need you. Because you are the catal yst. Because the future of the Farlain —ny chosen
people - rests with you. And because you will see great wonders in the days to conme and your m nd

must be prepared. | cannot explain to you the nature of the skills that created the Gates. So
think of it as magic, inpossibility nade reality. You know that | have a hiding-place for the
clan. | amgoing to tell you now where that hiding-place is: CGolfallin, the first valley of the
Farlain.'
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"What nonsense is this? You will take us back where we have cone fron?'
"Yes. But there will be no Aenir, no crofts and homes, only virgin land.'
' How so?'

"As | did with Earis," said the old man. The Gates do not nerely link different |ands, Caswall on.
I shall take you all through time itself. We are going back ten thousand years, to a tinme before
the clan, before the Aenir.'

That woul d be nmagi c i ndeed.'
"You, however, will not be going back. There is a task you nust perform'
"Nanme it.'

"You nust find the Queen who died and bring her to the Farlain with her arny. Only then can you
hope to crush the Aenir.

"You want ne to find a dead wonman?'
"Time, Caswallon. Where | will send you she is still young.'
"Way shoul d she aid us?

The old druid shrugged. 'There are sone questions | will not answer. But let nme say this: The
chaos we are enduring was caused -in part- by one selfish man. | amdoing all in ny power to
reverse it.'

"Oracl e?
"Yes.'

"He told me of his journey," said Caswallon, 'and that is why | believe you. He said he took his
men through the Gate and cane to a realmtorn by war. He chose to serve the Queen and gai ned
pronmi nence. He told he fought many battles until at |ast he crossed the Gateway once nore and
became a king in a far land, with an army of thousands at his back. But then he suffered betrayal
and fled back to the Gate.'

"He did not tell you all, Caswallon. Men rarely do when speaking of their nistakes. He becane a
ki ng, even as he said, but to do so he nade alliances with evil nmen. One such was Agrist, a rare
brute. In return for Agrist's services Oracle gave himthe secret of the Gate, and Agrist led his
peopl e through in search of riches and plunder. They thrived in their new world and grew strong.
They becane the Aenir, who now pillage the Farlain. For the Gate Oracle gave them brought themto
the recent past of our world."

"He did tell ne,' said Caswal | on.

The druid gave a thin snmile. '"Did he also tell you of the night after Sigarni's great battle when
he found the eneny general's wi dow and her daughter hiding in a cave? Did he describe how he raped
the nother in front of the daughter, and of how the noble | ady slew herself?

"No,"' replied the clansman.

"No,' echoed Taliesen. 'Nor did he say how he stole the | egendary Sword of |ronhand fromthe
Queen, and used its power to build his own ki ngdomfromthe bl ood of innocence. As | said nen
rarely tell the whole truth of their iniquities. | have spent years, Caswallon, trying to repair
the danage his pride and anbition caused.'

Caswal l on turned away to gaze out over the silhouetted nmountains, black against a grey sky. 'l

feel like a child taught to scrawl his nane, who is given a book and told to read it. | can nake
out some of the letters, but the words are lost to ne. Gateways, journeys through tine.' He
gl anced at the old man, holding his gaze. 'If we can nmake such journeys, why can we not nerely go

back a few days and save all the people? W could hit the Aenir before they invade.'
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Tal i esen nodded. "What if | told you that we did ? And that it failed and the Farlain were
destroyed?"

"Now you have lost ne utterly.'

"That is what makes the chaos so terrible,' said Taliesen. 'There are so nmany alternative
realities. If | told you now how many tines | have tried to prevent an Aenir victory you would
think ne nad. The conplexities and paradoxes created are legion. Armies out of their time, dead
men who were destined to |live and achi eve greatness, wonen who shoul d have borne proud sons
murdered in their childhood. Destiny thwarted, changed - the Gateways thensel ves trenbling under
the weight of the chaos.' Taliesen sighed. 'Do you know how nmany tines you and | have had this
conversation? O course you don't, but it runs into scores, Caswallon. And how many times have |
seen the clans destroyed, the Aenir triunphant? Hundreds. Now | grow ol der and nore frail, and the
task is as great as ever it was.'

Caswal lon smiled grimy. 'l doubt that | can |learn what you have to teach, old man. You are taking
the clan back to before they were born, and then | shall seek help froma Queen al ready dead. Do
you hold nore surprises for ne, Taliesen?

The Druid Lord did not answer. He | eaned back, gazing at the stars, nanming themin his mnd until
he fastened on the furthest, its light flickering like a guttering candle.

Tal i esen pushed hinself to his feet, his heart heavy, his mnd tired. 'Aye, | have nore surprises,
War Lord,' he said. 'If we are to win, Caswallon, which is not likely, then you will change and
suffer as no Farlain has before you.' Taliesen sighed. 'l do not yet know how all this will cone
to pass, but | knowthat it will, for | have seen the Hawk Eternal .’

Caswal | on was about to speak, but Taliesen raised his hand for silence. 'No nore words tonight,
War Lord. For | amweary unto death.

Oracle watched the Aenir in the valley bel ow They had slaughtered three prine steers and were
preparing a feast. Since the invasion three days before not one eneny warrior had approached the
cave. Heavy of heart, Oracle wal ked back to the entrance and on into the small roomat the rear of
the cave. He had seen the death of Durk, and now from beneath his narrow cot bed he pulled an oak
chest, brass-edged and finely-worked. Fromit he took a rusting mail-shirt and hel mand an old
broadsword wrapped in oiled cloth. He donned the mail-shirt noting, with a wy grin, that it no

| onger hung well on his bony frane. Man aged |less well than iron. Pushing back his white hair, he
pl aced the helmfirmy on his head. Looping sword and scabbard about his waist, he noved back into
the sunlight and began the long walk into the valley.

Many were the thoughts as he strode down towards the feast. He renenbered his chil dhood, and the
first Hunt, his glory at the Ganes when he carried the Wiorl Stone farther than any man before
him He renenbered his |love, Astel, a spirited | ass fromanong t he Haesten, and how she had

si ckened and died during their first winter together. The sense of loss crippled himstill, though
she remai ned young in his nenory while he withered in reality.

The trees thinned out and he wal ked on

Then had cone the day when he approached the Council follow ng his success in the war against the
| oWl and raiders. Great days, when his nanme was sung throughout the Farlain. He believed they would
make him King. Instead they had rejected him and in his fury he had sworn never to return to the
cl an.

Wth a few valiant followers he had risked everything sailing to Vallon. There he overpowered the
drui ds who nmanned the Gate, and journeyed to the world beyond. For two years he fought al ongside
the Battle Queen, Sigarni. Regret touched himas the | ong-suppressed nmenory of his shane rose to
his mind. Sigarni had dism ssed him stripping himof rank. Oacle and his followers had then
crossed the Gate once nore to a distant |and.

And what a land it was, green and fertile, with rolling hills and verdant valleys, broad plains
and tall cities of glowing marble. It was a country riven by civil war, petty chieftains and
robber princes vying with one another for control. Oracle had arrived in a world made for his
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talents. Wthin two years he was a general. Wthin five he led an arnmy of three thousand nen

agai nst Vashinu, the Prince of Foxes, and smashed himin a battle near Duncarnin. Five years |later
he crowned hinself King and was accl aimed fromnorthern nmountains to southern seas as the

undi sputed Lord of the Isles, H gh King.

Had he been possessed of conpassion, or even foresight, he mght have changed that troubled |and,
bri ngi ng peace and prosperity to his subjects. But he had been a man of war, and had | ear ned
not hi ng of di pl onacy, nor forgiveness. He persecuted his enenies, creating greater hatreds and
thus nore enenies. Two rebellions he crushed, but the third saw his arny broken

Wunded and al one, his few close friends dead or captured, he fled north and there vainly
attenpted to gather a force. For three years he fought minor canpaigns, but always the great
victories slipped away until at |ast he was betrayed by his lieutenants and turned over to his
eneni es. Sentenced to death, he had broken fromhis prison, killing two guards, stolen a horse and
made his way south-east to the Gateway once nmore. Twi ce they al nost caught him an arrow piercing
hi s back. But he had been strong then, and he carried the wound to the druid's cave - the cave he
had stunbled fromso many years before, when first he laid eyes on the Land of Isles.

There had been a druid there, who had gazed upon him shocked and bew | dered. He had been one of
the men Oracle had overpowered | ong before on Vallon. Oracle, weak fromloss of blood, asked the
man to send hi m back home. He had done so without argunent.

Now t he ol d man gazed down on the fruits of his ambition, and bitter was the taste. The valley was
scarred by the invasion, burnt-out hones bl ack against the greenery, eneny soldiers tranpling the

wheat in the fields. By the long hall were the guards, and within were the captured wonen of three
clans, kept in chains to endure the lusts of the conquerors.

Men | ooked up fromtheir work as the old man cane in sight, then began to gather and point at him
Laught er began and sped as warriors canme running to watch him The | aughter touched Oacle's mnd
like acid. In his day nmen had quailed to see himthus attired.

Now he was a figure of fun. He drew his sword, and the |aughter subsided.
Then soneone called, 'Run, lads. It's the entire clan arny!’

And they nocked him spreading out in a circle about him

"Where is your |eader?' he asked.

"Hark, it speaks! You can talk to me, old man. Tell me your business.'

'l seek the dog, not its droppings,' said Oracle. The man's face reddened as he heard the | aughter
and felt the acid. He drew his sword and | eaped forward. Oracle parried his thrust, reversing a
cut that hal f-severed the man's neck

The | aughter died, replaced by the sharp, sliding hiss of swords being drawn.

‘Leave him He interests ne,' said Asbidag, striding through the crowd - Drada to his right side,
Tostig at his left. He halted sonme five paces from Oacle, grinning as he noticed the rusted mail -
shirt.

"Il amthe | eader. Say what you nust.
"l have nothing to say, spawn of Agrist. | came here to die. WIIl you join ne?

You want to fight ne, old man?"
'Have you the stomach for it?

Yes. But first tell me where your clan has gone. Wiere are they hiding, and what do they plan?
Oracle grinned. 'They are hiding all around you, and they plan your destruction.'

"I think you can tell me nore than that. Take him'
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The men surged forward. Oracle's sword flashed twice and nen fell screamng. The old man reversed
his blade, driving it deep into the belly of the nearest warrior. In his pain and rage the Aenir

| ashed back with his own sword, cleaving Oracle's ribs and piercing his lungs. He doubl ed over and
fell, blood gushing fromthe wound.

' CGet back, you fools!' shouted Ashidag, punching nen aside. Oracle struggled to rise, but the
Aenir War Lord pushed himback to the earth, kneeling beside him

"You got your wish, old man. But you'll be blind in Valhalla, for I'Il cut out your eyes unless
you tell ne what | wish to know.'

Oracle heard his voice as froma great distance, and then another sound burst upon his nind: a
wonman's voi ce, screamng in hatred

He thought he recognised it, but his vision swam and he did not feel the knife-blade that pierced
his throat.

Asbi dag turned as Morgase plunged the knife again and again into the old man's neck. Tears were
falling fromher eyes and her sobbing screanms unsettled the warriors around her. Asbidag haul ed
her to her feet, slapping her face; she cal ned down then, her eyes misting over as she exerted her
will, blanketing down the hatred that had overwhel ned her

"You knew this man?" asked Asbi dag softly.

"Yes. He was a general in the arny that saw ny father slain. He raped ny nother and after that she
killed herself. He was Caracis, Sigarni's general.

"I don't know these names,' said Asbidag. 'You told nme your land was ten thousand | eagues from
here. You nust be m staken. This old man was a cl ansnan.'

"Do you think I would forget such a man?'
"No, | do not. But there is sonething you have left out, ny little dark |ady. How is he here?
"I thought he was dead. He ... vanished twenty-five years ago.

Asbi dag grunted, then kicked the corpse. 'Wll, whatever he was, he's dead now,' said Asbidag, but
his gaze rested on Morgase as she wal ked back to the house.

Drada wandered to his father's side. 'Do you really think she would renmenber? She nust have been a
smal |l child twenty-five years ago.'

"I't worries ne,' answered Ashidag, still watching the woman. 'I|'ve never heard of her realm |
think she's bewitched.'

"What will you do?'

"What | choose. | think she's Iying about something, but it can wait. She's far too good a bed
partner to spoil now.'

"And the Farlain, Father?

"We'll set after themtonorrow. Ongist has driven the Pallides west and outflanked them driving
them back towards the east, and Barsa's Ti nber-Wlves. Tonorrow we narch, and if Vatan favours us
we'll arrive while there is still alittle sport.

The journey deep into the nountains was difficult, for many of the clan folk were old, while
others struggled to carry babies and

i nfants. Even anong the young and strong, the defeat and the flight that followed it brought a

st rengt h- sappi ng sense of despair. Rain rmade the slopes slippery and treacherous, but the
straggling colum noved on, ever closer to Attafoss. Maeg passed the sl eeping Donal to a clansman,
who grinned as he settled the boy's head on his shoul der. Then she wal ked away fromthe colum to
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where Caswal | on was issuing orders to a group of warriors. He saw her com ng and waved the men
away. Maeg thought he looked tired; there was little spring in his step and his eyes were dull. He
smled and took her hand.

"You're not resting enough,' she said.
' Soon, Maeg.

Toget her they watched the clan nake their way towards the | ast slope of the nountains before
Attafoss. Already in the distance they could hear the roaring of the great falls. Day by day nore
straggl ers joined the exodus and now al nost six thousand people foll owed Caswal | on. The | ong

col um of nen, wonen and children was noving slowy, suffering fromthe frenzi ed pace of three
days' marching. The old and the very young were placed at the centre of the columm. Behind these
cane the rearguard, while young wonmen strode at the head arned with bows and knives. There was
little conversation. The young nmen were desperate to |leave their famlies in safety on Vallon, so
that they could turn back and rend the eneny. The old nen were lost in thoughts of youth,
regretting their inability to weak vengeance on the Aenir and ashamed of their faltering pace.
The wonen, young and ol d, thought of hones | ost behind them and the danger their nmen would face in
t he days ahead.

Warriors took it in turns to carry the younger children. These tasks were done in good heart, for
they were all clan. All one in the spirit of the Farlain.

"You saved the clan, Caswallon,' said Maeg, slipping her arm around her husband's wai st and
smling up at him noting the lines of tension on his face, the dark circles beneath his green
eyes.

He kissed her hair. 'l don't need lifting, lovely lady, but thank you for saying it. | seemto be
clinging by ny fingertips to an icy cliff. There are so many problens. A nessenger from Badraig
says there is a force in the east. W know the Aenir are also following in the south. | am

frightened by all of it. There is no roomfor a wong decision now.'
"You will do what is best,' she said. 'l have faith in you."'
"Oh, | have faith in nyself, Mieg. But all nen nake nistakes.

"Maggrig al ways said you were as cunning as a fox, and trying to out-think you was |ike catching
wood- snoke with your fingers.'

He grinned and the tension fell fromhim though the fatigue renai ned.

"I will feel better when the clan wonmen and children are safe and nmy thoughts can turn once nore
to sinple tasks - like killing the Aenir."

"You think that will be nore sinple?

"Indeed it will. They think they have won, they see us running and believe us broken. But we will
turn and they will find thenselves staring into the tawy eye of the killing wolf."'

She turned to him staring up into his angry eyes. 'You will not let hate enter your soul ?

"No. Do not fear for ne in that way. | do not hate the Aenir; they are what they are. No nore do |
hate the nmountain lion who hunts nmy cattle. And yet | will fight and kill the lion.'

'Good. Hate would not sit well with you, Caswallon of the Farlain.'

"How could I hold you in ny heart and find roomfor hate? he said, kissing her lips. 'Now you
must go, for | have much to do.'

Hi tching up her skirt she ran along the columm, found the warrior hol ding Donal and thanked him
for his help. The child was still sleeping and she took himback in her arns and wal ked on

Caswal | on wandered to the rear of the colum where Leofas wal ked with the rearguard. Surrounded by
younger men the burly warrior seemed grizzled and ancient, but his eyes shone as Caswal |l on
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appr oached.
"Vell, we nmade it w thout incident,' he said.
"It 1 ooks that way,' Caswall on agreed.

Leof as scratched his beard. There was nore grey than red in the hair, and Caswallon thought it had
the I ook of rust on iron. Leofas was old, but he was tough and canny, and the day had not dawned
when an eneny could take himlightly. He wore a glistening mail-shirt of iron rings sewn to a

| eather base with silver thread. By his side were two short swords and in his hand an iron-capped
quarterstaff.

"Did you nmean what you said, Caswallon? About sending out people through the Druid' s Gate?
"Yes.'
"WIIl they be safe?

"Safer than here, ny friend, believe me. A hundred of the older men will go with them to help
with the hunting and building."’

"And t hen what ?
"Then you and | will hunt a different gane.'

The ol der man's eyes gl eaned and he grinned wolfishly. '"It's about tinme. | do not feel right
headi ng away fromthe devils. My |l egs keep turning ne about. | never thought the day would cone
when |'d care about what happened to the Pallides,' Leofas went on, 'but | hope that old wolf
Maggrig is safe.’

"He's not a man to be surprised by a sudden attack. He woul d have had scouts out.'
"Yes, but so did we, Caswallon.'

Forty mles to the south and east Maggrig's anger was nounting. He was tired of being herded
towards the west, tired of skulking away fromthe eneny, and filled with a sense of dread. The
Aenir had caught up with themon the afternoon of the day followi ng the attack, but Pallides
scouts had hit themwith a stormof arrows and slowed their pursuit. Since then they had

outfl anked the clan to the east and the two groups were seenmingly engaged in a deadly race, the
Aenir endeavouring to outrun them and prevent the northward exodus. Rare cunning and an intinmate
know edge of the |and enabled Maggrig to stay ahead, but always the angle of the march was being
shifted and the wily Pallides Hunt Lord had begun to suspect they were being herded west for a
reason other than the obvious. It had seenmed at first that the Aenir conmmander wanted to force a
direct battle by cutting off their flight, but he had spurned two opportunities so to do. Once
coul d have been put down to ignorance, or |ack of thought.

Twice was a different tale.

As the swordsman I ntosh had pointed out, it could still be stupidity. Maggrig had grunted,
di smissing the idea. 'Any general who needs to rely on his opponent being an idiot is in sore
trouble. No, | don't think he wants a confrontation yet. | think there's another Aenir force to

the west of us. We are between a hammer and a hard rock.'

"W have limted choices,' said Intosh, squatting to the earth and sketching a rough map of the
terrain ahead. "All we can do is react. We are hanpered by the presence of our wonen and
children.'

"According to our scouts,' said Maggrig, 'the eneny has two thousand nen. W have ei ght hundred
who can fight, and seven hundred wonen. Wth ol der children who can handl e a bow, we could nuster
si xteen hundred fighters.

"To what purpose?' said Intosh. 'W cannot take themon.'

"W must,' said Maggrig sadly. 'Yes, we can continue to run, but each mile brings us closer to
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di saster. W nust take the initiative.

"W cannot win.'

"Then we'll die, nmy friend, and we'll take as many of the swine along the path as we can.'
Intosh's eyes focused on Maggrig. The swordsman was also tired of running. "It is your decision
and | will stand by you. But where do we make this stand?'

Maggri g knelt beside himand together they selected the battle site, tracing the Iines of the | and
in the soft earth

Dawn found the Aenir under Ongist marching through a wide valley. Ahead was a range of hills,

thi ckly wooded with ancient oaks on the left slope, and to the east a higher hill clear of trees.
Upon that hill was the shield-ring of the Pallides, the rising sun glistening on the swords,
spears and helms of the clan, and shining into the eyes of the Aenir.

Ongi st called his scouts to him 'How | ong before Barsa reaches us?
"Anot her day,' said a lean, rangy forester. 'Do we wait?

Ongi st considered it. To wait would nean sharing the glory - and the wonen. Shading his eyes he
scanned the hill, making a rapid count. 'How many, would you think?

The forester shrugged his shoulders. 'Fifteen hundred, maybe two thousand. But half of them nust
be wonmen. Vatan's balls, Ongist, we outnumber them by three to one!’

Drada had been insistant that no nmajor battle should be joined until Barsa's troops had |inked
with his, but what would Father say if Aenir warriors nmerely waited, apparently fearful of
attacking a hill defended by wonen, old nen, children and a handful of warriors?

Calling his captains forward, Ongist ordered the advance.

The Aenir swept forward, screaming their battle-cries and racing towards the hill. The slope was
steep and arrows and spears hurried anongst them but the charge conti nued.

On the hilltop Maggrig drew his sword, settling his shield firmy in place on his left arm The
Aenir were halfway up the hill, the last of their warriors on the | ower slopes, when Maggri g gave
the signal to the warrior beside him The nman lifted his horn to his lips and | et sound the war
call of the Pallides.

In the woods behind the Aenir, eight hundred wonen dropped fromthe trees, notching arrows to the
bowstrings. Silently they ran fromcover, kneeling at the foot of the slope and bending their
bows. The Aenir warriors running with their shields before themwere struck down in their scores
as bl ack-shafted death hissed from behind. Ongist, at the centre of the mass, turned as the
screans began.

Hundreds of his nen were down. Others had turned to protect thenselves fromthis new assault.
These only succeeded in showi ng their backs to the archers above.

Ongi st cursed and ducked as an arrow flew by himto bury itself in the neck of his nearest
conmpani on. The charge had faltered. He had but one chance of victory, and that lay in charging the
wonen archers below. He bellowed for his nmen to follow himand he began to run

But at that nmonent Maggrig sounded the horn once nore and the shield-ring split as he led his
fighters in a reckless attack on the eneny rear. Intosh beside him the burly Hunt Lord cut and
thrust his way into the Aenir pack. A sword nicked his cheek before the wielder fell with his
throat opened, to be tranpled by the mlling nass.

Shaft upon shaft hanmmered into the Aenir ranks. Death was ahead of them - and behind they could
hear the shrill battle cry of the Pallides: '"Cut! Cut! Cut!' Faced with a hail of mssiles nany of
the Aenir broke to the left, streami ng away towards the safety of the trees, desperate to be clear
of the rain of death. Ongist was furious. Wth a hard core of his personal carles he stood his
ground, but the battle was lost. Arrows tore into his nen, opening a gap in the shield wall,
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exposi ng Ongist to the eneny. Two shafts pierced the air,

ripping into Ongist's chest. Wth a grunt of pain he broke off the jutting shafts. Turning, Ongist
saw Maggrig before him his beard dark with blood, his eyes gleanm ng and his |ips drawn back from
his teeth in a feral snarl.

Ongi st | ashed out weakly. Maggrig parried the blowwith ease, lifting his hand for the archers to
cease shooting. Ongist, the last Aenir alive, staggered, then gazed on the eneny with new eyes.
H s | egs buckled and he fell to the ground, pushing hinself to his knees with great effort.

"Bring him' nuttered Maggrig, wal king past the dying Aenir general and on towards the trees.

Wthin the hour the Pallides were once nore marching north and west. Behind themthe crows settled
on the Aenir dead - nore than el even hundred bodies stripped of armour and weapons littered the
hillside. And nailed to a tree hung the body of Ongist, his ribs splayed grotesquely, his innards
held in place with strips of wood. H s eyes had been put out and his tongue torn from his nouth.

Maggri g al so knew of the Aenir dream of Val hall a.
Ongi st's shade woul d neither speak nor see as it was led to the G ey God's hall.

Gael en and Deva scranbl ed over the | ast skyline before Attafoss, staring out at the great falls
and the spreading forests, the wide valleys and the narrow rocky passes beyond.

In the distance he could just nake out the nmoving columm, |ike ants crawling across a green

bl anket. He sank to the ground beside Deva. He was tired now but she was exhausted, her nbccasins
cut to rags by the flinty rock and the scree slopes. Her feet were bl eeding and her face was grey
with fatigue; her golden hair, once so beautiful, hung in greasy rats' tails to her grimy neck.

She | aid her head against his neck. 'l did not think we would get here safely,' she said.

He stroked her hair, saying nothing. Beside them Render spread hinself out, resting his head on
his paws. He had not eaten for two days, and gone was the sleek shine of his fur. Three tinmes they
had dodged their pursuers, hiding in caves and beneath thick bushes, and once sheltering in the
branches of a broad oak as the Aenir searched beneat h.

Twi ce they had stunbled on the tortured bodies of clansmen nailed to trees and splayed in the
horrifying bl ood-eagl e. Deva had wanted the bodi es cut down, but Gael en refused, pointing out that
such an action would only alert the trackers.

Now they were clear, with only an hour's gentle downhill stroll to nmeet with the clan. Gael en
rubbed his sweat-streaked face, scratching idly at the jagged white scar above the bl ood-filled
|l eft eye. He scanned the falls and the rushing white water, then transferred his gaze to the
colum as it nmoved with painful |ack of speed towards the woods. Suddenly Gaelen jerked as if
stung. From his vantage point he could see into the trees and, just for a nonent, he caught a
glinpse of a warrior, running bent over. The man had been wearing the horned hel mof the Aenir.

"Ch, no!' he whispered. 'Ch, Gods, no!

"What is it?" asked Deva, swi nging her head to gl ance back down the trail, expecting to see their
pursuers cl ose by.

"The Aenir are in the woods,' he said. 'They're waiting to hit the clan - and | can't warn them'
Deva shaded her eyes, searching the tinberline.

"I see nothing.'

"It was only one man. But | know there were nore.

Despair washed over the young man. 'Let's nove,' he said, and they began to run down the grassy
sl opes, angling away fromthe woods.

