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David Gemmel |
I ronhand' s Daught er
First Book O The Hawk Queen

PROLOGUE

SUNLI GHT GLI NTED ON steel as the knife blade spun through the air to thud honme in the chal k-
circled centre of the board. The woman chuckl ed. 'You |ose again, Ballistar,' she said.

‘I let you win,' the dwarf told her. '"For | ama creature of |legend, and ny skills are second to
none.' He smiled as he spoke, but there was sadness in his dark eyes and she reached out to cup
her hand to his bearded cheek. He |leaned in to her touch, twi sting his head to kiss her palm

"You are the finest of nmen,' she said softly, 'and the gods - if gods there be - have not been
kind to you.

Ballistar did not reply. dancing up he drank in her beauty, the gol den sheen of her skin, the
haunti ng power of her pale blue-grey eyes. At nineteen Sigarni was the nbst beautiful wonan
Bal li star had ever seen, tall and slender, full-lipped and firmbreasted. Her only flaw was her

cl ose-cropped hair, which shone Iike silver in the sunlight. It had turned grey in her sixth year,
after her parents were slain. The villagers called it the N ght of the Slaughterers, and no one
woul d speak of it. Pushing hinself to his feet he wal ked to the fence post, clinbing the rail to
pull Sigarni's throwing knife fromthe board. She watched himstretching out his tiny arns, his
stunted fingers unable to curl fully around the hilt of her blade. At last he wenched it clear
then turned and junped to the ground. He was no |larger than a child of four, yet his head was huge
and his face heavily bearded. Ballistar returned her blade and she slid it home into the sheath at
her hip. Reaching to her right she lifted a pitcher of cool water and filled two clay goblets,
passing one to the dwarf.

Ballistar gave a wide grin as he took it, then slowy passed his tiny hand across the surface of
the water. She shook her head. 'You should not nmake those gestures, my friend,' she said
seriously. "If you were seen by the wong man, you woul d be flogged.’

"lI've been flogged before. Did | show you nmy scars?
"Many tines.

"Then | shall not concern nyself with fears of the lash," he said, passing his hand once nore over
the drink. 'To the | ong-dead King over the water,' he said, lifting the goblet to his lips. A

sl eek bl ack hound padded into sight. Heavy of shoulder, slimof flanks, she was a hare and rabbit
hound, and her speed was | egendary. Hi ghland hunting hounds were bred for strength, stam na and
obedi ence. But npbst of all they had to be fast. None was swifter than Sigarni's hound. Ballistar

| aid down his enpty goblet and called to her. 'Here, Lady!' Her head cane up and she |loped to him
pushi ng her long nmuzzle into his beard, licking at his cheek. 'Wnen find ne irresistible,' he
said, as he stroked the hound's ears.

"I can see why,' Sigarni told him 'You have a gentle touch.'

Bal | i star stroked Lady's flanks and gazed down into her eyes. One eye was doe-brown, the other
opal -grey. 'She has healed well,' he said, running his finger down the scar on the hound's cheek

Sigarni nodded, and Ballistar saw the fresh flaring of anger in her eyes. 'Bernt is a fool. |
shoul d never have allowed himto conme. Stupid nman.

" That stupid nan | oves you,' chided Ballistar. 'As do we all, princess.'

"lIdiot!" she snapped, but the anger faded from her eyes. 'You know | have no right to such a
title.'

"Not so, Sigarni. You have the bl ood of Gandarin in your veins.'

"Pah! Half the popul ati on have his bl ood. The man was a rutting ram Gnal chnai told rme about him
he said Gandarin could have raised an arny of his bastard offspring. Even Bernt probably has a
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drop or two of Gandarin's bl ood."

"You should forgive him' advised Ballistar. '"He didn't mean it.' At that nonment a red hawk
swooped | ow over the clearing, comng to rest on a nearby bow perch. For a nmonent or two it
pranced fromfoot to foot, then cocked its head and stared at the silver-haired wonan. The hound
gave a low grow, but slunk back close to Ballistar. Sigarni pulled on a |ong black gauntlet of
pol i shed | eather and stood, armoutstretched. The hawk | aunched itself fromthe fence and flewto
her .

"Ah, ny beauty,' said Sigarni, reaching up and ruffling the russet-coloured feathers of the bird's
breast. Taking a strip of rabbit neat

fromthe pouch at her side, she fed it to the hawk. Swiftly and skilfully she attached two soft
collars to the hawk's | egs, then threaded short hunting jesses through brass-rinmed holes in the
collars. Lastly she pulled a soft |eather hood fromthe pouch at her side and smoothly stroked it
into place over the bird' s beak and eyes. The hawk sat notionless as the hood settled, and even
turned her neck to allow Sigarni to lean forward and tighten the braces at the rear. The woman
turned her gaze back to the dwarf and smiled. 'I know that Bernt acted fromstupidity. And I am
nore angry with nyself than with him | told himto |oose Lady only if there was a second hare. It
was a sinple instruction. But he was incapable even of that. And I will not have fools around ne.'

Bal l i star said nothing nore. There were, he knew, only two creatures in all the world that Sigarn
cared for - the hound, Lady, and the hawk, Abby. Sigarni had been training themboth, determ ned
that they would work together as a team The training had gone well. Lady woul d seek out the hares
and scatter them while Abby swooped down fromthe trees in a kill that seened swi fter than an
arrow. The danger area came when only a single quarry was sighted. Hawk and bird had raced each
other to make the strike. Abby won both tinmes. On the second occasi on when Lady darted in to try
to steal the kill, Abby had | ashed out, her beak grazing the hound's flank. Sigarni had grabbed
Lady's collar, dragging her back. In an effort to re-train Lady, Sigarni had allowed the cattle
herder, Bernt, to acconpany her on the training hunts. His duty was to keep Lady | eashed, and only
rel ease her when nore than one hare was sighted. He had failed. Excited by the hunt, Bernt had

| oosed the hound at first sight of a single hare. Abby had swooped upon it, and Lady had sped in
to share the prize. The hawk had turned, lashing out with her cruel beak, piercing the hound' s
right eye.

"You are hunting today?' asked the dwarf.

"No. Abby is above her killing weight. | let her have the |ast hare we took yesterday. Today we'll
just walk awhile, up to the High Drain. She likes to fly there.'

"Watch out for the sorcerer!' warned Ballistar
"There is no need to fear him' said Sigarni. 'l think he is a good nan.'
"He's an Qutlander, and his skin has been burned by sorcery. He nakes nme shudder.’

Sigarni's |aughter pealed out. 'Ch, Ballistar, you fool! In his land all people have dark skins;
they are not cursed.'

"He's a wi zard! At nights he becones a giant bird that flies across H gh Druin. Many have seen it:
a great black raven, twi ce normal size. And his castle is full of grinmoires and spells, and there
are aninmals there - frozen. You know Marion - she was there! She told us all about a great bl ack
bear that just stands in the hallway, a spell upon it. You keep clear of him Sigarnrl

She | ooked into his dark eyes and saw the reality of his fear. 'l shall be careful,' she said.
"You may rely onit. But I will not walk in fear, Ballistar. Have | not the blood of Gandarin in
my veins? Sigarni could not quite mask the smle as she spoke.

"You should not nock your friends!' he scolded. 'Magickers are to be avoi ded - anyone with sense
knows that. And what is he doing here, in our high, lonely places? Eh? Wiy did he | eave his | and
of bl ack people and conme here? What is he seeking? O is he perhaps hiding fromjustice?

"l shall ask himwhen next | see him' she said. 'Cone, Lady!' The hound rose warily and paced
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al ongsi de the tall woman. Sigarni knelt and patted her flanks. 'You' ve |learned to respect Abby
now,' she whi spered, 'though I fear she will never learn respect for you.' "Wy is that?' asked
Ballistar. Sigarni |looked up. "It is the way of the hawk, nmy friend. It |oves no one, needs no
one, fears no one.'

"Does it not |ove you, Sigarni?

"No. That is why she nust never be called in vain. Each time she

flies to the fist I feed her. The day | do not, she nay deci de never to
return. Hawks know no | oyalties. They stay because they choose to.

No man - nor wonman - canh ever own one.

Wthout a word of farewell the huntress strode off into the forest.

1

TOVI CLOSED THE doubl e doors of his oven, renoved his apron and wi ped the flour fromhis face with
a clean towel. The day's bread was | aid out on wooden trays, stacked six high, and the snmell of
the baking filled his nostrils. Even after all these years he still |loved that snell. Taking a
sanpl e loaf, he cut through the centre. It was rich and light, with no pockets of air. Behind him
his apprentice, Stalf, breathed a silent sigh of relief. Tovi turned to the boy. 'Not bad,' he
said. Cutting two thick slices, he snmeared themwith fresh butter and passed one to the boy.

Moving to the rear door, Tovi stepped outside. Above the stone and timnmber buildings of the village
the dawn sun was clearing the peaks and a fresh breeze was blowing fromthe north. The bakery
stood at the centre of the village, an old three-storey building that once had been the counci

house. In the days when we were allowed a council, thought Tovi sourly. The buil dings surrounding
the bakery were sturdily built, and old. Further down the hill were the sinpler tinber dwellings
of the poorer folk. Tovi stepped out into the road and gazed down the hill to the river. The

villagers were stirring and several wonen were al ready kneeling by the water-side, washing clothes
and bl ankets, beating them against the white rocks at the water's edge. Tovi saw the bl ack-cl ad

W dow Maffrey nmaki ng her way to the conmunal well. He waved and smiled and she nodded as she
passed. The smith, Game, was lighting his forge. Seeing Tovi, he strolled across. Soot had
smeared the smith's thick white beard.

' Good day to you, Baker,' said G ane.

"And to you. It looks a fine one. Nary a cloud in sight. | see you have the Baron's greys in your
stalls. Fine beasts.'

"Finer than the nan who owns them One of themhas a split hoof, and both carry spur scars. No way
to treat good horses. |I'll take a

loaf, if you please. One with a crust as black as sin and a centre as white as a nun's soul .’

Tovi shook his head. 'You'll take what | give you, man, and be glad of it, for you'll not taste a
better piece of bread anywhere in the kingdom Stalf! Fetch a loaf for the smith.'

The boy brought it out, wapped in nuslin. D pping his huge hand into the pocket of his |eather
apron, Grane produced two small copper coins which he dropped into Stalf s outstretched palm The
boy bowed and backed away. 'It'll be a good sunmmer,' said Game, tearing off a chunk of bread and
pushing it into his nouth.

"Let us hope so,' said Tovi.

The dwarf Bal listar approached them |abouring up the steep hill. He gave an el aborate bow. ' Good
morning to you,' said Ballistar. "Am| late for breakfast?

"Not if you have coin, little man,' said Tovi, eyes narrowi ng. The dwarf nmade him fee
unconfortabl e, and he found hinself growing irritable.
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"No coin,'" the dwarf told himaffably, 'but | have three hares hanging."'

" Caught by Sigarni, no doubt!' snapped the baker. 'I don't know why she should be so generous wth
you. '

" Perhaps she likes ne,' answered Ballistar, no trace of anger in his tone.
Tovi called for another |oaf which he gave the dwarf. 'Bring ne the best hare tonight,' he said.
"Wiy does he anger you so?' asked Granme, as the dwarf wandered away.

Tovi shrugged. 'He's cursed. He should have been laid aside at birth. Wat good is he to nman or
beast? He cannot hunt, cannot work. If not for Sigarni maybe he would | eave the village. He could
join a circus! Such as he could earn an honest living there, capering and the like.'

"You're turning into a sour old man, Tovi.'
"And you are getting fat!

"Aye, that's the truth. But | still renenber the wearing of the Red. That's sonething |I'll take to
the grave, with pride. As will you.'

The baker nodded, and his expression softened. 'Bonny days, Ganme. They'|ll not conme again.'
gave thema fight, though, eh?'

Tovi shook his head. 'W showed them how brave nen die - that's not the sane, ny friend.

Qut nunber ed and outcl assed we were -their knights riding through our ranks, cutting and killing,
our sword- bl ades cl angi ng agai nst their armour and causi ng no damage. Gods, nan, it was sl aughter
that day! | wish to Heaven | had never seen it.'

"W were badly led," whispered Grane. 'Gandarin did not pass his strength to his sons.'

The smith sighed. 'Ah, well, enough dismal talk. This is a new day, fresh and untainted.' Spinning
on his heel, the burly blacksmth strode back to his forge.

The boy, Stalf, said nothing as Tovi re-entered the bakery. He could see his master was deep in
thought, and he had heard a little of the conversation. It was hard to believe that Fat Tovi had
once worn the Red, and had taken part in the Battle of Golden Mbor. Stalf had visited the battle
site last autum. A huge plain, dotted with barrows, thirty-four in all. And each barrow held the
dead of an entire clan's fighting men.

The wi nd had how ed across CGol den Moor and Stalf had been frightened by the power and the haunted
wailing of it. His uncle, Mart One-arm had stood with him his bony hand on the boy's shoul der
"This is the place where dreans end, boy. This is the resting place of hope.'

" How many di ed Uncl e?
' Scores of thousands.'
"But not the King.'

"No, not the King. He fled to a bright |and beyond the water. But they found himthere, and sl ew
him There are no Mountain Kings now.'

Uncle Mart wal ked himon to the nmoor, coning at last to a high barrow. 'This is where the Loda nen
stood, shoulder to shoulder, brothers in arnms, brothers in death.' Lifting the stunmp of his left
arm he gave a crooked smile. 'Part of nme is buried here too, boy. And nore than just ny arm ©M
heart lies here, with nmy brothers, and cousins, and friends."' -«

Stalf dragged his mnd back to the present. Tovi was standing by the window, his eyes show ng the
sanme faraway | ook he had seen that day on the face of Mart One-arm

"Can | take sone bread to ne man?' asked Stal f. Tovi nodded.
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Stalf chose two | oaves and wrapped them He had reached the door when Tovi's voice stopped him
"What do you want to be, |ad, when you're grown?

"A baker, sir. Skilled like you." Tovi said no nore, and the boy hurried fromthe bakery.

Sigarni |oved the mountain |ands, the |ush valleys nestling between them and the deep, dark
forests that covered their flanks. But nostly she |oved H gh Druin, the |onely peak which towered
over the high lands, its summit lost in cloud, its shoulders cloaked in snow There was, in H gh
Druin, an elenental nagnificence that radiated fromits sharp, defiant crags, a nmagic that sang in
t he whispering of wind-breath before the winter storms. High Druin spoke to the heart. He said: "I
amEternity in stone. | have always been here. | wll always be here!’

The huntress |l et Abby soar into the air and watched her swoop over Hi gh Drum s | ower flanks. Lady
bounded out over the grass, her sleek black body alert, her one good eye scanning for sign of hare
or rat. Sigarni sat by the Lake of Tears, watching the brightly col oured ducks on the banks of the
smal|l island at the centre of the | ake. Abby circled high above them also watching the birds. The
hawk swooped down, coming to rest in a tree beside the | ake. The ducks, suddenly aware of the
hawk, took to the water.

Sigarni watched with interest. Roast duck would make a fine contrast to the hare neat she had
eaten during the last fortnight. 'Here, Lady!' she called. The hound padded al ongsi de and Si garni
pointed to the ducks. 'Go!' hissed Sigarni. Instantly the dog leapt into the water, paddling
furiously towards the circling flock. Several of the birds took wing, putting flat distance

bet ween them and the hound, keeping |lowto the water. But one took off into the sky and instantly
Abby | aunched herself in pursuit.

The duck was rising fast, and Abby hurtled down towards it with tal ons extended.

At the | ast possible nmonent the duck saw the bird of prey - and dived fast. For a heartbeat only
Si garni thought Abby had her prey, but then the duck hit the water, diving deep, confusing the
hawk. Abby circled and returned to her branch

The huntress gave a | ow whistle, sumoning Lady back to the bank. The sound of a wal ki ng horse
came to Sigarni then, and sherose and turned.

The horse was a tall chestnut, and upon it rode a black nan, his cheeks, head and shoul ders
covered in a flowi ng white burnoose. A cloak of blue-dyed wool hung from his broad shoul ders and a
curved sword was scabbarded at his waist. He sniled as he saw the nmountai n woman.

"When hunting duck, it is better for the hawk to take it frombelow,' he said, sw nging down from
his saddl e.

"W're still learning,' replied Sigarni affably. 'She is wedded to fur now, but it took tinme - as
you said it would, Asmdir.'

The tall nan sat down at the water's edge. Lady approached himgingerly, and he stroked her head
"The eye is healing well. Has it affected her hunting? Sigarni shook her head. 'And the bird?
Hawks prefer to feed on feather. Wat is her killing weight?

"Two pounds two ounces. But she has taken hare at two-four.'
" And what do you feed her?
"No nore than three ounces a day."

The bl ack man nodded. 'Once in a while you should catch her a rat. Nothing better for cleaning a
bird s crop than a good rat.'

"Way is that, Asnidir?' asked Sigarni, sitting down beside the nan.

"I don't know,' he admtted, with a broad smle. 'My father told nme years ago. As you know t he
hawk swallows its prey - where it can -whole and the carcass is conpressed, all the goodness
squeezed out of it. It then vomts out the cast, the remmants. There is, | would imagine,
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sonething in the rat's pelt or skin that cleans the bird's crop as it exits.' Leaning back on his
el bows, he narrowed his eyes and wat ched the distant hawk.

"How nany kills so far?

"Si xty-eight hares, twenty pigeons and a ferret.

"You hunt ferret?' asked Asnmidir, raising a quizzical eyebrow

"It was a nmistake. The ferret bolted a hare and Abby took the ferret.'

Asm dir chuckl ed. 'You have done well, Sigarni. | amglad |I gave you the hawk.'
"Three times | thought 1'd lost her. Always in the forest.'

"You nay | ose sight of her, child, but she will never |ose sight of you. Cone back to the castle,
and | will prepare you a neal. And you too,' he said, scratching the hound' s ears.

"I was told that you were a sorcerer, and that | nust beware of you.’

"You shoul d al ways heed the warnings of dwarves,' he said. 'Or any creature of |egend.
"How did you know it was Ballistar?

'Because | ama sorcerer, ny dear. W are expected to know things like that.'

"You al ways pause at ny bear,' said Asnidir, gazing fondly at the silver-haired girl as Sigarn
reached out and touched the fur of the beast's belly. It was a huge creature, its paws

out stretched, talons bared, mouth open in a silent roar. "It is wonderful,' she said. "Howis it
done?’

"You do not believe it is a spell then?" he asked, sniling.
"No. "

"Well," he said slowy, rubbing his chin, "if it is not a spell, then it nust be a stuffed bear
There are craftsnmen in ny Iand who work on carcasses, stripping away the inner neat, which can
rot, and rebuilding the dead beasts with clay before wapping themonce nore in their skins or
fur. The results are remarkably lifelike.'

"And this then is a stuffed bear?
‘"l did not say that,' he reninded her. 'Cone, let us eat.'

Asmidir led her through the hallway and into the main hall. Alog fire was burning nerrily in the
hearth and two servants were laying platters of nmeat and bread on the table. Both were tall dark-
ski nned men who worked silently, never once |ooking at their master or his guest. Wth the table
laid, they silently wthdrew

"Your servants are not friendly,' comented Sigarni

"They are efficient,’ said Asmdir, seating hinmself at the table and filling a goblet with w ne.

Do they fear you?

Alittle fear is good for a servant.

Do they | ove you?

"I amnot a nman easy to love. My servants are content. They are free to | eave ny service whenever
it pleases themso to do; they are not slaves.' He offered Sigarni some w ne, but she refused and
he poured water into a gl azed gobl et which he passed to her. They ate in silence, then Asmdir
nmoved to the fireside, beckoning Sigarni to join him

"Do you have no fear?' the black man asked, as she sat cross-1egged before him
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'O what ?' she countered
'O life. O death. O ne.'
"Way would | fear you?'

"Way woul d you not? When we net |ast year | was a stranger in your |and. Black and fearsone,” he
sai d, widening his eyes and mmcking a snarl.

She | aughed at him ' You were never fearsome,' she said. 'Dangerous, yes. But never fearsone.'
"There is a difference?
"COfF course,’ she told him cocking her head to one side. 'I |ike dangerous nen.'

He shook his head. 'You are incorrigible, Sigarni. The body of an angel and the m nd of a whore.
Usual ly that is considered a wonderful conbination. That is, if you are contenplating the life of
a courtesan, a prostitute or a slut. Is that your anbition?

Sigarni yawned theatrically. 'l think it is tinme to go home," she said, rising snoothly.
"Ah, | have of fended you,' he said.
"Not at all,' she told him 'But |I expected better of you, Asmidir.'

"You shoul d expect better of yourself, Sigarni. There are dark days |oonming. A leader is conming -
a | eader of noble blood. You will probably be called upon in those days to aid him For you al so

boast the bl ood of Gandarin. Men will follow an angel or a saint, they will follow a despot and a
villain. But they will follow a whore only to the bedchanber.

Her face flushed with anger. '"I'lIl take sernmons froma priest - not froma man who was happy to
cavort with ne throughout the spring and sunmer, and now seeks to belittle me. I am not sone

m |l kmaid or tavern wench. | am Sigarni of the Mouuntains. Wiat | do is ny affair. | used you for

pl easure, | admt it freely. You are a fine lover; you have strength and finesse. And you used ne.
That made it a bal anced transaction, and neither of us was sullied by it. How dare you attenpt to
shanme ne?'

"Way woul d you see it as shane?' he countered. '|l amtal king of perceptions - the perceptions of
men. You think | | ook down upon you? | do not. | adore you. For your body andyour m nd. Further, |
am probably - as much as | amcapable of it - alittle in love with you. But this is not why |
spoke in the way | did."'

"I don't care,' she told him ' Goodbye.'

Sigarni strode fromthe roomand out past the great bear. A servant pushed open the doubl e doors
and she wal ked down the steps into the courtyard. Lady came boundi ng towards her. Another servant,
a slimdark-eyed young man, was waiting at the foot of the steps with Abby hooded upon his wist.
Sigarni pulled on her hawking gl ove.

"You were waiting for me?" she asked the young man. He nodded. 'Wiy? | amusually here for hours.
' The master said today would be a short visit,' he explained.

Sigarni untied the braces and slid the hood clear of Abby's eyes. The hawk | ooked around, them
junped to Sigarni's fist. Wien the huntress lifted her armand called out 'Hai!', the hawk took
of f, headi ng sout h.

Sigarni flicked her fingers and Lady noved close to her side, awaiting instructions. 'Wat is your
nane?' she asked the servant, noting the sleekness of his skin and the taut nuscles beneath his
blue silk shirt. He shook his head and noved away from her

Annoyed, the huntress wal ked fromthe old castle, crossing the rickety drawbri dge and headi ng off
into the woods. Her nobod was dark and angry as she went. The mind of a whore, indeed. Her thoughts
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turned to Fell the Forester. Now there was a nman who understood pl easure. She doubted if there was
a single woman within a day's wal k who hadn't succunbed to his advances. Did they call hima
whore? No. It was 'CGood old Fell, what a character, what a man!' Idiotic!

Asmidir's words rankl ed. She had thought himdifferent, nore ... intelligent? Yes. Instead he
proved to be |like nost men, caught between a need for fornication and a | ove of sernoni zing.

Abby soared above her, and Lady ran to the side of the trail, seeking out hares. Sigarni pushed

t houghts of the black man from her mind and wal ked on in the dusk, conming at last to the fina
hillside and gazi ng down on her cabin. A light was showi ng at the wi ndow and this annoyed her, for
she wi shed to be alone this evening. If it was that fool, Bernt, she would give himthe sharp side
of her tongue.

Wal king into the yard, she whistled for Abby. The hawk cane in low, then spread her w ngs and
settled on Sigarni's glove. Feeding her a strip of neat she renoved the hunting jesses; then
carrying her to the bow perch, she attached the nmews ties, and turned towards the cabin.

Lady noved to the side of the building, Iying down beside the door with her head on her paws.
Si garni pushed open the door

Fell was sitting by the fire, eyes closed, his long |l egs stretched out before the blaze. It
angered her that she could feel a sense of rising excitenment at his presence. He | ooked just the
same as on that |ast day, his long black hair sleek and glowing with health, swept back fromhis
brow and held in place by a | eather headband, his beard close-trimed and as soft as fur. Sigarni
took a deep breath, trying to cal mherself.

"What do you want here, Goat-brain? she snapped.
Then she saw t he bl ood.

There were wolves all around him fangs bared, ready to rip and tear. A powerful beast |eapt at
him Fell caught it by the throat, then spun on his heel hurling the creature into the pack. H's
linbs felt | eaden, as if he were wadi ng through water. The wolves blurred, shifting |like snoke,
becoming tall, fierce-eyed warriors hol di ng kni ves of sharpened bronze. They noved in on him
smoothly, slowy. Fell's arns were paral yzed and he felt the first knife sink into his shoul der
like a tongue of fire.

He opened his eyes. Sigarni was kneeling beside himwith a needle in her hand, and he felt the
flap of flesh on his shoulder drawn tight by the thread. Fell swore softly. 'Lie still,' she said
and Fell obeyed her. His stomach felt uneasy. Snapping the thread with her teeth, she sat back
"Looks like a sword cut.

"Long knife,' he told her, taking a deep shuddering breath. He said no nore for a while, resting
his neck against the thick, cushioned hide of the chair's head-rest. Focusing his gaze on the far
tinbered wall he ran his eyes over the weapons hanging there - the | ong-handl ed broadsword with
its | eaf-shaped blade and hilt of |eather, the bow of horn and the quiver of black-shafted arrows,
the daggers and dirks and lastly the helm wth its crown and cheek-guards of black iron and the
nasal guard and brows of polished brass. Not a speck of rust or tarnish showed on them

"You keep your father' s weapons in good condition,' he said.
"That's what Gmal taught ne,' she told him 'Wo gave you the wound?

"W didn't exchange names. There were two of them Robbed a pilgrimon the Low Trail. | tracked
themto Mas Gyff.'

"Where are they now?'

"Ch, they're still there. | returned the noney to the pilgrimand nade a report to the Watch.' His
face darkened. 'Bastards! You could al nost feel their disappointnent.' He shook his head. 'It
won't be much | onger, you know. They'll |ook for any excuse.'

"You've lost a lot of blood,' she said. '"I'll nake sone broth.
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He wat ched her nove away, his eyes lingered on the sway of her hips. 'You re a beautiful wonan,
Sigarni. Never saw the |ike!'

"Look on and weep for all you've lost,' she said, before disappearing into the back room

"Anen to that,' he whispered. Resting his head once nore, he renenbered the last parting two years
before, Sigarni standing straight and tall and proud ... always so proud. Fell had wal ked across
the glens to G lfallen and paid bride-price for Gaendolyn. Sweet Gaen. In no way did she match the
silver-haired wonan he had left, save in one. Gaen could bear children, and a man needed sons. Ten
mont hs | ater Gmen was dead, the victimof a breech birth that killed both her and the infant.

Fell had buried themboth in the Loda resting place on the western slope of Hi gh Druin

Sigarni returned to his side. 'Flex the nuscles of your arm' she ordered.

He did so and winced. 'It's damed sore.'

"Good. | like to think of you in pain.

"I buried nmy son, woman. | know what pain is. And I'd not wish it on a friend.'

"Neither would I," she said. 'But you are no friend.'

"Your nood is foul,' he adnmoni shed her. 'Had a falling-out with your black man, have you?

Have you been spying on me Fell? It irritated himthat she did not deny the association

"It is nmy work, Sigarni. |I patrol the forest and | have seen you enter the castle, and | have seen
you | eave. How could you rut with such as he?

She | aughed then, and his anger rose. 'Asmidir is a better man than you, Fell. In everyway.' He
wanted to strike her, to slap the smile fromher face. But the growi ng nausea finally swanped him
and with a groan he pushed hinself fromthe chair, staggered to the door, and just nmade it to open
ground before falling to earth and vonmting. Cold sweat shone upon his face in the noonlight, and
he felt weak as a

day-old calf as he struggled to rise. Sigarni appeared al ongside him taking his armand | oopi ng
it over her shoulder. 'Let's get you to bed,' she said, not unkindly.

Fell leaned in to her. The scent of her filled his nostrils. 'l |loved you,' he said, as she half-
carried himup the four steps to the doorway.

"You left nme,' she said.

When he woke it was daylight, the rising sun shining through the open wi ndow. The sky was cl ear
and Fell saw the hawk sil houetted briefly against the blue. Wth a groan he sat up. Hi s shoul der
was burning, and his ribs were badly bruised fromthe fight with the two Qutland robbers.

Ri sing fromthe bed he moved to the wi ndow. Sigarni was standing in the sunlight, the hawk on her
gl ove, the black hound Iying at her feet. Fell's nmouth was dry, and all his |ong-suppressed
enotions surged to the surface. O all the wonen he had known - and there had been many - he had
| oved only one. And in that nonent he knew, with a sickening certainty, that it would al ways be
thus. Oh, he would marry again, and he would have sons, but his heart would remain with this

eni gmatic nountain woman until the daggers of tine stopped its beat.

Though still weak fromloss of blood, Fell knew he could stay no | onger in sight of Sigarni

Gat hering his cloak of black |eather he pulled on his boots, took up his | ongbow and qui ver and
wal ked fromthe rear of the cabin, heading back on the long trail to Clfallen. There was a maid
there, of marriageabl e age, whose father had set a bride price Fell could afford.

‘I hate this place,' said the Baron Ranul ph Gottasson, |eaning on the w de parapet and staring out
over the distant mountains. Asmidir said nothing. It was cold up here on the Ctadel's high walls,
the wi nd hissing down fromthe north, cutting through the warnest clothes. But the Baron seened
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not to notice the inclenmency of the weather. He was dressed in a sinple shirt of black silk and a
sl eevel ess jerkin of the finest black | eather. He wore no adornments, no silver enhancenents to
his bl ack | eather |eggings, no chains or ornate discs attached to his knee-length boots. As

Asm dir stood shivering on the battlenments, the Baron turned his pal e hooded eyes on the bl ack
man. ' Not |ike Kushir, eh? Too cold, too bleak. Ever w sh you were back hone?

"Sonetines,’ Asmidir adnmitted.
"So do I. What is there here for a man |ike me? Were is the glory?

"The kingdomis at peace, ny lord,' said Asmdir softly. 'Thanks mainly to your good self and the
Earl of Jastey.'

The Baron's |ips thinned, the hooded eyes narrowing. 'Don't speak his nane in ny presence! | never
met a man so gifted with luck. Al his victories were hollow. Tell ne what he has ever done to

mat ch my conquest of Ligia? Twenty-five thousand warriors against ny two | egions. Yet we crushed
them and took their capital. What can he offer against that? The Siege of Catium Pah!

"Indeed, sir,' said Asmdir snmoothly, 'your deeds will echo through the pages of history. Now | am
sure you have nore inportant natters to attend to, so how may | be of service to you?

The Baron turned and beckoned Asmidir to follow himinto a small study. The black nman stared
longingly at the cold and enpty fireplace. Does the man not feel the cold, he wondered? The Baron
seated hinself at a desk of oak. 'I want the red hawk,' he said. 'There is a tourney in two nonths
and the red hawk could win it for me. Name a price.'

"Would that | could sir. But |I sold the hawk |ast autumm.’
The Baron swore. 'Wo to? I'Il buy it back.'

"I wouldn't know where to find the man, sir,' Asmidir lied snpbothly. 'He cane to ny castle | ast
year. He was a traveller, | believe, perhaps a pilgrim But if | see himagain | shall direct him
to you.'

The Baron swore again, then |ashed his fist against the desk-top
"Al'l right, that will be all,' he said at |ast.

Asmi dir bowed and | eft the study. Descending the spiral staircase he noved down into the belly of
the fortress, energing into the long hall where the feast was in progress. Red-liveried servants
were carrying platters of food and drink and nore than two score of knights and their |adies were
seated at the three main tables. Fires were blazing nmerrily at both ends of the hall and minstrels
sat in the high gallery, their soft nusic drowned by the chatter of the guests.

Asmi dir was not hungry. Swiftly he wal ked fromthe hall, and down the long stairs to the | ower
chanbers and the doubl e-doored exit. H's thoughts were sonbre as he recalled the Baron's words.
Asm dir renmenbered the conquest of Ligia, the battles and the nassacres, the rapes and the
mutilations, the torture and the destruction. A rich, independent nation brought to its knees,
humi | i ated and beggared, its

libraries burned, its holy places desecrated. Oh yes, Ranul ph, history will |ong renenber your
bl oody nane! Asmidir shivered.

Revenge, so the proverb clained, is a dish best served cold. Is that true, he wondered? WII| there
be any satisfaction in bringing the man down?

W apping his cloak nore tightly about his broad shoulders, Asmidir left the fortress building and
nmoved across the courtyard. A young man hailed himand he turned and smiled at the newoner - a
tall young man, slender and brown-eyed, his long blond hair drawn back fromhis brow and tied in a
tight pony-tail. He was carrying an arnful of rolled naps. ' Good afternoon, Leofric. You are

m ssing the feast.'

"Yes, | know," said the other dolefully. '"But the Baron wants to study these maps. It doesn't pay
to keep himwaiting."'
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' They | ook old.'

'They are. They were commi ssioned sonme two hundred years ago by the Hi ghland King, Gandarin the
First. Fine work, nost of them Beautifully crafted. The map-nakers al so had sone method of
judgi ng the height of mountains. Did you know that High Druin is nine thousand seven hundred and
ei ghty-two feet high? Do you think it could be true, or did soneone just invent the figure?

Asnmidir shrugged. 'It sounds too precise to be an invention. Still, | amglad you are enjoying
your work."

"Il enjoy the detail,' said Leofric, chuckling. 'Not nany do. It pleases nme to know how many | ances
we have, and the state of our horses. | like working on projects like this. Did you know there are

four hundred and twel ve wagons enpl oyed around the Five Towns?' The young man | aughed. 'Yes, |
know, it is alittle boring for nost people. But you try to go on a canpai gn wthout wagons and
the war is over before it begins.'

Asmdir chatted with the young man for several ninutes, then bade himfarewell and wal ked swiftly
to the stable. The hostler bowed as he entered, then saddl ed the chestnut gel ding. Asnmidir gave
the man a small silver coin.

' Thank you, sir,' he said, pocketing the coin with a swiftness that dazzled the eye.

Asm dir rode fromthe stable, through the portcullis gate and out into the wide streets of the
town. He felt the eyes of the people upon himas he passed through the marketplace, and heard sone
children calling out nanes. A troop of soldiers marched past himand he pulled up his horse. The
men were mercenaries; they |ooked weary, as if they had marched nmany niles. Leofric planning the

| ogistics of war, nore nmercenaries arriving every day .. . The beast is not far off, thought
Asmidir.

Passing through the north gate, Asmidir let the horse break into a run as it reached open ground.
He rode thus for a mle, then slowed the beast. The chestnut was powerful, a horse bred for

stani na, and he was not even breathing hard when Asnidir reined himin. The black man patted the
gel di ng' s neck.

"The dreans of men are born in blood,' he said softly.

Fell was sitting by the roadside, catching his breath, when the small two-wheeled cart noved into
sight. Two huge grey wol f hounds were harnessed to it, and a silver-haired man sat at the front
with a long stick in his hands. Seeing the forester, the old man tapped his stick lightly on the
flanks of the hounds. 'Hold up there, Shanmol. Hold up, Cabris. Good day to you, woodsman!'

Fell smiled. 'By Heaven, Gwal ch, you look ridiculous sitting in that contraption.'’

"Whi sht, boy, at nmy age | don't give a care to how | look,' said the old man. 'Wat matters is
that | can travel as far as | like, without troubling nmy old bones.' Leaning forward, he peered at
the forester. 'You look greyer than a winter sky, boy. Are you ailing?

"Wounded. And |'ve shed sone blood. I'lIl be fine. Just need a rest, is all.
"Heading for G lfallen?
" Aye.'

"Then clinb aboard, young man. My hounds can pull two as well as one. Good exercise for them
We'll stop off at my cabin for a dram That's what you need, take my word for it: alittle of the
water of life. And | pronmise not to tell your fortune.'

"You always tell ny fortune - and it never nakes good listening. But, just this once, 1'll take
you up on your offer. I'Il ride that idiotic wagon. But I'll pray to all the gods |I know that no
one sees ne on it. I'd never live it down.'

The ol d man chuckl ed and noved to his right, making roomfor the forester. Fell laid his | ong bow

and quiver in the back and stepped
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aboard. 'Home now, hounds!' said Gnal ch. The dogs lurched into the traces and the little cart
jerked forward. Fell |aughed aloud. 'l thought nothing would amuse nme today,' he said.

"You shoul dn't have gone to her, boy,' said Gnal ch
"No fortunes, you said!' the forester snapped.

"Pah! That's not telling your fortune; that's a comrent on noments past. And you can put the bl ack
man fromyour mind, as well. He'll not win her. She belongs to the land, Fell. In some ways she is
the land. Sigarni the Hawk Queen, the hope of the Hi ghlands.' The old man shook his head, and then
| aughed, as if at sone private jest. Fell clung to the side of the cart as it rattled and jolted,
the wheels dropping into ruts in the trail, half tipping the vehicle.

"By Heaven, Gwalch, it is a nost unconfortable ride,' conplained the forester

"You think this is unconfortable? retorted the old man. '"Wait till we get to the top of nmy hill.
The hounds al ways break into a run for home. By Shemak's balls, boy, it'll turn your hair grey!’

The hounds toiled up the hill, pausing only briefly at the sumrit to catch their breaths. Then
they nmoved on, rounding a last bend in the trail. Below them Gaal ch's tinber cabin cane into sight
and bot h dogs barked and began to run.

The cart bounced and | urched as the dogs gathered speed, faster and faster down the steep sl ope.
Fell could feel his heart pounding and his knuckles were white as he gripped the side rail. Ahead
of themwas a towering oak, the trunk directly in their path. 'The tree!' shouted Fell

"I know' answered Gmal ch. 'Best to junp!'

"Junp?’ echoed Fell, swinging to see the old man following his own advice. At the |ast nonent the
dogs swerved towards the cabin. The cart tipped suddenly and Fell was hurled head-first fromit,
m ssing the oak by inches. He hit the ground hard, with the wind blasted fromhis |ungs.

Fell forced hinself to his knees just as Gaal ch cane anbling over. "Geat fun, isn't it? said the
old nan, stooping to take Fell by the armand pull himto his feet.

Fell 1 ooked into Gnal ch's twi nkling brown eyes. 'You are insane, Gaal ch! You al ways were.'
"Life is to be lived, boy. Wthout danger there is no life. Cone and have a dram W'IlIl talk, you
and I, of life and |Iove, of dreans and glory. 1'll tell you tales to fire your bl ood.

Fell found his | ongbow and quiver, gathered the fallen arrows and followed the old nman inside. It
was a sinple one-rooned dwelling with a bed in one corner, a stone-built hearth in the north wall,
and a rough-hewn table and two bench seats in the centre. Three rugs, two of ox-skin, one of bear
covered the dirt floor, and the walls were decorated with various weapons - two | ongbows, horn-

ti pped, several swords and a doubl e-edged claynmore. A mmil shirt was hangi ng on a hook beside the
fire, its rings still gleam ng, not a speck of rust upon it. On a shelf sat a helmof black iron
enbossed with brass and copper. A battle-axe was hangi ng over the fireplace, doubl e-headed and

gl ean ng.

"Ready for war, eh, old man?' asked Fell as he sat down at the table. Gnalch smiled, and filled a
clay cup with anber liquid froma jug

"Always ready - though no longer up to it,' said the old nan sadly. 'And that is a crying shane,
for there's a war com ng.

"There's no war!' said Fell irritably. 'There's no excuse for one. The Hi ghl ands are peaceful. W
pay our taxes. W keep the roads safe.

Gnal ch filled a second cup and drained it in a single swallow 'Those Qutland bastards don't need
an excuse, Fell. And | can snell blood in the air. But that's for another day, and it is a little
way off, so | won't let it spoil our drinking. So tell nme, how did she | ook?'

"I don't want to tal k about her.'’
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"Ah, but you do. She's filling your m nd. Wonen are like that, bless them | knew a girl once -
Maev, her nanme was. As bright and perfect a woman as ever wal ked the green hills. And hips! O,
the sway of them She noved in with a cattle-breeder from G lcross. Eleven babies - and al
survived to manhood. Now t hat-was a woman!'

"You should have narried her yourself,' said Fell

"l did,' said Gnalch. 'Two years we were together. Great years. Al but wore ne out, she did. But
then | had nmy skull caved in during the Battle at Iron Bridge, and after that the Tal ent was on
me. Couldn't look at a man or wonman w t hout knowi ng what was going on in their mnds. Oh, Fell,
you've no idea howirksone it is.' Gwnalch sat down and filled his cup for a third time. 'To be
lying on top of a beautiful wonan, feeling her warnth and the soft silkiness of her; to be aflane
with passion and to know she's thinking of a sick cowwith a dropping mlk yield!' the old man

| aughed.

Fell shook his head, and snmiled. 'Is that true?

"As true as |I'msitting here. | said to her one day, "Do you | ove ne, wonman?" she | ooked ne in the
eye and she said, "O course | do." And do you know, she was thinking of the cattle-breeder she'd
met at the Sunmer Ganes. And into her mind came the nmenory of a roll in the hay with him'

"You nust have thought of killing her,” said Fell, enbarrassed by the confession

' Nah! Never was nuch of a lover. Roll on, roll off. She deserved a litde happiness. |'ve seen her

now and again. He's |ong dead, of course, but she goes on. Rich, now. A wi dow of property.’

"Are all the weapons yours?' asked Fell, changing the subject.

"Aye, and all been used. | fought for the old King, when we al nost won, and | fought al ongside the
young fool who wal ked us on to Gol den Moor and extermination. Still don't know how | battled clear
of that one. | was already nigh on fifty. I won't be so lucky in the next one —though we'll have

a better | eader.'
"Who?'

The old man touched his nose. "Now s not the tinme, Fell. And if | told you, you wouldn't believe
me. Anyway |'d sooner tal k about wonen. So tell me about Sigarni. You know you want to. O shall |
tell you what you're thinking?

"No!' said Fell sharply. "Fill another cup and I'll talk - though only the gods know why. It
doesn't help.' Accepting the drink he swallowed deeply, feeling the fiery liquid burn his throat.
"Son of a whore, Gnalch! Is this made of rat's piss?

"Only a touch,' said the old man. 'Just for colour. Now go on.

"Why her? That's the question | ask nyself. |1've had nore than ny fair share of beautiful womnen.
Wiy is it only she can fire ny bl ood? Wy?

' Because she's special.' OGnalch rose fromthe table and noved to the hearth. A fire had been
expertly laid and he ignited his tinder-box, holding it below the cast-iron fire-dog until flanmes
began to lick at the dry twigs at the base. Kneeling, he blew on the tongues of flanme until the

t hi cker pieces caught. Then he stood. 'Winen |ike her are rare, born for greatness. They're not
made to be wives, old before their time, with dry breasts drooping |ike hanged nen. She's
starlight where other wonen are candle flanmes. You understand? You should feel privileged for
havi ng bedded her. She has the gift, Fell. The gift of eternity. You know what that neans?'

"l don't know what any of this means,' adnitted the forester.

"It neans she'll live for ever. In a thousand years nen will speak her nane.'
Fell lifted his cup and stared into the anber liquid. "Drinking this rots the brain, old man.'
"Aye, maybe it does. But | know what | know, Fell. | know you'll live for her. And | know you'l
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die for her. Hold the right, Fell. Do it for me! And they'Il fall on you with their swords of
fire, and their lances of pain, and their arrows of farewell. WII you hold, Fell, when she asks
you?' Gnal ch | eaned forward and laid his head on his arnms. 'WIIl you hold, Fell?

"You're drunk, nmy friend. You're talking gibberish.'

Gnal ch | ooked up, his eyes bleary. 'I wish | was young again, Fell. I'd stand al ongsi de you. By
God, |I'd even take that arrow for you!

Fell rose unsteadily, then helped Gvalch to his feet, carefully steered the old nan to the bed and
laid hi mdown. Returning to the fire, he stretched hinself out on the bearskin rug and sl ept.

It was the closest Sigarni could come to flight. She stood naked on the high rock beside the falls
and edged forward, her toes curling over the weather-beaten edge. Sixty feet bel ow the waters of
the pool churned as the falls thundered into it. The sun was strong on her back, the sky as bl ue
as gemstone. Sigarni raised her arnms and | aunched her body forward. Straight as an arrow she
dived, arnms flung back for bal ance, and watched the pool roar up to neet her. Bringing her arns
forward at the | ast nonment she struck the water cleanly, making barely a splash. Down, down she
sank until her hands touched the stone at the base of the pool spinning, she used her feet to
propel her body upwards. Once nore on the surface she swamwi th |azy grace to the south of the
pool, where Lady anxiously waited. Hauling herself clear of the water, she sat on a flat rock and
shook the water fromher hair. The sound of the falls was muted here, and the sunlight was
stream ng through the long | eaves of a willow, dappling the water with flecks of gold. It would be
easy to believe the | egends on a day |ike today, she thought. It seens perfectly natural that a
ki ng shoul d have chosen this place to | eave the world of nen, and journey into the |ands of

heaven. She coul d al nost see hi mwadi ng out, then turning, his great sword in his bl oodstai ned
hand, the baying of the hounds and the guttural cries of the killers ringing in his ears. Then, as
the warriors noved in for the kill, the flash of light and the openi ng Gat eway.

Al'l nonsense. The greatest King of the Hi ghlands had been slain here. Sorain |Ironhand, known al so
as Fingersteel. Last spring, during one of her dives, Sigarni's hands had touched a bone at the
bottom of the pool. Bringing it to the surface she found it to be a shoul der-blade. For an hour or
nmore she scoured the bottom of the pool. Then she found him or rather what was left of his

skel eton, held to the pool floor by heavy rocks. The right hand was m ssing, but there were rust-
di scol oured screw holes in the bones of the wist, and the last red remants of his iron hand

cl ose by.

No Gateway to Heaven - well, not for his body anyway. Just a lonely death, slain by |esser nen.
Such is the fate of kings, she thought.

A light breeze touched her body and she shivered. 'Are you still here, Ironhand?' she asked al oud.
' Does your spirit haunt this place?

"Only when the moon is full,' cane a voice. Sigarni sprang to her feet and turned to see a tal
man standing by the willow. He was |eaning on a staff of oak, and smiling. Lady had ignored him
and was still lying by the poolside, head on her paws. Sigarni reached down to where her clothes
| ay and drew her dagger fromits sheath. 'Ch, you'll not need that, lady. | amno despoiler of
worren. | amnerely a traveller who stopped for a drink of cool nmountain water. My name is Loran.'
Leaning his staff against the tree he noved past her and knelt at the water's edge, pausing to
stroke Lady's flanks before he drank

'She doesn't... usually ... like strangers,' said Sigarni |anely.

‘"Il have a way with animals.' He glanced up at her and gave a boyish grin. 'Perhaps you would fee
nore confortable dressed.' He was a handsone man, slender and beardl ess, his hair corn-yellow, his
eyes dark bl ue.

Sigarni decided that she liked his smle. 'Perhaps you would feel nore confortabl e undressed,' she
sai d, her conposure returning.

"Are you Loda people always so forward?' he asked her anmi ably.

Returning the knife to its sheath, she sat down. Lady stood and padded to her side. 'What clan are
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you?' she asked.
Tallides,' he told her.
"Are all Pallides nen so bashful ?
He | aughed, the sound rich and nmerry. 'No. But we're a gentle folk

who need to be treated with care and patience. How far is it to Glfallen? He stood and noved to
a fallen tree, brushing away the | oose dirt before seating hinself.

Sigarni reached for her leggings and clinbed into them 'Half a day,' she told him 'due south.'
Her upper body was still danp and the white woollen shirt clung to her breasts. Belting on her
dagger, she sat down once nore. 'Wiy would a Pallides nan be this far south? she enquired.

‘I am seeking Tovi Long-arm | have a nessage fromthe Hunt Lord. Do you have a name, worman?"
"Yes.'

"Mght | enquire what it is?

"Sigarni.’

"Are you angry with me, Sigarni? the words were softly spoken. She | ooked into his eyes and saw
no hint of hunour there. Yes, | amangry, she thought. Asmidir called me a whore, Fell [eft

wi t hout a word of thanks or goodbye, and now this stranger had spurned her body. O course I'm
bl oody angry!

"No," she lied. He | eaned back and stretched his armalong the tree trunk. Sigarni swept the
dagger fromthe sheath, flipped the bl ade, then sent the weapon slashing through the air. It
slamed into the trunk no nore than two inches fromhis hand. Loran glanced down to see that the
bl ade had cut cleanly through the head of a viper, the rest of its body was thrashing in its death
throes. He drew back his hand.

"You are an inpressive woman, Sigarni,' he said, reaching out and pulling clear the weapon. Wth
one stroke he decapitated the snake, then cleaned the blade on the grass before returning it hilt
first to the silver-haired huntress.

"Il walk with you a-ways,' she said. 'l wouldn't want a Pallides man to get lost in the forest.
"I mpressive and bl essed with Kkindness.

Toget her they wal ked fromthe falls and up the main trail. The trees were thicker here, the | eaves
al ready beginning to turn to the burnished gold of autum. 'Do you usually talk to ghosts?' asked
Loran, as they wal ked.

' Ghosts?' she queri ed.

I ronhand. You were talking to hi mwhen | arrived? Was that the magi c pool where he crossed over?

Yes.
Do you believe the | egend?
"Way should | not?" she countered. 'No-one ever found a body, did they?

He shrugged. 'He never cane back either. But his life does make a wonderful story. The |ast great
King before Gandarin. It is said he killed seven of the nen sent to nmurder him No nean feat for a
wounded man.' Loran | aughed. 'Maybe they were all stronger and tougher two hundred years ago.
That's what ny grandfather told ne, anyway. Days when nen were nmen, he used to say. And he assured

me that Ironhand was seven feet tall and his battle-axe weighed sixty pounds. | used to sit in ny
grandfather's kitchen and listen to the tallest stories, of dragons and wi tches, and heroes who
stood a head and shoul ders above other men. Anyone under six feet tall in those days was dubbed a
dwarf, he told ne. | believed it all. Never was a nore gullible child."'
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"Perhaps he was right,' said Sigarni. 'Maybe they were tougher.'

Loran nodded. 'It's possible, | suppose. But | was a Marshal at |ast year's ganmes. The caber toss
from Mereth Sharp-eye broke all records, and Mereth is only five inches above six feet tall. If
they were all so strong and fast in those days, why do their records show themto be slower and

| ess powerful than we are today?

They crossed the last hill before Cilfallen and Sigarni paused. 'That is my hone,' she said,
pointing to the cabin by the stream 'You need to follow this road south.

He bowed and, taking her hand, kissed the palm 'M thanks to you, Sigarni. You are a pl easant
conpani on. '

She nodded. '|I fear you spurned the best of nme,' she said, and was surprised to find herself able
to smile at the menory.

Still holding to her hand he shook his head. 'I think no man has ever seen the best of you, woman.
Fare thee well!' Loran noved away, but Sigarni called out to himand he turned.

"In the old days,' she said, 'the H ghland peoples were free, independent and unbroken. Perhaps
that is what nakes them seem stronger, nore gol den and defiant. Their power did not derive froma
hurl ed caber, but a vanqui shed eneny. They may not have all been seven feet tall. Maybe they felt
as if they were.'

He paused and considered her words. 'l would like to call upon you again,' he said, at |ast.
"Wuld | be wel cone at your hearth?

"Bring bread and salt, Pallides, and we shall see.

2

| F LORAN WAS AS di sappointed in Fat Tovi the Baker he took pains not to showit, for which Tovi

hi nsel f was nore than grateful. The Pallides clansman had bowed upon entering the ol d stone house,
and had observed all the custonms and rituals, referring to Tovi as Hunt Lord and bestow ng upon
hima deference he did not enjoy even anong his own peopl e.

Tovi led the clansman to the back room laid a fire and asked his wife to bring themfood and
drink, and to keep the noise fromthe children to as | ow an ebb as was possible with seven
youngsters ranging fromthe ages of twelve down to three.

"Your courtesy is nost wel conme,' said Tovi unconfortably, as the tall young man stood in the
centre of the room declining a chair. 'But as you will already have noticed, the clan Loda no

| onger operates under the old rules. W are too close to the Low ands, and our traditions have
suffered the nost fromthe conquest. The title of Hunt Lord is outlawed, and we are rul ed by

| awyers appoi nted by the Baron Ranul ph. W have becone a frightened people, Loran. There are fewer
than three thousand of us now, spread all around the flanks of High Druin. Seventeen villages of
which ny owmn, Clfallen, is the largest. There are no fighting nmen now, saving perhaps Fell and
his foresters. And they report to the Baron's captain of the Watch. | fear, young man, that the
old ways are as dead and buried as ny conrades on Col den Moor.' Tovi sniffed |oudly, and found

hi nsel f unable to neet the clansman's steady stare. 'So, let us dispense with the fornalities. Sit
you down and tell ne why you have cone.'

Loran renoved his |eaf-green cloak and laid it over the back of a padded chair. Then he sat and
stared into the fire for a few nonents, gathering his thoughts. 'W of the Pallides,' he said at
last, 'suffered great |osses at Colden. But we are far back into the nountains and the old ways
have survived better than here. Qur young nen are stil

trained to fight, and retain their pride. As you say, you are close to the Low ands and the arm es
of the Qutlands, and so | nmake this point without criticism As to ny visit, ny Hunt Lord wi shes

me to tell you that the Gfted Ones of the Pallides have been experiencing dreans of blood. It is
their belief that a new war is |ooning. They have seen bl ood-wol ves upon the Hi ghl ands, and heard
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the cries of the dying. They have seen the Red Moon, and heard the wail of the Bai-sheen. My Hunt
Lord wi shes to know if your own G fted Ones have dreant these things.'

"W have only one man with the G ft, Loran. Once a warrior - and a mighty one - he now travels the
nmountains in a cart drawn by hounds. He is a drunkard and his dreams are not to be relied upon.'

The door opened and Tovi's wife entered, carrying a wooden tray on which sat two tankards of ale
and a plate of bread and beef. Laying it down on the table she took one gl ance at her husband,
smiled wearily and left without a word. From beyond the open doorway the sound of children playing
could be heard, but the noise was cut off once nore as the door closed behind her

"Drunkard or no,' said Loran, 'has he dreaned?

Tovi nodded. 'He says a great |eader is comng, a warrior of the line of Ironhand. But it is
nonsense, Loran. The Qutl anders have five thousand nen patrolling the Low ands. Five thousand! If
there was the nerest hint of rebellion they could treble that nunber in a matter of weeks. Al
their wars are won. They have arm es sitting idle.

"That is precisely what troubles nmy Hunt Lord,' said Loran. 'A warrior race with no wars to fight?
What can they do? Either they will turn on thenselves |ike nad dogs, or they will find an eneny.
What your drunkard says about a great |eader is echoed by our own G fted Ones, and al so by the
Seer of the Farlain. No one knows this leader's name, nor his clan. There is a mist shroudi ng him
Yet we nust find him Lord Tovi. Al indications are that the Qutlanders will |ead an invasion
force here in the spring. W have | ess than seven nonths to prepare.’

"To prepare?" stormed Tovi. 'For what, pray? Fell and his foresters nunber around sixty nen. |
could rai se perhaps another two hundred, and some of those would either be greybeards or children.
Prepare? If they cone, we die. It is that sinple. The Loda were never the |argest of the clans.
The Pallides and the Farlain al ways outnunmbered us. Still do. And you have the high passes that
can be

def ended, and the hidden valleys to hide your cattle and goats. What do we have? | was a warrior
boy. I was a captain. | know how to use land in war. If | had ten thousand nen | couldn't protect
my own villages. You want to talk of preparation? Talk of pleading with the Baron, of sending an
entreaty to the Qutland King, of dropping to our bended knees and begging for life. The first |'I|

accede to, the second I'lIl put ny name to, and the third I'll never do! But they are our only
options.'
Loran shook his head. 'l don't believe that to be true. If we can find the | eader to unite us, we

can fornulate a strategy. The people of Loda could |eave their honmes and draw back into the deeper
H ghl ands. W have the autumm before us and could nove food and supplies further back into the
mountains. |If you agree, | can arrange for tenporary homes to be erected in Pallides |ands.'

Tovi shook his head. 'There nust be another way, Loran. There nust be! W cannot fight themwith
any hope of success. And what could they gain frominvading the Hi ghl ands? There is no gold here,
no plunder. Wuld you declare war to capture a few cattle herds?

"No, | wouldn't,' agreed Loran. 'But arnmies are |like swords. They nust be kept sharp and in use.
The CQutlanders will, as | have said, need to find some eneny.'

Tovi sighed and rose fromhis chair, pausing before the fire and staring into the flanes. 'l am
not the Hunt Lord, man. | amthe baker. | don't have power, and | don't have resources. | don't

even have the wll.'

"Damm you, man!' storned Loran, rising fromhis chair. 'Have you lost so nuch? | nmet a whore on
the road with nore fire in her belly than you.' Tovi's face went white and he | unged forward, his
| arge hands grabbing the front of Loran's pale green tunic, dragging the younger nan from his
feet.

' How dare you?' hissed Tovi. 'I stood on Gol den Moor, ny sword dripping Qutland bl ood. | watched
my brothers cut down, ny | and swal |l owed by the eneny. \Were were you when | fought my battles?
I"I'l tell you - you were sucking on your nother's tit! | have |ost much, boy, but don't presume to
insult ne.’
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"My apol ogi es, Hunt Lord,' said Loran softly, holding to Tovi's angry gaze. There was no hint of
weakness in the mld manner in which Loran spoke, and Tovi's eyes narrowed.

"You did that on purpose, Pallides. You think to fire ny bl ood through anger." Tovi released the
younger man, then nodded. 'And you were right.' Clunsily he tried to brush the creases from
Loran's tunic. '"Dam it all, you are right. Live under the yoke I ong enough and you start to fee
like an ox.' He |aughed suddenly, the sound harsh. 'I do not know how gifted are your G fted Ones,
Loran, but we will |ose nothing by at |east sending supplies back into the high country. And
tonight I will call a nmeeting of the Elders to discuss the rest of your proposal. You are wel cone
to stay here the night and neet them

"No," the younger man told him '|I want to see the drunkard you spoke of.
"It is along walk and it will soon be dusk.'

"Then 1'd best finish this neal and be on ny way.' Loran tore a chunk fromthe bread and bit off
the crust as Tovi returned to his seat.

"You mentioned a whore? W have only one whore in Cilfallen, and she rarely |eaves her house.'
"A young silver-haired woman. She offered herself to ne without even asking a price.’

Tovi suddenly chuckl ed. ' You shoul d consider yourself nost fortunate that you did not call her a
whore to her face.'

' How do you know | did not?

"The [ ast man who call ed her such a nane had his jaw broken in three places. It took two nmen to
pull Sigarni away fromhim she was about to cut his tongue out.' The snile faded. 'She is the
| ast of the true blood line of Gandarin. Any son of hers would be the undisputed heir to the
crown. And it will never happen."

'She is barren?

"Aye. She was due to wed Fell, the Forest Captain. Ad Gmalch, our Gfted One, proclainmed her
infertile. She is no whore, Loran. True she has enjoyed many | overs, but she picks only nmen she
likes, and there is no price to pay. She is a woman of fire and iron, that one, and well |iked
here."'

"You are saying | should feel flattered?"

"Did you not?" countered the baker, a twinkle in his eye.

"She is very beautiful. | watched her nake a dive into Ironhand' s pool and it took the breath
away. | have always spurned those | thought to be whores. Now | am beginning to regret ny
deci sion.'

"You nay never get another chance, boy.'
"W will see.”

The sandy-haired young nman sat with his head in his hands, his eyes bleary with drink. Before him
was a hal f-enpty tankard. Ballistar clinbed to the bench seat and then perched his small body at
the edge of the table. '"Getting drunk won't sol ve anything, Bernt,' he said.

' She doesn't want to see me,' said Bernt. 'She says she will neversee nme again.' He | ooked across

at the dwarf. 'I didn't nmean to do it, Balli. | got excited. | wouldn't have hurt Lady, not for
all the world. I just wasn't thinking. I was watching Sigarni. She | ooked so beautiful in the
nmorni ng sunlight. So beautiful.' The young man drai ned the tankard and bel ched. Ballistar | ooked

at him- the square face, the deep-set blue eyes, the powerful neck and broad shoul ders - and knew
envy. Al that height wasted on a dullard like Bernt. Ballistar felt guilty at the thought, for he
i ked the young nan. True, Bernt was not bright, yet he had a warnth and a conpassion lacking in
other, nore intelligent men. In truth he was a sensitive soul

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...%2001%20-%20lronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (18 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:11:59 PM]



file://IG|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmell %620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2001%20-%20I ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt

"I think,' said the dwarf, 'that you should just lie lowfor a while. Lady is al nbst heal ed and
she is hunting well. Wait for a little while, then go out and see Sigarni again. | expect she'l
relent. You were always good for her.

"Was. That's the word, isn't it? Was. | could never talk to her, you know. Didn't understand nuch
of what she said. It all flew over ny head. | didn't care, Balli. | was just happy to be with her
To ... love her. I think all she needed fromne was nmy body.' He |aughed nervously and | ooked
round to see if anyone was listening, but the two other drinkers in the tavern were sitting by the
fire, talking in low tones. 'That's what she told ne,' he continued.' "Bernt," she said, "this is
your only skill." She said | took away all her tension. She was wong, though, Balli. It's not mny
only skill. | was there for her. She couldn't see that. | don't know what |'m going to do!’