Far bel ow t hem Caswal | on halted the columm. Ahead was the forest of Atta, the dark and holy place
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of the druids. Beyond that, according to Taliesen, was the invisible bridge to Vallon. Caswall on
called Leofas to him- and Badraig, who had returned fromthe west with news that the Aenir had
split into several forces, the nmgjority racing ease at speed, the others vanishing into the
nmountains in small groups.

The scouting party had cornered twenty Aenir warriors and destroyed them taking one alive whom
they questioned at length. He would teli themlittle, save that they had been pursuing a man and a
giri. Badraig killed the man swiftly and led his party back to Caswal |l on

"What do you think? asked Badraig. 'Gael en?

"It could be. The girl night be Deva. Dirak's scouts found the nmutil ated body of a clan girl they
t hought was Larain, and Agwai ne said the two girls were together.'

"Way should the Aenir split their forces,' Leofas asked.
"I would bet it is Maggrig. The wily old fox is probably |eading thema merry dance.’

Tal i esen joined them |eaning on his oak staff, his long white hair billowing in the norning
breeze. 'Can we nove on, War Lord? | am anxious to be on safe ground.'

"Not yet,' said Caswallon. 'l am concerned about the second force you nmentioned, Badraig. Wy did
they split up, do you think?

"To re-form el sewhere. Wy el se?

' Then where are they? W' ve searched the west.'

' They could have returned to the south.'

"Or cone north," said Leofas.

"My thoughts exactly,' said Caswallon, switching his gaze to the dark trees of Atta

" How nany woul d you say were in this second force?' Leofas asked.

Badrai g shrugged. 'It could be anything fromtwo hundred to a thousand. Not nore, though.'

"Then for once we are not outnunbered,' said Caswallon. "I think we'll canp here, and tonight
we'll set fires. W know no force fromthe south can be on us before tonorrow past the noon.'

Badrai g and Leofas spread the word and the wonmen of the colum cast around for firewood, though
none approached the trees.

Wthin the forest Barsa waited patiently with his seven hundred and fifty archers, watching the
Farl ai n nake canp.

Unl i ke his hal f-brother Ongist, Barsa was not a reckless man. Though neither was he intuitive, as
his hal f-brother Drada. Barsa was sinply a trained killer of nen who relied on his experience nore
than his intellect. Experience told himthe Farlain did not know of his presence; he had avoided
their scouts and taken only the best of his nen, breaking into snall parties and heading north, re-
formng at the falls. He had been guessing as to the line of the clan march and was secretly

pl eased at the accuracy of his guess. He had no idea where they were ultimtely heading, for the
north was a nystery to the Aenir save that nen said the sea was not far off. And when he had

recei ved the nessage from Ongi st saying the Pallides were also racing north he had acted at once,
di spatching three thousand to join his brother and taking eight hundred with himto this place.

It woul d please his father, and Barsa | ooked forward to basking in his praise. He could deci mate
the Farlain with his first volley. They would break and run and his nmen woul d have their pick of
the clan maidens. Sadly they would then have to kill them It was the one order that made no sense
to Barsa; always the Aenir had taken captured wonen as house sl aves and concubines - even w ves.
But in the nountains Asbidag's orders had been specific.

Kill all the clansmen, wonen and chil dren
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An Aenir forester crept to Barsa's side. 'They are nmaki ng canp. Should we attack tonight?

It was a thought, but Barsa was loath to commt his nen in the open for the clans outnunbered him
"No. W'll wait for norning, as they enter.' The man nodded and noved silently back into the
deeper darkness.

Beyond the line of camp-fires flickering on the open ground, Caswallon silently |ed a thousand
warriors south and then east, circling toward the bl ackness of Atta forest. Once in the east the
Farlain split into three forces, one led by Caswallon, the others | ed by Leofas and Badraig. Arned
only with short swords and hunti ng-knives the men entered the trees, noving silently forward. It
was sl ow progress.

The noon was bright above the nountains, but its Iight was diffused by the overhangi ng branches of
the ancient oaks that made up the bulk of the forest. Every three or four steps Caswallon closed
his eyes, focusing on the sounds around him listening for novenent in the bushes ahead. The
hoarse rasp of cloth on wood canme to him and Caswal | on rai sed a hand. The men behi nd hi m st opped.
He pointed to the bushes; a clansman crept forward with knife in hand.

In the bushes the Aenir archer dozed - and died w thout waki ng as the razor-sharp hunting-knife
slid across his throat. Beyond himslept scores of warriors. Wth bright knives the clansnen noved
in anong them killing themas they slept.

The night hunters noved on. Leofas and his group crept deep into the forest to the north,
continuing their silent slaughter before working their way down the western side while Badraig,
reachi ng the northernnost point, turned south.

An hour before dawn a cry split the night silence as a clansman's blade slit open an Aenir throat.
The man awoke as the knife cut into him scream ng a warning before dying as six inches of iron
sl ashed through his neck

Barsa leapt to his feet, knowing instantly that he had been tricked. He bellowed a warning to

t hose nearest and drew his sword. Aenir foresters ran to himand then he saw the clansmen bearing

down in the gloom He glanced right and left. He had fewer than a hundred men with him But if the
men of the clan had entered the forest, that left the wonen al one on open ground. Barsa turned and
sprinted south. If they could only hack their way past the wonen and old nen they woul d be cl ear.

The Aenir ran fromthe trees and Barsa's heart sank. A line of wonen kneeling in the grass, bows
bent. He threw hinself to the ground as the shafts whistled hone.

A second vol l ey hamrered into their ranks and then the clansnen were upon them Barsa | eaped to
his feet and parried a thrust froma short sword, sweeping a doubl e-handed blow to the clansnman's

unprot ected head and caving in the skull. A second man fell to his sword, and a third, as he
roared his defiance at them Then the clansnen fell back, and a warrior strode through their
ranks. The man was tall, his long black hair tied at the nape of the neck, a trident beard giving

hi m a sardoni ¢ appearance. H's eyes were green and in his hand he carried a short sword. Beside
Barsa the last of the Aenir foresters died with an arrow in his ribs. Barsa was not afraid of
death. He had earned his place in the Gey God' s hall

Leani ng on his sword, he grinned at the bl ood-drenched cl ansman
' Come on then, mountain dung. 1'll see your corpse before you see nine.'

The cl ansnan stepped forward as Barsa's sword flashed in the air. He parried it, ducking beneath
the swing to thrust at the Aenir's groin. Barsa | eaped back, his blade plungi ng downwards. The
cl ansman bl ocked the blow, iron clashing' on iron as the men circled. The Aenir had the advant age
of the longsword, but the clansman noved swiftly, his green eyes probing for weaknesses in the
Aenir's defence.

"Frightened, clansman?' sneered Barsa. The man did not reply, but |eaped forward with a sword

rai sed. Barsa slashed wildly. The man parried, then spun on his heel to hanmer his el bow into
Barsa's face.
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The Aenir staggered back, then felt the searing agony of a sword-blade buried deep in his belly.
An awful cry tore fromhis throat and he pitched to the ground, withing and straining to free the
bl ade. Then the pain faded, washed fromhis body by the rushing blood. He rolled to his back

| ooking up at the sky above him waiting to see the Val kyrie ride down for his soul

He wondered if Asbidag would mourn for him '1'll cut out his eyes,' he heard soneone say. Barsa
knew panic; he did not want to be blind in the Hall of Heroes.

'Leave himbe,' said the clansman who had cut him

Rel i ef and rel ease canme together, and the |ight faded.

9

IN THE EARLY- MORNI NG sunlight the clan wormen stripped the Aenir dead of all weapons and despatched
those warriors still clinging to life. Caswallon wal ked into the forest with many others of the
attacking party, stopping at a fast-noving stream and renoving his bl ood-covered cl ot hes.

The night's work had appalled the new War Lord. More than six hundred Aenir warriors had been
butchered in their sleep; it was no way for a man to die.

Caswal | on stepped into the stream shivering as the icy nountain water touched his skin. Swiftly
he washed, then returned to the bank, spraw ing out alongside Leofas and the young raven-haired
warrior Onic, the finest quarterstaff fighter in the nountains.

"Afine night,' said Leofas, grinning. Stripped of his clothing, the old warrior |ooked even nore
powerful. H s barrel chest and rnuscul ar shoul ders gave evidence of his great strength, yet his
belly was flat and taut, the nuscles of the solar plexus sharp and cl ean

"It was a victory, anyway," said Caswall on wearily.

"You're a strange man, Caswallon,’' said Leofas, sitting up and sl apping the younger man between
t he shoul der-bl ades. These swi ne have come upon us with nurder and rape and now, | sense, you
regret last night's slaughter.'

‘"Il do regret it. | regret it was necessary.'
"Wll, | enjoyed it. Especially watching you gut that tall son of a whore.

A group of clan women, | ed by Maeg, cane to the streamcarrying clean clothes for the nen.
Caswal | on dressed, and spotted Taliesen sitting on a fallen tree; the War Lord joined himin die
sunshi ne.

"There is the snell of death in this forest,' said Taliesen. "It reeks of it.' The druid | ooked
i mpossibly old, his face ashen, the skin dry. Hs

cloak of feathers hung linply on his skeletal shoulders, the col ours faded and dust-covered. 'But
still, you did well, War Lord."

Caswal | on sat beside the old man. 'Wo are you, druid? Wat are you?'

"I ama nman, Caswallon. No nore, no less. | was a student centuries ago and | joined the trek from
the stars to see nore of life. | wanted to learn the origins of man. The Gates were a neans to an
end.’

"And what are the origins of nan?

Tal i esen chuckl ed, his tired eyes showing a glint of humour. 'I don't know. | never will. My
teacher was a great nan. He knew the secrets of the stars, the nysteries of the planets, and the
structure of the Gates. And yet, he never |earned the origins. Together we journeyed and studi ed,
and ever the great mystery eluded us. | sonetinmes fear the cosnmic force | cannot see, and he

| aughs at ne in ny vanity.

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (142 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel 19620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk %20Eternal .txt

"My teacher, Astole, becane a nystic in a far land. It happened soon after the Prine Gate fail ed.
You see, we could never travel back far enough, anywhere, to find the first man. The Gates woul d
al ways be pushed back. Werever we went, there was a nman, devel oped to sonme degree. Severa

hundred years”ago | devel oped a theory of my own, and | left Astole in the deserts of his world
and journeyed to a northern land, a highland ki ngdom The people there were under threat, even as
you are, and | led themto the Farlain to watch them grow and to see how they woul d devel op.

t hought the devel opnent woul d assist my studies.
"And did it? asked Caswal | on.

"No. Man is a singularly irritating creature. Al that happened was that | grewto | ove the people
of the Farlain. My studies were ruined anyway two hundred years ago, when the |last of ny people

wed into the race. W had no wonen, you see, and every man needs conpani onship. | recruited nany
of their children, and so the order survives, but many of those now practising the skill do not
appreci ate any longer the ... arts behind the machi nes.

'You, Caswallon, are of ny race. You are the great-grandson of the daughter of Nerist. A bright
man, was Nerist. He alone of all ny pupils said we would never re-open the Great Gates. You cannot
understand the awful sense of separation and | oss we experienced

when those Gates cl osed. You see, what happened was an inpossibility.
"Why should it be inpossible? asked Caswallon. 'All things have a begi nning and an ending.'

"I ndeed they do. But when you play with tine, Caswallon, you create circles. Think of this: today
you will see the last of the Mddle Gates. Today. Now. You will gaze upon it, and your people -
our people - will pass through it. But tonmorrow, let us say, the Gate di sappears. W are worried
at first, but then we think: It was there yesterday. Therefore we step through a Lesser Gate into
yesterday. What should we find?

' The other Gate should once again be there,' said Caswallon.

"Aye, it should - for we saw it yesterday... passed through it. But that is the nmystery, my boy.
For when the Great Gates di sappeared, they vani shed throughout tinme. Inpossible, for it does not
correspond with reality.

"You told ne,' said Caswallon, 'that magic was inpossibility nmade reality. If that is true, there
shoul d be no probl em accepting the reverse. What happened to your Gates was sinply reality nmade
i mpossibility.

"But who rmade it happen?
' Per haps someone is studying you, even as you study us,' said Caswallon, smling.
Taliesen's eyes gleaned. 'Astole believed just such a thing. | do not.'

At that nmonent Gael en entered the clearing, calling Caswallon's nane. The War Lord | eaped to his
feet, opening his arns as the young man ran to him They stood there for several nonents, hugging
one anot her. Then Caswal | on took hol d of Gael en's shoul ders and gently pushed hi m awnay.

"Now you're a sight to ease nmy mnd,' said Caswall on.

"And you. Deva and | thought find you cut to pieces by the Aenir. W saw you fromthe peaks
yonder . "

"Just for once we out-thought them You |look tired, and there is dried blood on your tunic.'
"W've been chased over the nountains for three days.'

"But you came through.'

"You taught nme well .’

Caswal | on grinned. 'Were is Deva?
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"Upstream washing the grinme fromherself.'
Then you do the same. Much as | amglad to see you, you snell like a dead fish. Away with you!'

Caswal | on wat ched the young man walk to the stream and his eyes glowed with pride. Taliesen stood
beside him 'He is a fine young man. A credit to you.'

"Acredit to hinmself. You know, Taliesen, as | carried himon ny back fromthe destruction of
Ateris | wondered if | was being foolish. H's wounds were grievous - and he was all skin and bone
anyway. My |egs ached, and my back burned through every step. But I'mglad | didn't |eave him'

"He is tough,' agreed the druid. "Oracle did well to heal him'
"Yes. | hope the old man survived the assault.'

"He did not,' said Taliesen

" How do you know?'

"Let us leave it that | know. He was a strong nan, but vain.'
That is not nuch of an epitaph,' said Caswall on.

"It is the best | can offer. Now get the clan ready. W must cross the bridge before dusk.'

Al nost si x thousand people thronged the shoreline as the sun cleared noon. Silence fell upon them
as a druid appeared on the island' s shore, sone forty yards across the foam ng water. He tied a
slender line to a sturdy pine, then | ooped the long coil over his shoul der and stepped out on the
water. A gasp rose fromthe watchers, for the man was wal ki ng several feet above the torrent.
After some twenty paces he stopped, reaching down, and stroked the air in a vertical line by his
feet. Then he | ooped the twi ne around the invisible post and wal ked on. This he did every twenty
paces, and amazingly the twine hung in the air behind him Slowy the man nade his way to the

wai ting clan, stopping to tie the end of the twine to a small tree. Then he approached Tali esen
and bowed.

"Wl conme, Lord, it is good to see you again. How nmany of the clan survived?"
"Just under six thousand. But there could be nmore hidden in the nountains.
"And the Pallides?

‘"No one knows. But the Haesten were crushed, and | don't doubt nany |esser clans were
anni hil ated."'

'Sad news, Lord.'

The druid, who seenmed al nost as ancient as Taliesen, turned to Caswallon. 'You will instruct your
people to hold on to the twine and followit. There is no danger, and the path is w de enough to
take a line of five nen. Let them approach slowy. Al children to be carried. If anyone falls
they are dead. They will be carried over Attafoss within seconds. Instruct your people.

Caswal l on was the first to cross, the clan filing slowly behind him It was an uncanny sensation
pl aci ng wei ght upon solid air. He soon found it inadvisable to | ook down, for his sense of bal ance
threatened to betray him

Behind himthe clan followed in silence and there were no m shaps.

Once on the island the clan spread out and pitched their canps. They found dried neat and fruit

wai ting for them sacks of grain and oats, bags of salt, and huge tubs of honey, warm bl ankets and
soft hides: all the product of Caswallon's land that had so mysteriously di sappeared the previous
aut um.

Caswal l on hinself called a War Council and they met in a cavern beneath Vallon's highest hill
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At the centre of the cavern was a long table of pine, around which were fifty chairs. These were
soon filled. Caswallon took his place at the head of the table, flanked by Leofas and his sons
Lennox and Layne; beside them sat Gnal chmai and Gael en, and beyond them Onic and the pick of the
Farlain warriors.

"Before we begin,' Caswallon told them there is a matter to settle. It is our customto elect our

| eaders. Most of the Council were slain with Canbil in the valley. W here now constitute a new
Council. | offer nyself as War Lord, but if there is any here with a hankering to lead, let him
speak. '’

No one stirred.

"It is accepted then that | lead the Farlain until this war is concl uded?

"Of course it is, Caswallon. Do you think us fool s?" said Leofas.

"Very well. Then let us begin the real business of the day. How best can we hurt the eneny?'

Asbi dag gazed at the ruin that had been his son. Maggots withed in the dead flesh, and the sharp
beaks of crows had torn at the body,

but still it was recognisable as Ongist. In full arnour, his helmheld in his hands, Asbidag stood
before the tree soaking in the sight, feeding his fury and his hatred. Behind himstood Drada and
Tostig and beyond themtwenty-five thousand Aenir warriors.

Asbidag felt no renorse, no sadness at the death of his child. He had not |iked Ongist, he |liked
none of his offspring. But the boy had been his: blood of his blood. He could hear him praying for
vengeance at the door of the Grey God's hall.

Through his anger he felt frustration. How could he weak vengeance upon the clans? Already his
arm es had slain four thousand. Many were the bl ood-eagl es decorating the countryside. But he
wanted - needed - nore.

The clans feared hi mnow, but terror was his desire.
He turned to Tostig.
"Fetch Agnetha from Aesgard. Do it now.'

The colour drained fromthe warrior's face and he thought of asking his father to send another
But Asbidag's eyes were cold and di stant and Tostig knew from experi ence that he was on the edge
of a killing frenzy. He nodded and backed away to his horse.

Drada stood silently as his brother departed. He had scouted the hill where Maggrig nade his
stand, and had received reports fromthe foresters as to the ploy the Pallides used. It was a
clever plan, but it would have fail ed agai nst any captain | ess inpetuous than Ongist. Mggrig had
ganbled the lives of his people on one perilous venture, and he had succeeded. But it proved the
measure of the man, and Drada knew he coul d best hi mwhen next they net.

Two serious errors had been made by Maggrig. On the night of the first attack he had led his
warriors on a suicidal charge to protect a few wonen and children, and now he had staked
everything on one battle. He was obviously a nman ruled by his heart.

Drada hoped his success woul d make hi m bol d.

Asbi dag stal ked fromthe tree, and several warriors nmoved forward to cut down the body, preparing
it for the funeral pyre on the hillside.

Drada joined his father in the black tent at the base of the hill. Asbidag was drinking heavily,
and Morgase sat in the background saying nothing. 'W will not catch the Pallides before they |ink
with the Farlain,' said Drada.

"Good,' said Asbidag. 'l want themall together.
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"Do you want to press on today?'
"No, we will wait for Agnetha.'

Drada left his father and wandered through the canp to where his own tent had been pitched. Once
i nside, he stripped his armour and spread his bl ankets upon the ground. It was early yet, but
weari ness was upon himand he slept through the afternoon. He awoke to the smell of cooking neat.
One of his carles brought hima platter of beef and sone bread and he joi ned the nen outside.

For the first time in nmany years these fierce warriors were fighting not for gold, nor wonen, nor
glory but for land. And he sensed the difference in them

"It will not be easy,' said his carle-captain Briga, a swarthy bl ack-haired veteran who had been
Drada's first Aenir tutor.

"Not hi ng worth having cones easy,' Drada told him
The man grinned. 'They fight well, these clansmen.'
"Did you expect |ess? Drada asked him

"Not after the CGanes.'

"No.' Drada finished his nmeal and returned to his tent. Briga watched himgo. He had been Drada's
carle-captain for five years, and before that his sword-master. He |liked the boy; he was unlike
his brothers, but then he had been brought up as a hostage in a foreign city and upon his return
was | ess Aenir than foreigner. He was soft, and his learning sat heavily upon him Asbidag had
made himBriga "s charge

In the years that followed Drada had | earned of battle and death, horror and hate. But bl ood had
run true and he had becone, outwardly at |east, as nuch an Aenir as his brothers. Only Briga knew
of the I ack.

Drada did not |ove war. He | oved the planning of war.

Briga did not care. He sensed that Drada would one day rule the Aenir, and he waited patiently for
the day to cone

The Aenir warriors were anxious to push on, but Asbi dag gave no orders to nove. For ten days they
remai ned in canmp until, on the nmorning of the eleventh day, Tostig rode in alone, reining his
| at hered mount outside his father's tent. Asbidag hauled himfromthe saddl e, eyes bl azing.

"Wiere is the witch-woman?' he storned. 'If you have failed ne I'lIl kill youl Your body wll hang
on the sane tree as your brother.'

"She is coming, Father, | swear it. She refused to ride, said she would conme in her own way.'
Asbi dag hauled himto his feet. 'She had better,' he hissed.

At midnight, as the fires burned low, a bitter wind blew up, flashing sparks fromthe coals. Men
shivered as dark clouds obscured the stars and Asbidag, sitting alone before his tent, drew his
red cloak around him A shadow fell across himand, glancing up, he saw the ol d wonan standing
before himleaning on a staff. She was as grotesque as ever - alnost bald, the remaining greasy
white patches of hair hanging |i ke serpents to her enaci ated shoul ders. Her teeth were broken and
bl ack, and her face adorned with winkled, |leathery skin, as if her skull had shrunk to half its
size, leaving the flesh around it to sag nonstrously. She wore a natted cl oak of human scal ps and
her tattered gown was said to have been made fromthe skins of flayed nmai dens. Ashidag believed it
to be true.

"What do you want of ne?' she asked, her voice a sibilant hiss.

"Terror anong the cl ans.
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"You have brought terror to the clans. Wat do you want of nme?
"I want your sorcery.
"And what will you offer the Grey God?
"What ever he asks.'
Her eyes gl eaned. 'Whatever?
"lIs your hearing going, worman? Whatever!'
"A hundred virgins slain by mdsumer."'
"You shall have it.'
" And seven of your strongest nmen slain tonight.'
"My nen?
"Yours. And I'll need your war-dogs. Bring themto the woods in an hour.’

Asbi dag's carles roamed the canp until the seven nen had been chosen, bound and gagged. Toget her
with the Aenir Lord's Hunt Master Donic, and his seven hounds, they were taken to a circul ar
clearing within the woods. Asbidag was waiting there with Drada, Mrgase and Tostig; the wonman,
Agnet ha, sat close by on a round boul der

The bound men were forced to kneel before the woman and she waved away Asbidag's carles who
returned, relieved, to the canp. Agnetha called Donic forward, ordering himto set each dog before
a bound man. He did so, then ran back to his blankets and the guttering fire behind Asbidag's
tent.

In the clearing the kneeling men were sweating freely as they stared into the eyes of Asbhidag's
hounds. Agnetha gl anced at the Aenir |lord and nodded.

"Kill!" he shout ed.
The hounds |unged forward, ripping at the exposed throats before them

Agnetha ran along the line of dying nen, hurling a grey m sty powder over them and chanting. One
by one the dogs sank to the earth, their teeth enbedded in the flesh of the slain nmen. The wi tch-
wonaen |ifted her arms to the night sky, screanming the nane of the Grey God over and over again.

"Vat an! Vatan! Vatan!'

By her feet the hounds began to withe and swell, while the Aenir corpses tw sted and shrivell ed.
Morgase turned away. Drada swal l owed hard, flicking a glance at his father. Asbidag was grinning.
Tosti g squeezed shut his eyes.

Wthin seconds the dead warriors were bone-filled husks, while the hounds had grown to treble
their size. Their front paws had stretched into taloned fingers, and their dark fur-covered forns
parodi ed men - |ong nuscul ar | egs, deep powerful chests and round heads ending in el ongated maws
and sharp fangs.

Agnet ha danced around them bidding themrise. Releasing the enpty husks, the beasts pushed
thenselves to their feet, red eyes scanning the clearing. Their gaze fell upon Asbidag and their
how i ng rent the night. Tostig stepped backward in terror and fell. Mrgase gripped Drada's arm

"I's this what you wanted, Asbidag?' said Agnetha.

"Yes.'
" Once unl eashed they can never be brought back. They will follow no one. They are created out of
hate and they will kill any man they find, be he Aenir or clan. Is this what you want?
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'Yes, curse you! Just send them north.
'They will go where they will. But | will send themnorth. Have you done with nme now?
"I have.'

" Remenber your prom se, Asbidag. One hundred mai dens by midsummer. O the Werehounds will hunt
you.'

"Don't threaten ne, hag,' thundered Asbi dag.

The woman cackled and turned to the silent beasts. Lifting her arm she pointed north and the
ghastly pack | oped away into the darkness.

Asbi dag wal ked forward, pushing his boot against a shrivelled corpse. A dried bone split the skin
and fell to the grass. He shook his head and began to | augh

Agnet ha stopped him placing her bony hand upon his arm 'Wat is so anusing?

This,' he answered, pushing the corpse once nore. 'This was Anias, son of ny brother Casta. Only
yesterday | told himhe was enpty-headed. Now his body matches his head."'

Drada approached Agnetha. 'How can those things Iive?

"In the sane way as you, Lord Drada. They breathe and they eat. It is an old spell, and a fine
one, taught to ne by a Nadir shaman in another age.'

"But what are they now, hounds or nmen?

They are both - and neither.’
"Do they have soul s?
"Do you?'

Not any nore,' said Drada, gazing down at the corpses.

The pack made their first kill that night, drifting silently through the pine forests in the north-
west. The | eader's head canme up, nostrils flaring in the breeze. H s red eyes turned to the north-
east and he |l ed the group deeper into the trees.

A young Haesten clansman and his two daughters were hidden in

a cave. Having escaped the assault on their valley, they had net a
Farlain scout who told themto head for Vallon. The cl ansman

travel l ed by night carrying his youngest child, a girl of six years. Hs
ot her daughter was el even and she wal ked beside them On this

ni ght, exhausted and hungry, they had nade an early canp in the

pi ne woods after spotting the Aenir arny to the south.