"There are other wonen,' said Ballistar softly. 'You are a good young man, strong, honest. You
have a great deal to offer.’

"l don't want anyone else, Balli. | don't. Al ny waking nmonents are rilled with thoughts of her.
And when | sleep | dream of her. | never asked for anything, you know. | never ... made demands.
She didn't ever let nme sleep in the bed, you know... afterwards. | always had to go home. It
didn't matter what the weather was |ike. Once | even went home in a blizzard. Got |ost, al npst
died. Alnost died ..." H's voice faded away, and he bit his lip. 'She didn't care, not really. |
al ways thought that | would, sort of grow on her. That she would realize | was ... inportant. But

I"mnot inportant, amI? I'mjust a cattle-herder.

The dwarf shifted uneasily. 'As | said, Bernt, you should give her alittle tine. | know she likes
you.'

'Has she spoken of ne?' asked the young man, his eyes eager, his ears hungry for words of
encour agenent .

Bal listar | ooked away. '|I can tell, that's all. She's still angry, but underneath .. . just give
it tinme.'

"She didn't say anything, did she, Balli? Except naybe that | was a fool.

"She's still angry. Go home. Get sonething to eat.

The young man sniled suddenly. 'WIIl you do something for ne, Balli? WIIl you?

'O course,' answered the dwarf.

"WIIl you go to her and ask her to neet ne at the old oak grove tonight, an hour after dark?
'She won't cone - you know that! And she doesn't keep clock candles, she has no use for them

"Well, soon after dusk then. But will you ask her? Tell her that it is so inportant to nme. Even if
she only conies to say goodbye. WIIl you tell her that? WIIl you? Tell her | have never asked for
anyt hi ng save this one tine.'

"I'"ll go to her, Bernt. But you are only building up nore pain for yourself.'
" Thank you, Balli. 1'll take your advice now. I'll go home and eat.'

The young man | evered hinsel f up, staggered, grinned inanely and lurched fromthe tavern
Bal I i star cl anbered down fromthe table and foll owed him

It was a long walk on tiny legs to Sigarni's cabin, nore than two hours. And it was such a waste,
t hought Ballistar.

The afternoon was warm but a gentle breeze was bl owing over High Druin as the dwarf anbled on. He
wal ked for an hour, then sat for a while on a hillside resting his tired legs. In the distance he
could see a wal ker heading off towards the higher hills. The man wore a | eaf-green cloak and
carried a long staff; Ballistar squinted, but could not reconize him He was headi ng towards

Gnal ch's cabin. Ballistar chuckled. He woul dn't be wal king that strai ght when he left!
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Ri si ng once nore, he set off down the slope and along the deer trails to Sigarni's cabin. He found
her sitting by the front door, cutting new flying jesses fromstrips of |eather. Lady was nowhere
to be seen, but Abby was sitting on her bow perch. She flapped her wi ngs and pranced as she saw

Ballistar. The dwarf gave a low bow to the bird. "It is good to see you as well, Abby.
"Just in time,' said Sigarni. 'You can nake sone herb tea. Sonehow | never neke it taste as good
as yours.'

"My pl easure, princess.'’

Ballistar clinbed the steps and entered the cabin. An old iron kettle was hissing steamover the
fire. Taking a cloth to protect his hands, he lifted it clear. In the back roomhe found the packs
of dried herbs he and Sigarni had gathered in the spring. Mxing them by eye, he added hot water
and cut a large portion of crystallized honey, which he dropped into the m xture. He stirred the
tea with a |l ong wooden spoon and sat quietly while it brewed. How to tackle Sigarni? How to
convince the silver-haired huntress to nmeet the boy?

After several mnutes he filled two large pottery cups with tea and carried themout into the
afternoon sunlight. Sigarni took the first and sipped it. 'How do you nake it taste |ike this?
she asked.

"Talent,' he assured her. '"Now, are you going to ask ne why | have wal ked all this way?

"l assune it was because you felt in need of nmy conpany.'

"Under nornmal circunstances that would be true, princess. But not today. | have a favour to ask.'
"Ask it - and I'll consider it," she said.

‘I was hoping for a little nore than that,' he adnmitted.

"Just ask,' she said, alittle coldly.

'l saw Bernt today .

"The answer is no,' she said flatly.
"You don't know t he question yet?'

"l can hazard a guess. He wants ne to take hi m back."'

"No! Well.. . yes. But that is not the favour. He asks if you will neet himafter dusk at the old
oak grove. Even if it is only to say goodbye. He said it was vital to him'

"l have already said goodbye.' Returning her attention to the |eather jesses, she said nothing
nor e.

Bal l i star sighed. 'He also said that he had never asked you for anything - save this once."'

She | ooked up and he braced hinself for her anger. But her words were spoken coldly, and w thout
enotion. 'l owe himnothing. | owe

you nothing. | owe no one. You understand? | did not ask himto love ne, nor to follow ne like a
dog. He was an adequate lover, no nore than that. And now he is part of ny past. He has no pl ace
in the present. Is that clear?

"Ch, it is clear, princess. Callous, unkind, unfeeling. But very dear. And of course it would be

so time-consuning for you to walk to the oak grove. After all, it is nore than a mle fromhere."
She | eaned back and | ooked into his face. 'Now we are both angry, little man. And for what? Bernt
is adolt. I have no need of fools around ne. But, since it is a favour to you, | shall grant it.

| shall go to Bernt, and | shall tell him goodbye. Does that satisfy you?

He grinned and nodded. 'And as a reward | shall prepare you a neal. What provisions do you have?
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" Abby killed a duck this norning.'
"I shall cook it with a berry sauce,' he said.

They ate well, the duck being young and plunp. Ballister cooked it to perfection; the skin was
crisp and dark, the flesh noist, the red berry sauce conplenenting the flavour. Sigarni pushed
aside her plate and licked her fingers. 'If | had an ounce of conmon sense |'d marry you,' she
told the dwarf. 'I never knew a nman who could make food taste so fine.'

Ballistar was sitting in the hide chair, his little legs jutting out. He nodded sagely. 'Wll,' he
said, at last, 'you could ask me. But | would only say no.'

Sigarni smled. 'Not good enough for you, dwarf? 'Too good, probably. Though that is not the
reason. There is sonething about you, Sigarni. Like the Crown of Alwen - all nen can see it, but
none can touch it.'

' Nonsense. Men can touch me. | like men to touch ne.' 'No, you don't,' he argued. 'I don't think
you have ever allowed a man to touch your heart. No nan has ever opened the wi ndow of your soul."’

She | aughed at himthen. 'The heart is a punp for noving bl ood around the body, and as to the

soul ... what is that exactly? She held up her hand. 'No, don't try to explain it. Let it lie. The
meal was too fine to finish on an argunment. And you had better go, or you'll be wal king back in
the dark."'

The dwarf scranbled down fromthe chair, and gathered up the plates. 'Leave them' said Sigarni
"Be off with you, Ballistar. | have a need to be alone.’

"Don't be too hard on Bernt,' said Ballistar, fromthe doorway.
"1'"lIl treat himlike an injured puppy,' she prom sed.

After the dwarf had gone Sigarni cleaned the plates and built up the fire. She did not relish
seeing the young cattle-herder, for she was determ ned never to renew their relationship. It was
not that he was a poor |over, nor even that he was dull. In the early days, |ast autunm, she had
enj oyed his quiet conpany. However, during the spring he had becone |ike a weight around her neck
foll owi ng her everywhere, declaring his love, sitting and staring at her, begging for love like a
dog begs for scraps. She shuddered. Why coul d he not enjoy what they had? Wiy did he need nore
than she was prepared to give? Idiot!

Pouring herself a goblet of honey nmead froma flagon that Gaal ch had gi ven her, she noved to the
doorway and sat down beside Lady. The hound | ooked up, but did not nove. Idly Sigarni stroked the
soft fur behind the beast's ears. Lady lay still, enjoying the sensation for several mnutes, then
her head cane up and she stared intently towards the tree line. "What is it girl? whispered

Si gar ni

As horse and rider energed fromthe trees, Sigarni swore softly. It was Asnmidir. He was dressed
now in clothes of black and riding a tall black gelding. H's burnoose of black silk was held in

pl ace by a dark band of |eather, with an opal set at the centre. The horse advanced into the yard.
Abby spread her wings and | et out a screech on her bow perch. Lady nerely stood, alert and

wai ting.

"Cone to see your whore?' asked Sigarni as the black nan rode up. He smled aniably, then
di smount ed. Draping the reins over the gelding' s head, he clinbed the three steps to the porch

"You are too prickly, Sigarni. | need to speak with you. Shall we go inside? Your northern weather
pl ays havoc with ny equatorial bones.

"I"'mnot sure you are welcone,' she told him rising to stand before himin the doorway.

"Ah, but | am for friends are rare in life, and not to be idly tossed aside. Also | can see from
your eyes that you are pleased to see ne, and | sense in you a tension only sex will resolve. Am|
at fault in any of these observations?
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"Not so far,' she agreed, stepping aside and ushering himinto the room Once inside he stopped
and sni ffed.

"You have been having a feast,' he said, nostrils flaring. 'The aronma makes nmy nouth water. Duck,
was it?!

"Yes. Ballistar cooked it for ne. Now he is a true sorcerer when it cones to food. You should
enpl oy him'

“I''l'l think onit," he said, renmoving his cloak and laying it over the back of the chair. Sitting
down by the fire he sat for a nmonent in silence staring into the flames. Sigarni sat on his |ap
| eaning to kiss his cheek

"I"mglad you cane,' she said. Reaching up, he ran his fingers through her silver hair and drew
her cl ose. Pushing one arm under her thighs, he stood and carried her through to the back bedroom

For nore than an hour they nade |ove but, skilled as he was, Sigarni could feel a different
tension within him After her second orgasm she stopped him pushing himgently to his back. 'Wat
is wong, ny friend?" she asked him rising up on her el bow and stroking the sleek dark skin of
his chest. He closed his eyes.

"Everything,' he said. He reached for her, but she resisted him

"Tell nme,' she conmanded.

"I woul d have thought,' he said, forcing a smle, 'that you woul d have the good grace to let ne
achieve my own clinmax before entering into a dial ogue."'

She chuckl ed and bit his ear. 'Then be quick!' she told him 'for | have other matters to attend

to.'
"Your wish shall be obeyed, mistress!' he said, rolling over and pinning her shoul ders.

Sigarni felt |oose-linbed and wonderfully rel axed as she sat by the fire and si pped her nead.
Rel axed in the chair, Asnmidir sat naked, save for his cloak, which he had wrapped about his
shoul ders agai nst the draught fromthe warped wood of the door

"Now tell me,' she said.
"There is a war coming,' he told her
"VWher e?"

"Here, Sigarni. | was at the Citadel a few days ago. | saw the nercenaries arriving, and | know
the Baron is studying maps of all the lands around High Druin. It is nmy belief that he intends to
bring an arny into the nountains.'

" That cannot be,' she said. 'There is no one to fight him'

"That is largely immterial. He hates his position here, and probably sees a Hi ghland War as his
best chance of being recalled

south in triunph. It does not matter that he will face a rabble of poorly arned villagers. Wo
will know? He has his own historian. His army will be able to pillage and plunder the Hi ghl ands,
and he will gather to hinself a force to nake hima power in the land. He may even be | ooking
ahead and planning a civil war. It doesn't natter what his notives are.'

" And how does this concern you, Asmdir? You are not of this |land, and you are a friend to the
Qutl and ki ng.

"I served him but he has no friends. The King is a hard, ruthless man, much |ike the Baron. No,

for me it is ... personal.' He smled thinly. 'I came here because of a prophecy. It has not been
fulfilled. Now | am ]| ost.
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"What prophecy?

He shrugged. 'It does not matter, does it? Even shanmen can nmake mi stakes, it seens. But | have
grown to love this harsh, cold land with a fierceness that surprises me. It is as strong as ny
hatred for the Baron and all he represents.' He sighed and turned his head towards the fire. 'Wy
is it that w ckedness always seens to triunph? Is it just that evil nen freed fromthe constraints
of basic norality are stronger than we?'

"It is probably just a question of timng,' she said and his head jerked round.
" Ti m ng?'

‘W have had two Kings of |egend here, Gandarin and Ironhand. Both were good nmen, but they were
al so strong and fearless. Their enenies were scattered, and they ruled wisely and well. But this
is the time of the Qutland Kings, and not a good tine for the peoples of the H ghlands. Qur tine
will come again. There will be a | eader.'

"Now is the tinme," he said. 'Wiere is the man? That was the prophecy that brought ne here. A great
| eader will rise, wearing the crown of Alwen. But | have travelled far, Sigarni, and heard no word
of such a man.

"What will you do when you find hin®

He chuckled. "My skill is strategy. | ama student of war. | will teach himhowto fight the
Qutl anders."'

" Hi ghl and nen do not need to be taught how to fight.'

He shook his head. 'There you are wong, Sigarni. Your whole history has been built on manly
courage: assenbling a host to sweep down on an eneny host, nman agai nst man, claynore crashing
agai nst

claynore. But war is about nore than battles. It is about |ogistics, supplies, comrunication
discipline. An arny has to feed, comranders need to gather reports and intelligence and pass these
on to generals. Apart fromthis there are other considerations - norale, notivation, belief. The
CQut | anders, as you call them understand these things.'

"You are altogether too tense,' she told him |eaning forward and runni ng her hand softly down the
i nside of his thigh. 'Cone back to bed, and I will repay you for the pleasure you gave ne.'

"What of these other matters you had to attend to?' he asked.

For a nonent only she thought of Bernt, then brushed himfromher nmind. 'Nothing of inportance,’
she assured him

At noon the followi ng day Ballistar found Bernt hanging fromthe branch of a spreadi ng oak. The
young cattle-herder was dressed in his best tunic and |eggi ngs, though they were soiled now, for
he had defecated in death. The boy's eyes were wi de open and bul ging, and his tongue was
protruding fromhis nouth. When Ballistar arrived at the oak grove a crow was sitting on Bernt's
shoul der, pecking at his right eye.

Bel ow t he corpse was a hawki ng gl ove, lovingly made and decorated with fine white beads. Urine
fromthe corpse had dripped upon it, staining the hide.

3

THF OXEN FOUND pul l'ing the wi de wagon too difficult over the narrow deer trails to Gnalch's
cabin, so Tovi was forced to take the long route, down into the valley and up over the rocky roads
once used by the Low and miners when there was still a plentiful supply of coal to be found on the
open hillsides. The baker had set off just after dawn. He al ways enjoyed these quarterly trips
into Citadel town. Gmal ch was an anusing, if irritating, conpanion, but the noney they shared from
their partnership hel ped Tovi to maintain a pleasant and confortable lifestyle. Gaal ch made honey

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...%2001%20-%20lronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (23 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:11:59 PM]



file:///G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmel%20-%20Hawk%620Queen%2001%20-%20l ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt
mead of the finest quality, and nuch of it was shipped to the south at vastly inflated prices.

One of the oxen slipped on the rocky shale. 'Ho there, Flaxen! Concentrate now, girl!' shouted
Tovi. The wagon lurched on, the enpty barrels in the back clunking agai nst one another. Tovi took
a deep sniff of the nountain air, blowi ng cool over Hi gh Druin. At the top of the rise he halted
the oxen, allowing thema breather before attenpting the last clinb into the forest. Tovi applied
the brake, then swung to stare out over the | andscape. Many years before he had marched with the
Loda nen down this long road. They were singing, he recalled; they had nmet the Pallides warriors
down there by the fork in the stream Seven thousand nmen—even before the Farlain warriors had

j oi ned t hem

Al dead now. Well ... nost of them anyway. Gmal ch had been there. Fifty years old and straight as
a long staff. The King had been nounted on a fine Southern horse, his bonnet adorned with a |ong
eagle feather. Every inch a warrior he |ooked. But he had no real heart for it. Tovi hawked and
spat, remenbering the nonment when the King fled the field leaving themto stand and die.

"Bl ood doesn't always run true,' he said softly. 'Heroes sire cowards, and cowards can sire
ki ngs.'

The air was crisp, the wind beginning to bite as Tovi wapped his

cl oak across his chest. Didn't feel the wind back then, he thought. | did a week later, though, as
| fled fromthe hunters, crawling through the bracken, wading the streanms, hiding in shall ow
caves, starving and cold. CGod's bones, |I felt it then

H gh above himtwo eagles were flying the thermals, safe fromthe thoughts and arrows of nen. Tovi
rel eased the brake and flicked the reins over the backs of the oxen. 'On now, ny lads!' he call ed.
"It's an easier trip down for a while.

Wthin the hour he arrived at Gaal ch's cabin. The old man was sitting outside in the sunshine with
a cup of nmead in his hands. There were three horsenen close by, two grimfaced soldiers stil
sitting their saddles, and a cleric who was standing before the old man, arguing and
gesticulating. The soldiers | ooked bored and cold, Tovi thought. The cleric was a man he

recogni zed: Andol ph the Census Taker, a snmall, fat individual with ginger hair and a face as white
as Tovi's baking flour.

"It is not acceptable!' Tovi heard the cleric shout. 'And you could be in serious trouble. | don't
know why | try to deal fairly with you Hi ghlanders. You are a constant nui sance.'

Tovi halted the wagon and clinbed down. 'Mght |I be of service, Census Taker?' he enquired.
Andol ph stepped back fromthe grinning Gaalch. 'I take it you know this nman?'

‘Indeed | do. He is an old friend. Wat is the probl en?'

Andol ph sighed theatrically. '"As you know, the new | aw states that all nmen nust have surnanes that
give themindividuality. It is no |onger enough to be Dirk, son of Dirk. Gods, man, there are
hundreds of those. It is not difficult, surely, therefore to find a name that would suffice. But
not this old fool. Gh no! | amtrying to be reasonable, Baker, and he will not have it. Look at
this!'" The little man stepped forward and thrust a | ong sheet of paper towards Tovi. The baker
took it, read what was witten there, and | aughed al oud.

"Wll, it is a nane,' he offered.

"I can't put this forward to the Roll Makers. Can't you see that? They will accuse the old nan of
maki ng a nockery of the law. And | will be sumoned to answer for it. | came here in good faith;

like a jest as well as the next man, and it did make me [augh when first | sawit. But it cannot

be allowed to stand. You see that, don't you?

Tovi nodded. There was no nmalice in the little man and, as far as was possible with an Qutlander
Tovi quite liked him It was a thankless task frying to take a census in the Hi ghlands, especially
since the object was to find new tax-payers. 'I'll speak to him' he said, handing back the paper
and wal ki ng over to where Gnal ch sat. The old man was staring at one of the soldiers, and the man
was grow ng unconfortable
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"Conme on, Gnalch,' said Tovi soothingly, 'it is time for the fun to stop. Wat nane will you
choose?'

"What's wong with Hare-turd?' countered Gnal ch.

Il tell you what's wwong with it - it'll be carved on your tonmbstone. And you'll not be surprised
when future generations fail to appreciate what a fine man you were. Now stop this nonsense.'

Gnal ch sniffed loudly, then drained his nmead. 'You choose!' he told Tovi, staring at the soldier.

The Baker turned to the Census Taker. 'Wen young he was known as Fear-not. WII that do?" Andol ph
nodded. From a | eather bag he took a quill and a snmall bottle of ink. Resting the paper agai nst
his saddl e, he made the change and called Gnalch to sign it. The old man gave a | ow curse, but he
strolled to the horse and signed with his new nane.

Andol ph waved the paper in the air to dry the ink. 'My thanks to you, Tovi Baker, and goodbye to
you... Ownal chnai Fear-not. | hope we will not neet again.'

"You and | won't,' said Gmaalch, with a grin. "And a word of advice, Andol ph Census Taker: Trust
not in dark-eyed wonen. Especially those who dance.’

Andol ph bl i nked nervously, then clinmbed ponderously into his saddle. The three horsenen rode away,
but the soldier Gnal ch had been staring at swung round to | ook back. Gmal ch waved at him 'That is
the man who will kill ne,' said Gmlch, his smle fading. 'He and five others will conme here. Do
you think | could have changed the future if | had stabbed hi mtoday?

Tovi shivered. 'Are we ready to | oad?' he asked.

"Aye. It's a good batch, but I'Il not be needing the new barrels. This is our last trip, Tovi.
Make the best of it.'

"What is the point of having the Gft if all it brings is gloomand doon?' stornmed Tovi. 'And
another thing, | do not believe that life is mapped out so sinply. Men shape the future, and
nothing is witten in stone. You understand?'

"l don't argue with that, Tovi. Not at all. Sonetines | have dreant of nonents to cone, and they
have failed to arrive. Not often, mnd, but sonetines. Like the young cattle-herder who | oved
Sigarni. Until yesterday | always saw him | eaving the nountains to find enploynent in the

Low ands. Last night, though, | saw a different ending. And it has cone to pass.'

"What are you tal king about ?

Bernt, the broad-shoul dered young nan who works for Grame the Smith...'
"I know him ... what about hin?
"Hanged hinself froma tree. Late last night. Dreant it sitting in nmy chair.'

"Hell's teeth! And it has happened? You are sure?

The old man nodded. 'What | amtrying to say is that futures can be changed sonetinmes. Not often.
He shouldn't be dead, but sonething happened, one small thing, and suddenly life was over for
Bernt.'

"What happened?”

"A wonman broke a promse,' said Gnalch. "Now let's have a swift drink before loading. It'|Il help
keep the cold at bay."'

"No!'" said Tovi. 'I want to be at the market before nmid-norning.' Gmal ch swore and noved away to
the barrel store, and together the two nmen | oaded twel ve casks of honey nead al ongsi de the enpty
barrels Tovi had brought with him "Wy don't you let ne | eave the enpties here? asked the baker.
"You night change your mind - or the dream may change.'
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"This dreamwon't change, ny friend. There'll be no narket for our nead cone springtine. You know
that; you've spoken to the Pallides nman.'

"What did you tell hin?' asked Tovi as the two nen clanbered to the driving seat of the wagon.
"Not hing he didn't already know," answered Gaal ch. 'The Pallides Gfted Ones are quite correct.'
"And that was all?'

Gnal ch shook his head. 'There is a | eader conming. But | wouldn't tell himwho, or when. It is not
the right tine. He inpressed nme, though. Sharp as a stone of flint, and hard too. He could have
been a force one day. But he won't survive. You will, though, Tovi. You're going to be a nan
again.'

‘I amalready a man, Gaal chmai Hare-turd. And don't you forget it.

In the pale nmoonlight the friendly willow took on a newidentity, its |ong, w spy branches
trailing the steel-coloured water |ike skeletal fingers. Even the sound of the falls was nuted and
strange, l|ike the whispers of angry dempons. The undergrowth rustled as the creatures of the night
moved abroad on furtive paws, and Sigarni sat notionless by the waterside, watching the fragmented
nmoon ripple on the surface.

She felt both nunb and angry by turn; nunbed by the death of the sinple herder, and angry at the
way the dwarf had treated her. Sigarni had spent three days in the nountains trapping fox and
beaver, and had returned tired, wet and hungry to find Ballistar sitting by- her door. Her spirits
had lifted instantly; the little man was al ways good conpany, and his cooking was a treat to be
enjoyed. Greeting himwith a snmile, Sigarni had dunped her furs on the wooden board and then
returned Abby to her bow perch. Returning to the house, she saw that Ballistar had nmoved away from
the door. He was standing stock-still, staring at her, his face set and serious, the expression in
hi s eyes unfathomabl e. Sigarni saw that he was carrying a hawki ng gl ove of pale tan, beautifully
decorated with white and bl ue beads.

"A present for me?" she asked. He nodded and tossed her the glove. It was well nade of turned hide
brushed to a sheen, the stiches snmall and tight, the beads formng a series of blue swirls over a
white letter 8§ 'It's beautiful,' she said gaily. "Wiy so glun? Did you think | wouldn't like it?
Slipping it on, she found it fitted perfectly.

"l never saw a crow peck out a man's eye before,' he said. 'It's curious how easily the orb cones
away. Still, Bernt didn't mnd. Even though he was in his best clothes. He didn't mnd at all
Scarce noticed it.'

"What are you tal ki ng about ?
"Not hi ng of inportance, Sigarni. So, how was Bernt when you saw hi n®'

"I didn't see him' she snapped. '|I had other things to do. Now what is wong with you? Are you
drunk?'

The dwarf shook his head. "No, I'"'mnot drunk - but I will be in a while. | shall probably drink
too nuch at the wake. | do that, you know. Funerals always upset nme.' He pointed at the glove she
wore. 'He nmde that for you. | suppose you could call it a love gift. He nmade it and he put on his
best tunic. He wanted you to see himat his very

best. But you didn't bother to go. So he waited until the dawn and then hanged hinself froma tal
tree in the oak grove. So, Sigarni, that's one fool you won't have to suffer again.'

She stood very still, then slowmy peeled off the glove. "It was on the ground below him' said
Ballistar, 'so you'll have to excuse the stains.

Sigarni hurled the glove to the ground. 'Are you blaning ne for his suicide? she asked him
"You, princess? No, not at all,' he told her, his voice rich with sarcasm 'He just wanted to see

you one last time. He asked ne to tell you howinportant it was to him And | did. But nothing is
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i mportant to himany nore.
'Have you said all you want to say?' she asked, her voice soft but her eyes angry.
He did not reply, he nmerely turned and wal ked away.

Sigarni sat in the doorway for some tine, trying to nake sonme sense of the events. Ballistar

obvi ously held her responsible for Bernt's death, but why? Al she had done was rut with himfor a
while. Did that nmake her the guardian of his soul? | didn't ask himto fall in |love with ne, she
thought. | didn't even work at it.

You coul d have gone to himas you pronmi sed, said the voice of her heart.

Sorrow touched her then and she stood and wandered away fromthe house, heading for the sanctuary
of the waterfall pool. This was where she always canme when events |eft her saddened or angry. It

was here she had been found on that awful night when her parents were slain: she was just sitting
by the willow, her eyes vacant, her blonde hair turned white as snow. Sigarni renmenbered not hing

of that night, save that the pool was the one safe place in a world of uncertainty.

Only tonight there was no sanctuary. A man was dead, a good man, a kind man. That he was stupid
counted for nothing now She renenbered his smle, the softness of his touch and his desperation
to make her happy.

"It could never be you, Bernt,' she said aloud. 'You were not the man for me. |'ve yet to neet
him but 1'Il know hi mwhen | do.' Tears fornmed in her eyes, misting her vision. 'I'msorry that
you are dead,' she said. '"Truly I am And I'msorry that | didn't come to you. | thought you

wanted to beg ne back, and | didn't want that."’

Movenent on the surface of the pool caught her eye. A mist was noving on the water, swirling and
rising. It formed the figure of a man, blurred and indistinct. A slight breeze touched it, sending
it noving towards her, and Sigarni scranbled to her feet and backed away.

"Do not run,' whispered a man's voice inside her nind

But she did, turning and sprinting up over the rocks and away on to the old deer trail

Sigarni did not stop until she had reached her cabin, and even then she barred the door and built
a roaring fire. Focusing her gaze on the tinbered wall, she scanned the weapons hanging there: the
| eaf - bl aded broadsword, the bow of horn and the quiver of black-shafted arrows, the daggers and
dirks and the helm with its crown and cheek-guards of black iron and the nasal guard and brows of
pol i shed brass. Moving to themshe lifted down a | ong dagger, and sat honing its blade with a
whet st one.

It was an hour before she stopped trenbling.

Gnal chmai ''s mouth was dry, and his tongue felt as if he had spent the night chewi ng badger fur

The norning sunlight hurt his eyes, and the bouncing of the dog-cart caused his stonmach to heave.
He broke wind noisily, which eased the pressure on his belly. He always used to enjoy getting
drunk in the norning, but during the |ast few years it had begun to seemlike a chore. The great
grey wol fhounds, Shanmol and Cabris, paused in their pulling and the cart stopped. Shanol was

| ooking to the left of the trail, his head still, dark eyes alert. Cabris squatted down, seemningly
bored. 'No hares today, boys!' said Gwalch, flicking the reins. Reluctantly Shanol | aunched
hinself into the traces. Caught unawares, Cabris did not rise in time and al nost went under the
little cart. Angry, the hound took a nip at Shamol's flank. The two dogs began to snarl, their fur
bristling.

"Quiet!' bellowed Gnal ch. 'Hell's dungeons, | haven't had a headache |ike this since the axe broke
my skull. So keep it down and behave yourselves.' Both hounds | ooked at him then felt the |ight
touch of the reins on their backs. Cbediently they started to pull. Reaching behind him Gwal ch
lifted a jug of honey mead and took a swal |l ow.

Sigarni's cabin was in sight now, and he could see the black bitch, Lady, sitting hi the dust
before it. So could Shanol and Cabris and with a lunge they broke into a run. Gaal ch was caught
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between the desire to save his bones and the need to protect his jug. He clung on grinmly. The cart
survived the race down the hill, and once on | evel ground Gwaal ch began to hope that the worst was
over. But then Lady ran at the hounds, swerving at the last nonent to race away into the neadow.
Shanol and Cabris tried to follow her, the cart tipped and Gwnal ch flew through the air, stil
clutching his jug to his scrawny chest. Tw sting, he struck the ground on his back, honey nead
slurping fromthe jug to drench his green woollen tunic. Slowy he sat up, then took a long drink
The hounds were now sitting quietly by the upturned cart, watching himgravely. Leaving the jug on
t he boardwal k, he stood and wal ked to where the cart lay. Righting it he noved to the dogs,
untying the reins. Shanmol nuzzled his hand, but Cabris took off inmediately towards the woods in
search of Lady. Shanol anbled after him

Gnal ch recovered his jug and went into the house. He found Sigarni sitting at the table, a dagger
before her. Her hair was unwashed, her face drawn, her eyes tired. Gwalch gathered two clay cups

and filled them both with nead, pushing one towards her. She shook her head. 'Drink it, girl," he
said sitting opposite her. '"It'll do you no harm'

"Read nmy mind,' she commanded.
"No. You'll remenber when you are ready.'

"Damm you, Gnal ch! you're quick to tell everyone's fortune but nine. Wat happened that ni ght when
my parents were butchered? Tell ne!'

"You know what happened. Your ... father and his wife were lulled. You survived. Wat else is
there to know?'

"Way did nmy hair turn white? Wiy were the bodies buried so swiftly? | didn't even see them
"Tell me about |ast night.
"Way should 1? You already know. Bernt's ghost cane to ne at the pool."

"No," he said, 'that wasn't Bernt. Poor, sad Bernt is gone fromthe world. The spirit who spoke to
you was from another tinme. Wiy did you run?

"I was ... frightened.' Her pale eyes |locked to his, daring himto criticize her

Gnval ch smled. 'Not easy to admit, is it? Not when you are Sigarni the Huntress, the woman who
needs no one. Did you know this is ny birthday? Seventy-eight years ago today | nmade ny first cry.
Killed nmy first man fourteen years later, a cattle raider. Tracked himfor three days. He took ny
father's prize bull. It's been a long life, Sigarni. Long and irritatingly eventful.' Pouring the
| ast of the nmead, he drained it in a single swallow, then gazed longingly at the enpty jug.

"Who was the ghost?' she asked

"Go and ask him woman. Call for him' She shivered and | ooked away.
"I can"t.'

Gnal ch chuckl ed. ' There is nothing you cannot do, Sigarni. Nothing.'

Reachi ng across the table she took his hand, stroking it tenderly. 'Ch,conme on, Gmal ch, are we not
friends? Wiy won't you help ne?’

"l am hel ping you. | amgiving you good advice. You don't renenber the night of the Sl aughter. You
will, when the tine is right. | hel ped take the nmenory fromyou when |I found you by the pool
Madness had cone upon you, girl. You were sitting in a puddl e ofyour own urine. Your eyes were

bl ank, and you were slack-jawed. | had a friend with ne; his nane was Taliesen. It was he - and

anot her - who slew the Slaughterers. Taliesen told ne we were going to | ock away the nenory and
bring you back to the world of the living. W did exactly that. The door will open one day, when
you are strong enough to turn the key. That's what he told ne.'

'So,' she said, snatching back her hand, 'your only advice is for me to return to the pool and
face the ghost? Yes?
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"Yes,' he agreed.
"Well, I won't do it.'

"That is your choice, Sigarni. And perhaps it is the right one. Time will show Are you angry with
me?'

"Yes.'
"Too angry to fetch me the flagon of honey nead you have in the kitchen?

Sigarni smled then, and fetched the flagon. 'You are an old reprobate, and | don't know why
you've lived so long. | think maybe you are just too stubborn to die.' Leaning forward she
proffered the flagon, but as he reached for it she drew it back. 'One question you mustanswer. The
Sl aught erers were not human, were they?' He licked his lips, buthis eyes remained fixed on the
flagon. 'Were they?' she persisted.

"No,' he admitted. 'They were birthed in die Dark, Hollowtooths sent to kill you.'

"Way me?'
"You sai d one question,' he rem nded her, "but I'll answer it. They came for you because of who
you are. And that is all | will say now But | prom se you we will speak again soon.'

She handed himthe flagon and sat down.
"l cannot go to the pool, Gwal. | cannot.'
Gnal chmai did not answer her. The mead was beginning to work its nagic, and his mnd swam

The Baron Ranul ph Gottasson ran a bony finger down the line on the map. 'And this represents
what ?' he asked the bl ond young man shivering before him Leofric rubbed his cold hands together
t hankful that he had had the conmon sense to wear a wool |l en undershirt below his tunic, and two
pairs of thick socks. Hs fleece-lined gloves were in his pocket, and he wi shed he had the nerve
to wear them The Baron's study at the top of the G tadel was always cold, though a fire was
permanently laid, as if to nock the Baron's servants. 'Are you listening, boy?" snarled the Baron

Leofric | eaned over the table and felt the cold breeze fromthe open wi ndow flicker against his
back. 'That is the river Dranuin, sir. It starts on the northern flank of H gh Druin and neanders
through the forest into the sea. That is in Pallides |ands.'

The Baron gl anced up and sniled. The boy's face was blue-tinged. 'Cold, Leofric?

"Yes, sir.
"A soldier learns to put aside thoughts of disconfort. Now tell ne about the Pallides.

I"'mnot a soldier, thought Leofric, | ama cleric. And there is a difference between the

di sconfort endured through necessity and the active enjoynment of it. But these thoughts he kept to
hinself. 'The | argest of the clans, the Pallides nunber sone six thousand people. It used to be
nore, but the Great War devastated them In the main they are cattle-breeders, though there are
sonme farms which grow oats and barley. In the far north there are two main fishing fleets. The
Pal | i des are spread over sone two hundred square miles and live in sixteen villages, the |argest
being Caswallir, naned after a warrior of old who, |egend clains, brought the Wtch Queen to their
aid in the Aenir Wars.'

"l don't care about |egends. Just facts. How many people in Caswallir?

"Around el even hundred, sir, but it does depend on the time of the year. They have their Ganmes in
the autum and there could be as many as five thousand people attending every day for ten days. O
course, these are not all Pallides. Loda, Farlain, and even sone Wngoras will attend - though the
W ngoras are all but finished now. Qur census shows only around one hundred and forty remain in
the renote Highlands.’
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" How nany fighting nen?

"Just the Pallides, sir? asked Leofric, sitting down and openi ng a heavy | eat her-bound | edger

The Baron nodded. 'It is difficult to estimate, sir. After all, what constitutes a fighting man in
a people with no arny? If we are tal king nmen and ol der boys capabl e of bearing arnms, then the
figure would be ..." He flicked through three pages, naking swift nental calcul ations, then went
on:'... say... eighteen hundred. But of these around a thousand woul d be bel ow the age of
seventeen. Hardly veterans.'

"Who | eads then?’

"Well, sir, as you know there is no |longer an official Hunt Lord, but our spies tell us that the
people still revere Fyon Sharp-axe, and treat himas if he still held the tide.'
Lifting a quill pen, the Baron di pped the sharpened nib into a pot of ink and scrawl ed the name on

a single sheet of paper. 'Go on.'

"What else can | tell you, sir? asked Leofric, nonplussed.

"Who el se do they revere?

"Er ... | don't have information on that sir. Merely statistics.'

The Baron's hooded eyes focused on the younger man's face. 'Find out, Leofric. Al possible
| eaders. Names, directions to their hones or farms.'

"Mght | ask, sir, why are we gathering this information? Al our agents assure us there is no
hint of rebellion in the H ghlands. They do not have the nen, the weapons, the training or the
| eaders.'

"Now tell me about the other clans,' said the Baron, his quill at the ready.

Bal | i star sat perched on the saddle of the snall grey pony and stared around at the village of
Clfallen. Despite his fears, he gazed with a

sense of wonder at this unfanmiliar view The pony was only ten hands high, barrel-bellied with
short stubby legs - a dwarf horse for a dwarf. And yet, Ballistar estinmated, he was now vi ew ng
the world fromaround six feet high, seeing it as Fell or Sigarni would see it.

Fat Tovi energed from his bakery, and snmiled at the dwarf. 'Wat nonsense is this? he asked,
transferring his gaze to the man on the bl ack gel ding who was waiting patiently beyond Ballistar.

'The sorcerer Asnidir has asked ne to cook for him' said Ballistar boldly, though even the words
sent a flicker of fear through him 'And he has given ne this pony. For ny own.'

"It suits you,' said Tovi. "It looks nore like a |arge dog.'

G ane the Smith wandered over. 'She's a fine beast,' he said, stroking his thick white beard. 'In

years gone by the Lowl and chariots were drawn by such as she. Tough breed.
"She's mine!' said Ballistar, grinning.
"W nust leave,' said the man on the black gelding, his voice deep. 'The nmaster is waiting.'

Bal i star tugged on the reins and tried to heel the pony forward, but his legs were so short that
his feet did not extend past the saddl e and the pony stood still. G ame chuckled and wal ked back
to his forge, returning with a slender riding-crop

"Gve her just a touch with this,' he said. 'Not too hard, mind, and acconpany it with a word - or
sound - of command.'

Bal listar took the | eather crop. 'H ddy up!' he shouted, swi ping the crop against the pony's rear
The little aninmal reared and sprinted and Bal listar tunbled backwards in a somersault. G ane
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stepped forward and caught the dwarf, then both fell to the ground. Ballistar, his bearded face
crimson, struggled to his feet as Asmidir's servant rode after the pony and | ed her back. Tovi was
beside hinself with mrth, the boom ng sound of his |aughter echoing through the village.

' Thank you, Granme,' said Ballistar, with as nuch dignity as he could nuster. The smth pushed
hinmself to his feet and dusted hinself down.

"Think nothing of it,' he said. 'Conme, try again!' Pushing his huge hands under Ballistar's
arnpits he hoisted the dwarf to the saddle. 'You'll get the hang of it soon enough. Now be off
with you!'

"Hiddy up!' said Ballistar, nmore softly. The pony noved forward and Ballistar lurched to the left,
but clung on to the pommel and righted hinself.

Wth the village behind themBallistar's fear returned. He had been sitting quietly behind the
tavern when the dark-skinned servant found him Had he been asked beforehand whet her he woul d be
interested in a journey to the wizard's castle, Ballistar woul d have answered with a curt shake of
his head. But two gold pieces and a pony had changed his m nd. Two gol d pi eces! Mdre noney than
Bal I i star had ever held. Enough to buy the little shack, instead of paying rent. More than enough
to have the cobbl er nake hima new pair of boots.

If he doesn 't sacrifice you to the denons!

Bal | i star shivered. Gancing up at the nan on the tall horse, he gave a nervous smle, but the man
did not respond. 'Have you served your master |ong?' he enquired, trying to start a conversation.

"Yes.'

And that was it. The man touched heels to the gelding and noved ahead, Ballistar nmeekly follow ng.
They rode for nore than an hour, noving through the trees and over the high hills. Towards md-
morning Ballistar saw Fell and two of his foresters, Gwn Dark-eye and Bakris Toot h-gone; he waved
and called out to them

The three foresters converged on the dwarf, ignoring the dark-skinned rider. 'Good day to you,
Fell,' said Ballistar. Fell grinned, and Ballistar experienced renewed pleasure in the fact that
he coul d | ook the handsone forester straight in the eye.

'CGood day to you, little friend. She is a fine pony.'
"She's mne. Agift fromthe sorcerer.
"He is not a sorcerer!’' snapped the servant. 'And | wi sh you would stop saying it.'

' The Black man wants ne to cook for him Duck! Sigarni told himabout me; he's paid me with this
pony.' Ballistar decided not to nention the gold pieces. Fell he |liked above all men, and Gwn
Dar k- eye had al ways been kind to him But Bakris Toot h-gone was not a nan Ballistar trusted.

"Are you sure he doesn't want to cook you?' asked Gwn. A slightly smaller man than Fell, and
round-shoul dered, Gwn was the finest archer anong the Loda.

Bal | i star | ooked down upon himand noticed the nan had a bal d spot beginning at his crowm. 'On a
day |ike today the thought does not concern nme,' said Ballistar happily. 'Today | have seen the
world as a tall man.'

"Enjoy it,' sneered Bakris. 'Because when you get off that m dget

horse you'll return to the useless lunp you ve always been.' The words were harshly spoken, and
they cut through Ballistar's good hunour. Fell swung angrily on the forester but before he could
speak Bal listar cut in.

"Don't worry about it, Fell. He's only angry because |I've got a bigger prick than him | don't
know why it should concern him Everyone el se has too!"’

Bakris lunged at the dwarf, but Fell caught himby the shoul der of his |leather jerkin and dragged
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hi m back. 'That's enough!' roared Fell. The sudden commoti on caused the pony to nove forward.
Asmi dir's servant nudged his gel ding alongside and the two riders continued on their way.

Bal listar swng in the saddl e and | ooked back at the foresters. Wien he saw Bakris staring after
himhe lifted his fist and waggled his little finger

Asmidir's servant chuckl ed. 'You shouldn't be so swift to make enem es,' he observed.
‘I don't care,' said Ballistar

"And why is it that you Hi ghlanders value so nuch the size of the male organ? Size is of no
rel evance, not to the act itself nor to the pleasure derived.

Bal I i star glanced up at the man. ' Ah,' he thought, 'so you've got a small one too!' Al oud he said,
"I wouldn't know. | have never had a wonman.'

It was mid-afternoon when they topped the last rise before the castle. Ballistar had never
travelled this far before and he halted his pony to stare down at the magnificent building. It was
not a castle in the true sense, for it was indefensible, having w de-open gateways wi th no gates,
and no nobat surrounding it. It had once been the house of the Hunt Lord of the Giigors, but that
clan had been annihilated in the Low and wars, the few survivors becom ng part of the Loda. A
three-storied building, with a single tower by the north wall that rose to five storeys, it was
built of grey granite, and the w ndows were of coloured glass joined by |ead strips.

"W are late,' said the servant. ' Cone!'

Ballistar's heart was poundi ng and his hands trenbled as he flapped the reins against the pony's
neck.

Two gol d pieces seermed a tiny anpunt just then

4

AUTUWN WAS NOT far off, but here in the H ghlands even the | ast days of sumer were touched by a
bitter cold that warned of the terrible winters that lay ahead. Two fires blazed at either end of
the Iong hall, and even the heavy vel vet curtains shinmered against the cold fingers of the biting
wi nd that sought out the cracks and gaps in the old w ndow franes.

Asnmidir pushed away his enpty plate and | eaned back in his chair. 'You are a fine cook,' he told
the dwarf. Two servants entered, lighting lanterns that hung in iron brackets on the walls, and
the hall was filled with a soft gl ow.

‘Can | go now?' asked Ballistar. The little nman was sitting at the table, on a chair set upon
bl ocks of wood.

"My dear fellow, of course you can go. But it is already beconing dark and your pony is bedded
down for the night in a confortable stall. | have had a room prepared for you. There is a warm
fire there, and a soft bed. Tonorrow one of ny servants will cook you a breakfast and saddl e your
pony. How does that sound?

"That is wondrous kind,' said Ballistar uneasily, 'but | would |ike to be on ny way.'
"You fear me?' asked Asmidir nmildly.
"Alittle," adnmitted the dwarf.

"You think me a sorcerer. Yes | know. Sigarni told me. But | amnot, Ballistar. | amnerely a man.
Oh, | know a few spells. In Kushir all the children of the rich are taught to make fire fromair
and some can even shape dancing figures fromthe flames. | amnot one of those. | was a nobleman -
a warrior. Now | am a Highlander, albeit sonmewhat nore dusky than nost. And | woul d be your
friend. I do not harmny friends, nor do | lie. Do you believe ne?

"What does it matter whether | believe you or not?'" countered the dwarf. 'You will do as you
wi sh.'
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"It matters to ne,' said Asnmidir. 'In Kushir it was considered unacceptable for noblenen to lie.
It was one of the reasons the Qutlanders - as you call them- defeated the arnmi es of the Kushir
King. The Qutlanders kept |lying: they signed treaties they had no intention of honouring, nade
peace, then invaded. They used spies and agents, filling Kushir soldiers with fear and trenbling
An appal ling eneny with no sense of honour.'

"But you fought alongside them' said Ballistar.

"Yes. It is a source of endless regret. Conme, sit by the fire and we shall talk.' The black man
rose and wal ked to the fireside, settling his long frane into a deep arnthair of burnished

| eather. A servant appeared and drew back Ballistar's seat, allowing the little man to slide from
his cushions to the floor. Asmidir watched as he clinbed with difficulty into the opposite
arnchair, then, waving away the servant, he |eaned forward. 'You treat your affliction with great
courage, Ballistar. | respect that. Now what shall we speak of?

"You could tell ne why you served the Qutlanders,' said the dwarf.

"Swift and to the point,' observed Asmidir, with an easy grin. 'It all canme down to politics. My
fam |y were accused of treason by the Kushir King. He was hunting us down at the tine the

Qutl anders invaded. My sister and ny wife were executed by him ny father blinded and thrown into
a dungeon. We have a saying in Kushir - the eneny of nmy eneny nust therefore be nmy friend. So |
joined with the Qutlanders.'

"And now you regret it?

"OF course. There is no genuine satisfaction in revenge, Ballistar. All a man unl eashes is a beast
which will destroy even those he loves. Cities were laid waste, the people slaughtered or sold
into slavery. Arich, cultured nation was set back two hundred years. And even when they had won,
the slaughter continued. The Qutlanders are a barbaric people, with no understanding of the

sinpl est economic realities. The Kushir was rich because of trade and conmerce. The lines of trade
were severed, and treaties with friendly nations broken. There was a Great Library at Coshantin,
the capital; the Qutlanders burned it down.' Asmidir sighed and |lifted an iron poker, idly
stabbi ng at the burning | ogs.

"You grew to hate thenf

"Ch yes! Hatred as strong and tall as High Druin. But two men nore than any other, the Baron
Ranul ph and the Earl of Jastey. The King hinself is nerely a nerciless savage, hol ding power
t hrough rut hl essness and nani pul ati on. The Baron and the Earl hold the bal ance of his power.'

"Wiy are you telling ne this? asked Ballistar. 'It is not wse.'

Asmidir smled. "It is a question of judgenent, ny friend. Do you trust Sigarni?
"I n what way?

"Her instincts, her values, her courage ... whatever?

"She is intelligent and does not suffer fools. Wat has this to do with anything?

"She trusts you, Ballistar. Therefore so do |I. And as for the risk... well, all life is a risk.
And tine is running too short for ne to remain conservative in nmy plans. Sigarni tells nme you are
a great storyteller, and somewhat of a historian. Tell me of the clans. Were are they from how
did they cone here? Who are their heroes and why? What are their noble |ines?

"You are noving too fast for ne,' said Ballistar. 'A nonment ago we were tal king of trust. Before
that, revenge. Now you want a story. Tell ne first your purpose.'

"Aclear thinker ... | like that. Very well. First | shall tell you a story.' Asnmidir clapped his
hands and a servant came forward bearing a tray on which were two gol den goblets filled with fine
red wine. Ballistar accepted the first, holding it carefully in both hands. As the servant
departed Asnmidir sipped his drink, then set the goblet aside. Leaning back, he rested his head on
the high back of the chair. '"Wth Kushir in ruins | went home to ny palace. An old nman, dressed in
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a cloak of feathers, was waiting for ne there. Hs face was seaned with winkles and lines, his
hair and beard so thin they appeared to be fashioned fromthe nmenory of wood-snoke. He was sitting
on the steps before ny door. A servant told nme he had arrived an hour before, and refused to be
moved; they tried to |ay hands upon him but could not approach him Knowing himto be a w zard,
they withdrew. | approached hi mand asked what he wanted. He stood and wal ked towards ny honme. The
door opened for him though there were no servants close, and he nade his way to ny study. Once
there, he asked nme what | felt about the destruction of ny land and nmy part init. | did not
answer him for my shanme was too great. He said nothing for a noment, then he bade ne sit and
began to talk of history. It was fascinating, Ballistar. It was as if he had wi tnessed all the
events hinsel f. Perhaps he had. | don't know He spoke of the growth of evil and how, like a

pl ague, it spreads and destroys. It was vital, he said, that there should al ways be adequate
count er - bal ances agai nst the forces of w ckedness.

"Yet he insisted, we had reached a period of history when there was no bal ance. The CQutl anders and
their allies were conquering all in their path. And those nations still resisting the advance of
the Qutl anders were doomed, for there were no great |eaders anmong them Then he told nme of a
conquered nation, and a conmander yet to cone. He said - and | believed himutterly - that here,
inthe north, | would find a prince of destiny, and fromthe ashes of Hi ghland dreans would cone a
dynasty that would light our way forward into a better future. | cane here with high hopes,

Bal listar, and yet what do I find?

"There is no | eader. There is no arny. And in the spring the Qutlanders will cone here with fire
and sword and extermni nate hundreds, perhaps thousands, of peaceful farners, cattle-nmen and

villagers.' Asnmidir threwa dry log to the dying blaze. 'I do not believe that the ancient one
lied to me ... and | cannot accept that he m ght have been m staken. Sonewhere in these |ands
there is a man born to be King. I nust find himbefore mdw nter.'

Ballistar drained his wine. It was rich and heavy and he felt his head swi nming. 'And you think ny
stories mght help you?' he asked.

"They might provide ne with a clue.'

‘"I don't see how. Legend has it that our ancestors passed through a magi c Gateway, but | suspect
our history is no different fromother mgrating peoples. W probably cane froma | and across the
water, originally as raiders. Some of our people then grewto |ove the nountains, and sent back
ships for their families. For centuries the clans warred upon one another, but then another
nmigrating group arrived. They were called the Aenir, ancestors of the Qutlanders. There was a
great war. After that the clans formed a | oose-knit confederacy.'

"But you had kings? From where did they cone?

"The first true King was Sorain, known as Ironhand. He was fromthe Wngoras, a mghty warrior
Hundreds of years ago he led the clans against the Three Arm es and destroyed them Even the
Low and cl ans respected him for he risked everything to free their towns. He vani shed one day,
but legend has it he will return when needed.’

Asmi dir shook his head. '| doubt that. Every nation | know of has a hero of nyth, pledged to
return. None of themdo. Did he have heirs?" 'No. He had a child, but the babe disappeared -
probably murdered and buried in the woods."'

'So what of the other kings?' enquired Asnmidir

' There was Gandarin, also known as the Crinson - another great warrior and statesman. He died too
soon and his sons fought anong thenselves for the crown. Then the Qutlanders invaded and the clans
put on their red cloaks of war and were cut down on Gol den Mbor. That was years ago. The young
King fled over the water, but he was nurdered there. Anyone known to share the blood of Gandarin
was al so put to the sword. And the Wearing of the Crinson was banned. No Hi ghl ander can have even
a scarf of that col our.'

"And there is no one left of his |ine?

"As far as | know there is only Sigarni, and she is barren.'
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Asmidir rubbed his tired eyes and tried to disguise the dejection he felt. 'He must be sonewhere,
he whi spered, 'and he will need ne. The ancient one nade that clear to ne.

'He coul d have been wong,' volunteered Ballistar. 'Even Gnalch is wong sonetinmes.'
" Gnal ch?'

"The Clan Gfted One. He used to be a warrior, but he was wounded in the head and after that he
became a prophet of sorts. People tend to avoid him H's visions are all doomfilled and gl oony.
Maybe that's why he drinks so nuch!’

Asmidir's spirits lifted. 'Tell ne where to find him' he said.

Sigarni was angry with herself. Four tinmes that norning she had fl own Abby, and four tinmes the red
hawk had missed the kill. Abby was a little overweight, for there had been three days of solid
rain and she had not flown, but even so she was acting sluggishly and the tourney was only two
weeks away. Sigarni was angry because she didn't know what to do, and was loth to ask Asmidir.
Coul d Abby be ill? She didn't think so, for the bird was flying beautifully, folding her wi ngs and
di ving, swooping, turning. Only at the point of the kill did she fail. The pattern with the red
hawk was al ways the same - swoop over the hare, flick her talons, tunbling the prey, then
fastening to it. Sigarni would run forward, covering the hare with her glove, then

casting a piece of neat sone distance fromthe hawk. The bird would glance at the titbhit, then
| eave the gloved hare to be killed and bagged by Sigarni. But not today.

Sigarni lifted her armand whistled for Abby. The hawk di ved obediently fromthe high branch and
| anded on the outstretched fist, her cruel beak fastening to the tiny anount of meat Sigarni held
bet ween her fingers.

"What's wrong with you, Abby?' whispered Sigarni, stroking the bird' s breast with a | ong pigeon
feather. 'Are you sick? The golden eyes, bright and inpenetrable, |ooked into her own.

Returning to the cabin, Sigarni did not take Abby to her bow perch but carried her inside and sat
her on the high back of a wooden chair. The cabin was cold and Sigarni |lit a fire, banking up the
| ogs and adding two |arge lunps of coal fromthe sack given to her by Asmidir. Fromthe cupboard
she took her scales, hooking themto a broad beam across the centre of the cabin. Fetching Abby,
she wei ghed her. Two pounds seven ounces: five ounces above her perfect killing weight.

"What am | to do with you, beauty?" she asked softly, stroking the bird s"head and neck. 'To keep

you obedient | mnust feed you, yet if you do not fly you get fat and | azy and are useless to ne. If
| starve you, all your training will disappear and | will be forced to start again as if it never

was. Yet you are intelligent. | knowthis. |Is your menory so short? Mmm®? |s that it, Abby?

Si garni sighed. Taking the hawk's hood fromthe pouch at her belt, she stroked it into place. Abby
sat quietly, blind now, but trusting. Sigarni sat by the fire, tired and |istless.

Lady scratched at the door and Sigarni opened it, allowi ng the hound to pad inside and stretch her

| ean black frame in front of the fire. 'I hope you've already eaten,' she told the hound, 'since
we' ve caught nothing today.' Lady's tail beat against the floor and she tilted back her head,
| ooki ng at Sigarni through one huge, brown eye. 'Yes,' said the woman, '| don't doubt you have.

You're the best hare hound in the Hi ghlands. You know that, don't you? Faster than the wind -
t hough not as fast as Abby.'

The darkness was growi ng outside and Sigarni lit a small |anp which she hung over the fireplace.
Stretching out her |egs, she renoved her wet doeskin boots and her oiled | eather troos. The warm
air fromthe fire touched the bare skin of her |legs and she shivered with pleasure. 'If only |
wasn't hungry,' she said aloud, stripping off her buckskin shirt and tossing it to the floor. The
fire crackled and grew, casting dancing shadows on the walls of the cabin.

"I have the bells of Hell clanging in nmy head,' said Gnal ch, wal king fromthe bedroom clutching
his tenpl es.

" Then you shouldn't drink so nuch, Gaal,' she said, with a snile.
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"All right for you but |I..." He stopped as he saw her nakedness. 'Jarka's balls, woman! That's not
decent !

"You said you'd be gone, old fool. It would be decent enough were | al one!

"Ah, well,' he said, with a broad grin, "I think I mght as well nake the best of it." Pulling up
a chair, he gazed with honest adnmiration at her fire-lit form 'Wnderful creatures, wonen,' he
said. 'If God ever nmde anything nore beautiful He has never shown it to ne.'

"Since your eyes are standing now on reed stalks, | take it that you are a breast man,' she said,
with a laugh. '"Now Fell is a legs and hips man. His eyes are naturally drawmm to a wonan's

buttocks. Strange beasts, nen. |f God ever nade anything nore |udicrous She's never shown it to
ne. '

Gnal ch | eaned back and roared with | aughter. 'Bl aspheny and indecency in the sane breath. By
Heavens, Sigarni, there is no one |like you. Now, for the sake of an old nan's feelings, will you
cover yoursel f?

'Feel the blood rising, old man?
"No, and that is depressing. Dress for me, child. There's a good girl.'

Sigarni did not argue, but slipped a buckskin shirt over her head. It was alnost as long as a
tunic and covered her to her thighs. 'Is that better, Gnal ? You weren't so worried when | |ived
with you, and you bat hed ne and washed ny hair.'

"You were a child and titless. And you were hurt, lass.'
"How do you kill a denobn, Gwal ?* she asked softly.

He scratched at the white stubble on his chin. 'Is there no food in this house? By God, a man
could die of starvation visiting you.

"There's a little cold stew, and a spare flagon of your honey spirit. It's too fiery for ny taste.
You want that, or shall | heat up the stew?

He gave a wicked grin and wi nked. 'No |lass. Just fetch ne a drop of the honeydew. '
"First a bargain.'

"No," he said, his voice firm "I will tell you no nore. Not yet. And if that neans a dry night,
then so be it.

"When will you tell ne?
"Soon. Trust ne.'’

"Cf all nmen | trust you nost,' she said noving forward to kiss his brow She fetched himthe
flagon and watched as he filled a clay cup. The liquid was thin and gol den, and touched the throat
like a flane. Gnal ch drained the cup and | eaned back with a sigh

" Enough of this and a man would live for ever,' he said.

She shook her head. 'You are incorrigible. Do you know the | egend of |ronhand?
"OfF course. Went through a Gateway, to return when we need him'

"And will he return?

"Yes. Wien the tine is right." He drank a second cup

"That's not true, Gmalch. | found his bones.'

"Yes | know. Under several boulders in the pool of the falls. Wiy did you tell no one?
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Sigarni was surprised, though instantly she knew she shoul d not have been. 'Wiy do you ask, when
you al ready know t he answer?' she countered.

"It is not polite to answer a question with a question, girl. You know that.'

" Peopl e need | egends,’ she told him "W am| to rob them of their power? He was a great man, and
it is nice for people to think that he actually nmanaged to kill all the assassins, instead of
bei ng done to death by the nurdering scum'

"Ch, but he did kill themall! Seven of them and hi mwunded unto death. Killed them and their
war - hounds. Then he sat by the pool, his strength fading. He was found by one of his retainers, a
trusted man, |oyal and steadfast. Ironhand told himto hide his body where none could find it
until the chosen tine. You see, he had the Gft. It cane on himas he was dying. So the word went
out that Ironhand had crossed the Gateway and would one day return. And so it wll be.

Gnal ch filled a third cup and half drank it. Leaning forward, he placed the cup on the hearth-
stone, then sank back, his breathing deepening.

"Wien will he cone back, Gmal ch?' whispered Sigarni.
"He al ready has once,' answered the old man, his voice slurring.

"On the night of the slaughter. It was he who killed the |ast denon.' The old man began to snore
gently.

Fell loved the nountains, the high, |onely passes, the stands of pine and the sloping valleys, the
snow crowned peaks and the vast sweep of this harsh country. He stood now above the snow |ine on
High Druin staring out to the north, the lands of the Pallides and further to the distant
shinmering river that separated the Pallides clan fromthe quiet, grimmen of the Farlain, This
was a | and that demanded nuch froma man. Farm ng was not easy here, for the winters were harsh
beyond conpare, the summers often wet and miserable, drowning the roots of nobst crops, bar oats
whi ch seened to thrive in the Highlands. Cattle were bred in the valleys, hard, tough |ong-haired
beasts with horns sweeping out, sharp as needl es. Those horns needed to be sharp when the wol ves
came, or the black bears. And despite the long hair and the sturdiness of their powerful bodies,
the vicious winters clainmed a | arge percentage of the beasts - trapped in snowdrifts, or killed
in falls fromthe icy ridges and steep rises.

It was no land for the weak of spirit, or the soft of body.

The cool dusk breeze brushed the skin of his face and he rubbed his chin. Soon he would let his
cl ose-cropped beard grow long, protecting his face and neck fromthe bitter bite of the winter
Wi nds.

Fell clinbed on, traversing a treacherous ridge and clinmbing down towards the supply cave. He
reached it just before nightfall. The flap which covered the narrow opening was rotting and he
made a nental note to bring a new spread of canvas on his next visit. It wasn't much of a barrier
but it kept stray animals fromusing the cave as shelter, and on a cold night it helped to hold in
the heat fromthe fire. The cave was d.eep, but narrow, and a rough-built hearth had been built
sonme ten feet fromthe back wall below a natural chimey that filtered snmoke up through the
mountain. As was usual the fire was laid, ready for a traveller, with two flint rocks |laid beside
it. By the far wall was enough wood to keep a bl aze burning for several nights. There was also a
store cupboard contai ning oats and honey, and a small pot of salted beef. Alongside this were a
dozen wax candl es.

It was one of Fell's favourite places. Here, sitting quietly without interruption, he could think
or dream Mostly he thought about his role as captain of the foresters; how best to patrol the
forests and valleys, to cull the deer herds, and hunt the wolves. Tonight he wanted to dream to
sit idly in the cave and settle his spirit. Swiftly he lit a fire, then renoved his cloak and pack
and stood his | ongbow and qui ver against the wall. Fromthe pack he pulled a small pot and a sack
of oats. Wen the fire had taken he placed the pot over it and nade several trips outside,
returning with handfuls of snow which he dropped into the pot. At |ast when there was enough water
he added oats and a pinch of salt, stirring the contents with a wooden spoon. Fell preferred his
porridge with honey, but he had brought none with himand was loth to raid the store. A man could
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never tell when he woul d need the provisions in the small store cupboard, and Fell did not want to
be stuck on High Druin in the depths of winter, only to remenber that on a calmnight in late
sumer he had eaten the honey on a whim

I nstead he cooked his porridge unsweetened, then put it aside to cool

Sigarni's face cane unbidden to his mnd and Fell swore softly. 'l nust have sons,' he said al oud,
surprised how defensive the words sounded.

"A man needs | ove also,' said a voice

Fell's heart al nost stopped beating. Leaping to his feet, he spun around. There was no one there
The forester drew his doubl e-edged hunting knife.

"You'll have no need of that, boy,' said the voice, this time conming fromhis left. Fell turned to
see, sitting quietly by the fire, the oldest nan he had ever seen, his face a nmaze of fire-lit
wrinkl es, his skin sagging grotesquely around the chin. He was wearing a tunic and | eggi ngs of
green plaid, and a cloak that seened to be fashioned fromfeathers of every kind, pigeon, hawk,
sparrow, raven... Fell flicked a glance at the canvas flap over the doorway. It was still pegged
in place.

"How did you get in here? he asked.

' By anot her doorway, Fell. Cone, sit with ne.' The old nan stretched out a fleshless arm and
gestured to the forester to join him

"Are you a ghost?

The ol d man thought about it. 'An interesting question. I amdue to die |ong before you were born
So, in one sense, | suppose | amalready dead. But no, | amnot a spirit. I amflesh and bl ood,
though there is precious little flesh left. | am Taliesen the druid.'

Fell rmoved to the fire and squatted down opposite the old man. He seenmed harnl ess enough, and was
carryi ng no weapon but, even so, Fell kept his dagger in his hand. "Howis it that you know ne?
he asked. 'Your father gave ne bread and salt the last tine | cane here, nineteen years ago, by
your reckoning. You were six. You |looked at ny face and asked me why it no longer fit ne.' The old
man gave a dry chuckle. 'l do so |l ove the young. Their questions are so deliciously inpertinent.'

‘I don't renmenber it.'

"It was the night of the twin noons. | had another man with ne; he was tall and reckl essly
handsonme, and he wore a shirt of buckskin enblazoned with a red hawk notif.

"l do renenber,' said Fell, surprised. 'H s nane was Caswal |l on and he sat with me and taught ne
how to whistle through nmy teeth.'

The old man's face showed a | ook of exasperation. He shook his head and whi spered sonet hing that

sounded to Fell like a curse. Then he | ooked up. 'It was a night when two noons appeared in the
sky, and the Gateways of tinme shimered open causing a mnor earthquake and several aval anches.
But you renenber it because you learned to whistle. Ah well, such, | fear, is the way of things.

Do you intend to share that porridge?

"Such was not my intention,' said Fell testily, 'but since you remind me of ny manners | am
obliged to offer you sone.

"It never does a man harmto be rem nded of his manners,' said Taliesen. Fell rose and fetched two

wooden bowl s fromthe cupboard. There was only one spoon, which he offered to the old nman

Taliesen ate slowy, then put aside his bowl half finished. 'I see you' ve lost the art of porridge

inthis time," he said. "Still, it will suffice to put alittle energy into this old frame. Now
to the matter at hand. How is Sigarni?'

"She is well, old man. How do you know her?

Talisen snmled. 'I don't. Well, not exactly. My friend with the hawk shirt brought her to the

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...%2001%20-%20lronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (38 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:12:00 PM]



file://IG|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmell %620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2001%20-%20I ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt

peopl e who raised her. He risked much to do so, but then he was an incautious man, and one rul ed
by an iron norality. Such men are dangerous friends, but they make even nore deadly enemi es.
Thankful |y he was al ways nore of a friend.'

"What do you nean brought her? She lived with her father and nmother until...'

'The ni ght of the slaughter... yes, yes, | know But they were not her parents. Their child died
in her cot. Sigarni was a... changeling.

But that is all beside the point. | take it the invasion is not under way yet? No, of course it

isn'"t. | may be getting old, but | still have a certain Talent when it cones to Gateways. It is

now si x days fromthe end of sumrer, yes?

" Four days, but you make no sense, old nman,' said Fell, adding nore wood to the fire. 'What
i nvasi on?'
" Four days? Mmmm Ah well, close enough,' said The old man, | ooking down at his gnarled hand and

tapping his thunb to each of the fingers, as if working on sonme sinple cal culation. He stood and
wandered to the doorway, pulling back the flap and | ooking up at the sky, scanning the bright
stars. 'Ah yes,' he said, returning to the fire. 'Four days. Quite right. No'w, what was your
questi on? The invasion. Mmm Were to begin? The descendants of the Aenir, the conquerers of the

Low ands. What do you call them ... Qutlanders? Yes, Qutlanders. They will conme in the spring with
fire and sword. | know you suspect this already, young Fell. Still, that is not inportant at this
monment, for we were speaking of Sigarni. Is she strong? Is she wilful and obstinate? Does she have

a piercing stare that strikes fear into the hearts of strong nen?

Fel | | aughed suddenly. 'Yes, all of those.'" H's snmile faded. 'But speak plainly, old man, for |
wi sh to hear nore of this invasion you speak of. Wiy would they invade?

"Why i ndeed? What notivates the minds of evil nen? Wo can truly know, save another evil man. And,
testy though |I have been throughout ny long life, | have never been evil, and therefore cannot
answer your questions with any guarantee of accuracy. | can hazard a guess, however.'

‘I never knew a nan who could talk so long and say so little,' snapped Fell

"Youth was always inpatient,' Taliesen rebuked himmldly. 'There are two nain reasons | can think
of . One concerns a prophecy being tal ked of in the south, about a great |eader who will rise anong
t he peopl es of the highlands. Prophecies of this nature are not usually wel coned by tyrants.
Secondly, and probably nore inportant, is the fact that the Baron Ranul ph Gottasson is anbitious.
He has two enenies, one is the King, and the other is the Earljastey. By raising an arny in the

H ghl ands he can make hinself a power again in the capital - especially with a few victories to
brag of." - '"How can he achieve victories when there is no arny to fight hinf

Tal i esen snmiled and shook his head. 'For that very reason, how can he not?

"But there is no leader. God's teeth, this is insane!' 'Wong again, boy. There is a | eader. That
is why | amhere, sitting in this cold, inhospitable cave, with its dull conpany and worse
porridge. There is a | eader?

Fell stared at him 'Me? You think it is nme?

"Do | look like an idiot, boy? No, Fell, you are not the | eader. You are brave and intelligent,
and you will be loyal.' He chuckled. 'Butyou are not gifted to conmand arm es. You have not the
talent, nor the will, nor the bl ood.

" Thank you for your honesty,' said Fell, feeling both aggrieved and relieved. ' Then who is it?

"You will see. In three days, outside the walls of G tadel towmn a sword will be raised, and the
Red will be worn again. Be there, Fell. In three days, at dawn. By the light of the new sun you
will see the birth of a |legend."'

The old man stood and his joints cracked like dry tw gs.

Fell rose also. 'If you are sone sort of prophet, then you nust know the outconme of the invasion
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WIl my people survive?

"Sonme will, some won't. But it is not quite so sinple, young nman. There is only ever one past, but
myriad futures, though sonetines the past can be another nman's future. Now there is ariddle to
spin your head like a top, eh?' The old nan's features softened. 'I'mnot trying to baffle you
Fell. But | have know edge gai ned over twenty tinmes your lifetine. | cannot inpart it to you in
the brief noment we have. Let us merely say that | know what shoul d happen, and | know what coul d
happen. | can therefore say with certainty what m ght happen. But never can | tell you what wll
happen!"’

"Even Gnalch is nore sure than that,' put in Fell, 'and he's drunk half the tine.'

'Sone events are set in stone, and a part of destiny,' agreed Taliesen, 'as you will see in three
days at Citadel town. Others are nore fluid.' He snmled. 'Don't even try to nake sense of what |
tell you. Just be close to Gtadel town. And now | w |l show you sonething nore nenorabl e than
teeth whistling. Watch carefully, Fell, for you will not see its |like again.'

So saying, the old nan wal ked towards the wall - and through it. Fell gasped, blinked, then pushed
hi msel f upright and ran to the wall

It was solid rock.

But of the old man there was no sign. For a nonment Fell stood there, his broad right hand resting
on the rock. Then he turned and gl anced back at the fire. It had di ed dowmn. Adding nore wood, he
waited until the flanes rose and flickered high, then settled down beside the fire. It was pitch-
dark and icy cold outside the cave now, but he felt the heat fromthe bl aze and was confortabl e.

And as he dropped into a deep and dreanl ess sl eep he heard again the words of the old nan.

"Be there, Fell. In three days, at dawn. By the light of the new sunyou ml| see the birth of a
| egend.’

W1l Stanmper noved through the market crowds, scanning for signs of cut-purses or beggars. He had
been Corporal of the Watch for two years now, and the burly soldier took his job very seriously.
Besi de himthe shorter Rel ph Wttersson nunched on an appl e.

"More people this year,' said Rel ph, tossing away the core. A mangy nongrel sniffed at it then
nmoved away.

"Popul ation's growing," WII told him stroking a broad finger under the chin strap of his iron
helmet. "All them new houses on East Street are sold now, and they're talking of building to the
north. God knows why people want to cone to this place.'

"You did,' Relph pointed out. WII nodded and was about to speak when he saw a small grey haired
man in a duty brown tunic noving at the edge of the crowd. The man saw him at the sanme instant and
swiftly darted down an all eyway.

"Alyn Shortblade,' said WII. 11l have the old bastard one of these days. Wat was | saying?"

"Can't renenber, sonething about buildings going up and immgrants coning in,' answered Rel ph
pausing at a neat stall and helping hinself to a salt beef sausage. The stall hol der said nothing
and | ooked away. Rel ph bit into the sausage. 'Not bad,' he said, 'but too nmuch cereal. Shoul dn't
be allowed. Can't rightly call it a sausage if there's nore bread than neat init.'

The two nmoved slowly through Market Street, then down Baker's Alley and into the main square,
where the tents and narquees were being erected ready for Tournanent Day. The sound of hanmers on
nails filled the square as workmen continued to build the high banked

seats for the nobles and their |ladies and WIl saw the slight, blond Lord Leofric directing
operations. Beside himstood the Captain of the Watch. WIIl cursed softly. Relph tapped WII's
arm

"Let's go back through Market Street,' he advised. WIl was about to agree when the Captain saw
them Wth an inperious flick of his finger he sumtmoned them over. WII| took a deep breath. He had
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no liking for the Captain, and worse, no respect. The man was a career soldier, but he cared
nothing for the well being of his nen.

Redgaer Kushir-bane, Knight of the Court, son of the Earl of Cordenia, did not wait for the
soldiers to reach him Arnms clasped behind his back he strode towards them his red beard jutting.
"Wl | ?' he asked. 'Caught any cutpurses?

‘"Not yet, sir,' said WIIl, giving the clenched fist salute.

"Hmm Nor will you if that stomach keeps spreading, man. 1'Il have no lard bellies under ny
command. '
"Yes, sir.' It was futile to offer any formof argunent, as WII Stanper had | ong ago di scovered

to his cost. Happily for WIl the Captain turned his attention to Rel ph

"There is no shine to your buckle, nman, and your helnet plume looks like it's been used to w pe a

horse's arse. That's a five copper fine, and you will report to ny adjutant for extra duty.'
"Yes, sir,' said Rel ph neekly.

"Well, get on with your rounds,' comranded Redgaer spinning on his heel, his red cloak swirling
out .

"What a goat-brain,' whispered Rel ph. 'Yourplune |ooks like it's been used to wi pe a hone's arse,’
he m mcked. 'More likely it was used to brush his tongue after he'd dropped on his knees to kiss
the Baron's rear.' WIIl chuckled, and the two soldiers continued on their way through Tanner
Street and back into the narket.

"Whoa, |look at that!' said Rel ph, pointing. WIl saw the object of his attention and let out a | ow
whistle. Atall woman was noving through the narket, her hair shining silver despite her youth,

and on her left fist sat a red hawk. 'Look at the legs on that girl, WIIl. Al the way up to the
neck. And what an arse, tight, firm | tell you, | wouldn't crawl across her to get to you!"
"Bit thin for nmy taste,' said the older man, 'but she walks well, I'll say that. She's a

Hi ghl ander .

'How do you know? Just because she's wearing buckskins? Lot of Low anders wear buckskins.'

"Look at the way she noves,' said WIIl. 'Proud, arrogant. Nah ... Hi ghlander. They're all like
that. | see she's not wearing a narriage bangle.' As they watched they saw the hawk suddenly bait,
wi ngs flapping in panic. The wonan calned it, gently stroking its red head.

"She could stroke ne like that,' said Relph. "A bit |ower down, though. Cone on, let's talk to
her.'

"What for?

"l go off duty at dusk. You never know your | uck.

"I'l'l bet that five-copper fine that she's not interested.’
"And 1'lIl bet you I'll spear her by mdnight!’

"You arrogant son of a bitch,' said WII, with a snmile. "I"'mgoing to enjoy watching you cut down
to size.' The two soldiers angled through the crowd, com ng al ongside the wonan as she stood by
the dried fruit stall

"CGood nmorning miss,' said WIl. "That's a fine bird."'
The wonman offered a fleeting snmile. 'She hunts well,' was all she said, then she turned away.
"Are you fromthe Hi ghlands?' asked Rel ph

The wonan swung back. 'I am Wy do you ask?'
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"My friend here had a little bet with ne. | said you were nountain bred, he insisted you were a
Lowl ander. | told himyou could always tell a Hi ghland woran.
"Tell her what?' countered the woman, turning her pale gaze on the soldier

"No ... | nean, recognize one. It's inthe ... er walk. Tell me, are you ... er ... staying on in
Citadel tonight? There are some fine places to dine, and I'd be honoured to escort you.

"No, | amnot staying on. Good day to you.' She wal ked on, but Rel ph hurried al ongsi de, taking
hold of her arm This nmade the hawk bait once nore.

"You don't know what you're missing, sweet-thing. It's never wise to turn down a good
opportunity.

"Ch, | never do that,' said the worman. ' Goodbye.
She strode off |eaving Rel ph red-faced. 'Ah,' said WIIl, 'the sound of five fresh copper coins
jingling in nmy palm | can al nost hear it.'

Rel ph swore. 'Who does the bitch think she is?

"I told you, she's a Hi ghlander. As far as she is concerned you are an occupyi ng eneny sol di er
And if she doesn't hate you - which she probably does - she despises you. Now |l et's nove on, and
you can figure out how to pay ne.'

"How d she get a hawk?' said Relph. 'I nean, a wonan with a hawk. It's not proper. Maybe she stole
it!

"You can put that thought fromyour mnd now, son,' said WIIl sternly. 'Just because a wonan
doesn't want to sleep with you, it doesn't nean you can just lock her up. 1'll not have that kind
of wrong-doing in nmy cells. Put it fromyour mnd, and concentrate on the crowd. It'I|l be nore
than a five-copper fine if there's a purse cut while we're on duty. More like five |ashes!'’

"Yes,' said Relph. "Plenty nore sheep in the field anyway.' He | aughed suddenly. 'Did you hear
that Gryen picked up a dose of the clap fromthe whorehouse in North Street? His dick is covered
in weeping sores. He's in a Hell of a state. They put bl oody | eeches on it! Can you inagine that?
Must be pretty small |eeches, eh?

"Serves himright,' said WII. He stopped outside the apothecary shop and stepped inside.
"What we | ooking for?' asked Rel ph.

"My youngest has the whoopi ng-cough. Betsi asked ne to pick up sone herb syrup.'

"Always ailing, that boy, ever since the fever,' said Relph. 'You figure himto die?

W1l sighed. 'W lost tw already, Relph. One in the plague back in Angosta, and the second when

was canpai gning in Kushir. Yellow fever struck himdown. | don't know whether the boy will survive
or not. But he's a fighter, like his dad, so he's got an even chance.'
"You were lucky with Betsi,' said Relph, as WIl waited for the apothecary to fill a small blue

bottle with syrup. 'She's a good wonan. Cooks up a fine stew, and your place is always so cl ean
I'd bet you could eat off the floor and not pick up a scrap of dust. Good woman.'

'The best,' agreed WII. "I think when sumer comes I'Il try to relocate down south. Her folks is
back there and she misses them M ght do that.'

"There's a runour we'll be canpaigning in spring. You heard it?

"There's al ways runmours, son. | don't worry about them One of the reasons | cane here was for the
quiet. Betsi was always worried that |1'd be killed in a battle. "Ain'"t no battles here, so who are
we going to canpai gn agai nst?'
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' The Captain was saying that the Highland clans were getting ready for war, attacking nerchants
and travellers.'

W1l shook his head. 'It's not true. There was one attack, but the
Foresters caught the nmen and killed them They weren't Highlanders. No, I'mlooking forward to
sunmer, son. |'ll take the fanm |y south.'

The apot hecary handed over the bottle and WII gave himtwo copper coins.

Qut side Rel ph tapped himon the arm 'How conme you pay? | don't. Bastard townies can afford to
| ook after us. After all, we |look after them'

"I always pay ny way,' said WII. '"It's an old habit.'

Grane the Smith delivered the Baron's grey stallions and left the Citadel. It had been no surprise
when the Baron failed to pay for the work, and Grane had been expecting nothing nore. He wandered
through the town, and considered buying a neal at the Blue Duck tavern. Roast pork with crackling
was a speciality there. Grane tapped his anple stomach. 'You're getting old and fat,' he told

hi nsel f. There was a tinme when he'd been considered one of the handsomest nen in Cilfallen, and he
had grown used to the eyes of wonen lingering on himas he passed. They didn't |inger rmuch now.

Hi s hair had |l ong since departed his skull, and sprouted unattractively fromhis shoul ders and
back. He'd lost three front teeth and had his lips crushed at Gol den Mor, the teeth smashed from
his head by an iron club wi elded by an Qutland soldier. God, that hurt, he renenbered. It was a

ki nd of double pain. As he fell he knew his good | ooks were gone for ever.

Now he sported the bushiest white beard, with a | ong, drooping noustache to cover the nouth.

He reluctantly passed the Blue Duck and continued al ong Market Street, catching sight of Sigarni
talking to two soldiers. The first was a tall man, middl e-aged,with the | ook of the warrior about
him The second was snaller; this one took hold of Sigarni's arm but she spoke to himand noved
away. Grane saw the man's face turn crinmson. The smith chuckl ed, and nmade his way to where Sigarni
was standing before a knick-knack stall. She was examining a brass tail-bell.

'Good day to you,' said Grane. Sigarni gave hima friendly smle, but he saw her cast her eyes
back towards where the two sol di ers were standing.

"I'mthinking of buying Abby a bell,' she said. 'All the other hawks here have them'
"For what purpose?' asked the snmith, 'apart fromthe fact that all the others have then®

Si garni thought about it for a nonent, then grinned. 'l don't know, Grane,' she admtted. 'But
they are pretty, don't you think?

G ame took the bell fromher fingers and | ooked at it closely. They're well nmade,' he said, 'and
they'd be silent in flight. Falconers use themto |ocate their birds. You can hear them when they
land in a tree. Do you have trouble with Abby? Do you | ose her?

' Never.'
'Then you don't need a bell. What brings you to Citadel ?"
"There is a hawking tourney, with a noney prize of two gold guineas. | think Abby could win it.'

G ane scratched at his thick white beard. 'Maybe. It will depend on how they structure the
contest. If obedience is marked highly you woul d have a good chance. But speed? The goshawk is
lighter and faster than Abby.'

"You surprise me, Grane. | didn't know you understood falconry.'

"Had a gos nyself once. Beautiful creature .. . but wilful. Lost her in the year before Gol den. |
take it you're trying to get Abby used to crowds before the tourney?

"Yes,' answered Sigarni, stroking Abby's sleek head. 'They don't seemto bother her. She's baited
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a fewtimes, but | think she'll performwell. I'lIl bring her again tonorrow.'
"I's there an entrance fee to this tournanment?

"Yes. One silver penny. | paid it this norning.' Sigarni's expression changed. 'The cleric had to
get perm ssion fromthe Captain of the Tourney to allow nme to enter. He wasn't sure if wonen were
permtted to take part.'

G ame chuckled. "Well, it is unusual, girl. They don't understand that H ghland wonen are ...
shall we say different.'

"From what ?' she count er ed.

"Fromtheir own timd fenales,' said G ane. 'Their wonen have no rights. Wen they marry, all
their fortunes beconme the property of their husbands. They can be beaten, humliated and cast
aside, with no recourse to the |law.'

"That is awful. Why do the wonen stand for it?

G ame shrugged. 'Habit? God only knows. Their fathers choose their husbands, their husbands
dom nate their lives. It's a world ruled by men. So, the Captain of the Tourney all owed your
entry? He nust be an enlightened man.'

"He was fascinated by Abby. | could tell. He asked me where | got her, and how many kills she had.
That sort of thing. He said the Baron would be interested in her.'

G ane said nothing for a noment. Then, 'I'mnot sure | |like the sound of that, Sigarni.'
IW]y?I

"You don't cone to the G tadel much, do you?-No, of course you don't. You sell your skins to the
tanner and the furrier, and you buy your supplies - what... three tines a year?'

"Four tinmes. \What does that matter?'

'The Baron is a keen falconer. He will certainly be interested in Abby. He nmay want her for his
own. '

"Well, he can't have her,' she said.

G ame smiled, but there was no hunmour in the expression. 'The Baron will have anything he desires.
He is the Lord here. My advice is to forget the tourney and take Abby back into the nountains.'

"l paid ny silver penny!’
Grane reached into his pouch and produced a coin. '"I'll pay that-aye and gladly.'

"l don't want your noney, Grane - though | thank you for the offer. You think he would steal her
fromme? G anme nodded. 'But how could he do this. By what right?

' Conquest. You are a clan-woman. You have no rights, save those he allows.'
Sigarni's face darkened. 'By God, that is wong!'

"l don't doubt that by God it is wong. But it is not God who makes the | aws here; it is the

Baron. | have sone business here, but | will be ready to | eave by dusk. My wagon is by the north
wal | , behind the armourer's shop. |1'd be pleased to have the conpany, if you'd like a ride back to
Cilfallen.'

"Yes, | would,' said Sigarni. "I'll nmeet you there at dusk.'’

G ane's words both irritated and upset Sigarni. She had wanted to conpete, to show Abby's skills
to a wider audience, to revel in their approbation. And she wanted to show that a woman coul d
train a hawk as well as any man. Yet Grane was no fool. If he said she was in
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danger of |osing Abby then she had to listen, and act accordingly. It was unfair, but then life
was unfair. |If not, then she would have | oved Bernt, and he would still be alive.

Sigarni strolled through the crowds and on to Falcon Field, passing the rows of hutches containing
the hares to be used in the falcon displays, snared over the past few days, the little beasts
woul d be freed individually to dart and run across the field, seeking escape fromthe silent
killers sent to despatch them Abby's gol den eyes focused on the cowering creatures. 'Not for you
pretty one,' said Sigarni. 'Not this tinme. No applause for ny beautiful Abby."'

The cleric was still sitting at his desk on the outer edge of the field, and several falconers
were waiting to sign their names, or make their marks on the broad | edger. A cadger had been set
cl ose by, hooded falcons sitting on the many perches. Al were goshawks. Abby bridled and baited
as she saw them her wings flaring out. 'Hush, now, ' whispered Sigarni. 'Best behaviour from you,
sweet one.' Behind the cleric she saw the two sol diers who had spoken to her earlier. The big one
was no problem but the shorter man had nean eyes. Beyond them stood the Captain of the Tourney.
She coul d not renenber his nane, save that it began with Red, which nmatched his beard and his
conpl exi on.

Taki ng her place behind the nen, she waited her turn. One of the falconers | ooked closely at Abby.
"Fine creature,' he said. 'Never thought to see another. Kushir bird, ain't she?

"Yes.'

"Good killers. Not as fast as my own bird, but she'll come to call a damm sight faster.' Reaching
out, he stroked Abby's chest with a broad forefinger. To Sigarni's annoyance Abby allowed this
treatment, even seened to enjoy it.

"Next!' called the cleric. He wa.s ginger-haired and Sigarni renenbered himriding with an escort
through Clfallen, taking the census. Wat was his nanme? Andred? No ... Andol ph

The fal coner signed his name, paid his silver, and noved away to the cadger to collect his bird.
Sigarni stepped forward and Andol ph gl anced up. 'Ch, 'tis you. You've already signed.

"And now | wish to unsign. | cannot take part after all.’

'l see,' said Andol ph, laying down his quill. 'l amafraid there are no all owances nade for
withdrawals. | take it you are seeking your noney back?'

"Yes. Wiy pay for something | cannot do?"

"Wy i ndeed? However, the rules are quite specific. If a falcon becones ill, or the falconer fails
to appear, then his entry fee is forfeit. You see it is the entry fee that creates the ultimte
prize.'

"I only signed an hour ago,' she said, smiling sweetly. 'Can you not nmake an exception for a poor
mountain girl?

Andol ph blushed. 'Well... as you say, it was only an hour since.' Reaching into the box at his

| eft hand, he renoved a silver penny and handed it to her. Abby baited once nore and the little
man dropped the coin in Sigarni's pal mand snatched his hand away. '|I really don't like them' he
confided. 'I prefer the hares.'

"Hares were created for sport,' said Sigarni

Four riders cane galloping across the field, their horses' hooves drummi ng on the hard-packed
clay. Abby fluffed up her feathers, but Sigarni held tightly to the flying jesses. The |ead
horsenan, a man dressed all in black, disnounted fromthe grey stallion, tossing the reins to a
second horseman. Sigani stood silently, for all the men were now waiting, stiff-backed. Even the
little cleric had risen fromhis seat. This then, she knew, nust be the Baron. Inwardly Sigarni
cursed herself for bothering about the entry fee, for the man was staring intently at Abby. He was
a tall man, with sleek black hair drawn back tightly over his brow and tied in a short pony-tai

at the nape of his neck. He sported a thin, trident beard that gleaned as if oiled, and his eyes
were | arge and wood-ash grey, hooded, and bulging fromtheir sockets. His lips were thin, the
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nmout h cruel, thought Sigarni

"Where did you get the bird?' he asked, the voice so lowthat it was a nonent before Sigarn
reali zed he had spoken.

"Agift froma friend," she answered him The other riders disnmunted and gathered in cl ose.
Sigarni felt hemmed in, but she stood her ground.

"In return for some sexual favour, | don't doubt,' said the Baron, his tone bored. '"Ah well, |
expect you are here to sell the creature. I'Il give you ten guineas for it - assum ng you haven't
ruined it.'

"She is not ruined, ny lord, and she is not for sale,' said Sigarni. 'l trained her nyself, and

was planning to enter the tourney with her.’

The Baron appeared not to notice she had spoken. Turning to the man behind him he called out,
"Ten guineas, if you please, Leofric. I'll reinburse you later. And renmind nme to speak to the
bl ack man next tine he visits the town.'

"Yes, ny lord,' said the blond rider, fishing in his purse for coins.

Sigarni stepped back. 'She is not for sale,' she said, her voice |ouder than she intended. This
time the Baron turned and for the first tine | ooked into her eyes.

"You are a Highlander, aren't you?' he announced.
"I am’

'There are no nobl e houses in the Highlands, nmerely a notley group of inbred savages scraping a
living fromthe nountain-sides. The law is sinple, wonman. A yeonan nmay rai se a goshawk. That is
the only bird of prey allowed to those not of noble blood. The bird you hold is not a goshawk;
therefore you cannot own the bird. Am| speaking too fast for you? Now take the nobney and hand the
bird to my fal coner.’

Sigarni knew that she should obey. It nattered not that it was unfair. Gane was right, the Baron
was the law and to deny himwould be futile. Yet sonmething flickered deep within her, like the
birth of a fire.

"I amof the blood of Gandarin the King,' she said, 'and the hawk is mne." Mne to keep, mne to
free!'" So saying, her armswept up and she rel eased the jesses. Surprised by the sudden novenent
Abby spread her wings and sailed into the air. Not even a glinmrer of anger showed on the Baron's
face. For several heartbeats no one noved, and all watched the hawk gliding up on the thermals.
Then, without speed, al nbst casually, the Baron's bl ack-gl oved fist cracked agai nst the side of
Sigarni's face. Half stunned, she staggered back. The Baron noved in. Sigarni |ashed out with her
foot, aimng for his groin, but her aimwas out and she kicked himin the thigh. '"Hold her!' said
the Baron. She found her arns pinned and recogni zed the soldiers who had first spoken to her in
the market square. The Baron hit her in the stomach, and she doubled forward. H s voice echoed
through her pain; it was not a raised voice, nor did it contain a hint of enotion. 'Stupid woman,'
he said. 'Now you have forfeited your right to the ten guineas. Any nore stupidity and you wll
face the lash. You understand nme? Call the bird!

Sigarni | ooked up into the hooded eyes. Her mouth tasted of blood. 'Call himyourself,' she said,
then spat full in his face. Blood and saliva dripped to his cheek. Taking a bl ack handkerchi ef
fromthe pocket of his tunic, he slowy w ped the offending drops fromhis face. 'You see,' he
said to the gathered nen, 'with what we are dealing? A people who have no understanding of |aw, or
good manners. They are barbarians, w thout culture, wthout breeding.' H's hand |lashed out in a
backward strike that cannoned his knuckl es against Sigarni's right cheek. 'Call the bird!" he
ordered. "And if you spit at ne again | will have your tongue cut out!’

Sigarni remained silent. The Baron turned to his falconer, a short, wi de-shoul dered Low ander
"Can you call it in?" he asked.

Il do my best, ny lord,' he answered, noving out on to the open ground with hawking gl ove al oft.
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He gave a long, thin whistle. H gh above, Abby banked and fol ded her wings into a stoop to dive
Iike an arrow. Some sixty feet fromthe ground her wi ngs spread again and she levelled out. 'She's
comng in, sir!" shouted the fal coner

The Baron turned back to Sigarni. 'Ten lashes for you, | think, and a night in the cells. Perhaps
you will learn fromthe experience, though | doubt it. You Highl anders never were given to

|l earning fromyour mstakes. It is what nmakes you what you are."” Casually he struck her again,
left and right, his armrising and falling with a sickening | ack of speed. Sigarni tried to rol
her head with the blows, but the soldiers were holding hard to her arns.

And then it happened. No one watching quite understood why. Some bl amed confusion in the nmind of
the hawk, others maintained the wonan was a witch, the hawk her faniliar. But Abby swept down,
past the falconer's outstretched glove and strai ght towards Sigarni, talons extended for the

| andi ng. At that nonent the Baron's fist canme up to strike the woman agai n.

"The hawk, ny lord!' shouted the fal coner

The Baron turned, armstill raised. Abby's razor-sharp talons tore into his face, hooking into the
| eft eyebrow, raking down through the socket and tearing out his eye. He screaned as he fell back
the hawk still clinging to his face, her talons enbedded in his |left cheek. Abby's w ngs thrashed

madly as she tried to free herself. The Baron's hands canme up, grabbing the wings and ripping the
bird clear. Blood gushed fromthe face wound. Staggering now he threw the bird to the ground, and
Sigarni watched in horror as one of the riders drew a sword and hacked it through Abby's neck. The
wings fluttered against the clay. Men gathered round the Baron, who had fallen to his knees,
pressing the pal mof his black gl ove agai nst the now enpty eye-socket.

The three riders who had arrived with himhalf carried himfromthe field.

The Captain of the Tourney noved in front of Sigarni. "You'll suffer for that, bitch!' he told

her. 'The Baron will have your eyes put out with hot coals, your hands and feet hacked off, and
then you'll be hung outside the walls in an open cage for the crows to feast on you! But first

you'll answer to ne!'

Sigarni said nothing as she was dragged away by the soldiers. A crowd had gathered on the edge of
the field, but she did not |ook at them Hol ding her head high she stared inpassively at the keep
ahead, and the double doors of the outer wall. Abby was dead. Had she given her to the Baron, she
woul d still be alive. She saw again the fluttering wings, and the iron sword cl eaving down. Tears
fell to her cheeks, the salt burning the cut under her eye.

The men marched her through the Citadel entrance and then turned left, cutting across the
courtyard to a narrow door and a staircase |eading down into the dark. Sigarni pulled back as the
men tried to force her through. The sol di er whose advances she had spurned struck her over the ear
with his elbow. 'Gt down there!" he hissed. She was propelled forward. The stairwell was dark

the stairs slippery. The soldier twi sted her arm behind her back, the other nman rel easing his hold
on her and noving ahead. For a short while they descended in total darkness, then the faint gl ow
of a burning torch lit the bottomof the stairs and they energed i nto a dungeon corridor. Two nen
were sitting at a table, playing dice. Both stood as the Captain strode into sight.

"Open a cell!' he ordered. The nen hurried to obey.

Sigarni was still in a daze as they dragged her into the cell. It was |large and grey, one wall wet
with danmp, and it stank of rats' droppings. There was a small cot in one corner, and there were
rusted chains hanging fromthe walls.

"How do you like this, bitch? sneered the red-bearded captain, noving in front of her. Sigarni
did not reply. His hand reached out, cupping her breast and squeezing hard. She wi nced, then
brought up her knee, hammering it into his groin. He groaned and fell back. The soldier to her
right, the short man, punched her in the side of the head, and she was hurled across the cot.

"Strip her,' ordered the captain, '"and we'll see how nuch pl easure the whore can supply.'

Through her pain Sigarni heard the words, and the strength of panic surged through her. Launching
herself fromthe cot she dived at the first soldier, but she was still groggy and he caught her by
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the hair. Hands grabbed at her body and she felt her |eather |eggings being dragged clear
Torchlight glittered fromthe captain's dagger

"I"'mgoing to put my mark on you, worman. And |'Il hear you beg and scream before this night is
over.'

5

GMLCHMAI WAS SI TTI NG on the porch weepi ng when Asmidir rode up. As the black man clinbed fromthe
saddl e and approached the old man, he could snell the fiery spirit on Gaal chmai's breath, and he
saw the enpty jug lying on its side. 'Were is Sigarni? he asked.

The old man | ooked up, blinking. 'Suffering,' he said. 'She is the sword bl ade goi ng through
fire.'

"What are you tal king about?

"Wiay do we do it?' asked Gnal. '"What is it in our natures? Wien | was young we raided a Low and
village, stealing cattle. There was a young woman in a field. She had hidden in some bushes. But
we found her. W raped her. It seened good sport, and no harm done.' He shook his head. 'No harm
done? Now that the G ft is upon ne and | know the truth, | wonder if there will ever be

forgi veness. Do you ever wonder that, Asmidir? Do you ever think of the Loabite woman you captured
in the high nmountains of Kushir? Do you lie awake at night and ask yourself why she sl ashed her
wists?

Asmi dir straightened as if struck, his dark eyes narrowing. 'You are the Gfted One?
"Aye. That is my curse, black nan. It is only marginally worse than yours.

The sunlight was fading and Asmidir helped the old man to his feet, guiding himinto the cabin
where Lady was stretched out by the dying fire. Asnmidir eased Gwal chmai into a chair, then sat
opposite the man. Lady rose and put her head in Asnmidir's |lap, seeking a stroke. The black man
idly patted her, rubbing his fingers behind her ears, and Lady's tail began to wag. '| need your
hel p,' Asmidir told Gnalchmai. 'I need to find a nan.'

The old man | eaned forward and gazed into the dying flames. 'No, you don't,' he said. 'On both
counts. But | will help you, Asmidir. Ch yes, | will. First, however, tell me why are we such
savages. Tell me that!’

"What do you want fromne, Gfted One? The answers to questions we all know? W do what we do
because we can. W hunt and kill because we can. That which is in our power belongs to us, to be
used as we desire. Wether it be a round of neat, a wld-born stag, an ancient tree, or a
beautiful worman. Now what is it you want to hear?

Gnal chmai gave a | ong sigh, and rubbed at weary, bl oodshot eyes with a gnarled hand. 'As we sit
and speak,' he said, '"in the warnth of this cabin, there is a woman in a cell, being beaten
brutalized and raped by five men. She is bleeding, she is hurt. One of the five is a nobleman, but
he is filled with a lust for inflicting pain. But the others are all ordinary nen. Men |ike you
and ne, Asmidir. | can feel their thoughts, taste their enotions. By God, | can al so sense their
arousal! and | would like to kill them But am| different? Ws | different in that field? Wre
you different with the Loabite woman?'

'She was part of the spoils of war,' said Asmdir, 'and no, | do not |lie awake at night and think
of her. She was used. We are all used. She chose to kill herself. Her choice, Gfted One. But
have no tinme for these ganes, nor am| concerned about some whore in a prison cell. Do you know

the nane of the |eader who is com ng, or not?

Gnal chmai swung round, his eyes bright and glittering. 'Yes, | know | have always known. Fromthe
ni ght when the Gate was opened, when Taliesen came to nme, and brought me the child to raise.’

"And will you tell ne?" asked Asmidir, nasking his inmpatience.

"It is not a man.'
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"You nake no sense, you drunken old fool. What is it then ... a tree? A horse?

"Are you so stupid that you cannot understand what has been said here?" asked Gwal chmai. 'Were
are we, for God's sake? Can you not concentrate that fine mnd for a nonment?

Asmi dir sat back and took a deep breath. 'Humour ne,' he said at last. 'Perhaps ny mnd is not as
fine as you inmagine.' But the old nan said nothing and Asmidir took a deep breath. 'Very well, |
will play this gane. Were are we, you asked? We are in the Hi ghlands, in the cabin of Sigarni the
Huntress. And we have been tal king about a woman in a cell..." He sat bolt upright. 'Sweet Heaven
Sigarni is in the cell?

"Sigarni is in the cell,' echoed Gwal chmai, tossing a fresh log to the flanes.
1 \N]y?l
' The Baron desired her hawk. She refused to sell it. In the argunent that foll owed the hawk tore

out the Baron's left eye. Sigarni was dragged away.'
"But she lives. They have not killed her?

"No, they have not killed her. But they are giving her scars she will carry all her life, and her
pain will be visited a thousand tines upon their countrynen.'

"What can | do? Tell ne!’
"You can wait here, with ne. Al your questions will be answered, Asmidir. Every one.

W1l Stanmper sat in the Blue Duck tavern staring into the tankard. It was the fifth jug of ale he
had consumed, and it could not deaden the shame he felt. Rel ph pushed through the crowd and sat
opposite him a bright snile on his face.

"Looks like I don't owe you that five coppers any nore, eh? Told you |'d spear her by midnight.'
" Shut up, for God's sake!

"What's wrong with you, WII? It were great, weren't it? Nothing like it! And you had your share.
He chuckl ed. 'And the captain. Hunping like a little bunny. Nice to know the nobles get boils on
their arses, isn't it?

WIl lifted the tankard and half drained it. The ale was strong, and he felt his head sw nm ng
"I'"ve never done that before,' he said. '"Never will again. I"'mnot going to wait for the sumrer.
I"mgoing south tonorrow. I'mfinished here. Wsh I'd never cone.'

"You' ve got blood on your hand,' said Relph. 'Did she bite you?"

W1l jerked and rubbed the dried blood on to his leather leggings. 'No. It's not ny blood." He bit

his lip and | ooked away, but Rel ph saw the tears spilling to his cheeks.
"What's got into you? Is it the boy? He'll get over the whoop, WII. I'"'msure he will. Conme on
mate, this isn't like you at all. Here, let ne get you another drink.' Relph stood, but WII

reached out and took hold of his arm

"It doesn't bother you, does it? She was scream ng. She was cut, bitten, thrashed. It doesn't
bot her you?

"It didn't bother you at the tinme, either. And no, why should it worry ne? Worse'll happen to her
tonorrow. At |east she went out with a good rut, eh? Anyway, the captain told us to. So why not?
God's teeth, WII, she's only a whore. Wiores were made for sport.'

W1l released his hold and Rel ph nmoved back into the crowd. He gazed around hi mthrough bl eary
eyes, listening to the laughter of the revellers, and thought of Betsi; picturing her in that
cell. Relph returned with two tankards. 'Here, get that down you, mate. You'll feel better
There's a dice gane back at the barracks at mdnight. You fancy a bet?'
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"No. I'lIl get hone. Got to get Betsi to pack ready for tonorrow.'
"You're not thinking this through, WII. No one will be taking on nercenaries down south. Wat
will you do?

'l don't care.'

Rel ph | eaned forward. 'You have to care, WIIl. You have a family to support, and a sick son. You
can't go dragging themout into the countryside. It's not fair on them Look, | don't know why
this has got to you so bad. You stuck a few inches of gristle into a few soft warm pl aces. Now you
want to ruin your life and your fanmily's lives. It don't make no sense. You get honme and get a
good night's sleep. It'll all look differentin the norning.'

W1l shook his head. 'What will be different? |'mforty-two years old. |I've lived nmy whole life by
an iron set of rules which ny dad beat into nme. You ever heard ne lie, Relph. You ever seen ne
steal ?

"No, you're a regular saint, nate. They ought to put up statues to you. But what's the point
you' re maki ng?

"I just betrayed everything |I've lived for. Everything. Wiat we did there was wong. Wrse than
that, it was evil.'

"Now you're tal king daft. Wiat do you nean evil? She was a slag, and I'l|l bet she's been junped
before. What pigging difference does it nmake? She's dead anyway, cone norning. You heard the
captain, they're going to put out her eyes and hang her in the old cage. Bloody Hell, WIIl, you
t hi nk what we done is any worse than that? Cone on |'Il walk you honme. You look all in.

Rel ph stood and hel ped WII to his feet. The big man staggered, then headed for the door
"l should have stopped it,' nmunbled WIIl. "Not joined in. On God, what will | say to Betsi?'
"Not hing, mate. Nothing at all. You just go hone, and you sleep.'

The relief guard was called Omven Hunter; the man he replaced told himof the sport he had nissed.

Onen was a Lowl ander, nmarried to a harridan named Clorrie who nade his life a msery. As he sat at
the dungeon table in the flickering torchlight, he tried to remenber the last tine he had enjoyed
a wonan. It was nore than three years - if you didn't count the alley whore.

He had sm |l ed when the guard told himof the afternoon's entertai nnent, and even nanaged to say,
"That's life," when the man pointed out that it should have been Omen's shift, except that the
Lowl ander had swapped it earlier that day.

But now, as he sat alone, he allowed his bitterness to rise. O all the wonen to choose he had
married Clorrie: sharp-tongued, nean-spirited Clorrie. Life's a bastard and no m stake, thought
OnenNLi ke the other soldiers, he had heard of the incident when the Baron | ost his eye. Even now
the surgeons were at work in the upper room of the keep, plugging the wound and feeding the Baron
expensi ve opi at es.

There was no sound in the dungeon corridor, save for the occasional hiss fromthe torches. Oaen
stood and stretched his | egs, renenbering the | ast words of the man he replaced: 'Wat an arse on
her! 1 tell you, Ownen, she was a junp to renenber.

Onen lifted a torch fromits bracket and wal ked past the four enpty cells to the | ocked door
Pulling open the grille he peered inside. There was no window to the cell and the torchlight did
not pierce the gloom Slipping the bolt, he opened the door. The worman was |ying on the floor, her
| egs spread open. There was bl ood on her face and thighs, and one of her breasts was bl eedi ng.

Onen noved cl oser. She was still unconscious. Despite the blood he could see that she was
beautiful, her hair gleaming silver and red in the torchlight. Hs eyes scanned her body. Even the
hair of her pubic mound was silver, he noticed. She was slimand tall, her breasts firm Owen saw
that one of her nipples was bleeding, a thin trickle of red still running down to her side.

Kneel i ng al ongsi de her Omen ran his hand up her thigh, his fingers stroking the silver nound, his
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i ndex finger slipping inside her

He nade his decision and rose, planting the torch in a wall bracket. Swiftly he stripped off his
| eat her | eggings and knelt between the open |egs, pushing his hands under her thighs to draw her
on to him Wy not, he thought? Everyone el se has had their pleasure. Wy not ne?

Why shoul dn't Oaen Hunter have a little fun? H's last sight was of the wonman suddenly rearing up
H s own

hands were | ocked beneath her thighs, but he saw her right hand stab

forward, felt the terrible pain as her first two fingers struck his eyes. Then all was pain and an
expl osion of light that was unbearabl e.

Sigarni dragged her fingers fromthe oozing sockets and groaned. Her ribs hurt, but that was as
not hi ng conpared with the pain w thin. She pushed the body of the guard fromher, then rolled to
her knees. Nausea rose in her throat and she vomted. Her head was poundi ng, her body beggi ng her
tolie down, to rest, to heal. Instead she forced herself to her feet. The guard began to noan.
Dropping to her knees she pulled his dagger fromhis belt and plunged it through the nape of his
neck. H's | egs spasned, one foot striking the narrow cot. Blood filled the man's throat and he
began to choke. Dragging the dagger clear she held the point over the centre of his back and threw

her wei ght down upon it. The blade slid between his ribs, skewering the lungs. Now he was still. A
pool of urine spread out from beneath him Sigarni stood again, then sat on the cot | ooking round
the cell, taking in every block and stone, every rat-hole. Her |eggings had been thrown into a

corner. Retrieving them she dressed. The cord of the waist had been cut. Dragging the guard's
belt clear, she pierced a new buckle hole in the |eather and strapped it to her waist.

Everything hurt. Her lips were swollen, her cheek cut and bruised. There was a knife-cut in her

ri ght buttock and another on her left thigh. The guard noaned again. Sigarni could not believe the
man could still be alive. Taking hold of the jutting knife with both hands she wenched it clear
of his back, then knelt forward to slice the razor-sharp blade across his throat. Bl ood gushed to
the stone floor. Gabbing himby the shoulders she rolled himto his back, slashing the sharp

bl ade again and agai n across his | ower body. At |ast, exhausted, she stopped, her hands drenched
in bl ood.

"You've got to get out of here,' she told herself. 'You' ve got to find them' She had feigned
unconsci ousness at the end, even when two of them had stood and urinated over her. She had heard
the small man, Rel ph, talking about the Blue Duck tavern. She knew it - it was close to Market
Street.

Knife in hand, Sigarni wal ked fromthe cell and out into the dungeon corridor. Her |egs had no
strength, and she fell to her knees

and vonmited once nore. 'Don't be weak,' she scol ded herself. 'You are Sigarni the Huntress. You
are strong.'

Ri si ng unsteadily, she managed to reach the stairs and started to clinb up into the darkness. Half-
way up she heard footfalls. Pushing herself back against the wall she waited. Then a nman call ed

out from sone distance above, 'Hey Omen, | was on ny way hone when | thought it would be worth a
second tilt at the bitch. You fancy a double, eh?

From out of the darkness he appeared, a | oomng shape with a protruding belly. Sigarni ranmed the
blade into that belly, ripping it up towards the heart. He grunted and fell back to the stairs.
"Oh God! Oh God!' he screamed. Sigarni pulled the blade clear and stepped in close.

"You want to ride double with ne, Qutlander? You want to enjoy Sigarni?
"Ch, please! Don't kill ne!'

"You left teeth nmarks in my breast, you fat bastard. Now bite on this!' The knife slid between his
teeth and Sigarni slamed ithome to the hilt. His fat arns began to flail, but she knelt on his
chest and cut his throat. Only when he was still did she mutilate himin the same way she had the
first guard. Slowy she clinbed the stairs, pushing open the door at the top. The courtyard was
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moonl it and deserted, save for a sentry sitting under the arch. He was facing out into the town.
Sigarni stepped into the open air and wal ked across to the arch.

The sentry was not even aware of dying..
Bl ood- drenched and weak, Sigarni noved on into the silent town.

Abby was dead - killed trying to save her. And | am dead, she thought. They will kill ne, for |
have not the strength to find themall. Sonehow the thought of dying held no fear for her. Al
that kept her noving on tottering feet was the need for vengence, a need as old as the Highl ands
thensel ves. Clan | aws were not subtle, precedents were rarely cited, and there were no glib-
tongued | awers to represent the factions. Wongdoers were punished by those they had wonged, or
in the case of murder were hunted down by clan warriors selected by the Hunt Lord. Justice was
sudden, harsh and fi nal

But Sigarni had no famly, save old Gmal who had raised her after the Slaughter. There were no nen
to seek bl ood revenge.

Only nme, she thought. Only Sigarni. The knife slipped from her

fingers and clattered to the street. Stopping, she picked it up, then fell heavily. 'Damm!' she
whi spered. Twi sting round, she sat for a while with her back against a cool stone wall. The stars
were bright, the night cool with the prom se of autum. Sone di stance away she coul d hear the
sound of revellers, and knew she was close to the Blue Duck tavern. What will you do, she
wondered? Wal k in, covered in blood, and nove fromtable to table until you see then? Wat kind of
a plan is that? And if you wait past the dawn they will find you anyway, and drag you back to that
cell, and who knows what torture. Are you mad, girl? Leave this place. Get back into the Highl ands
were you can gat her your strength.

Two of them are dead, she told herself. One nbre, at least, is in the tavern
One nore ...

Forcing herself to her feet Sigarni groaned. Blood was trickling down her |eg. She licked her Iips
with a dry tongue and tried to bl ank out the pain.

Wnen are nade for sport

The words fl ashed back into her nmenory. The short soldier had said themat sonme point during her
ordeal . Laughter had foll owed his words, then nore pain. Suddenly she renenbered the little Census
Taker and his revul sion and fear as Abby pecked at him Wat was it he had said: '|I prefer the
hares'? Hares are made for sport, Sigarni had told him

Everything is made for sport, she realized, in a world ruled by CQutlanders.
The rest had given her fresh strength and she wal ked on

The Bl ue Duck tavern was an old building with frayed tinbers and white walls. There were four

wi ndows on the ground floor, two either side of the old oak door.One of the wi ndows was open and
through it she could hear the sounds of the drinkers. Mwving to the wall beside it, she glanced
in. The place was packed and her keen eyes scanned the faces within. There were none she

recogni zed, but then she could see only a section of the crowd. Dropping to her knees she craw ed
under the wi ndow, then rose and glanced in fromthe new angle. Two nmen were wal ki ng towards the
door. Her heart, and her anger, lifted. Transferring the knife to her left hand, she wi ped the
sweat from her right, rubbing the pal m down her | eggings.

The door opened. 'That's it, WII, one foot in front of the other. That's the way to go, son

" Shut the bl oody door!' said soneone inside. Rel ph pulled shut the door as WII Stanper |eaned
agai nst the wall.

"Be right with you, mate, but |'ve got to piss,' said Relph, opening the front of his |eggings and

urinating against the wall. Sigarni noved silently alongside the drunken WIIl and sliced the knife
back across his throat. The skin flapped open, blood bubbling clear. Then she ran forward and
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pl unged the blade into Rel ph's back. He reared up and grabbing his hair, she rammed his head

against the wall. Falling to his knees Rel ph struggled to turn. Wenching the knife clear Sigarni
still holding to his hair, dragged his head back to expose his throat. 'Wnen are nmade for sport,
said Sigarni, slashing open his jugular. Relph fell back, his arms and | egs thrashing. Sigarn

st epped clear and noved to where WII| stood |eaning against the wall, his blood gushing over the

front of his tunic. Slowy he toppled to his knees and | ooked up at her. There was no hatred in
his gaze, and no fear. He tried to speak, but could only nouth two words. Sigarni al nost |aughed.
Then she | eaned back and ki cked himin the head and his body fell to the stones.

Only one nore now, she thought. The captain.
But where would he be?

Are you insane, wonman! cane a voice inside her mnd. Leave now

"No!" she said aloud. "I"il find him'
‘Leave and he "Il find you. | promise you! Stay and you will die and he will live. | pronise you
that too!’

"Who are you? Where are you?' she asked, spinning round and scanni ng the shadows.

| amwith you, girl, and | want your trust. Leave now. Believe nme, you won't |ike being dead. |
know, |'ve tried it. Now go!'

Confused, Sigarni obeyed, cutting down through an alley towards the North Gate.
The bastards have unhinged nmy mnd, she thought. Now | am heari ng ghost voices.
From the citadel keep cane the sound of clanging alarmbells.

I'"lI'l never get out now, she thought.

"Yes, you will' said the voice. 'Your people need you.'

Bar on Ranul ph Gottasson groaned. The pain had noved beyond pleasure to a burning point of agony
that bordered on the exquisite.

Narcotics flowed in his blood, and his waking dreans were vivid. He saw again the fall of the
Kushite cities, refugees running panic-stricken fromtheir burning homes, heard again the wailing
of the soon-to-die, the piercing screans of city dwellers staring into the brutal faces of the
conquering soldiers, feeling the cold bite of their blades into soft, yielding flesh

Days of bl ood and glory, marching his nen across inhospitable deserts, iron nountains and |ush
foreign plains.

And then it was over. No one left to conquer

< At first it had not seenmed so onerous: the triunphant return to the capital, the cheering crowds
choking the streets, the nights of celebration at the palace, the orgies... The Baron groaned
again. He felt someone lift his head, and a cold nmetal goblet was placed against his lips. He
swal | owed and sank back

Then had cone the day when the organization of the enpire was re-shaped. Plessius was nade
Governor CGeneral of Kushir and the east - a bunbling fool of a man with not an ounce of anbition
in his fat head. A hardly surprising choice to rule a land three thousand | eagues fromthe
capital. The King had chosen wi sely; there would be no rebellion fromthat quarter. Ranul ph had
let it be known he desired the north. There was nothing here of any worth, save cattle and tinber.
The climate was harsh in winter, perversely changeable in what passed for summer. Alittle coa
was being mned, but there were no deposits of gold or silver, nor even iron. The people were poor
and def eat ed.

Ranul ph had waited for his appointnment, sure in the know edge that he woul d be of fered anything
but the north. The King possessed a nind of astonishing cunning, and would never offer any genera
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the true object of his desires.
Ranul ph's mind swam on a sea of delicious pain ..

He had a spy in Jastey's household, and knew well that the Earl desired the west. Seventeen rich
cities, scores of mnes, seven ports, and a thriving conmercial network. Together they created the
perfect foundation for an assault on the King. Wealth to buy nmercenaries, ships to ferry armes
and keep them suppli ed.

Ch, how Ranul ph had | aughed when Jastey had been nade Hi gh Sheriff of the Capital. Despite being a
position of great influence, bringing i nmense wealth, it neant that Jastey was always at court and
close to the King.

But Jastey's handsonme face had worn a smile the follow ng day, when Ranul ph had been summned to
the pal ace. The nenory brought a fresh spasm of agony. Ranul ph had wal ked down the long aisle in
the Chapel of the Blessed Blade, to where the King waited with his courtiers around him Jastey at
his right hand. Ranul ph knelt before his sovereign, then gazed up into the dark, reptilian eyes.

"It is reported to ne that you desire to govern the north, nmy good and dear friend,' said the
King. 'Your services to the kingdomnerit great rewards, and | can think of no greater reward than
to bestow upon you that which you npst desire. Rise, Baron Ranul ph Gottasson, Earl of the North,
Governor CGeneral of the Hi ghlands.'

To his amazenent Ranul ph had managed a smile. It did not match the grin on Jastey's face. The west
had gone to the King's new favourite, Estelm

The feast which foll owed had been bitter hard for the new Baron. The King seated himnext to
Jastey, and that al one nade the food taste of bile and ash."

"My congratul ations, Ranul ph,' said the Earl. 'I know we do not see eye to eye on nany issues, but
I would like you to know that | argued nost strongly for you to be given the north. | thought it
woul d perhaps ease the aninosity between us.'

Ranul ph | ooked into the man's dark eyes and saw the hunmour glinting there. 'Aninosity, cousin?
Surely not. Friendly rivalry would be nore apt, | believe?

"Perhaps,' agreed Jastey. 'However, that should now be behind us. You have your own kingdom as it
were, while | nust remain in the capital making laws, sitting in judgenent, surrounded by clerics.
Ah, how | envy you!'

Ranul ph smled, and pictured sliding a red-hot dagger into Jastey's belly.

Returning to his town house he had wal ked into his library and stood gazing at the nap stretched
out on the far wall. The enpire filled it, fromocean to ocean. Ranul ph's nmouth was dry, his hands
trembling with suppressed tension. The skin of his back and buttocks was still tender, but he knew
that he needed the rel ease of the whip. Summoning a servant, he ordered himto fetch Koris.

The man's face paled. 'I amsorry, ny lord, but Koris packed his belongings and left this
nor ni ng. '

"Left? What do you nean left?
The servant swall owed hard. 'He has taken up a new ... appointnment... |ord.

The shock hit himlike ice upon hot skin. Koris, whom he had trusted above all nen, and | oved
better than any woman. And he knew, w thout a shred of doubt, where the boy's appointnent had
taken him

Jast ey!

Di smissing the servant, the Baron noved to the wi ndow, opening it wide and breathing in the cold
night air.

| don't want to go north, Ranulph. It's cold there - and there are no amusenents.'
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" W nmill not be going north, sweet bay.'

"But isn't that what you want ?'

Be patient and all mi| be reveal ed.

You don't trust me!’
"Of course | trust you. Now don't sulk! | hate that.'

And he had expl ained his plans, tal ked of his dreans, secure in the know edge that he was with the
one person in all the enpire who loved him

Two nights | ater, bound, gagged and hooded, Koris had been carried down to the secret room bel ow
the town house. Ranul ph had his arns tied to posts, his legs chained to the wall. D snissing the
sol diers who had brought him he pulled the hood clear of the boy's beautiful face.

" Ch, Ranul ph, please God, don't hurt ne!’

The Baron drew his dagger and pushed the blade into a brazier of hot coals. 'Wile the bl ade
heats,' he said softly, "we will talk of Iove and trust.'

Semi - consci ous now, the Baron felt the terrible stabs of fire in his eye socket, |lancing their way
through the opiates in his blood. Koris had been all owed no opiates throughout that |ong, |ong
ni ght .

Kol larin the Finder was confortably asleep between the two whores when he heard the frenzied
hanmering at the tavern door below his room He yawned and stretched, his right armtouching the
fl eshy shoul der of the plunp young woman on his right. She mpaned softly and turned over. The
slender girl to his left awoke. 'Wat is happeni ng?" she asked, sleepily.

Kollarin sat up. The roomwas cold, the fire long dead. 'I don't know, but someone is anxious to
get in,' he said. He heard the innkeeper tranping down the stairs, cursing as he noved.

"All right! all right, I'mconming, dam you!'

The sound of bolts being drawn back drifted up to the roomand Kollarin heard his nane nenti oned
Now it was his turn to curse. O anbering over the slender whore he grabbed his |eggings and began
toclinb into them Just then the door opened and a sol dier entered.

"W need you, Finder,' said Captain Redgaer Kushir-bane. 'There has been an attack on the Citadel
cells.’

The fat whore woke with a start and screamed. Kollarin's head was pounding. 'Be quiet, please!' he
sai d, squeezing shut his eyes. 'My head is splitting.'

"Why is he here?" she asked, drawi ng the blanket over her large breasts. Kollarin snmiled at this
show of shyness. 'Enploynent, my pretty,' he said. 'This gentleman has cone to offer me coin, with
which to pay for your expert services. Now go back to sleep.' Kollarin continued to dress, pulling
on a pair of brown | eather boots over his green leggings. Hs shirt was of wool, dyed dark green
and over this he donned a sl eeveless |eather jerkin lined with fleece.

Movi ng past the captain, he descended the stairs. Two soldiers were idling there and the innkeeper
was standi ng by, his expression cold.

"l nust apol ogi ze,' said Kollarin, 'for the ruination of your rest, ny friend. It appears there
has been an energency of sone kind. | amsure the captain will reinburse you.'

"Fat chance of that,' snapped the innkeeper, wal king to the door and holding it open

Qut in the street Redgaer started to explain, but Kollarin cut himshort. 'No need for words,
captain. Merely take nme to the scene.
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They noved swiftly through the town up the short hill to the arched gateway where a corpse lay on
the cold stone. Kollarin knelt beside the body, laying his right hand just above the gapi ng wound
in the man's neck. 'This is not where it began,' he said, and rose to wal k across the noonlit
courtyard to the dungeon stairs. Here was a second corpse. Kollarin paused, laid his hand on the
man' s head, then wal ked on

The soldiers and the captain trooped after himand Kollarin entered the small dungeon. On the
floor was the last corpse. Kollarin stood for a nonent staring down at the man. He had been
castrated, and then the genitalia had been pushed into his open nouth. Kneeling beside him

Kol l'arin touched his hand to the cold stone floor and closed his eyes. |Inages poured into his
mnd. He let themflow for a few seconds, then closed them off. Remaining where he was for a
monent nore, he gathered his thoughts and rose, turning to face the captain. 'Wat do you wish to
know?' he asked, keeping his tone neutral

"How many were involved in the attack? Where are they now?