I The man had fallen into a light sleep when the werebeasts struck
" and he died without a struggle, his eyes flaring open to see w de jaws
lined with fangs flashing towards his face. He had no tinme to scream

H s el der daughter, Jarka, took hold of her little sister and sped

fromthe cave - only for talons to lance into her back, dragging her to a stop. In the |l ast nonent
of her young life, Jarka hurled her sister into the undergrowth. The child screaned as she crashed
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t hrough the bushes; then she was up and running, the awful sound of how ing echoi ng behind her

For an hour or nore the beasts fed, then they slept by the remains of their kill. At dawn they
I eft the cave, their hunger not totally appeased.

The | eader dropped to all fours, sniffing at the earth around the cave. His head cane up as the
breeze shifted. And they set off in pursuit of the child.

Maggri g was angry. An hour before he had been furious. Caswallon had calmy told himthat the
clans would fight as one, and the one would be | ed by Caswal |l on. Maggrig could not believe his
ears. The two nen had been alone in a tiny cell, the bedchanber of a druid. Caswal |l on sat beside
Maggrig on the narrow cot outlining his plans.

"I have plans of ny own,' said the Pallides chieftain. Caswall on had been dreading this nonment and
he took a deep breath.

"I know it is hard for you, but think about it deeply. The death toll anbng the clans has been
enormous. | have perhaps four thousand fighting nmen, you have ei ght hundred. Even together we are
no match for one fighting wing of the Aenir arny.'

"l accept that, Caswallon. But why should you | ead? What experience do you offer? G eat gods, man,
you' ve turned down responsibility all your life!l Granted you ve |led us here, and our wonen and
children are safe. But to lead in war calls for nore than that.

"It calls for a cool head,' said Caswall on.
Maggrig grunted. 'You'll not lead the Pallides."'

‘"Let nme make this clear to you. You are on Farlain |and, under the protection of the Farlain clan.
If you do not accept me then | will require you, and all your people, to | eave tonorrow.'

" And where would we go?'

"Wherever you choose. Those that remain will follow me wthout question.'

"You would really do this thing? Turn out wormen and children to be slaughtered by the Aenir?
"I would.'

"What have you becone, Caswallon? | nmean, |'ve always |iked you, boy. You were different yes; but
you were a clansman. Now you sit here and calmy say you woul d sacrifice ny people for your
anbiti on?

"No, that is what you are saying,' Caswallon told him 'During the Ganes you nade an agreenent

with Laric that you would support himin any war - as long as you becane War Lord. You reached

that decision on the grounds that your men outnunbered the Haesten. That argument should surely
still apply, can you not see it? If | were to agree that you |l ead, then nost of the Farlain nen
woul d quit and go; they would not follow you.'

"You think the Pallides would foll ow yow?
"Yes.'
"Why? What makes you so different?

"I amyour son by law, for | wed your daughter. That gives nme the rights of a Pallides warrior
They cannot argue.'

"All right," said Maggrig at last, 'I will follow you. But only as long as | think you are right.

"No,' said Caswallon. '"You will take ny hand and swear allegiance to me as War Lord. You will
offer me your life, as your carles have done for you.'

" Never!'
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Then prepare your people to nove.'

Maggri g had stornmed fromthe room seeking I ntosh and together they wal ked anong the trees of
Val | on, avoiding the dark entrance to the Druids' Hall. Maggrig enptied hinself of fury, his words
tunbl i ng over one another as he poured scorn on his son-in-law, the Farlain, the Druids, and the
One Angry God for bringing himto this pass.

Intosh remained silent, nerely wal ki ng beside his I ord and absorbing his words. Finally exhausted,
Maggri g stopped and sat by the water's edge, staring into the torrent. 'Well, what do you think?
he asked.

'O what?' answered the swordsnan.

*Where can we go?' 'There is nowhere."

*We could go north,' said Maggrig.

"And fight the Dunilds, the Loda and the Sea O ans?
' Then what do you suggest?

"Agree to serve Caswal |l on.

Are you serious?
'He has done wel| .’

"I know that - and all credit to him But to serve ny own son-in-law . . .
‘"He has the power,' said Intosh, shrugging. 'It nakes sense.'
'He demanded | swear the vassal oath.

"You woul d have done the sane.'

"That's not the point,' snapped Maggrig.

"No, Hunt Lord?

An hour later Maggrig swore the vassal oath and was anazed his tongue did not fall out.

That same afternoon Caswal l on and Maggrig | ed the women and children of the Pallides into the
Druids' Hall entrance and down into the broad underground chanber housing the Mddle Gate.

Maggrig blinked. At the end of the hall was a black marbl e archway. Yesterday a solid wall of
stone had stretched between the pillars. Now that wall was gone and the Pallides Hunt Lord gazed
down on the first valley of the Farlain, where already nen and wonen were pitching tents and
felling trees for shelter. The archway was twi ce the height of a man and ten paces across. The two
men stood in the Gateway | ooki ng down on the valley. Wthin paces of thema tall pine was waving
in the breeze, but no breath of wi nd touched their faces.

"Where are the Aenir? asked Maggrig as his peopl e bunched behind him | ooking down in wonder.
That is the Farlain ten thousand years ago,' said Caswal | on

Maggrig's eyes w dened. 'This is sorcery, then?"

"I't nost certainly is,' Caswallon told him

Maggri g stepped through the Gateway, flinching as rushing colours blinded himnonentarily.
Caswal | on wal ked through behind him waving the wonmen to foll ow.

On the other side the breeze was cool, the sunlight warm and wel com ng.
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"It is not possible,' whispered Maggrig, watching his people materialise fromthe air. Fromthis
side there was no sign of the Gate, only the rolling green countryside.

Caswal lon led the Pallides down into the nmeadow where Leofas was supervising the building work.
"I"'mglad to see he survived,' said

Maggrig. 'He always was the best of the Farlain.' The old warrior grinned as he saw Maggri g,
stepping forward to grip the Hunt Lord by the hand.

'So you got here, you dog,' said Leofas.
"Did you expect a few | owl anders to stop ne?'

"Certainly not. | expected you to chase the swine fromour |ands, |eaving nothing for the Farlain
to do.'

"I was tenpted,' said Maggrig with a broad grin.

Caswal l on l eft the nen tal king and sought out Gael en; he found himchatting to Deva by the river's
edge. Apol ogi sing for disturbing them Caswallon |led Gaelen up into the tinberline and they sat
beneat h the pines.

"I want you to do sonmething for ne,' said Caswallon, 'but it is hazardous.
"Nanme it,' said Gael en.

"Don't nmake hasty judgenents. | want you to take sone nmen and head back into the Haesten
gathering as many warriors as you can. | want you to bring themto Axta Aen in three weeks.'

"Why the den?
"It is there we will tackle the Aenir.
"But that is open ground.

"l know. Have faith in nme. | amhoping there will be upwards of a thousand clansmen still in
hidi ng. | have sent nmessages to the Dunilds, the Loda, and many other snaller clans, but | don't
know if they will come to our aid. But we nmust get nore nmen; you nust find them'

"I1'll do the best | can.
"I know that, Gaelen.'
"Wy nme?'

' Because you are known as an outsider. You are accepted within the Farlain, there is no doubt
about that. But sinmilarly you are not Farlain; the Haesten may follow you.

"Even if | did add a thousand to our army, we would still be outnunbered five to one. And on open
ground ...'

"I amalso going on a journey,' said Caswallon. "If it is successful, we will have another ally.’
"VWhere will you go?"

Through the Gate. | am seeking help fromthe Queen Beyond.'

Gael en shivered. 'You nean the daughter of the wonan who saved us fromthe beast?
"No, the woman hersel f.'

" She is dead.

"As we sit here in this valley, Gaelen, neither of us is born. Qur birth cries are ten thousand
years in the future. Is it so strange then to think of seeking a dead Queen?
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"Way woul d she cone?’

"l don't know. | only pray that she does - and that her strength will be sufficient.’
"What if she does not?

"Then the clans will face a difficult day in Axta den.'

"What are our chances?

'Tal i esen says they are nininal.'

"What do you say?'

"I'd say Taliesen was being wildly optinistic.'

Gaelen returned to Deva at the streamand told her of his mssion. She listed quietly, her grey

eyes grave. 'It will be dangerous for you. Take care,' she said

‘I would be the nore careful,' he said tenderly, "if I knew you would be waiting for ne when
returned.' She | ooked away then, but he took her hand. 'I have loved you for such a long tinme,' he
told her.

Gently she pulled her hand clear of his. 'I love you too, Gaelen. Not just because you saved ny
life. But | can't promse to wait for you, nor for any Farlain warrior. | know you think ne

foolish to believe in the prophecy - but Taliesen confirned it; it is ny destiny.'

Gael en said nothing nore. Rising, he noved away and Deva returned to the waterside. Her thoughts
were confused as she sat, trailing her hand in the stream It was senseless to refuse | ove when
all she had was a distant pronise, Deva knew that. Wrse, her feelings for Gael en had grown
stronger during the tinme they spent together, being hunted by the Aenir. Al her doubts surfaced
anew, and she renmenbered confiding in Agwai ne. He had not scoffed, but he had been brutally
realistic.

' Suppose this father of kings never cones? Or worse. Suppose he does, and he does not desire you?
W1l you spend your life as a spinster?

"No, | amnot a fool, brother. | will wait one nore year, then | will choose either Layne or
Gael en."'

"I amsure they will be glad to hear it,' he said.

"Don't be cruel.'

"It is not | who am being cruel, Deva. Suppose they don't wait? There are other nmaidens.'
Then | will marry soneone el se.'

"l hope your dream cones true, but | fear it will not. You sadden nme, Deva, and | want to see you
happy. "'

"Ayear is not such along tine,' she had said. But that had been before the Aenir invasions, and
already it seened an eternity had passed. Her father was dead, the clan in hiding, the future dark
and gl oom | aden.

Gael en chose six conpanions for the journey south - Agwai ne, Lennox, Layne, Gaal chmai, plus Onic
and Ridan. Onic was a quiet clansman, with deep-set eyes and a quick smle. Al npbst ten years ol der
than Gael en, he was known as a fine fighting man with quarterstaff or knife. He wore his black
hair close-cropped in the style of the Iow and clans, and around his brow sported a bl ack | eather
circlet set with a pale grey noonstone. His half-brother, R dan, was shorter and stockier; he said
little, but he had also fought well in the retreat fromthe valley. Both nen had been chosen for
their knowl edge of the Haesten, gained fromthe fact that their nother had come fromthat clan
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Taking only light provisions and armed with bows, short swords and hunting-knives, the seven |eft
Val | on before dawn. A druid guided themover the invisible bridge, for the twi ne had been renpved
| est the Aenir march to the island.

Gael en had mixed feelings about the trip. The responsibility placed upon hi mwei ghed heavily. He

| oved Caswallon, and trusted himinplicitly, but to battle the Aenir on the gentle slopes of Axta
d en? Surely that was madness. During the last two years Gael en had enj oyed many conversations
with Oracle about battles and tactics, and he had | earned of the inportance of terrain. A large,
wel | -armed force could not be nmet head-on by a smaller group. The object should be a score of
skirm shes to whittle down the eneny, disrupting his supply |ines and weakening his norale. Oracle
had |i kened such war to di sease invadi ng the body.

Agwai ne was content. For himthe mssion provided an outlet for his grief over the death of his
father and a chance to achieve victory for the Farlain. He didn't know if a Haesten force
survived. But if it did, he would find it.

The group noved through Atta forest, past the swelling Aenir corpses and on into the first valley.
They noved warily, knowing the Aenir could be close. Only in the high passes, where the woods were
thick and wel coning and they trusted their skills above those of the eneny, did they rel ax.

Towar ds dusk Lennox scouted out a hollow where they nade canp. It was set within a pine wood and
circled by boulders and thick bushes. There was a streamnearby and Gaelen it a small fire. It
was a good canp-site and the fire could not be seen outside the ring of trees. Lennox, as al ways,
was hungry, having devoured his three-day rations by noon. The others nocked himas he sat
brooding by the fire watching them eat.

Lennox had grown even larger in the last year, his shoulders and arms heavy w th nuscle, and he
now sported a dark beard cl ose-cropped to his chin. Coupled with the brown goatskin jerkin, it
created the appearance of a |arge, am able bear.

"W are conrades,' he pleaded. 'W should share a little."'

"I saw sone berries on a bush back there,' said Gnvalchmai. 'I amsure they will prove very tasty.
He bit into a chunk of oatcake, and swung to Agwaine. '|I think the honey in these cakes is better
this year, don't you, Agwai ne? Thicker. It nmakes the cakes so succul ent.'

"Decidedly so. It gives themextra flavour."
"You're a bunch of swine,' said Lennox, pushing hinself to his feet.

Laughter foll owed himas he wal ked into the darkness in search of berries. The woods were qui et,
nmoon shadows dappling the silver grass. Lennox found the bush and plucked a handful of berries.
They served only to heighten his hunger, and he toyed once nore with the idea of appealing to his
conrades. His stomach runbl ed and he cursed softly.

A novenent to his right nmade himturn, dropping into a half crouch with arns spread. He saw a
flash of white cloth disappear beneath a bush, and a tiny leg hastily withdrawn.

Lennox ate sonme nore berries and then anbled towards the bush, as if to wal k past. As he cane
abreast of it he lunged down, pulling the child clear. Her nouth opened and her face showed her
terror, but no sound cane out. Lennox took her in his arnms, whispering gentle words and stroking
her hair. She clung to the goatskin tunic with her tiny hands cl enched tight, the knuckles white
as polished ivory.

There, there, little dove. You're safe. | didn't nean to frighten you. There, there. Don't worry
about Lennox. He's big, but he's not bad. He won't hurt you, little dove. You're safe.' Al the
whil e he stroked her head. She burrowed her face into his jerkin, saying nothing.

Lennox made his way back to the canp. Instantly his conpani ons gathered around, plying himwith
guestions. He shushed themto silence. 'She's terrified," he said, keeping his voice | ow and
gentle. 'She nmust have | ost her parents in the woods.' Looking at his conrades, he silently
nmout hed the words. 'Probably killed by the Aenir.
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Gnal chrmai, always a favourite with children, tried to get the girl to speak, but she pushed her
face deeper into Lennox's jerkin.

"l have never seen a child so frightened,' said Agwai ne.

"Where are you fronmP' whispered Lennox, kissing her head. 'Tell your uncle Lennox.' But the child
remai ned silent.
"l don't recognise the girl," he said. 'Do you, Gaal ?"

"No. She could be Pallides, or Haesten, or even Farlain. O even a crofter's daughter fromthe
Qutl ands.'

"Well, we can't take her with us,' said R dan. 'One of us nust take her back to Vall on.
"I''l'l doit in the norning,' Lennox agreed.

The fire burned | ow and the conpanions took to their blankets, ready for an early rise. Lennox sat
with his back to a boulder, cuddling the child who had fallen into a deep sleep. He felt good
sitting there. Children had never been easy around him- Layne said his great size frightened them
- but whatever the reason, it had always hurt Lennox, who |oved the young.

In sleep the child' s face relaxed, but her left hand still clutched his tunic. He pushed her
yell ow hair back from her eyes, gazing down into her face. She was a pretty little thing, like a
dol| stuffed with straw. As the night grew chill Lennox w apped his bl anket around her

A strange thought struck him
This was probably the nost inportant nonent of his life.

He was not normally a man given to abstract thoughts, but he couldn't hel p thinking about the
child. Here she was, tiny and hel pless and full of fear. She had been suffering the worst days of
her young life. And now she slept safe in the arms of a powerful man, content that he woul d | ook
after her. Wth no nore action than a gentle enbrace Lennox had ended her terror. Wat in life, he
wondered, could be nmore inportant to her?

If her parents were still alive and naking for Vallon they nust be sick with worry, he thought.
But what if - as was likely - they were dead?

Lennox chewed the problemover for a while. He would take her to Maerie; she was a fine lass with
only one child, who would take the girl in and |love her into the bargain.

The girl's eyes opened, she blinked and yawned. Lennox felt her nove and gl anced down, stroking
her hair. Her eyes were brown and he snmiled at her

"Are you feeling better? he asked.

"You're not ny papa.’

"No, little dove. I'myour uncle Lennox.'

"My papa's gone. Wlfs et himup,' she said, tears glistening. She blinked. 'Et up Jarka too.'

"Wl ves?' asked Lennox.

Big wolfs. Big as you. Et himup.'

You' ve been dreaming, little one. There's no wolves, and certainly none as big as ne.'

Lots of wolfs,' she persisted. 'They chased ne, to eat me up.

Uncl e Lennox won't let them You're safe now Go back to sleep, we'll talk in the norning.'

Did you know ny papa?'
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'No. WAs he nice?

He pl ayed ganes.'
'He sounds a good man. \Were is your nama?'
"Men with swords took her away. She was all bl eeding.'

"Well, it's over now. You're with your uncle Lennox, and he's the strongest man in all the world.
Not hing will harm you."'

"Are you stronger than the wol fs?' she asked.

"Aye, lass. And | swear upon ny soul no harmw |l conme to you while you're with me. You believe
me?' She smled, closed her eyes and put her thunb in her nouth.

In the bushes beyond the firelight, blood-red eyes watched for the flames to die down.

Tal i esen took Caswal | on deep underground to a small chanber set with walls of shining silver and
gold. Soft light filled the room but Caswallon could not see the source. The druid beckoned him
to a tall chair of white |leather, then sat upon an oak-topped table.

"This is ny inner sactum' he told the warrior. "Here | observe the Farlain and | keep ny notes -
notes no one will read in ny lifetine.' He gestured to the shelves, but there were no books there,
only small silver cylinders neatly stacked fromfloor to ceiling. The far wall was covered with
sheets of paper, upon which were curious draw ngs and synbol s.

Caswal | on studi ed them 'Wat do these represent? he asked.
Taliesen joined him 'They are Time Lines, and chart ny attenpts to aid Sigarni.'
Caswal I on ran his eyes over the synbols. 'And the stars?

"Each time Sigarni dies | mark the spot and pursue a new Tine Line - a different reality. It is
very conpl ex, Caswallon. Do not seek to stretch your mnd around it.'

"When must | seek the Queen?
"As soon as you are ready."
"I"'mready now.'

Then observe,' said the druid. Turning, he walked to the wall by the door and opened a hi dden
panel . The desk-top slid back and a screen rose silently fromit. Lights blazed fromthe screen
formng the image of a walled city.

"That is Ctadel town, where the Queen currently resides -currently being a relative term' added
the druid with a dry chuckl e.

"How i s this done?" whispered Caswall on

"It is nerely an image. It is sumer and Sigarni has won a great battle. She has returned to the
north to celebrate with her captains.

The enemy has been pushed back... for now But the Qutland King is gathering a huge force agai nst
her. Now, before |I send you through, you nust understand this, Caswallon: W will meet again on
the other side of the Gate. Ask ne nothing of the events that are transpiring now. Do not speak of
the Aenir invasion.'

"l don't understand.’

Tal i esen sighed. 'Trust nme, Caswallon. In other ... realities ... our neeting beyond the Gate has
al ready taken place. Many times. And | have found it disadvantageous to view the possible futures.
It all beconmes too confusing.'
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Caswal |l on stood silently for a moment, then his green gaze fastened on the druid' s dark eyes. 'And
| have died in these other realities? he asked.

"Yes,' admitted Taliesen. 'Do you still wi sh to go?
"Can we win if | do not?"

'No. !

"Then let us go.'

Tal i esen pressed a button on the screen and the image of the city di sappeared. He stood and | ed
Caswal | on back to the Druids' Hall and the bl ack-arched Gate.

Maeg was waiting there. She stood as he approached, opening her arns, and Caswal | on wal ked into
her enbrace.

She kissed him her eyes wet with tears. 'The world has changed, as you said it would,' she told
hi m

"W'll change it back.'

"I don't think so," she said sadly. 'Even if you beat the Aenir, nothing will ever be quite the
way it was.'

He did not argue. Instead he kissed her. 'There is one constant fact, Maeg. | love you. | always
have. | always will.'

"l have sonething for you,' she said, pulling away fromhim Turning, she lifted a buckskin shirt
fromthe back of a chair. The skin was soft and beige while on the chest, in crinson-stained

| eat her, was a cunningly-crafted hawk with wi ngs spreading to each shoulder. '"If you are to neet a
Queen, it is fitting you | ook your best,' she said.

Caswal | on slipped out of his woollen shirt, donning the bucksin. The fit was perfect.
Leof as stepped fromthe shadows w th Maggrig.

"Are you sure about this plan, Caswallon?" he asked.

"No," admitted the War Lord. 'But Taliesen is, and | can think of no other.

Then may the gods guide you.' The two nen shook hands.

Tal i esen wal ked to the archway, lifted his hands and began to chant. The view of the Farlain
vani shed, to be replaced instantly by a sloping plain and a distant city.

Maggrig curled his armaround Maeg's shoulder. 'He will cone back,' he said.
Caswal | on stepped into the archway - and vani shed.

Suddenly the view fromthe Gate di sappeared, a blank grey wall replacing it. Maeg noved forward
and touched the cold stone.

Caswal l on found hinself in a forest glade in the |ast hour before dusk. Shafts of sunlight |anced
the branches of mighty oaks and birds sang in every tree.

But there was no city in sight. Perplexed, he stepped back to where the Gate had been
It was gone .

Cursing he drew his short sword and started prodding the air, seeking the entrance. After a few
m nutes he gave up and sat back on a jutting tree root. He was loath to | eave the spot, and had no
i dea what plan to pursue.

H s thoughts were broken by the sounds of shouting. Looking around him he marked the spot in his
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nm nd and set off towards the sound. Perhaps the Gate had merely sent himtoo far, and he had cone
out on the other side of the city. He seenmed to recall seeing a wood there.

The shouts becane triunphant, and Caswal | on guessed the nen to be hunters who had cornered their
prey. Then a voice cried out. 'Lord of Heaven, aid your servant!'

Caswal | on broke into a run. Ahead of himthree nmen had surrounded a bald, elderly man in robes of
grey who was holding a tightly-wapped bundle in his arns.

"Surrender it, priest,' ordered a tall nman in a red cape.
"You cannot do this,' said the old nan. 'It is against the laws of man and Cod.'

The red-caped warrior stepped forward, a bright sword in his hand. The sword flashed forward. The
old man tw sted the bundle away fromthe bl ade, which lanced into his belly. He screaned and fell

Caswal l on hurdled a fallen tree, his own short sword glinting in the dying light. 'Wat vil eness
do we have here, ny bonni es?'

The three spun round and the | eader wal ked forward, his sword dripping blood to the grass.
"It is none of your concern, stranger. Begone.'

"Frightened as | amto face three heroes who can so valiantly tackle old nmen, | feel | nust debate
the point,' said Caswall on.

"Then die,' shouted the man, |eaping forward. Caswallon parried the Iunging blade, his own sword
flashing through the man's neck. The remaining warriors ran forward. Caswal |l on bl ocked the first
thrust, hammering a punch to an unprotected chin, and the attacker staggered.

Pushi ng past him Caswal | on engaged the third, slipping his hunting-knife into his left hand. He
ducked beneath a vicious swipe, slicing his sword behind the man's knee; with a screamhe fell.
Caswal l on whirled as the second man was al nost upon him sword plunging for his chest, but
Caswal | on parried the blow, punching his hunting-knife through the man's tunic. The blade slid
between the man's ribs, cleaving the heart. Dragging the knife free, he saw the third man craw ing
towards the bushes, leaving a trail of blood behind him Ignoring him Caswallon ran to the old
man, gently turning him

' Thank the Source,' said the priest. 'For He has sent you in my hour of need.' Bl ood was seeping
fast, drenching the old man's cl ot hes.

"Way did they attack you?

"It wasn't ne, ny son; they wanted the babe.' The old man pointed to the bundle by his side.
Caswal lon lifted the bl anket and there lay a sleeping infant no nore than a week old. She was tiny
and naked, her downy hair pure white.

"Lie still," urged Caswallon, ripping open the priest's robes, seeking to stemthe outfl ow of
bl ood fromthe wound. The assassin's sword had ri pped down through the man's | ower belly, opening
the artery in his groin. There was no hope for him and his face was al ready | osing col our

"Where are you fronP?' whispered the dying man

"Anot her world,' said Caswallon. "And | am |l ost.

The old man's eyes gl eaned. ' You passed through a Gate?'
"Yes.'

"Was it Mordic sent you?

' No. !

"Cateris, Blean, Taliesen .
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'Yes, Taliesen.'

' Take the babe back through the Chalice Gate.'

'l do not know where it is.

"Close by. North. | opened it mnmyself. Look for a cave on the hillside; it has a gobl et fashioned
in the rock of the entrance. But. .. beware . . . Jakuta Khan will. . . follow'

"Who are you?

"Astole. | was Taliesen's teacher.' Horns sounded in the forest to the south. 'They are coning for
the child. Take her and run. Go now | beg you.' The old man sl unped back

Sheat hing his sword and knife, Caswallon scooped the bundle into his arns and began to run. Behind
hi m he coul d hear the barking of dogs and the shrill call of hunting-horns. He was angry now.
Thwarted from his quest, he was being hunted by an enenmy he did not know, in a forest which was
strange to him

Droppi ng his pace to a gentle jog, eyes scanning the undergrowth, he searched for a way to | ose
his pursuers. He could hear running water away to the left and he cut towards it. A small stream
gurgl ed over rocks. Splashing into it, Caswallon followed it upstreamfor about thirty paces and
then left it on the sane side, wal king through soft mud to stop before a massive oak.