"There was no attack, captain,' said Kollarin softly. 'The raped woman | ay where this nman i s now,
pretending to be unconsci ous. Wen he too desired a piece of the vile action she stabbed out his
eyes - as you can see.' The captain did not | ook down. 'She used her fingers. Then she took his
dagger and killed himwith it. She was in great pain herself at the time - but then you know
that.' Kollarin turned. 'She fell to her knees and vonited there, then sat for a nonent or two
upon the cot.' Myving past the captain he stepped out into the dungeon corridor. "Still holding

t he dagger she made for the stairs. The other guard was returning. He said sonething, but it is
unclear to me. She killed him then made her way up the stairs.' Kollarin followed in her

footsteps and found a snear of bl ood upon the stairwell wall. Touching his ringers to it he closed
his eyes once nore. The captain and the soldiers were pressing in close. 'Ah yes,' said Kollarin.
'Here she paused for a noment. She is thinking of three men, two soldiers... and you, captain. She
has decided to seek themout and kill them But she is weak, and bl eeding. She castrates this

guard too, but has little energy to spare. She is thinking of a tavern, trying to renenber where
it is. She has heard the nmen speak of spending the evening there.'

' The Bl ue Duck!' said one of the soldiers.
"And that's where she is headi ng?' asked Redgaer. Kollarin nodded.
Was headi ng, captain. This was sone while ago.'

Redgaer Kushir-bane pushed past the Finder and ran up the stairs, the soldiers pounding after him
Kollarin followed. The four nen ran through the streets, arriving at the Blue Duck tavern in tinme
to see the crowd gathered around the bodies of the two soldiers. Kollarin pushed through and
squatted down by the bodies.

"When did this happen?' he heard Redgaer denand.

go
"Monents ago,' said a voice. 'It was a wonan. W saw her naking off.'

Kol l'arin touched his hand to the bl ood on the dead WIIl Stanper's throat. Then he jerked and
alnmost fell. A voice boonmed into his mind. 'Delay then' It was not a command, nor yet a plea.

Kol larin was surprised, but not shocked. Spirits of the dead had spoken to himbefore. Yet none
had been as powerful as this one. For one fleeting nmonent he saw a face, hawk-nosed, with deep-set
grey eyes and a beard of bright silver. Then the face faded. Kollarin remai ned where he was for a
few seconds nore, gathering his thoughts. He was a Hunter, a Finder. His reputation was second to
none, and he valued this above all else. Kollarin never failed. He had trailed killers and

thi eves, robbers and rapists, cattle thieves and assassins. Never before had he been asked to hunt
down an i nnocent wonman, brutalized by her captors. Never before had a | ong-dead spirit interceded
on behalf of a victim

Kol larin rose and stretched his back.

"Where i s she heading, man?' demanded Redgaer
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"l can't say,' said the Finder. 'Her mind was very confused at this point.

"Can't say?' sneered Redgaer. 'It's what you are paid for, man.' Kollarin knew just where she was,
headi ng out through the open North Gate, with half a mle to go before the safety of the tree
line. He | ooked at Redgaer and sm | ed.

"As she lulled these nen, captain, she was thinking of you. She was wondering how she could reach
you, and draw a sharp knife across your testicles.' Redgaer wi nced. 'After that she wandered away
into that alley there. Perhaps she is still there - waiting.'

"That leads to the North Gate, sir,' said one of the soldiers. '"There is a stable there. W could
get horses.'

Redgaer nodded. 'Follow ne,' he ordered, and ran off.

Kol I ari n renai ned where he was, staring down at the dead WIIl Stanper. The thoughts of dying men
were often strange, al nost nundane sonetimes. But this man had tried to speak on the point of
death. Two words. Kollarin shook his head.

What a tine to say, 'I'msorry.’

The nore Fell considered his encounter with the old man, the nore he
believed it was a dream That being so, he asked hinsel f, why are you
sitting here in the cold waiting for dawn to rise over Citadel town? He
smled ruefully and poked the dying canp-fire with a long stick, trying
to urge some life into the little blaze. Fell's sheepskin cloak was danp
fromthe recent rain and the fire had not the strength to warmhim It
spluttered and spat, fizzled and sank |l ow. He glanced at the sky. Dawn
was still an hour away. He was sitting with his back against the shallow
depression of a deep boulder, the fire set against a second tall stone.
The forester |ooked down at the |last of the wood he had gathered. It
was al so danp. To his left Fell could see the twinkling lights of the
Ci nder-wi ngs. He hoped they would conme no closer. Fell had no wi sh

to be visited by the ghosts of painful nenories. The Cinders were
clustered under an oak branch tw sting and noving, their gol den

wi ngs of light fluttering in the dark. Wien he was a child Fell had
caught one of them and rushed it hone to his parents. In the |ight of
the cabin it had proved to be nothing nore than a noth, w th w de,
beauti ful wings and a dark, hairy body. Lying dead in his hand it had
seened so ordinary, yet out in the woods, its wings glowing with

bright light, it had been magi cal beyond i nagi ni ng.

"You are lucky, boy,' his father told him 'You are too young to have bad nenories. Trust ne, as
you grow ol der you will avoid the Ci nders.'

How true it was. \Wen Fell was sixteen he had been wal ki ng through the night, following the trail
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of a lanme wolf. He saw the flickering of G nder-wing |lights and wal ked in close to see themfly.
Instantly the vision of Mattick's soon-to-be-drowned face filled his mnd, the child reaching out
to Fell as the undertow dragged himtowards the rapids. Fell couldn't swm and could only watch
hel pl essly as the child was swept over the rocks, the white water thrashing around him The face
hovered in Fell's mnd and he dropped to his knees, tears coursing his cheeks. 'It was not ny
fault!' he cried aloud, then scranbled back fromthe glowing insects. After that he gave the

Ci nder-wi ngs a distant respect.

The rain began again, and the Cinders vani shed fromsight. Fell shook his head. 'A great fool you
are,' he said, aloud, watching the drops of rain settling on the | ongbow. The bowstring was safe
and dry in his belt pouch, his quiver of twelve shafts behind himand under his cloak, but Fel

did not like to see his favourite hunting bow at the nercy of the weather. It was a fine bow, made
by Kereth the

W ngoran. Horn-tipped, it had a pull of nore than ninety pounds. Fell, though not the finest of
the Loda bownen, had not missed a killing shot since purchasing the weapon. An arrow woul d sing
fromthe string, streaking to its target and sinking deep through skin, flesh and nuscle. It was
inportant for a deer to die fast. ldeally the beast would be dead before it knewit, therefore the
meat remai ned tender and succul ent; whereas if the creature was frightened, its nuscles would
tense and harden and the nmeat would stay that way. Fell's bow supplied choice neat.

"What are you doing here, Fell? Following a dreamyou don't believe in? he said aloud. The words
of the dream man cane back to him 'In three days outside the nails of Citadel town a sword will
be raised, and the Red will be worn again. Be there, Fell. In three days, at dawn. By the |ight of
the new sun you will see the birth of a | egend.'

The rain eased once nore and, as the noon showed through the break in the clouds, the G nders
glinted back into Iife. Fell hefted his bow and wi ped the drops of water fromits six-foot |ength.
Amazingly the fire flared up, tongues of flane licking at the wood. Fell stretched out his hands
and felt the wel cone warnth.

"That is better,' said Taliesen. Fell's heart hammered and he junped |like a startled squirrel. The
old man had appeared from nowhere, seening to blink into existence. "It used to be,' continued the
druid, his cloak of feathers shining in the nmoonlight, 'that | enjoyed forest nights. But sone
time during the last hundred years or so ny blood started to run thin.'

"Way can't you walk up to a fire |ike anyone el se?' stormed Fell

"Because | amnot |ike everyone else. Wiat point is there in possessing enornous talent if no one
is given the opportunity to appreciate it? By Heaven, boy, but you scare easily.' Taliesen rubbed

a gnarl ed hand over his wood-snoke whiskers. 'No food this tinme, eh? Wll, | suppose that is a
bl essing.'
"You didn't touch it last tinme, so you have no way of knowi ng!' said Fell. 'You are not real, old

man. You are not flesh and bl ood.' As he spoke Fell suddenly reached out and swept his hand across
Taliesen's face. H s fingers passed through the winkled skin, and he felt nothing but air against
his palm

'Good,' said Taliesen. 'You have intelligence. Yet you are still wong. | amflesh and bl ood. But

I amnot flesh and blood here. | amsitting in ny owm cave in another place, and another tine. The
energy needed to open the Gateways for the flesh is imense; there is no need to waste it when an
astral projection will serve the same purpose. And since nmy role is nerely to speak with you, ny
spirit image must suffice.

"You breed words like lice," snapped Fell, still rattled. "And | don't relish having w zards at ny
fire. So speak you piece and be gone.

Ti sh, boy, where are your manners? Elders are to be treated with respect, surely, even in this new

and enlightened age? Did your parents teach you nothing? Your father, | recall, was a nan of good
breeding.'
"For pity's sake, just say what you cane to say,' said Fell. 'l amalready sick of your |ectures.
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Taliesen was silent for a nmonent. 'Very well,' he said at last, 'but mark the words well. Firstly,
when | leave, | want you to string your bow The tinme is drawi ng near when you will have to use
it. Secondly, you know the |ocation of the Alwen Falls?

"Of course, where Ironhand passed over. Every Loda child knows where it is.

"Wien the arrows are | oosed, and blood is upon the ground, you nust take the Cl oak Wearer there.
You under st and?

"Understand? No, | understand nothing. Firstly I have no intention of |oosing a shaft at anyone or
anyt hi ng, and secondly, who is the Cl oak Wearer?

"Have a little patience, Fell. And if you do not |oose a shaft a |oved one of yours will die. Take
me at my word, boy. And renenber the pool. That is vital!’

The ol d man vani shed. The fire died instantly.

Fell sent a whispered curse after the man. Yet even as he spoke he drew the bowstring fromhis
pouch and strung the bow.

The first light of pre-dawn was heral ded by bird-song and Fell swung his quiver over his shoul der
and wal ked to the top of the hill overlooking Citadel town.

There was nothing to see, save the grey walls and the rising stone of the Keep beyond the town's
rooftops. Gradually the sky lightened and he saw a tiny figure energe fromthe north gate and
begin to run towards the hills. Fell squinted, but could not - at first - identify the runner

Then, with a shock, he saw the dawn light glint on her silver hair. She was sone three hundred
yards on to open ground when the three horsenen rode fromthe town. The |ead rider was a sol dier
in helmand breastplate, as was the third. But it was the second man, riding a grey stallion, who
caught Fell's attention. He was brandi shing a sword, and he wore a red cl oak! His excitenent

soar ed.

Sigarni was running hard, but the horsenen were closing. Wiy do they have their swords drawn?

thought Fell. And then it cane to himin a sickening realization. They are chasing her. They nean
to kill her!

The | ead horseman was a nere fifty yards behind her when Fell drew a shaft and notched it to the
bowstring. It was not an easy shot - a fast-noving horseman, downhill fromhim and with the |ight
still poor.

The enormty of what he was about to do filled Fell's mnd, yet there was no hesitation. Snoothly
he drew back the string until it nestled against his chin, then he took a deep breath and slowy
let it out. Between breaths and utterly notionless, he sighted carefully and | oosed the shaft. The
arrow sang through the air. For a fraction of a heartbeat Fell thought he had mi ssed, but the
shaft slamed home in the lead rider's left eye, catapulting himfromthe saddl e. Running forward,
Fell notched a second arrow to the siring; but he shot too swiftly, and the shaft flew past the
red-cl oaked of ficer and skinmed across the flank of the third man's horse. The beast reared,
sendi ng the soldier tunbling over its haunches in an ungainly sonersault.

The red-cl oaked of ficer was al nost upon the fleeing woman. Fell saw her gl ance back once, then
turn and leap at the grey horse, waving her arns and shouting |loudly. The grey swerved to avoid
her, pitching its rider to the left. Sigarni leapt at the man, a silver blade glinting in her
right fist. Her left hand caught hold of his cloak, dragging himfromthe saddle. The knife rose
and fell. Blood gouted froma wound in the man's neck and again and again the knife flashed.

Sigarni rose with the dead man's cloak in her hand. Fell watched as she gazed back at the Ctadel
town. Scores of people were lining the parapets now. Sigarni swirled the crinson cloak around her
shoul ders, relying the snapped neck cord. Then she raised the dead nan's sword and pointed it at

the spectators

The sun finally rose and Sigarni was bathed in its golden light, the iron sword shining like a
torch of silver to match her hair. For Fell it was as if time ceased to have nmeani ng, and he knew
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that this scene would shine for ever in his nenmory. The cl oak wearer was Sigarni. She was the
|l egend. Fell let out a long, slow breath.

Sigarni plunged the sword into the ground, then turned and slowy nounted the grey stallion. The
third soldier was sitting on the ground nearby. Sigarni ignored himand urged the horse on towards
the trees and the waiting Fell.

He saw the bl ood upon her shirt and | eggi ngs, the bruises and cuts on her face.
But nore than this, he saw the crinmson cl oak around her sl ender shoul ders.
"What now for us all, Sigarni?" he asked, as she cane closer. 'Wat now?'

Her eyes seened unfocused, and she did not appear to hear him Her face was losing its colour, the
surface of the skin waxy and grey. The horse noved on, plodding into the trees. Fell ran after it,
just in time to throw aside his bow and catch hold of Sigarni as she started to fall fromthe
saddl e. Pushing her foot clear of the stirrup, Fell levered hinself to the stallion's back. Wth
one arm hol ding the unconscious Sigarni to him he took up the reins in his left hand and heel ed
the stallion forward

The old wizard had urged himto take her to the falls, but if he did so now he woul d | eave a cl ear
trail behind him the horse's hooves biting deeply into the danp earth.

The pursuit was probably already under way, and with little tine to plan Fell urged the horse to
greater speed and headed for the deeper forest. He rode for several niles, keeping to the deer
trails, always clinbing higher into the mountains. dancing at the sky he saw thick clouds to the

north, dark and angry, their tops flattened like an anvil. Fell breathed a prayer of thanks, for
such cl ouds prom sed hail and thunder and powerful storns. Hauling on the reins he stepped down
fromthe saddle, allowing Sigarni to fall into his arns and across his shoul der. The ground

beneath his feet was rocky and firm |eaving no trace of his booted feet. He slapped the stallion
firmy on the runp and the horse |leapt forward in a run, heading on down the slope towards the
vall ey below. Fell left the trail, forcing his way through deep undergrowth. The ground broke
sharply to his right into a nuddy slope; it was hard to keep his footing here, especially with the
added burden of Sigarni. He nmoved on carefully, occasionally slithering and sliding, keeping close
to the trees that grew on the hillside, using themas barriers to halt any out-of-control slide.
He was hal f-way down the sl ope when he heard the sound of horsenen

on the road above. Dropping to his knees behind a screen of bushes, he | ooked back and saw the
soldiers galloping by. There were nore than thirty in the group

Wth a grunt Fell pushed hinself to his feet and struggled on. By his own reckoni ng he was around
four mles due east fromthe Alwen Falls. But that four mles would becone at |east six by the
route he would be forced to travel, along winding trails, skirting the steeper slopes and the many
acres of open grassl and.

He was sweating heavily by the end of the first nmle, and by the second he felt his legs trenbling
with the effort of carrying the unconscious wonman. Sigarni had made no sound throughout and Fel
paused by a stream |owering her to the ground. Her col our was not good, and her pul se was faint
and erratic. Carefully he exanmined her, opening her torn shirt. There were bl oody teeth-nmarks on
her breast, and a range of purple bruises on her rib-cage and shoul ders. But no deep wounds. She
is in shock, he thought. It is vital to keep her warm to find sonewhere he could nurse her
Gently he stroked her bruised face. 'You are safe, ny love,' he said, softly. "Hold on for ne.’
She did not stir as Fell wapped the crinson cloak around her, then lifted her to his shoul ders.
Al nost two hours had passed al ready since the fight above the town, and there were still four
mles to go. Fell took a deep breath and struggled on, trying not to think of his aching nuscles,
the burning in his calves and thighs.

For three nore painful hours Fell carried Sigarni through the forest. In all that tinme she made no
sound.

At last they arrived at the Alwen Falls.

There was no sign of the wizard
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In a shallow cave, a little way back fromthe pool, Fell built a fire. Renpving his own sheepskin

cl oak he covered Sigarni with it and, holding her hand, talked to her as she slept. 'Wll,' he
sai d, squeezing her linp fingers, 'this is a sorry ness and no ni stake. W're wol ves' heads now,
my love. | wish | knew why. Wiy were they chasing you? Who wounded you? Ah well, | expect you'l

tell me in your own good time. Shane about the bow, though. Best | ever had. But | couldn't carry
it, hold you and guide the horse at the sanme tine.' Leaning forward, he stroked her brow 'You are
the nost beautiful woman, Sigarni. | never saw the |Iike. Was that what caused your pain? D d sone
Qutl and noble desire you so badly he felt conpelled to take you by force? Was it the red-bearded
man whose throat you slashed to red ribbons?' Rel easing her hand, he fed wood to the fire and
rose, walking to the cave-nouth. \What now, he wondered? Were will we go?

He had rel atives anong the Wngoras and the Farlain, but with a price on his head he would only
endanger them by seeking their aid. No, Fell, he told hinmself, you are a nman al one now, friendless
and hunted. You have killed an CQutlander and they will hunt you to your dying day. A roll of

t hunder boomed across the sky and |ightning forked across the heavens. Fell shivered and wat ched
as the rain hammered down on the surface of the pool, falling in sheets, thick and inpenetrable.

St eppi ng back fromthe cave-nouth, he returned to the fire and the sl eeping Sigarni

"W will cross the sea, ny love,' he said, "and I'll do what | should have done. W'l|l marry and
build a hone in distant nountains.'

‘"No, you won't,' said Taliesen fromthe cave-nouth. Fell smled and swung to see the old man, his
feather cloak dripping water, his wispy hair plastered to his skull. In his hands he carried a
Il ong staff, wapped in sacking cloth.

That's a nore pleasing entrance,' said the forester. ''Now | believe you are flesh and bl ood.'
Tal i esen renoved his cloak and draped it over a rock. Squatting by the fire, he held out his
anci ent hands to the flanes.

"You did well, boy,' he said. 'You have evaded the first hunters. But they will send nore, canny
men, skilled in tracking. And with themw |l be a Finder, a seeker of souls, a reader of thoughts.
If you survive this, which is doubtful at best, they will send the night-stalkers, creatures from
the pit.’

"No, no,' said Fell, 'seek not to cheer nme, old man, wi th your boundl ess optimsm | ama grown
man, tell it to ne straight.’

Tal i esen hawked and spat. '|I have no tine for your hunour. We nust protect her, Fell. Her

i mportance cannot be overstated. You nmust go fromhere to her cabin. Gather her weapons and sone
spare clothes; give themto the dwarf. Tell him and the others there, what has occurred. Then you
must find the hunters and | ead them deep into the nountains.'

Fell took a deep breath, fighting for calm It didn't work. 'Find the hunters? Lead then? \Wat say
you | just attack the Citadel town single-handed and raze it to the ground? O perhaps | could
borrow your feather cloak and fly south, invading the Qutland cities and slaying the King? Are you
i nsane, old man? What do you expect me to do against thirty soldiers?

"What ever you can.' The old man | ooked into Fell's eyes, his expression as cold as ice on flint.

"You are dispensable, Fell,' said Taliesen. 'Your death will matter only to you. You can be

repl aced. Everything can be replaced, save Sigarni. You understand? You nust earn her tinme, time
to recover, tine to learn. She is the | eader your people have yearned for. Only she has the power
to win freedomfor the clans.'

"They' Il never follow a woman! That much | know. '

Tal i esen shook his head. 'They followed the Wtch Queen four hundred years ago. They crossed the
Gat eways and died for her. They stood firm agai nst the eneny, though they were outnunbered and
faced sl aughter. They will follow her, Fell."’

"The Wtch Queen was a sorceress. Sigarni is nmerely a worman.'

"How blind you are,' said the old man, '"and rich indeed is your male conceit. This wonan was
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dragged to a cell and raped, sodomi zed and beaten sensel ess by four nmen. Like aninals they fel
upon her

"l don't want to hear this!' roared Fell, half rising.

"But you shall!' storned the wizard. 'They struck her with their fists, and they bit her. They cut
her buttocks with their sharp knives, and forced her to unspeakable acts. Then they |left her upon
the floor of the cell, tolie on the cold stone floor in a pool of her own vomt and bl ood. Aye,
wel |l mght you | ook shocked, for this was nen at play, Fell. She lay there and after an hour or so
a new guard canme into the cell. He too wanted his piece of her flesh. She killed him Fell. Then
she hunted down the others. One she slew upon the dungeon stair. Two she killed outside a tavern
And the last? You saw him in his fine red cloak of wool. Himshe tore the throat from Just a
wonman? By all the Gods of the Nine Worlds, boy, in her tortured condition she killed six strong
men!'

Fell said nothing, and transferred his gaze to the sleeping wonan. 'Aye, she's a Highl ander,’ he
said, with pride. 'But even that will not nake nmen follow her.'

"W will see,' said Taliesen. '"Now go to her cabin before the hunters reach it. Send the dwarf
wi th weapons and cl ot hes.

"You will stay with her?
"Indeed | will.'

Fell rose and swung his quiver over his shoul der, then gazed down at the unconscious Sigarni. "I
will keep her warm' said Taliesen. "Oh, and | retrieved your bow.' Lifting what Fell had believed
to be a staff covered in sacking, Taliesen passed the weapon to the surprised forester

"You even kept it dry. My thanks to you, wizard. | feel a whole man again.
Tal i esen ignored himand turned to the sleeping Sigarni, taking her long, slimhand into his own.
Swirling his cloak around his shoulders, Fell stepped out into the rain-drenched night.

Sigarni stood silently by the grey cave wall and listened as Fell and the old man spoke. She could
hear their words, see their faces, and even -though she knew not how - feel their emptions. Fel

was frightened and yet trying to maintain an air of nmale confidence. The old man -Taliesen? - was
tired, yet filled with a barely suppressed excitenent. And lying by the fire, |ooking so sad and
used, she could see herself, wapped in the rapist's red cloak, her face bruised and swollen. | am
dyi ng, she thought. My spirit has left nmy body and now only the Void awaits. There was no panic in
her, no fear, only a sadness built of dreans never to be realized.

Fell took his bow fromthe old man and wal ked fromthe cave. Sigarni tried to call out to him but
he did not hear her. No one could hear her, save nmaybe the dead.

But she was wong. As soon as Fell walked out into the rain the old man | ooked up at her, his
button-bright eyes focusing on her face. 'Well, now we can talk,' he said. 'How are you feeling?

Sigarni was both surprised and confused. The old nan was hol di ng the hand of her body, yet | ooking
directly into the eyes of her spirit. It was disconcerting.

‘"I feel... nothing,' she said. 'Is this what death is |ike?
He gave a dry chuckle, |like the whispering of the wind across dead | eaves. 'You are talking to a
man who has fought back death for many centuries. | do not even wish to speculate on what death is

like. Do you renmenber the waking of your spirit?

'Yes, soneone called ne, but when | opened ny eyes he was not here. How is this happening, old
one?'

"I fear the answer may be too conplicated for an untutored Hi ghl ander to understand. Essentially
your body has been so brutalized that your mind has reeled fromthoughts of it. You have entered a
dream state which has freed your . .. soul, if you will. Now you feel no pain, no shane, no guilt.
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And while we talk your body is healing. |I have, through ny skill, increased the speed of the
process. Even so, when you do return to the prison of flesh you will feel - shall we say -
consi derabl e di sconfort.

‘Do | know you?' asked Sigar ni
"Do you think that you do?' he countered.

"l can renmenber being held close to your chest. You have a snmall nole under the chin; | know this.
And in | ooking at you I can see another man, enornously tall, broad-shoul dered, wearing a buckskin
shirt with a red wi ng-spread hawk sil houette upon the breast.

Tal i esen nodded. ' Chil dhood nenories. Yes, you know nme, child. The other man was Caswal | on. One
day, if God is kind, you will nmeet himagain.'

"You both saved ne fromthe denobns - out there by the pool. Gnal chmai told ne. Wo are you
Tal i esen? Way have you hel ped ne?’

‘Il amnerely a man - a great man, mind! And ny reasons for hel ping you are utterly selfish. But
now is not the time to speak of things past. The days of nmgi ck and power are upon us, Sigarni
the days of blood and death are com ng.'

"I want no part in them' she said.

"You have little choice in the matter. And you will feel differently when you wake. In spirit form
you are free of much nore than nerely the flesh. The human body has nmany weapons. Rage, which

i ncreases nuscl e power; fear, which can hone the nind wonderfully; |ove, which binds with ties of
iron; and hate, which can nove nountains. There are nany nore. But in astral formyou are
connected only tenuously to these enptions. It was rage and the need for revenge whi ch saved your
life, which drove you on to wear the Red. That rage is still there, Sigarni, a fire that needs no
kindling, an eternal blaze that will light the road to greatness. But it rests in the flesh

awai ting your return.'

"You were correct, old one. | do not understand all you say. How do | return to ny flesh?
‘"Not yet. First go fromthe cave. Walk to the pool.'

She shook her head. 'There is a ghost there.’

"Yes,' he said. 'Call him'

Sigarni was on the point of refusing when Taliesen lifted his hand and pointed to the fire. The
flanes leapt up to forma sheer bright wall sonme four feet high. Then, at the centre, a snall spot
of colourless light appeared, opening to becone a pale glistening circle. It glowed snow white,
then gently becane the blue of a summer sky. Sigarni watched spell bound as the blue faded and she
found herself staring through the now transparent circle into her own cabin. She was there,
talking with Guaal chmai. The conversation whi spered into her nind.

"Who was the ghost?' asked the inmage of Sigarni. 'Go and ask him wonman. Call for him' She
shivered and | ooked away. 'I can't.’

Gnal ch chuckl ed. ' There is nothing you cannot do, Sigarni. Nothing.' 'Ch, cone on, Gnalch, are we

not friends? Wiy won't you help ne?" 'l am hel ping you. | amgiving you good advice. You don't
renenber the night of the Slaughter. You will, when the time is right. | hel ped take the nenory
fromyou when I found you by the pool. Madness had come upon you, girl. You were sitting in a
puddl e of your own urine. Your eyes were blank, and you were slack-jawed. | had a friend with ne;

his name was Taliesen. It was he-and another- who slew the Slaughterers. Taliesen told ne we were
going to lock away the menory and bring you back to the world of the living. We did exactly that.
The door will open one day, when you are strong enough to turn the key. That's what he told ne.’

Now the circle shrank to a dot and the flames of the fire returned to normal. 'Am | strong enough
to turn the key?' she asked Taliesen

"Go to the pool and find out,' he advised. 'Call for him'
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Sigarni stood silently for a noment, then noved past the old man and out into the night. The rain

was still hammering down, but she could not feel it nor, strangely, could she hear it. Water
tunbl ed over the falls in spectacular silence, ferocious winds tore silently at the trees and
their |eaf-1aden branches, lightning flared in the sky, but the voice of the acconpanying thunder

coul d not be heard.

The huntress noved to the poolside. 'I amhere!' she called. There was no answer, no stirring upon
the water. Merely silence.

"Call to himby nanme,' came the voice of Taliesen in her m nd.

And she knew, and in knowi ng wondered how such an obvi ous realization should have escaped her so
long. 'lronhand!' she called. "It is I, Sigarni. Ironhand!’

The waters bubbled and rose like a fountain, the spray formng an arched Gateway |lit by an
eldritch light. A giant of a nan appeared in the Gateway, his silver beard in twin braids, his
hair tied back at the nape of his neck. He wore silver-bright arnour and carried a |ong, |eaf-

bl aded broadsword that glistened as if it had been carved from noonlight. He raised the sword in
greeting, and then sheathed it at his side and spoke, his voice rich and resonant. ' Cone to ne,
Sigarni,' he said. "Walk with me anwhile.'

"You spoke to me in Citadel town,' she said. 'You urged me to flee.'

"Yes.'

"And you fought for me when | was a child. You slew the |ast Hollowtooth.

"That al so.'

' \Why 2"

"For love, Sigarni. For a love that will not accept death. WIIl you walk with nme awhil e?
"I will," she said, tears brimming.

And she stepped forward to wal k upon the water

6

DESPI TE THE EXCRUCI ATI NG pain flaring fromthe enpty eye-socket, the Baron Ranul ph Gottasson

enj oyed the awestruck and fearful expressions of the nen before him I1dly the fingers of his left
hand stroked the carved dragon claws on the armof the ornate chair. Sharp they were, as they
gripped the gl obe of ebony. The nen waited silently below the dais. He knew their thoughts and,
nore inportantly, their growi ng anxiety. They had failed - the wonman who had robbed himof his eye
was still at large. The Baron | eaned back on the high carved chair and stared bal efully down at
the twenty nmen before him his single eye bl ood-shot but its gaze piercing.

"So," he said softly, his voice sibilant and chilling, 'tell me that you have captured the woman
and the renegade.’

The officer before him a tall nan sporting a square-cut beard but no noustache, cleared his
throat. H s chain-nail |eggings were nud-sneared, and his right armwas clunsily bandaged. 'W
have not caught themyet, ny lord. | brought the nmen back for fresh supplies.'

"You did not catch them' repeated the Baron, rising fromhis chair. 'One woman and a forester
riding double on a stolen stallion. But you did not catch them' Slowy he descended the three
steps fromthe dais and halted before the officer. The man dropped his head and rmunbl ed sonet hi ng.
' Speak up, Chard. Let us all hear you!

The officer reddened, but he raised his head and his voice boonmed out. 'They fool ed us. They
turned the stallion | oose and cut out across the valleys. Then the stormcane and it was
i mpossible to read sign. But we foll owed as best we could, thinking the woman would return to her
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peopl e. The renegade forester, Fell, shot at us from ambush, wounding two of ny men. W gave
chase, ny lord, but heavily armed riders are useless in the thickets. We |left our horses and tried
to follow on foot. It was like trying to catch a ghost. | had no archers with ne.

Three nore nmen were struck by his arrows. Happily their arnour saved them from serious injury,
t hough the nercenary, Lava, still has an arrowhead | odged in his shoulder.' Chard fell silent.

The Baron nodded solemmly. 'So, what you are saying is that thirty Qutland warriors are no match
for a worman and a cl ansnan.'

"No, ny lord. | amsaying ..

"Be silent, fool! Did you think, at any time during the four days you have been gone, to send back
to Citadel for trackers? Did you not consider hiring the services of the Finder, Kollarin? Did you
set the renegade's own people to hunt hin?

"His own people ..

The Baron half turned away, then swung back his fist, smashing the officer's |lips against his
teeth. The skin split and bl ood sprayed out as Chard was hurl ed backwards. He fell heavily,
cracki ng his skull against the base of a statue. Chard gave out one grunting noan, then slid into
unconsci ousness. 'You have all failed ne,' said the Baron, 'but his was the greatest sin. He wll
suffer for it. Now you!" he said, pointing to a burly soldier with close-cropped fair hair. 'You
are Qorin the Southlander, yes?'

"Yes, nmy lord.' The man bowed.
"You have fought barbarians before, | understand. In Kushir, Palol, Urbria and deatia?

"Yes, ny lord. And served also in Pesht under your conmand. | was there when you storned the wall
sir, though I was but a comon sol dier then.'

"And now you are a sergeant-at-arns. Answer nme well and you shall assume command of the hunt, and
beconme a captain. Tell us all now what errors were made by the idiot lying at your feet.'

Gbrin drew a deep breath and was silent for a nonent. The Baron sniled. He knew what was goi ng
through the man's mnd. No enlisted soldier wished to be made an officer: the pay woul d not cover
the ness bills, and fromits nmeagre supply he woul d have to purchase his own horse and arnour and
hire a manservant. Gbrin's round face pal ed; then he spoke. 'The trail was cold fromthe nonment
the storm broke, nmy lord. W should have headed for Cilfallen and taken hostages. Then the
foresters thensel ves could have hunted down their conrade. | would al so have posted a reward for
their capture, just in case. There's not much coin in the H ghlands. And there's always sone
bastard who'd sell his nother for a copper or two, if you take ny neaning, ny lord.' Cbrin paused

and rubbed his broad chin. 'You have already nentioned the Finder, Kollarin, but - 1'll be honest
with you, my lord - | would not have thought of him sir. and, if it please you, | don't want
captain Chard's conmand. |'m no noblenman. And | wouldn't fit in. | don't have the brains for it.

But | am a good sergeant, sir.'

The Baron ignored the soldier and clinbed to the dais to return to his seat. Hi s eye-socket was

t hr obbi ng and tongues of fire were lancing up into his skull. Yet he kept his expression even and
showed no trace of the pain he was feeling. 'Find Kollarin and take himw th you when you have
your supplies. Take fifty nmen. Split theminto two sections. One will ride to Cilfallen and post a
reward of one hundred guineas; this group will also take four hostages and return themto GCitadel
The second group, led by you, Gorin, will include Kollarin. You will start your search at the
wonman' s cabin. And before you |l eave you will take the fornmer Captain Chard to the whipping post,
where you will apply fifty lashes to his naked back. Wth every lash | want you to consider this:
Fail, and one of your nen will be |ashing you.'

"Yes, sir,' said Gorin mserably.

The Baron waved his hand, dismssing the men. 'Not you, Leofric,' he said, as the slender blond-
haired cleric was about to | eave. 'Shut the door and cone to me in ny study.' Leaving the dais the
Baron strode across the hall and through a snmall side door, leading to a flight of steps that took
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himup to the parapet study. A goblet had been placed on the desk, filled with dark, noxious
liquid. The Baron hated nedicines of any kind, and pai n-masking opiates in particular. But the
injury was now interfering with his thought processes and he drained the foul brew and sat with
his back to the open wi ndow.

Leofric knocked twice, then entered the study. 'I amsorry, cousin, for your pain and your
di sappoi ntrent,' he said uneasily.

"The pain is nothing, but I amnot disappointed, boy,' the Baron told him notioning the younger
man to a seat opposite him 'Far fromit. The Hi ghl ands need to be purged, and the excuse has now
fluttered in on the wings of a dead hawk. A woman rebel was arrested after attacking the King's

Em ssary. Highlanders rai ded the dungeons to release her. Then they attacked the King' s soldiers.
When word reaches the south the King will send another five thousand nen to serve under ne, and we
will march fromCtadel to the sea and wi pe out the clans once and for all.

"I don't understand,' said Leofric. 'How are the clans a danger to the enpire? They have no
mlitary organi zation, indeed no arny, and there is no insurrection.'

The Baron smiled. 'Then we cannot | ose, can we, Leofric? And at the end I will have an arny as

| arge as Jastey's. The King grows old and soft. You think Jastey has no plans to seize the crown
for hinself? O course he has. And | can do nothing to stop himwhile | amstuck away here in this
God- f orsaken wi | derness. However, a war against the clans, well that has great nerit. In the south

they still fear these northerners, and old nmen recall with dread how the shrieki ng savages erupted
fromthe mountains bringing fire and death to the Low ands. You will see, Leofric. As soon as news
reaches the south of this latest outrage, the price of Iand south of the border will plummet. The

weak-hearted will sell up and nove and panic will sweep through the i mediate Lowl and towns.'

"That | do understand,' said Leofric, 'but what if the H ghlanders do hunt down this. .. Fell...
and the woman? \VWat if they surrender themto us to save the hostages?

The Baron shook his head. 'It won't happen. | know these barbarians; they're all too proud. 'l
hang t he hostages as soon as they reach Citadel, and | eave their bodies on the north wall for all
to see. And if that doesn't force at |l east a show of resistance, |I'Il burn Clfallen and a few of
their towns.'

" And what task would you have ne perform ny lord? asked Leofric.

"There will be no major invasion of the Highlands until spring. W want tine for the fear to grow
back hone. | intend to attack with six thousand fighting nen and five hundred engi neers. You nust
put your mind to the question of how we feed and supply this arny all the way to the sea. Al so, |
want you to study the maps and locate three sites for our fixed canps and fortifications. You know
what is required: the forts should be situated close to the lands of the Pallides and the Farlain
Choose open ground, yet close enough to the woods for the nmen to be able to gather tinber for the
wal | s. Questions?

"Yes, nmy lord, the fortifications. I amwell aware of the standard design used for the
construction of tenporary fortifications during punitive raids into hostile territory. But these
are rough constructions, not intended for nore than a few nights. WIIl they suffice?

The Baron considered the question. The Highland winters were notoriously savage, and the forts
woul d need to be nmanned throughout the long, bitter nmonths until the invasion. Mre inportant than
this, however, was the likelihood of Hi ghlanders attacking the outposts. There would be no way to
reinforce them once the snow bl ocked the passes.

"You misunderstood ny use of the word standard,’' said the Baron snoothly. 'This is not a punitive
raid, but should be considered as a full invasion. The forts therefore will have regul ation
defences, earth barriers at least ten feet high, topped with tinber walls to another fifteen feet.
Weighted portcullis gates will also be constructed. You are fanmliar with the design?

"Of course, nmy lord. It was devised by Driada during the Ceatian Wars in the last century, but
was possi bly based on an earlier '

"l did not ask for a history |lesson, Leofric. You will take two hundred engi neers and three
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hundred infantrynen into the Hi ghlands. Then you will oversee the building of these forts and
wi thin them storehouses for supplies. Make sure the storehouses are watertight. | want no rotting
meat, nor mldewed cereal when | arrive with the arny.’

Leofric stood and bowed. 'I thank you for your trust in nme, cousin. | will not fail you.'

Sigarni opened he.r eyes and saw the flickering flane shadows on the cave ceiling. She watched
them for a nmoment, then felt the onrush of pain from her wounded body. A voice spoke from her

left. 'She is awake. Pour some broth for her.' Sigarni rolled her head towards the sound, focusing
her eyes upon a wi zened old man with deep-set pal e eyes.

'Tal i esen?' she whi spered

"Aye, lass, Taliesen. How are you feeling?

"Hurt. What happened to nme?'

"You don't renenber the attack in Citadel dungeons?'

She cl osed her eyes. 'OF course | do - but that was years ago. | neant why am | injured now?
Tal i esen | eaned forward and hel ped her to sit up. Pain |lanced through Sigarni's right side and she
gr oaned.

"One of your ribs is cracked. It will heal soon,' said Taliesen. Another figure nmoved into sight,

child-small, yet bearded. Sitting at her right, Ballistar handed her a wooden bowl and spoon. The
broth was thick and salty and Sigarni becane acutely aware of her hunger. She ate in silence. Wen
she had finished Ballistar took back the bowl. Sigarni felt her strength returning, but still she

was confused.
"Wiy did you nention the ... attack on ne?' she asked Taliesen

'Because it happened three days ago,' he said slowy. 'You have been spirit-wandering in a place
where there is no tine.'

"I renenber,' she said. 'He took me by the hand.
"Who took her?' asked Ballistar. Taliesen waved himto sil ence.

"Yes, you wal ked with him' said the wi zard, taking Sigarni's hand. She wenched it back, her eyes
bl azi ng.

"Do not touch nme! No man will ever touch me again!' The violence in her voice was startling,
surprising Ballistar who dropped the enpty bow. It rolled across the cave floor, conmng to rest
agai nst the far wall.

Tal i esen seened unnmoved by the rebuff. 'l amsorry, ny dear, that was rem ss of ne. Did you learn
much in your time with hinf

"It is hazy now,' she said sleepily. 'But he said he would teach nme ... would always ... be with
me.' Sigarni stretched out again and cl osed her eyes. Taliesen covered her with a bl anket of wool.

"What was she tal ki ng about?' asked Ballistar. 'Wen did she go wal ki ng? And who with?
Tal i esen rose and wal ked to the fire. '"Time to gather nore wood,' he said.
"Who did she walk with?' repeated Ballistar

"It's not for you to know, dwarf. Now go and fetch sone wood. The black man will be here soon, and
then you'll understand a little nore of what is happeni ng here.'

"I"'mnot your servant!' snapped Ballistar. 'l don't have to junp through hoops because you say
so!’

"No,' agreed Taliesen, 'you don't. But | amtrying to keep her warm and | ama little too old to

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...%2001%20-%20lronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (67 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:12:00 PM]



file://IG|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmell %620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2001%20-%20I ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt

relish wal king around a forest and stooping to collect dead wood. You, on the other hand, do not
have far to stoop.'

Il do it for her,' said the dwarf. 'But know this, Taliesen, | do not like you. Not one bit.'
"How wi se of you,' Taliesen told him

Bal I i star stonped fromthe cave and out into the afternoon sunlight. Fallen wood was plentiful
following the storm and he spent an idle hour gathering arnfuls of fuel and carrying them back to
the cave. Taldiesen spent the hour sitting silently beside the sleeping Sigarni. Bored now,
Ballistar returned to the poolside and stared out over the water. It was snooth and notionl ess
here, and the reflections of the trees on the opposite shore could be seen grow ng upside-down in
the pool. Ballistar noved to the edge and knelt, |eaning out over the water. H s own face | ooked
back at him the deep-set brown eyes gazing into his.

"What's it like in an upside-down world?" he asked his reflection. 'Are you happy or sad?' The
face in the pool nouthed the sane words back to him Ballistar nmoved back and sat with his back to
the trunk of a weeping wllow

Asm dir cane riding down the slope and Ballistar stood. The black man was wearing cl ot hes of brown
and russet, with a deep green cloak. He sported no burnoose and upon his head he wore a hel m of
burni shed iron that rose to a glistening silver point at the crown. Seeing Ballistar, he drew rein
and stepped fromthe saddle. 'Were is she?" he asked.

Ballistar pointed to the cave. 'There is a wizard with her. Unpleasant little nman.'

"How i s she?

' Beat en and abused. She will get better though. | knowit.'

The bl ack man nodded. '|I know it al so. \What news of Fell?

"I'"ve heard nothing,' the dwarf told him 'I've been here for three nights. But | don't think
they'll catch him A canny man is Fell, and stronger than he believes.'

"You see much, Ballistar. You are no man's fool. | shall be taking Sigarni to my house. You are
wel come to join us. | think she will feel better with you there.'

'She nay not want either of us,' said the dwarf. 'She just told Taliesen that no man will ever
touch her again - she may hate us all for the sins of a few'

Asmidir shook his head. 'She is too intelligent for that, ny friend. WIIl you come?
"OF course | will come. She is ny friend.'
"Mne also,' said Asmidir softly. "And | will defend her with ny life. You believe me?

Bal | i star | ooked deeply into the nan's dark eyes. 'Aye, | believe you, black nan. | don't like
you, but | believe you.'

"There is much in ne to dislike, Ballistar. | have been a harsh nman
no

and at tines a cruel one. Despite this | have never betrayed a friend, and treachery is utterly
alien tone. | intend to help Sigarni, to teach her all that | know "

" About what?' asked Bal listar.
" About war,' Asm dir answered.

There was little conversation as the five nen noved through the forest, each |locked in his own
t houghts. Fat Tovi the Baker kept thinking of his el dest son, and how proud he was of the boy.
When the sol diers had sel ected himas one of the four hostages he had stood tall, straight of
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back, and he had shown no fear. Like nme, when |I was younger, thought Tovi. Then he shook his head.
No, he's better than me. There's a lot of his nmother in him and she comes from good stock

Besi de himwal ked Granme the Smith, his thoughts dark and broodi ng. Grame stood by while the

sol diers selected the hostages, but he was holding the forge hammer in his hand, and using all his
iron will to stop hinmself fromrunning forward and braining the grinning officer. That | should
live to see this, he thought, foreigners riding into our villages unopposed and stealing away our
people. The smith felt the shane as if it were his al one.

Ahead of the two old men wal ked the three foresters, Fell at the centre. Bakris Toot h-gone was to
his left, Gwn Dark-eye to the right. Gwn's thoughts were all of Fell. He loved himbetter than
he loved his own brothers, and was racking his brains for a fresh argunment to use to stop Fel
fromsurrendering to the Qutlanders. But nothing would cone. Four lives were at stake, Tovi's son
the Wdow Maffrey, the cattle-herder Clenmet, and Nam, the fat daughter of the shepherd Maccus.
Fell was a nman of honour, and once he had heard about the hostages there was only one course of
action left to him It broke Gwn's heart to make this journey.

Bakri s was thinking about what woul d happen once the arrogant Fell had been hanged. Surely his own
skills would be recogni zed and he woul d be el ected Captain of Foresters?

Fell hinmself could think only of Sigarni, and all that m ght have been. Taliesen had ordered him
to lead the hunters deep into the forest, and this he had done, woundi ng several of them They had
al rost caught himtw ce, but his woodcraft saved him- that and his

in
fl eetness of foot. What will happen now, Sigarni, he wondered? WIIl you renmenber ne kindly?

In his mind s eye he could see hinself standing on the scaffold, the henp rope at his throat. WII
you die like a man, Fell, he asked hinself, standing tall and proud? In that nonment he knew that
he woul d. No Qutl and audi ence woul d see a Hi ghl and nan scream and beg for his life.

Fell glanced up at the branches above him the sun dappling themw th gold and sending shafts of
brilliance to the undergrowth bel ow. Through a break in the trees he saw H gh Drain, rising
maj estically above the other peaks. 'Be with nme, Father!' he whispered to the nountain.

"What's that, Fell?" asked Gwn.

"Talking to nyself, man. Ah, but it's a fine day for a walk, to be sure.’
"That it is, ny friend, but 1'd be happier if we were heading north."'

"I cannot do that. I'lIl let no Highlander die for ny crines.'

"Crimes? What crinmes? snorted Granme, noving al ongside them 'They raped her, for God's sake, and
they hunted her down like an animal. Wio do they think they are, these Qutlanders? First the Baron
tries to steal her hawk, then they rob her of her virtue ..."

"What virtue?' sneered Bakris. '"Hell's teeth, nman, that was gone |ong ago. She's had nore pricks
than an archery target.’

"That's enough,' hissed Fell as he swng on G anme. 'Wo do they think they are? They are the
conquerors, and they make the |laws. You, me, the whole of the Highlands, are ruled at their whim'

'There's supposed to be a | eader comng,' said Tovi. 'I wish to God he would appear soon.'

'She already has,' said Fell. The other nmen | ooked at one another, then back at Fell. 'Aye, you'l
think it nonsense,' he said. 'But an old sorcerer canme to ne, and told ne to be at the G tade
town at dawn on a certain day. There | would see the Red worn again, and a sword held over the
town. Well, ny lads, | was there. And | saw Sigarni don the Red, and watched her kill an

Qutl ander. She's the | eader prophesied. | won't live to see it, but you will.'

'Have you gone mad, |ad?' asked G ane.'Wat does she know of war and battles? She's a child. Wo'd
foll ow her?
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"I would,’' said Fell.

"I'f he would, so would I," put in Gwn.
Bakris gave a sneering laugh. '1'd follow her into the bedroom Any tine.
"You will all see it cone true,' said Fell. "Now |let's be noving on. | have a wish to be in

Ci tadel town before dusk.

Tovi put his broad hand on Fell's shoulder. 'I'mnot stopping you boy,' he said, his voice thick
with enotion. 'I'd do anything to bring ny son home. Yet, even now, if you choose to take a
different path I'll think none the worse of you. You understand?

Fel | nodded. 'l understand, Hunt Lord. But | killed an Qutlander, and they want bl ood. |If they
don't get mne they will seek it elsewhere. It is their way. | would ask you this, though - | ook

to Sigarni, and help her all you can. Both you and G ane are battl e-hardened warriors. You have
lived what the rest of us only hear stories of. You know how the heart feels before a battle, and
how a man's courage can turn to water. You know what it takes to stand against a foe. That

know edge will be vital in the days ahead. My death nay give you breathing space to plan. But it
will be no nore than that.

"I't may not even give us that,' said Gwn. 'They want Sigarni too. They nmay just take you, and
keep the hostages.'

"I've thought of that,' said Fell. 'Let us hope there is a spark of honour in the Baron.'
"You're doing the right thing, Fell,' said Bakris. 'I'd do the sane in your place.'

"Then let's nove on,' said Fell. 'One nore hill, lads, and we'll be hone.'

The five men trudged up the hill, cresting it just as the sun was turning to bl ood over the

western mountain peaks. In the distance they could see the Iine of the wall around Citadel town,
and the tall ranparts of the keep beyond.

By the north gate, in cages outside the wall, hung four bodies, and crows were thick around them
At this distance it was inpossible to recognize faces, but all knew the worn-out black dress worn
by the Wdow Maffrey. 'God's heart!' whispered Grane. 'They've killed them already! But it has
only been two days! They promi sed a week.'

"A spark of honour, you said, Fell,' nmuttered Gwn. 'Now we all see what CQutland honour is worth.
"They' Il pay for this a thousandfold,' said Fell. 'l swear it!

Sigarni, her red cloak wapped around her shoul ders, sat on the nock ranparts of Asmidir's castle
home and stared out over the rolling hills and woodl ands to the south. Asnmidir stood al ongside
her, leaning on the crenellated grey stone parapet. 'You understand your purpose? he asked her

'"Yes,' she said, her voice cold. '|l amto kill Qutlanders.'

Angrily he swung on her. "No! that is the first lesson you nmust learn. War is not just a ganme of
killing. Any comander who thinks in this way will be destroyed, if not by the eneny then by his -
or her - own troops.'

"Troops? Are you insane? she stormed. 'There are no soldiers, there is no arny. There is only
Sigarni. And all | live for nowis to kill as many as | can.' Pushing herself to her feet she
faced him her own pale eyes |ocked to his dark orbs. 'You can have no understandi ng of what they
did to ne, or what they took fromme. You are a man. This whole world has been created for your

pl easures, while wonen are here nerely for sport —either that or to carry your brats for nine
mont hs, ready to feed nore souls to your ganes of slaughter in years to cone. Well, Asmidir,
Sigarni will carry no brats, but she m| play your gane.'

He smiled ruefully. 'You cannot play until you know what you are playing for. You nust have an
obj ective, Sigarni. How el se can you plan?
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"An objective? she nocked. 'l amalone, Asmidir. What would you have nme do? Were is ny arny? You
want an objective? To free the H ghlands of Qutland rule, to drive the eneny back into their own

| ands and beyond. To |ead a hundred thousand nmen deep into their territory and sack their capital

I s that enough of an objective?

"It is," he said. 'Now exam ne how you will plan for this objective.'

Sigarni rose and faced him 'I have no tinme for worthless ganes. There is no arny.'
"Then build one,' he said, sternly.

Spi nning on her heel Sigarni strode along the ranpart, clinbing down the stone stairway to the
courtyard. A servant bowed as she passed him Moving on, she entered the house where Ballistar was
standi ng before the stuffed bear, staring up at it. '"It's so lifelike,' said the dwarf. 'Don't you
t hi nk?'

I gnoring him she walked into the hall and seated herself in a wide |leather arnthair set before
the log fire. Asmidir followed her, with Ballistar just behind.

"Wy are they bowing to nme?" denmanded Sigarni. '"All of them They don't speak ... but they bow'

"l ordered themto,' said Asmidir. 'You nmust become faniliar with such treatnment. Fromnow to the
end of your life you will be separated fromthe comon man. You will becone a queen, Sigarni.'

'The Whore Queen, is that it? Is that how you see nme, Asmidir? O was it sonme other black bastard
who naned nme a harlot?

Asmidir pulled up a chair and sat down opposite her. 'Your anger is justified,' he said. 'l did
not know then that you were the | eader the prophecy spoke of. | ask your forgiveness for that. But
| also ask that you focus your rage, and do not allowit to swanp your reason. |f the prophecy was
true - and | believe it to be so - then you nmust be ready to act. A w se general knows that nen
can be replaced, weapons can be replenished. But |ost tinme cannot be regained.’

"And who will follow ne, Asmidir? she asked. 'Wo will follow the whore, Sigarni?

Bal | i star noved between them and gave a low bow. 'I will follow you, Sigarni
let me be the first?' Dropping to one knee he gazed up at her

he said. "WIIl you

Sigarni felt her anger drain away. 'You are ny friend,' she said wearily. 'Is that not enough?’
"No. | believe what he says. The wizard said the sane. | know | amnot built to be a warrior, or
to lead men into battle. I can serve you, though. | can cook, and | can think. I amnot a fool

Si garni, though nature has gifted nme the appearance of one. O her men will kneel before you, and
you will gather an arnmy fromanong the clans. And if we are all to die, let it be while fighting a
vile eneny. For fromnow until then, at least we will live with pride.’'

Sigarni stood and took his arms, helping himto his feet. 'You shall be the first, Ballistar,' she
said. Seizing her hand he kissed it, then stepped back, bl ushing.

"I''l'l leave you now,' he said. "I'Il prepare breakfast. Planning should never be attenpted on an
enpty stonach.'’

As the dwarf departed Asnmidir |eaned forward. 'H s words had great wi sdom Sigarni.'

She said nothing, but sat silently for a while staring into the flames, seeing again the sword
that crushed the life from Abby, and then the terrible ordeal in the dungeon

"What kind of army can we raise? she asked.

Asmidir smled. '"That is nore like it! the Loda nunber |less than two thousand people, of which no
nmore than six hundred could fight, and only then for a short space of time, for the fields would
have to be tilled and planted, crops gathered and so on. Realistically we could raise three
hundred fighting nen. The Pallides nunber nore than six thousand, with approximately two thousand
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men between the ages of fifteen and sixty. | have no detailed information as yet about the

Farl ain, but judging by the areas they inhabit, there should be at |east four thousand of them
The Wngoras are the snallest clan, but even they could put two hundred fighting men on the field
of battle. Al in all, perhaps four thousand in total."'

"Such a total could not be reached,' she said. 'You could not assenble all the clan's fighting nmen
in one place. If the eneny were to avoid a confrontation, or slip by, all the villages and towns
woul d be undef ended.'

Asm dir cl apped his hands together. 'Good!' he said. 'Now you are thinking! Tell nme then, what is
the nost inportant matter to be studied first?

"The eneny | eader,' she said, without hesitation. Then she faltered, her brow furrow ng.
"What is it?" he asked. 'Are you in pain again?

"No. | am.. renmenbering. How strange. It is like |ooking through a wi ndow and seeing mnyself from
afar. And he is with ne. Tal king. Teaching. He is saying, Know the eneny general for he is the
heart and m nd of the foe. The body may be of great power, and alnost invincible, hut if the heart
and mind are not sound he will face defeat.'

She saw that Asmidir was surprised. 'Wio is saying this? And when?'
"The King who was,' she told him 'and he spoke to ne while | slept in the cave.'
"Now you are speaking in riddles.'

"Not at all, Asmidir, but let us leave it there, as a nystery for you. He also said there were
five fundanentals to anal yse before war was undertaken: noral influence, weather, terrain,
comand, and doctrine.’

Asmidir's surprise turned to astonishnent. Hi s eyes narrowed and he smiled. 'Did he al so nention
the seven el ements?

'"No. He said he would | eave that to you.'
"Are you making nock of ne, woman?' he asked, his expression softening.

She shook her head. '|I am speaking the truth.' Rising smoothly she stood before him 'And woman is
no way to address a | eader,' she said, smling.

Asmidir did not return the snile. Instead he noved to his knees before her and bowed his head. "I
ask your forgiveness, ny lady,' he said, '"and | further request that you allow ne to be the second
man to pledge his loyalty to you.'

"Now you are nocking ne, Asmidir,' she adnoni shed hi m

He gl anced up, his face set. '|I have never been nore serious, Sigarni. | offer you ny sword, ny
experience, and - if necessary - ny life. Al that | have is yours ... now and for ever.'

"It shall be so,' she heard herself say.

At that nonent a servant entered. He bowed | ow. 'Soldiers approaching, lord. Some thirty in
nunber. Wth themrides the man you spoke of, dressed all in green.’

Asmi dir swore softly. '"Remain in your room Sigarni. This situation nmay becone delicate.'
"Who is the man in green?" she asked.

"A Seeker, a Finder. H's powers are strong, and he will sense your spirit. One of ny servants will
come to you. Foll ow where he leads, ny lady, and I will come to you when | can.'

Qorin renmoved his iron hel mand pushed back his chain-nail head-and shoul der-guard, allow ng the
nount ai n breeze to cool his face and bl ow t hrough his short-cropped hair. Resting the helmon a
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flat stone beside the stream he pulled off his riding gauntlets and laid thematop the helm "A
beautiful |and,' observed the Finder Kollarin, moving al ongside himand splashing water to his
face.

"Li ke nmy honel and,' replied the sergeant, scanning the nountains. Qorin said nothing nore and

moved away to check the horses. They had been picketed a little way upstreamand a sentry was

standing by them 'Gve thema while to cool down, then take themto water,' he told the young
nman.

"Yes, sir.
'Yes, sergeant!' snapped Qorin. 'I'mnot a bloody officer.'
'Yes, sergeant.'

Qorin's foul nood darkened further. It had started already. Wrd of his tenporary pronotion had
spread fast and the men thought it

hunorous, but nothing could be further fromthe truth. As they were | eaving the Ctadel barracks
Qbrin had seen several officers watching him They were | aughing. One of them Lieutenant Masrick -
a potbellied second cousin of the Baron - cracked a joke, his thin voice carrying to the nounted
soldiers waiting for Gorin: Tut a pigin silk and it is still a pig, eh, ny friends?

Gorin pretended not to hear. It was the best policy. His short-lived appointnent would soon be
forgotten, but the emmity of a nman |like Masrick could see himhunbled - or worse. Qorin pushed
t houghts of Masrick fromhis mnd

He had canmped his nmen in a hollow beside a stream Fromhere the canmp-fires could be seen over no
great distance and, with a sentry posted on the closest hill, they could have anple warning of any
hostil e approach. Not that Cbrin expected an attenpt to rescue the prisoner. However regul ations
demanded that, in the absence of a fortified canp, the officer in charge observed the proper
precautions. The ground was rocky, but sheltered, and two canp-fires had already been lit. Cooking
pots were in place above themand the snell of stew was beginning to fill the air. Gorin wal ked to
the brow of a hill overlooking the canp-site and sat down on a rock. From here he could see
Kollarin sitting beside the stream and the other nmen nmoving about their chores. The prisoner was
seated by a slender elmat the edge of the canp, his hands and feet tied. There was bl ood on his
face, and his left eye was bl ackened and swol | en.

Gorin felt unconfortable. He had known Fell for alnost four years and he |liked the man. A good
judge of character, Cbrin knew the clansman to be strong, proud and honest. He was no mnurderer, of
that Gorin was sure. Wiat difference does it make what you think, he asked hinsel f? Who cares? You
had a job to do and you did it. That's all that matters. Fell had said nothing since the capture
Kollarin had led themto a cave, in which Fell was sl eeping. They had rushed hi mand overpowered
him But not before Fell had smashed Bakker's nose and broken the jaw of the new recruit, Kl ebb
Qorin grinned at the menory. There was little to |ike about Bakker, a |oud, greasy whoreson with
shifty eyes. The flattened nose had inproved his | ooks tenfold!

Qorin saw Kol larin rise and begin to walk up the hill. He cursed inwardly for the man unnerved
him The sergeant did not care for nagickers. Corin nmade the Sign of the Protective Horn as the
man approached. He did not do it covertly, but allowed Kollarin to see the gesture.

The man in green smled and nodded. 'I only read minds when | ampaid,' he said. 'Your secrets are
qui te safe.

"l have no secrets, Finder. | tell no lies. | deceive no one - least of all nyself.'
' Then why nake the sign?' asked Kollarin, sitting alongside the soldier
"A casual insult,' admtted Cbrin, unconcerned over any possible reaction

"You do not like ne, sergeant.’' You believe Fell should have been given the chance to fight |ike a
man, and not be taken in his sleep. You are probably right. |I would go further, though. W are al
reared on stories of heroes, great warriors, or poets, or philosophers. W are told that we nust
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aspire to be just like these heroes, for only by so doing can we ensure the survival of
civilization. It is very noble. Indeed it is laudable.' Kollarin chuckled. 'And then we becone
men, and we realize that it is all a nonsense.'

"It is not nonsense!' said Qbrin. 'W need heroes.

"Of course we do,' Kollarin agreed. 'The nonsense is that sonetines they are the eneny. Wat then
do we do, Obrin?

"I"'mnot a philosopher. | live by my owmn rules. | steal fromno man, and |I conmit no evil. God
will judge ne on that whefi ny tine cones.'

"Il amsure that He will judge all of us, ny friend. Tell ne, what do you think He will think of us
when young Fell is brought before hin? Wien his body |ies broken and blinded on the G tadel rack
and his spirit floats up to paradi se?

Gbrin was growi ng nore uneasy, yet he did not wal k away, though he wanted to. 'How should I know?
"I think you know,' said Kollarin sadly.

"What do you want nme to say?' stormed Gobrin. 'That he has been treated unjustly? Yes, he has. That
he doesn't deserve to die? No, he doesn't. None of it matters. The Baron is the | aw, he gave ne ny
orders and it is nmy duty to obey them What of you? You took his noney, and agreed to hunt down
the clansman. Wy did you do it?

Kollarin smled. 'l had ny reasons, Cbrin. Did you hear about what happened to the wonman?

"It is said they raped her but | find it hard to believe. WII Stanper was not that kind of man
VW were friends, | knew him'

V)

"He did it," said Kollarin. 'l was in that cell. | read it in the blood. They all did it. And they
cut her, and they bit her, and they beat her with fists. And all because she tried to stop the
Baron stealing her hawk. Heroic, eh?

Qbrin said nothing for a noment. The light was failing and the canp-fires cast a gentle gl ow over
the hollow 'l can't change the world,' he said sadly. 'Fell rescued the wonan and |I'm gl ad that
he did. Now he has to pay for it, which saddens nme. But in nmy life |I've seen a |ot of good nen
die, Kollarin. And a lot of evil nen prosper. It is the way of things.'

"You'll see worse yet,' said Kollarin coldly.
"Li ke what ?'