Wt hout turning he | ooked down and wal ked backwards, placing his feet in his own prints. Slowy he
backtracked to the stream then carried on wal king through the water. It was an old trick, which
in daylight would fool no skilled tracker, but w th dusk approaching fast it could hold up the
pursuit.

The chil d opened her eyes, pushing her tiny fist into her nouth. Caswallon cursed. She was hungry
and that neant there were scant k monents | eft before she began to cry for food. ™

Turning again towards the north, he scanned the hillside for the cave the old nan had spoken of.
The babe in his arns gave out a thin piercing wail and Caswal | on cursed again. The sun was slowy
si nki ng behind the western peaks. As it fell below the clouds a shaft of bright light lit the
hillside, and Caswal l on saw the dark shadow of the cave entrance, sone thirty paces above hi m and
to the right.

The barki ng of hounds was closer. Tw sting, he saw four sl eek black shapes energe fromthe tree-
line below, no nore than fifty paces behind him Holding firmto the child, Caswallon sprinted up
the slope and into the cave. It was like a short tunnel. Behind himthe dying sun was bri ght

agai nst the rocks, yet ahead was a forest bathed in noonlight.

Caswal | on spun, for the first of the hounds had reached the cave. As it leapt his sword sl ashed
down across its neck, smashing through flesh and bone. Turning again, he saw the noonlit forest
begin to fade. Taking two running steps he hurled hinself through the Gateway. He fell heavily,
bracing his arm and shoul der so that the babe woul d be protected.

Rolling to his feet he swng to face his enemes - and found hinmself staring at a solid wall of
grey stone. The sound of a waterfall came to himand he sheathed his sword and wal ked towards it.
I know this place, he thought. But the trees are different. This was Ironhand's Pool, and if he
clinbed above the falls he would see High Druin in the distance. The wind shifted, bringing the
snmel | of wood-snoke to his nostrils. Mwving to his left into the wind, the snell grew stronger
Ahead was a cottage of stone, with a thatched roof, and a cleared yard containing a snmall flower
garden and a coop for chickens. Caswallon ran to the cottage, tapping softly at the door. It was
opened by a young woman with long fair hair. 'Wat do you want?' she asked, her eyes wide with
fear.

'Food for a babe,' he answered, handing her the child. Her eyes changed as she gazed at the snall
face.

' Cone i nside.
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Caswal l on followed her. At a pine table sat a large man with a heavy beard of red-gold.

"Wl cone,' said the man. Caswal l on noticed that one of his hands was bel ow the table, and guessed
a bl ade was hi dden there.

"I found the babe in the forest,' he said | anmely.
The man and wonman exchanged gl ances. 'Do you know whose child it is?" the man asked.
"l know not hing of her,' said Caswallon.

"W | ost our own daughter three days ago,' said the man. That is her crib there, in the corner
You can leave the child with us, if you

will. My wife is still nmilk-swelled - as you can see.' The wonman had opened her shirt and was
f eedi ng the babe.

Caswal I on pulled up a chair and seated hinself opposite the nan, |ooking deep into his clear grey
eyes. 'If | leave her with you, will you care for her as you would your own?

"Aye,' said the man. 'Valk with me awhile.' He rose, sheathing the hunting-knife he had held bel ow
the table. He was taller than Caswal |l on, and broader in the shoul der. Stepping out into the night
he wal ked to the far side of the cabin, seating hinmself on a bench crafted from pine. Caswall on
sat beside him 'Wo are you?' he asked. 'Your clothes are clan, but you are not Loda.

‘I am Caswal |l on of the Farlain.'
"l have dealings with the Farlain. Howis it | have never heard of you?

Caswal l on l et out a sigh and | eaned back agai nst the bench. 'Is there a town near here, on the
edge of the Low ands, called Ateris?

The man shook his head. 'There is Citadel town. The Cutlanders control it now. And | ask you again
- who are you?

"l ama clansman, as | have said.' He |aughed suddenly. 'Wre our positions reversed, ny friend,
and you were to tell ne the story of how you found the babe, | would think you nad.'

"l amnot you,' said the man. 'So speak.'

Quietly Caswallon told himof the Aenir invasion and of his journey through the Gateway, of the
dying priest, and the nmen and hounds who had sought the death of the child. The man did not
interrupt, but listened intently. As he finished Caswal |l on stood and | ooked down into the man's
deep-set grey eyes, awaiting a response.

At that nmoment the ground trenbl ed. Thrown off-bal ance, Caswallon lurched to the right. The
nmoonl i ght bri ghtened and gazi ng up, both nen saw two noons shining in the sky. For nonents only
the land was bathed in silver brilliance, then the second npbon faded.

As it did so the figure of Taliesen appeared beside them The old man stunbled and fell to his
knees as the crofter leapt to his feet, his knife snaking into his hand. 'No!' shouted Caswal | on
"He is the druid | told you of.'

Taliesen tried to stand, failed, and sat glumy on the ground. 'I think the journey alnbst killed
me,' he grunbled. As Caswallon helped himto his feet, the little sorcerer sighed. 'You have no
i dea of the energy | have expended to arrive here. Wo is this?

"l amCei,' said the crofter.

"l nust see the child,' said Taliesen, shaking hinself free of Caswallon's support and noving off
to the cabin.

Cei approached Caswallon. 'You were wong. | did not think you nad. Yesterday an old nan cane to
us as we were nourning the death of our babe. He told us he would cone, and that he would bring us
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joy - and sorrow.'

This man, he was bald and wearing grey robes?" Cei nodded. Both nen returned to the cabin, to find
Tal i esen kneeling beside the crib where the baby was sl eeping. Wen Caswall on and Cei | ooked
closely they saw that the child' s silver hair was now corn-gold.

Tal i esen stood and turned towards the crofter. 'Enemies will cone after this babe,' he said. 'Be
warned. | have changed the col our of her hair. As | have told your wife, you nust raise her as
your own; no one nust know how she came here. Your w fe says the death of your child is not known
anong your friends in the clan. Keep it that way.

"Who i s she?" asked Cei. 'Wy is she in danger?

'She is your daughter. You need know no nore than that - save that she is of the blood royal,"
said Taliesen. 'Now we nust go.'

Lennox added fuel to the fire and the flanes |eapt and twi sted. He wasn't cold, he nerely wanted
to see the child's face in sleep. Her thunb had slipped fromher open nouth and she was breat hing
evenly. Lennox carefully hitched her into the crook of his right arm stretching his back

Gael en yawned and stretched, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. Seeing Lennox still awake, he noved
round the fire to join him 'Howis she?"

"She is all right now She says her father was eaten by wolves... and her sister.'
"It's unlikely,' said Gaelen. 'She would not have escaped a pack. A dream do you think?
"l don't know. She said the wolves were as big as ne.'

"Wl ves attack at night and they nove fast. A child that small might think them over-1|arge?
"I agree, Gaelen, but she's clan; her father was clan. How could he

be surprised by wolves? It nakes no sense. | can't renmenber a clansman ever being killed by a
pack. Wlves don't attack men. |'ve never heard of such a thing.'

"Perhaps he had no fire, or had been forced to flee w thout weapons. Perhaps the wol ves were
starving.'

The two nmen sat in silence for a while, then Gaelen spoke. 'Mure likely it was the Aenir and the
child was confused. Many of them wear wol fskin cloaks. And at the Ganes | saw a man with a wolf's
head for a helm An attack at night?

' She says her nother was killed by nen with swords. | don't think she's that confused. | think you
should wal k warily tonmorrow,' said Lennox.

"W'll mss you on the trip,' said Gaelen, gripping Lennox's shoul der

"Yes, but you don't need ne. She does. I'll get her to the island and then join ny father. W'l
see you in Axta Gen.'

‘"I hope so. | pray there is an arnmy of highlanders ready to be gathered. But if not | shall stil
see you there, Lennox. Even if | amalone. | pronise you.'
"I know you will, cousin. I'Il look forward to it.

Soon after dawn the conpani ons bade farewell to Lennox and the child and set off to the south.
Lennox hoisted the girl to his shoul der and headed north.

As they wal ked he discovered that her nane was Pl essie and her clan Haesten; she was the niece of
Laric, the Hunt Lord. He was tenmpted to run back and find the others, for Laric would be well

di sposed towards a group which had rescued his niece. But Plessie's fearful glances behind them
forced himto disniss the idea.
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What ever had happened to her had left a terrible scar.

Thr oughout the norning he clinbed through the tinberline, and they stopped to eat at a rock poo
below a small falls. The conpani ons had given Lennox sone oatcakes and these he shared with

Pl essie. The child sat upon a rock dangling her feet in the water, giggling at its icy touch
Lennox smled - and froze. He slowy clinbed to his feet, aware suddenly that he was being

wat ched. Fear grew in his heart - not fear for hinself, but for the child. He had prom sed she
woul d be safe and a pronise was a sacred thing anong the cl ans.

Casual Iy he gl anced around at the thick undergrowth. He spotted a patch of darkness beyond a
bl ossom ng heat her, but allowed his eyes to skip over the bush. He had the feeling the dark patch
was fur, and if that was so the thing was either a bear or a wolf.

Pl essie was sitting in the shade of a tall pine, and a long branch extended above the water.
Lennox scooped her into his arns and lifted her high on to the branch

"Sit there for a nonent, little dove,' he said.
"Don't want to,' she wail ed.
"Do it for your uncle Lennox. And be careful now "

Even as he spoke a werebeast charged fromthe undergrowmh, jaws w de, taloned fingers reaching for
the clansnan. As it leapt it gave a terrifying how . Beasts of the wild always roar or screech on
attacking their prey. The sound freezes the victim

But Lennox was not a hunted aninmal. Nor even an ordi nary nan.
He was the nost powerful warrior in the long history of the Farlain.

As the beast broke cover Lennox whirled, bellow ng his own scream of fury. He charged it, smashing
aright cross to its open jaws. Fangs snapped, the jawbone disintegrating under the inpact. The
beast screaned and fell, rolling to all fours and howing in pain. A second creature |eapt forward
and, twisting to nmeet it, Lennox charged again. Talons | ashed across his shoul der, scoring deep
through the flesh. The jaws lunged for his face and, throwi ng up his hand, he fastened his fingers
to the furry throat. The downward | unge was halted, the fangs inches fromhis face. Lennox could
feel hot, rancid breath on his skin. The power of the beast was i mmense. He threw a | eft-hand bl ow
whi ch thundered agai nst the werebeast's ear; the creature fell back, then leapt again. This tine
Lennox stood his ground until the beast was al nost upon him As it rushed forward he caught it by
the throat and groin, and hurled it with all his strength against the trunk of a pine. It hit with
a sickening thud -spine exploding into shards, ribs splitting and piercing the great |ungs
beneath. Bl ood flowi ng fromhis wounds, Lennox drew his sword. The first beast attacked again, its
j aw hangi ng slack. As its talons |ashed out, Lennox ducked beneath the sw ngi ng arm and hanmmer ed
his sword into its unprotected belly.

The creature withed in agony, then crunpled to the earth, thrashing in its death throes. Lennox
dragged his sword | oose and

drew his hunting-knife, eyes scanning the bushes. There was no novenent there. But he had to be
sure.

"Stay in the tree, Plessie. Uncle Lennox won't be a nonent.'

"No,' she wailed. 'Don't leave ne. Wl fs eat me up!' Her tears cut through him but he noved on
searching the tracks within the undergrowth. Satisfied there were only two of the creatures he
returned to the weeping child, lifting her down and cuddling her

‘There, there! You see, | was only a nmonent or two.'
"Don't | eave ne again, Uncle Lennox.

"I won't. Now, you are going to have to be a brave girl and help nme to stop this bleeding. Can you
do that?" Wth a grunt of pain Lennox renoved his ripped shirt. There were four deep sl ashes
across his right shoul der-bl ade, but he could reach none of them
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"There's lots of blood, Uncle Lennox.
"The bleeding will clean the wounds,' he said, nmoving to his pack. 'Can you sew?'
' Mot her taught ne,' said Plessie.

That's good, little one.' Runmagi ng into his pack, he found needle and thread. 'I want you to
close these little scratches for nme. Then we'll nove on. WII|l you do that for ne?

"l don't know how.' Lennox could see the fear returning to her

"It's easy,' he told her, forcing a smle. "Trust ne. I'll show you. First thread the needle. My
hands are too big and clunsy for it.' Plessie took the thread, l|icked the end and carefully
inserted it into the eye of the needl e. She | ooked up expectantly at Lennox. Twi sting his head, he
could see the ragged red line of the first cut on the top of his shoul der. Taking the needle, he
pricked it through the skin. '"You do it like this," he told her, as a wave of nausea hit him

"Just like this.'

Pl essie began to cry. 'You're not going to die, are you, Uncle Lennox?
"Fromlittle scratches like this? No. Now cone round to nmy back and show nme your sew ng.'

Taliesen | ed Caswall on away fromthe cabin, and on into the trees. It was not cold, but the breeze

brought a prom se of autum in the air. 'The child will be the future Queen - if she lives,' said
the druid.
Caswal | on stopped. 'Wiat do you nean, if she lives? W know she lives. | watched her die after the

killing the Beast.'

Tal i esen gave a dry laugh. 'My boy, you saw one Sigarni. But it would take too long to explain the
infinite possibilities when one deals in tine, the paradoxes created. Merely hold to the concept
of inpossibility made reality. This child is in great danger. First and forenost is the sorcerer
Jakuta Khan. He was hired to bring about the fall of the King, Sigarni's real father, and in
exchange he was offered wealth - and the life of the King's daughter. He is a gifted magi cker
Caswal l on. He will track her down; the crofter cannot stand against him'

Caswal | on sat down on a fallen tree. 'The thought fills me with sorrow, Taliesen, but what can we

do? My people need ne. | cannot stay here and protect the babe. Nor can you. W do not have the
tinme.'

That word again - tine," responded Taliesen, sitting beside the taller man. 'It matters not how
long we wait here, for when you return no tine will have passed in the world you know. There is a
smal | settlenent close by; we will rest there, and be offered food. Then we will journey back to

the falls and nake canp by the rock face where the Gateway opened. There you will see in one day
what few nortals will ever see.'

The foll owi ng evening Caswal lon built a small fire by the rock face, and the two nen sat eating a
meal of honey biscuits and watching the fragnented nmoon dance upon the rippling water of the falls
pool s.

"How | ong do we wait?' asked Caswal | on

"Until | feel the magic of Jakuta Khan,' said Taliesen. 'But now there is someone | nust sunmon.'
Rising, the little sorcerer noved to the pool side. As Caswal | on wat ched, Taliesen began to chant
in a lowvoice. The wind died down and a ni st forned above two boul ders close to the pool's edge
Caswal l on's eyes w dened as the m st rose into an arch sone ten paces in front of the sorcerer
Tiny lights, like fireflies, glittered in the archway, and then a man appeared, tall, inpossibly
br oad- shoul dered, wearing a silver breastplate and a shining mail-shin of silver steel. H's hair
was noon-white, his beard braided.

"Who cal I s Ironhand?' he asked, his voice |low and deep |like distant thunder. Caswall on rose and
wal ked to stand besi de Taliesen.
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"l call upon you, High King," said the sorcerer. 'I, Taliesen, the Druid Lord. Your daughter
lives, but she is in peril."

They killed ne here,' said the ghostly warrior. 'My body |lies beneath those boul ders. They kill ed
my wife, and I cannot find her spirit.

"But you daughter lives: the babe sleeps in a cabin close by. And the hunters will cone for her
the denons will stal k her.

"What can | do, Taliesen? | ama spirit now'

"You can do nothing against nen of flesh, Ironhand. But | have planted a seed in the child' s mnd
When the denons materialise she will flee here. The creatures, though flesh, are al so sumoned
through spirit spells. You can fight them'

"Wien you need ne, call upon ne,' said the Ghost King. The archway shi mered and vani shed, and
Caswal | on once nore felt the night breeze upon his skin.

"She is Ironhand's daughter? Sweet Heaven!'

"Aye,' whispered Taliesen, 'she is of the blood nmost royal. Now let us return to the fire. There
is a spell I nust cast before | |eave you.' The druid banked up the fire, and once nore began to
chant. Caswallon sat silently until he had finished, then Taliesen took a deep breath. 'There is a
man | must see. He is a dreamer and a drunkard, but we will need himbefore long. Stay here, and
do not for any reason venture fromthe fire.'" He smiled. 'l think what you are about to see wll
keep you well entertained until | return.”

Ri sing, he anbled away along the line of the pool. Caswallon | eaned back agai nst the rock face.
Suddenly the npon sped across the sky, the sun flashing up to bathe the pool in brilliant |ight.
Then as suddenly as it had conme the sun fell away, and the noon reappeared. Astonished, Caswall on
gazed around the pool. There was no sound now, but night and day appeared and di sappeared in
seconds. Beyond the firelight the grass grew long, withered and dried, died and was repl aced.
Trees sprouted branches before his eyes. Leaves opened, glistened, withered and fell. Wthin the
space of a nonent snow appeared beyond the fire, thick and deep. Then it was gone, instantly

repl aced by the flowers of spring.

He watched the seasons pass by in heartbeats, in blazes of colour and streams of |ight.

Wien the snow had appeared for the sixth time, the rushing of time began to slow. The noon reared
up and stopped in md-heaven

The cold of winter now whi spered past Taliesen's spell and Caswal |l on shivered. Mvenent to his
right caught his eye and he saw Taliesen trudgi ng through the snow towards him The old man was
carrying a short hunting-bow and a quiver of arrows. 'How did you nmake t he seasons nove so fast?
asked Caswal | on.

'"Not even | can do that,' answered Taliesen wearily. 'You are sitting beside a Gateway. | nerely
activated it. It flickered you through the years.

"It is anmenory | shall long treasure,’ said the clansman.
"Sadly, we have no tine to dwell upon it,' Taliesen told him 'for the evil is alnost upon us.' He
squatted down by the fire, holding out his long thin fingers to the flames. 'l amso cold,' he

said, "and tired.' He handed Caswal | on the bow and arrows.

"What are we facing? asked the clansman, stringing the bow and testing the pull. It was a sturdy
weapon.

‘Men woul d call them denons, and so they are, but they are also flesh and bl ood from anot her

dinension . . . another land, if you will. They are huge beasts, Caswallon, sonme reaching eight
feet tall. In build they are much |ike great bears, but they nove with greater speed, and are
upright, like nmen. Their fingers are taloned, each talon the length of your hunting-knife. They

have fangs al so, and short, curved tusks. They do not use the tusks in conbat; these are for
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ripping flesh fromthe |eather-skinned beasts they have hunted in their own world."'
" Shoul d we not nmake our way to Cei's cabin? He cannot face them al one.'

Tal i esen shook his head. '"Cei's life is over, boy. It was over the nonent he agreed to take the
babe. The beasts will materialise there.'

"What ?'

"They will be conjured there,' snapped Taliesen. 'Jakuta Khan is a spellmaster; he has | ocated
Sigarni and will cause the beasts to appear inside the cabin. | have observed him Caswallon. He
has used these beasts before; he nakes theminvisible to the human eye. The first nonment the
victimknows of their existence is when the talons rip out his heart. Trust nme, we do not want to
be inside the cabin when that happens.

"How then do we save the babe?'
"She is no | onger a babe. You have seen the seasons fly by and she

is six now. And she will nake her way here. | planted a seed in her nind, and that of her nother.
As soon as the terror manifests itself, both will act instinctively. The child will run here."

Caswal l on rose and tied the quiver to his belt. 'And how am| to fight these invisible beasts? he
asked softly.

"As best you can, clansman. Cone, kneel by ne, and | will give you all that | can.'

Droppi ng to one knee, Caswallon |ooked into the old nan's eyes. The druid was nore than tired. Hs
eyes were dull and purple-ringed, his skin dry. Lifting his hand, Taliesen covered Caswallon's
eyes and began to chant. Heat enmanated fromhis fingers, lancing into Caswallon's brain |like an
arrow of fire. The clansnman groaned but Taliesen's voice whispered to him 'Hold on, boy, it wll
not | ast much | onger."'

The hand fell away and Caswal | on opened his eyes. 'Wat have you done?' he whispered. The trees by
t he pool had changed now, becom ng sharp and unreal, |ike a charcoal sketch upon virgin paper
Taliesen's features could no | onger be seen; he was nerely a glowing formof many colours, red in
the belly and eyes, purple over the heart, the rest a shifting nmix of orange, yellow and white.

"Now you will see them Caswallon,' said the shimering druid. 'They will conme fromthe south,
hard on the heels of the child. Best you find a place to smte them'

"How many will cone?’

"I would guess at two. It needs a mighty spell to sunmon just one. Jakuta Khan will expect little
resistance froma crofter. But there might be nore; he is young and arrogant in his strength.'

Caswal | on noved out on to the frozen pool and headed south, noving high into the tree-line. An old
oak stood beside the trail, its two main branches - sone ten feet high - spreading out like the
arnms of a supplicant. Caswallon clinbed to the right-hand branch and sat with his back to the tree
bol e.

H s thoughts were many as he waited for the beasts. He had never |acked physical courage - in
fact, he had often courted danger nerely for the thrill of it. But now? The Farlain were under
threat, and his wife and child were in peril in another world. No |onger able to afford the I uxury

of danger, he felt fear rise within him Wuat if he died here ? Wiat woul d becone of the Farlain
or Maeg, and Donal ? His nmouth was dry. Hi s thoughts swung to die child, Sigarni: an

i nnocent hunted by denons. Yet what was her |ife when set against his entire clan?
"I ' will fight, but | cannot die for you,' he said softly. 'l cannot risk that.'

Hi s decision made, he relaxed. Looking down at the glinmering colours that were his hands, he
realised that the fingers had becone difficult to see, and they were cold. He rubbed his pal ms
toget her and | ooked again. For a few heartbeats they shone with a dull red light, then faded once

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (164 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel 19620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk %20Eternal .txt

nmore. Tugging his fleece-lined gloves fromhis belt, he pulled themon. Ice formed in his beard as
he waited in the tree. d ancing back, he saw the shinmering colours he recognised as Taliesen
nmovi ng across the ice. The old man nust be frozen, he thought. The cl oak of feathers would do
little to keep out the bitter cold.

A bestial screamtore through the silence of the night. Caswallon removed his gl oves and not ched
an arrow to the bowstring. For some nonents there was no novenent, then a small figure ran into
sight, the colours glow ng around her bright and rich. The figure stunbled and rolled in the snow.

Pul ling his gaze from her, Caswallon | ooked back up the trail. Somnething huge | ooned over the
hillside, then another. To his left was a third, noving through the trees. Caswallon cursed,
gaugi ng the beasts to be around eight feet tall. The first of the creatures |unbered down the

slope. Its colours were strong, nostly purple, orange and red; the purple area spread fromthe
neck to the belly in two vertical circles joined by a red ridge. Caswal |l on drew back on the bow
string until it touched his right cheek, then he let fly. The arrow hamrered hone in the upper
circle of purple and instantly the col our changed, flowi ng fromthe wound as gol den |ight.
Caswal | on | oosed a second shaft that punched through the |lower circle. The creature gave a
terrifying shriek, tottered to the left and fell heavily.

Twi sting round, Caswallon saw that the child had reached the pool -side. Two beasts were convergi ng
on her. O Taliesen there was no sign. Dropping fromthe tree, Caswallon notched an arrow and
raced down the icy slope. His foot struck a tree-root hidden by snow and he was pitched forward.
Rel easi ng the bow, he tried to roll over and stop his slide, his hands scrabbling at the snow

Anot her tree-root saved him his fingers curling round it. Scranmbling to his feet he

saw the first of the beasts al nost upon the helpless child. H s bow was sonme twenty paces up the
sl ope. Drawing his short sword and hunting-knife Caswallon ran forward. As the beast reared up, he
ducked under a sweeping slash froma tal oned paw and stabbed his knife hilt deep into the

creature's belly. A backhanded bl ow took himhigh on the shoulder, lifting himfromhis feet and
hurling himthrough the air. Falling hard, he struck his left shoul der against a tree-trunk
paral ysing his arm The nortally wounded beast staggered and fell, but the third denmon reared up

and advanced on the cl ansman.

Wth an angry curse Caswallon rose, eyes glittering.

"Run, you fool!' shouted Taliesen, as the beast |ooned before the clansnan. Deep in his heart
Caswal | on knew that he shoul d take that advice. There was so nuch to live for, so much still to be
achi eved.

The beast turned away fromhim- towards the child at the water's edge. In that nmonment Caswal |l on
felt relief flood over him He was safe! | live and she dies, he thought suddenly.

Wthout further thought he took three running steps and hurled hinself at the beast, plunging his
sword into its broad back. The creature screaned and spun. The sword was ripped fromthe
clansman's hand, but remained jutting fromthe beast's rainbow flesh. Talons ripped into
Caswal | on' s shoul der, pain searing through himas he was thrown to the ground.

In that nonent a bright |ight blazed and Caswal | on saw the massive, shimrering figure of |ronhand
standi ng over the child, sword held two-handed and rai sed high. The beast gave a | ow grow and
sprang at the ghost. The dead King stepped forward to neet it, his silver sword slashing through
the air in aglittering arc; it passed through the creature seemingly w thout |eaving a wound.

But the denon froze, tottered, and toppled backwards to the snow.

Tal i esen emerged from his hiding-place in the undergrowmh and ran to the child. Caswallon's vision
blurred, the spell placed over his eyes fading. He blinked and saw the drui d kneel i ng beside
Sigarni. The girl was sitting silently, her eyes wi de open and unblinking. Taliesen placed his
hands on the child's head. 'Is she hurt?' asked the Ghost King.