"The invasion in the spring, when the Baron | eads an arny to annihilate the Highlanders. You'l
see the burning buil dings, hear the screanms of wonen and children, watch the crows feast on the
bodi es of farners and shepherds.'

"That's just a rumour!' snapped Obrin. 'And a stupid one at that! There's no one for the arnmy to
fight here.’

"I amKollarin the Finder,' said the man in green, rising. "And | do not lie either.’

Cbrin stood and wal ked down the hill. A soldier offered hima bow of stew, which he accepted, and
for a while he sat with his nen, listening to themtalk of whores they had known, or |ands they
had canpaigned in. Then he ladled nore stewinto his bow and wal ked to where Fell was tied. The
clansman | ooked up at him but said nothing.

Cbrin squatted down. "I have sone food foryou,' he said, lifting the bow to Fell's lips. The
clansman turned his head away and Cbrin laid down the bowl. '"I'msorry, Fell,' he said softly. '
like you, man, and | think you did right. | hope to God the wonan gets far away fromhere.' The

clansman's eyes net his, but no words were spoken by him
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Returning to the fire, Qorin ordered the cooking pots cleaned and stowed, then set sentries for
the night. Kollarin was once nore sitting by the stream his green cloak wapped about his
shoul ders.

Using his saddle for a pillow, OGorin renoved his chain-mail shoul der-guard and his breastpl ate,
unbuckl ed his sword and dagger belt and settled down to sleep. In all his seventeen years of

sol diering sleep had always come easily. In the blazing heat of the Kushir plains, in the harsh,
bone-biting cold of the Ceatian nountains, at sea in a gal e-tossed ship, Gborin could just close
his eyes and will his body to rest. It was, he knew, a vital skill for a veteran. In sleep a nan
regai ned his strength and rested his soul. In war a soldier's |ife depended on his power, speed
and reflexes. There were few second chances for a tired warrior on a battlefield.

But sleep was slow to cone tonight.
Gorin lay on his back, staring up at the bright stars and the | antern noon

He was wal king along a narrow trail, beneath an arched tunnel nmade up of the interlinked branches
of col ossal trees on both sides of the way. Qorin stopped and gl anced back. The tunnel seened to
stretch on for ever, dark and gl oony, pierced occasionally by a shaft of noonlight through a gap
in the branches.

Qorin wal ked on. There were no night sounds, no ow calls, no rustling of wind in the | eaves. Al
was silence, save for his soft footfalls on the soft earth. Ahead was a brilliant shaft of
nmoonl i ght, a beautiful colum of |ight that shone upon a cross-roads. Gorin approached it, and saw
a warrior sitting on a rock by the wayside. The man was huge, his long white hair gleanming in the
nmoonl i ght. He wore his beard in two white braids which hung to his silver breastplate. A double-
handed cl aynore was plunged into the earth before him its hilt a glistening silver, while a huge
crinmson stone was set into the ponmel.

"It is a fine weapon, 'said Qorin.

The man stood. He towered over Gbrin by a good Southland foot. 'It has served ne well,' he said,
his voice rich and deep. Cbrin |ooked up into his pale, deep-set eyes. They were the colour of a
wi nter stormcloud, grey and cold. Yet Corin felt no fear

"VWhere are we?' he asked.

The tall warrior extended his arm sweeping it across the three paths that began in the pillar of
light. 'We are at the cross-roads,' said the warrior. Cbrin's attention was caught by the man's
single gauntlet of red iron. It was splendidly crofted, seem ngly as supple as |eather.

"Who are you?' he asked

"A man who once travelled,' answered the warrior. 'Many paths, nany roads, nany trails. | wal ked
the nmountains, Gorin, and | rode the | owl ands. Many paths, sone crooked, sone straight. Al were
hard."

"The warrior's paths,' said Gorin. 'Aye, | know them No hearth, no home, no kin. Only the Way of
Iron.' Weariness settled upon himand he sat down. The warrior seated hinself beside the
Sout hl ander. ' And which path do you wal k now?' asked the stranger

"I go where | amsent. Wat el se can a soldier do? Seventeen yean | have served the Baron. | have
mat ched friends die, and nmy boots have collected the dust of many nations. Now | have an aching
shoul der and a knee that does not like to march. In three years | can claimny hectare of |and.
Maybe | will - if | can still remenber how to farm What of you? \Were are you goi ng?

"Nowhere | haven't teen,' answered the man. | too wanted to farm and to breed cattle. But | was
called upon to right a wong. It was a snall matter. A nobleman and his friends were hunting, and
they rode through afield and tranpled a child playing there. Her | egs were broken badly and the

family had no coin to pay for a Wcca man to heal her. | went to the nobl eman and asked for
justice.'
Qorin sighed. 'I could finish that story for you, man. There's no justice for the poor. Never was,
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never will be. Did he laugh in your face?
The gi ant shook his head. 'He had ne flogged for ny inpudence.
"VWhat happened to the girl?
"She lived. | went back to the nobleman and this tinme he paid.
"What brought about his change of heart?

" There was no change of heart. | left his head on a spike, and | burned his home to the ground. It
was a grand fire, which burned bright and Iit the sky for many a mle. It also lit nmen's hearts,
and that fire burned for thirty years.

"By God, did they not hunt you?

"Aye. And then | hunted them'

" Andyou were victorious?

"Always.' The warrior chuckled. '"Until the [ast day.'
'VWhat happened-t hen?

Idly the warrior drew his sword fromthe earth and exanmi ned the glistening blade. The ruby shone
like fresh blood, the blade gleam ng |like captured noonlight. 'The war was over. Victory was won.
The | and was at peace, and free. | thought nmy enenies were all dead. A dreadful mstake for a
warrior. | was riding across ny |ands, gazing upon Hi gh Druin, watching the stormclouds gather
there. They surprised nme. My horse was killed, but not before the gallant beast got ne to the edge
of the forest. They canme at me in a pack: nmen | had fought al ongside, even pronoted. Not friends,
you understand, but conrades-in-arns. My heart was wounded each time | killed one of them The
wounds to ny body were as nothing to ny grief.'

"Way did they turn on you?

The warrior shrugged, then thrust the sword once nore into the earth.

| wasaking, Cbrin. And | was arrogant and sure. | treated sone of themw th disdain. Ohers |

i gnored. There were always ten nmen queuing for every favour | could grant. And | nade ni stakes.
Once | had freed themfromthe tyranny of the oppressor | becane a tyrant in their eyes. Wo
knows, maybe they were right. | do not judge them'

"How di d you survive al one agai nst so nany?

| did not.'

Gbrin was shocked. 'You . .. you are a spirit then?

We both are, Qbrin. But you have a body of flesh to which you will return.
| don't understand. Wiy am | here?

| called you.

' For what purpose?' asked Gbrin. | amnot a king, nor of any worth.'

"Do not be so harsh on yourself, man,' said the warrior, laying his iron gauntlet on Cobrin's
shoul der. 'You have nerely | ost your way. And now you are at the cross-roads. You nay choose a new
path.'

Cbrin gazed around him Al the pathways | ooked the same, interm nable tunnels beneath arched
trees. 'What difference does it mmke?' he asked. 'They are identical.'

The warrior nodded. 'Aye, that is true. Al roads lead to death, Gorin. It is inescapable. Even
so, there is a right path.
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orin |aughed, but the sound was bitter and harsh. 'How would | know it?'

"I fyou cannot recognize it, then you nust find a nan already upon it and follow him You will
know, Qbrin. Let the heart-light shine. It will light the way.

Cbrin awoke with a start. The dawn |ight was streaking the sky, though the stars had not yet

faded. H's thoughts were nuddl ed and his mouth felt as if he'd swall owed a badger. Wth a groan he
sat up. His right shoul der ached abomi nably. Rising fromhis blankets, he wal ked to a nearby tree

and enptied his bl adder. Everyone el se was still asleep, including the prisoner. Obrin hawked and

spat, then stretched his right armover his head, seeking to ease the ache.

The hill sentry wal ked down and sal uted.' Nothing to report fromthe watch, sergeant,' he said,
"but there are riders to the south.'

"C ansnen?' This was unlikely, for there were few horses in the nountains.
"No, sir. Soldiers fromG tadel, | think. Too far away to be sure.'
(jet a breakfast fire going,' ordered Cbrin. Mwving to the stream he stripped to the waist and

washed in the cold water, splashing it over his face and hair. Kollarin joined him 'Sleep well,
sergeant?' '|I always sleep well.' 'No dreans?

obrin cupped sone water into his hands and drank noisily. There was an edge to the man's voi ce,
like a plea of sone kind. Gorin | ooked at him 'Yes, |I dreant,' he said. 'You?

Kollarin nodded. 'Did it make sense to you?
"Are dreans supposed to nake sense?

Kol larin moved in close, his voice dropping to a whisper. 'He has come to ne before - back in
Citadel when | was hunting the woman. He told me to | eave her be. That is why | only agreed to
hunt down the man. Do you know who he is?

"l thought you only read minds for coin,' Gorin rem nded him The sergeant stood and shivered as
the cold norning breeze touched his wet skin. Hastily he donned his shirt, then returned to his
bl ankets and put on his arnmour. Kollarin remained by the stream

A soldier with a swollen nose approached Corin. "All quiet in the night,' he said, his voice thick
and nasal .

'How s the nose, Bakker?

"Hurts like Hell. |I was tenpted to cut the bastard's throat |ast night, but | reckon I'll just get
mysel f dungeon duty and watch the torturer at work on him'

"W ride in one hour,' said Gorin.

They breakfasted on porridge and bl ack bread, but the prisoner steadfastly refused the food Obrin
brought to him Wth the meal finished, the cooking pots cleaned and stowed, Cbrin's nen prepared
for the journey back to G tadel

"Riders conming!' shouted one of the nmen. Cbrin wandered to the edge of the hollow and waited as
the ten-man section rode in. They were | ed by Lieutenant Masrick. Cbrin saluted as the man
di snount ed.

'l see you caught him' said the officer, ignoring the salute. 'About time, sergeant. Has he told
you where the girl is?

"No sir. | was ordered to bring himback, not interrogate him'

Masrick swung to Bakker, who was just about to douse the breakfast fire. 'You there! Keep that
fire going.' Slipping his dagger fromits sheath, he tossed it to Bakker. 'Heat the point. | want
it glowing red."’
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Masrick strode to where Fell was tied, then ainmed a savage kick into the prisoner's belly,
doubling himover. 'That,' said the officer, '"is for nothing at all. What follows wll, however,
have val ue. Are you listening, clansman?'

Fell raised his head and net the officer's stare. He said nothing. Masrick knelt before him and

punched himfull in the face. Fell's head snappped back, cannoni ng against the tree-trunk. 'You
killed a cousin of nine. He was a wetch, but he owed ne noney. That was bad. But it will be worth
much nore to ne to find the wonan and bring her back to the Baron. | think you'll help me. Al you
clansmen think you are tough. But trust ne, when | have burned out your left eye you'll do

anything to save the sight in the other."

The sol diers had gathered round the scene in a sweeping half-circle. Corin gazed at their

faces. They were eager for the entertainment. Kollarin was standi ng back fromthem his expression
i mpossi ble to read. Bakker brought the heated knife to the officer; the hilt was wapped in a rag,
the point hissing as Masrick took it.

"Lieutenant!' Qbrin's voice barked out. Masrick was startled and he al nost dropped the knife.
"What ? Make it quick, man, the knife is cooling!
'Leave hi m be!

Masrick ignored himand knelt before Fell, the knife noving towards the forester's eyes. Gbrin's
foot rose and slanmed into the officer's face, spinning himto the ground. There was a gasp from
the soldiers. Masrick rolled to his knees, then screaned as his hand pressed down on the red-hot
bl ade whi ch was snouldering in the grass. He surged to his feet, his face crinson. 'By God you'll
pay for that!

‘Il aman acting captain,' said Gorin, 'pronoted by the Baron hinself. You are a |ieutenant who
just di sobeyed an order froma superior officer. Were does that | eave you, you junped-up toad?

"You have |ost your mind,' sneered Masrick, "and | will see you hang for your inpertinence. No
common man rmay strike a nobl enman, be the conmon nan a captain or a general. That kick is going to
cost you dear!

"Ah well,' said OGbrin, with a broad smile, 'may as well be hung for a sheep as a lanb!' So sayi ng,
he took a step forward and slanmed his fist into the officer's nouth, catapulting the man fromhis
feet. Drawi ng his dagger, he nmoved in for the kill.

Somet hi ng struck hima w cked bl ow on the skull and he staggered, half turning. He saw Bakker
raise his arm then the cudgel struck his tenple and he fell into darkness.

When he awoke he found hinself tied to his saddle. Masrick was |eading the colum and they were
approaching a snall castle. Fell was wal ki ng beside Qorin's nmount, his hands tied behind himand a
rope around his neck. The other end of the rope was being held by the rider in front.

"You really did it this tinme, sergeant,' said a voice fromhis left. Qorin turned in the saddle to
see, riding alongside him Bakker. 'Now they're going to hang you! Not before tinme, if you ask ne.
You always was a right pain in the groin. Never liked you.'

Gorin ignored him

The castle gates | ooned ahead.

7

A SM DI R HAD NEVER enj oyed great talent as a nmagi cker. Though his powers of concentration were
great, and his imagination powerful, he had al ways | acked what his tutors ternmed ability of

rel ease. Magic, he was told, involved the user surrendering control and merging his mnd with the
powers hovering beyond what the five senses coul d experience. For all his talent Asm dir had never
been able to fully release. Now he sat in the nmain hall, a huge |eather-bound book open on his

| ap. The script was in gold, carefully set upon bleached |eather; it was an anci ent Kushir script
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and he read it with difficulty.

Cl osing the book, he stood and noved to the Iong, oval table. Upon it was a gol den dish, set on a
stand above three small candles. Asnmidir drew his dagger and began to speak. H's eyes were cl osed,
his spirit | oose within the cage of his powerful body as his breathing deepened. The dagger bl ade
cut into his forearmand bl ood welled, dripping into the heated dish where it sizzled and steaned.
Asmidir's voice faded away. Opening his eyes, he took a deep, shuddering breath. It was done. Not
brilliantly, not even expertly. Let it at |east be adequate, he thought. Returning the dagger to
its sheath he pressed his thunb against the shallow wound on his arm applying pressure for sone
m nutes. A dark-skinned servant stepped forward with a long |inen bandage. Asmidir extended his
arm and the man skilfully applied it.

"Bring the officer here to ne, Ari,' he told the servant. 'Also the nan in green. You have
prepared the refreshnent | ordered for the soldiers?

"Yes, lord. As you comrmanded.’

The servant took the bow and departed the room Asmidir returned to the log fire and settled
hinself into an arncthair. He heard the sounds of hoofbeats on stone, and felt the cold bl ast of
air as the nmain doors of the castle were pulled open to admt the soldiers.

Rising fromhis chair, he turned towards the door just as the potbellied Lieutenant Masrick strode
into sight with Kollarin the Finder behind him Masrick's face was discol oured, his lips thickened
and split.

'Good day to you,' said Asmidir, stepping forward with an outstretched hand. 'It is good to see
you agai n, Masrick.' The officer responded with a perfunctory handshake. A servant appeared.
"Fetch wine for our guests, Ari.' Masrick renmpoved his iron helmand carel essly dropped it upon the

hi ghly polished table.
"The Baron wants to see you," said Masrick. 'You are to return with us to Citadel.’

"I think you nean that the Baron has requested nmy presence,' said Asmidir coolly.

"No, | said what | neant. He told nme to bring you, and that's what I'll do.' Masrick lifted a hand
to his smashed |lips, probing them '|I have two prisoners with me. Does this place still boast a
dungeon?’

"No,' Asnmidir told him He swng to Kollarin. 'And you nust be the Finder,' he said, forcing a
smle. "I take it fromthe fact that you have prisoners that you have been successful.

"Yes,' said Kollarin. He noved to the hearth and reached out to touch the | eather-bound book on
the small table. Idly the man in green flipped open the cover. 'Ah, a Kushir grinoire. Along tine
since | have seen such a work. The scripting is very fine - resin dusted with gold and then
var ni shed. Exquisite!’

"You read Kushir?' asked Asnidir, holding his expression to one of mld interest, while his heart
beat against his ribs like a drum of war

"l read all known | anguages,' said Kollarin. 'I do not wish it to sound |like a boast, since it is
a Talent | have possessed all my life, and not the result of dedicated study.'

The servant, Ari, returned with a flagon of wine and two goblets. Msrick accepted his wthout a
word of thanks. Kollarin smiled at Ari and gave a short bow of the head. 'Not drinking with us,
Asm dir?'" Masrick asked.

"No.' Turning back to Kollarin, he asked, 'What will you do now that your hunt has been
successful ?"

" Successful ?* queried Kollarin.
"Two prisoners. | understood you were hunting for a man and a woman.'

"W haven't caught the wonan yet,' said Masrick, cutting in, "but we will. W have the forester
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Fell. The other prisoner is a renegade. He struck ne! Loosened several teeth. By God, he'll pay
for it when | get himback to Citadel.

"It does | ook sore,' agreed Asmidir. 'Ari, fetch sone of the special canonile ointnent for this
gentleman.' As the servant departed Asnmidir seated hinmself before the fire, trying not to | ook at
Kollarin as the man slowy turned the pages of the grinoire. 'So,' he said to Masrick, 'why does
the Baron request ny presence so urgently?

"That's for himto tell you,' nuttered Masrick. 'Now where can | | odge these prisoners? Do you
have no roons with | ocks?

"Sadly, no. | suggest you bring themin here. Then at |east you can watch themuntil you |eave.'
"Until we | eave,' corrected Masrick

Asmi dir rose and approached the officer. The black man was at | east a foot taller. 'At the nonent,
my dear Masrick, | amputting aside your bad manners on the grounds that the blow to your face,
and the subsequent pain, has nade you forget your breeding. Understand, however, that ny patience
is not limtless. Try to renenber that you are an insignificant second cousin to the Baron
whereas | ama friend to the King. Now get out and fetch your prisoners. | wish to speak with the
Fi nder.'

Masrick's nouth dropped open, and his eyes narrowed. Asmidir read the fury there. The black nan

| eaned in close. 'Think carefully before you react, noron. It is considered deeply unlucky to be
struck twice in the face on the same day.' Masrick swallowed hard and backed away. Asmidir swung
away from himand crossed the roomto where Kollarin waited. For a nonment only Masrick hesitated,
then he marched fromthe hall.

"You did not need the cloak spell,' said Kollarin softly. 'I refused to hunt the woman.'

"Very wise,'” Asmidir told him keeping his voice low. 'Wen you return to Citadel towm | will see
that one hundred silver pieces are delivered to you.'

"Very kind.' Kollarin's green eyes held Asmidir's gaze. 'But | shall not be returning to Ctadel.
"Neither shall I," said Asmidir, with a wy smle.

Masrick returned to the hall and two soldiers led in the prisoners, ordering themto sit by the

far wall. The officer marched up to Asnmidir. 'l fear you were right, Lord Asmdir,' said Msrick

' The

events of the day shortened ny tenper. | ask your forgiveness for ny ... abrupt manner.' The anger
was still present in his eyes, but Asmdir nerely snled.

"W will say no nore about it, my dear Masrick. Are your nen being fed?

'Yes. Thank you. How soon will you be ready to | eave?

Asmidir did not answer, but strolled across the hall and stood before the prisoners. 'I know you,
he said, addressing Cbrin. 'You were in the fist-fighting tourney last winter. You lost in the
final -stunbled and went down with an overhand right.'

"You have a good nenory for faces,’ Cbrin told him '"Nowif |I'd managed to hit the Ceatian with
the sane power that | used on goat-face there, | would have won.'

Masrick ran forward and ai med a savage ki ck which thundered against Cbrin's shoulder. 'Be silent,
wetch!' he shouted.

"Even kicks like a goat,' sneered Cbrin.
Masrick drew his dagger. 'I'll cut your bastard tongue out!' he threatened.

Asmidir laid his hand on the officer's arm 'Not here nmy friend,' he said. 'The rugs were
expensi ve, shipped all the way from Kushir.
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As Cbrin's laughter sounded, Masrick paled, and his hand trenbl ed. But he sl amed the dagger back
in its scabbard.

The servant returned, carrying a small enanelled pot. As he paused beside Masrick and bowed, the
officer looked at the tall servant. 'Wll, what do you want?

Ari held out the pot. 'Wat is this? Masrick asked Asmidir
"A healing ointment. Apply it to the lips and you will see.'

Masrick took the pot and renoved the lid. The ointnent was cream col oured. Dabbing a finger to it,
he spread sonme on his injury. 'That is good,' he said. 'Soothing! Were did you obtain it?

"My servants are a&Al-jiin,' said Asmidir. 'They are very skilled with potions."'

Kollarin was only half listening to the exchange, but the words Al-jiin cut through himlike a
sword of ice. Standing beside the hearth he stiffened, his green eyes flicking to Ari. The man was
tall and slender, his skin the col our of age-polished oak; he had a promi nent nose, not negroid
like Asmidir, but curved and aquiline. In that nonent Kollarin wondered how he coul d ever have
been convinced the man was a servant. He glanced at his wine goblet. It was still alnost full. How
nmuch had he drunk? One nout hful ? Two?

Ari turned slowy, his deep dark stare pinning Kollarin. The servant seened to glide across the
room 'Are you well, lord? asked Ari. 'You are | ooking pale.’

"I amwell at this nonent,' said Kollarin. Reaching out with his Talent, he touched the other
man's mind... and recoiled as if he had thrust his hand into a fire.

" Perhaps you should sit down, lord,' offered Ari.
"Am 1 to die here? pulsed Kollarin.

"I'f my Lord wills it so,' came the response. 'If you will excuse ne,' he said aloud, 'l have
duties to attend to.'

"By all neans,' said Kollarin. Ari turned and left the hall and once nore Kollarin reached out,
seeking not the mind of the servant but choosing instead the soldiers who were waiting outside. He
pictured the solid caval ryman, Kl ebb

Not hi ng. One by one he sought out the others.
Still nothing. Were their thoughts being shi el ded, he wondered?

Sitting by the fire he closed his eyes and dropped his spirit to the second | evel, opening his
mnd to nore general astral emanations. He felt the castle and its great age, and beyond it the
forest and the heartbeat of eternity.

Fromhere it was a sinple matter to find the third level. Kollarin gasped. Myving through the
castle he could see the restless, disenbodi ed shapes of lost spirits, nurdered nen who did not yet
know t hey had di ed.

H s eyes snapped open

Al'l dead. Twenty-eight soldiers, drugged and then strangled. Al that renained were the two guards
in the room and Masrick hinself. Kollarin's nmouth was dry and he reached out for his w ne. Wat
are you doi ng, fool? Leaving the goblet where it stood, he rose and rubbed his hand across his
mout h. Am | under sentence? he wonder ed.

Asmidir crossed the hall. 'You seem preoccupi ed, ny boy,' he said.

Kol larin looked up into the black nman's face, seeing the power there, and the cruelty. ' YourAl -
jiin have conpleted their work,' he said softly. 'Were does that |eave nme?'
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"Where would you like to be left?" Asmidir asked.
"Alive woul d be pleasant.

"What are you two whispering about?" asked Masrick, picking up Kollarin's goblet and draining it.
He bel ched and then sat down.

"W were tal king about life and death, Masrick,' said Asmidir, 'and the slender thread that
separates both.'

‘Not hi ng sl ender about it,' said the officer. "It is all a question of skill and courage.'
"What about |uck?' asked Asnmidir. 'Being in the wong place at the wong tinme?'
"A man makes his own luck,' replied Masrick.

"I"'mnot sure that's true,' said Asmidir. "But let us put it to the test. Wuld it be |ucky or
unl ucky were you to find the woman, Sigarni?'

"Lucky, of course,' answered Masrick. 'You know where she is?

"Indeed | do.' Asmidir clapped his hands twice. Aline of warriors filed silently into the room
tall men in black cloaks and helns, all carrying sabres of shining steel. They wore black nail -
shirts which extended to their thighs, and bl ack boots reinforced with strips of black steel
Across their chests each wore a thick leather baldric, conplete with three throwi ng knives in jet-
bl ack sheaths. Kol larin noved back against the wall as the warriors fanned out. He recognized the
servant Ari, though the man now | ooked like a prince of |egend.

Masrick was al so watching them 'Wat is the nmeaning of this? he asked.

Asm dir chuckled and without turning his head he gave an order. 'Kill the guards,' he said, his
voi ce even, alnost regretful

Kol larin watched as if in a dream Two of the black-garbed warriors drew throw ng knives from
their sheaths and slowy turned. One of the guards, a man with a brui sed and swol | en nose,
frantically tried to draw his sword; a knife-hilt appeared in his throat and he sank back agai nst
the wall. The second guard turned to run; a black knife slashed through the air taking himin the
back of the neck and he fell forward, his face striking the edge of the table; the bl ow disl odged
his hel mwhich rolled across the table-top. The two dark-skinned warriors retrieved their bl ades
and returned to stand in line with their conrades.

Masrick's face was ashen. Kollarin alnost felt pity for the man. '"Ari,' said Asmidir softly, 'is
our guest ready to join us?

"Yes, Lord.' Ari departed the hall and a terrible silence followed. Msrick was sweating now and
Kollarin saw that the little man's hands were trenbling. Despite his armour he | ooked nothing |ike
a soldier.

“I... 1... don't want to die, Asmdir,' he whinpered, tears spilling to his cheeks. The bl ack man
ignored him 'Please don't kill ne!' The hall door opened and Ari returned. Behind himcane

anot her warrior and Kollarin's breath caught in his throat. She was tall and slender, her hair
silver-white like the chain-mail tunic she wore. Thigh-length and split at the sides, the Iinks
gleaned like jewels. Her long | egs were encased in glistening black | eggings, delicately
reinforced by nore silver chain-links around the upper legs, and a crinmson cloak hung from her
shoul ders. Kol larin had never seen a nore beautiful woman. As she entered all the warriors,
including Asmdir, bowed deeply. Kollarin followed their |ead.

Masrick tried to stand, pushing his arnms against the sides of the chair, but his | egs would not
nmove. He sl unped back, then a convul sion jerked his body in several spasns. Asmidir |eaned over
him ' Your hunt was successful, Msrick. You are in the presence of Sigarni. Die happy!

Spittle frothed at Masrick's lips and his eyes bulged. Then he was still, the open eyes staring
unfocused at the man before him The silver-arnmoured wonan approached the chair and stared down at
the dead nan. 'Did he die of fright?' she asked Asnidir.
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"No. He smeared poi son upon his lips.
The wonman | ooked at Kol I arin, who bowed once nore. '\Wiy does this one |ive?

“In truth I amnot sure,' said Asmdir. 'He refused to hunt you, and I do not know why. He is the
Fi nder, Kollarin. Do you wi sh himslain?

Kol larin waited, his green eyes watching the woman's face. 'Wiy did you refuse?" she asked him

"That is not easy to answer, lady,' he told her, surprised that his voice renmai ned steady. 'A man
appeared to ne and asked nme to spare you.'

"Describe him'

'The face was powerful, deep-set blue eyes. His hair was silver-white, |like yours, and he wore his
beard in two braids."'

She nodded, then swung to Asmidir. 'Let himlive,' she said.

The bl ack man was about to speak, yet held his silence. Stepping back, he allowed Sigarni to

dom nate the centre of the room Her armour he had brought with himfrom Kushir, intended as a
gift for the warrior king the seer had spoken of. Asmidir had always pictured it upon the nuscul ar
formof a young man. Yet now, as he gazed upon her martial beauty, he could scarce believe he had
not purchased it with Sigarni in m nd. Everything about her was regal, and he wondered how he had
failed to notice it before.

Hi sAl-jiin had cut the two prisoners free and both nmen were now standing and staring at the
warrior woman. Fell bowed his head. Sigarni's eyes were fixed on the Qutlander in the uniformof a
sol dier. Her hand closed around the hilt of her dagger, the blade whispering fromits scabbard as
she noved towards the man with deceptive grace. Only Fell recognized her intent. 'No, Sigarni,' he
said, stepping in front of the soldier. 'This nman saved ne fromtorture at the risk of his own
life.'

"No Qutlander will live,' she said softly, alnost wthout anger. 'Stand aside, Fell.'

‘"l claimthe Cornmaach on this man,' he said. Asmdir was puzzl ed, and he watched Sigarni's
reaction carefully. She stood silently for a nonent, then gave a cold snile.

"You would do this for an eneny?' she asked.

"I do. | sat with ny arnms bound and a gl owi ng red-hot knife was before ny eyes. Qorin stopped the
of ficer, and struck himinto the bargain. They were taking himback for torture and death. It
woul d seem poor gratitude indeed if | stood by while he was casually slain. | ask for his life,
Sigarni.'

"Stand aside, Fell, | would speak with this man.' Fell hesitated, for the dagger was still in her

hand. For a noment only he failed to nove, then he stepped back. Asmidir watched the sol dier
Gobrin. There was no sign of fear in the man

"Are you aware,' asked Sigarni, 'of what has been said here? Do you understand the meani ng of
Cor maach}'
"l know not hing of your barbarian ways, madam' said Corin. 'I'mjust a soldier, see. Untutored,

you mght say. So why don't you tell nme?

Asmidir could see Sigarni fighting for cal mas she gazed upon this man in the hated uniform of
those who had so brutally assaulted her. She'll kill him he thought. She'll step in close and at
his first wong word ramthe knife into his throat.

"He has offered to adopt you - to make you his son. How old are you?

"Thirty-seven, by ny own reckoning. | night be out by a year or two.'
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'So, your new father is sonme fifteen years younger than you. You wi sh to be adopted, Qutlander?

'"I's there a choice? he asked.

"There are always choices,"” she said, noving in close. 'You saved Fell, therefore | amin your
debt. You may | eave here and nake your way wherever you choose. | would like to kill you
Qutlander. | would like to see the blood gush fromyour neck. But nmy word is iron. Leave now and
no one will harmyou."'

"What's the other alternative?
"You are not nman enough for it!' she snapped. 'Leave before ny patience is exhausted.

"Becone a clansman, is that it? A rebel against the Baron, and the King?' GCbrin |aughed, the sound
rich and merry. 'So that's what he neant, is it? This is the cross-roads.' He swung to Fell.

" Adopted nme, did you, boy? Well, by God, you could have done worse. |I'Ill walk your road - even
though we all know where it will lead. So what do |I do, lady? To whom do | pledge my sword?

Sigarni was too surprised to answer, and Asmidir stepped forward swiftly. He spoke in Kushir and
the twelve Al-jiin all dropped to their knees around the silver-arnmoured wonan. 'You are in the
presence,' he told Obrin, 'of the Lady Sigarni, War Chief of the clans. It is to her you pl edge
your |oyalty.

obrin dropped to one knee before her, then lifted his hand to guide her dagger to his throat. Wth
the point resting against his skin he spoke. 'This day | am becone your carle, lady. | will live
for you, and when the day cones | will die for you. This is the prom se of Cbrin, son of Engist,
and sworn before God.'

Sigarni was silent, then |ooked to Fell, who still stood. As their eyes nmet, the tall forester
dropped to his knees, "My life is yours, Sigarni,' he said, 'now and for ever.'

Si garni nodded, then approached Asmidir. 'W need to speak,' she said, and wal ked fromthe room
Asmidir foll owed her

Gorin and Fell rose together. 'Thank you lad,' said the soldier. 'You'll not regret it.

"l believe that,' Fell told him "'But will you? How will you feel when your countrymen face you
sword to sword? It is no small matter.’

Qobrin shook his head. 'Put your nmind at rest, Fell. To you we are all Qutlanders, yet we conme from
many parts of the realm My people were nmountain folk, conquered a hundred years ago. And | amthe
only one fromny tribe at Citadel. Even that, though, msses the point. There are sonme things a
man nmust fight for. That, | believe, is what Kollarin was trying to tell ne. Is that not so?" he
asked the nman in green

"Indeed it was,' said Kollarin, crossing the roomand stepping over the corpses of the soldiers.
"l always wondered what it would be Iike to be a hero.'

Behind themthe twelve silent Al-jiin gathered up the bodies and left the hall.

Sigarni felt gripped by a sense of unreality as she clinbed the carpeted steps to the upper

bal cony, and the room where An had shown her the arnour. Beside her Asmidir said nothing as they
wal ked. The roomwas small, fifteen feet by twenty, with one | arge w ndow | ooki ng out over High
Druin. Sigarni had donned the silver chain-mail top coat, the armpured | eggi ngs and the boots, but
the sword, breastplate and hel mrenmai ned. The breastplate had been scul pted to resenble the
athletic chest and belly of a young warrior, while the helmwas too |large for the silver-haired
wonan.

Sigarni wal ked to the wi ndow, pushing it open to allow the cool, yet gentle autum breeze to
whi sper into the room Abby was dead, and this she found al nbst as hurtful as the abuse she had
endured. But nore than this Sigarni felt a weight of sorrow for the Iife she would never know
again, the quiet solitude of her nmountain cabin, the nmorning hunt, and the silent nights. G ane
had warned her of the Baron, and she wi shed now that she had heeded him A few pennies |ost and
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her life would have remained free. Now she was enbarked on a course that could lead only to death
and ruin for the people of the mountains. What are we, she thought? And the picture came to her
mnd of a mghty stag at bay in the H ghlands, with the wolves closing in. W can run and live for
alittle longer, or we can fight and be dragged down.

Cl ouds were gathering above High Druin like a crown of grey above the white snow capped peaks.

' Speak your thoughts, ny lady,' said Asmidir.

You don't need to give ne pretty tides here,’ she told him still staring fromthe w ndow. ' There
is no one to hear them'

"It has begun, Sigarni,' he said sofdy. 'It is tine to nake plans.'
"I know. What do you suggest?

He shook his head. 'l will offer ny advice in a nonent,' he told her. "First | would like to hear
your views.'

Anger al nost swanped her, but she fought it back. 'You are the warrior and the strategist - or so
you tell me. Wiat woul d you have nme say, Asmidir?

"Do not m sunderstand me, Sigarni. This is not a gane we are playing. You are the one the seer
spoke of. Unless the gods are capricious - and perhaps they are - then you nust have sone speci al
skill. If we are to forman arny, if we are to defy the nost brilliant mlitary nation of the
world, it will be because of you - you understand? At the nonent you are full of bitterness and
ri ghteous rage. You nmust conquer that, you nust reach inside yourself and find the Battle Queen
Wthout her we are |ost even before we begin.'

Sigarni turned fromthe wi ndow and noved to a hi gh-backed chair. 'I don't know what to say or
where to begin,' she said.'If there is a skill it is lost to ne. | do not believe | amgiven to
panic, Asmidir, but when | try to think of the way ahead ny heart beats faster and | find nyself
short of breath. | |ook inside, but there is nothing there save regret and renenbered pain.'

Asm dir seated hinself before her. He reached out, but she instinctively drew back her hand; his
face showed his hurt. 'Let us examine then the imuediate priorities,'" he said. 'My men have been
scouting the valleys and passes south of here. The Baron has ordered canpaign fortifications
built. These are vital for an invading arny. Stores and supplies will be left at these forts so
that when the invasion force noves in they will have bases fromwhich to sally forth into the
mount ai ns. The first is being constructed no nore than ten mles fromhere, in the Dunach Vall ey.
It could be argued that our first task should be to halt their work, to harry them For that we
will need nen. W have al ready discussed where to find warriors. You nust seek the aid of the
Pal I i des Hunt Lord, Fyon Shar p-axe.'

Sigarni rose and returned to the window. Sunlight shone brilliantly through gaps in the distant
stormclouds, and the nuted sound of far-off thunder rippled across the |and. She shivered. 'No,'
she said, at last. 'The fortifications nust wait. If | were Fyon Sharp-axe | would

not turn over ny nen to an untried worman from another clan. Send Fell to ne.'
"What are you pl anni ng?' he asked.

"W will discuss it later,' she told him Asmidir snmiled and rose, bowi ng deeply. After he had
gone Sigarni drew the sword fromits silver scabbard. It was a sabre, thirty inches long, the

bl ade hi ghly polished and razor-sharp, the hilt bound with strips of dark grey speckl ed skin,
reinforced by silver wire. It was surprisingly light in her hand, and perfectly bal anced. She
swung the sword to the left. It sliced through the air, creating a | ow hissing sound. Hearing Fel
approach she noved to the chair, laying the naked bl ade upon the table before her. The forester
entered and bowed cl unsily.

"A surprising turn of events,' she said. He grinned and nodded. H s face was brui sed and swol | en,
but as he smled she saw agai n the handsone cl ansnan she had | oved. Mdtioning himto a seat she
| ooked away, gathering her thoughts. 'How many of the foresters could you gather to us?" she
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asked.

"Not nany,' he said. 'Perhaps six of the fifty. You have to understand, Sigarni, that they are nen
of family. They know a war against the Qutlanders can end only one way. Mst would therefore do
anything to avoid such a war. Even after the nurders.’

"What nurders?

Fell told her of the taking of hostages, and his decision to give hinmself up to the authorities.
"But they did not wait the prom sed four days. By the followi ng norning all four were hanging from
the walls of Citadel. | believe Tovi and Granme would join us, and perhaps half of the nen of
Clfallen. What are you planning?

"I want you to go fromhere. Now Find the six nen, and any others you trust. W will neet at ny
cabin in four days. Is that enough tine for you?

"Barely. But | will be there.'
"Go now,' she ordered him 'And send the Qutlander to ne.'

Gnval chmai lifted his jug fromthe dog-cart and stared out over the hills towards Citadel town. The
two hounds, Shanol and Cabris, were asleep in the sunshine. Gwalch pulled the cork fromthe jug
and sat beside Tovi. The baker was silent, lost hi thought. The sun was bright in a clear sky, the
nmount ai ns shining in splendour, but Tovi was

oblivious to the beauty and Gaal chmai felt for him 'Your son was a fine boy,' said Gaal ch,
lifting the jug to his lips and taking three |ong swall ows.

"You didn't know him' said Tovi, tonelessly.
"l know you. And | can see himin your mnd. You were proud of him- and rightly so.'

‘None of that matters now, does it? His nother weeps all the tine, and his brothers and sisters
wal k silently around the house. What manner of nmen are these, Gnal ch, who coul d hang an innocent
boy? Are they nonsters? Denon-driven?

The old man shook his head. '"All it takes is a nonster in charge, Tovi. Like a pinch of poison in
a jug of wine. Suddenly the wine is deadly. You want a drink?'

"No, | need to keep my eyes sharp for when the devils come. You know, | can't even hate them
Gnval. | feel nothing. Is that ny age, do you think? Have | |ost sonmething during these years in
t he bakery?

"W've all lost something, ny friend. Maybe we'll find it again.' Gnalch lifted the jug to his
lips - then paused. He pointed to the south. 'There! Wiat do you see? My old eyes have di med.'

Tovi squinted. 'Flashes of sunlight upon metal. The eneny are coning. It will take them at | east
an hour to cross the valley floor.'

' How many?

"They are too far away to count accurately. Go back to Cilfallen and tell themthe Qutlanders are
com ng."'

"What about you?' asked Gwal ch, pushing hinself to his feet. Behind himthe grey hounds rose al so.

Il wait awhile and count them Then I'lIl join you.' Gwnalch clinbed into the cart, still nursing
his jug. He flicked the reins and the two war-hounds lurched into the traces. Tovi watched as the
little cart trundled out of view, then he stood and stretched. H's thoughts flicked to the
Pal | i des man, Loran, and his warnings concerning the Qutlanders. He had hoped the clansman was
wrong, but now he knew otherwi se. A few weeks ago the world had been a cal mand pl easant pl ace,
filled with the snell of fresh-baked bread and the | aughter and noi se of his children. Now the
days of bl ood had dawned agai n.
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St oopi ng, he picked up the old claynore and stood facing the south, his hands upon the hilt, the
bl ade resting on the earth. It was a fine weapon, and had served himwell all those years ago. Yet

hol ding it now gave himno pleasure, no surging sense of pride. All he could feel was sorrow

The line of riders came down the long hill into the valley. Now he could count them One hundred
and fifty men and five officers. Too |large a group to have cone for hostages. No, he told hinself,
this is a killing raid. One hundred and fifty-five soldiers for a village of forty-seven nen,

thirty-eight wonen and fifty-one children! As he thought of the little ones a spark of anger
burned through his grief, flamng to life in his breast. H s huge hands curled around the
claynore, the blade flashing up. Once he could have taken three, maybe four eneny soldiers. Today
he woul d find out how nmuch he had | ost.

Turning his back upon the distant eneny, Tovi laid the claynmore blade on his shoul der and strode
down the long road to home. He was high above Cilfallen and fromhere the buildings seened tiny
set against the green hills and the m ghty nountains. Newer dwellings of stone al ongside the ol der
ti nbered houses, and ancient | og cabins with roofs of turf, all clustered together in a friendly
har nrony of wood and stone. Aye, thought Tovi, that is the mark of Cilfallen. The village is
friendly and wel comi ng. There were no walls, for up to now the people had lived w thout fear

Clfallen was indefensible. Tovi sighed, and paused for one last |ook at the village he had known
all his life.

Never will you look the sane to ne again, he knew. For now | can see the lack of walls and
parapets. | see hills fromwhich cavalry can charge into our square. | see buildings with no
strong doors, or bowren's wi ndows. There is no nopat. Only the stream and the white rocks upon
whi ch the wonen and children beat the clothes to wash them

Tovi wal ked on, aware also of his own weakness, the large belly fed with too much fresh bread and
country butter, and a right armalready tired from hol ding the claynore.

Il find the strength,' he said, aloud.

Captain Chard led his men down into the valley, riding slowy, stiff-backed in the saddle. Despite
the honey salve on his back the whip wounds flared as if being constantly stung by angry wasps.
The wei ght of his chain-nmail added tongues of flame to his shoulders, and his npbod was foul. He
knew that if Corin had followed the Baron's orders with nore relish he would not now be alive, for
the three-pronged whip could kill a man within thirty |lashes if delivered with venom Cbrin had
been sparing with his strokes, but each of the whip-heads had a tiny piece of |ead attached,
addi ng wei ght to each lash, scoring the skin, opening the flesh. Chard felt sick as he renenbered
standing at the stake, biting into the leather belt, determined not to scream But scream he did,
until he passed out on the thirty-fourth stroke

A m xture of honey and wi ne had been applied to his bl ood-drenched back. Three of the deeper cuts
had needed stiches, twenty-two in all. Yet here he was, within a fortnight, sitting his saddl e and
| eadi ng his nen.

He did not question the Baron's change of heart, and had accepted the conmission with a burbled
speech of gratitude that the Baron had cut short. 'Do not fail me again, Chard,' he had warned.
"How many nmen will you need?

"Three hundred, sir.'
The Baron had | aughed at him 'For a village? why not take a thousand?
'There are nearly two hundred of them sir!’

The Baron had lifted a sheet of paper. 'One hundred and fifty, approxinmately. Fifty of themare
children under the age of twelve. Around forty are wonmen. The renmai nder are nen. Farmers, cattle-
herders - not a good sword anong them Take one hundred and fifty men. No prisoners, Chard. Hang
all the bodies so they can be clearly seen. Burn the buil dings.

'Yes, sir. When you say no prisoners ... you nmean the nen?'
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"Kill themall. | have chosen the nmen you will have with you. They are nercenaries, scum nostly.

They' || have no problemw th the task. Wen they're finished et themloot. They will also - nost
certainly -keep sonme of the younger wonen alive for a while. Let them have their enjoyment, it's
good for norale.' The Baron's cold eyes fixed on Chard. 'You have a problemw th this?

Chard w shed he had the courage to tell the man just how nuch a problem he had with butchery.
I nstead he had swal | oned hard and munbl ed, 'No, sir.'

"How i s your back?

"Heal ing, sir.
"You won't fail ne again, will you, Chard?
"No, sir.'

The sun was high and sweat trickled down on to the whip wounds. Chard groaned. An officer rode
al ongsi de as they reached the valley floor

"Beyond that line of hills, isn't it? the nan asked and Chard turned his head. The officer was
thin-faced, with protrudi ng eyes, his face marred by the scars of snallpox. Several white-headed
pi mpl es showed around his nostrils and a boil was begi nning on the nape of his neck. 'Many wonen
there?' asked the officer, as Chard ignored the first question

"Set the men in a skirmsh line,' Chard ordered.
"What for? It's only a pigging village. There's no fighting nen likely to anbush us.'
"G ve the order,' said Chard.

"VWhat ever you say,' answered the officer, with a thinly disguised sneer. Twisting in the saddle,
he called out to the nen, 'Every second man |left skirmsh. Al others to the right!' He swung back
to Chard. 'You have orders for the attack?

'How nany ways are there to attack a hel pless village?

"Depends if they know they're going to be attacked. If they don't, you just ride in and get the
head nan to call all the people together. Wen they're all in one place you slaughter "em If they
do know, then they'll all be locked in their houses, or running for the woods. Lots of different
ways, on foot, in a charge. It's up to you.'

"Attacked many villages, have you?'

"Too many to count. It's good practice. I'Il tell you, you can learn a | ot about your nmen by the
way they conduct thenselves in a situation |like this. Not everyone can do it, you know W had a
young | ad once, fearless and damn good with a sword or |ance. But this sort of mssion, useless.
Bl ubbed like a baby . .. ran around witlessly. Know what happened? Sone young kid ran at himand
slashed his throat open with a scythe. It was a damm shanme. That boy had potential, you know?

"Send a scout up to the high ground. He'll see the village fromthere.'

The officer wheeled his horse and rode to the left. A young nercenary kicked his horse into a run
and Chard watched himclinb the hill and rein in at the top. The soldier waved t hem on

Chard led the men up the hill. The officer came al ongside and the two nmen stared down at the
cluster of buildings. A narrow streamcut across the south of Clfallen, and there were two snall
bri dges. Chard exami ned the line of water; the horses could cross it with ease. Beyond the stream
was a low retaining wall, around two feet high and sonme thirty feet in length. Beyond that were
the hones he had been sent to destroy. As he watched a young worman wal ked from one of the
bui | di ngs; she was carrying a w cker basket full of clothes, and she knelt at the stream and began
to wash them Chard sighed, then he spoke. 'Send fifty nmen around the village to the north to cut
them off fromthe hills. The rest of us will attack fromthe south."

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...%2001%20-%20lronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (88 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:12:00 PM]



file://IG|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmell %620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2001%20-%20I ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt

The of ficer gave out his orders and two troops filed off to the north-east. Then he | eaned across
his saddle. 'Listen, Chard, |'d advise you to wait here. Fromwhat | hear your back's in a mess,
so you won't be able to fight. And | guess you won't want any . .. pleasures. So leave it to ne
and ny nen. You agree?'

Chard longed to agree. Instead he shook his head. 'l will ride in with the attack,' he said. 'Wen
it is over I will leave you to your ... pleasures.

"Only trying to be helpful,' said the officer, with a wide grin.

They waited until the fifty horsenen had reached their position to the north of the village, then
Chard drew his sword. 'Gve the order,' he told the officer

"No prisoners!' shouted the man. 'And all the looting to be left until the job is done! Forward!’

Chard wondered briefly if God would ever forgive himfor this day, then touched spurs to his
mount . The beast |eapt forward. The soldiers around himdrew their weapons and charged. The men
were lighter arnmoured than he, wearing | eather breastplates and no helns, and the nercenari es soon
outpaced him formng three attacking |ines.

Chard was sone fifteen |l engths behind the last man when the first Iine of nercenaries reached the
stream The woman there dropped her washing and, lifting her heavy skirts, ran back towards the
bui | di ngs. The raucous cries of the nmercenaries filled the air and then the horses galloped into
the water, sending up glittering fountains that caught the sunlight and shone |ike di anbonds.

The first line had reached the mddle of the stream when di saster struck. Horses whinnied in fear
and pain as they fell headlong, tipping their riders over their necks. For a nonent only Chard was
st unned.

Tripwire! staked beneath the water line. My God, they were ready for us!

The riders of the second line dragged on their reins, but they collided with their downed conrades
in a confused mass. Chard pulled up his nount. Experienced in battle, he knew that the tripwire
was only the beginning. Swiftly he scanned the buildings. There was no sign of a defensive force

And then they were therel!l

Rising up frombehind the low retaining wall, a score of bowren sent volley after volley of shafts
into the mlling men. Wunded nercenaries began to screamand run, but |ong shafts slashed into
them slicing through their pitiful arnour.

"Di smount!' shouted Chard. 'Attack on foot!'

Scum t hough they were, the nercenaries were not afraid to fight. Leaping fromtheir horses they
rushed the bowren, who stood their ground some thirty feet beyond the stream More than twenty
mercenari es went down, but Chard was confident that once hand-to-hand fighting began they woul d be
swept asi de by wei ght of nunbers.

Urging his horse to the edge of the stream he shouted encouragenment to his nen

From behi nd the buildings cane a surging mass of fighting nen, armed with claynores, scythes,
spears and hammers - and wonen carrying knives and hatchets. They snote the nercenaries' |eft
flank. Chard saw the baker, Fat Tovi, slash his claynore through the shoul der and chest of a
mercenary, and then the white-bearded snith, Ganme, grabbed the pox-nmarked officer by the throat,
braining himwith his forge hanmer.

The nercenaries broke and ran. But there was no escape.

Chard wheel ed his horse and gal |l oped along the stream crossing a snall bridge, then riding for
the second group. Al fifty were waiting as ordered in skirm sh fornation sonme twenty yards bel ow
the tree line. Wth these nen he could yet turn the battle.
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Hi s pain was forgotten as he urged his stallion up the hill

As Chard cane closer he watched with horror as a dozen nen pitched fromtheir saddles with arrows
jutting fromtheir backs. Horses reared, spilling their riders.

A line of nounted bowren rode fromthe trees, shooting as they came: grim dark nen, clothed in

bl ack and silver. As they neared the stunned nercenaries they threw aside their bows, draw ng
shining silver sabres. There were no nore than twenty soldiers left. A few of themtried to fight,
the others fled.

Chard, his force in ruins, his fragile reputation gone for ever, shouted his defiance and gal |l oped
towards the attackers. Fromtheir centre, on a jet-black horse, came a red-cloaked rider in silver
arnour. Chard raised his sword, slanming his spurs into the weary stallion's flanks. The horse

| eapt forward.

The silver rider swung her horse at the |ast second and the two beasts collided. Chard was flung
fromthe saddle as his stallion went down. The silver rider sprang fromher nmount and ran in just
as he was trying to rise. Despairingly he swng his broadsword at her |egs. She junped ninbly and,
as she | anded, | ashed her sabre across his face. The blade struck his tenple, biting deep and

di sl odgi ng his hel m

Chard fell, rolled and struggled to rise. The sabre smashed down upon his skull, glancing fromthe
chai n-mai | headguard. The bl ow stunned hi m and he sagged to his back. The sabre lanced into his
throat. Chard felt pain only briefly, for the sword plunged through his neck and into the cold
earth beneath him

Al'l was quiet now, and he felt a curious sense of relief. No dead children, no raped and nurdered
worren. Perhaps God woul d forgive himafter all

Per haps. .

Sigarni stepped back fromthe corpse and heard Asnmidir order his nen into the village to check on
casualties. She was breathing heavily, yet her linbs felt light. Asmidir canme al ongside her. 'How
are you feeling? As he spoke, his hand cane down on her shoul der.

"Don't touch ne!' she hissed, pulling away and turning to face him She saw the shock and the
di smay, but it was nothing to the roaring panic his contact aroused within her. 'Stay away from
me!' she said.

"Sigarni.' H's voice was soft, his eyes troubled. 'You are in no danger fromne. The battle is
over, and | believe we have won. Cal myourself before the others see you.

The roaring receded and she began to trenmble. 'God, what is happening to ne?" she said, dropping
her sabre and sitting down on the grass.

He noved to sit opposite her. 'l think we should blane it on the reaction to the battle, though we
both know that is not the truth,' he said sadly. 'However, let us put that aside for now and enjoy
the nonent of victory. You risked it all, Sigarni. And I am proud of you. As | told you, | did not

believe in the wisdomof this course. It was, in ny view, too early for a confrontation. But you
proved ne wong. Now perhaps you will explain why you were so confident.'

She snmiled and felt some of the tension ease fromher. "It was not confidence. You told ne | nust
have special skills. Wether or not that is true only time will tell. But | knew | could gather no
support without a victory. Who would follow ne? An untried wonan in a world of beaten nen.'

"But why here in Clfallen? How did you know they woul d come here? There are scores of hamets and
vill ages t hroughout the Highlands."'

"I ndeed there are, and we won't be able to protect themall. But Clfallen was ny village, and
fromhere they took the hostages. It is also on largely open |l and. No major walls, no defences.
Added to this, it is the closest main settlenent to Ctadel."’

"And why did you believe there would be an attack?
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"l questioned Qbrin concerning Qutland tactics. He believed they woul d send between one hundred
and two hundred nen.'

Asmidir smled. 'W could have lost it all, ny lady. W ganbl ed everything on a single throw of
the dice. That is not to be reconmended for every occasion, | assure you.

Sigarni rose, then extended her hand to pull Asmidir to his feet. He | ooked up and nmet her eyes,
and she knew he could see there her fear at the prospect of his touch. Slowy he reached out and
clasped her wist, rising snoothly and di sengagi ng his grasp. 'That took courage, did it not? he
sai d.

She nodded. 'I amsorry, Asmidir. You are a dear friend, and will always be so. But they took
something fromne and | cannot get it back.'

He shook his head. 'l fear they took nothing. They gave you sonething ... sonmething vile, like a
poi son that eats into your heart. | amyour friend, Sigarni. Mdre than that, | |love you. | would
die for you. But you alone nust find a way to defeat the nonsters tornenting you.'

"What do you nean defeat then? | killed them

"You misunderstand ne,' he said gently. 'They nmay be dead, but you hold themto you. They exist in
every thought you have; you see their faces on all men —even your friends. | cannot advise you,
for I have no ... no perception of what you have been through. But you are now a fortress, barred
agai nst those who | ove you. Yet you have the eneny trapped within also. | think you will have to
find a way to raise the portcullis and allow your friends in.

‘Nonsense,' she retorted. 'There is no portcullis.' Before he could speak again, she swung away
and wal ked to her horse. 'Let's get to the village,' she said.

The two of themrode in silence.

The narrow |l anes of Cilfallen were strewn with Qutland corpses. Sigarni gazed on them

di spassi onately and gui ded her horse to the south of the town. The bodi es of the nercenaries -
stripped of all weapons - were slowy being carted across the bridge to an open field. Fell was
sitting on the retaining wall surrounded by several of his foresters; they rose when they saw
Sigarni. She disnounted and approached them 'You did well," she said. 'Did you suffer any

| osses?"

' Three nen wounded, none seriously. Four of the villagers were killed. Eleven others sustained
wounds, nost of themminor.' She turned towards the waiting foresters, recognizing themall. Three
of them had been casual |overs. The nmen stood silently, their expressions guarded.

"You have now seen how the Qutlanders keep the peace. Know this: In the spring they will cone with
an army. Their mission will be to annihilate all clansnen, and their famlies, and their children
| intend to fight them- just like today. | will drench the Hi ghlands in their blood. Today we are
few, but that will change. Those who wi sh to serve nme should nake their w shes known to Fell

Those who do not should nake plans to | eave the nountains. There are only two sides now. Qutland
and Hi ghland. Those not with ne will be deened traitors, and | will hunt them down also. That is
all.'

Spi nni ng on her heel, she wal ked back to where Asmidir waited with the horses. '|I need to see
Tovi,' she said. They found himat the bakery, with the ovens heating. He had di scarded his sword
and was kneadi ng a batch of dough.

"One last tinme,' he said, with an enbarrassed snmle. 'l don't know why | wanted to.' He gazed
around the long roomwith its racks of enpty shelves. 'This place has been ny life.'

" Now you have another life,' she said sternly. 'You were a warrior, Tovi; you understood
di scipline. You and Grane and Fell will train

the Loda nen. W will fall back into the forest and there |I shall |eave you. You w |l gather
fighting nmen, organize stores for the winter, and put out scouts to watch for any further
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incursions into our territory. You understand this?
"W can't win, Sigarni. | understand that.'
"W just did!

"Aye,' he said, wi ping the dough from his hands and noving to stand before her. 'W defeated a
band of ill-led nercenaries. W tricked them and trapped them What happens when the Baron narches
with his regular soldiers? | watched your man Cbrin fight today. He was deadly. \Wat happens when
there are thousands |ike himagai nst us?

Sigarni stepped in close, her eyes cold, her voice hard as a blade. 'Has all your courage gone,

fat man? Has it nelted into the bl ubber around your belly? | am Sigarni. | amof the Blood. And I
wear the Crinson. | do not prom se victory. | prom se war and death. Now you have two choi ces. The
first is to take your fanmly and run, |eave the Hi ghlands. The second is to drop to your knee and
pl edge yourself to serve ne until the day you die. Make that choice now, Hunt LordP

At the use of his title Tovi stiffened, and Sigarni saw the anger in his eyes. 'You have fought
one battle, Sigarni. | have fought many. | know what war is, and I know what it achieves. It is no
nore than a pestilence. It is a terrible thing - it consunes and destroys, birthing hatreds that

| ast for generations. But | amthe Hunt Lord, and I will not |eave nmy people in this desperate
hour .

' Then kneel,' she said, her voice flat and unrel enting.
Tovi stepped forward and dropped to one knee. 'My sword and ny life,' he said, solemly.
"Let it be so,' she told him

Sigarni left himthere and wal ked fromthe bakery. Grane was sitting by his forge with a bl oody
bandage around his upper arm Gnal chmai was with him The smith grinned as he saw her. Gaal chnai
bel ched, stood, staggered and sat down. 'He's drunk,' said G ane.

"He always is,' said Sigarni. "WIIl you serve ne, Gane?

The smith scratched his thick white beard. 'You' ve changed, |ass. You always had iron in you, but
I'd guess it has been run through the fire and noul ded into sonething sharp and deadly. Aye, |'l]
serve you. What woul d you have ne do?

' Make the pl edge.'
"l gave that pledge once already, and the King ran away and |eft ne and others to rot.
"I will not run, Game. Make the pledge.'

He stood and | ooked into her eyes. Bending his knee, he took a deep breath. 'My sword and ny
life," he said.

"Let it be so.'
"Where do | begin?' he asked, rising.

"See Tovi. He will tell you what | require in the com ng weeks. For now, gather all weapons and
supplies and | ead our people deep into Pallides territory. W will speak again when the evacuation
is conplete. Any man who cones to you, Grame, and w shes to serve, nake hi m speak the pl edge. From
now on we are Hi ghlanders again. Nothing and no one will ever steal our pride. You understand?

"Hail to thee, Battle Queen!' shouted Gnal chmai, lifting his jug in salute.
The words chilled Sigarni. 'Be silent, old fool! This is no place for your drunken ranblings."'

"He may be drunk,' said Grane, 'but he is not wong. Only the sovereign can call for the pledge
And only to a sovereign would | nmake it. You are the Battle Queen, Sigarni. Nothing can change
that.'

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemme...%2001%20-%20lronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (92 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:12:00 PM]



file://IG|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmell %620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2001%20-%20I ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt

Sigarni said nothing. Fell and his foresters came into sight, along with scores of villagers,
formng a great sem -circle around the forge. All had heard Gnal chrmai's drunken salute, and
Sigarni saw both confusi on and apprehension on the faces of the people around her

She wal ked slowy to her horse and stepped into the saddle. There was no noi se now, and she felt
their eyes upon her as she rode slowy towards the hills.

8

LIKE A GFT froma nmerciful god winter canme twelve days early, blizzards sweepi ng across the
nmount ai ns, heavy snowfal|ls bl ocki ng narrow passes and naki ng treacherous even the best of the
roads. Sigarni sat alone on a high ridge, wapped in a cloak of sheepskin, and stared out over the
hills to the south. A mle away she could see three figures naking their slow progress through the
snow.

The heady days of victory at Cilfallen were weeks behind her now, and all the subsequent news had
been bad. Stung by unexpected defeat the Qutlanders had reacted savagely, sending three forces
deep into the mountains to the east and the west. Three Farlain villages had been attacked, and
nmore than four hundred Hi ghl anders nassacred in their homes. In the east a Pallides settlenment was
razed to the ground, and several Loda ham ets were struck during the sane week, bringing the death
total to nore than five hundred.

Ten days before the slaughter Sigarni had travelled with Fell and Asmidir to the main Farlain
town, seeking warriors to join their growi ng band. The experience had proved a hard | esson. As she
sat watching the wal kers in the snow, Sigarni steeled herself to recall the day.

More than five hundred people had gathered in the main square as the Hunt Lord, Torgan, waited to
greet her. There were no cheers as the trio rode in. Torgan, a tall slender man, with wiry bl ack

hair cut short to expose a sharp wi dow s peak and a bald spot at the crown, was waiting for them
He was sitting on a high seat in the centre of the square, flanked by six warriors carrying ritua
ebony staffs, adorned with silver. Sitting at his feet was a white-bearded old nan dressed in a

| ong robe of faded grey.

"What do you seek here, Wman of Loda?' asked Torgan, as Sigarni disnmounted. He did not rise from
his seat, and his words were spoken scornfully.

"Is this the Farlain Gfted One?" countered Sigarni, pointing at the old man.
"It is. What concern is that of yours?

Sigarni turned away fromhim scanning the faces in the crowd. There was hostility there. 'Have
his dreans been nade known to the people of the Farlain? she asked, raising her voice so that the
crowd coul d hear her

Torgan rose. 'Aye, they have. He told us of a troubl esomre wonan who woul d bring death and
destruction upon the clans: a Loda wonan of |ow norals who by nurder woul d enrage the CQutl anders.
And his dreans were true!

Despite her anger Sigarni stayed calm 'He is no Gfted One,' she said. "He is a fraud and a liar.
And | will speak no nore of him Let the Farlain know this: An Qutland force raided Cilfallen. W
destroyed them Mre will cone, and they will attack and butcher any in their path, whether they
be Loda, Farlain, Pallides or Wngoras. Al true Gfted Ones know this. And you will see the truth
of my words. | am Sigarni. | amof the Blood of Kings. And | do not lie.'

Torgan | aughed. ' Aye, we know who you are, Sigarni. Wrd of your talent has reached us even here
You will leave the lands of the Farlain, and think yourself fortunate that we do not bind you and
deliver you to the CQutlanders for a just execution. Go back to your pitiful band and tell the
idiots who follow you that the Farlain are not to be fool ed."'

"How can | tell themthat,' responded Sigarni, '"when it is obvious that they have been fool ed
al ready?' Spinning on her heel she strode to her stallion and stepped into the saddle. 'There are
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other Gfted Ones,' she told the crowd, 'in other clans. Be wi se and seek their guidance. For the
days of blood are here and if we do not join together we will be slaughtered separately. A |eader
has been prophesied - one who will unite the clans against the enenmy. I amthat |eader.

"No whore will ever lead the Farlain,' shouted the Hunt Lord. 'Begone before we stone you!'
Sigarni touched heels to her stallion and rode fromthe town.

Now, as she sat in the icy cold beneath a darkeni ng sky, her anger renained, hot and conpelling.
Si garni had been better received anong the Pallides, but even here they had prom sed no warriors
to

serve under her |eadership. Arriving in the Lam Valley, she had been nmet outside the township by
the blond warrior Loran, who had bowed as she di snount ed.

"Well met, lady, and welconme,' he said. 'It is good to see you again.' The nmenory of their neeting
by lronside's Falls seenmed as distant as a dream of another |life and she found hersel f gazing at
the handsone Pallides as if he was a stranger. 'Your armour fits you well,' he said. '|l amsorry
that the shelters we built for the Loda people are so ... so hunble. But we did not have nuch
time.'

"They will suffice,'" she said. Fromthe tree line a huge nan anbled into view and waved at Loran
Si garni watched his approach with undi sgui sed amazenent. A little over six feet tall, his

shoul ders seened i npossibly wide, and his neck was easily as big as her thigh. Hs head was | arge,
and though beardl ess he had grown his sideburns long and they nerged with his hair line to give
hi m a | eoni ne appear ance.

"By God!' she whispered. 'Is it real?
Loran chuckled. '"it is my cousin Mereth. And he's real enough.
"Is this her?" said Mereth, squinting at Sigarni. H s voice was a |low runble |ike distant thunder

"Aye, Mereth, this is Sigarni.'" He noved his head close to her face. 'Handsone worman,' he said

am ably.

"Mereth's vision is weak,' explained Loran. "It is his only weakness. He's the strongest man |'ve
ever seen.'

' The strongest that ever was,' said Mereth proudly. 'l broke Lennox's record for the caber - and
they said that couldn't be done. They said he was a giant. | broke it. Are you the Queen now?'

"This is not the tinme, Mereth,' said Loran softly, laying his hand on the giant's shoul der
"l heard the Loda G fted One naned her Queen. | was only asking.'

"The Loda G fted One is a drunkard. Now | ook after the lady's horse and | will see you at Fyon's
house when you have stabl ed the nount.

Mereth smiled. T can fight too," he told Sigarni. T fear nothing.'

Loran and Sigarni wal ked on into the town. 'Poor vision is not his only weakness,' she said, when
Mereth was out of earshot.

"Do not msjudge him Sigarni. | admt he is not the nost intelligent of nen, but he is no
sinpleton. It just takes hima long tinme to work through a problem

Fyon Sharp-axe entertained her at his honme in the Larn Valley. It was a fine old house, built of
stone with a roof of carefully carved slate. Fyon, Loran and Mereth sat around the |ong table and
listened intently as Sigarni told them of the events that had led to the battle of Clfallen. The
Hunt Lord, a squat powerfully built warrior with a square-cut black beard, forked with silver, had
wai ted courteously until she finished her tale. As she concluded he raised a wine cup and toasted
her. 'You did well, Sigarni,' he said. 'l applaud you for the way you saved the people of your
clan. But | do not yet know if you are the | eader who was prophesied. Qur Gfted Ones say one is
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coming who will lead us, but they cannot name him | know we have no choice now, save to battle
for our lives. I will not relinquish this battle to you, for despite your victory at G lfallen you
are untried. And you are a wonan. It is not a woman's place to lead nmen into battle. | do not say

this slightingly, Sigarni, for | adnmire your courage. It is nerely comobn sense. Men are
ultimately dispensable. If, in a war, all but ten of a clan's warriors are killed, but the wonen
remain, the clan would survive. But if only ten of the clan women were left it would die. Men are
made for hunting and battle, wonmen for gathering and childbirth. This is the way of the world. |
cannot see Pallides warriors fighting for a woman - even one as spirited as you.'

Sigarni nodded. '| understand your fears, Fyon,' she said. 'But | would like to hear the thoughts
of Loran.'

The blond warrior | eaned back in his chair. He glanced at Sigarni. 'l have waited for a | eader -
as have we all. And | was surprised when | heard that Gaal chmai had nanmed you. We all here know

that you are of the blood of Gandarin, and that he was directly descended fromIlronhand. And a boy
child of yours would have first claimto the throne. Yet there is no boy child, and never have the
cl ans been |l ed by a woman.

"What of the Wtch Queen?' countered Sigarni

"Aye, I'Il grant that,' admitted Loran, 'but she was from beyond the old Gateways, drawn to our
aid by sorcery. And she did not stay to rule, but returned to her own | and when the war was won.'

"As | shall,' said Sigarni

'"Be that as it may,' continued Loran, 'l cannot as yet nmake a judgenent. | echo the Hunt Lord's
prai se for your victory at Cilfallen, and | deplore the treatnment of you by the Farlain. Even so,
I do not believe we should commt ourselves to you at this tine. | ask that you do not judge us

too harshly.

Sigarni rose. 'l do not judge you harshly, Loran. You came to Tovi and warned hi m of invasion
Because of your arguments he sent enough supplies back into Pallides |ands to ensure survival for
the people of Loda during the winter. You have given us land, built us homes. For this | am
grateful. And | understand your concerns. | did not ask for this role, and would be nore than
happy to surrender it. But | know now that | amthe one prophesied. | know it. Wuat | need to know
i s what can be done to convince the Pallides. Wiat do you require of ne?

" A good question,' said Fyon, also rising. He rubbed at his silver-forked beard and noved to the
fire blazing in the hearth. "And | wish | had an answer. W& need a sign, Sigarni. Until then you
must train your own warriors.'

Ten days |l ater Fyon had ridden his horse into the nakeshift canp of the Loda, seeking out Sigarni

"Wl come,’ she said, as he ducked into the small log dwelling. It was dark inside, and lit by the
flickering fire within a small iron brazier. Fyon seated hinself opposite Sigarni and cast a
nervous gl ance at the black man at her side. 'This is Asmidir. He is ny general, and a warrior of
great skill.' Asmidir held out his hand and Fyon shook it briefly.

'The Qutlanders struck several Farlain villages,' said Fyon. 'Hundreds were slaughtered, wonen and
children anmong them Torgan led his nmen on a vengeance strike, but they were surrounded and cut to
pi eces. Torgan escaped, but he lost nore than three hundred warriors. He has blamed you - clains
you are a curse upon the people. My scouts tell ne the Qutlanders are narching towards us. They
will be here in less than five days.

"They will not arrive,' said Sigarni. 'There are blizzards in the wind; they will drive them
back.'

"Only until the spring,' said Fyon. 'Wsat then?
"Let us hope that by then you will have had a sign,' said Sigarni coldly.

H gh on the nountainside Sigarni w apped her sheepskin cloak nore tightly around her shoul ders.
Lady padded across the snow and hunkered down by her side. Sigarni pulled off her fur-Ilined
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nmttens and stroked the dog's head. 'W'Il soon be back in the warm girl," she said. At the sound
of her voice Lady's tail thunped agai nst the snow.

The three wal kers were at the foot of the nmountain now and Sigarni could see themclearly. The
first was Fell. Wth himwere Gwn Dark-eye and Bakris Tooth-gone. Slowy the three nen clinbed
the flank of the nountain, reaching the ridge just before dusk. Snow was falling again, thick and
fast.

Fell was the first to clinb to the ridge. Snow was thick upon his hair and shoul ders.
"What did you |l earn?' asked Sigarni

' They have put a price of one thousand gui neas upon your head, lady. And they are expecting
anot her three thousand nen by spring.

"Did you see G lfallen?
Fel | sighed. 'There is nothing there. Not one stone upon another. As if it never was.'
"Come back to the settlenent,' she said. 'You can tell ne all.

"There's one piece of news 1'd like to spit out now,' he said, brushing the snow fromhis hair.
"There was an arrival in Citadel - a wizard fromthe south. H's nane is Jakuta Khan. There are
many stories about him so we were told. He conjures denons.'

Sigarni could see the fear in their eyes, and she hoped they could not see the same fear in hers.
"l do not fear him' she heard herself say.

"He cane to our fire last night,' said Gwn. 'Just appeared out of nowhere, and seened to stand
within the flanes. Tell her, Fell.'

"He said for us to tell you he was com ng for you. He said you were |ucky that night by the Falls,
but that this tine he would not fail. You would remenber him he said, for the last tinme you saw
hi m he had your father's heart in his hand. Then he vani shed.

Si garni staggered back and swung away fromthe nen. Her mouth was dry, her heart beating wildly.
Panic welled in her breast, and she felt herself adrift on a current of fear. Her |egs were weak
and she reached out to grip the trunk of a tree

The denbns were com ng agai n!

For Tovi Long-armthe onset of winter was a nightmare. The people of the Loda were spread now
across two valleys, in five encanpnents. Food was a problem for al nost three thousand refugees.
Four of the Loda herds had been driven north after the attack on Cilfallen and three had been

sl aughtered to supply neat for the clan, |eaving only breeding stock for the spring. But neat

al one was not enough. There was a shortage of vegetables and dried fruit, and dysentery had spread

anong the old and infirm Lung infections had begun to show anong the old and the very young, and
el even greybeards had died so far in the first nonth of snow. Wrse was to cone, for soon the mlk
cows would go dry and then hunger woul d border on fami ne. Blizzards had cl osed nany of the trails
and comuni cation was beconming difficult, even between canps. The structures erected by the
Pal I i des were sound enough, but they were spartan and draughty, snoke-filled and dark

Conpl ai nts were growing, and norale was | ow. Added to this there was resentnment about the

Qutl ander Cbrin and his training nethods. Day after day he would order the young nen to engage in
puni shing routines, running, lifting, working in groups. It was not the Hi ghland way, and Tovi had
tried to inpress this on the Qutl ander.

To no avail ..

It was dawn when Tovi roused hinmself fromhis blankets. Beside himhis wife groaned in her sleep
It was cold in the cabin and Tovi placed his own bl anket over hers. The children were stil

asl eep. Tovi noved to the fire, which had died down to a few snoul dering ashes. Wth a stick he
pushed the | ast few gl owi ng enbers together, then blew theminto life, adding kindling until the
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flanmes licked up. Pulling on his boots and overshirt he tried to open the door of the cabin, but
snow had piled up against the door in the night and Tovi had to squeeze through a narrow gap to
energe into the dawn light. Using his hands, he scooped the snow away fromthe door and then
pushed it shut.

G ame was al ready awake when Tovi called at his small hut. The snmith, wapped in a | ong sheepskin
coat and holding a | ong-handled felling axe, stepped out to join him 'The sky's clear,' said
Gane, 'and it feels mlder.'

"The worst is yet to come,' said Tovi.
"I know that!' snapped Granme. 'CGod, Tovi, nust you stay so gl oony?

Tovi reddened at the rebuke and glared at the white-bearded smth. 'Gve nme one good reason to be
optimstic and | shall. | will even dance a jig for you! W have nearly three thousand people
living in squalor, and what are we waiting for? To face fanmine or slaughter in the spring. Am |
wrong?"'

"I do not know if you are wong, Tovi. That's the truth of it. But you could be. Concentrate on
that. W now have five hundred fighting nmen, hard nen, fuelled by anger and the need for revenge
By spring we could have thousands. Then we will see. Wy do you need to show such despair? It does
no good.'

"I amnot skilled at hiding ny feelings, Ganme,' adnmtted Tovi. 'I amgetting old and | have no
firein nmy belly. They killed nmy son, destroyed ny village. Now | feel as if | amwaiting for the
rest of nmy fanmily to be put to the sword. | find it hard to stomach.'

Grane nodded. 'You are not so old, Tovi. And as for your stomach —well, you | ook better than you
have in years. Felling trees and buil ding cabins has been good for you. Cone the spring, that
claynmore will have no nore weight than a goose feather. Then you'll find the fire.'

Tovi forced a smle and scanned the canp. To the south the new conmmunity hall was al nost hal f
built, the ground levelled, the log walls already around five feet high. Eighty feet |ong and
thirty wide, the structure when finished would all ow nany peopl e of the encanpnent to gather
together in the evenings. This, Tovi knew, would encourage a greater canaraderie and help lift
nmoral e. 'How | ong now?' he asked pointing at the structure.

"Five days. W'll Dbe felling trees on the north slope today. If there's no fresh snow for a while
we mght finish in three.

Al'l around them people were enmerging fromthe huts. Tovi saw the Qutlander Cbrin. The man was
dressed now in borrowed | eggings and a leather tunic; he strolled to a tree and urinated agai nst
the trunk. 'l don't like the man,' said Tovi.

"Aye, he's iron hard,' G ane agreed

"It is not that. There is an arrogance about himthat slips under ny skin |like a barbed thorn.
Look at the way he walks... as if he is a king and all around himare serfs and vassals."

G ane chuckl ed. 'You are seeing too nuch. Fell walks like that. Sigarni too.'
"Aye, but they're Highlanders.'

G ame' s chuckl e becane a full-bl ooded | augh as he cl apped his hand on Tovi's shoulder. 'Listen to
yoursel f! Is that not arrogance? Anyway Gbrin is a Hi ghlander - Fell's son.

"Pah! Put a wolf in a kilt and it is still a wolf!

Granme shook his head. 'You are not good conpany today, Hunt Lord,' he said. Tovi watched him
stride away through the snow.

He's right, thought Tovi, with a stab of guilt. | amthe Hunt Lord and | should be lifting the
hearts of ny people. He sighed and trudged off towards Obrin. The warrior had renmoved his shirt
and was kneeling and rubbing snow over his upper body. As Tovi cane closer he saw the web of scars
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on Qbrin's chest and upper arns. The nan | ooked up at him his eyes cold.
' Good norning, Hunt Lord.
"And to you, Gbrin. Howis the training progressing?

Gorin rose and pulled on his shirt and tunic. 'Six of the groups are proving adequate. No nore
than that. The others ...' he shrugged. 'If they don't want to learn, then |I cannot force them'

"You don't need to teach a Highlander to fight,' said Tovi. Cbrin gave a rare smile but it did not
soften his face. If anything, Tovi realized, it nade himl ook nore deadly.

"That is true, Hunt Lord. They know how to fight, and they know how to die. What they don't
conprehend is that war is not about fighting and dying. It is about winning. And no arny can win
wi t hout discipline. A general must know that when he - or in our case she - gives an order it wll
be obeyed without question. W don't have that here. Wiat we have is five hundred arrogant
warriors who, upon seeing the eneny, will brandish their claynores and rush down to die. Just |ike
the Farl ain.

Tovi's first response was one of anger, but he swallowed it down. What would this CQutlander

under stand of Hi ghland pride, of the warrior's code? Fighting involved honour and couage. These
Qutl anders treated it as a trade. Even so, he knew that the man was speaki ng honestly. Wrse, he
was not wong. 'Try to understand, Cbrin,' he said, softly. 'Here each man is an individual. Wrs
bet ween cl ans al ways conme down to man agai nst nman. There was never any question of tactics. Even
when we fought... your people ... we did not learn. W charged. W died. You are dealing with a
peopl e who have fought this way for generations. | don't even know whether the ol der warriors can
absorb these new ideas. So be patient. Try to find sonme way to appeal to the younger men. Convince
them'

"l have already told themwhat is real,' said Gorin stubbornly. "And if that wasn't enough they
have the exanple of the Farlain.'

"W are a proud people, Cbrin. W can be led to the borders of Hell itself, but we cannot be
driven. Can you understand that?"

"I''ll think onit,' said the Qutlander. 'But | never was an officer, and |'mno |leader. Al | know
is what |'ve |earned through seventeen years of bloody war. But I'Il think on it.'

A young woman approached them a heavy wool |l en shawl w apped around her slender shoul ders. 'By
your |eave, Hunt Lord,' she said, with a curtsey. 'My grandfather is sick and cannot rise fromhis
bed. Can you cone?

"Aye, lass,' said Tovi wearily.

Qorin watched the Hunt Lord trudge off through the snow, saw the weariness in the man. He wears
defeat |ike a cloak, thought the warrior. The former CQutlander wandered away fromthe canp,
clinmbing high on to the nmountainside to the nmeeting cave. Three nmen were already present, and they
had it a fire. Their conversation faded away as Cbrin entered. He wal ked slowy to the far side
of the fire and sat, glancing down at the two bundles he had left there earlier; they were

unt ouched. Cbrin waited in silence until others arrived, some singly, some in pairs, others in
smal | groups until twenty-five were assenbled. Cbrin rose and | ooked at their faces. Many of them
were scarce nore than children. They waited, sullen and wary.

"No work today,' said Qorin, breaking the silence. 'Today we talk. Now | amnot a great tal ker -
and even |l ess of a teacher. But at this nonent | amall that you have. So open your ears and
listen.'

"Way should we listen? asked a young nan in the front row He was no nore, Cbrin guessed, than
around fourteen years of age. 'You tell us to carry rocks, we carry rocks. You tell us to run and
we run. | do not need to hear the words of an Qutland traitor. Just give us your orders and we
shal | obey them'

"Then | order you to listen,' said Cbrin, without trace of anger. H's eyes raked the group. ' Your
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friendship means nothing to ne,' he told them 'It is worth less than a sparrow s droppi ngs. W
are not here for friendship. What | amtrying to do is give you a chance - a tiny chance

- to defend your | oved ones agai nst a powerful enemy. Ch, | know you are prepared to die. The
Farl ain have shown us all how well a Hi ghlander can give up his life. But you don't win by dying.
You wi n by causing your enemny to die. |Is that so hard to understand? The Hunt Lord says a

Hi ghl ander cannot be driven. |Is he incapable also of learning? If not, how did he acquire the
skills to build hormes, weave cl oth, make bows and swords? What is so different about war? It is a
game of skill and daring, of nobve and counter-nove. The Qutl anders

- as you call them- are masters of war.'
‘"Masters of slaughter nore like!' came a voice fromthe niddle rows.

"Aye, and slaughter,' agreed Cbrin. '"But in a battle they hold together. It is called discipline
It is nothing to do with honour, or glory. Yet all victories are based upon it.' Cbrin walked to
the first of the bundles and flipped back the blanket covering it. Stooping he lifted a dozen
sticks, each no thicker than his thunb and no | onger than his forearm Tossing them one by one to
the nearest clansnen, he said, 'Break them'

The first man chuckl ed and gl anced down at the thin length of wood. 'Wy?' he asked.
"Just do it.'

The sound of snappi ng wood echoed in the cave, followed by | aughter as soneone said, 'The great
warrior has certainly taught us to master stick splitting.'

"Easy, was it not?' said Qorin am ably. 'No trouble. A child could do it. And that,'ny fine
clansnmen, is how the Qutlanders will deal with you. It is not a question of bravery, or honour
You fight as individuals, single sticks. Now, this is how the Qutlanders fight.' Taking up the
second bundl e which was al so conposed of a dozen sticks, but tightly bound with twi ne, he tossed
it tothe jester. 'Cone then,' said Qorin, 'show ne how you have nmastered stick-splitting. Break
t hem'

The man stood and held the bundl e at both ends. Suddenly he bent his knee and brought the sticks
down hard across his thigh. Several sticks gave, but the bundle renmmined intact. Angrily he hurl ed
the sticks on the fire. 'Wat does it prove?' he snarled. 'But give ne a claynore and I'll show
you what | can do!'

"Sit down lad,' said Gorin. 'l do not doubt your courage. The lesson is a sinple one to absorb
What you saw was two bundl es. Each bundl e had twel ve sticks. One could be broken, the other could
not. It is the sane with arnies. Wen the clans fought at Gol den Mbor they fought in the only way
t hey knew, shoul der to shoul der, claynores swi nging. They were brought down by archers and
slingers, lancers and pi kenen, heavy cavalry and arnoured swordsnen. They were beaten decisively,
but not routed. They stood their ground and died |ike nen. By God, what a waste of courage! Did
any here see the Farlain dead?

Several nen spoke up. Obrin nodded and waved themto silence. 'Wat you saw was easy to read. The
Qutl anders were in the valley. The Farlain attacked fromthe high ground, sweeping down on them
their claynores bright in the norning sun. The Qutlanders formed a tight shield wall, their spears
extendi ng. The Farlain ran upon the spears, trying to beat a path through. Then the cavalry cane
fromthe right, fromtheir hiding places in a wood. Archers appeared on the left sending volley
after volley into the Hi ghland ranks. How long did the battle last? Not an hour. Not even half
that. According to Fell it was probably over in a few short minutes. The Qutlanders carried their
dead away in a single wagon - ten ... fifteen... twenty bodies at the nost. The Farlain | ost
hundreds. Are the clans too stupid to learn fromtheir errors? They were listening now, intently,
their eyes locked to Gorin's face. 'W all know the animals of the forest, and their ways. Wen
faced with wolves, a stag will run. The wolves |lope after him slowy robbing himof strength. At
|l ast he turns at bay, and ¢« they cone at himfromall sides. If he is strong his horns will kil
sone, then he dies. You are |like the stag. The Qutlanders are the wolves; only they are worse than
wol ves. They have the horns of the stag, the stanmina and cunning of the wolf pack, the claws of
the bear, and the fangs of the lion. To defeat them we nust enulate them'
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"How do we do this? asked the boy who nmade the earlier jest.

"Your question is a good beginning,' Cbrin told him 'Understanding is the first key. Al war is
based on deception. Wen you are weak, you nake the eneny think you are strong; when you are
strong, make himthink you are weak. VWen you are far away, make him believe you are near, and
when you are near, lead himto think you are far away. The Qutlanders did this to the Farlain.
Their scouts must have told themthe clansnen were near, so they hid their cavalry and archers.
The Farlain saw the infantry occupying a weak position and attacked. In doing so, they wal ked into
the iron jaws of the nonster. W will not follow their exanple. W will fight on our own terns,
choosi ng our own ground. |If necessary, we will fight and run. W will make themthe stag, and we
shal | be the wol ves.

"To fight like this takes great discipline and enornous strength of heart, but it is the only way
to win. Go now and tal k anongst yoursel ves. Choose a unit |eader from anong you; he will be your
officer. Pass the word to the other twenty-five groups. Tell themto appoint one nman to represent
them Then | want all officers to report to me here at dawn tonorrow. '

As the men stood to |leave Corin lifted his hand. 'One nore point, ny lads. | amfroma Highl and
people far to the south. We are called the Arekki. | amthe only man of ny clan within three
hundred nmiles. | am Cbrin, and | do not lie, cheat or steal. Not once in ny life have | betrayed a

friend or conrade, nor have | ever fled froman eneny. The next nman to call nme a traitor to ny
face will die on nmy sword. Go now'

Sleeting hail beat against the windows as Asmidir sat at his desk with quill pen in hand, poring
over maps of the Highlands. Two | anterns were glowi ng close by, casting gentle [ight on the sheets
of paper littering the desk top. Asmdir stared hard at the lines on the ancient parchnent, trying
to picture the pass of Duane. Sheer to the east, mldly sloping to the west, it opened out into
two box canyons and a long, narrow plain. Dipping his pen into the ink jar he sketched the pass,
addi ng notations concerning distance and hei ght.

Ari entered, still dressed in his arnour of silver and bl ack. He bowed. 'Shall | bring your food
here, lord?" he asked.

"I"'mnot hungry. Sit you down.' The tall warrior pulled up a chair and sat. Leaning forward, Ari's
dark eyes scanned the lines of the new map Asm dir was creating.

" Duane Pass,' he said. 'A good battle site - if the defenders nunber nore than two thousand. Five
hundred could not hold the ridges and would be flanked to the west. Cavalry would encircle them
then no escape woul d be possible.’

"Aye, it is a problem W need nore nmen. |'d give half of all | own to see Kalia here with her

regi ment.’

Ari gave a rare snile. 'Kalia and Sigarni? Panther and hawk. It would be ... interesting.'

"She is three thousand mles away - if she still lives. But you are right, it would be fascinating
to see themtogether. Now, you know these naps as well as I. Were will the first attack cone?

Ari sifted through the sheets. 'They will bring an arny to the first invasion fort. Fromthere
woul d think they would swi ng north-east towards the deeper |ands of the Farlain. They may even
split then-force and push north-west into Pallides territory. |I think you are right to choose

Duane; it is three mles south of their first fort.'

Asm dir | eaned back and rubbed his tired eyes. 'Duane is a natural battle site. The eneny trapped
bel ow with only one neans of escape, the defenders with their backs to the nountains, able to slip
away at the first sign of inpending defeat. As you say, however, we need at |east two thousand.
Where el se?'

Ari shuffled through the maps. 'Wth five hundred? Nowhere.'

"Precisely my thoughts. And the Baron is no fool, he will know our approxi mate nunmber. Son of a
whore!' Lifting a detailed sketch of an Qutland fort, he passed it to Ari. "Wat if we took it
before they arrived? They' d have no supplies. How |l ong could we hold then
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"Four or five days. But they have three supply forts, not one. They will nerely send a force
around us. And then there would be no escape for the defenders. No prospect of victory either.’

Asm dir pushed hinself to his feet and wandered to the wi ndow. The snow was falling thick and
fast, piling against the base of the | eaded panes. 'My head is spinning,' he said. 'Tell ne
sonet hi ng good. Anyt hi ng.

Ari chuckled. 'Qur eneny is the Baron. He is hot-headed and reckless. Better yet, he is inpatient
and will not give us respect in the first battle. That is an advantage.'

"That is true,' agreed Asmidir. 'But it is not enough to give hima bl oody nose. The first battle
must be deci sive.'

"And that nmeans Duane Pass,' said Ari.

"Wiich the Baron will also be aware of.' Asm dir shook his head and | aughed. 'Are we being fools,
Ari? Have we waited this long nerely to stand and die on a foreign nountain?

"Perhaps,' agreed the warrior. 'Yet a nan has to di e sonewhere.

"I"'mnot ready to die yet. | swore an oath to make the CQutlanders pay for the rape of Kushir. |
nmust honour it —or ny spirit will walk forever through the Valley of Desol ation and Despair.'

"l also swore that oath, lord,' said Ari. 'W all did. Now our hopes rest with the silver woman.'

Asmidir returned to the table and stared into the dark eyes of the man opposite. 'Wat do you
think of her, Ari? Could she truly be the One?

The warrior shrugged. 'l do not know the answer to the second question. As to the first - | admre
her. That is all | can say.'

"It does not bother you that this Chosen One is a wonan?'

"Kalia is a wonman - and she has fought in many wars. And Sigarni's battle plan at Clfallen was
i nspired. Fraught with peril - but inspired.’

Asm dir gathered up the maps and sketches. 'I nust be heading back to the nountains tonorrow. |
need to see her.'

"It will take around four days now,' said Ari. 'The snows have bl ocked nany passes. Perhaps you
shoul d wait for nore clenent weather.

' These nmountains do not know the neani ng of clenment weather,' said Asmidir, with a wy snile.
"Even in sumrer the wind can chill a man to the bone.’

"It is a hard land,' agreed Ari, 'and it breeds hard nmen. That is another advantage.'

Another warrior entered and bowed. 'There is a man to see you, lord,' he said. 'He canme out of the
snow. '

"Do we know hin?'" Asmidir asked.
"l have not seen himbefore, lord. He is very old, and wears a cloak of feathers.'
"Bring himin.

The warrior stepped aside and Taliesen entered. He did not pause or bow but strode straight to the
tabl e. Snow had gathered on his feathered cl oak and his eyebrows and eyelids were tinged with ice.

"She is gone,' he said. 'The denpons are coning - and she has gone!'

The blizzard canme suddenly, fierce wi nds slashing across the nountains, sending up flurries of
ground snow to mix with biting sleet. Sigarni was on open ground with the tenperature dropping
fast. Shielding her eyes with a gloved hand, she |ooked for shelter. Nothing could be seen. To be
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caught outside was to die, she knew, for already the sleet was penetrating her |eggings and
soaking into the sheepskin coat she wore; her fur-lined hood was white with ice and her face was
burning with pain.

There was no panic in her, and in the distance she saw a huge fir tree, part buried in the snow
Striking out for it she waded through a thick drift, half clinbing and half crawling until she
reached the |l ee side of the tree. The branches of such a fir would spread in a radius of at |east
ten feet fromthe trunk, she knew, and that nmeant there was likely to be a natural cave bel ow t he
buri ed branches. Lying on her belly, Sigarni began to dig with her hands and arns pushi ng aside
the freezing snow, burrow ng down beneath the boughs. Her pack snagged agai nst a branch, and snhow
cascaded down on her. Digging deeper, she squeezed hersel f under the bough. Suddenly the snow
beneat h her gave way and she slid head first into the natural pocket bel ow. The snow cave was
around seven feet deep and eight feet across, the fir branches above form ng the roof. Qut of the
biting wind, Sigarni shivered with pleasure. Fromthe side pocket of her pack she took a smal
tinder-box and the stub of a thick candle. Striking the flint, she ignited the dried bark
scrapings, gently blowing themto |ife, before holding the candle wick over the tiny flanmes. Wth
the candle Iit, she set it on the ground beside her and | eaned back against the trunk of the fir.

She was cold, and she stared lovingly at the flickering candle flane. The heat fromit would
gather in the snow cave - not enough to nelt the snow overhead but nore than anple to prevent
death from cold. Above her she could hear the ferocity of the blizzard raking across the
nmount ai ns, talons of icy sleet ripping at the |and.

Here | am safe, she thought. She cl osed her eyes. Safe? Only fromthe blizzard.

She had seen the fear in Fell's eyes as he prom sed to stand besi de her against the wizard and his
denons, but nore than this she had renenbered the awful events of her chil dhood ..

They had been enjoying a supper by the fire - when all the lanterns went out, as if struck by a
fierce wind. Only there was no wind - only a terrible cold that swept across the room drowning
the heat of the fire under an invisible wave. Mther had not screaned, or shown any sign of panic
though the fear was there on her careworn features. She had leapt to the far wall, dragging down a
sabre and tossing it to Father who stood silently in the centre of the roomstaring at the door

He | ooked so strong then, with his full red beard glistening in the cold firelight.

"CGet under the table, girl,' he told the six-year-old Sigarni. But she had scranbled to be beside
her mother, who had drawn two hunting knives fromtheir sheaths. Sigarni tugged her nother's
skirt.

"I want a knife,' she said. Her nother forced a smle and | ooked at her father. Little Sigarn
didn't understand the | ook then, but now viewing it fromthe distance between adul thood and
i nfancy, she knew they were proud of her

The door exploded inwards and a tall man stood there, dressed in crinson. Sigarni remenbered his
face; it was long and | antern-jawed, the eyes deep-set and snall, the nmouth full-Iipped. He was
carrying no weapon.

"Ah,' he said, 'everyone ready to die, | see. Let it be so!'" In that nonent a huge tear appeared
in her nother's side, blood gushing fromthe wound. Father |eapt forward, but staggered and
shouted in pain as blood welled fromtalon narks on his neck. Sonething brushed Sigarni's dress
and she saw the tear across her shoul der.

Fat her swung his claynore. It struck sonething invisible, black blood appearing in the air.
Screaning his battle-cry, he swing on his heel and sent the sword out in a second whistling arc.

It thudded into another unseen assailant - and stuck there. Blood gushed from Father's nouth and
Sigarni saw his chest rip open, his heart explode fromthe cavity and fly across the roominto the
out stretched hands of the nman in red. Sigarni's nother hurled one of her knives at the nman, but it
flew by him Turning she | eapt for the w ndow, pushing it open, then swuing back into the room and
sprang towards Sigarni, grabbing her by her dress and Iifting her fromher feet. Spinning, she
hurled the terrified child through the w ndow.

Sigarni hit hard and rolled, then came upright and | ooked back at the cabin. Her nother shouted:
"Run!'’
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Then her head toppled slowy from her shoul ders ..

And Sigarni had run, slipping and sliding down nuddy slopes, panic-stricken and lost, until at
| ast she canme to the pool by the Falls..

Jerking her mind back to the present, she peeled off her gloves and extended her hands to the
candl e-flame. Fell would be angry that she had | eft himbehind, but he could not fight the denons.
The forester would fare no better than her parents. No. If she had to die it would be al one.

No, she decided, not alone. | will find a way to kill sonme of them at |east.

She sat for nore than an hour, listening to the storm Finally it swept by and the silence of the
night fell on the mountains. Lifting the candle she blewit out, returning it to her pocket. Then
slowy she clinbed fromthe ice cave, and continued on her way to the pool by the Falls.

The journey was not an easy one. Many natural |andmarks were hidden under drifts, the very shape
of the land subtly altered by w nd-scul pted snow. Above her the clouds cleared, the stars shining
bright. The tenperature plumreted. Sigarni pushed on, careful to nove with the m ninum of effort,
anxi ous not to waste energy or to beconme too hot within her winter clothing. Sweat could be
deadly, for it formed a sheet of freezing ice on the skin.

It was close to mdnight when Sigarni struggled over the last rise. Below her the Falls were

silent, frozen in md-fall, and the pool was a field of snow over thick ice. Sigarni clanbered
down to the cave where Taliesen had nursed her. There was still some firewbod stacked agai nst the
far wall. Releasing her pack, she built a blaze. The skin of her face prickled painfully as the

heat touched her, and her fingers were thick and clunsy as she added fuel to the fire.

Renmovi ng her top-coat, she opened the pack and lifted clear the contents, setting themout in neat
rows.

When to begi n? Tonorrow? Toni ght? Fear nmade her consider tackling the tasks now - immediately, but
she was a Hi ghl ander and well understood the perils of fatigue in blizzard conditions.

No. Toni ght she would rest, gathering her strength. Tonmorrow the work coul d begin.

Bal | i star awoke when he heard one of the warriors walk along the corridor outside and knock
quietly at Kollarin's door. The dwarf sat up. He could hear voices, but the words were nuffled by
the wall. Curious, he scranbled fromthe bed and anbled to the door. Qutside the forner servant,
Ari, was talking to Kollarin. The Qutlander was bare-chested, his dark hair hanging | oose. 'The
Lord needs you -now,' said Ari.

"In the niddle of the night?' queried Kollarin. '"Can it not wait?
"Now,' repeated Ari. "It is a matter of great urgency.'
' Does he want ne al so?' asked Ballistar

Ari glanced down at the dwarf. 'He did not say so - but | think your counsel would be nost
wel comre. He will neet you in the Long Hall.'

Mnutes later, as Ballistar and Kollarin entered the hall, they saw Taliesen and the bl ack nman
sitting by the fire. Ballistar cursed under his breath. He tugged the hemof Kollarin's green
tunic. 'Sorcerer,' he whispered. As the two nmen approached the fire, Asmidir beckoned themto sit.

"Sigarni has left the encanprment,' he said. "It is inperative that we find her swiftly.

"Way woul d she go?' asked Ballistar. Asmidir switched his gaze to Taliesen and the old man took a
deep breath.

"How nuch do you know of her chil dhood?' he asked.

" Everyt hing."'
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"Then you will recall how her ... parents were killed."'
Ballistar felt his heartbeat quicken, and his nmouth was suddenly dry. 'They were killed by ... by
denons. "'

"By denpns, yes. Sunmpbned by an enchanter who calls hinmself Jakuta Khan. There is much that |
cannot tell you, but you should know this: Jakuta has returned. Twi ce already he has tried to
capture Sigarni. Once as a babe. | thwarted himthen, with the help of Caswallon. Then he found
where we had hidden her and cane again, killing her guardians. | thought he was finished then, but
sonmehow he survived. W nust find her.

"Why does he want to kill her? Is he hired by the Baron?' asked Kol larin.

"No. This goes back a very long way. As | said, | cannot tell you everything. But the heart of the
matter is Sigarni's blood, or nore accurately her blood line. She is of the blood of kings. Those
who understand the nystic arts will know why that is inportant to Jakuta.

Kol larin nodded. Ballistar |ooked fromone to the other. "Well, | don't know,' he said. 'Wy?

"Power,' Kollarin told him 'It is believed that the soul of a king carries great power. To
sacrifice such a man woul d best ow enormous power on the one who carried out the deed. It is said
that the Denon Lord, Sal ai mun, conquered the world after killing three kings. | don't know whet her
there be truth in such tales.'

"Sone truth,' said Taliesen. 'Salainmn nmade pacts with the Lords of the pits. He fed them bl ood
and souls in return for power. Jakuta made a simlar pact. But he has failed - twce.'

"As far as | understand it,' said Asmidir, '"if you fail then your own soul is consuned. I|s that
not one of the dangers of necromancy?

"I't should be,' agreed Taliesen. '|I can only surmise that Jakuta used a faniliar through which to
cast his spells of summoning."'

"Afamliar? echoed Ballistar

"Aconduit,' Kollarin told him 'The sorcerer uses an apprentice, who is placed in a trance. The
spell is then spoken through the apprentice. If it fails, the denons take the soul of the
conduit... the famliar.

" Enough of this!' stormed Taliesen. 'W are not here to educate the dwarf. Can you find her
Kol l arin?'

Kol larin shook his head. 'Not fromhere. | nust go to where she last slept, then | will pick up
her spirit trail.'

"I't will take three days in the snow,' said Asmdir. The black nan swng to the sorcerer
"However, it did not take you three days, Taliesen. Do you know anot her path?

"Aye, but none of you could walk it," he said despondently.

"Why do you need to be in the hut Kollarin? asked Ballistar. 'Could you not nerely track her by
using a piece of her clothing?

"l amnot a bl oodhound, you idiot! | don't followthe trail with ny snout to the snow
' Then how do you hone your talent? asked Asmdir.

"It is hard to explain. But for ne a person | eaves an essence of thenselves in any building. It
fades over a period of weeks, but once | hook to it |I can follow it anywhere.'

"And where is such an ... essence . .. nobst strongly felt?

‘In a bed, or a favourite chair. Sonetines attached to a famly nenber, or a close friend."

file:/l/G|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemm...2001%20-%20Ilronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt (104 of 178) [1/31/2004 8:12:00 PM]



file://IG|/rah/David%20Gemmel/David%20Gemmell %620-%20Hawk %20Queen%2001%20-%20I ronhands%20Daughter%20v1.1.txt
"By going to the hut, could you gain a sense of her ultimte destination?
"No," admitted Kollarin. 'l would follow the trail.'

"Dam!' said Asmidir. "It brings us no closer. Wat of you, Taliesen? You are a sorcerer. You
claimto be able to see the future. How then do you not know her whereabouts?

"Pah!' said the old man. 'You think in straight lines. You talk of a future. There are thousands

upon t housands. New futures begin with every heartbeat. Aye, in all of them Sigarni is the Chosen
One. In sonme of them she even succeeds for a while. In nbost of them she dies, young and

unful filled. |I am seeking the one future anong so many. | do not know where she is; | don't know
why she has run away. Perhaps in this future she | acks courage."'

' Nonsense,' said Ballistar, reddening. 'She would not flee. If she knew the denons were com ng she
would try to think of a way of fighting them | know her - better than any of you. She has gone to
choose her ground.'

"Where woul d that be?" asked Asmidir. 'That is the question. And why did she not cone to us to aid
her ?'

"Her father was a great fighter,' said Ballistar, 'but he was torn to pieces. She would not take
her friends into such peril. \Who anong us could fight denons?

"I could, but I wasn't here,' said Taliesen. 'My people are fighting a war in another tine. They
needed ne.'

' There was no one she could turn to,' said the dwarf. 'Therefore she will fight alone."

"Wait!' said Taliesen, his eyes brightening. 'There is one she would turn to. | know where she
is!

"Where?' Asnidir asked.
'The cave by the pool. She has an ally there. | nust go!' Taliesen rose.

Ballistar lifted his hand. 'A nonent, please,' said the dwarf. 'Do you know what Sigarni took with
her when she left?

"Knives, balls of twine, sone food, a bow, arrows. What does it matter?' asked the sorcerer

"It matters nore than you think,' said Ballistar. 'You had better let me come with you.

9

SI GARNI PUT QUT her hand to the fire. The warmth was both wel coning and reassuring. Wen the
denons had killed her parents all heat had vani shed fromthe blaze in the hearth. This, she
reasoned, would be her only warning that death was close. She stared at her hands. There were
blisters on her palns and on the inside joints of her fingers; one had bled profusely and they
wer e pai nful

It was the eve of her second day by the frozen Falls and she had worked hard through the hours of
dayl i ght. Fear was a constant conpanion, but somehow that fear was eased merely by being al one.
Sigarni the Huntress had no other concerns now save to stay alive. To do that she nust sonehow
defeat a wizard and his denons.

They can be killed, she thought. Father struck one of them and black blood flowed fromit. And
that whi ch bl eeds can die. Banking up the fire, she drew her sabre and honed the edge with a
whet stone. Qutside the Iight was failing fast. Sigarni hooked her quiver of arrows over her
shoul der and kept the bow cl ose at hand.

WIl it be like last tinme, she wondered? WIl the man in red come first? And if he does, how many
creatures of the dark will be with hin? How many had been back at the cabin on that awful day?
One? Two? More? How could she tell? Father had been struck first. Perhaps it was the sane creature
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whi ch sl ew her not her
Sigarni had nmade plans for three

The wi nd was buil ding outside, and flurries of snow were blowing into the cave-nmouth. A distant
wol f howl ed. The fire crackl ed and spat and Sigarni knocked a burning cinder from her | eggings.
Feel i ng drowsy, she took up her bow and wal ked to the mouth of the cave, drawi ng a deep, cold
breat hs. How | ong since you slept? Too long, she realized. If they did not cone tonight, she would
catch a few hours after dawn.

Per haps they won't find nme here, she thought suddenly. Perhaps | am safe.

The nmoon shone in a cloudl ess sky, but the wind continued to blow flurries of snow across the
frozen pool, rising like a white mst and sparkling in the nmoonlight. The air was col d agai nst her
face, but she could just feel the warnth of the fire behind her

Alone in the wlderness of white Sigarni found herself thinking of her life, and the great joys
she had known. It saddened her that she had not appreciated those joys when she had them those

gl orious gol den days with Abby and Lady, wal king the high country without a care. Recalling them
was a strange experience, as if she was | ooking through a window on to the Iife of a twin. And she
wonder ed about the white-haired girl she could renenber. How could she have lived in such a

caref ree manner?

Her thoughts roved on, and Bernt's sweet face appeared from nowhere. Sigarni felt a swelling in
her throat and her eyes misted. He had loved her. Truly, |oved her. How callous she had been. Is
this alia punishrment for ny treatment of you, Bernt? Is God angry with nme? There was no way of
knowing. If it is, | will bear it.

A white owl swooped over the trees - silent killer, silent flight. Sigarni renmenbered the first
time she had seen such a creature. After the nurder of her parents she had lived with old

Gnal chrmai . He had wal ked her through the woods on many a night, educating her to the habits of the
nocturnal creatures of the forest. The old drunkard had proved a fine foster-father, restricting
his drinking to when Sigarni was asl eep

Sigarni sighed. Only a few short nmonths ago she had been a wilful and selfish woman, revelling in
her freedom Now she was the |eader of a fledgling army with little hope of survival

Survival ? She shivered. WIIl you survive the night?

Weari ness sat upon her like a boul der, but the bow felt good in her hands. I amnot a child now,
she thought, running fromperil. | am Sigarni the Huntress, and those who cone for nme do so at the
risk of their lives.

Movi ng back into the cave, she added two | arge chunks of dead wood to the fire, then returned to
the entrance

Doubt s bl ossoned constantly. Your father nas a great fighter ,but he lasted only afea> heartbeats.
"He did not know they were coning,' she said, aloud. 'He was not prepared.

How can you prepare agai nst denons of the dark?

' They have flesh, even if they cannot be seen. Flesh can be cut.'

Fear rose like a fire in her belly, and she allowed the flames to flicker. Fear is life, fear is
caution, she told herself.

You are a wonan al one!

"l ama Highlander and a hunter. | am of the blood of heroes, and they will not bring nme to
despair and panic. They will notP

A silver fox noved out into the open and padded across to the poolside. 'Hola!l' shouted Sigarni
The noise startled the beast and it |eapt out on to the ice and ran across the pool. As it reached
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the centre it swerved to the left, then raced to the other side. Sigarni's eyes narrowed. Wy had
it swerved? What did it see? Whatever it was remained invisible within the snow nmist. Sigarni ran
back to the fire; it was still warm Notching an arrow to her short hunting bow, she returned to
t he cave-nouth and wait ed.

Long m nutes passed. Then he appeared, wal king with care upon the ice. He was not as tall as she
remenbered, but then she had only | ooked upon himwith the eyes of a child. Shorter than Fell, he
was a stocky nman, his belly straining at the red | eather coat he wore. H's hair was bl ack, close-
cropped, silver at the tenples, his face fleshy and round. Hi s | eggi ngs and boots were red, as was
t he ankl e-1ength cl oak he wore.

Si garni drew back the bowstring, took careful aim and waited as he approached. The man saw her
and continued to nove closer. Forty feet, thirty. He | ooked up and smled. Sigarni let fly and the
arrow fl ashed through the air. He raised his hand and the shaft burst into flame. She notched

anot her.

"Don't waste your energy, child,' he said, his voice surprisingly light and pleasant. 'This is the
day you die - and nove on to worlds undreaned of. Geat adventures await you. Accept your destiny
with joy!'

The tenperature in the cave plunmeted. Sonething noved behind her... instantly Sigarni |eapt out
and ran to the right, toward a gentle, tree-covered slope. She did not | ook back, keeping her eyes
to the trail. Hal fway up the slope she suddenly twisted to the right once nore, cutting behind a

snow covered screen of | ow bushes. The noonlight was bright and she stared at the snow, and the
footprints she had | eft behind.

Al ongsi de them now she saw ot her footprints, huge and appearing

as if by magic. They were noving inexorably towards her at great speed. Draw ng back the bow
string, she ainmed high and rel eased the shaft. It travelled no nore than twenty feet before
stoppi ng suddenly, half of its length disappearing. A terrible screech sounded, and she saw dark
bl ood punping out around the arrow. She | oosed a second. This too thudded hone into her invisible
assailant. ' Conme on, you whoreson!' shouted Sigarni. The creature roared and charged, nuch faster
now, smashing aside the screen of bushes. An invisible | eg punched agai nst a hidden | ength of
twine, dislodging the slip ring and springing the toggle. Released fromtension, a spear-thick
sapl i ng whi pl ashed back into a vertical position. The three sharpened stakes bound to it, each
nmore than a foot long, plunged into the creature's chest. It thrashed and screaned. The sapling
was snapped, but the stakes remai ned enbedded in the invisible flesh. Then it fell and the roaring
faded to a | ow nban. This too died away.

Sigarni did not wait for the death throes, and was already running as the trap was sprung. Angling
across the fresh-fallen snow she ran up the slope, cutting to the left until she was just bel ow
the crest of the hill. There were no trees or bushes close by. Dropping to her knees, she notched
an arrow and wait ed.

No nore than a few heartbeats passed before she saw first one, then two sets of footprints being
stanped into the snow. Anger flared in her, fuelling her determination. The cl osest of the
creatures struck the first trip-wire. As the trigger bar was dislodged the rough-nade | ong-bow

hi dden beneath a snow covered lattice of thin branches released its deadly mssile. Four feet

I ong, the sharpened stick had been barbed all along its length. It slammed into the first creature
at what to Sigarni appeared to be |ower belly height. She had no tinme to revel in the strike, for
the second creature was al nost upon her

The second hi dden bow | oosed its deadly shaft - and m ssed!

Wth no tine to shoot, Sigarni dropped the bow and took a running dive down the hill, I|anding on
her shoul der and rolling headl ong towards the | ake. Hal fway down she felt her sabre snap, then
belt and scabbard tore free. Sigarni staggered to her feet. There was one nore trap, but it was
sonme way to the left of the cave

Too far.

Spi nni ng round, she saw the terrifying footprints closing in on her right. A low sound cane from
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the left. Sigarni ducked down - just as talons ripped into her shoulder. The silver chain-mail she
wor e

stopped her flesh being ripped fromher bone, but even so she was picked up and hurled ten feet
through the air, landing hard on the snow covered ice pool

Both creatures now nade their way after her

Si garni pushed herself upright and began to run. She had one hope now —perhaps the ice at the
pool's centre woul d not support the weight of the beasts pursuing her

The creatures were closing on her and Sigarni could hear the pounding of their tal oned feet upon
the ice. The sabre was gone, but she still had her knife.

Damed if 1'1l die running, she thought. Skidding to a stop, she drew the hunting knife and spun
to face them The swirling snow highlighted their bulk, plastering against the skin of their
chests and bellies. In the nmoonlight they appeared as hairless bears. Flipping the knife and
taking the blade in her hand, 'Bite on this, you ugly bastard!' she yelled, hurling the weapon
with all her might. The point lanced hone in the belly of the first; she sawits head go back and
aterrible cry of pain and rage echoed in the nountains.

The creature took two steps forward, then fell to the ice. The last of themclosed in on Sigarni
and st opped.

An eerie glow was enveloping it now, faint and golden. It was indeed a hairl ess bear, though the
head was round, the ears and nose humanoi d. The beast's eyes were large, and slitted |ike a great
cat. Mal evol ence shone in the creature's golden gaze as it stood blinking in the strange |ight.

"Kill her!' shouted the man in red, beginning to run across the ice. "Kill her!’

The noi se caused the creature to jerk its head. It blinked, then focused again on Sigarni. Thin
Iips drew back to expose a set of sharp teeth. Long arnms canme up, talons gleaning in the
noonl i ght .

"Step aside, girl,' came a cal mvoice. Sigarni scranbled back

The glowing figure of Ironhand was standi ng before the creature now, a two-handed sword hel d
ready. He was translucent and shimrering, and Sigarni could not believe such an insubstantial
figure could hold back the power of the beast. As the creature growl ed and | eapt, the golden-lit
sword flashed out, cleaving through the huge chest. There was no bl ood, and no visible wound. But
the denon tottered back and then sank into the ice.

The red-garbed w zard | ooked horror-struck as the |ast of the

beasts fell. Ironhand swung to him 'It's been a long time, Jakuta,' he said.
"You can't hurt ne. You might be able to slay a denon's soul - but you cannot harmthe Iiving!'
‘Indeed | cannot. Nor will | have to. Is this not the third time you have tried to steal Sigarni's

soul ? And where is your fanmiliar?

The wi zard bl anched. Slowy he drew a wi ckedly curved dagger. 'There is still tine,' he said. 'She
cannot stand agai nst ne.

"There is no time, Jakuta,' lronhand told him 'I can see them now'
The wi zard spun. Heavy footprints were thunping down in the snow Scores of them..

Dropping his knife, the wi zard began to run. Sigarni saw him nmake fewer than twenty paces before
his body was lifted into the air. Hys arns and |l egs were torn fromhimand his screans were awfu
to hear. They were cut off abruptly as his head rolled to the ice.

"You should have called upon ne,' Ironhand told the stunned wonan.
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"l needed to fight them al one,' she said.
"I woul d expect no less fromlIronhand' s daughter,' he told her

Just as the dawn |ight crept over the nountains a tiny pocket of darkness opened |ike a black
teardrop on the hillside overlooking the frozen falls. Taliesen stepped fromit, leading a
blindfolded Ballistar. As his feet touched the snow covered earth Ballistar collapsed to the
ground, trenbling. Tearing |oose the blindfold, he blinked in the light. Taliesen gave a dry
chuckle. 'l told you the way would not be to your liking,' he said.

' Sweet Heaven,' whispered the dwarf. 'Wat kind of beasts made the noises | heard?

"You do not wish to know,' said Taliesen. '"Now let us find Sigarni, for | am already grow ng
cold."’

"Wait!' ordered the dwarf, pushing hinmself to his feet and brushing snow from his | eggings.
"VWhat now?’

"There are traps set,' Ballistar told him 'She did not come here to hide - she cane to fight. Now
give ne a nonent to gather ny wits, and I will |ead you to her.

"There may be no need,' said Taliesen softly, pointing to the icecovered pool. Ballistar saw the
pat ches of bl ood sneared across the ice. He and Taliesen noved carefully down the sl ope. Then the
dwarf spotted what appeared to be two boulders close to the centre of the pool. "Atrolls," said
Taliesen. 'Creatures of the First Pit.

A severed human leg was half buried in snow Taliesen tugged it clear. The boot was still in
pl ace. 'Not hers,' said the wizard. 'That is promising.' Ballistar backed away fromthe grisly
find - and stepped on a hunman hand.

' Dear god, what happened here?' he said.

"Aha!' hissed Taliesen, finding the head of Jakuta Khan. Lifting it by the ears, he brought it up
until he could look into the grey corpse face. "Wll, well,' he said. 'Cone to ne, Jakuta!'

The corpse eyes flipped open, and blinked twi ce. The nouth began to nove, but there were no
sounds. 'No good trying to speak, ny boy,' said Taliesen, with a cruel smle. 'You have no throat.

| take it | called you back fromyour tornment. It nust be so very terrible. Are they still hunting
you? OF course they are.' Ballistar saw tears formin the sunken eyes. 'Wll, | can help you
there, Jakuta. Wuld you prefer your spirit tolive for a while in this hapless skull, free from

terror? You woul d?* Gently he laid the head upon the ice, then spoke in a harsh tongue unknown to
Ballistar. The ice around the severed head began to nelt away. Taliesen knelt by it. 'As long as
there is still flesh upon the skull you will be safe here, Jakuta. But when the fishes have
stripped it away, you will return to the pit.' The ice gave, the head falling into the cold water
beneath as Tal i esen stood.

"How was it still alive? asked Ballistar
"I called himback. | fear his stay will be brief.
"I't was terribly cruel.’

Tal i esen | aughed. 'Cruel ? You have no idea of what he suffered where he was. He call ed upon the
creatures of the Pit for help - and failed them Now he dwells with themin perpetual tornent. |
have given hima short respite fromthat.'

"At the bottomof an ice | ake. How kind you are!' sneered Ballistar

"l never clained to be kind. | amcertainly not disposed towards nercy for such as he. Jakuta Khan
caused the death of Ironhand and destroyed a dynasty that m ght have changed the course of our
history. He did it for profit, for greed. Now he pays. You want ne to grieve for him dwarf?

Bal I i star nodded. 'Yes, that would be good. For in what way are you different fromhim Taliesen?
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You delight in his suffering and you add to his tornent. |Is that not evil?

Taliesen's eyes narrowed. 'Wio are you, dwarf, to lecture nme? I have fought evil for ten tinmes
your lifetime. Even now in ny own |and the ancestors of these CQutlanders are wagi ng a war that

wi Il see hundreds, perhaps thousands, of ny people die. Wiat pity | have is for them And there is
nothing that | would not do to save them Now, find ne the woman!'

Bal li star swng away from hi mand wal ked back across the ice. Wth care he clinbed the slope
before the cave, feeling his way forward. 'For the sake of Heaven!' hissed Taliesen. 'Wy the
delay? | amfreezing to death out here!' Ballistar ignored him Some way to the left he halted,
hi s hands burrowing into the snow. 'Wat now?'" asked Taliesen, exasperated.

There was a sharp hiss, then a sapling reared upright, whiplashing back and forth. Three sharpened
stakes were bound to it. "It is a pig spear-trap,' said Ballistar, 'but angled to strike high. The
twine is connected to a ring at the end of the trip-wire ...’

'Yes, yes, | need no instruction. Are there nore?

"W will see,' said Ballistar. The cave was no nore than forty feet away, yet it took the two nen
al rost half an hour to reach it. Taliesen was the first inside, where Sigarni was sleeping by a
dying fire. The w zard sat down besi de her

Satisfied that she was alive, Ballistar wal ked away. 'Were are you goi ng?
"There may be nore traps. | don't want sone unsuspecting traveller to spring one.'

Qutside the dwarf took several deep breaths. His relief was al nost pal pable: Sigarni was alive!
Bal i star stood for a nonment scanning the area. To the right he could see a huge grey corpse, two
arrows in its chest and three stakes in its back. One trap. On the hillside there was anot her
body.

Bal | i star trudged out towards it.

For two hours he searched the | and around the pool. There were no nore traps. Returning to the
cave he found Sigarni still asleep, with the wi zard dozi ng beside her. Taliesen awke as he
entered. ''Four creatures were killed,' said the dwarf, squatting by the fire and extending his
hands to the heat. One had a dagger in its heart, one was slain by a pig spear-trap, the third by
a lance-arrow. There was no mark on the fourth.'

"She did well,' agreed the sorcerer.

"How did she pierce their skin? asked Ballistar. 'l could not pull her dagger free. It was as if
it was enbedded in stone.

"It was,' said Taliesen. 'You have seen the corpses of nmen stiffen in death?" Ballistar nodded.
"Wth the Atrolls it is many tinmes as powerful. The corpses turn grey, like rocks, then within a
few days they putrefy and di sappear. Even the bones rot."

"WIIl nore cone?

"I't is unlikely, though not inpossible. Jakuta pursued Sigarni through the Gateways of Tinme. He
had to, for his soul was pl edged agai nst her death. | know of no other sorcerer hunting her.'

"Way did he seek her?

'Perhaps she will tell you that when she wakes,' said Taliesen. 'And now | amtired. | shal
sleep. Be so kind as to fetch wood and keep the fire bl azing.

Sigarni stood on the battlenents, staring out over the flanks of the mountains and the distant
peak of High Druin. Ironhand stood beside her, his huge hand on her shoul der. Moonlight glistened
on his braided silver beard, and shone fromhis silver chain-nmail and breastplate. She felt power
radi ating fromhim enconpassing her, bathing her in its warnth. 'Were are we?' she asked.

"You nean you don't recognize it?" he said, nystified. 'I'"'msure that | have created it perfectly.
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Per haps you need to see it fromthe outside?
"I know this area,' she told him 'There is nothing here save a few wooded hills.'

' That cannot be!' he said, his hand of red iron sweeping out to enconpass the hills. "This is mny
stronghold of AJ-Druin. It was here that | fought the Four Armes, and slew their chanpion
Gayle.' Sigarni saw the sadness in his eyes.

"I"'msorry, lIronhand. | have travelled these hills all ny life. There are sone broken stones that
show there was once a large dwelling place here. But it is |Iong gone. And not even the el dest of
t he Loda know what stood here.'

"Ah well,' he said, turning fromthe parapet, '"it is... was... nerely stone. And at |east you can
see it now. Cone inside and we will talk. | have a fire prepared; it will offer no heat, but is
pretty to | ook upon.' The scene shimmered and Sigarni found herself in a rectangular room velvet
curtains covering the high windows. Alog fire blazed in the hearth but, as Ironhand predicted, it
burned without heat.

"How is it done?' she asked, running her hand through the fl anes.

"Here all is illusion. W are spirits, you and |I.' The giant warrior, clad nowin a sinple tunic
of green, with soft |eather troos, sat hinself down in a deep chair. Sigarni seated herself on the
bearskin rug before the fire. "It took a long rinme to learn howto do all this,' he said, waving
his hand to enconpass the room 'I do not know how long, for there is no sense of the passage of
time. To ne it was an eternity. Nowit is the only hone |I know - save for the pool by the Falls
where ny body lies.' Sigarni sat silently, aware that his sorrow was great. 'lronhand's Falls. It
is a beautiful place,' he continued, forcing a smle. 'A man could choose far worse for his death.
During the centuries | have watched the trees grow and die in that wondrous cycle of birth, growth
and death. People too - hunters, wanderers, tinkers, clansnen, foreign soldiers. And I saw you,
Sigarni, diving fromthe edge of the Falls, straight as an arrow. | was there when you found ny
bones. But | could not speak, for you were not ready to listen. You can have no i dea how good it
is to speak to another soul.'

"Are there no others here?" she asked.

"No, not now. This is nmy world, the silent kingdom of Ironhand. O hers have conme, denons and evil
spirits. | slew them and now the others avoid ny ... lands.'

"You mnust be lonely.'

He nodded. 'I hope you will never know how much. | would give anything - accept the darkness and
solitude of the true grave for just one hour in your nother's conpany. It is not yet to be. | can
accept that.

"My nmother?' asked Sigarni. 'You knew her?

"Did you not listen to me back at the pool? You are ny daughter, Sigarni. Your nother was ny wife,

Elarine. | see her in you, the same strength of purpose, the sane pride.’

"But you lived hundreds and hundreds of years ago. | can't be your daughter! It is not possible! I
knew ny nother and father - lived with themuntil they were slain.'

"For all nmy faults, Sigarni, | was never a liar. Not in life, and certainly not in death. You were

born in the last year of ny life, when enenmies | thought were friends were neeting in secret with
plans to destroy me. Wien | did learn of their plans | urged Elarine to run, to cross the water.