Tal i esen shook his head. 'Her body is safe, her spirit scarred,” he said.

Wth a groan Caswal | on pushed hinself to his feet. Blood was flowing freely fromthe gash to his
shoul der. "What wi Il happen to her now?
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"There is one coning who will ook after her. Hs nane is Gnalch; he is a nystic,' Taliesen told
hi m

"I hope this is an end to her adventures with denons,' said Caswal |l on.
"It is not,' whispered Taliesen. 'But the next time she nust fight them al one.'
‘"Not alone,' said the King. 'For | shall be here.

Wth time against him Gaelen |led the conpani ons over the nost hazardous terrain, skirting the
Aenir arny on the third day of travel. Fromtheir hiding-place on a wooded hill side, the
conpani ons gazed down on the horde noving through the vall ey.

The size of the eneny force dismayed the clansnmen. It seenmed to stretch and swell across the
valley, filling it. There were few horsenen, the mass of fighting nen striding together, bearing
round shi el ds painted black and red, and carrying | ong swords or vicious doubl e-headed axes.

Gael en was worried. For the |last day he had been convinced that the conpani ons were being

foll owed. Agwai ne shared his view, though when Gaal chmai and Layne scouted the surroundi ng woods
they found only animal tracks. Onic and Ridan, anxious to push on, accused Gael en of needl ess
cauti on.

That night they nmade | ate canp on open ground and lit a fire. The moon was hi dden by a dark screen
of stormcloud and the night covered themlike a black fog. Gaelen was gl ad of the darkness and
curled into his blanket. Onic had suggested they head for Carduil, a jagged, unwel com ng series of
peaks to the east, and Gael en had agreed. The conpani ons had noved south at first, hugging the
tinmberline, gradually veering towards the distant mountains. Tonmorrow they would head into the
rising sun over the nost dangerous stretch, wide valleys with little cover. Making a cold canp in
a hidden hollow, Gaelen took the first watch. After an hour Layne noved through the darkness to
sit beside him

"Can't you sl eep? asked Gael en

"No, cousin. | wish you had brought Render with you. | feel uneasy.'
"He's well trained,' said Gaelen, 'but he's still a hound, and his hunting m ght have alerted the
Aenir.'

"It is not the Aenir that concern me,' whispered Layne.
"You are still thinking about the wolves?

"Aye - and the beast which killed the Queen.' The noon cleared the clouds and Gael en | ooked at his
friend. Layne's hair glinted silver in the noonlight.

Gael en shivered. 'You think they m ght be denmons?

"l hope not,' said Layne. 'But if they are - and they continued to followthe child - then | fear
for Lennox.'

Gael en put his armaround his friend s shoulder. 'If any man can survive agai nst such beasts,
Lennox will. | have no fears for him'

Layne smiled. 'He is uncomonly strong.' For a time they sat together in silence, then Layne spoke
again. 'Did you propose to Deva?

'Yes. She spurned ne.'

‘Mg too. Some nonsense about birthing kings. | think she'll grow out of it. WIIl you continue to
court her?'

"No, Layne.'
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"l shall. Once we have crushed the Aenir, | shall pursue her with such ardour that she will nelt
into ny arns.' He grinned, |ooking suddenly boyi sh again.

Gaelen snmled. 'l wish you good fortune, ny friend.'
"I think "Il get some sleep now,' said Layne.
"Layne!' whi spered Gaelen, as his friend rose.

' What ?

"I never really thanked you for standing up for me on that first day, when Agwai ne drew his knife.
You nade ne feel welcone anong the Farlain and I'Il not forget it. And if ever you need ne, | wll
be there for you.'

Layne said nothing, but he snmled and then noved back to his blanket. Gael en kept watch for
anot her two hours, then he woke Ridan.

"You' ve have ruined a fine dream' nuttered the clansman, sitting up and yawni ng.

Gael en crossed the clearing and lay down. Sleep cane instantly, but a faint rustling brought him
awake. Was one of the others noving around? He took a deep breath, releasing it slowy, and
i stened agai n.

Si | ence.
No! There was the sound again, away to the right.
An ani mal ? A bird?

Gael en curled his hand around the short sword |ying next to him gently easing it fromthe | eather
scabbard. He felt foolish, thinking back to the first night he had spent in the open with
Caswal | on, when the fox had terrified him

A crunching noi se, followed by a bubbling gurgle, brought himto his feet and the cl ouds above
noved away from the noon. A scene of horror met his eyes. Five huge beasts were crouching in the
canp. Ridan lay dead, his throat ripped apart, while another body was bei ng dragged towards a
screen of bushes.

Gael en froze

One beast, red eyes glinting, reared up on its hind legs and ran silently towards him Gael en
shouted a warning and Onic rolled to his feet, his armflashing back and then forward. H s hunting-
kni fe shot across the canp to plunge deep into the beast's back; it how ed then, rending the night
silence. Gaelen | eaped forward, ramming his sword into the beast's chest. Talons | ashed at hi mand
he junped back, releasing the blade. Then Gwal chmai ran forward and hurled his knife which thudded
into the creature's neck

And the cl ouds cl osed, darkness blinding themall

Gael en dived for his pack, scrabbling at the canvas lip. Delving inside, he produced his tinder-
box. There were only a few shredded | eaves inside, but he was desperate for light. Twice the
sparks junped and then a tiny flanme |icked out. Holding up the box like a flickering candl e,

Gael en turned. He could see Agwai ne, Onic and Gaal chnai standing together with swords in hand. On
the ground nearby |ay the hideous corpse of the dead beast. El sewhere there was no sign of the
pack.

The others joined him gathering twigs and branches, and they built a fire, heedl ess of any danger
fromthe Aenir. Agwaine took a burning branch and noved to the spot where Layne had slept. The
ground was wet with blood, and his body was |ying some twenty feet away. Ridan's corpse was
nowhere in sight.

Gael en noved to where Layne lay and with trenbling hands turned over the corpse. Layne's throat
had been ripped away, but his face was untouched and his grey eyes were open, staring at nothing.
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Gael en sank back. Owal chmai knelt by the body and reached out, his fingers tenderly brushing the
skin of Layne's face. 'Ch, God,' said OGmal chmai. Gaelen lifted Layne's hand, picturing himas he
had been only a few hours before - tall, handsone, and in | ove.

"l promised to be there for you, and | wasn't,' he said. '|l amso sorry, Layne.'
"W nmust bury him- deep,' said Agwai ne.

"W can't,' said Gaelen. 'The fire will have alerted the Aenir, and the beasts could return at any
time. W& rmust push on.'

"I'l'l not have himdevoured by those creatures!' stormnmed Agwai ne.

Gael en rose, tears shining in his eyes. 'You think | do not feel exactly the sane, Agwai ne? But
Layne is gone. His spirit has fled; all that is left is dead flesh which, even if we bury it, wll
be devoured by maggots. The Farlain need us, Layne does not. Now | et us nove.'

"But we don't know where those creatures are,' objected Gnal chnai. 'We could run right into them'
"And if we don't,' snapped Gaelen, 'then by morning we'll all be bl ood-eagled to the trees.'
"Gaelen is right. It's tine to nove,' said Agwaine. '"Kill the fire."

Donni ng their packs they set off towards the east, where the dark line of the Carduil range could
be seen against the sky. They wal ked with swords in hand, saying little, and the journey was
fraught with fear. The storm cl ouds passed over them lightning flashing to the south, and the
noon shone bri ght.

"By the gods, |ook!' exclainmd Gaal chnai.

On either side of them sone twenty paces distant, dark shadows coul d be seen noving from bush to
bush.

" How many?" hi ssed Agwai ne.
"Four,' answered Onic.
Swiftly they doffed their packs, stringing the short hunting-bows.

"Wait!' said Gaelen. 'Let us each pick a target, for once they learn the power of the bow they
will be nore wary."

Gnal chmai eased back on the string. "All right. 1'Il take the one on the left at the rear.'

Choosing their targets they waited patiently, Gwnal chmai and Oni ¢ kneel i ng, Agwai ne and Gael en
facing right with bows hal f drawn.

The werebeasts crouched in the bushes, confused and uncertain. They could not see the shining
talons that had cut down their conrade, only long sticks of wood. But they were wary. The | eader
edged forward, raising his head. The scent of warm fl esh caused his stomach to tighten and saliva
dripped fromhis maw. He noved into the open on all fours, edging still closer. A second followed
him On the other side a third beast was in view

More cl ouds bunched above them the sky darkeni ng.
Gael en cursed. 'Let fly ... NOW'

Shafts hissed through the night air. The | eader how ed as the nissile sliced into his chest,
spearing his lungs. Blood filled his throat and the how i ng ceased. Behind himthe second thrashed
about in the bushes, an arrow through his eye.

To the left Gnal chmai's target had dropped w thout a sound, shot through the heart. Only Onic had
not let fly. Hs target had remained in the bushes. Alone and frightened, it sprinted away to the
west .
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10

ALl ESEN LED CASWALLON to a |l ong room beneath the Vallon caves. The walls were Iined with shelves
of old oak, sonme of themtw sted and cracked with age. Upon sone of them were parchnent scrolls,
| eat her - bound books, and sheafs of paper bound with twine. thers were stacked with netal
cylinders or small glass bottles sealed with wax. On the far side of the hall two druids were
sitting at one of the many tables, poring over scrolls and scribbling notes with quill pens.

Maggri g, Leofas and Maeg were waiting there when the druid and the clansnan arrived. Wile Meg
exani ned the shall ow wound in her husband's shoul der, Maggrig pressed Caswal | on about his journey
through the Gateway. He told them of the baby, and the old nman who had been carrying her.

As she spoke the old man's nanme Taliesen sank to a chair, eyes wi de, nouth agape. It was the first
time Caswall on had seen himso surprised. 'You did not tell nme it was Astole,' he whispered.
"Still alive!

"He's not alive now," said Caswallon. 'He died there in that forest.'

Tal i esen shook his head. 'Unlikely. He had remarkabl e powers of recuperation,' said the druid. 'He
is twice as old as | am And | once saw a spear pierce his chest, the point energing al ongside his
spine. He made ne draw it fromhim | did, and watched the wound heal wi thin seconds.

"Alive or dead, he cannot help us now,' said Caswallon. 'So what do we do?
"We try again - if you feel strong enough. Do you?
"I's there a choice, druid?

Tal i esen shook his head. Maggrig | ooned over the druid. 'Except that after the | ast nistake,' he
said, 'you might now waft himaway to the centre of the Aenir canp, and he can denand their
surrender."’

"It was not a mstake,' snapped the druid. 'It was destiny.'

"Wll, if there is a nonment of destiny,' promsed Maggrig, 'I'll pierce your scrawny ears with
your teeth!’

That will be hard to do - after |'ve turned you to a toad!' Taliesen countered.

" Enough!' said Maeg sharply. 'Go back to the Gate - all of you. | need to speak to my husband.’
Maggrig swal l owed his anger and followed Taliesen and the old warrior Leofas fromthe room

When they had gone, Maeg took Caswallon's hand and | ooked deep into his sea-green eyes. '|I |ove
you, husband,' she said, 'nore than life. | want so much to ask you - to beg you - to refuse
Taliesen. Yet I will not.. . even though ny heart is rilled with fears for you.'

He nodded, then lifted her hand to his lips. 'You are mne, and | amyours,' he said. 'You are the
finest of wonen, and | have not the words to tell you what you nmean to ne.' He fell silent as a
single tear rolled to Maeg's cheek. 'I love you, Maeg. But | nust do what | can to save ny

peopl e."’

The cl ansman stood, and hand in hand he and Maeg wal ked to the Gate. It stood open, the bright
sunshi ne of another world blazing down upon hills and nmountains. Taliesen stood waiting on the
other side. Maeg kissed Caswallon and he felt the wetness of her tears on his cheek. Maggrig
gri pped his hand. 'Take care, boy,' he said gruffly.

Recovering his sword, Caswallon stepped through the archway on to the hillside above G tadel town.

" Renenber, Caswallon,' said Taliesen, 'the Queen nmust have her arny assenbled within ten days.
Take her to the Falls where we fought the denmons. Tell her Taliesen needs her help."

"You think she will remenber you - after all these years?
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'She saw nme only yesterday," said Taliesen. "Well... yesterday to her. And nowit is tine to go.
Cone back here at dawn in four days and report on your progress.'

Leaving the druid behind him Caswallon set off down the slope towards the city. There were
sentries at the gates, but nmany people were passing through and the clansnman was not chal | enged.
As he wal ked Caswal | on gazed at the buildings; they were not |ike the houses of Ateris, being

hi gher and nore cl osely packed, built of red brick and stone, the wi ndows snall.

There were narrow, open sewage channels on both sides of the street, and the stench fromthem
filled the nostrils. Crowds of revellers were gathering on every side, drunken clansnen and
mercenari es, nmany singing, others dancing to the tune of the pipes. Caswallon threaded his way
through them heading for the Citadel above the town.

At the gates he was stopped by two guards wearing bronze breastplates and |leather kilts. Both
carried lances. 'What is your business here? asked the shorter of the two.

"I seek the Queen,' replied Caswall on.

"Many men seek the Queen. Not all are allowed to find her."
"It is a matter of inmportance,’ said Caswallon

"Do | know you?' asked the guard. 'You seemfamliar.'

"My business is urgent,' said Caswallon. The man nodded once nore, then called a young sol dier
fromthe ramparts. 'Take this man to the city hall. Ask for Corin.'

The sol dier saluted and wal ked away. Caswal |l on foll owed. The nan stopped before a wide flight of
marbl e steps, at the top of which were double doors of bronze-studded oak. Before the doors were
four nore guards in bronze breastplates, each of these wore crinmson cl oaks and | eat her breeches
cut short at the calf. The soldier Ied the way up the stairs and whi spered to one of the sentries;
the man tapped at the door and passed a nessage inside. After a wait of several nore minutes the
door opened once nore and an officer cane out. He was tall and of mddle years, his beard iron-
grey, his eyes a frosty blue. He | ooked at Caswall on and sniled. Taking the clansman by the arm
he led himinside the hall. 'The Queen is holding a victory banquet,' he said, 'but you will not
find her in a good nood.

The hall was vast, with ten hi gh-arched wi ndows. A huge curved table was set at the centre, around
whi ch sat nore than two hundred nmen and wonen feasting on roast pig, swan, goose, chicken and
sundry other meats and pastries. The noise was incredible and Caswal | on found hinself |onging for
t he open nmountains. Swall owi ng down his distaste, he followed the officer forward.

At the far end of the hall, where the table curved Iike an upturned horseshoe, sat the Queen. She
was a tall worman, silver-haired and yet young, and she wore a plain dress of white wool. Caswall on
had seen this wonan die in the Farlain three years before. Then she had been handsonme but ol d; now
she was a beauty, proud and strong, her clear grey eyes sparkling with Iife and energy. The eyes
turned on Caswall on and Sigarni rose fromher seat, a delighted smle on her face.

She hesitated, as if not believing what she saw. Then she was running to neet Caswallon
' Redhawk!' she shouted joyously. 'You' ve returned!

Caswal l on returned the Queen's enbrace, his mind racing as Sigarni gripped his shoul ders.

‘"Let ne | ook at you, Redhawk. By Heaven, howis it you have becone young agai n? Have you dyed that
beard? It was al nbst pure silver the last rine we net.'

"l hear you have done well,' countered Caswallon, his mnd racing.

"Wl l? Now that is an understatenent. The Qutland King is slain, his arny in ruins. The war may
not be won, but we have gained valuable tinme. Tinme! Mrgase is defeated - but she has vani shed.
Not one word of her in six nonths. But enough of that. \Were have you been these | ast two years?
needed you."
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"l have been in ny own | and, anobngst nmy own people."
"You are ill at ease, ny friend. What ails you?
"I amnmerely tired, my Lady.'

She smiled. 'Join us at table. We'll eat and hear a few songs,' said Sigarni, |eading himforward.
"Later we'll talk.

The feast seened to last an eternity, and great was his relief when eventually it ended. A servant
led himto an upper bedchamber. It was small, with a single window and a long, pallet bed. Afire
was burning in the hearth. Mwving to the wi ndow, Caswallon pushed it open and gazed out over the
mount ai ns. Confused, he renmenbered again the Queen's death near Attafoss, and her |ast words.

"Now the circle is conplete,' the Queen had said. 'For you told nme you would be with ne at ny
death.' And then at the last she had asked, 'Was | truly the Queen you desired nme to be?" The cold
wi nds of approaching wi nter nade himshiver. C osing the wi ndow, he crossed the roomto sit on the
rug before the fire. He thought he had been prepared for anything, but the sight of the Queen had
shaken him She was stunningly beautiful and, despite his love for Maeg, he found in hinself a
yearning for Sigarni which he would not have believed possible.

For some tine he sat there, then felt the draught on his back as the door opened.

Sigarni entered. She was dressed nowin a sinple woollen shirt of white that showed the curve of
her breasts and dark brown |eggi ngs which highlighted her long, slimlegs. She sat down on the
bed. No nore the Queen, she |ooked now |like a clansworman - tall and strong, fearless and free. Her
mout h was astonishingly inviting, and Caswal | on found his heart beating wldly.

"What are you thinking, ny wizard?' she asked, her voice nore husky than he recalled from her
greeting in the hall.

"You are very beautiful, Lady.'
"And you are changed,' she said softly, her grey eyes holding to his gaze.
"I n what way?' he countered.

Sigarni slid off the bed to sit next to himby the fire. "Wien | greeted you | saw the surprise in
your eyes. And now | am here beside you - and yet you do not seek to hold nme. Wat has happened to
you, Redhawk? Have you forsaken me for another? | will understand if that is true. By Heaven,

have said ny share of farewells to lovers. | would hope to have the strength to accept simlar
treatnment. Is that what is happeni ng here?

"No,' he said, his nmind reeling. Mving back fromher, he stood and returned to the wi ndow. The
moon was hi gh over the nmountains and he stared up at the sky, righting to nake sense of her words.
They were | overs! How could this be? For Caswallon loyalty was not |like a cloak, to be worn or

di scarded, but an iron code to live by. And yet..

"Talk to me, Redhawk,' said Sigarni

He swung to face her. Once nore her beauty struck himlike an arrow. Taliesen told ne that you
under st ood the Gateways. You know, therefore, that they allow us to nove through tinme as well as
to other |ands?

"Of course,' she told him 'What has that to do with you and me?'

He took a deep breath. '"In all nmy life | have seen you only four times. Once as a babe in the
forest, the second tine by Ironhand's Falls, the third ..."' he hesitated and | ooked away ' in
my own realm.. and the fourth tonight in the great hall. Everything you say to nme - about us -
is... new and strange. If we are to be lovers, it is not nowbut in atine - for ne - that is yet
to be. As | stand here | have a wife, Maeg, whom| adore, and a small child, Donal.' He saw she

was about to speak and raised his hand. 'Please say nothing, for | know | would never betray Meg
while she lived. And | do not want to know what the future holds for her.
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Sigarni rose, her face thoughtful. 'You are a good man, Redhawk, and | love you. | wll say
not hi ng of Maeg . ' She smiled. 'Just as you hesitated about our meeting in your own realm |
will leave you now W wll talk in the norning.

"Wait!' he called out, as she opened the door. 'There is something | must ask of you.

'The debt,' she said. Then, noting his inconprehension, she sniled softly. 'You always said there
woul d conme a tinme when you would ask me a great favour. Whatever it is, | will grant it. Good
ni ght, Redhawk.'

"You are a rare wonan, Sigarni.'
Tur ni ng back, she nodded. 'You will one day say that to ne with even nore feeling,' she prom sed

Tal i esen sat alone in the sem -darkness of his viewing chanber. It was cold, and idly he touched a
switch to his right. Warmair flowed through hidden steels vents in the floor and he renoved his
cl oak. Leani ng back against the head-rest of the padded |eather chair, he stared at the panelled
ceiling, his mind tired, his thoughts fragmented.

He transferred his gaze to the gleaming files. Eight hundred years of notes, discoveries, failures
and triunphs.

Usel ess.

Allofit....

How coul d the Great Gates have cl osed?

And why were the M ddl e Gates shrinking year by year?

The Infinity Code had been broken a century before his birth by the scientist Astole. The first
Gate - a windowreally - had been set up the following year. It had seened then that the Universe
itself had shrunk to the size of a small room

By the time Taliesen was a student his people had seen every star, every minor planet. Gates had
been erected on thousands of sites fromSirius to Saptatua. Linear tine had snapped back into a
Gordi an knot of interwoven strands. It was a time of soaring

arrogance and interstellar jests. Taliesen hinself had wal ked upon many planets as a god, enjoying
i mrensely the worship of the planet-bound humanoi ds. But as he grew ol der such cheap entertai nment
pal | ed and he becane fascinated by the devel opnent of Man

Astol e, his revered teacher, had fallen from grace, becom ng convinced of sone mystic force
outside hurman reality. Mcked and derided, he had left the order and vani shed fromthe outer
world. Yet it was he who had first saved the baby, Sigarni. Taliesen felt a sense of relief. For
years he had feared a rogue elenent anmid the conplexities of his plans. Now that fear vanished.

He understood now the riddl e of the Hawk Eternal

"You and | will teach him Astole,' he said, 'and we will save ny people.' A nagging pain flared
in his left armand, rubbing his bicep, he rose fromthe chair. 'Now | nust find you, old friend,"'

he said. 'I shall begin by re-visiting the |ast place Caswallon saw you.' His fingers spasned as a
new pain lanced into his chest. Taliesen staggered to his chair, fear welling within him He
scrabbl ed for a box on the desk-top, spilling its contents. Tiny capsules rolled to the floor

with trenbling fingers he reached for them There was a tine when he woul d have needed no crudely
manuf actured renmedies, no digitalis derived fromfoxglove. In the days of the Great Gates he could
have travelled to places where his weakened heart woul d have been regenerated w thin an hour

Youth within a day! But not now. H s vision swam The fear became a tidal wave of panic that
circled his chest with a band of fire. Oh, please, he begged. Not now

The floor rose to strike his head, pain swanping him

"Just one nore... day,' he groaned.
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His fingers clenched into a fist as a fresh spasm of agony ripped into him
And as he died the Gates vani shed.

During the week that followed Caswal l on's departure Maggrig led his Pallides warriors on a series
of killing raids, hitting the Aenir at night, peppering themw th arrows from woods and forests.
Leofas, with four hundred Farlain clansnen, circled the Aenir force and attacked fromthe south.

Whenever the Aenir nmustered for a counter-attack the clans nelted away, splitting their groups to
re-format agreed neeting pl aces.

The raids were no nore than a growing irritation to Asbidag, despite the disruption of his supply
lines and the | oss of sone three hundred warriors. The main battle was what counted, and the cl ans
could not run for ever.

But where was Barsa? Not hing had been heard of his son and the Ti nber-Wlves he |ed.

Drada trapped a raiding party of twenty Pallides warriors in a wood twelve nmles from Attaf oss,
and these - bar one - were sunmarily butchered. The prisoner was tortured for seven hours, but

reveal ed not hing. He had been bl ood-eagled on a wide tree. But the main force, |ed by Mggrig,

escaped to the north, cutting through the ring of steel Drada had thrown around the wood. Stil

twenty of the eneny had been slain, and Drada was not displ eased.

In the south-east Gael en and his conpanions had found nore than eighty Pallides warriors in the
caves of Pataron, a day's march from Caduil. These he had persuaded to march with himon his
return. It was a start.

On the fifth day of travel Gaelen and his group entered the thick pines bel ow Carduil, and as they
clinmbed they felt the chill of the wind bl owing down fromthe snow capped peaks. As they neared
the opening to a narrow pass, a tall wonan in | eather breeches and a hooded sheepskin jerkin
stepped out fromthe trees, a bow hal f-drawn in her hands.

"Halt where you stand,' she conmanded.
"W are seeking Lark,' Gaelen told the clanswonan.
"Who are you?

"Gaelen of the Farlain. | come with a nessage fromthe War Lord Caswallon and his friend Maggrig
of the Pallides."'

The warrior wonan eased down the bow string, returned the shaft to the quiver and noved forward
‘Il am Lara,' she said, holding out her hand. 'Lark's daughter. My father is dead. He | ed the nen
on a raid to Aesgard; they were taken and slain to the last man.'

"Al'l dead?' asked Agwai ne, pushing forward.

"Yes. The Haesten are finished.'

"I amsorry,' said Gaelen, his heart sinking.

"No nore than we are,' said Lara. 'W are canped within Carduil. Join us.

The conpani ons foll owed her into the pass, and up to the winding trail bel ow the caves. Once
within the twi sted caverns Lara pushed back her hood, shaking | oose her dark hair. Leaving the
conpanions at a fire where food was being prepared, she took Gaelen to a small rough-cut chanber
in which lay a bed and a tabl e of pine.

There used to be a group of druids here,' she said, stripping off her jerkin. Tossing it to the
bed, she pulled a chair frombeneath the table and sat.

Gael en sat on the bed, his nisery evident. 'You thought you' d find an army?' she asked softly.

"Yes.'
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"How nany Farlain warriors escaped?
"Close to four thousand.

"And Pal | i des?'

"Less than a thousand.’

They' || fight well,' said the girl. 'Wuld you like sonething to drink ?' Gael en nodded. She stood
and crossed the chanber, bending to lift a jug and two goblets from behind a wooden chest. The
soft | eather of her breeches stretched across her hips. Gaebn blinked and | ooked away, suddenly
unconf ort abl e.

She passed hima goblet of honeyed wine. 'Are you warn?" she asked.
"Alittle.’
"Your face is flushed. Take your jerkin off.’