She would not.' He smiled at the menory. ' "We will fight them" she said. "We will conquer once
more.” | tried. My wizards were slain, all nystic protection |lost to ne. That was the work of
Jakuta Khan. | tried to reach Elarine, but the assassins trapped nme at the Falls. | died there.

El arine died at Kashar. | learned this from Taliesen, when he sunmoned ny spirit to the Falls. You

were a babe then. He and Caswal lon carried you through a Gateway and left you with your new
parents: a fine couple, unable to have children of their own. Taliesen di sguised you, changing the
col our of your hair.' Reaching out, he stroked her head. "All our famly are born with silver

hair. W took it as a sign of greatness. Perhaps that was arrogance. Perhaps not. W did becone
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kings, after all. And not one foreign eneny ever brought us |ow.'
"How did nmy nother die? asked Sigarni. 'Did Taliesen tell you this?

"Aye, he told ne. She had a sabre in her hand, the bl ood of the eneny staining it. And as she died
she cursed them' He rose and turned away fromher, a tall man of inmense power and even stronger
grief. H's head was bowed and Sigarni went to himtaking his hand in hers.

"Why are you here?' asked Sigarni tenderly. "Why not in paradise, or wherever it is that heroes
go?'

He smiled. 'l had to wait, Sigarni. | made a promi se, a sacred oath, that | would come agai n when
my people needed nme. | have felt the desire to quit this place many tinmes, seen the far |ight
shining. But I will not travel the swans' path until the tinme is right.'

' Perhaps she waits for you there, Elarine.’

"Aye, | have thought of that often. But | never made a promse | did not fight to keep. Now that
promise is upon ne. For you are the heir to Ironhand, you are the hope of the H ghlands."

"But how can you hel p me?' she asked. 'You are a spirit, a ghost. Wiat can you do within the world
of nmen?

"Not hing,' he adnmitted. 'But you can. And | shall continue to teach you what it means to be a
king. I will recreate battles for you, and you shall see how they are fought and won. | wll show
you ny life, the traitors and the friends, the good and the deceitful, the brave and the unnanly.
Al of this and nore you will experience here.'

"How long will this take?

"As before, you could be with ne for what seens |ike years, yet when you awake only a single night
wi Il have passed. Trust nme, ny daughter. Wien you return you will be closer to the warrior queen
they have longed for.'

"I forgot nmuch of what passed between us before. In the true world all this will seema hazy
dream'’

"The knowl edge will be there,' he said. '"As it was at G lfallen.'
" That was your doi ng?

I ronhand shook his head and | ed her back to the fire. "Not at all. It was you! What | did was to
open your nind to the ways of war. | never lost a battle, Sigarni, for when forced to fight I was
al ways prepared with Iines of retreat and secondary plans. And | understood the inportance of
speed- of thought, of action. You have a fast mnd, and great courage. You will teach your enem es
to fear you.

"W have a very small arny,' said Sigarni. 'The eneny is large, well disciplined, and used to the
ways of war.'

"Aye, it was the same with me, at the very beginning. There is, however, an advantage in such a
situation. An armmy is like a man. It needs a head, and a heart, two good arms, two sound legs. It
requires a strong belly and a solid backbone. Now, while it is yet small, is the tine to lay the
foundati ons of your force.

"Which is the | eader,' asked Sigarni, 'the head or the heart?

He chuckl ed. 'Neither. He - or in this case she- nust be the soul. Take heed, my daughter. Choose
your men with great care, for some will be exceptional when conmandi ng small forces, |ess capable
with larger groups. Gthers will seemtoo cautious, yet when the swords are drawn will fight |ike
devils.'

"And how do | know which to choose?'
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"Honour your instincts, and never cease to be vigilant. You can read a general by the attitudes of
his men. They may fear himor |ove him—that is generally of no consequence. Look at their

di scipline. See how fast or how badly they react. The nmen are nerely an extension of the captain
conmandi ng them'

' How t hen does the soul operate?

' The head suggests the plans, the heart gives nen spirit, the backbone gives them strength, the
belly gives them confidence. The soul gives themthe cause to fight for. Men will fight well for
| oot and

pl under, for pride and honour. But when the cause is perceived as noble they will fight Iike dem -
gods.'

Sigarni sighed. 'All this | can understand. But when the war starts | cannot keep travelling to
the Falls to speak with you, to ask your advice. | will be alone then, and ny |ack of experience
could condemrm us all.'

"I cannot be with you always, Sigarni, for this is your world and your tinme. Wen the spring
conmes, dive once nore into the pool and swimto where ny bones rest. Take one small fragnent and
keep it with you. Then you may call upon me and | will be with you. Let no one know of this, and
never speak to me unless you are alone. Now |l et us begin with your |essons.

Fell was tired, his spirits low as he stood in the new | ong hut, watching Sigarni discussing
tactics and strategies with Asmidir, GCbrin, Tovi and Grane. The Pallides man, Loran, was present,
sitting quietly, offering nothing but listening intently. Beside himwas the col ossal Mereth. Gwn
Dar k- eye, Bakris Toot h-gone and other group | eaders were al so seated on the floor before Sigarni
who occupied the only chair. In all there were close to forty people present. It seened to Fel

that the nmeeting was drifting aimessly, yet Sigarni seened unperturbed. Sonme were for stormng
the three Qutland forts, others for sending raiding parties into the Low ands. Voice after voice
was raised in the debate, often resulting in petty arguments.

Fell soon becane oblivious to it all, allowing the sound to wash over him Tired, he sat with his
back to the wall, resting his head against the wood. The |ate summer seened so far away now, when
he had travelled to Sigarni's cabin to have his wound stitched. Her beauty had dazzled him and

| eft a heaviness in his heart that would not ease. She was so different now, tense as a bow
string, her eyes cold and distant. She no | onger |aughed, and gone was the |ightness of heart and
the carefree joy she once exhibited. Now she kept a distance fromher followers, allow ng no man
to come close. A week before Fell had been expl aining sone of the |ogistical problens to her and
had touched her arm Sigarni had drawn back as if stung. She had said nothing, but had noved
further away fromhim Though hurt by it, Fell saw that he was not the only man to affect Sigarni
in the same way. No one coul d approach w thin touching distance of her, save the dwarf. He woul d
sit at her feet, as he was doi ng now.

Fel | rubbed his bl oodshot eyes. Food was running |ow. There had not been enough salt to preserve
all the meat, and nuch of it was now bad. The only cattle |left were breeding stock, and to kil
these woul d cause great grief anong the clan, and ensure future famine. It had been bad enough

sl aughtering all the others. Grown nmen had wept at the loss. Al cattlemen understood the need of
the winter cull, for there was not enough fodder gathered to feed all the animals through this
har dest of seasons. But to lose all the hay meant the destruction of whole herds, the |oss of
prize bulls which were the result of generations of breeding.

The period of late mdw nter was always a tinme of hardship, when the mlk cows dried and the neat
was all but gone. This year would be ten times worse, and it would be followed by a terrible war.

Fell drifted into a troubled sleep, only to be awken by the sounds of nmen pushing thenselves to
their feet. Cold air touched himas the doors were pushed open and the forester struggled to his
feet, dizzy and disoriented. Loran, Asmdir, Cborin, Tovi and Grane all renuained behind, as did
Ballistar. Fell decided to |leave themto it and noved to the door, but Sigarni called himback. "I
need sone sleep,' he said.

"You can sleep later,' she told him then turned to the others. Fell wal ked to where they all sat
and joined them Sigarni stood. 'Cbrin has now appointed twenty-five group | eaders,' she said. 'It
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is therefore time for our warriors to know the structure of our |eadership. There will be two
wings in the arny. Game will lead one, and Fell the other. Corin will retain responsibility for
training, and will also captain a third and snaller force; the role of this third force | wll

di scuss with you later. Tovi, you will relinquish the role of Hunt Lord, passing it to ne. From
that nmoment you will remain in charge of all supplies, the gathering of food and its distribution
you will liaise with Loran. Later you will have a second role, and that we will discuss tonorrow.'

Fell glanced at the former baker, and saw that his face had grown pale. Tovi had worked as hard as
any during and after the exodus from Loda |lands. To lose his role as Hunt Lord was bitterly hard,
and woul d be seen as a huniliation. No one spoke. All waited for Tovi's reaction.

The man pushed hinself to his feet and wal ked slowmy fromthe building. As the door closed Fel

spoke. 'That was not right,' he said. 'It was cold cruelty and the man deserved nore than that.'
' Deserve?' countered Sigarni. 'Did his son deserve to die? Do the Loda deserve to be living in the
nmount ai ns as beggars, their hones destroyed? Did | deserve... ?' Abruptly Sigarni returned to her

seat, and Fell could see her struggling to control her anger. 'The decision is nmade,' she said at
last. "The left and right wings of the arny will be | edby you and Grane. Cbrin will select your
groups tonorrow, discuss the dispositions with him Once your wings are organi zed you will work
with them testing your officers, and if necessary pronoting others.'

'Does Asmidir have no role? asked Fell. 'l understood he was once a general .’
"He will advise ne. Now the hour is late, and as you said, Fell, you are in need of sleep. W wll
nmeet here tonorrow night, and then I will tell you of Cbrin's force and what they nust do.'

The men rose to their feet and wal ked fromthe room leaving only Gorin w th Sigarni

Fell stepped into the noonlight, Grane beside him The white-bearded snith clapped himon the
shoul der. 'Do not be so downhearted, general,' he said. 'If Tovi is honest he will adnmit to his
relief. H's heart is not in war.'

"I't would have been nore kind had she spoken to him al one.'

The smith nodded. 'She's been through the fire, boy, and it does tend to burn away softness. And
she'll need to be harder yet, if the Loda are to survive.'

' Those words should be chiselled in stone,' said Asnmidir softly, frombehind them The two
clansnmen said nothing. Neither was confortable in the presence of the black man. He sniled and
shook his head, then politely bade them good ni ght and headed for his own small hut.

'l don't like that man,' said G ane

"He can be trusted,' said Ballistar, fromwhere he was standi ng unnoticed by the door. 'I'd stake
my life onit.'

‘"l didn't say he couldn't be trusted, little man. | just don't like him there's no heart in him'

Snow began to fall once nore and the bitter wind cane down fromthe north. Fell pulled his cloak
around his shoulders. '"I'mfor sleep,' he said. 'I feel like | haven't closed ny eyes since
autum. '

Il stay up for a while yet,' said Gane. 'She gave us much to think about.' He grinned at

Ballistar. 'I still have a jug of Gwnal chmai's throat burner. You' re welcone to a dram
Bal I i star chuckled. 'Just the one, mind.' Fell left them and wandered away.
Qbrin's anger was hard to contain as he stood before Sigarni. 'If you want me to die, why not just

ask one of your soldiers to do it? O you could cut ny throat now'

"I amnot |ooking for you to die, Qutlander.' The col dness of her tone only served to inflame him
further.

orin forced a | augh. ' Cone now, |ady, there's no one else here. | see the way you | ook at ne:
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| oat hing and hatred. You think |'ve never seen it before? What | don't understand is why you'd
want to send a hundred of your own nmen to die with ne.'

"Are you finished? stormed Sigarni, rising fromher chair. 'O have you still sonme whining to
do?' She stood directly before him her eyes blazing. 'You are entirely correct in your assessment
of my feelings towards you. Perhaps towards all nen, including clansnmen. There is no roomin mny
heart for love. No room In less than twelve weeks an army will descend on these nountains, and |
nmust have a force to oppose them Not only that, but they must be denied supplies. They have three
forts built deep into our territory - tell nme what they contain?

"You know the answer.'
"Tell me. Exactly?

' Food and supplies, weapons - bows, arrows, |ances, swords, helns. But nore inportantly they each
contain one hundred fighting nen, and are inpregnabl e against all but a huge encircling force. The
pal i sade walls are twenty-five feet high, the entrance guarded by drop-gates. Any force
approachi ng woul d be open to bowshot for one hundred paces all around the fort. Once they arrived

they woul d have to scale the walls. |I've done that, lady, and | can tell you that a nman with a
good sword can kill twenty nen scaling. You can't defend yourself when you' re scranbling up a
rope.’

"l amnot asking you to scranble up ropes, Cbrin. | did not ask you to assault the fort on Farlain
land. | said you were to take it. Now will you listen to ny plan?

"I'mlistening,' he said, '"but | spent half my life building those dammed forts. | know what goes

into their construction.

"I want you to ride up to the drop-gate, with your hundred nmen, and | want you to relieve the
def enders of their comrand.'

Qorin's jaw dropped. 'Relieve? What are you tal ki ng about ?

"When we were both at Asmidir's home | asked you about the forts. You said the nen who manned them
woul d expect to serve no nore than two nonths, then a relief force would arrive.'

"But the snow? There's no way through those southern passes.'
'They won't know that, will they? You are a former officer
' Sergeant,' he corrected.

"What ever!' she snapped. ' Sone of them may know you and that is good. They have been trapped in

those forts and will have no know edge of your ... change of loyalty. W still have the weapons,
and what passed for uniforns, of the nercenaries who attacked Clfallen. W also have the horses.
I want you to choose a hundred nmen and take over the Farlain fort.'

He said nothing for a noment, his mind racing. They would be hoping for a relief force. Mst of
the men woul d be thinking about the Mdwi nter celebrations in Citadel, the parties, the dancing,
the wonen. 'It's a fine idea,' he said, 'but | should be carrying seal ed orders fromthe Baron
Wthout themno officer will turn over his conmand.

Sigarni returned to her seat, and he could see her pondering his words. 'Discipline,' she said
softly. '"Orders and rules.' She nodded. 'Tell ne this, Qorin, what woul d happen if a verbal order
reached a commander and, when refusing to obey it, the Baron's plans were thrown into chaos? Wuld
the Baron nerely congratul ate the commander on holding to the rul es?

"It is not quite that easy,' replied Corin. '"In that situation the Baron would have the man

fl ogged or hanged for not acting on his own initiative. But if the commander di d obey the verba
order, and then failed, he would still be blaned for not holding fast to the regul ations.'

'l see,' said Sigarni. 'Then you will ride to the Farlain fort with only ... say... eighty-five

men. Get sone bandages soaked in cattle blood and di sgui se sone of your men as wounded. You wil |
ride to the fort and tell the commander that your officer was slain, and that you are the relief
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force. You will say that the Pallides fort is under attack and that the Baron has ordered the
commander to reinforce it.

"But there are no seal ed orders!"’

"You will tell himthat when you were surrounded your officer, thinking all was |ost, destroyed
the orders so that the eneny would not see them Then a blizzard broke and you were able to | ead
your men to safety.’

"He won't relinquish the fort,' said Cbrin stubbornly. 'You have to understand the officer
mentality.'

"Ch, | think | understand it, Gorin. Hear ne out. The conmander will be caught on twin horns. If
he di sobeys an order you tell himwas issued by the Baron and the Pallides fort falls, he will be
hanged or flogged. If he obeys and everything goes wong, he will be asked why he did not follow
the rules and remain where he was.'

"Exactly,' said Qorin.

' Then, as a good sergeant, you will help him You will offer to lead the rescue of the Pallides
fort. That way he has not di sobeyed an order, and he has not |eft his post.

"Aye,' said Qorin slowy. 'He mght go for such a plan. But where does that |leave us? |I'll be
riding out again with ny nmen.'

"No, his men. You will explain that your forces are exhausted, whereas his are fresh.
"So | ride out with a hundred enemny sol diers behind nme? What then?
"You | ead theminto an anbush. Grame will tell you where.'

Qbrin stared hard at the tall young woman. Her face, though beautiful, was enotionless, the eyes
cold now and cruel. 'You are a canny worman, Sigarni,' he said. 'It has a good chance of success.'

‘Make it succeed,' she urged him 'I need those supplies and weapons. Mre inportantly, | need to
deny themto the Baron.'

"l can understand that, |ady, but why that fort? The Pallides is closer. Even if we do take the
Farlain fort we have a great distance to cover carrying the supplies back here, nuch of it over
rough country.

"You will take all three forts,' she assured him 'The Farlain will be first. And you will not
carry the supplies far - only to Torgan's town. Then you will nmove on to the others. Now get some
rest and be here tonorrow at dawn with G ane and Tovi.'

Gorin bowed and wal ked out into the night. He could hear the sounds of |aughter from Grane's hut,
but el sewhere all was quiet.

She was canny all right. Not only would the plan - if it succeeded -ease the food shortage, and
rob the Baron of spring supplies, but it would also inpress the Farlain, who had | ost scores of
men in useless assaults on the fortification. And the chances of success, he knew, were high

i ndeed. Sigarni was using the eneny's great strength against them Discipline. Blind obedience.

Who woul d have thought that an untutored cl ans-wonan coul d have such a devi ous m nd?

"Al'l wonen have devious mnds,' he said, aloud. 'It's why | never wed.'

Sigarni rapped on the door of the small hut. 'Wio's there? called Tovi. Stepping inside, she saw
the Hunt Lord sitting by an open fire. He glanced up as she entered. 'How did you find me?' he
asked.

"Kollarin has a talent for these matters. Wiy are you not with your famly?

"l need tinme to think.'
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Sigarni sat down opposite the nan. 'You are angry.

"What do you expect? | know | was a better baker than a Hunt Lord, but | have done my best since
the attack. | could do no nore.'

"l do not ask for nmore,' said Sigarni. 'l need your skills in other areas.

"What skills?" he asked bitterly. 'You want nme to bake bread for you? | can do that. Just build ne
an oven.'

"Yes, | want bread,"” she said softly. 'l want the people fed. Battles alone will not win us this
war, Tovi. Once we have defeated the first Qutland arny we will need to nove from defence to
attack and that neans invading the Lowl ands. The arny will need to be supplied with food. W will
need nercenaries, and that neans we nust have gold; a treasury. Qur forces will be spread, and
that requires lines of conmmunication. You understand? The role | need you for will stretch your
talents to the linmt. You will have no tinme for other burdens.

"Way coul d you not say this in front of the others? Wiy did | need to suffer huniliation
Si garni ?'

She | ooked at the older nman, saw the hurt in his eyes. 'They did not need to know ny plans. There
are hard days coning, Tovi. Some of the men in that roomw ||l die in our cause: they may even be
captured and tortured. Wrse, one or nore of themw |l seek to betray us. Wat | say to you here
is not to be repeated.’

‘Il may be captured and tortured,' he pointed out
"It is unlikely, for you will not be fighting.'
"You deny ne even that? A chance for revenge, to restore the honour of ny famly?

"Listen to me! What is nore inportant, that you drive your claynore into one eneny heart, or your
skills bring down a thousand? You are vital to me, Tovi. You have a feel for organization, and a

m nd that can cope with a score of problens sinultaneously. | have seen those talents here, in the
four encanpnents. Few coul d have achi eved what you have. Wen the war cones | will need your
skills.'

He | aughed and scratched his beard. 'Here we sit with a tiny force made up of nmany old nen and
young | ads, and you speak of invading the Low ands! Better still, | believe you when you speak of
it. What has happened to you, Sigarni? From where do these ideas spring?

"From nmy bl ood, Tovi .

"All these years | have watched you, and never seen you. Wen you were a child you used to hide
behi nd ny bakery and wait until | stepped out at the front for a breath of air. Fast as a hawk,
you woul d sprint inside to steal a cake - just the one fromthe niddle of the tray, then you would
push the others together, disguising the gap.'

"You knew?'
"l knew. You hid behind the water barrel."
" How di d you know?'

"Lenon mint. Gaal chmai al ways | oved that scent and you used to rub the | eaves over your body when
you bathed. Every tine | stepped back inside | could snell |enbn nmint.'

"You never caught ne,' she said softly.

He shrugged. 'I never wanted to. You were a child of sorrow, Sigarni. Everyone |oved you. And
could spare a norsel on Cake Day.'

Sigarni fed some wood to the fire and they sat in conpanionable silence for a while. 'I am not
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that child any longer,' she said.

"I know. Yet she is still there, deep down inside. She will always be there.' He sighed, then
smled. 'I will serve you, Sigarni, in any way that you want ne.'
" Thank you, Tovi,' she said, her voice tender. '"For this - and for the cakes.' Rising snoothly,

she noved to the door. 'Be at the log hall at dawn.'
1 \N]y?l

‘'Because | need you there,' she said.

10

TORGAN' S MOOD WAS not enhanced by the news fromhis scouts that the Loda wonan was riding towards
the town. At first the people of the Farlain had talked of little else - how strong she was, now
nobl e she | ooked, how brave. Torgan had fast becone heartily sick of it. That was why he had | ed
his rash raid on the Qutlanders, to prove that he was the natural |eader of the clans. It m ght
have worked too, save for the craven tactics of the eneny, draw ng back and then | oosing cavalry
upon him Had they stood and fought |ike nen he was sure the Farlain warriors would have cut them
to pieces. After that he had | ed two spectacul arly unsuccessful attacks on their fort. Another
forty nen had been struck by arrows; seven had di ed.

Now t he Farlain were tal king about Sigarni once nore, how she had supposedly killed denbns sent
agai nst her, and how successful she had been against the Qutlanders at Cilfallen. God, could they
not see what she was? Just a Loda whore in pretty arnour! There was little doubt in Torgan's m nd
that the battle at Cilfallen had been nmasterm nded by the bl ack-ski nned bastard who rode with her
Rode with her? Rode her, nore |ike!

Now she was coni ng here again.
This time I'll nmake her hum liation conplete, he thought.

Hs wife, Layelia, entered the room bearing a cup of sweet tisane. He took it without a word and
sipped it. Layelia did not depart, but stood staring at him He | ooked up into her |arge, soft
brown eyes. 'Vhat?' he asked, gruffly.

"She is coming,' said his wife
"I know that. |'ll deal with her.’
"Are you sure you are in the right?

"What is that supposed to nmean?' he snapped. She flinched, which pleased him A wonman shoul d know
her pl ace.

I've heard talk that she is the chosen one. Carela told ne ...

I"mnot interested in wonen's gossip, Layelia. And |I've heard enough!’

For a nonent he thought she woul d stand her ground, but she bowed her head and |l eft himal one once
nore. Torgan ran his hand over his close-cropped back hair. The bald spot was growi ng on the crown
and his wi dow s peak was beconi ng nore pronounced by the day. He swore softly. Wiy should he al one
of his famly lose his hair? H's father had a shock of white hair, like a lion's nane, until the
day he died at eighty.

Torgan threw his cl oak around his shoul ders and stepped out into the winter sunlight. It was
bright, the day clear and cold. He could see the Loda woman in the distance. The bl ack nan was not
with her, but there were a dozen or so riders follow ng her as she made her way down the |ong

sl ope. More people were on the streets than was nornmal for this tinme of day. They were naking
their way to the square, ready to hear the whore's words.

Torgan strode out, looking to neither left nor right. H's chair had been set at the centre of the
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square, his lieutenants were already standing beside it. This tinme there was no Neren, or Cali as,
or Pimali. Al had fallen in the battle.

I never would have acted so fast had the woman not inflamed ny anger, he thought. It's her fault
they are dead.

By the time Sigarni and her followers rode into the square, there were nore than two hundred
Farlain gathered to wi tness the exchange. She did not disnmount, but sat her horse staring at
Tor gan.

"Well, woman?' he called out. 'Wat now? Wiy are you here?

"Perhaps | just wanted to look at a fool,' she said, her words colder than the wi nd. 'Perhaps I
wonder ed whet her the Qutl anders had nade you a general in return for the nunber of clansnen you
killed for them'

Torgan was outraged. 'How dare you?' he shouted, surging to his feet. 'l did not cone here to
listen to your insults.'

"Where do you normally go?' she said. 'By God, |1'd think you'd have to travel far fromthe

H ghl ands not to hear insults. Three hundred men! You led theminto a trap that a child could have
seen. O did no one nention cavalry to you? Did your scouts not see their hiding places? Conme to
that, Torgan, did you even send out scouts?

‘I don't answer to you.'
"That is where you are wong,' Sigarni told himas, disnounting,

she wal ked towards him ' You answer to ne, Torgan, because you have wasted three hundred
H ghl anders. Thrown their lives away in a nonent of crass stupidity. Aye, you'll answer to ne!’

Stepping in close, she slamed a right-hand punch to his chin. The bl ow shocked hi m and he stepped
back, trying to ready hinself. She turned away fromhim then spun back and | eapt, her boot
cannoni ng against his jaw. Torgan hit the seat and fell heavily, striking his tenple against the
cold flagstones. Dazed, he heard her carrying on speaking as if nothing had happened. Only she

wasn't talking to him she was addressing the Farlain. 'In eleven weeks,' she said, "an arnmy wll
come to these Highlands of ours - a nurderous force intent on butchery. If we are to destroy them
we need to act together, under a single |leader. The fool lying there will |lead you to destruction

I think you already know that. Pick himup!’

Torgan felt strong arnms lifting himto his feet, then sitting himin his chair. 'The position of
Hunt Lord can be passed fromfather to son,' he heard her say, 'but that has not always been the
H ghl and way. W are in a war, and it is up to you to choose a Hunt Lord who can best serve the
needs of the people. the people - Farlain, Loda, Pallides and Wngoras. | do not care who you
choose. But whoever it is will serve under ny | eadership.’

"By what right? asked a tall, broad-shouldered warrior with a silver noustache. Torgan blinked as
Har canan stepped up to stand before the wonman. Hi s uncle would put her in her place. He was a man
of iron principles, not one to be fooled by this whore in scarlet.

"By what right? echoed Sigarni. "By right of blood and right of battle. By virtue of my sword and
my skills.'

He shook his head. 'I do not know of your blood, Sigarni, but your battle was one skirnish fought
at Cilfallen. As to your sword and your skills, |I have seen no evidence that you can carry a fight
with either. | say this with no disrespect, for | applaud your defence of Cilfallen and your

determ nation to fight against the Qutlanders. But | need nore proof that you are the war | eader
we shoul d foll ow. '

"Wl said,’" she told him 'And how would you like this proof delivered?

"l cannot say - but one battle does not convince nme. Even now the Qutlanders are camped on our
I and, their position inpregnable. A war |eader should be able to free us of their presence.’
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"What is your nane?
"l am Har canan.'

"l have heard of you,' she said. 'You fought at Golden Moor. It is said you killed twenty
Qutl anders, and led the King to safety.’

He smiled grimy. 'An exaggeration, Sigarni. But | was there the last time the clans gathered
agai nst the Qutlanders and | will be there the next tine, God willing.'

'So then, Harcanan, will you foll ow nme?
"l have already said that | need nore proof.'

Sigarni stood silently for a nmonent. 'I will nmake a bargain with you, Harcanan,' she said at |ast.
" Pl edge yourself to ne, and then | will show you proof

"Way not the other way round?' he countered.
"Because | require your faith, as well as your sword.'

He smiled. 'I hear you require men to bend the knee to you, as if to a nmonarch. Is that what you
are asking?

" Aye, Harcanan. Exactly that. As in the old days. But you will not need to lead nme to safety; you
will live to see the Qutlanders crushed and broken, begging for nercy. Now give ne your pledge.'

Torgan sat quietly, waiting for the old warrior to laugh in her face. He did not. Instead he
wal ked slowly forward and dropped to one knee before her. 'My sword and ny life,' he said.

Sigarni swng to the crowd. Throwi ng up her arm she pointed to the line of horse-drawn wagons
maki ng their slow way over the crest of the hill. 'Those wagons you see are | oaded with the spoils
of war, taken fromthe fort on Farlain land. My forces took that fort two days ago. Even as we
speak, the Pallides fort is falling to us.'

Harcanan rose. 'How many nen did you | ose?" he asked.
"None,' she told him 'Assenble the council, for | would address them'

Har canan bowed, and Sigarni turned to Torgan. 'I could - and probably should - kill you,' she
said. 'But you are a Highlander, and not w thout courage. Be at the council neeting.'

Torgan rose and stunbl ed away, his mnd reeling.

Gnal chmai was sober. It was not an uplifting experience. As he sat in the log hall, surrounded by
the younger children of the encanmpnent, he found hinself yearning for the sanctuary of the jug.
There were several ol der wonen present, dishing out the last of the mlk to the eager young, and
about a dozen younger nothers sitting in a group, holding their babies and tal ki ng ani matedly.
Gnal chmai coul d not hear their conversation, for nbost of the smaller children had gathered around
hi m and were asking questions he found it hard to answer. For sone weeks now his powers had been
wani ng, and he found hinself unable to sumon visions. It was ironic, that now of all tines his
Tal ent shoul d desert him He had often prayed to be released fromthe gift - the curse - and now
that it had happened he felt terribly alone, and very frightened.

The clan needed him- and he had nothing nore to give.

"Way do they want to kill us all, Gwal chrmai ?' asked a bright-eyed young boy of around twel ve.
' Have we done sonet hi ng wong?

"No, nothing wong," he grunted, feeling hinself hemed in by the youngsters.

Then why are we being puni shed?"

It's no good asking me to nake sense of it, lad. It's a war. There's no sense in war.'
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' Then why are we doing it?" questioned another boy.

"W don't have a choice,' said Gnalchmai. There was still a little left in the jug, he renenbered.
But where had he put it?

"Are we all going to be killed? asked a girl with long red hair. Gnal chmai cleared his throat. A
man's voice cut in and Gnal chnai | ooked up to see Kollarin, noving through the youngsters. The
younger man grinned at Gmal ch, patted his shoul der and then sat down beside him 'Wen a thief
enters your house,' he told the children, "to take what is yours, then you either allow himto
roam unchecked or you stop him Wen a wolf pack attacks your cattle, you slay the wolves. That is
the way of the hunter. The Qutl anders have decided to take all that is yours. Your fathers have
decided to stop them'

"My father is a great hunter,' declared the girl. 'Last year he killed a rogue bear.'
"Not on his own,' said the boy. 'My father was with him He shot it too.'
"He did not!' A squabble broke out between the two. Kollarin's | aughter booned out.

' Come, come, clansnen, this is no way to behave. | did not have a father - well, not that |
recall. | had a nother who could shoot a bow, or wield a sword. Once, when a lioness got in
anongst our sheep she strode out to the pasture, carrying only a long staff, and frightened it
away. She was a fine wonan.'

"You are an Cutlander,' said the first boy, his earnest gaze fixed to Kollarin's face. 'Wy do you
want to kill us?

"I never wanted to kill anyone,' Kollarin told him 'There are nmany ... Qutlanders, as you cal
them from many nations. They have built an enpire; | amfromone part of that enpire. They
conquered nmy country a hundred and ten years ago. The Qutlanders are not, by nature, evil; they do

not eat babies, or nmake bl ood sacrifices to vile gods. Their problemis that they believe in their
own destiny as nasters of the world. They respect strength and courage above all else. Therefore
the strongest, the nmost ruthless, tend to achieve high rank. The Baron is such a nman; he is evil,
and because he leads in the north his evil spreads through the nen under his conmmand.

"What happened to your father?' asked the red-haired girl.

"He ran away when | was a babe.’

1 \N]y?l
Kol larin shrugged. 'I cannot answer for him M nother told nme he found Iife on the farmtoo
dul .’

"Did people torment you?' asked a small boy with thick curly hair.

Kol 'ari n nodded. 'Aye, they did. A boy w thout a father becones, for sone reason, an object of
scorn.'’

‘"Me too,' said the boy. 'My father ran away before | was born.

"He didn't run away,' put in another child scornfully. 'Not even your nother could have said who
he was.'

The curly-haired boy reddened and started to rise. Kollarin spoke swiftly. 'Let us have no

vi ol ence here. You are all of the clan, and the clan is in danger; it is no tine to argue with
another. But there is sonmething el se you could think about. How does evil grow? What nakes it
appear in a human heart, growing |like a weed anong the bloons? | tell you. It is born from anger
and injustice, fromresentnent and jeal ousy. You have all witnessed the tiniest seed of it here in
this hall. A boy with no father has been insulted for what may - or may not - have been the sin of
his mother. That insult, and others like it, will sinmer inside himas he grows. And by what right
is he treated so unjustly? Kollarin fixed his eyes on the older boy. 'Has his birth danaged you
in sone way?'
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' Everyone knows his nother is a—
"Do not say it!' said Kollarin, icily. 'For when you speak thus, you give birth to evil.'
"It's the truth!’

"No, it is a perception of the truth. There is a difference. To the Qutl andersyou are an untutored
barbarian, worth less than a pig. You are not even human: your nother is a whore and your father
is a stinking piece of filth who needs to be eradicated. That is their perception of the truth.
They are wong —and so are you. | do not say this to you in anger, boy. In fact it saddens ne.'

"I will tell ny father what you said about him CQutlander!' shouted the boy. "He will kill you for
it!'

"If that is true,' said Kollarin softly, "there will be one |ess person to fight the Baron's nen
No, | do not think that he will. | think it nore likely he will be saddened, as | am thatyou
should insult a brother at a time like this.'

"He's not ny brother! He's the son of a whore!'

"That's enough!' roared Gnal chnai, surging to his feet. 'Il amthe Can Dreaner, and | know the
truth. Kollarin has spoken it, though perhaps he should not. What festers inside you, young nan,
is that everyone can see the resenbl ance between you and Kellin. You are brothers, and no anount
of harsh words will change that. You have a great deal of growing up to do. Start now.'

The ol der boy ran fromthe hall, |eaving the door swinging on its canvas hinges. Snow blew in and
anot her child noved to the door, pushing it shut and dropping the |latch. The chil dren gathered
again around the two men, their faces fearful. 'Sonetines,' said Kollarin, 'life can be needl essly
cruel . You have wi tnessed such a tinme. Evil does not grow fromthe head of a devil with horns - if
it did we would all run fromit. It springs froman angry word, and settles in the ears of the
hearers. It can grow al nost unnoticed until it flowers in rage and envy, jealousy and greed. The

next tinme you have an angry thought about a clan brother or sister, renmenber this.'

"He will kill you, you know,' said the curly-haired Kellin. 'Jaren's father has a terrible tenper
You should get a sword.'

"I will, should the need arise,' said Kollarin sadly. 'But now | think we should play a gane, and
change the nood. How many here know Catch the Bear?

Gnal chrmai quietly left the hall with the gane still in progress, and the squeals and | aughter of
the children ringing in his ears. It was bright and cold outside, but the old man could snell the
approach of distant spring upon the wind. He shivered.

Kollarin was right. Evil was not an external force waiting to seize upon a wandering heart. It
dwelt within the heart, a cocooned nmaggot waiting for the noment to break out and feed, gorging
itself on the darker forces of the human soul. This was well understood by the founders of the
clan, who instilled the stories and nyths for youngsters to enul ate. Heroes never oppressed or
tormented the weak, never lied or stole or used their powers for selfish purposes. Heroes were
al ways subject to such dark desires, but resisted themnmanfully. Al such stories had but one
purpose - to encourage the young to battle the denobns inside.

Even with his Talent fading, Onal chmai knew what denons drove youngjaren. OQther children whispered
that Kellin was his brother.. . this nmeant that his father had been unfaithful to his nother, and
had then betrayed another wonman | eaving her to bring up a son in shane. Jaren would not have his
father slandered in such a way, and had turned his anger towards little Kellin, blamng himfor
the lies. H s anger and his hatred were born of |ove for his father

Gnal chnmai stood in the cold sunlight, waiting.

It was not |ong before he saw t he boy headi ng back with a stocky clansnan beside him For a nonent
he coul d not remenber the man's nane, then it came to him- Kars. Wen Gnal chnai called out to
him the man et go of his son's hand and strode towards the Dreaner. Hi s square, beardl ess face
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was pal e with anger

"You |ied about ne, Dreaner,' he said, his tone icy. 'If you were a younger nman | would slay you
where you stand. The Qutlander is different; he will die for the honour of ny famly.

"And will the bl ood wash away the shane?' asked Gwal chrmai, holding to the man's gaze.

Kars stepped in close. 'The wonan was any man's for a copper farthing. That was her work and her
pl easure. Aye, | rutted with her. Find ne a man who did not.'

"That is inconsequential,' said Gaal chnai.' Good God, man, have you not | ooked at the boy? Every
line of his face mirrors yours. Yet even that is beside the point. Wiy should the child carry the
sins of his nother? What has he done, save to serve as a rem nder of a night of casual coupling?
And as for the Qutl ander, he spoke only the truth.

"He called me a piece of filth!' snarled Kars. 'Is that the truth, old nan?

"He did not call you anything, Kars. He was explaining to the children about how the Qutlanders
perceive us. Jaren becane angry and took it all personally.'’

"Enough tal k!' snapped the man, drawi ng his claynore and turning away.

"What now, Kars?' asked Gnal chmai softly. "WIIl you walk into a children's gathering and sl aughter
the man who | eads themin ganes? Can you not hear the |aughter? The joy? How |l ong since the clan
children knew such nonments?

At that instant the doors opened and the children noved out into the light. Kars stood stock-
still, his sword in his hand. The | aughter of the young faded away, and they stood by silently as
Kol larin stepped out and swung his green cloak around his slender shoulders. A snmall boy noved out
to stand beside him Kars | ooked at the child, then at his own son, Jaren. No one noved. Kars

pl unged his sword into the snow and stepped forward to drop on one knee before Kellin. The little
boy did not flinch, but stared back at the warrior

Gnal chmai felt his heart beating erratically, his breathing shallow For Kars to accept the boy as
his own would nean a | oss of honour to the proud clansnman, causing grief to hinmself and shanme to
his famly. To reject the evidence of his eyes would bring a different kind of shame, but one that
was at | east private.

The warrior reached out and placed his hands on Kellin's shoulders. 'You are a fine lad,' he said,
his voice choked with enotion. 'A fine lad. Should you wish it, you would be welcone at ny fire,
and at ny hone.'

Gnal chmai coul d scarce believe he had heard the words. Switching his gaze to Jaren, who was
standing near to his father, he saw that the boy | ooked close to tears. Kars glanced up and call ed
to his son and Jaren ran to him Kars stood, then offered his hand to Kellin. 'Let us walk for a
while,' he said. Kellin took his left hand, Jaren his right.

Toget her they wal ked away towards the trees.

Kollarin strolled across to where Gnal chnai stood. 'A curious encounter,' observed the younger
man.

"There is still nobility within the clan,' said Gwnal chmai proudly. "And | will die happy.'

Kol larin's face showed his sorrow. 'You are going back to your cabin, to neet the soldiers who

will Kill you. Why? You know that if you stay here you will thwart them'
"Aye,' agreed Gnal chnmai. 'There are magi cal nonents when a man can change the future. But not this
time. | still have one small task to perform one last gift for Sigarni.'

"You will plant a seed,' said Kollarin sadly, "and you will die for it.'

' Take care of my dogs, young man. | have grown to |love them And now | nust go.' Suddenly
Gnal chmai chuckl ed. ' There are two jugs of honey nead liquor hidden in ny loft back honme. | can
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hear themcalling to ne!’

Kol larin put out his hand. 'You are a good man, Gwal chmai, and a brave one. | know you are
concerned about Sigarni, and how she will fare w thout your guidance. | will be her Gfted One ..
and | will never betray her.'

"There is one who will,' said the old man. 'I do not know who.
"I will watch for him, pronised Kollarin.

Leofric's servant banked up the fire and brought in fresh candles which he Iit and placed atop the
dyi ng stubs. The bl ond-haired young man did not acknow edge his presence, but renained poring over
maps and cal cul ati ons. Leofric was not a happy man. Mich as he enjoyed the logistics of a
canpai gn, he could not divorce hinself fromthe feeling that it was all so unnecessary. The cl ans
had been peaceful for years, and now the Baron was set to bring fire and death into their |ands.
And for what? A little glory and the chance to rise again in the King's eyes. That and the

specul ation on | and prices south of the border

It was all so neani ngl ess.

The servant placed a goblet of steaming tisane before him Leofric lifted it and sipped the brew,
whi ch was sweet and spiced with liquor. 'Thank you. Mst thoughtful,' he said, |ooking up at the
servant. The nman di sappeared fromhis mind instantly.

The arny would march in ten weeks. Each of the six thousand nmen would carry four days' food supply
with them Leofric lifted a quill pen. One pound of oats, eight ounces of dried beef, half an
ounce of salt. Seven pennies for each pack, multiplied by six thousand. He shook his head. The
Baron woul d not be pleased at such an outl ay.

Si pping his tisane, he | eaned back in his chair.

By his reckoning this war woul d cost twelve thousand four hundred gold pieces in wages, food and
materials. But the Baron had budgeted for ten thousand.

Where to nake cuts? Salt was expensive, but soldiers would not march without it, and it was commmon
know edge that an absence of beef in the diet led to cowardly behaviour. But halving the oats
rati on woul d nean | ess bul k food, and besides would save only... he scribbled down a cal cul ati on,
then multiplied it. Three hundred and forty-two gold pieces.

Then he brightened. You have not considered the dead, he thought. The Hi ghlanders will fight, and
that means a percentage of the army would not be requiring food or paynent. But how nany? On a
normal canpaign with the Baron the | osses could be as high as thirty per cent, but that would not
be the situation here. Half that? A quarter? Say five per cent: Three hundred nmen. Once nore he
bent over his calcul ations.

Al nost there, he deci ded.

The servant returned. 'Begging your pardon, ny lord, but there is a nan to see you.'
"What tine is it?

"Alittle before midnight, sir.'

"An odd tine to be calling. Wwo is it?

"l do not know him sir. He is a stranger. He asked for you and said he had information you woul d
find inval uable.'

Leofric sighed; he was tired. 'Very well, show himin. Gve us no nore than ten mnutes, then
interrupt ne on a matter of inportance - you understand?

"Of course, sir.' The man bowed and depart ed.

Leofric rubbed his eyes and yawned. M dnight. Dear God, | have been working on these papers for
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seven hours! Hastily he gathered themtogether, pushing theminto a drawer. The servant returned,
ushering in a mddl e-aged man with a round fleshy face and glittering eyes.

"I trust you will forgive this intrusion,' said the newomer. 'But the news | have could not wait
for the norning.'

"And why is that pray?' countered Leofric, gesturing the nan to a seat.

"You were working on the invasion plans,' said the other, with a smle. "My information will force
substantial changes.’

' How do you know what | was working on?

"Let us cone back to that, Leofric,' said the nman, with a wide snmile. '"For now, let ne tell you
that two of your three forts have fallen to the clansnen, and all the supplies they contain are
now bei ng consumed by your enenies.'

Leofric's weariness vani shed immediately. 'That's not possible! | supervised the structures
nysel f. They were inpregnable!’

"Not fromdeceit, it appears.’
Leofric sat down. 'Deceit?

' The woman Sigarni sent the traitor, Cbrin, and a hundred nmen posing as a relief force. Both forts
surrendered wi thout a fight.'

"How... ? \Wo are you?

"I think you can fairly assunme that | ama friend, Lord Leofric. |I also have information
concerning Sigarni and her plans. She is gathering an arny, you know.'

" Under whose | eadership?

"Her own, of course. She is of the blood royal, and she nmasterm nded the defeat of your forces at
Cilfallen. Fine credentials, don't you think?

' How many men does she conmmand now?'

"Close to two thousand. The Farlain are with her, and the Pallides will soon follow Unless she is
stopped, that is.'

"W cannot get through until the thaw. Al the northern passes are bl ocked.
"You cannot get through but! can. | have already, in a nmanner of speaking.
The servant entered. 'My lord, | think you should ...’

'Yes, yes, no need for that now. Bring ne another tisane, and one for our guest.'

The man nodded and bowed as Leofric returned his attention to his guest. 'l think it is tinme you
declared your interest in this nmatter,' he said.

"Of course. | amhunting the witch, Sigarni. My reasons are of no concern to you, but it is
inmportant to ne that | find her. Surrounded as she is now by | oyal clansmen, it mght be ..
difficult for me to reach her. You can help me in ny quest - as | can help you in yours.'

"You' re a mmagi cker?

The man | aughed. 'Nothing so dainty, nmy lord. | ama sorcerer. Sone time ago | was paid to..
renove the problem Sigarni posed. | failed. Three tinmes. | say this w thout shane, for ny
opponents were mghty indeed. Happily, they now believe ne to be dead, which |eaves ne free to
enj oy the success | have waited for.

"Way woul d they think you dead?
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"A man was torn to pieces by denons. | nade sure he resenbled nme in every way. You w sh to hear
nor e?'

Leofric shook his head. 'Absolutely not. What is it you require of me, in return for your
i nformati on?

‘"I find that I amshort of funds in Citadel town. | amfar frommy own bankers, and woul d be
grateful for a gratuity that would enable me to rent a house in Citadel. There is nuch I nust do
to prepare for nmy next attenpt. Men and nmaterials, that sort of thing.'

"OF course. \WWere are you staying at present?
"A hostelry nearby, the Blue Duck tavern.'

"I will have one of ny servants bring you noney tonorrow norning. | would al so appreciate any
further information you can supply concerning the plans of the rebels.’

The man rubbed his fleshy chin. 'l will consider that,' he said. "It is a delicate business. You
see, | don't want you to capture or kill Sigarni. That delight is for ne. I'll think onit, and
I et you know ny deci si on.

"The Baron will alnost certainly want to see you.

"I don't believe so, Lord Leofric. Tell himyou have a spy who brought you this information. That,
after all, is the truth. Do not nention ne to him It would displease ne.'

"Wio shall ny servant ask for tonorrow?' Leofric enquired.
"Ch, | amsorry, | did not introduce nyself. My nane is Jakuta Khan.'

Ballistar's hatred for winter was deep and perfect, for it was the one season designed to

hi ghlight his defornmity. H's short, stunmpy |legs could not cope with deep snow and he felt a
prisoner in Asmidir's house. Ballistar longed to be with Sigarni again, planning for the spring
and the com ng war.

"You woul d be useless now,' he said aloud, as he perched on the battlements staring out over the
wi nter | andscape. 'Usel ess.'

Scranbling to his feet, he stood. Yet today there was no enjoynent in being so high. It served
only to enphasize how tiny he was. Snow began to fall as Ballistar dropped to his belly and
| owered hinself to the parapet.

Back inside his upper room he stoked the fire and sat down on the rug staring into the flanes.
The chairs were all too tall, and Ari had brought a wooden box to the roomso that Ballistar could
climb into bed. Wiy was | born like this? he wondered. What sin could a child be guilty of that a
vengeful God would conderm himto a life such as this.

No one understood his tornent. How could they? Even Sigarni had once said, 'Perhaps one day you
will rmeet a beautiful dwarf woman and be happy.'

I don't want a dwarf woman, he thought. Just because | amdeforned, it does not nean | will find
deformty attractive in others.

I want you, Sigarni. | want you to love ne, to see ne as a nan.

It won't happen. He renenbered the taunts that nmarked his chil dhood and adol escence. Bakris Toot h-
gone had once caused great nmerrinment with a joke about Ballistar and his inability to find | ove.
"How coul d he nmake |l ove to a woman?' Bakris had said. 'If they were nose to nose, he' d have his
toes init, toes to toes he'd have his nose in it, and if he ever got there he'd have no one to
talk to.'

Oh yes, great roars of |aughter had greeted the jest. Even Ballistar had chuckl ed. What ot her
choi ce was there?
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Ballistar left his roomand wandered downstairs and out into the stable-yard. The little white
pony was in her stall and the dwarf clinbed to the rail by her head and stroked her neck. The pony
swung her head and nuzzled him 'Do you worry about being a dwarf horse?' he said. 'Do you | ook at
the tall nmares with envy?' The pony returned to nmunching the straw in her feed box. It was cold in
the stable and Ballistar saw that the pony's bl anket had slipped fromher back. Cinbing to the
floor he retrieved it, and tried to flip it back into place. It was a | arge bl anket and, as he
tried to throwit high, it fell back over Ballistar's head. Three tines he tried. On the last it
was al nost in place, but the pony noved to its right and the blanket fell to the left.

It was the final humliation for Ballistar. Tears welled in his dark eyes, and he thought again of
the high parapet. On the north side, at the base of the wall, there were sharp rocks. If | were to
throw nyself fromthe battlenents | would die, he thought. No nore pain, no nore humliation ..

Ballistar returned to the house and began to clinmb the stairs.

The servant-warrior, Ari, noved out of the library and saw him ' Good norning, Ballistar.'
' God norning,' nunbled the dwarf, continuing his clinb.

"l was wondering if you could assist ne.'

Bal | i star hesitated, and glanced down through the stair rails at the tall black nan.

‘'Not today,' he said.

"It is inportant,' said Ari softly. 'I am studying the nmaps of the Duane Pass, for that is where
we believe the first battle will be fought. Do you know it?
"I know it.'

' Good, then you will be of great assistance.' Ari turned away and re-entered the library.
Bal |l i star stood for a nonment, then slowy clinbed down the stairs and followed the nman. Ari was
sitting on the floor with nmaps all around him A coal fire was burning in the hearth.

Bal | i star slunped down beside the nan. 'Wat do you need? he asked.

' These woods here,' said Ari, pointing to a green section, 'are they thick and dense, or light and
open?'

'Reasonably light. Firs, nostly. You thought to hide nmen there?
"It was a possibility.'

Bal I i star shook his head. 'Not possible. But there is a gully just beyond the woods where a force
could be conceal ed. There!' he said, stabbing his index finger on the map. '"Now | will |eave you.'

" Ah, but we have just begun,' said Ari, with a snmle. 'Look at this.' He passed Ballistar a sketch
and the dwarf took it. Upon it was an eoutline of Duane Pass and a series of rectangles, some
bl acked in, others in various col ours.

"What are these?

"The classic Qutland battle formation - infantry at the centre, the heavy bl ack bl ocks. Two
di visions. The blue represents the cavalry, the yellow archers and slingers. The cavalry al so may
be in two divisions, lightly armoured and heavily arnoured. But this we do not yet know. Where

woul d you pl ace our forces?'
"I"'mnot a soldier!' snapped Ballistar

"I ndeed not, but you are a bright, intelligent man. Skills can be | earned. Let nme give you an
exanpl e: Where would cavalry be of Iimted use?

‘In a forest,' answered Ballistar, 'where the trees and undergrowmh would restrict a nounted nan.'
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" And what slows down infantry?
"Hills, nmountains, rivers. Forests again.'

"There, you see?' Ari told him 'Having established that, then we | ook for ways to ensure that
battl es are fought where we desire them-in forests, on hills. So, where in Duane would you
position our forces?

Bal | i star gazed at the map. 'There is only one good defensive point. There is a flat-topped hil
at the northern end of the pass - but it would be surrounded swiftly.

"Yes,' said Ari, 'it would. How many people coul d gather there?
"l don't know. A thousand?
‘I would think two thousand,' said Ari. "Wiich is our entire force.'

"What woul d be the point of such an action?" asked Ballistar. 'Once surrounded there would be no
way to retreat, and even the advantage of occupying a hill would be overcone by an CQutland arny
nunbering nore than five thousand nen.'

"Yet it remains the only true defensive position,' insisted Ari. 'Once the Qudanders are through
Duane Pass, diey can spread out and attack isolated ham ets and villages. Nodiing could stop
t hem'

'l don't know die answer,' Ballistar admtted.

"Nor I, but we will speak of it again. Tonight at dinner.' He |ooked direcdy into Ballistar's
eyes. 'Or did you have odier plans?

Bal i star took a deep breath. 'No, no odier plans.

"That is good. | will see you later.

"You really believe | can be of help in diis? asked Ballistar, struggling to his feet.
"Of course. Take die sketches with you, and think about diem'

Ballistar smled. 'I will, Ari. Thank you.'

The bl ack man shrugged and returned to his studies.

11

"BY GOD, SHE' S sone wonman,' said Obrin, peeling off his jerkin

and sitting by the fire. 'They fell just like she said they would. Like skittles! | could scarce
believe it, Fell. Wien | rode up to that Farlain fort my heart was in nmy nouth. The officer just
ordered the gates opened, listened to nmy report, then turned over conmand to ne and rode out. What
a noment! | even told himthe best route through the snow, and he rode his men into G ane's trap.'

"Grane lost no nen in that first encounter, yet nore than twenty when the Pallides detachnent was
ambushed,' said Fell.

"That's nothing conpared with the two hundred we slew in those engagenments,' pointed out Cbrin.

"But it's a damm shame the nen fromthe Loda fort escaped. | still don't know what went w ong
there.'
"They sinply got lost,' said Fell, 'and missed the trap. No one's fault.'

Qorin reached for a pottery jug and pulled the cork. 'The Baron's wine,' he said, with a dry
chuckl e. 'There were six jugs in each fort. It's a good vintage - try sone.'
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Fell shook his head. 'I think I'Il take a walk,' he said.
"What's wrong, Fell?
"Nothing. | just need to walk.'

Qorin replaced the cork and | ooked hard at the handsone forester. 'I'mnot the nost intuitive of
men, Fell. But |'ve been a sergeant for twelve years and | know when sonething is eating at a man.
What is it? Fear? Apprehension?

Fell smiled wearily. '"Is it so obvious then?
"It is to nme, but your men nust not see it. That is one of the secrets of |eadership, Fell. Your
confidence becones their confidence. They feed off you, |like wolf cubs suckling at the nother's

teats. If you despair, they despair.

Fel | chuckled. 'I've never been conpared with a nother wolf before. Pass the jug!' He took severa
long swallows. 'You're right,' he said, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. 'The wine is
good. But | don't fear the Qutlanders, Cbrin. | amnot afraid to die for ny people. Wat ghaws at
me is nore personal. | shall make sure that nmy feelings do not show as strongly in the future.'

"Sigarni,' said Gorin, lifting the jug.
" How woul d you know that?' asked Fell, surprised.

Qorin grinned. 'l listen, Fell. That's another secret of |eadership. You were |overs, but now you
are not. Don't let it concern you. You're a good-looking |ad and there are plenty of wonen who'd
| ove to warm your bed.'

Fel | shook his head. 'That's not the whole reason for nmy sadness. You didn't know her when she was
just the huntress. God, nman, she was a wonder! Strong and fearless, but nore than that she had a
love for life and a |l augh that was nagical. She could make a cold day of drizzle and grey sky
suddenly seem beautiful. She was a wonan. What is she now? Have you ever seen her |augh? O even
smle at a jest? Sweet Heaven, she's becone a creature of ice, a winter queen.' Fell drank again

| ong and deeply.

"There's not been a great deal to |augh about,' observed Gorin, 'but | hear what you say. | once
owned a crystal sphere. There was a rose set inside, as if trapped in ice. 1've always |oved
roses, and this was one of the nmobst beautiful bloons, rich and velvet red. It would live for ever
Yet it had no scent, and would not seed.'

"That is it,' said Fell. '"Exactly that! Like the Crown of Alwen - all men can see it, none can
touch it.'

Gorin snmled. 'I've often heard Highl anders talk of the lost Crown. Is it a nyth?

Fell shook his head. '|I saw it when | was ten. It appears once every twenty-five years, at the

centre of the pool at Ironhand's Falls. It's beautiful, man. It is nore a helnmet than a crown, and
the silver shines |ike captured moonlight. There are silver wings, flat against the helmlike
those of a hawk when it dives, and a gol den band around the brow inscribed with ancient runes. It

has a nasal guard - like an Qutland helm and this is also silver, as are the cheek-guards. | was
there with ny father. It was the winter before he went down with the plague, nmy last winter with
him He took ne to the Falls and we stood there with the gathered clans. | could not see at first,

and he lifted me to his shoulders. A nman cursed behind us, but then the Crown appeared. It
shi mered for maybe ten, twelve heartbeats. Then it was gone. Man, what a night!"’

"Sounds like a conjuring trick to ne,' said Obrin. 'I've seen magi ckers make birds of gold that
fly high into the air and expl ode in showers of col oured sparks.'

"It was no trick,' said Fell, without a hint of anger. 'A wen was Ironhand's uncle. He had no
children, and he hated Ironhand. Wien he was dying he ordered one of his wi zards to hide the Crown
where | ronhand woul d never find it, thus condeming his nephew to a reign fraught with civil war
and insurrection. Wthout it, lIronhand was a King with no credentials. You understand?
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"I't makes no sense to nme,' said Cbrin. 'He had right of blood. Wiy did he need a piece of netal ?

' The Crown had magi cal properties. Only a true King could wear it. It was not made by Al wen's
order, it was far older. Once, when a usurper killed the King and placed the crown on his head,
his skin turned black and fire erupted fromhis eyes. He nelted away |i ke snow in the sunshine.'

"Hhmm ' nuttered Qorin, unconvinced. "Tis a pretty tale. My tribe has many such, the Spear of
CGol dark, the Sword of Kal-thyn. Maybe one day I'lIl see this Crown. But you were talking of
Sigarni. If you loved her, and she you, why did it end?

‘I was a fool. | wanted sons, Gbrin. It's inportant in the Highlands. | had a need to watch ny
boys grow, to teach themof forestry and hunting, to instil in thema love of the land. Sigarni is
barren - like your rose in crystal. | wal ked away from her. But not an hour has passed since when
her face does not shine in ny nenories. Even when | lay with my wife, Gaen, all | could see was
Sigarni. It was the worst nistake of ny life.' Fell drained the |ast of the wine and |ay back on
the floor of the hut. 'I'd just like to see her |augh once nore... to be the way she was.' He

cl osed his eyes.

Qobrin sat quietly as Fell's breathi ng deepened.

You're wong, Fell, he thought. | know what war is, and I know the pain and terror that is com ng
G ven a choice I'd keep Sigarni the way she is, the Ice Queen, the cold-hearted warri or woman
whose strategi es have al ready seen three eneny forts overcone, and several tons of supplies
brought into the encanpments.

Cbrin pulled on his jerkin and stepped out into the night.

Sigarni was tired. The norning had been a | ong one, discussing supplies with Tovi, organizing
patrols with Gane and Fell, then poring over the battle plans drawn up by Asnmidir and Ari
listening to Gbrin's tales of woe concerning training.

"We've not the tine to train themproperly,' said the stocky Qutlander. 'I've got them responding
to the hunting horn for attack and retreat and re-form But that is it! Your army will be like a
spear, Sigarni. One throwis all you get.'

She felt as if her nmind could take not one nore ounce of pressure, and had wal ked with Lady to a
hill-top to | ook upon the agel ess beauty of High Druin, hoping to steal a fragnment of its eternal
peace.

Two of Asmidir's Al-jfttn wal ked twenty paces behind her, never speaki ng but always present. At
first their ceasel ess vigilance had been a source of irritation, but now she found their silent
presence reassuring. A stand of trees grew across the hill-top, and these gave some shelter from
the wind as Sigarni stared out over the winter |andscape at the broodi ng magni fi cence of High
Druin, its sharp peaks spearing the clouds. Down on the slopes leading to the valley she could see
Loda children toboggani ng, and hear the squeals of their laughter. The sounds were shrill, and
echoed in the nountains.

WIl they still be laughing in a few weeks, she wondered?

Tal i esen had di sappeared again, gone to whatever secret place w zards inhabit, and his |ast words
to her echoed constantly in her nenory: 'The Pallides will ask for a sign.

' They al ready have,' she had told him

"No, no, listen to nme!' They will ask for something specific. Wien they do, agree to it. Don't
hesitate. | will be back when | have prepared the way. WIIl you trust me?

"You have given nme no reason to distrust you. But what if they ask ne to supply the noon on a
silver salver?

"Say that you will," he said, with a dry laugh. He threw his tattered cl oak of feathers around his
scrawny franme, and his smile faded. 'They will not ask that, but it will seemas difficult.
Renmenber nmy words, Sigarni. | will be back before the first snowdrops of spring. W will neet by
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Ironhand's Falls in twelve days.'

Lady brushed agai nst her |leg and whined. Sigarni knelt and stroked her long ears.'|l have negl ected
you, my lovely,' she said. 'I amsorry.' Lady's |long nose pushed agai nst Sigarni's cheek and she
felt the hound's warmtongue on her face. 'You are so forgiving.' She patted Lady's dark flank

' She wi shes solitude,' she heard one of her guards say. Sigarni turned to see a tall, dark-haired
woman standing with the two nen.

"Let her through,' she called. The worman gave the black nen a wide berth and wal ked up the
hillside. She was thin of face, with a prom nent nose, but her | arge brown eyes gave her face a
senbl ance of beauty. 'You wish to speak with nme?" said Sigarni

"l do. |I am Layelia, the wife of Torgan.'

"There is no place for himanong ny officers,' said Sigarni sternly. "He is a fool.'

"That is a trait shared by nost nen | have net,’' said Layelia. 'But then war is a foolish gane.’
' Have you cone to plead for hin®

"No. He will regain his honour - or he will not. That is for him | came to speak with you. | have
questions.'

Si garni renoved her cloak and spread it over the snow. 'Come, sit with ne. Why not nore questions?
That is nmy life now Endless questions, each with a hundred answers.'

"You look tired,' said Layelia. 'You should rest nore.’
"I wWill when there is tine. Now ask your questions.'

The dark-haired woman was silent for a nonment, staring deeply into Sigarni's pale blue eyes. 'Wat
if we wn? she asked, at |ast.

Sigarni laughed. 'If we lose we die. That is all | know M/ God, | certainly have no tine to think
of the aftermath of a victory that is by no nmeans certain.’

"I think you should,' said Layelia softly. 'If you don't, then you are just |like a man, never
seei ng beyond the end of your nose.'’

Sigarni sighed. 'You are correct, | amtired. So let us assune the hare is bagged, and nobve on to
t he cooki ng. What do you want ?