She really was quite striking, he realised, as he renoved the garnent. Her eyes were the blue of
an evening sky, her mouth wide and full-1Iipped.

"Way are you staring?
"I"'msorry,' he stanmered.

‘"l saw you run in the Ganes,' she said. 'You were unlucky to mss the final.'
"Luck had little to do with it,' he said, happier to be on firmer ground.

"I heard - you were attacked. Still, the clans won.'

Yes.'

"They will win again.'

"At this noment | don't see how,' said Gaelen. 'Nothing has gone right for us. W have | ost
thousands and the Aenir are hardly touched.’

"l have eight hundred warriors at ny conmand,' she said.
"What ? Where are you hiding thent

'They are not hidden. They are here, with ne.'

"You mean the wonen?'

"If that patronising | ook does not fade soon, you Farlain pig-swill, then you'll be |eaving here
faster than you cane.'

"I... apol ogise,' he said.

"Wl |, stop apol ogising!' she snapped. 'It seens you've done nothing el se since you arrived.
You're the | ow ander Caswal |l on brought honme, are you not?

"I am'

Then, this once, | will forgive you for not thinking like a clansman. Al our wonen are skilled
with the bow W can al so use knives, though swords are a little unwi eldy. Qur nmen are dead and
our clan finished. W none of us have any reason to go on living |ike beasts in the nountains.
Even if we survive and smash the Aenir, there will be no Haesten. Qur day is gone. The best we can
hope for is to find husbands fromother clans. Believe ne, Gaelen, that is not a happy thought.'

"Let us start again, Lara,' he said. 'l did not wish to insult you. And, though | was once a
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| ow ander, | amwell aware of the skill of clan wonmen. | wll accept your offer, if you still hold
toit. You nust forgive me. It has been a long spring and much has happened; | have been hunted,
attacked, and seen ny closest friend slain. The eneny that destroyed your people did this to nme
when | was a child in Ateris,' he told her, pointing to the blood-red eye and the jagged white

scar above. '|I had few friends in that city, but those were brutally nurdered. Youngsters | grew
to like anbng the Farlain are now rotting corpses. | was sent here to gather an army that could
descend upon the eneny and, perhaps, turn the tide of battle. | do not patronise you, | adnire
you. But still | am di sappointed.’

"That | can understand,' she said, her voice softening. ' You were one of the Beast Slayers, were
you not ?'

' That seens so |long ago now. There were five of us - and one of those |lies dead back in the
forest... or at least he would, had he not been devoured by another denbn beast.'

"Who di ed?' she asked.
' Layne.'

The handsone brother of the mighty Lennox,' she said. That is indeed a | oss. You say there are
nmore of these creatures still roam ng the nountains?

"One only. W slew the others.'

'CGood,' she said, with a smle. 'You know you are now part of clan myths."

He nodded. 'A small part.

The | owl ander and the ghost Queen.'

"I's that what they call her?

"Yes. The story is that she was the daughter of Earis returned fromthe grave.'

"l don't know about that,' he told her. 'Her name was Sigarni, and she was a nmighty warrior Queen -
the sort of wonan you would follow into the caverns of the damed,"

"I like the sound of her. I'Il get us sonething to eat,' she said, rising and taking his enpty
gobl et .
Tell me,' he asked suddenly, 'was your nman kill ed?

"l had no man.

Wiy 2"

"What business is it of yours?"
N

"And don't apol ogi se!"

He wat ched her | eave the chanber, too aware for confort of her sensual grace and the sleek |ines
of her body.

Maggrig was horrified when the young druid, Metas, brought himthe news of Taliesen' s death. The
Pal | i des | eader was still reeling fromthe trap that had been sprung on himthat norning when the
Aenir encircled his force. He had escaped, but only by good fortune.

Now he was thunderstruck. He sent a nessage to Leofas and retired with Intosh to the forest caves
to anait him It was |ate afternoon when Leofas was led to him with the old warrior was his giant
son, Lennox.

"You have heard?" asked Maggrig, rising and gripping the old man's hand.
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"Yes.' Leofas was grey with fatigue and he slunped to the ground beside the crackling fire. 'How
could it happen?' he asked.

"Dammed if | know. Druid nagic. Taliesen was found dead in his chanbers; they'd run to himto
report the disappearance of the Gates. Metas tells ne they' ve tried all the words of power, but
none work any nore.'

"Al'l our wormen and chil dren gone. Caswallon trapped in another land. Gods, it's hopeless,' said
Leof as.

The druids are searching through Taliesen's records. So far they've achi eved not hi ng.

Leof as rubbed his face, scratching at his iron-streaked beard. 'It seenms as if the gods are riding
with the Aenir.’

"Let them' said Maggrig. 'l've never had a lot of time for them A nan stands alone in his life;
if he stops to rely on some invisible spirit, then he'll fail.
"Luck has a way of changing,' said Intosh. 'I don't believe we should do anything rash. We nust

proceed with the original plan."”

"And commt suicide? asked Maggrig. 'The whole point of the Axta strategy was so that Caswal |l on
could bring the Queen's arny down on the eneny. Wthout that we will be wi ped out within the
nor ni ng. '

"They could still re-open the Gates,' said Lennox.

"I wouldn't trust those druids to open a pouch,' snapped Maggrig. 'It's hard to have faith in a
group so prone to panic. Metas doesn't know his buttocks froma lunmp of cheese. And as for the

rest, they're running around |ike headl ess chickens, so I'mtold. If they re-open themin tineg,
we'll stay with Caswallon's plan. If not - we nust think again.'

"There's worse news,"” said Lennox. The three nen turned to him 'W caught an Aenir scout | ast
night. He told us that Laric and his Haesten | aunched an attack on Aesgard. They were repul sed and
trapped in Southwood by Orsa and two thousand Aenir, and were all slain. Lane's head was left on a
spear. There will be no help fromthe south.’

"Well, that's about it," said Maggrig. '"All we need is a plague in our ranks and the day will be
conpl ete."'

The four sat in silence round the fire, the burden of despair weighing them down.
A young Pallides warrior entered the cave. The Loda Hunt Lord has arrived,' he said.
"Bring himto ne.'

"l need no bringing!' said Dunild, pushing past the young warrior. The newconer was short, but
powerfully built. He had no beard, and his yellow hair hung to his shoul ders beneath a woollen
bonnet edged with | eather and decorated with an eagle's feather

Maggrig stood and forced a snmile. 'Well met, you poaching rascal!’

Dunild laid his round shield on the ground and gripped Maggrig's wist. 'You |ook fat and ol d,
Maggrig,' said the Loda Hunt Lord.

That's because | amold and fat. But still a match for nobst nmen -including you. How many foll ow
you?'

Thr ee hundr ed.
' Good news.'

"l hear you've been suffering.'
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"lI've had better days,' adnmitted Maggrig. 'VWat of Gigor?
"I know nothing of the thieving |ouse,' hissed Dunild.

"Now that is not the whole truth, my friend,' said Maggrig, 'for you' d not have brought your clan
and left your own valley unprotected."

Dunild grinned. 'He says he will come and fight alongside you - as long as he doesn't have to
fight al ongside ne'

"How many wi |l he bring?
"He'll match me man for man, so | told himfive hundred."

"I trust neither of you will |eave any behind to raid each other's |ands?

On the contrary. We've both done just that."

"I think you m ght be right, Intosh,' said Maggrig. 'Perhaps our luck is changing.' The swordsman
grinned and the newconer joined themround the fire.

The di scussion carried on into the night, and the nen were joined by Patris Gigor, a skeletally-

| ean, balding warrior and Hunt Lord to the Grigor clan. There were few better sword-killers in the
nmount ains than this taciturn clansman. He sat as far fromDunild as he could, and the two nen
exchanged not a word during the discussion, all coments directed at Leofas or Maggrig. The

at nosphere was tense

At dawn they received a report fromthe druid Metas. There had been no success with the Gates, and
Taliesen's files had offered no solution. The Gates, he said, were closed for ever

For a tine none of the | eaders spoke. Their famlies gone, their hopes dashed, they sat in the
silence of despair. Finally Leofas said, 'All we have left nowis to die - and take as nany of the
enenmy with us as we can. Now is the time for a decision, Maggrig. Axta Gen is out of the
question. So where do we make a stand?

H s words hung in the air. Maggrig, forcing his mnd fromthoughts of Maeg and his grandson, | ost
intine, glanced at Dunild and Grigor. These nmen had brought their warriors to fight al ongside the
other clans - not to throwtheir lives away. Maggrig saw the concern on their faces, and he knew
what ot her thoughts would be stirring in their cunning mnds. The Farlain and the Pallides had
lost all their wonen and children. If, by some chance, they were able to destroy the Aenir they
woul d then be forced to raid for wonmen from ot her clans.

"W will find a way to open the Gates,' he said, surprised at the confidence in his voice. 'And
more than that. | don't intend to nmerely lash out like a dying bear. | want to win. By the gods,
we're all clansnmen here. Brothers and cousins. Together we will destroy Asbidag and his rag-tag
band of killers.'

"A pretty speech, Maggrig,' said Dunild softly. 'But how - and where - will this be achieved?
That is for us to decide at this neeting,' answered Maggrig. 'Wio will begin?

An hour of discussion followed as the clan | eaders suggested various possible battle sites, nostly
occupyi ng high ground. None of the sites offered even the possibility of a victory. Then Intosh
suggested a nountain pass sone twenty nmiles east. It was known as lcairn's Folly, following a
battl e there hundreds of years ago when a young chieftain had followed his eneny into the pass and
been destroyed.

"W could man the pass walls with archers and lure the Aenir in upon us,' said Intosh. 'The
mountain walls narrowin to two hundred and fifty paces apart at the centre, and a small force
could hold a larger.'

" And what when we are pushed back? The pass is bl ocked and we would be like cattle in a slaughter
pen,' said Maggrig.
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"Let's not be pushed back,' said Intosh

"But can we win there? asked Grigor. 'l don't like the idea of hurling nmy clan to doom on one
battle.'

"Can we wi n anywhere?' asked Leof as.

The Folly does have one advantage,' offered Maggrig. 'Qur archers will weak a terrible slaughter
anong the eneny. The Aenir could break and run. They've done it before - when the Pallides crushed
t hem'

'"Even so, is it wise,' asked Dunild, 'to choose a battle site with no avenue of retreat?

"All other areas are ruled out,' said Intosh. 'Although we cannot retreat, they cannot encircle
us.'

"W could continue to hit and run,' suggested Lennox, who had renmined silent for nuch of the
pl anni ng.

"But we can't win that way,' said his father. 'l hate to admit it, but it seens we have run out of
choices. | vote for Icairn's Folly.

The ot her |eaders nodded, then Gigor spoke. This is your war, Maggrig, not mine. | have cone
because we are all clan. But I'Il not watch my men cut to pieces. My archers will nman the left-
hand sl ope of the pass. If you are crushed, we can still escape.’

"What nore coul d be expected fromthe Gigors? snapped Dunild.
Patris Grigor started to rise, reaching for his sword, but Maggrig stopped himwith a raised hand.

" Enough!" he said. '"Patris is entirely correct. Dunild, you and your Loda warriors will hold the
right-hand sl opes, Patris the left. The Pallides and the Farlain will stand together at the
centre. If we are pushed back or scattered, the rest of you nmust get away with as many nen as you
can. Take to your own |lands. But for the sake of all clansmen, do not go back to war with one
anot her. For your lands will be next, | think.'

"W are decided then?" asked Leof as.
"It seenms so,' said Maggrig.

Caswal lon's first realisation that anything was wong cane early on the fourth norning of his stay
in Citadel. Borrowing a horse, he rode into the hills seeking Taliesen and the Gate. He was
anxi ous to hear of the Aenir advance.

Wien he arrived at the slope he found no entrance. At first he was unconcerned and returned to the
city, spending the day with Sigarni, listening as she talked warmy of her youth and the early
days of her rule - days of bloody war and treachery, and close encounters wth disaster. Through
the conversations Caswallon's appreciation of the Queen grew. She was a natural tactician but,
nmore than this, knew nen, their strengths and weaknesses and what drove them

She had a cl ose-knit band of followers, fanatically loyal, led by the powerful Oorin, the Queen's
Captain, a man of iron strength and innate cunning. Sigarni talked of a black general called

Asm dir, who had died holding the rearguard agai nst the Earl of Jastey and his army, and of a
dwarf naned Bal listar who had journeyed through a Gateway in the conpany of Ironhand's ghost. But
of the Redhawk she had known she said little, save that he had appeared follow ng the death of
Asmidir and had hel ped her to train her nmen, leading the | eft wi ng against Jastey and his

t housands.

"Do | have friends here?' he asked.

"Apart fromme?" she countered, with a quick smle. '"Who woul d need nore? But yes, there is Qorin
You and he becane sword brothers. | think he is alittle hurt that you have spent so little tine
with him"
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The Queen had agreed to |lead her warriors into the Farlain, but said she could gather only four
t housand. The call went out, and the mnuster began

At dawn Caswal lon tried again to find the Gate. This time an edge of anger pricked him
VWhat was Tal i esen doing, closing the Gate at such a tine?

Taki ng supplies for three days, he rode north to the great Falls of Attafoss. Leaving the horse
tethered on a grassy meadow he swam across to the isle of Vallon and entered the deep honeyconb of
caves beneath the hill. Near the entrance he was net by an elderly druid he had seen with
Tal i esen.

"Way has the Gate been cl osed?' asked Caswal | on. The man wung his hands. H s face was pinched and
tight as if he had not slept for days.

"l don't know,' he wailed. 'Nothing works any nore. Not one word of power.'
"What does this nean?

"The M ddle and Lesser Gates have vanished - just like the Geat Gates of yesteryear. W are
trapped here. For ever."

"I will not accept that!' said Caswallon, fighting down the panic threatening to overwhel mhim
"Now be calmand tell me about the words of power.'

The man nodded and sank back on his narrow cot-bed, staring at his hands. Caswallon's enforced
cal m soot hed his own panic and he took a deep breath.

The words thensel ves are neaningless, it is the sound of the words. The sounds activate devices
set within the hillside here. It is not dissinmlar to whistling for a hunting-dog, which responds
to sounds and reacts as it has been trained to do. Only here we are dealing with sonething vastly
nmore conplex, and infinitely beyond our conprehension.’

"Sonething is ... broken,' said Caswallon, |anely.

"Indeed it is. But we are tal king about a device created aeons ago by a superior race, whose
skills we can scarce guess at. | nyself have seen devices no bigger than the pal mof nmy hand,

i nside which are a thousand separate working parts. W do not even have the tools to work upon
these devices, and if we did we would not know where to start."

'So we cannot contact Taliesen? asked Caswall on

"No. | just pray he is working towards a solution on the other side.'
"Are you one of the original druids?

The man | aughed. 'No, ny grandfather was. | am Sestra of the Haesten.'
"Are there any of the elder race on this side of the Gate?'

"None that | know of.'

Caswal | on thanked himand returned to the mare. Two days later, weary to the inner depths of his
soul, he rode back into Citadel town. Not to see Maeg again, and feel the touch of her lips on
his. Not to see Donal growinto a fine man. Never to know the fate of his people. Dooned to wal k
the rest of his life in a foreign |and under strange stars.

He sought the Queen, finding her in her private roons at the east wing of the hall. He told her
not hi ng of the disappearance of the Gates, but questioned her about the priest who had first
brought her to the forest as a babe.

"What of hin?' asked Sigarni

"Did he survive?
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"You know that he did."'
"Il amtired, ny Lady, and ny brain is weary. Forgive nme. Does he still live, is what | neant.'

"Only just, ny love. He is the Abbot of the Dark Wods, a day's journey to the east. But the |ast
| heard he was blind and losing his wits.'

"Can you spare a nan to take ne to hinfP'
"Of course. Is it inportant?
"More inportant than | want to think about,' said Caswallon.

Wth two horses each, Caswallon and a rider naned Bedwyr rode through the day, reaching the Dark
Wyods an hour after dark. Both nen reeled fromtheir saddl es and Bedwyr hammered at the door of
the nonastery. It was opened by a sl eepy nonk, whose eyes filled with fear as he saw the arnmour
worn by the riders.

'Be at peace, nman,' said Bedwyr. 'W're not raiders, we ride for the Queen. Does the Abbot |ive?

The man nodded and | ed them through narrow corridors of cold stone to a small cell facing west. He
did not tap upon the door but opened it quietly, leading theminside. A lantern flickered upon the
far wall, throwi ng shadows to a wide bed in which lay a nan of great age, his eyes open, seem ng
to stare at the rough-cut ceiling.

'Leave us,' ordered Caswal |l on. Bedwyr escorted the nonk fromthe room and Caswal | on heard the
rider asking for food, and the nonk's pronise that he would find bread and honey. Caswal | on wal ked
forward and sat beside the Abbot. He had changed nuch since Caswallon first saw him his face was
webbed with age and his sightless eyes seened preternaturally bright.

‘Can you hear me, Astole? asked Caswall on.
The man stirred. 'l hear you, Redhawk, ny friend. There is fear in your voice.'
'Yes. Great fear. | need your help now, as once you needed nmine in the forest.'

The man chuckl ed weakly. 'There is no magic |left, Redhawk. Wth all the wonders ny mnd
enconpassed | can now no longer lift this pitiful frame fromthe bed, nor see the brightest
sunset. By tonorrow | shall have joined ny Lord.

The Cates have cl osed.'

"That is ancient history.'

The Mddle Gates.'

' Agai n? That is not possible.’

"Believe me, Astole, they have closed. How may | re-open thenP"
"Wait a moment,' said die old man. 'Wen | ast did you see me?
"You were in the forest with the infant Queen."

"Ah, | understand,' said Astole. 'It is so long since | played with tinme, and my mnd is grow ng
addl ed." H s head sank back on the pillow and he closed his sightless eyes. 'Yes, it is becomng
clear. The Farlain is still under threat, the Queen has not yet passed the Gate and you have yet
to learn the nysteries. | have it now.'

Then help ne,' urged Caswal lon. Tell me how to re-open the Gate. | nust |ead the Queen through, or
my people will perish.'

"l cannot tell you, my boy. | can only show you, teach you. It will take many years - eleven, if |
remenber correctly.’
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"I don't have years,' said Caswallon, hope draining fromhim The old man was senile and naki ng no
sense. As if reading his nmind Astole reached out a hand and gri pped Caswal l on's arm and when he
spoke his voice was strong with authority.

"Do not despair, ny friend. There is nuch that you cannot understand. | made the Gates in my youth
and arrogance. | discovered the Iines of power that |link the nyriad pasts, the parallel worlds,
and | nmade the nachines to track themand ride them It was | who allowed the Geat Gates to
close. My race were using the universe as an enornmous whorehouse. | re-routed the prine power
source to feed the Lesser and Mddle Gates. But all power sources are finite - even those that
flow fromcol |l apsed stars and make up the Sipstrassi. It is - in the Now that you inhabit -
running to its finish. There are other sources, and | will teach you to find and re-align them
and then the Gates will return. The nman you see now is but the |last fading spark of a bright fire.
He will die tonight, and yet he will not be dead. W will meet again and he shall teach you

There is a cave behind this abbey; a chalice is carved upon the entrance. Let the nuster of the
Queen's nen continue, and on the appointed day walk into the Chalice Cave and approach the far
wall. It will appear as solid rock, but you will pass through it, for this Gate has not vani shed
but only shifted. On the other side, | shall be waiting.'

"But you are dying!'

"W are speaking of events which have al ready happened, nmy boy. | was working upon a conpl ex
formula in nmy study when the Gateway flickered and you appeared. You told ne that | had sent you,
and you told me why. More | cannot say.' The old man sighed, then gave a weak smle. 'W are to be
great friends, you and I. O oser than father and son. And yet | nust say farewell to a stranger
who is yet to be ny friend. Ah, the tricks tine plays .. .'

The old man fell silent and his eyes closed. Caswallon sat beside him his mnd tired, his burdens
heavy. Was the Abbot to be trusted? How could he tell? The future of his people rested with the
pronmi se of a dying nonk. He sat with Astole until dawn's first |ight seeped through the wooden
shutters of the window, then he lifted the Abbot's hand fromhis arm

Caswal | on stood and gazed down at the old man. He was dead. The clansman |lifted the bl anket and
pulled it over the Abbot's face, pausing to study the nan's expression. A faint smle was on the
lips and a great feeling of peace swept over Caswall on

He wal ked to the wi ndow, pulling open the shutters. The woods beyond shone in the early norning
Iight. Behind himthe door opened and the | ancer Bedwyr stepped into the room

"Did you find what you hoped for, Redhawk?'

"Time will tell.’

The old man died then,' said the |lancer, glancing at the bed.

'Yes. Peacefully.'

' They say he knew great nmgic. Does that nean his spirit will return to haunt us?
"I certainly hope so,' said Caswall on

Unawar e of the growi ng drama, Gaelen |led the Haesten wonen north-west, stopping only to neet the
Pal I i des warriors. The eighty-man force had now swelled to one hundred and ten, as other warriors
crept in fromthe nmountai ns and woods where they had hidden their famlies in derelict crofts or
wel | - di sgui sed caves. Ten nen were to be left behind, to hunt and gather food for the hidden
children, but the others were set to follow Gael en

The young cl ansman was truly concerned now, for he had never led such a force and was worried
about the route. He conferred with Agwai ne, Onic and Gaal chmai. It was one thing for a snmall party
to thread its way through the Aenir lines, quite another for an arny nunbering al nost a thousand.

"W know,' said Onic, '"that the main arny is before us, pushing north. W should have no rea
trouble for at |east two days.'
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"You are forgetting Orsa,' said Gaelen. 'His force destroyed Laric in the south. W don't know if
he will head north now and join his father. If he does, we will be trapped between them'

"Ifs and buts, cousin,' said Agwaine. 'We will solve nothing by such discussion. W are expected
at Axta G en and one way or another we rmust nove on. W cannot elimnate all risks.'

True,' adnmitted Gaelen, '"but it is as well to exanmine them So be it, we will head due north, and
then cut west to Atta, and then on to the den. That way we should avoid Orsa. But we'll push out
a screen of scouts west and east, and you, Gmal, shall go ahead of us in the north with five nen
to scout.'

The sel f-appointed | eader of the Pallides, a burly clansnman nanmed Tel or, caused Gaelen's first
problem 'Wy should you | ead, and nake such decisions?' he asked when Gaelen told him of the
pl an.

"l | ead because | was appointed to |ead.'
"I foll ow Maggrig.'

"Maggrig foll ows Caswallon.'

'So you say, Bl ood-eye."

Gael en breathed deeply, pushing aside his anger. He rubbed his scarred eye, aware that Lara and
the others were watching this encounter with detached fascination. Such was the way of warriors
anong the clans. Telor had now inplied that Gaeien was a liar, and the two nen were hovering on
the verge of conbat.

"Your land,' said Gaelen at |last, 'has been overrun by an eneny. Your people are sundered and

preparing to fight alongside the Farlain in a | ast desperate battle for survival. If they |ose, we
| ose. Everything. And yet here you are debating a point of no inportance. Now | wll say this only
once: | | ead because | was chosen to |lead. There is no nore to discuss. Either draw your sword or

obey ne.'

"Very well,' said Telor. 'I will follow you north, but once the battle is sighted | will lead the

Pal | i des.'

"No,' said Gael en.

The man's sword hissed fromhis scabbard. Then fight ne, Farlain.'
The onl ookers backed away, forming a circle around the two nen.

"I do not desire to kill you,' said Gael en hopel essly.

Then | | ead.

"No,' said Gaelen softly, drawing his sword. 'You die.'

"Wait!* shouted Lara, stepping forward with hands on hips. "It is well-known that the Farlain are
arrogant nunbskulls, and that the Pallides have too long interbred with their cattle, but this is
sheer stupidity. If you nmust fight, then fight, but let it be clear that if Gael en conquers then

he | eads ALL.

"What if Telor wins? asked a young Pallides warrior
"Then he leads the Pallides alone,' said Lara. '"I'll not follow a man with the brain of a turnip.
"You niserable Haesten bitch,' snapped Telor. 'You seek to rob the contest of any nerit.'

"It has no nerit,' said Gael en. Thousands of clansnmen and their wives |lie butchered by invaders,
and you seek to add nore clan blood to the soil.
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Tel or gave a harsh laugh. 'Frightened, are you, Farlain?

Gael en shook his head. 'Terrified,' he said, dropping his sword and stepping forward, his forehead
t hunderi ng against Telor's nose. The Pallides warrior staggered back, blood drenching his yell ow
beard, as Gaelen noved in with a left cross exploding against Telor's unprotected chin. The
Pal | i des warrior pitched to his left, hitting the ground hard. Gaelen rolled the man to his back
and drew his hunting-knife, touching the point to Telor's throat. 'Make a choice, live or die,' he
said coldly.

Telor lay very still. 'Live,' he whispered.

The first wi se choice you' ve made,' said Gaelen. Rising, he gripped the man's right arm hauling
himto his feet. Telor staggered, but renmained upright, blood dripping fromhis ruined nose. 'Now,
pick twenty Pallides to foll ow Agwai ne and Onic. | want scouts east and west of us. Then you go,
with three of your choosing, to the north to nmake sure our route is clear. Is that understood?

Tel or nodded.

Turning on his heel Gaelen set off, and the snall arny followed him Lara noved up al ongside him
grinning. That was cl ose,' she said.

"Yes. Thank you for your help; it took away his concentration.

“I't was nothing. | didn't want Telor to cut your ears off; he's second only to Intosh with a
bl ade. '

Then | thank you again - with even nore feeling.
"Are you a good swordsman?

"lI've recently learned to tell the point fromthe hilt.'
"No, truly?

"l am as good as npbst nen.

Have you killed any Aenir?

Yes.
' How many?'

' Gods, woman! What does it natter?"
"I like to know who I amfollow ng.'
"lI've killed five and wounded anot her."

"Five? That's not bad. Hand to hand, or with the bow?"

Hand to hand. The wounded man | hit with an arrow "
" Mar ksmanshi p'' s not your strong point, then?"

"No. And you?

"VWhat about nme?"

"Vell, we seemto be tal king about numbers killed, so | am asking you the same question."
"I see. Wiy?'

Because | like to know the calibre of ny followers,' said Gael en, grinning.

"l haven't killed any. But | will.'
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"l don't doubt it."
'Do you have a woman?" she asked suddenly.
No. "
' \Why 2"
' She refused ne."
'l see,"” said Lara.
What do you see?”

"l see why you are so nervous around wonen."

"I am not nervous around wonen, | am nervous with you,' he said.
Why is that?"
Gael en was growi ng hot and beginning to feel like a hunted rabbit.

"Wl | ?' she pressed.

‘"l have no idea, and I don't wish to discuss it,' he said primy. She |aughed then, the sound deep
and throaty, which only added to his disconfort.

On the first night of canp Gael en avoided her, talking long into the night with Ganal chmai, who had
returned fromhis scouting trip with Telor. Telor and his conpani ons had rerai ned in the north,
and Gnal was due to rejoin themat first light.

"It was an unconfortable day,' said Gmalchmai. 'I think we only exchanged three words.
Tmsorry, Gnal. How does it | ook?

"So far the route is clear. That Telor gives me cold chills, though.'

"Yes. Let's hope he saves his anger for the Aenir.

"Let's hope they cut his dammed heart out,' muttered Agwai ne, joining them

Gael en shook his head. 'No wonder the clans are always at war,' he said.

'How are you getting on with Lara?" asked Agwai ne, his nouth spreading in a | echerous grin.
"What does that nean?' snapped Gael en

"She |ikes you, nan. It's obvious.'

"l don't want to talk about it."'

' She's gorgeous, isn't she? Not beautiful exactly, but gorgeous. And those breeches
"WIl you stop this?

"I wish she |iked ne.'

"l cannot believe this conversation is taking place. W are nmarching towards a battle, I'mtrying
to think about tactics, and all you can think about is ... is ... breeches.

"What about breeches?' asked Lara, moving up to sit with them
'Yes, Gaelen, tell her about the breeches tactic,' said Gaal chmai.

Gael en cl osed his eyes.
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"Wl l?" she said.
"You're the authority, Gwnal. You explain it."

Gnal chrmai chuckled. "No. If I'mto be with Telor by dawn, 1'd best tuck up in my blankets. Excuse
ne. '

Gnal noved off to fashion a bed bel ow an overhangi ng pine. Agwai ne grinned and al so noved away -
despite Gaelen's inploring gaze. 'So?' said Lara. '\Wat about breeches?

‘It was a jest. The clouds are bunching - there could be rain tonorrow. "

"Come with me,' she said, taking his hand. He followed her into the trees and they stopped sone
forty paces away in a circular clearing, screened by dense bushes. She led himto where she had
pl aced her bl ankets and pull ed hi m down beside her. The clansnan was suprenely ill at ease.

"What did you want to tal k about?' he asked huskily.

"I don't want to talk, Gaelen.' Leaning forward, she curled an arm around his neck and kissed him
Thought s of Deva vanished like ice on fire.

Leof as and Maggrig wal ked the Iength of the Folly as darkness gathered around them The sl opes on
either side were steep and pitted with rocks and boul ders, while the pass itself showed a steady
incline towards the narrow centre. The Aenir would be charging uphill and that would sl ow t hem
But not by nuch.

The two men were joined by Patris Grigor and a dozen of his archers. 'It's a magnificent killing
ground,' said Gigor. They'll |ose hundreds before they reach you - if they cone in, that is. Wat
if they bottle up the mouth of the pass?

"W attack them' decl ared Maggrig.
"That's not rmuch of a plan,' said Gigor, grinning.

Tm not much of a planner,' admtted Maggrig, 'but | think they'll conme at us. They've yet to learn
fear.'

"When your arrows are exhausted, we leave. If we can,' said Gigor
"Understood,' said Maggrig, wal king back towards the camp-fires in the wi de pass beyond.

The wal s of the box canyon rose sheer, reflecting the red Iight from hundreds of small fires.

Leof as, who had renmined silent on the long wal k, sat back on a boul der, staring out over the clan
army as they rested. Sone nen were already sleeping, others were sharpeni ng sword-bl ades. Many
wer e | aughi ng and tal ki ng.

"What's wrong, ny friend?" Maggrig asked.

Leofas glanced up. In the flickering firelight Maggrig' s beard shone |ike flanes, his blue eyes
glittering, his face a mask of bronze.

"I"'mtired,' said Leofas, resting his chin in his hands and staring out over the canp-fires.

' Nonsense! You'll be |leading the victory dance tonorrow like a first-year huntsman.'
The Farlain warrior |ooked up, eyes blazing. "WIIl you stop for a monent. |'mnot a first-year
huntsman, and | don't need you trying to lift nme. I'mold. Experienced. |'ve seen war and death.

Anyone who can tell a sword-point froma hole in the ground knows we have little chance tonorrow.
Then | eave!' snapped Maggrig.
"And where would | go, Maggrig? No, | don't mind dying al ongside you. In fact | don't nmind dying

My hope is that we cull their ranks enough for the other clans to have a chance of defeating
t hem'
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"You think 1've been foolish? asked Maggrig, slunping beside him
"No. We ran out of choices, that's all.'

For atine they sat in silence, then Maggrig turned to his conpanion. 'Do you mind if | ask you a
personal question?'

"I don't mind if you ask,' said Leofas. 'I may not answer.'
"Whay did you never re-marry? You were only a young nan when Maerie died."'

Leofas switched his gaze to the stars and the years slipped away like falling dreans. He shook his
head. Finally he spoke, his voice soft, his eyes distant.

"l mss her nost at sunset, when we'd go to the ridge behind the house. There was an old el m

there. | built a seat around the base and we'd sit there and watch the sun die. I'd wap us both
in nmy cloak and she'd rest her head on ny shoulder. It was so peaceful, you could believe there
was not another living being in the world. | felt alive then. | never have since.'

"So why not re-nmarry?

"l didn't want anyone else. And you?

'"No one el se would have ne,' said Maggrig.
"That's not true."”

"No, it's not,' admtted Maggrig. 'But then Rhianna and | didn't watch nany sunsets. In truth we
spent nost of our life together squabbling and rowi ng. But she was a good lass for all that. Meg
was four when Rhianna died, she wouldn't have taken to another nother.’

"W're a pair of fools,' said Leofas again. 'Do you regret not having sons?
"No,' lied Maggrig. 'And we're getting nmaudlin.'

"dd nen are allowed to get maudlin. It's a rule of life.'

"We're not that old. |I'mas strong as ever.'

"I"'mten years older than you, Maggrig, and, according to tradition, that nmakes nme w se. Between
us we nuster a century or nore. That's old."'

"l never used to be old,' said Maggrig, grinning. 'Strange how it creeps up on a man.

They let the silence grow, each drifting on a river of nmenories. It was, they believed, their |ast
ni ght alive under the stars and neither wanted to tal k about tonorrow.

Drada was angry, nore angry than he could ever recall. The clans had nobunted a series of raids,
retreating always to the east. He sensed a plan behind the attacks and now it had becone cl ear

That norning Aenir scouts had reported a novenment of the clans towards a pass six mles east.
Drada, who had scouted the |and personally sonme days before, knew that the pass was bl ocked and

i npassable to the north. Surely the clans would not consider a battle there? But they had, and now
the Aenir force was waiting in the mouth of Icairn's Folly - and Drada was crinmson with rage.

"But why attack, Father? It is unnecessary. There is no way out for thenm if we wait they nust
attack us.'

"I command here!' thundered Asbhidag. 'Wiwy do you plead caution when we have them where we want
t hen®'

"Listen to me, Father. The slopes within could hold a thousand archers. They will take a huge
toll. The main arny will be near the centre of the pass, where the nountain walls narrow, which
means our wei ght of numbers will be | essened. W will be fighting one to one. O course we'll wn -
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but we could | ose thousands in there.

' They brought me Barsa's rotting corpse this norning,' said Asbidag. 'Now | have two sons calling
for vengeance. And you want ne to sit and wait.’

The clans have nmade a terrible nistake,' said Drada. 'They are hoping we will do exactly what you
are planning. It is their only hope.

"What are you, a prophet now? How do you know what they are planning? | believe we have surprised
themin their lair. Get the nen ready to charge.

Drada swal |l owed his anger, and it tasted of bile. He turned away fromhis father then, so that he
woul d not see the burning hatred in his eyes.

You are dead, Asbidag, Drada decided. After the battle, I will kill you

The Aenir line assenbled in the nouth of the pass, shield-straps being tightened, sword hands
rubbed in dust for better grip. Twenty-five thousand nmen peered at the rock-strewn slopes and the
towering mountain walls beyond. There was no eneny in sight.

The war-horns of the Aenir sounded and the arnour-clad mass began to nove slowy forward, Drada
and Tostig together at the centre, Asbidag's other sons to the left and right of them Asbidag
hi msel f stayed at the nmouth of the pass surrounded by his forty huscarl es. Mrgase stood beside
him her eyes bright, her heart hammering as she waited for the killing to begin.

The Aenir arny noved on warily, with shields held high, scanning the slopes. Ahead of themthe
pass narrowed and still there was no sign of the eneny ..

Suddenly the Folly was alive with noise as the Farlain and the Pallides noved into sight to man
the narrow centre. A great roar went up fromthe Aenir as they surged forward, beating shields
with their sword-bl ades. On either side of themrose archers fromthe Dunilds and the Loda. Goose-
feathered shafts filled the air. The screans of wounded nen rose above the war-cries and now the
clans roared out their own battle-cry which echoed in the nountains, booning and grow ng.

Dark cl ouds of hissing death flashed into the Aenir horde in a series of withering volleys. Sone
warriors broke fromthe ranks to charge the archers, but these were cut down by scores of shafts.
The charge slowed, but did not stop

At the front of the Aenir line the giant Orsa felt the baresark rage upon him Hurling aside his
shield, he raced ahead of his men bellow ng his anger and sw ngi ng his broadsword above his head
An arrow sliced into his thigh but he ignored it.

Lennox |l eaped fromthe line to neet him holding a | ong-handl ed nace of |ead and iron. He too
threw aside his shield as Orsa ran forward sl ashing his blade towards the clansman's head. Lennox
made no nove to avoid the blow but | ashed the nmace into the blade, smashing it to shards. Osa
crashed into himand both nen fell to the ground, Orsa's hands cl osi ng about Lennox's throat.

Rel easi ng the nace, Lennox reached up to cup his hand under Orsa's chin; then punching his arm
forward, he snapped the Aenir's head back, tearing the man's grip fromhis neck. Rolling, Lennox
came up with the mace and delivered a terrible blowto Osa's skull, crushing the bones to shards
and powder .

Wth scant seconds to spare Lennox rejoined the Iine, standing beside his father Leofas and the
Pal I i des War Lord Maggrig. The front line of the Aenir bore down on the waiting clans. Maggrig
lifted his sword, grinned at Intosh, then screamed the battle-cry of the Pallides.

"Cut! Cut! Cut!”

The chant was taken up and the clans surged into the charging Aenir. After four years of war in
the | owl ands the Aenir believed they were the finest fighters under the sky, but never had they
met the fierce-eyed, blood-hungry wolves of the nmountains. Now they |earned the terrible truth,
and as the blades of the clans slashed and cut their first line to shreds, the charge faltered.

Maggrig powered his way into the Aenir ranks, cleaving and killing, an awful fury upon him Many
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were the Pallides dead whose faces he woul d never forget, whose souls hungered for vengeance. The
War Lord forgot the plan to hold the centre and forged ever deeper into the enemy. Intosh and the
Pal I i des had no choice but to follow him

Leofas gutted one warrior and parried a blow froma second, back-handing his shield into the man's
face. Lennox aided him braining the man with his mace.

"Sound the horn!' yelled Leofas. 'Mggrig' s gone nmad!'

Lennox stepped back fromthe fray, allowing Farlain warriors to shield himfromthe eneny. Lifting
his war-horn to his lips, he blew three sharp blasts. The sound filtered through Maggrig's rage
and he slowed in his attack, allowing the Pallides to formaround him The weight of the Aenir
nunbers was beginning to tell and the clans were pushed back, inch by rmurderous inch

The deadly storm of arrows had sl owed now, for the archers on the slopes were running short of
shafts.

Dunild hurled aside his bow, lifting his shield and drawing his sword. His nmen followed suit. Now
was the tinme to withdraw, for the battle could not be won; the Aenir had not broken

Three hundred clansmen joined him swords in hand. Looking across the slopes to where his eneny
Patris Grigor had also drawn his sword, Dunild felt a strange calmsettle on him He lifted his
sword in silent farewell to his eneny. There woul d never be peace

zyz
while they both lived, for their hatred was stronger than any desire to beat a common foe.
"Cut! Cut! Cut!' yelled Dunild and led his three hundred down the slope to reinforce the Farl ain.

Patris Grigor could not believe his eyes. H's eneny of twenty years had just surrendered his
| ands. Patris was now the undi sputed |l ord of the north-west.

"What does he think he's doing? yelled a man on his left. Gigor shrugged. Twenty years of
hatred, and now Dunild was hurling his life amay on a futile charge in a dooned battle. Gigor
shook his head and dropped his bow.

"Do we | eave now?" asked a cl ansman.

Grigor |aughed. 'You know what's happeni ng down there?

"The Aenir are about to win through. It's all over.'

"That's right. And that brainless idiot Dunild has gone down there to die.
' Then we are | eaving?

"What do you think?

The man grinned. 'If we charge now we might just be able to hack our way through to Dunild and
then, while no one's looking, I'Il cut his throat."

Grigor chuckled and hitched his shield to his arm 'Yes, by damm. Let's do sonething noble for a
change!' Raising his sword, he began to run down the slope. Five hundred Grigor warriors took up
their swords and foll owed him

The front line of the Aenir slipped and slithered over blood-covered rocks and spraw ed bodi es,
only to be cut down by the slashing iron blades of the clansnmen. Leofas, his cold blue eyes
glinting with battle fever, stood at the centre of the defenders, Maggrig and Lennox on either
side. Again and again the Aenir swarnmed forward, only to be turned back by the sharp bl ades and
st eadf ast courage of the defenders.

Drada al one anong the Aenir was not surprised by the resolute defence, but he had been a part of
many battles and knew what nust happen now. The clans would fall back, there was no choice. Their
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strength was failing fast and their |osses were enornmous. The two at the centre were both old nen
and their stam na suspect. Once they had fallen, the line would break.

Besi de him Briga was poised for the final rush. He had been a warrior for nore than twenty years
and al ways, he knew, there cane a point where the fight could be read |like a gane, where the ebb
and flow could be charted |like a steady current. They had reached that point now

And the clans were ready to break.

The feeling swept anong the Aenir and the battle-cries began again. Once nore the forces cl ashed.
The cl ansnen fought silently now, |eaden-legged and heavy of arm and inch by inexorable inch they
were forced back towards the open pass beyond.

Briga felt joy surge in his veins. No arny in the world could hold now It was over. The cl ans
were finished

Maggrig felt it too, and he cursed aloud as he clove his sword through an Aenir neck and ducked
under a slashing blade. Wll, if he had to die he was dammed if it would be in the open ground he
had fought so hard to defend. Dropping to his haunches he hurled hinself forward into the Aenir
cutting and stabbing. Caught up in the frenzy of the nonent, Leofas joined him with Lennox and

I nt osh.

And the clans rallied, surging forward to join their |eaders. The ferocity of the assault stunned
the | eading Aenir warriors and they fought to pull back. Briga, just behind the front |ine, turned
to Drada. 'It's inpossible!' he shouted. Drada shrugged.

As the Aenir front |ine backed away fromhim Maggrig raised his sword defiantly. 'Come on, you
Qutland scum W're still standing!'

A huge warrior in a wlf's head hel mleaped fromthe Aenir ranks, sword raised. Maggrig parried
the blow and reversed a cut to the warrior's neck. The bl ade hamered into the mail-shirt - and
snapped. Dropping the useless hilt, Maggrig grabbed the man by his mail-shin and haul ed him
forward, butting himsavagely and crashing his fist into the man's belly. The warrior doubl ed
over, his head snappi ng back as Maggrig's knee came up to expl ode agai nst his face.

Intosh threw Maggrig a sword, Maggrig caught it by the hilt and sliced the blade through the back
of the wolf's head helm The Aenir died without a sound.

"You lice-ridden sons of bitches,' shouted Maggrig. 'Is that the best you can do?
A roar rose fromthe Aenir and the line |unged forward.

The battle raged once nore and now there were no bl oodcurdling battle-cries - only the screans of
the dying and the grimdeternination of the living to survive. The clansnen had been forced back
but their enenies had to clinb a wall of their own dead to force a path to the dw ndling band of
def ender s.

Asbi dag had clinbed into the saddle, the better to see the battle. H's trained eye knew it had
reached its final stage. A carle beside him screaned suddenly, pitching forward to the ground with
a bl ack-feathered shaft in his back. Arrows hissed through the air around him Asbidag swung in
the saddle, tearing his shield fromthe saddl e- horn

At the mouth of the pass Gaelen lifted his war-horn and bl ew three blasts. Eight hundred bows were
bent and a dark cloud of shafts ripped into the horde.

Maggri g crashed his shield into the face of an attacker, hurling himfromhis feet, lancing his
bl ade into a second man and dragging it clear

'"It's Gaelen!' shouted Lennox. 'He nust have a thousand nen with him'

Maggri g staggered as an axe-bl ade shattered his shield. He hanmered his fist into the axe-man's
face, feeling the man's teeth break under the inpact. A lean Aenir swordsman pushed . hinmsel f past
Maggrig. Leofas blocked his blow, but lost his grip on the sword. Grabbing the man by the neck and
groin, he hoisted himinto the air and hurled hi mback anongst his conrades. The nman vani shed into

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (189 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel 19620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk %20Eternal .txt

the mass. Leofas recovered his blade, wincing as a sword cut into his shoulder. Lennox |eaped to
the rescue, his blood-covered club snmashing the swordsnman's spine.

At the nmouth of the pass Gael en signalled for the wonen to scale the slopes on either side of the
fighting nen. Lara set off to the right with four hundred Haesten wonen behind her. As she
clinmbed, Gaelen turned to Tel or

"Now |l et's see what you can do with that blade,' he said.

Hitching his shield into place Gaelen ran at Asbidag's carles, a hundred Pallides warriors yelling
their war-cry behind him

Hi s horse rearing and ki cking, Ashidag saw death running at him An arrow knocked his hel mfrom
hi s head, another thudded into his shield. Panic overwhelned him Kicking his heels to his horse's
side he rode through his own nen, smashing their line, than veered away from the advanci ng
clansmen. Arrows hissed around hi mand he ducked | ow over the horse's neck

Lara saw his flight and notched an arrow to the string, drawi ng smoothly and sighting on Asbidag's
broad back. The shaft sang through the air, punching through the Aenir's mail-shirt at the

shoul der. Then he was through and clear and riding south. His horse carried himfor a mle before
col lapsing and pitching himto the earth. He rolled to his feet. Three arrows had pierced the
beast's chest and belly; leaving it to die, Asbidag began the |ong wal k south.

In the Folly, Asbidag' s panicked flight had opened the way for Gaelen and his warriors to snash
the shield-wall and engage the carles. Gael en ducked under a two-handed cut and drove his sword
hone into the man's chest. Beside him Tel or | eaped and twi sted, his sword flashing in the
sunlight, cleaving and killing. Two nmen ran at Gaelen. He bl ocked a blow fromthe first, gutting
the man with a reverse stroke; his sword stuck in his opponent's belly, he saw the second
warrior's sword arcing towards his head. Telor parried the blow, chopping his blade through the
man' s neck

The burly Pallides grinned. 'Be nore careful, Farlain. | can't be watching out for both of us.'

In the valley all was chaos as Drada fought to hold the Aenir steady. Arrows rai ned upon them from
both sides of the pass and the clans were fighting like nmen possessed. But it was a |osing battle.
Drada could feel that success was but a matter of nonents ahead. Once they pushed the eneny back
into the wi der pass beyond, nothing could prevent an Aenir victory.

d anci ng about him the young Aenir warrior was horrified at the | osses his force had suffered.
Consi derably nore than half his warriors were down: twelve thousand men sacrificed to Asbidag's
stupidity!

But against this Drada had seen his father's flight and it filled himw th joy. No need to kil
himnow, and risk death fromhis caries. No Aenir would follow himever again. He would be a
wol f shead, di sowned and di sregarded.

Now Drada would have it all: the arnmy, the land, and the magic Gates. He would build the greatest
enpire the world had ever seen

"On! On!'" he yelled. The |ast yard!’
And it was true. The Aenir pushed forward once nore.

Maggrig fell, slashed across the thigh. Fromthe ground he stabbed upward, gutting his attacker. A
bl ow sliced towards his head but Intosh blocked it - and died, an axe cleaving his skull. Mggrig
staggered to his feet, plunging his blade through the axeman's chest. A sword | anced his side and
he stepped back, |ashing out weakly. Lennox bludgeoned a path to stand al ongsi de him rmace

dri ppi ng bl ood.

Above the noise of battle canme the sound of distant horns. Then they felt the ground beneath their
feet trenmble, and the rolling thunder of gallopi ng hooves echoed in the nmountains. For a noment

all battle ceased as nen craned to see the nouth of the pass. A huge dust cloud swirled there, and
out of it rode four thousand fighting nmen with | ances |evell ed.
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At the centre was a warrior in silver arnour. In her hand was a nighty sword of shinmrering steel
' The Queen cones!' yelled Leof as.

Maggrig could not believe his eyes. Blood streaned fromthe wound in his side and his injured | eg,
and he stepped back fromthe fray, allowing two Pallides warriors to join shields before him
Slowmy he clinbed to the top of a pitted boulder, narrowing his eyes to see the horsenen

The Aenir noved back fromthe clan line, straining to identify the new foe. Drada was stunned.
What he was seeing was an inpossibility; there were no cavalry forces on this part of the
continent. But it was no illusion. The thunder of hooves grew and the Aenir warriors facing the
charge scranbl ed towards the rocky slopes on either side of the pass. Their conrades behind them
threw aside their weapons and tried to run

O her nore stout-hearted fighters gripped their swords nore tightly and raised their shields. It
mattered not whether they ran or stood. The terrible |lances bore down upon them splintering
shields and lifting men fromtheir feet, dashing them bl oody and broken to the dusty ground.
Horses reared, iron-shod hooves thrashing down, crushing skulls and tranpling the wounded.

The Aenir broke, streaming up on to the slopes into the flashing shafts of the Haesten wonen.

Leofas urged the Farlain forward, shearing his sword into the confused mass before him The battle
becane a rout. Aenir warriors threw down their weapons, begging for mercy, but there was none.
Wth swords in their hand or without, the Aenir were cut to pieces.

Dunild and Grigor fought side by side now - the remmants of their clans, blood-covered and battl e-
crazed, hacking and sl ashing their way forward.

The Aenir struggled to re-form Drada sounded the war-horn and the shield-ring grew around him An
arrow punched through Tostig's helmto skewer his skull. Wth a bellow of rage and pain be sl unped
to the ground beside his brother. Drada raised his shield.

Sigarni, her silver-steel blade dripping crinson, wheeled her grey stallion and | ed her nen back
down the pass. The Aenir watched themgo, sick with horror. At the nouth of the Folly the Queen
turned again, and the thunder of chargi ng hooves drowned the despairing cries of the eneny.

Thrice nore she charged and the shield-ring shattered.

A lean Aenir warrior ran forward, ducking under Sigarni's plunging sword, stabbing his own bl ade
into the horse's belly. It screaned and fell, rolling across the man who had ended its life,
killing himas it died. Sigarni was thrown to the ground in the mdst of the Aenir. She came up
swi ngi ng the doubl e-handed sword, beheading the first warrior to leap to the attack

The Aenir closed around her. Gaelen and Telor, fighting side by side, saw the Queen go down.

"No!' screamed Gael en. He cut his opponent fromhimand raced into the nass. Telor foll owed him
with Agwai ne and Onic and a dozen Pallides.

"Hol d on, ny Lady!' yelled Gaelen. Sigarni flashed a glance towards him nonentarily puzzled, then
bl ocked a sl ashing attack froma | ongsword. Twi sting her wists and returning the bl ow, she clove
the man from col |l arbone to belly. But the Aenir were all around her now. She swung and tw sted
and, too |late, saw a bl ade sl ashing towards her neck. Gaelen's sword flashed up, parrying the
death blow. 'I am here, ny Lady!' he shouted above the clash of iron on iron

Sigarni grinned and returned to the business of death.

Drada, with all hope of victory gone, tried to forge a path to the nouth of the pass. Beside him
his carle captain Briga fought on, though a score of minor cuts poured blood fromhis arns and
t hi ghs.

"I think we are done, Drada,' shouted Briga. 'But by Vatan there's been sone bl ood spilled today.

Drada did not answer. Ahead of them a wonan had clinbed to a tall boul der and drawn back her bow.

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...20Queen%2002%20-%20The%20Hawk%20Eternal.txt (191 of 200) [7/28/03 9:25:55 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel 19620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2002%20-%20T he%20Hawk %20Eternal .txt

The arrow hi ssed through the air, thudding into Drada's throat, and with a | ook of surprise the
Aenir |eader fell sideways. Briga tried to catch him but a sword slid between his ribs and he
j erked upright.

He did not know it, nor would he have cared, but he was one of the last Aenir still alive in the
Folly. His breath rasped in his throat and he dropped his sword as a great rushing noise filled
his ears. Around himthe pass was choked with bodies of the fallen, and Briga thought he could see
the Val kyri e descending fromthe sky - the winged horses and the chariots of black. Wat tales he
would tell in the Hall of the Dead...

He toppled fromhis feet, eyes still fixed on the black mass of crows and buzzards circling in the
sky over head.

Far to the south Asbidag, unaware of the clan victory, entered a thickly-woded section of hills.
He was breathing heavily and tired to the bone. Stopping by a stream he tore the arrow fromhis
shoul der and stripped his mail-shirt fromhim He |eaned over the water to drink. Looking down, he
saw his reflection and just above it a face out of a nightnare.

Asbidag rolled to his back, scrabbling for his knife, but the werehound' s tal ons snaked down,
ripping his throat to shreds. Bl ood bubbled fromthe ruined jugular and the creature's jaws
opened. Asbidag's eyes wi dened as the fangs flashed down. The creature backed away fromthe body
and squatted on its haunches, staring down at the ruined face. In its mnd vague nenories stirred,
and a | ow whine cane fromits throat.

Pi ctures danced and flickered. Racing ahead of the pack and the horsenen, |eaping at the stag as
it turned to face them Curling up in the day by the stables, warm and confortabl e. But other
stranger, images confused it. A young woman with fair hair, smling, her head resting on a cotton
pillow. A child running, |aughing, hands stretched towards... towards... it?

Lifting its head, the beast howl ed its despair at the night sky. Then noving back to the corpse
the creature stretched out its taloned claw, pulling the dagger |oose fromthe sheath. Turning the
point to its breast, it plunged the bl ade hone.

Pain, terrible pain.. .. Then peace.

Gorin found her hiding behind a boulder. He was tenpted to slit her throat and be done with it...
sorely tenpted. He knew what she was, had al ways known.

The tall rider dragged her out by her hair. She was strangely quiescent, and her eyes were hooded
and distant. 'I'd like to kill you,' he hissed.

Hol di ng her hair, he led her past the bodies and out to the plain.

Sigarni was seated on a hi gh-backed saddl e placed before a small fire. She was drinking wine from
a copper goblet and chatting to three of her |ancers. She glanced up as Cbrin hurled the woman to
the ground at her feet.

"A surprise, ny Lady,' said Gorin. 'She was with the Aenir, I'mtold."’
Sigarni stood and pulled her gently to her feet. 'How are you, Mrgase? she asked.
The raven-haired woman shrugged. 'As you see ne. Al one.'

"l know how that feels,' said Sigarni. 'Accept that the war is over, and you may return with us. |
shall restore you to your father's |ands."'

"In return for what? My pronise of allegiance? My nother's soul would scream out against it. You
saw ny father slain, ny mother raped. Kill ne, Sigarni - or I will haunt you to your grave!"

Qorin's sword hissed fromits scabbard. 'This once I'll agree with the bitch!' he said. 'Gve the
word, ny Lady.

Si garni shook her head. 'Fetch her a horse. Let her ride where she will.'
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Two sol diers took hold of Mdirgase and | ed her away. Twisting in their grip, she shouted out, 'l
will find a way back, Sigarni. And then you will pay!"

"Your decision burdens ny spirit,' said Qorin. 'She is evil, Sigarni. There is no good in her.'

"There is little good in any of us. W live and we die by the grace of God. A great wong was done
to her. It twisted her mind - as once such a deed tw sted mne."'

By dusk the druids had cone out fromhiding in the woods around the Folly and had begun to
adm ni ster to the wounded clansnen. Maggrig, ten stitches in his side and twelve nore in his
thigh, sat on a boulder staring at the fluttering crows who were | eapi ng and squawki ng over the
stripped bodi es of the slain.

The clan dead had been carried out of the Folly and laid together on the plain. A cairn would be
built tomorrow. So many dead. O the eight hundred Pallides only two hundred survived, nmany of
these with grievous wounds. Mdre than a thousand Farlain warriors had died, and another four
hundred fromthe Loda and Dunilds. By a twist of fate both | eaders had survived, fighting at the
| ast back to back.

Maggri g sighed. The place | ooked |ike a charnel -house.
Leofas, his wounds stitched and bandaged, joined himat the boulder. "Well, we won,' he said.

"Yes. And we ol d ones survive. So many young nmen gone to dust, and we old bulls sit here and
breathe free air.'

Leof as shrugged. 'Aye, but we are a canny pair."'
Maggrig grinned. 'Have you seen Caswal | on?
"No. Cone on, let's seek out the Queen. The | east we can do is thank her.

Leofas hel ped Maggrig to his feet and the two made their way through the bodies. The crows,
bellies full and heavy with neat, hopped out of their way, too laden to fly.

At the mouth of the pass, beyond the tethered nounts, were the canp-fires of Sigarni's |ancers,
set in acircle at the centre of which sat the Queen and her captains.

Sigarni rose as the clansnmen approached. 'Pour wine for them Gbrin,' she told her captain.
Maggrig thrust out his hand. 'Thank you, ny Lady. You have saved ny peopl e.

"I amglad we were here in tine. | owe nuch to Redhawk, and it was a relief to part-settle the
score.'’

"Where is Caswal | on?'" asked Maggrig.
"I know not,' said the Queen. 'He asked us to neet himat the island of Vallon.'

Two riders brought high-backed saddl es which they placed on the ground for the clansnmen. 'Be
seated,' said Sigarni. 'l wish to meet one of your clansmen; he saved ny life today."'

"I think it will be hard to find one clansnman,' said Leof as.

"Not this one. He has a blaze of white hair above his left eye and the eye itself is full of
bl ood.'

"I know him' said Leofas. 'If he lives | will send himto you.'
Cbrin brought nmulled wine and they drank in silence for a while.

The foll owi ng norning, as work began on the cairn, nost of the lancers had returned home through
the Gate which had appeared in a blaze of light on the plain the night before. Sigarni renained
behind with twenty nen, including Corin.
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Leof as had found Gaelen sitting hand in hand with the Haesten girl in the woods skirting the
mount ai ns. 'Well met, young Gael en,' he said.

Gael en rose, introducing Lara to the ol der nan.

Leof as bowed. '| have seen you before, girl, but never prettier than now.'
" Thank you. | amglad you survived,' said Lara.

"W mght not have done, had you not appeared with your archers.'

"A freak of chance,' Lara told him 'W struck north to avoid the Aenir, and that nmeant we had to
pass the Folly. Howis it that the Queen arrived? Gaelen told ne she was due at Axta den, and
that's a day's ride fromhere."

Leof as shrugged. 'I don't know, neither does the Queen. Caswal-lon's the man to answer the riddle.
Now get a nove on, boy, the Queen wi shes to see you. But tell ne, where is Layne?'

Gael en | ooked into the old nman's eyes, but could find no words. The snile faded from Leofas' face,
and he | ooked suddenly so very old.

The white bearded warrior sighed. 'So many dead,' he whispered. 'Tell me how it happened.' Gael en
did so, and could find no way to disguise the horror of Layne's passing. Leofas listened in
silence, then turned away and wal ked off al one towards the trees.

Gael en watched him and felt the conforting touch of Lara's hand. 'Come,' she said, 'the Queen
wi shes to see you.'

He nodded and together they approached the Queen's canp. Sigarni strode out to nmeet him hand
outstretched. 'Good to see you alive, ny lad! There are a few questions | have for you.

Gael en bowed, introducing Lara. The Queen snmiled warmy at the clansworman. ' Now, what were you
doi ng risking yourself to save nme?' she asked, turning on Gaelen, her grey eyes glinting with
hunour. 'l expect that fromny lancers, but not fromstrangers.'

‘I owe you ny life,' said Gael en sinply.
"For coming here with ny |ancers, you nean?
'No, Lady. But | cannot speak of it. Forgive ne.'

"More secrets of the enchanted real n? You sound |ike Redhawk. Al right, Gaelen, | shall not press
you. How can | reward you for your action?

Gael en stared at her, renenbering the day she had saved themfromthe Beast. In that instant he
knew where his road nust | ead. Dropping to one knee before the warrior Queen, he said, 'Let ne
serve you, ny Lady. Now and for ever."

If Sigarni was surprised she did not showit. 'You will have to leave this realm' said the Queen,
"and fight beside nme in a war that is not of your making. Do you desire this?

"l do, ny Queen. Mdre than anything. | love this land, but | have seen ny friends sl aughtered,
their homes burnt and their children massacred.’

"Then rise, for ny friends do not kneel before nme; they wal k beside ne. WIIl your |ady cone, too?
she asked, turning to Lara.

Gael en rose and took her hand. 'WII| you?"
"Where el se would | go?'" she answered.
"l love you,' he whispered, pulling her to him

The Queen noved away fromthemthen, joining Corin at the fire.
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Wth a high cairn now covering the clan dead, Leofas |led the survivors back to Attafoss. Despite
the victory the men were heavy of heart. Their |oved ones were lost in the past, their friends
dead in the present. Maggrig rode beside Sigarni, while Gaelen and Lara joined Lennox, Onic,
Agwai ne and Gmal chmai at the head of the col um.

Gael en was the only one of the surviving Beast Slayers to have energed unscathed fromthe battle
Lennox carried a score of stitches, while Gnal chnai had taken a spear in the shoul der. Agwai ne had
been stabbed in the leg and he wal ked with a painful |inp.

"Are you really going to go with the Queen?' asked Agwai ne. 'And | eave the nountains?

Yes,' answered Gaelen. 'I pronmised her years ago that | would follow her."
"WIIl she take ne too, do you think? Gwal chmai asked.

"l believe so.

"l shall not go,' said Agwaine. 'There is nmuch to do here.'

"Wthout Layne there is little to hold me here,' said Lennox sadly. 'I'll cone with you, CGaelen."

An hour before dusk the columm arrived at the invisible bridge to Vallon, and spread out along the
banks.

A man appeared on the far shore, a tall man with greying hair, wearing a velvet robe the col our of
dark wine. He lifted his hand. Gittering Iights rose fromthe water to hover in the air around
the invisible bridge, which darkened, gleaning like silver in the fading light. Stronger and
stronger grew the bridge as the Iight coal esced, shimrering and sparkling, until at last it seened
built of silver and gens. The man lifted his hand once nore and stepped out upon the silver

wal kway. From behind himcane the nen and wonen of the Farlain and the Pallides.

A great silence settled on the clansnen as hope flared again in their hearts.

The man approached, his grey-streaked hair billowing in the breeze. He was full-bearded and his
eyes were the green of a distant sea. 'Caswallon!' shouted Gael en, running forward to neet him

Caswal | on opened his arns, tears sparkling in his eyes. The two nmen hugged one another warmy,
then Gaelen pulled back to look at his foster-father. Caswallon seened to have aged ten years
since |ast they net.

"What has happened to you?' whispered Gael en
"W will talk later. First let us enjoy the reunion.'

Wves and children ran to husbands and fathers, sons and brothers, and |aughter swelled through
the trees of Ana forest. '"Along tinme since that sound was heard,' said Caswal | on

Maeg was one of the |ast across the bridge. Silently she approached her husband, little Dona
besi de her riding on the back of the great hound, Render

"Leave us for a while, Gaelen. | will see you later,' said Caswallon. He took Maeg's hand, Kkissing
her palm Her eyes were full of tears and she |eaned into him

"VWhat have they done to you?' she asked, hol ding back the sorrow and stroking his greying hair.

They? There is no "they", Maeg. Tinme has done this. But it was necessary, for otherwise | would
never have found you. It took ne eleven years to learn all that | needed to fetch you hone. But
every day of that time |I thought of you and | |oved you.'

Donal slipped from Render's back and tugged at the hem of Caswallon's velvet robe. He was crying.
Caswallon lifted himto his chest and hugged himtightly.

"W won, Caswallon,' said Maeg. 'But the price was terrible.'
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He nodded. 'It always is. But we are together now, and we shall rebuild."'

Maeg caught sight of a silver-arnmoured wonman staring at them 'Wo is that?' she asked Caswal | on.
He turned and saw Sigarni swi ng away and wal k al one towards the trees.

"That is the Queen, Maeg,' he said, taking her into his arnms. 'She saved us all.’

' She | ooked so sad,' said Maeg, then turned back to her husband. 'Wel cone home, ny |ove,' she
whi spered, Kkissing him

He couldn't reply. Tears ran fromhis eyes and she led himaway into the trees.

11

THREE DAYS AFTER the battle, Gael en was sunmoned by an elderly druid and led to Taliesen's
chanbers below the hall of the Gate where Caswallon awaited him In the harsh Iight of the chanber
Caswal | on seened even ol der; his hair was thinning and had turned white near the tenples.

"Wl cone,' he said, gesturing the clansman to be seated. He poured clear white wine into silver
gobl ets, handed one to Gael en and then sat down in a wi de | eather chair.

"What happened to you, Caswall on?
The ol der man chuckled. 'Do I | ook so bad?
"No,' lied Gaelen, 'just older.'

'l amolder. It is eleven years since | asked you to find Laric and bring his warriors to Axta
A en. Eleven long years . . . lonely years.'

' The Queen told ne you led her to the Chalice Gate and then you stepped through. Wthin seconds
you returned, only you were ol der and dressed, as now, in robes of velvet.

"I't is not easy for nme to explain it to you, Gaelen. Wien | reached the Chalice Gate | was filled
with fear. A dying nonk told me the Gate was not closed, yet | could see for nyself that it was.
The cave was shall ow and water dripped fromthe walls. | wal ked forward, sick with dread, and
reached out. My hand passed through the stone as though through snoke. | wal ked on, and found
myself on a plain overlooking a city of golden turrets and tall towers of polished narble.

"A man was waiting for me. H's name was Astole and he greeted nme |like a brother, for | had saved
his life in another place. He took ne to his home - a palace with many servants - and there he
began to instruct me in the Gates and the words of power to manipulate them | was filled with
terrible inpatience, but he prom sed he could return ne to within seconds of mnmy departure. And
had to trust him

The years passed slowy. Sonetinmes | would be filled with joy at my new found know edge and dream
of exacting a terrible revenge on the Aenir. At other tines | felt an awful dread, wondering if |
had been tricked. But always | learned. Inpossibility nmade reality. You have seen the stone that
attracts iron?

'Yes. Onic has one.'

The force that pulls the netal cannot be seen, but its effects can be observed. It is the sane
with the power behind the Gates. Let nme show you sonething.' Caswallon lifted a small box set with
col oured stones. He pressed the ruby at the centre and the far wall darkened, then becane a w ndow
overl ooki ng the Farl ain.

"As you can see, that is the nountain of Carduil on the borders of Haesten territory. That is now.
We can see that image as the light is reflected to our eyes. Had we been here yesterday, we would

have seen rain over Carduil. But we were not. Yet the inage was still transmtted. Astole

di scovered that light inages linger, |eaving traces that can last ten thousand years. Hence, wth

the turn of a dial, we can see . ' The screen shinmered and t he nmountai n appeared once nore,

cl oud- covered and dull, sheeting rain pounding the slopes. Caswallon pressed a stone and the image
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di sappear ed.

"Ast ol e made nachines that could trace the Lines of Tine, allowing man to view his own past. But
then the greatest excitenment of all. Wthin the traces Astol e discovered particles of matter that
did not deteriorate. Unchanging, they existed fromday to day, fromcentury to century. They were
unaffected by the passing of time. Indeed, they seened to exist outside tinme's |aws.

"During his experiments Astole trapped several particles within a field of force - sinmlar to that
whi ch works the stone that attracts iron. The field and the particles di sappeared w t hout trace.
Astol e constructed anot her and suddenly the first field reappeared, but the second vani shed. The
foll owi ng day he constructed a third field, and the same thing happened. Excited beyond his
experience, Astole nade plans for two large fields, preparing his assistants beforehand. He pl aced
hinself at the centre of the first field and activated it. He vanished instantly. H's assistants,
following his instructions, activated the second field and he reappeared. The particles had drawn
himinto a distant past. How, he did not know, but he had stunbled on the greatest discovery of
themall, the Gates.'

"l don't understand any of this, Caswallon,' said Gael en

‘I"'msorry, nmy boy. Howcan | tell you in mnutes that which has taken a decade of ny life?
Anyway, | stayed with Astole, and | absorbed his know edge. Together we journeyed to fabul ous
cities and kingdons |ost to the nenory of man. W wal ked the Tinme Lines, seeing the births of
civilisations and the deaths of enpires. Finally he judged ne ready and we journeyed to a desert,
and there | net the man to answer all questions. As he spoke | felt ny heart enptied and refilled.
Al'l dreams of vengeance died. Violence was washed fromne."'

"Who was he?' asked the cl ansnan

Caswal lon smled and laid his hand on Gael en's shoulder. '"If you thought the Gates were hard to
conprehend, then do not ask about the man. He sent ne hone and | appeared in the Chalice Gate,
even as you see nme now. Wth ny new words of power | activated the nmachi nes and scanned Axta G en
You were not there. | searched the Farlain, comng at last to Icairn's Folly. Then | opened the
Gate and the Queen |l ed her lancers through.'

"But you did not ride with them' said Gael en
"No. | amthe Hawk Eternal, Gaelen, and I'l|l never wield a sword agai nst any nman agai n.

' You have changed, Father.

"All Iife is change. But | amthe same man who carried you fromAteris, the sane man who | oves his
people. Only now | love themnore. It is strange. | could have destroyed the Aenir single-handed;
but with the gift of that power, | lost the desire to use it thus."

"How di d Maeg take all this? asked Gael en
"Hard. But |ove conquers all. And | love her - nore than life.

"WIIl you renmain as Hunt Lord?

"Do | look like a Farlain Hunt Lord?" he asked, smling.
"No. '
"And | shall not be the Hunt Lord. |I will remain here, at Vallon, and tend the Gates. There are

many tasks before ne, Gaelen, but first | nust spend sone tine with Maeg and Donal. Then | will
nmeet Astol e again.'

"I amreturning with the Queen," said Gaelen. 'Lennox, Onic and Gaal chmai are coming with ne.’
"I know. W will neet again.'

"Tell me, Caswallon, are you truly content?
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"More content than any nortal man has any right to be.’
"Then | amglad for you."

"And | for you. You have a fine woman in Lara, and | know she will give you beautiful children. |
wish for you a life enriched with |love, for you deserve it.'

'l shall miss the Farlain. WII | be able to return sone day?

" Ask ne when next you see ne.

"I nmust go. The Queen is waiting," said Gael en

Caswal | on rose and wal ked round the table. 'Walk always in the Light,' he told Gael en

Caswal | on watched the clansnan | eave and his heart ached. He had seen pity in Gaelen's eyes and
knew t he bond between them woul d never be the same. For to Gael en, Caswallon was no | onger a
cl ansman. He had put aside his sword.

What could he have told Gaelen to nake himrealise? Should he have expl ai ned about the man in the
desert?

Caswal I on grinned wyly and filled his goblet. Tell himabout a man who all owed hinself to be
dragged through a city and nurdered by the people he | oved? Ch, yes, that woul d have i npressed
him He finished his wine and turned to the black screen before him Lifting the control box he
tuned the i mage, watching Sigarni, Gaelen and his friends crossing the Gates of Tine.

He felt a cold breeze on his back and turned to see Maeg standing in the doorway huggi ng a wool |l en
shawl about her shoul ders. She seened so distant, so withdrawn. Caswal |l on swall owed hard, a sense
of despair gripping him

"You nust be getting old, Caswallon,’ she said, "allowi ng yourself to be surprised by a wonman.'
"Surprise, is it? Wen | heard the footsteps | felt it had to be a nountain troll come to life.'

She grinned at himthen. 'MW feet are not so large. But even if they were | think |I'd sooner have
that than vast areas of nmy head losing hair.'

"Did no one ever teach you to respect your elders, wonman?
"Is it respect you want?' she asked, noving cl oser.
He opened his arns and held her close. 'Do you still |ove ne, Maeg?

"I love you, clansman. Above all things. And you're a fool to believe otherwi se. Now tell ne what
happened to you.'

For an hour or nore they sat together until he had enptied hinself of words. At last she led him
fromthe chanber to wal k under the stars above Vallon

Epi | ogue

A GMI NE RULED THE Farlain for twenty-seven years, having first led his warriors in the sack of
Aesgard. The city was razed to the ground and all its inhabitants put to the sword. Thereafter
peace came to the nountains.

Deva lived in Agwai ne's house for seven years, refusing all offers of marriage, her eyes
constantly on the horizon - waiting for the man who woul d be King. One bright day in sumrer she
was brushi ng her hair when she saw, in the mrror, the first grey hairs appearing at her tenple.
No suitor had approached her for two years now. Fear touched her and she went in search of
Caswal | on. She found himsitting in the sunlight in the garden behind his house, tending his
roses.

Caswal | on wel coned her, offering her a cup of honey nead, and she sat beside himon a |l ong, carved
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bench. 'What is troubling you, Deva?' he asked.

The prophecy hasn't cone true, and if | wait much longer | shall be unable to bear children. Wy
hasn't he cone, Caswal |l on?

"Wait? Not so fast. Wat prophecy?

"When | was born, a tinker-wonman told ne | would be the nother of kings. Taliesen told ne it was
true. But where is this prince who will ask to wed nme?'

"Wit here,' he said, and wal ked slowy into the house. Deva sat in the sunshine for alnobst an

hour, and was still there when the young Donal cane walking in fromthe hills with the faithfu
hound Render beside him Caswallon returned as the sun was setting. '|l amsorry to have kept you
so long, ny dear,' he said. 'Cone, | have sonething to show you.'

Leadi ng her into the house, he took a silvered mirror and placed it in her lap. 'Look closely at
the glass and you will see the prophecy.' Holding it up to her face she | ooked into her own
reflection, seeing the fine lines that were appearing round her eyes. The inmage faded, and she
found hersel f | ooki ng down upon the scene in the front roomof the old house. Canmbil was holding a
babe in his arnms. An old wonan was sitting on the rug before the young Hunt Lord.

The wonman's voi ce came whispering into Deva's mind. 'She will see the great and the strong, Hunt
Lord. And a future ruler will ask for her hand. If she weds him she will be the nmother of Kings.

The inmage faded. '|I don't understand,' said Deva. 'That was ny prophecy. So where is this King
have waited for so |ong?

Caswal |l on took the mrror fromher hands, then he sat beside her. 'He asked for your hand, Deva,
and you refused him'

"No!" she storned. 'There has been no prince!’

The Queen who saved us naned himas her heir and he will becone King. He is a warrior and a great
| eader - and he | oved you once.'

'Gael en,' she whispered. 'He is to be King?
"Yes. | amonly sorry you did not come to ne before this.”

Deva stood on trenbling legs, then ran fromthe house. A year later she married a wi dower and
rai sed three sons and a daughter.

Lennox returned twice to the highlands - once for the funeral of his father Leofas, who died
twel ve years after lcairn's Folly, and once to bring Gaal chmai honme after an Qutland spear cut him
down at the siege of Cul ceister. Gwnal chmai had asked to be buried above Attafoss.

Gael en never returned. On the death of Qorin he took over as Captain of the Lancers and becane
known as the Queen's Chanpion. He and Lara lived contentedly, raising two sons and three
daught ers.

The clansnen served the Queen for thirty years. In the fortieth year of her reign Sigarni was
called to battle by Mirgase and the |last great Qutland army. The battle was fierce and cl ose-run
but, as always, Sigarni won the victory, leading a |ast charge against the shield-wall. Morgase
t ook poi son rather than be captured.

The Queen's wounds were grievous. Gaelen helped her fromthe field and in the last fading |ight of
the dying sun carried her up the slopes beyond Citadel to the Chalice Cave - and beyond! There a
young druid took charge of the Queen and Gael en watched himhalf carry her towards a nountain
cave.

Returni ng through the Geat Gate, the ageing warrior renoved

his helmand scratched at his thinning grey hair. Idly he rubbed the ancient scar above his eye.
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Beyond the Gate four boys were preparing for their first Hunt. The sun was a gl obe of gold and the
future full of promise. At that nmonent there was no Beast, no danger, and the Aenir were a distant
threat.

Gael en turned back to stare down into the valley where the canp-fires 'blazed and the cairn was
nearing conpletion. Below lay the bodies of the fallen, Hi ghlander and Qutlander together in
death. Anmpbng them were Onic and Lennox. The giant had died swinging his massive club of iron and
| ead as the eneny swarnmed forward. Onic had fallen beside him

Now only Gaelen was left. 'Farewell, my Queen,' he whispered.

A shadow noved to his right. He turned and there was Caswallon, leaning on his staff of oak, his
robes of velvet shimering in the noonlight.

"And so it ends,' said Caswallon, his wispy white beard swirling in the breeze |ike wood- snoke.
"No, it begins,' said Gaelen, pointing at the cave.

Caswal | on nodded. 'And now you will be King, Gaelen. How does that sit with you?

Gael en pushed his iron-grey hair back fromhis eyes, 'I'd give it all up to be young again.'

Caswal | on turned and gestured to the Gate. 'But you are young, CGaelen. Through that Gateway is a
youth, who with his friends is wal king the mountains. Even now the wind is in his hair, and the
future is before him bright and gol den. Just a few steps away. Wuld you |ike to see hin®

Gaelen smled. 'Let us leave himto his life,' he said, taking Caswallon by the arm and | eadi ng
hi m down t he nount ai nsi de.
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