Layelia chuckled. 'I have heard a | ot about you, Sigarni. You have lived a |ife many wonen -
mysel f included - would envy. But | don't envy you now, trying to adjust to a world of nen. | ask
about victory for a sinple, selfish reason. | have children, and | want those children to grow in

the Highland way, with their father beside them |earning about cattle and crops, famly, clan and
honour. The CQutl anders threaten our way of life - not just by their invasion, but by our
resistance. Tell ne this, if you beat the Baron, what then? Is it over?

"No," admitted Sigarni. 'They will send another arny.'

"And how wi Il you conbat then®

"In whatever way | can,' said Sigarni guardedly.

"You will be forced to attack the Low and cities, sack their treasuries and hire nercenaries.’
Sigarni smled grimy. 'Perhaps.'

"And if you defeat the next arny, will that end the war?

"I don't know' snapped Sigarni, '"but |I doubt it. Were is this |eading?

"It seens to ne,' said Layelia sadly, '"that win or lose our way of life is finished. The war will
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go on and on. The nore you win, the further away you will take our nmen - perhaps all the way to
the Qutland capital. Wat then, when the outlying armes of their enpire gather? WIlI|l you be
fighting in Kushir in ten years?

"I'f I am it will not be fromchoice,' Sigarni told her. 'I hear you, Layelia, and | understand
what you are saying. If there is a way | can avoid what you fear, then | will. You have ny word on
that.'

The dark-haired woman sniled, and laid her hand on Sigarni's arm 'I| believe you. You know, | have

al ways t hought the world would be a better place with wonen as | eaders. W wouldn't fight stupid
wars over worthless pieces of land; we would talk to one another, and reach conproni ses that woul d
suit both factions. | know that you have to be a war |eader, Sigarni, but | ask that you be a
worman | eader, and not just a pretend man in armnour.'

"You are very forthright, Layelia. A shame you were not so forthright with Torgan.'

"I did ny best,' said the other, with a wy smle, '"but he was not gifted with a good brain. He
is, however, a fine partner in bed, so | will not conplain too nuch.'

Sigarni's laughter rang out. 'I'mglad he is good at sonething.

"He is also a good father,' said Layelia. 'The children adore him and he plays with them
constantly.'

"I amsorry,' said Sigarni. 'l have obviously not seen the best of him Have you been narried
| ong?'

'Fourteen years cone summer.' She smiled. 'He hasn't changed much in those years, save to | ose
some of his hair. It's beautiful here, isn't it, the sun gleam ng on Hi gh Druin?

"Yes,' Sigarni agreed.

Layelia rose. 'l have taken too much of your time. | will |eave you to your thoughts."
Sigarni stood. 'Thank you, Layelia. | feel refreshed, though | don't know why.'

"You' ve spent too long in the conpany of nen,' said Layelia. 'Perhaps we should tal k agai n?
"I would enjoy that.'

Layelia stepped forward and enbraced the silver-haired warrior worman, kissing her on both cheeks.

Sigarni felt hot tears spill to her face. Abruptly she pulled clear and turned back towards High
Dr ui n.
"You shoul dn't have brought nme,' grunmbled Ballistar. 'I'm slow ng you down.

"That's true,' grunted Sigarni, as they faced yet another deep snowdrift. 'But you're such good
conmpany!"’

Bal i star shifted on her shoulders. 'Put ne down and we'll see if we can craw along the top of
it. There should be solid ground about thirty feet ahead. Then it is just one nore hill to the
Falls.'

Sigarni swivelled and tipped the little man from her shoulders. He fell head-first into the drift,
and came up spluttering and spitting snow. 'You are heavy for a snmall man,' she said | aughing.

"And you have the boniest shoulders | ever sat upon,' he told her, brushing snow from his beard.
Turning to his stomach, Ballistar began to squirmacross the snow. Sigarni followed him using her
arms to force a path. After an hour of effort they reached solid ground and sat for a while,
gathering their strength. 'I'mfreezing to death,' nuttered Ballistar. '|I hope you |left enough
firewood in the cave. I'"'min no nmood to go gathering."'

" Enough for a couple of hours,' she reassured him
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The Falls were still frozen at the centre, but at the sides water had begun to trickle through the
ice. 'The thaw is conming,' said the dwarf.

"I know,' said Sigarni softly.

Inside the cave Sigarni started a fire and they shrugged out of their soaked outer clothing. 'So
why did you bring me?' asked Ballistar.

"l thought you'd enjoy ny conpany,' she told him
"That's not very convincing.'

She | ooked at him and renenbered how out of place he had seened back at the encanpnent, how
lonely and sad. '|I wanted conpany,' she said, 'and | could think of no one else | would rather
have with ne.'

He bl ushed and | ooked away. 'I'I| accept that,' he said brightly. 'Do you renenber when we used to
pl ay here as children? You, ne, Fell and Bernt built a tree house. It fell apart in the big storm
Fell was clinmbing and the floor gave way. You renenber?

Sigarni nodded. 'Bernt stole the nails fromGane. Mre nails in that structure than wood.'
"I't was fun, wasn't it?
"Fun? You were always arguing with the others, getting into scrapes and fights.'

"I know,' he said. 'I was young then, and not growing like the rest of you. But | |ook back on
those times as the happiest of ny life. Do you think the others woul d?

"Bernt no | onger |ooks back,' she said, her voice al nbst a whisper

"Ch, I"'msorry, Sigarni. | wasn't thinking.' Reaching out, he took her slender hand in his own,
his stubby fingers caressing her wist. "It wasn't your fault, not really. | think if you had gone
he woul d still have killed hinmself had you turned himdown. It was his life; he chose to take it.
Sigarni shook her head. 'I don't think that is the whole truth. Had I known the outcome beforehand

I would have acted differently. But now | think about how | was lying in bed with Asmdir,
enjoying nyself utterly.' She sighed. 'And while | was being pleasured, Bernt was tying a rope
around hi s neck.'

Bal I i star | ooked away and fiddled with the fire, poking small sticks into the flanmes. 'Now | have
enbarrassed you,' she said.

'Yes, you have,' he told her, reddening. 'But we are friends, Sigarni. W always will be. | don't
want you to feel there are words you cannot say in my presence. Wien is the wizard due?' he asked,
changi ng the subject.

" Tonmorrow. '
"I wish he'd chosen a nore hospitable neeting place."'
"It had to be here,' she said. 'He knew what the Pallides would ask of ne.'

' Madness!' snapped Ballistar. 'Wio do they think they are? Here we sit on the verge of war and
they play ganes. Do they believe they can win w thout us?

"No, ny friend, they don't think that. Their Dreaners have told themthat the | eader will wear the
Crown of Alwen. If that is true, then | nmust find it. Taliesen will have a plan.’

‘I don't like wi zards,' said the dwarf.
"l remenber you saying that about Asnmidir. A black sorcerer, you called him'

"I still don't like him Are you still |overs?
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"No!" Her voice was sharper than she intended and Ballistar gazed at her quizzically.
"Did he wrong you?

She shook her head. 'I don't want to talk about it. | want your help before dusk. | want you to
come with me to the far side of the pool and break the ice.’

"Why?' he asked, nystified.

"l need to swim'

"That's ridicul ous! The cold will kill you."'

"You can wait for me with a blanket,' she said.

'"There's sonmething you are not telling ne. Wat are you | ooking for?

Sigarni stretched out her hand to the fire. The cave was glowing nowin the firelight, and the
sounds of winter outside only served to make it seemnore cosy within. 'l amgoing to find a smal
bone,' she said. "Atalisman if you like, a good luck charm'

"Whose bones?' he asked, wi de eyed.

"lronhand."’

Ballistar's jaw dropped. 'You found his bones? He didn't pass over the Gateway?'
"No. He died here fighting his enemes.'

"How wi | | a bone hel p you?

" Enough questions, Balli. Come on, we're warm enough now. '

Toget her they left the cave and trudged across the snow covered ice of the pool. Sigarni found the
boul der under which the bones lay, and she and Ballistar began to chip away at the surrounding ice
with their knives. It was slow work and Ballistar |ost his patience. Cinbing to the top of the
jutting boul der he junped to the ice, landing hard. Four tinmes nore he did so, then on the fifth a
| arge crack appeared. 'Al nost there,' he said. Suddenly the ice gave and he fell through into the
dark water beneath. Sigarni dived across the ice, her hand snaking out to grab his collar just as
he was about to sink. Wth a great effort she haul ed hi m back

"You'd better get back to the cave,' she said.

"No, no, I'mall right," he said, shivering. 'Can you reach the bones from here?

‘I don't know. I'Il have to be fast.' Slipping out of her clothes, she slithered into the water.
"Be careful, there's an undertow,' warned Ballistar

The cold chilled her to the bone, and all was darkness. Holding to the boul der, she rel eased sone
air and di ved deeper. Her hand touched the bottom and she scrabbl ed around, but could feel nothing
but stones. Sonething sharp cut the pal mof her hand. The sudden shock caused her to breathe out
and, her lungs aching, she rose towards the surface. Her head thunped against ice.

She had ni ssed the opening.

Hol di ng down panic she rolled to her back, pushing her face towards the ice. There was al ways a
tiny gap between ice and water, and she breathed in deeply. The cold was bitter now and she coul d
not feel her fingers.

"You stupid woman!' she thought. 'To cone so far and die so stupidly.'

A faint glow surrounded her. 'Wiy do you never call for ne, child? asked Ironhand. 'Dive to the
bottom and col | ect what you cane for, then follow ne to the surface."'
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Filling her lungs with air she rolled and di ved, kicking out against the ice to propel herself
down. In the glow she saw Ironhand sitting on the pool floor; beside himwas a human head but she
did not recognize the face. On the other side of the ghostly giant lay his bones. Swiftly she
grabbed a finger-bone and rose towards the surface.

As she broke clear Ballistar took hold of her arm and dragged her on to the ice.

"I was worried near to death,' conplained the dwarf. Sigarni could not speak; she had begun to
shake uncontrollably. 'And | ook, you've cut your hand,' he said, pointing to the trickle of blood
on her palm

Bal i star took up her clothes and | ed her back to the cave, where she sat wapped in a bl anket,

her face and hands blue. '|I hope that bone was worth it,' he said.

"It... was,' she told him 'He ... is ... here.'

"Who is?

"l ronhand."

"Ironhand?’ he repeated. 'In the cave? Wth us?" Ballistar gazed around fearfully. 'I don't see
him"

Sigarni shrugged of f the blanket and noved a little way fromthe fire. 'Cone and rub ny skin,' she
said. Ballistar put his hands on her shoul ders and began to massage the fl esh

"So now we are dealing with wi zards and ghosts,' he said.
"Lower. On ny back,' she ordered.

Bal I i star knelt behind her and rubbed gently at the cold skin. 'You should sit closer to the
fire.'

"No. It would do nore harmthan good. When | ama little warner . .. That is nice. Now ny arns.'

He sat beside her, kneading her flesh, encouraging the blood to flow. He tried not to stare at her

breasts, but failed. Sigarni did not seemto notice. O course she doesn't, he thought. | amnot a
man to her.
"Il amgoing to sleep now, Balli. Watch over ne, and keep the fire going.'

Hol ding fast to the bone, she lay down by the fire. Ballistar covered her with two bl ankets. As
she cl osed her eyes, he | eaned down and ki ssed her cheek

"What was that for?' she asked sleepily.
‘I love you,' he said.

"l love you too,' she whispered. And slept.

The fire burned | ow and Ballistar added the last of the wood. Sigarni's flesh was still cool and
the dwarf wandered out into the cold of the night to gather dead wood. The carcasses of the denons
still lay where Sigarni had slain them but they were not rotting; it was too cold for that.
They' Il smell bad cone spring, thought Ballistar as he wandered beneath the trees, kicking at the

snow and seeki ng fuel
"Over there,' said a voice. 'Beneath the oaks.'

Ballister leapt, turned and fell over. Standing beside himwas a glowi ng figure in ancient arnour,
his white beard braided into forks. He wore a | ong, doubl e-handed broadsword in a scabbard of
enbossed silver - and the hand resting on it was made of red iron. 'By Heaven, you are skittish,'
said the ghost. '"Are you going to fetch the wood or not?
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"Yes, lord," answered Ballistar
"I"'mnot your lord, dwarf. | amnerely a spirit. Now fetch the wood before she freezes to death.'

Bal | i star nodded, and dug around in the snow beneath the oaks, gadiering dead wood, then returning
to the cave. The glowing figure stayed by him watching his efforts. "It cannot be easy to live in
such a body,' he said.

"A choice would be pleasant,' nuttered Ballistar.
"You' ve a handsone face, |ad. Be thankful for small gifts.'

"All ny gifts are small - bar one. And I'Il never get to use that,' answered Ballistar, kneeling
by the fire and placing two |l ong sticks upon it.

The ghost assuned a sitting position by the fire. 'You can never be sure,' he said. '| had two
dwarfs at ny court and they were always in demand. Once | had to adjudicate in a very delicate
matter, where a knight cited one of ny dwarfs as his wife's secret |over. He wanted the dwarf
hanged and his wife burned at the stake.'.

"What did you do? Did you kill then?

"Do | look like a barbarian? I told the knight that he would be | aughed out of the kingdomif he

sought a public trial. The wife was sent back to her famly in disgrace. |I had the dwarf
castrated. However, that is not the point. Never lose faith, little man.’
"Vell, thank you for your advice,' snapped Ballistar. 'However. | have not yet nmet a woman who

woul d wi sh to have me clanber all over her.' He told the spirit of Bakris' jest and I|ronhand
| aughed.

‘"Nose to nose ... yes, that's very good. How did you respond?
"I laughed with them- though it broke ny heart.

"Aye, it's the best way." He | eaned forward, peering at Sigarni. 'Is she wanning up? he asked.

Bal | i star nmoved al ongsi de the sl eeping woman and touched the flesh of her arm "Alittle. She was
seeki ng your bones. Damm near died for it.'

"I know, | was there. WIlful child.' The ghost smiled. 'She can't help it, it is in her blood. |
was Wil ful nyself. How is the war progressing?

"I would have thought you'd know nore about that than a nmere dwarf,' said Ballistar. 'Can spirits
not fly around the worl d?

"l don't know any spirits,' said lronhand. 'But | cannot. |I'mtrapped here, where | died. Well
until now. Wherever Sigarni goes, | shall go too.

"That's a conforting thought. | think you'll cause a certain amount of panic back at the
encanpnent .

I ronhand shook his head. 'No one will see ne, boy- not even you. | only showed nyself to you since

Sigarni was foolish enough to tell you about nme. So, what is happeni ng?

Ballistar told the King of the Pallides' request that Sigarni should find the lost Crown. 'W are
wai ting for Taliesen,' he concluded. 'He'll show us where it is.'

"Ch, | know where it is,' said Ironhand. 'That won't be the problem Getting there and out again
alive is the issue.'

"Where is it?

"In a dying world of sorcery, a dark mal evol ent place. Even the air is poisonous with magic. No
true man can live there for nore than a few nonths. He woul d sicken and die. One of ny w zards
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tracked it down and passed through a Gateway to retrieve it; we never saw himagain. A second
followed him he cane back broken and di seased, not all our nedicines and charns could heal him
But while he lived he told us of the world, its beasts, and its wars. | decided then to send no
nore of ny people in search of the Crown.'

"But Sigarni nust go there,' said Ballistar. 'Wthout the Crowmn the Pallides will not accept her
| eadershi p. They m ght believe you, though. You could appear to Fyon Sharp-axe and tell him
Sigarni is the chosen one.

The ghost shook his head. "It mght work, but then Sigarni would rule only through a | ong-dead
king. No Ballistar, she nust win the right for herself. Wien nmy wizard returned he told ne the
Crown was in a tenple, at the centre of a city at war. He sawit, was even allowed to touch it. |
think he believed that to do so would heal himof his afflictions in that world. It didn't.'

"You say allowed to touch it. There are people there?
"Aye, there are people. They cling to life in a world of death.
"What is killing then®'

"There is no sun to bring life to the land. The city was built inside a forest of dead trees.
There is no grass, and no crops grow. The land is in perpetual twlight. The nmountains there spew
fire and ash, and occasionally rip thenselves apart with sounds |ike a thousand thunders. You can
see why | forbade any further ventures into that |and."'

"But without cattle and crops, how do they survive? asked Ballistar
"On war,' the King told him

" That makes no sense,' said the dwarf.

"It does, lad, if you have a m nd dark enough to examne it."'

Ballistar awmoke with a start and sat up blinking and afraid. He had failed Sigarni and slept.
Swiftly he rushed to her side. She was warmto the touch and sl eeping deeply. Relieved, the dwarf
knelt by the fire and blew the coals to glowing life, adding shreds of bark to feed the tiny
flanes. Once it had flared he placed two snall |ogs atop the coals.

From Sigarni's pack he took a flat-bottonmed pot and a sack of dried oats. Filling the pot with
snow, he stood it upon the fire. Despite being full of snowit nelted to only a tiny anmount of
wat er and Bal listar spent sone time noving back and forth bringing handfuls of snow from outside
the cave. Wen the pot was half full of water he added oats and a pinch of salt.

The sun was up, the cave-nmouth |lit with golden light. Bird-song could be heard fromthe trees
outside and the air was fresh with the prom se of the com ng spring.

Si garni awoke and stretched. The bl anket slid from her naked body. 'Ah, breakfast,' she said.
"What a fine conpanion you are, Ballistar.'

"I live to serve, ny queen,' he said, naking an el aborate bow.
"No sign of Taliesen?

‘Not yet, but the dawn has only just arrived.' Using two long sticks, Ballistar lifted the pot
fromthe fire and stirred the contents, which had thickened considerably. 'You brought no honey,'
he chided her. 'Porridge is bland and tastel ess without it.'

"l had to carry enough food for two. Cone to think of it, | had to carry you as well for a while.
There was no room for honey. Have you sl ept?

"Alittle,' he admtted.

She snmiled. 'The next tine | suggest a swimunder the ice, be so kind as to renmind me of ny
previous stupidity.'
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"I will. How are you feeling?

'Rested, and at peace for the first tine in weeks. No plans to study, no quarrels to adjudicate,
no ruffled feathers to snooth. Just breakfast at dawn in a peaceful cave, enjoying good conpany.'

"l trust you include ne in that description? said Taliesen, stepping into the cave and brushing
snow fromhis tattered cl oak of feathers. Sigarni nodded, but her smile had faded.

"Wl cone, Taliesen.'

The old man nade his way to the fire and sat. 'You have a beautiful body, Sigarni. Fifty years ago

it would have inspired ne to carnal thoughts. Now, however, | can appreciate its beauty on an
entirely different level. | take it the Pallides asked for the Crown?' Sigarni nodded and rose
frombed, dressing swiftly. "It will not be easy - and yet you nust not dally,' continued
Taliesen. 'l will send you through the Gateway as soon as you are dressed."”

' The worl d beyond is poisonous,' said Ballistar coldly. 'She could die there.'

Taliesen swung to him "It is very rare that | am surprised, dwarf. Yet you have acconplished it
How is it that you know of Yur-vale?

'l ama creature of legend,' said Ballistar, with a wide grin. 'I know many things.'
' Then perhaps you would |ike to continue ny story?

"Aadly,' said Ballistar, who then told Sigarni all that Ironhand had confided to himthe night
before. The dwarf took great pleasure in the | ook of amazenment that Taliesen sought to disguise.
When he had finished Ballistar noved to Sigarni's pack, pulling out two shall ow bows. Ladling

porridge into each, he passed one to Sigarni. 'You are welcone to eat fromthe pot,' he told
Tal i esen.
"I amnot hungry!' snapped the wizard. 'Is there anything el se you wish to add about Yur-val e?'

"No,' said Ballistar happily. 'Do continue."'

The wi zard cast hima bal eful glance. 'Yur-vale was once a paradi se. There was no physica

ugl i ness there, and no natural disease - at |east no disease that affects the inhabitants. It was
a land of beauty and light. Now it is the opposite. It is an ocean world, with a very small | and
mass at the equator. The |land nmass has two great cities, and these are in a perpetual state of

war. The war is necessary, for reasons we do not need to trouble ourselves with. The Ctrown is in a
tenple at the centre of the city of Zir-vak. It is a city under siege and you will need to enter
it by means of a black river which flows through it. Do not drink the water; it has been polluted
by vol canic ash. The city's inhabitants have a way of purifying the water, involving filters. Once
inside the city, the water you find will be good to drink. Take food with you, and eat nothing
offered to you during your stay - no natter how appetizing it |ooks.'

"How do | get there? asked Sigarni

"There is a Gateway close to the Falls. | will send you through and you will arrive at a point
sonme seven niles south of the city. Since you will not see the sun, you nust head for a set of
twin peaks you will see to the north. Wen you return to the Gateway you will nake a cut upon your
arm and all ow blood to drop on each of the six standing stones that make up the circle. | wll
then bring you back.'

"Bring us back,' put in Ballistar
‘"l go alone,' said Sigarni. Ballistar was about to argue, when Taliesen cut in.
'l agree with him' said Taliesen, with a rare snmile. 'Take the dwarf. He will be of use.’

Bal | i star was surprised. 'Wy do you support nme, wi zard? | know you have no | ove for ne.

"Perhaps that is why | support you,' said Taliesen. 'Have you brought weapons?"
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"Yes,' said Sigarni. 'Bows, knives and ny sabre.
"Good. Now, if you are both ready, we should depart.'

Sigarni took a snall pouch from her pack and dropped the finger-bone of Ironhand into it. Looping
a thong through the pouch, she tied it around her neck.

"What is that?' asked Taliesen
"Atalisman,' she told him

Bal I i star thought he was about to speak, but Taliesen said nothing. The w zard rose. 'Wen you
have cl eaned and stowed your pots, | will be waiting for you on the other side of the pool,' he
sai d, and padded out of the cave.

"Are you sure you want to cone with nme, Balli?" asked Sigarni
"Always,' he said.

They found Taliesen waiting by a cliff-face some two hundred yards from Ironhand' s burial place.
Sigarni had played there as a child, and she and her friends had often debated the meaning of the
strange synbols carved on the rocks. The area was flat, as if snobothed by man, and deep grooves
had been chiselled fromthe rock in the shape of a tall rectangular door. There was al so evi dence
of an inscription, though wind and rain, snow and hail had |ong since eroded the greater part of
it.

"This is one of the Lesser Gateways,' said Taliesen. 'It does not allow novenent through our tineg,
but does serve to open tinme doorways to other realities. Now renenber what | said. Do not drink of
the water of the black river, nor eat any nmeat offered to you. This is vital. | knew a sorcerer

once who went there and ate a little pork; it swelled inside himand ripped himapart. Yur-vale is
a world of great magic, and you are strangers to it. Because of your very strangeness its power
will be many tinmes greater around you. Bear this in mnd. Now, you know where you are headi ng?

"Seven niles towards the twin peaks,' said Sigarni

' God. Now nmy bones are freezing here, so let us begin. Are you ready?' Sigarni nodded and
Taliesen turned to Ballistar. 'And you, dwarf? There is still tine to change your mind. \What
awaits you is not pleasant. Your worst nightrmare is beyond this Gate.'

Bal I i star thought he detected a note of concern in the wi zard' s voice, and felt his fears rise. "I
will travel with Sigarni,' he said stoutly. Reaching up, he took hold of her hand.

"Then let it begin,' said Taliesen. The old w zard cl osed his eyes and spoke softly in a | anguage
unknown to either of the Hi ghlanders. It was soft and fluent, alnost nmusical. Pale |ight flooded
fromthe rectangul ar grooves in the rock face, which becane translucent, and then transparent, and
Sigarni found herself staring through it at a cold, grey |andscape. 'Step through quickly,' said
Taliesen. "It will hold for a few seconds only."'

The silver-haired wonan and the dwarf stepped through the portal. Sigarni shivered as she passed
through, for it was |ike walking through a waterfall, cold and yet not as refreshing. On the other
side they found thenselves standing within a circle of six tall granite stones. Sigarni swung
round in time to see Taliesen fade away to not hi ng.

"Vell, we are here,' she said, turning back to Ballistar. The dwarf was |ying on the ground, his
body twitching. 'Balli! Are you ill?

Hi s body began to withe.
And stretch ..

Dr oppi ng her bow and | oosi ng her pack, Sigarni knelt beside him H s |inbs were thrashing around,
his legs jutting now fromhis tiny trousers. The small doeskin boots split as his feet grew. H's
bl ack | eather belt snapped. Sigarni moved back fromhimand waited. Finally the spasnodic
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twi tching eased and she found herself gazing down at a healthy young man in torn clothes and

shreded boots. Part of one boot was still around the ankle |ike an adornment. Ballistar groaned
and sat up. 'What happened to me?" he asked. Then he saw his arns, full length and strong, with
| ong, slender fingers, and his legs. He scranbled to his feet and found hinself staring into
Sigarni's eyes. 'Ch God, dear God,' he said. 'Il'ma nman!'

Throwi ng his arnms around the stunned Sigarni, he kissed her cheek. 'I'ma nman,' he said again.

'Look at nme, Sigarni!’
"You | ook very fine," she said, with a smle. '"Truly this is a nagical place.'

"He said my worst nightrmare awaited nme. How wong can a man be? This is everything | dream of.
Now | will be able to stand with the others and fight the Qutlanders. No nore jibes and crue
jokes. Ch, Sigarni..." Abruptly he sat down and began to weep.

"l brought a spare tunic and |eggings,' said Sigarni. 'I think they mght fit you. Even if they
don't, they'll |ook better than the rags you are wearing.'

He nodded and noved to her pack. 'I could even get nmarried,' he said, 'and sire sons. Tall sons!'
"You al ways were handsore, Balli, and you'll make a fine father. Now stop tal king and get dressed,

we nust be nmoving on.'

Sigarni gazed at the bl eak | andscape, the sky was slate-grey and the air snelt acrid. Far to the
east she could see fires on the horizon as two distant vol canoes spewed hot ash and | ava out over
the Iand. 'Not a hospitable place,' she said.

"I think it's wonderful,' said Ballistar.
She turned to see himstruggling out of his ruined | eggings. 'By Heaven, Balli, has that grown
al so?'

He giggled. "No, it was always this big. Do you like it?
She | aughed. 'Just cover it, you fool!

Bal |l i star dressed and tied the thongs of his new green | eggings. They are a little tight,' he
said. '"Am| as tall as Fell?

"No. But you are taller than Bakris and Gwn. That will have to do.'

Sigarni reached for her bow - and froze. The weapon had rooted itself in the ground and small
sl ender branches were growing fromit. 'Wuld you look at that!' she said. Roots were spreading
out fromthe bow, delving into the grey, ash-covered ground.

"What about your arrows?' asked Ballistar. Sigarni swung her quiver clear and pulled a shaft from
it; it was unmarked. At that noment a single ray of sunshine seared through the ash-grey sky, a
pillar of |ight bathing what had once been a bow and was now a swiftly growing tree. The sudden
warm h was wel cone and Sigarni glanced up at the sky, enjoying the feeling of sunlight on her
skin. Then it was gone.

Sonet hi ng noved agai nst her chest and, startled, Sigarni glanced down. The small |eather pouch was
bul ging now, and withing, as if a large rat were inside. Swiftly she ripped it fromher neck and
hurled it to the ground. The |leather split and a white bone protruded, others joining to it. As
with Ballistar the bones stretched and grew, cartilage and |iganments slithering over them pulling
joints into sockets. At |ast a huge skeleton lay on the vol canic ash.

For a nonent nothing nore happened. Then suddenly, in a vivid burst of colour, red nuscle and
sinew, flesh and veins danced along its frame, covering lungs and liver, heart and ki dneys. Skin
fl owed over the whole, and silver hair sprouted fromhead and chin.

For a while Ironhand | ay naked on the ground, then took a | ong shuddering breath. H s eyes opened,
and he saw Sigarni. 'l can feel,' he said. 'The ground beneath ne, the air in ny lungs. Howis
this possible?
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"I have no idea,' said Sigarni, renoving her green cloak. She cut a hole in the centre and passed
it to the naked nan.

I ronhand stood and | ooped it over his head. 'Were are we?
"In the land of Yur-vale,' Sigarni told him 'Taliesen sent us through a magi cal Gateway.'

"It is puzzling,' he said, 'but, by Gievak, it is good to feel again - andto have two good hands
of flesh and bl ood,' he added, clenching his fists. "W is this?" he asked turning to the young
man at her side.

"It is nme, Ballistar the Dwarf. The magi ¢ nade me grow. Though not as tall as you,' he added, wth
a frown.

I ronhand chuckled. 'You are tall enough, boy. Wat now, daughter?
She pointed to the twin peaks. 'W nake for the city and find the Crown.'

Yos-shi el had been a Black River trader for nore than two hundred and seventy years, and
renenbered with great regret the ending of all that was beautiful in Yur-vale. He had been
celebrating his twenty fourth birthday when the first nountain had erupted, spewing nolten |ava
down the hillside, destroying the vineyards and the corn-fields.

It had been a bitter sumer. First the war, and then the natural upheavals which hid the sun from
the sky. Year by year it had grown steadily worse. Yos-shiel pushed his thin fingers through his
thick white hair, and stared out of the wi ndow at the quay, where nmen were |oading supplies on to
one of the three barges he woul d send down to Zir-vak after dusk. Snoked fish and tinber: the only
two itenms of any worth in Yur-vale. Yos-shiel sold themfor gold and water, in the vain hope that
one day gold would be a viable currency once nore.

The old man rose and stretched. From his wi ndow he saw a single ray of sunshine to the south and
his heart swelled. How | ong since there had been a break in the clouds? A year? Two? several of
the |l oaders saw it also, and all ceased their work.

A young man, seeing Yos-shiel at the window, called out, '"Is it a sign, master? |Is the sun
returni ng?

The pillar of light vanished. 'I do not |ook for signs any nmore,' he said softly.
Stepping out into the dull light, he counted the barrels of fish. 'There should be fifty,' he
sai d.

A huge man wearing a red shirt enbroidered with gold noved into sight. 'Two were spoiled,' he

said, his voice low, runbling like distant thunder. Yos-shiel |ooked into the man's snmall, round
eyes. He knew Cris-yen was |ying, but the man was a thug and, he suspected, a killer. The two
guards Yos-shi el had appointed to supervise the | oads had nysteriously di sappeared. He feared them
dead.

"Very well, Cris-yen, carry on." Wth a contenptuous smle the big man swung away.
"l never should have enployed him' thought Yos-shiel. '"He and his brothers will strip me of all |
have. I will be lucky to escape with ny life.' dancing up at the iron sky, he suddenly snil ed.

What is life worth now, he wondered? Would | miss it?

Sol di ers manned the ranparts of the stockade and Yos-shiel considered asking themfor help in
dealing with Cris-yen. The supplies he sent were vital to the city, and his plea deserved to be
heard. But then deserve has nothing to do with it, he realized. Cris-yen had nade friends with the
officers, giving thempresents. If | go to themand they turn against me nmy death will cone al

t he sooner, he thought.

Strolling to the edge of the quay, he stared down into the inky depths of the river. No fish swam
there now. The fleets were forced to put out far to sea in order to nake their catches.
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The barge fromthe city cane into sight, its cargo of barrels lashed to the deck. Fresh drinking
water, cleaned in the charcoal filters of Zir-vak, and fresh neat for the sol diers.

Yos-shi el wandered back to his small office and continued working on his |edgers.

Just before noon he heard a conmotion from outside, and saw his workers noving towards the

stockade gates. Yos-shiel closed the books, cleaned the quill pen, and foll owed them The gates
were open and three people had entered the stockade, two nmen and a worman. The woman was sil ver-
hai red and strikingly beautiful. Beside her was a giant in an ill-fitting green tunic, tied at the

wai st with what | ooked Iike an old bowstring; he too was silver-haired. The last of the trio was
a young man, dressed in green troos and a shirt too small for him

"Where are you fronf' asked Cris-yen, pushing to the front of the crowd and standi ng before the
woman, his hands on his hips.

"South,' she said. 'W're |ooking for passage into the city.
"And how will you pay me?

The wonman produced a small gold coin and Cris-yen |aughed. 'That's no good here, ny pretty; it

doesn't put food in mouths any longer. I'Il tell you what I'Il do, you and me will go to the
war ehouse and we' || arrange sonet hi ng.
"W'll find passage el sewhere,' she said, turning away. One of Cris-yen's brothers stepped

forward, grabbing her arm

'There's nowhere el se, you'd better listen to him' he said.
' Take your hand off my arm' said the woman icily.

The man | aughed. ' Or what ?'

The wonan ducked her head, hammering her brow into his nose. The man rel eased her and staggered
back but she |eapt, her foot cracking against his chin and catapulting himback into the crowd.
Yos-shiel saw the soldiers watching fromthe ranparts but they nmade no nove to interfere.

'That was an assault!' yelled Cris-yen. 'Take her!' Several nen rushed forward. The wonan downed
the first with a straight left. The snmaller of her conpanions rushed in and threw hinself at the
ot hers; he and several nen tunmbled to the ground.

"That's enough!' bellowed the silver-bearded giant. The sound booned around the stockade and al
activity ceased as he stepped in close to Cris-yen. '"Wll,' he said, 'you seemto be the |ead bul
of the pox-ridden herd. Perhaps you and | shoul d deci de the issue.'

Cris-yen said nothing, but his huge fist hamered into the man's chin. The giant took the bl ow and
did not nove. He nerely grinned. 'By God, son, if that is the best you have to offer you are in
serious trouble,' he said. Cris-yen tried to throw a left, whereupon the giant blocked it with his
right and sl apped Cris-yen open-handed across the cheek. The sound was |ike snapping tinber. Cris-
yen staggered to his right - then, head down, rushed the giant. The charge was nmet by a right
cross that smashed Cris-yen's jaw and spun himfromhis feet. He hit the ground face down,

twi tched once and was still.

"Achin like crystal,' muttered the giant. 'Any nore for the fray?" No one noved. The man wal ked
to the unconscious Cris-yen and calmy renoved the enbroidered red shirt. Pulling off his own
tunic, he donned the garnent. "Alittle tight,' he said, "but it will do." Wthout hurry he
stripped Cris-yen naked and clothed hinself in the nan's | eather |eggings and bl ack boots. 'That
feels better," he said. '"Now who is in charge here?

Yos-shiel stepped fromthe crowd. 'I amsir.’
"Then it is with you we shoul d di scuss passage?

"It is. And you are welconme to travel free of any charges.'
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"Good. That is nost hospitable. | amlronhand, this is ny daughter Sigarni and her friend,
Ballistar.'

"l can see why you earned your name,' said Yos-shiel

Yos-shiel offered his guests wine and food, and if he was offended by their refusal to eat, he did
not showit. Ballistar liked the little old man, and listened with relish as he told of his
troubles with Cris-yen.

‘"I don't believe he will cause you nore trouble for a while yet,' said Ironhand, '"but if you'l

take my advice you'll pronote a man to take his place i mediately, and then dismss all of his
henchnen.'

"I shall,' said Yos-shiel, "although I would be grateful if you could stay beside nme while I do
t he deed.'

"dadly," prom sed |Ironhand.

"I was amazed that Cris-yen fell so swiftly to you. | have seen him break nen's arns, and cudge
them down with hanmrer blows fromhis fists.'

' They breed them tough where we cone from' said Ballistar
"And where is that?' asked Yos-shiel.
"South,' answered Ballistar vaguely, w shing he had kept his nouth shut.

"W are from anot her world, Yos-shiel,' said Sigarni, noving to sit on the desk opposite the old
man. 'We passed t hrough a nmagi cal Gateway.'

The trader sniled, waiting for the end of the joke. Wien it didn't come his snmile vanished. 'You
are w zards?'

"No,"' said Sigarni, 'but a w zard sent us. W have conme to reclaimsonething that was lost in this
world, and return it to our own.'

"The sunlight,' said the old man. 'That was you, in the south. Wat did you do?
"I don't know what you nean,' said Sigarni. 'You nean the break in the clouds?"
Yes. It's been years since we've seen the sun. Can you make it cone at will?

"l did nothing, Yos-shiel. It was nerely ny bow. The wood began to sprout |eaves and root itself
in the soil. Then the sun shone.'

"W had wi zards once - a whole tenple of them They supervised the building of the Great Library
in Zir-vak. They were bl anmed when the sun went away and sacrificed on the high altar. The King
promi sed that with their deaths the nountains would stop spewing fire, but it didn't happen. In
the last two hundred years there have been ot her prophets who clainmed that blood sacrifice would
appease the gods, and they would relent of their punishment. But they have not. We are a dying
people, Sigarni; there is no hope for us.'

"And yet anid all this turmoil you fight a war,' she said. 'Wy?

"It was originally over a wonan. The King's grandfather fell in love with a nobl ewoman fromthe
east, but she was betrothed to the King of Kal-vak. Despite her pleas her father made her honour
her promi se, and she was sent to Kal-vak. Qur King was furious - and swore he would free her. W
went to war. Qur troops attacked Kal -vak and were repul sed. Then the first of the nountains

expl oded. Each side blaned the other for the catastrophe, clainng that treachery had alienated
the gods against us. At first it wasn't too terrible; the sunmrers got shorter, and |l ess warm but
crops still grew. But gradually the sky turned darker, and fine ash was deposited over the

farm ands. Food grew scarce, save for the fish. But even these are swinmmng far fromshore now '

"Yet the war goes on,' said lronhand. "Howis it that neither side has won? You said the battle
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was begun by the King's grandfather. How |l ong ago was that?'

"Alittle nore than two hundred and forty years. Mst of the principal players are now dead though
the war goes on for other reasons. People need to eat.'

"They eat the corpses!’' whispered Ballistar

"It isalittle like pork, I amtold,' said Yos-shiel. 'l have not eaten it nyself, but when the
time comes | don't doubt that | shall. Life is always sweet- even in the Hell of Yur-vale.' The
old man sighed. '"But tell nme, ny friend, what is the object you seek? | may be of sone

assi stance. '

' The Crown of Alwen,' said Sigarni
"l know of no such object.
"It is a winged helm bright silver, enbossed with gold."'

' The Paradise Helm' said Yos-shiel, his eyes wi dening. 'You cannot take that! It is all that

gi ves the people hope. Every twenty-five years it shows us a vision of Paradise, waterfalls and
green trees, and a nultitude standing around it, happy and smling. That is our nobst prized
artefact.'

Sigarni laid her hand on the old man's shoul ders. 'What you see is ny people standing by the A wen
Falls. Every quarter of a century the Crown reappears there, shinmering over the water. W al
gather to see it, and you in turn, it seens, gather to see us. Tell me, Yos-shiel, of the |ast
time the sun shone.'

‘It was on the day of the old King's burial. | was there as they laid himon the funeral ship and
sent it blazing on the river. The clouds broke and the sun shone for a full day. It was
magni fi cent, there was singing and dancing in the streets."

"And before that?

"I don't remenber exactly. Wait... yes, | do. Twelve years ago, at the Feast of Athling. W saw
the dawn on the follow ng day, the sun huge and red. That |lasted only nminutes.'

‘What happened on the next feast day?

"You don't understand, the Feast of Athling corresponds with the public display of the Paradise
Helm It happens only four times a century.'

For sonme tine Sigarni questioned the old man and soon Bal listar became bored with the dial ogue. He
wandered to the wi ndow, |eaned on the sill and watched the barges being | oaded.

At last the conversation died away and |ronhand broke in. 'Best bring your nen in for disnissal
old fellow,' he said, 'for we have a hankering to be on one of those barges when it pulls away.'

"Yes, | will,' said Yos-shiel. 'Thank you.'

An hour later the three sat at the stern of a forty-foot barge as the crew poled it steadily up-
river. The vessel was fortified by hinged wooden flaps along both rails, which could be raised to
of fer protection froman assault. Huge rocks had been left at intervals along both sides of the
deck, ready to be hurled down on any boat that sought to inpede the barge's progress. Arnmed nen
sat at the prow, and all of the barge workers carried [ong knives.

"So we find the tenple and steal the Crown?' said Ballistar. 'It would be best to enter it at
ni ght.'

Sigarni rose, stretched and wal ked away down the port side of the vessel. A soldier snmled at her
"Stay with your friends,' he said. 'Soon it will be so dark you will not be able to see your hand
bef ore your face.'

She thanked himand returned to the others, seating herself on a coil of rope. The |ight faded
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fast, and soon the barge was engulfed in a darkness so conplete that Sigarni felt an edge of
pani c.

"It's like being dead,' whispered Ballistar. Sigarni felt his hand brush against her arnm she took
hold of it and squeezed his fingers.

"No, it isn't,' said Ironhand. 'Death is not dark; it is bright and vile.
"How can they see to steer?' Ballistar asked.
"Quiet back there,' came a voice. 'W'|l see the city within an hour.'

There was little sensation of nmovenent within the all-enconpassing bl ackness and Si garni found
hersel f thinking back to her days with Fell, when they had hunted together and nade | ove before
the fire. He had been able to read her nmoods so well. There were tines when she had wanted not hi ng
nore than to curl up beside him stroking his skin. On such occasions he would hug her and Kkiss
her fondly. On other nights, when the fey nood was upon her she would desire to make love with
passion and fire. A ways he responded. | was good for you too, Fell, she thought. | knew you, your
t hought s and your dreans.

The first kiss had been shared on the slopes of High Druin, on a bright sumer's day. They had
raced over the four mles fromGoring's Rock to the Wite Stream Fell was faster and stronger
but his staying power could not match Sigarni's; she had doggedly clung to his trail, always
keeping himin sight until the last, long rise. Then, as he faltered, she drew ori her reserves
and passed him

At the Wiite Stream he had sunk back to his haunches and fought for breath. Sigarni brought him
water in a hastily made cup of bark

"You are a wonder, Sigarni,' he said at |last, taking her hand and kissing it.

She sat beside him |ooping her armaround his neck. 'My poor Fell! Is your pride damaged beyond
repair?

He | ooked at her quizzically. "Wy would ny pride be hurt? | did ny best.
"I liked it when you kissed nmy hand,' she said, changing the subject.
"Then | shall do it again.

"I would like it nore if you kissed nmy nouth.'

He snmiled then. 'You are very forward for a Hghland girl - | shall put it down to Gnal chmai's
poor teaching. | don't mind losing a race to a wonan |ike you, but it is not neet for you to do
t he seduci ng.

' \N]yr)l

'Because | sat up through nost of the night trying to think of a way to get you to kiss nme. It
makes a nockery of all mny planning.'

Sigarni lay back on the soft grass. 'Not at all. Go ahead. Show ne your strategy.'

He chuckled. 'Too late. | think the fox is already in the henhouse.'

"Even so, | would like to hear it.'

Rolling to his el bow he |ay beside her, [ooking down. 'I wanted to tell you that | have never

known anyone |ike you, and that when | amwi th you | am happier than at any other tine. You are
the delight in ny life, Sigarni. Now and al ways.

"You've won nme over with your fine words,' she said. 'Now the kiss, if you please.’

Ballistar's voice cut through her thoughts. 'Your hand is very warm' he whispered.
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"I was thinking good thoughts,’ she told him keeping her voice |ow

The journey continued, until at last they could see the faint Iights of the city ahead. The barge
nmoved on, approaching an arched portcullis gate. The hel msman flashed a signal with his lantern
whi ch was answered from above the arch. Then, with a great creaking and groaning, the portcullis
rose and the barge passed beneath it.

Lanterns hung from poles all along the quayside and Sigarni heard Ballistar breathe a sigh of
relief. "It was awful,' he said, 'like being blind.

"It was not awful,' said Sigarni, wstfully.

The barge cl anked agai nst the stone quay. Ironhand was the first ashore, followed by Sigarni and
Bal | i star.

"What now?' asked the warrior

W'l find some sheltered place to sleep,’ Sigarni told him 'Tonorrow we'll see the King.'
"For what purpose?' Ballistar asked.

"l shall ask for the Crown to be returned."’

"And he will just give it to you?

"Of course not, Balli. | shall offer himsonething in return.

"It will need to be a very large gift,' Ironhand pointed out.

"It will be,'" she prom sed

12

THE. CITY WAS unli ke anything Sigarni had ever seen. Cranmed together, the houses reared |ike
cliff faces, dotted with Iighted wi ndows. Narrow all eyways filtered off |like veins in the flesh of
a stone giant. Arched tunnels |l ed deeper into the city, and these boasted oil-Ilanps, hung at
regular intervals to guide the traveller. There were signs on every alley, giving names to the
streets and the w der avenues that led off fromthem Sigarni felt hemmed in and dwarfed by the
col ossal nature of Zr-vak

I ronhand was | ess inpressed. 'They have structures in Kushir of far greater beauty,' he said, 'and
there is evidence at |east of planning there. These ... huge hovels give a nan no space to
breat he. "

"It is oppressive,' agreed Ballistar. They wandered on aimessly fora while until they saw the
lights of a tavern. Ironhand headed for it. "Wait!' called Ballistar. 'How will we pay?

Il think of sonething," said |Ironhand.

The tavern was nore than half enpty, and few diners sat at the rough-built tables. There was a
| ong, tinbered drinking area at which several nen stood, downing ale. Ironhand noved to the bar
and a serving maid approached him She was extraordinarily fat, her nouth turned down at the
corners, her eyes small and seemingly set in several acres of unnecessary flesh; her enornous
breasts sagged over the bar.

"What is there on offer? asked Ironhand, as Sigarni and Ballistar noved al ongsi de.
"To eat or to drink, or both?" she countered, idly wiping at the counter with a stained rag.
"Just to drink,' said the silver-bearded giant.

"W have ale or water, or if you'd rather something hot we have a dry root tisane.'
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"And with what do we pay?
" What ?
"What currency do we need? W are strangers here and have been told that gold is of no use.'

"You don't pay,' she said, as if talking to soneone retarded. 'Everything's free ... has been for
years. So what will it be?

"Ale,' said |Ironhand.
Il have water,' said Sigarni. 'Were can we find | odgi ngs for the night?

"VWherever you choose. There's a roomupstairs that you're welcone to. There's no fire, mnd - no

wood, you see. But the oil-lanps keep the room warm enough. There's only one bed, but it's big
enough for the two of you,' she said, gesturing towards Ballistar and Sigarni. 'As for him..
wel | .

"l could always share your bed, ny pretty,' said Ironhand. '| expect it's a |arge one.

'The cheek of the man!' said the wonman, bl ushing.

"Those that don't ask never get,' said Ironhand, with a wink. 'And you' ve no idea how long it has
been since |I've enjoyed the conpany of a handsone wonan.'

' Handsone, indeed! | was a fine-looking young wormman, |'Il have you know. Men travelled far to
court me - and | don't take kindly to being nocked.

"I would never nmock you, my lovely. |I've always preferred my wonen with a litde neat on their
bones. You think on it, while you fetch us our drinks. I'ma man of consi derable patience.’

I ronhand turned away and strode to a nearby table, where Ballistar sat al ongside him ' Good God,
man, how could you nake love to that ... that... sow?'

' She | ooks m ghty good to ne, lad. Now there's your sort of wonan,' he added, pointing to another
serving maid carrying a tray to the far table. She was slimand dark-haired, no nore than
seventeen. Ballistar stared at her w th undi sguised longing. IlIl call her over,' whispered

I ronhand.

"No!"' squeal ed Ballistar

It was too late, for Ironhand waved at the girl. She finished delivering the dishes to a table by

the wi ndow, then wal ked over. 'My friend, here, ..."' began |ronhand.
"For pity's sake!' snapped Ballistar. He snmiled sheepishly at the maid. Tm... er ... sorry.'
"What he's trying to say, ny lovely,' continued Ironhand, 'is that he is sntten by your beauty.

If I were a younger man |'d fight himto the death for you. Now we are strangers in this city, and
have no understandi ng of the normal practices. It will have to suffice that he finds you

astoni shingly attractive and would Iike to spend a little time with you when you are finished with
your work. What do you say?'

The girl smled and stared hard at Ballistar, who felt he had reddened to his toes.

"He is a handsone boy,' she said, 'And you are an old devil. However, since you' ve already seduced
nmy nother - and that puts me out for the night -1 think I will spend a little time with the young
man. The roons upstairs are all nunbered. |I shall be in roomeleven in an hour or so.' Reaching
out, she cupped Ballistar's chin. 'Your beard is soft,' she said. 'l like that."'

Her not her appeared, bearing a wooden tray on which was set a pitcher of ale, a jug of water and
three tankards. She set it down carefully and turned to Ironhand. 'Don't you be drinking too nuch
of that,' she said. 'It has a habit of turning hard nmen to softness, if you take ny neaning.'

I ronhand' s | aughter bell owed out. Grasping the woman round her anple waist, he drew her into his
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| ap. Then taking the pitcher, he raised it to his lips and began to drink. Ballistar and Sigarn
wat ched in amazenent as he downed nore than half of it. 'By God, that's better,' he said. Then he

rose, lifted the astoni shed woman into the air and began to spin and dance.

' She nust weigh a ton,' whispered Ballistar to Sigarni. 'How does he do that?

Ironhand returned to the table, still carrying the woman. 'It's no good,' he said. 'l can wait not
a noment longer. |I'll see you both in the norning." So saying, he carried his conquest fromthe

room

For alittle while Ballistar and Sigarni sat in silence. At |last he spoke. 'The worman |I'mgoing to
see... | don't... what should I...?

Si gam | aughed softly. 'Do whatever conmes naturally. Sit with her and talk for a while. My advice
would be to tell her that she is your first, and that you are unskilled."'

"l couldn't do that!'

"She will know anyway. Enjoy yourelf, Ballistar. And make sure that she too has fond nmenories of
the neeting. Too nany nen get carried away by their lust, and forget that their partners need
| oving too.'

"How do I...?

"This is not a lesson, Balli. Kiss, touch and explore. Make it last. This is the one experience
you will never forget.'

He grinned. 'l can't believe this. Wen we get back I"'mgoing to pick up the little w zard and
ki ss both his w zened cheeks!"’

"He'll turn you into a spider and tread on you,'
"WIIl you be all right alone?

Leani ng forward, she covered his hand with her owmn. 'I stood in a cave and waited for denons,
Balli. I think I'Il probably survive a night in a strange inn, don't you?

They sat and talked for a while, then the young naid came for Ballistar and Sigarni sniled at the
| ook of sudden panic that flashed across his handsone face. 'Go,' she said, 'enjoy yourself.'

Al one now, she sipped the water and concentrated on the nagical events that had overtaken themin
Yur-val e. Three separate bursts of magic: the growh of Ballistar, the sprouting of the bow and
the rebirth of Ironhand. The dwarf had become a man, strong and straight. Wiy? And why the bow,
and not the arrows? She had tried to discuss it with Ballistar, but he had nerely shrugged and
said, 'It was magic. Who cares why?

But there rmust be |aws governing nmagic, she thought. Ironhand had been reborn through a piece of
dried bone. But what of the bone tips on her arrows? Wiy had they not grown into deer? And the
| eather of her belt or boots - why had these itens renained intact?

Tal i esen had warned that this was a world of strong magic, and that it would affect themfar nore
than the inhabitants of Yur-vale. Wat had he said about his fell ow sorcerer? He had eaten pork
and it had swelled inside hinf Sigarni shuddered. Like the bone of Ironhand, the flesh had
reconstituted itself in his belly and he had been ripped to pieces fromwithin by a |live and panic-
stricken boar.

Reaching for the water goblet, she winced as the cold netal edge pushed at the still healing cut
on her palm

And instantly she had the answer. On the night before the journey she had held Ironhand' s bone. On
the journey itself through the Gateway she had gripped Ballistar's hand.

My bl ood touched them The bow al so - but not the arrows!
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Sigarni rose fromher seat and wal ked upstairs to her room The bed was deep and soft, but she did
not sleep for several hours. \When she awoke Ironhand was sitting beside the bed.

"l hope your dreans were good ones,' he said. 'l had none that | can recall," she told him ' You?
"l didn't sleep a wink,' he said with a grin. 'But | could eat a horse.' 'That would not be

advi sabl e. The horse woul d eat you.' He | ooked at her quizzically and she expl ai ned about
Taliesen's warning. 'Well, then, we had better find the Crown and head back to the Hi ghl ands.

want to taste a good steak again, and snell the pines.' 'First we nmust find the pal ace, or
wherever it is that the King resides.

"You think he will just give you a national treasure? 'W'll| see.’

The King stared fromthe wi ndow of his eighth-floor study, and watched as the eneny siege engi nes
slow y approached the city's north wall. There were seven of them each around eighty feet high
clad in sheets of hamered iron and inpervious to flame arrows. \When they reached the walls, which
they would within the hour, the fighting would be hard. Cose to the wall the towers woul d | ower
their drawbridges, and fighting nmen would pour out on to the ranparts.

H s Guards would neet them blade to blade, hacking and slaying, buying tine for the engineers to
hurl fire bonmbs through the apertures. The iron cl addi ng outside would offer no protection to the
scores of men waiting on the siege tower stairs.

You are coning to your doom he told hinself. He glanced to his left, where his cerenonial arnour
was | aid out on a bench of oak. You are getting too old to fight, he thought. And what w Il happen
to Zir-vak when you fall in battle? Neither of his sons had yet reached one hundred - and even if
they had, he thought with regret, they could not shoul der the responsibilities of comrand. Perhaps
| have been too easy on them

St eppi ng back fromthe wi ndow he noved to his desk, lifting a bronze-rimred oval mrror. The face
that peered back at himwas grey with fatigue, the eyes dull. Dropping the mrror, he picked up
the letter that had arrived the previous evening fromthe nerchant Yos-shiel. Three strangers had
cone to the city, intent on stealing the Paradise Helm They would find a fine surprise waiting
for them

A servant entered the room and bowed deeply. 'Majesty, there is a woman who wi shes to see you.'
"Tell her | have no tinme today. Let her make her entreaty to Pasan-Yol!"'

"Wth respect, Majesty, | feel you nay wi sh to speak with the worman. She says she wi shes to see
you in connection with the Paradi se Hel m- and she matches the description you gave to the
soldiers."'

The King turned. 'Is she al one?

'No, her conpanions are with her, Majesty - a white-haired giant and a young nan.'
"Are they arnmed?

' They gave their weapons to the Royal Sentries.'

Intrigued, the King noved to his desk. 'Show themin - and fetch Pasan-Yol.

Bowi ng once nore, the servant departed.

As Yos-shiel had reported, the woman was very beautiful, and noved with a grace that stirred the
King's blood. 'l understand you claimto be fromanother land,' he said. 'Were mght that be?

"l could not say where in relation to Yur-vale,' she told him her voice deep, alnmpst husky. 'We
were sent through a magical Gateway.'

The King picked up the letter. 'So Yos-shiel tells me. | must say | find it hard to believe. Could
it be that you are spies, sent by the eneny?'

A squad of guards nmoved in behind the newconers, 'You wi sh themarrested, Myjesty? asked Pasan-
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Yol .

‘"Not yet,' the King told the young guardsman. 'They interest ne. So tell ne, wonan, why you are
here."'

"To bring back the sun,' she said. The silence in the roomgrew as the |listeners took in her
wor ds.

"You are a witch?' asked the King.
"I am'
"Sorcery has |ong been considered a crine here, punishable by death."'

The wonman smiled. 'Whereas stupidity has obviously not. Do you wish to see the sun shine over Yur-
val e?'

The King | eaned back in his chair. 'Let us suppose - nerely for the sake of argument - that you
could achieve this ... this mracle. Wat do you desire in return?

"I think the letter from Yos-shiel will answer that,' she told him
"You know of that - and yet you come here? Was that w se, wtch?

She shrugged. ' The wi sdom of any course can only be judged by the outcone. | offer you the sun for
a piece of nmetal. You make whatever choice seenms fitting.'

"What do you think, Pasan?' asked the King.

The young guardsnman gave a derisory laugh. 'l think they are spies, Father. Let ne interrogate
t hem'
"Yet anot her numbskull,' said Ironhand to Sigarni, in the sane tone of voice. 'You think they are

all victins of in-breeding? The guardsman's sword snaked fromits scabbard. 'Put it away, boy,’
said lronhand, 'before | take it away fromyou and swat your backside.' The guardsman took a deep
breath and dropped into a fighting position with sword extended.

"That's enough!' said the King.'Put up your blade, Pasan!’
'You heard what he said, Father!’
"Aye, | did,' answered the King, wearily. 'So |let us not be too swift to prove his point.'

"I think alittle proofwould not go amiss,' put in Sigarni to the King. 'Do you have a garden
her e?’

"Nothing grows in Zir-vak,' he said. 'But, yes, there was a garden. | do not go there now, for the
sight of it saddens ne."

"Take me there,' she said, "and | will show you sonething to lift your heart.'

The King stood and noved to the wi ndow, where the siege towers were inching ever closer. He swing
back to the woman. 'Very well, | wll hunour you. But know this, if there is no mracle | shal
not be best pleased - and the charge of sorcery will be laid agai nst you.

"If there is no mracle,' said the wonan, 'then the charge will be hard to prove.'
For the first tine the King smiled. 'Let us go to the garden,' he said.

The garden was nore than two hundred feet |ong, and had been designed around a series of w nding
whi t e- paved pat hways. There were three fountains, none of themin use, and the flower-beds were
covered with thick grey ash. Scores of dead trees lined the marble walls at the outer edges of the
garden, and the area was devoid of any life.

Sigarni felt a monent of fear as she surveyed the | andscape. What if her reasoning was flawed?
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"I"'mlooking forward to this,' said Ironhand, with a w nk.

"Well,"' said the King, 'we are here, and you promised a miracle.'" He was standing with his arns
fol ded, his son beside himw th hand on sword. The six guards stood nervously by.

Si garni approached the King. 'May | borrow your dagger, nmy |lord?" she asked.
"What nonsense is this?" storned the young nan at his side.

Sigarni frowned, then raised her armbefore him 'Mke a shallow cut, here,' she said, pointing to
her forearm

Pasan-yol drew his dagger, and drew the bl ade slowy across her skin. Blood welled, and Sigarn
wal ked to a Iine of dead bushes, kneeling down before the first and hol ding her arm above the dry
branches. Slowly drops of blood dripped to the wood.

Not hi ng happened. Sigarni stayed where she was, and gl anced at |ronhand, who was watching her
intently. She had expl ained her theory to him and he had |istened thoughtfully.

"Vell, where is this mracle? asked the King, his tone hardening.
I ronhand stepped forward and knelt beside Sigarni. 'Touch the bush,' he whispered.

Lowering her arm her fingers brushed agai nst the wood and she felt her hand grow hot. The bl ood
upon the branches di sappeared into the grey wood, which began to swell and grow. Buds appeared,

pushing out into newred growh, stretching up towards the iron sky, then darkened to green and

finally to brown. Three bl oons appeared, opening to roses the colour of Sigarni's bl ood.

She stood and turned towards the King, ready to present her arguments.

Just then a beam of sunlight pierced the clouds, illunmnating the garden. In its bright light the
Ki ng | ooked ol der, nore weary, his face lined, dark rings beneath his eyes. 'How have you done
this?' he whispered, moving to the rose and kneeling before it to snell the bl oons.

"The war nust end,' she said. 'That is all that keeps the sun at bay.'
"What are you sayi ng?

"This is a magical |and, Mjesty, where the war and the devastation feed the dark side of the
magi c. Every act of hate, of malice, of bloodlust only serves to fuel the fires beneath the
mount ai ns. You are destroying this world with your fighting. Think back to the days before, when
the sun shone. The Feast of Athling. There was a three-day truce between the arm es; when the
righting stopped the sun shone. It was the same when your father was buried: a day of truce. And
before the war Yur-vale was a paradise. Can you not see it? In sone way the feelings of the people
are magnified by the land itself. Al this hatred and violence is reflected by the | and which

like the people here, is turning on itself.’

"I told you she was a spy!' roared Pasan-Yol. 'This is all a trick to lull us.'

From sonme di stance away cane a series of dull, boonm ng sounds, and the faint clash of steel upon
steel. The sunlight faded away.

' The siege towers have reached the walls,' said the King. 'l must go now But | wll give your

wor ds serious consideration and we will neet again this afternoon. In the neantine | will ask one
of nmy servants to show you the pal ace museum There are many wonders there -including the Hel myou
seek.'

Sigarni and Ballistar bowed. Ironhand nerely inclined his head.

"Your tall friend does not care for the fornalities. Does he not knowit is wi se always to pay
respects to a king?

'"He does, ny lord,' said Sigarni. 'But he is a king hinself, and is unused to bow ng before
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ot hers."'

The King chuckl ed. 'A nonarch should have better dress sense,' he said, pointing to Ironhand's ill-
fitting red shirt. 'And you, young |ady, should have that wound dressed - unless of course you
plan to revive ny entire garden.' He swung to the young man. 'You cut too deeply, Pasan. See that
the surgeon is sent for, and that our guests are |ooked after.

'But, Father ...'

"Just do it, Pasan. | have no time for further debate.' The King strolled away, followed by four
of the guards.

Pasan glared at Sigarni. 'You may have fooled himw th your witchery, but not ne. You are an eneny
- and enenmies are to be destroyed. And | ook at your rose,' he said triunphantly. "It is already
dyi ng."'

"Aye,' she agreed sadly. 'Wth every death upon the walls. Wth every nouthful of corpse neat.
Wth every word of hate.

Sunmoni ng Bal li star and |Ironhand, Sigarni wal ked back towards the pal ace.

Her arm bandaged, the bl ood still seeping through, Sigarni sat with Ironhand and Ballistar in the
mai n hall of the Palace Miseum There were statues lining the walls, paintings hung in al coves,
but pride of place went to the Crown of Alwen, which sat upon a slimcolum of gold within a
crystal case. The Hel mshinmrered in the | anplight and |Ironhand gazed upon it w th undi sgui sed
admration. 'Had | retained the Crown,' he said softly, 'there would have been no civil war.

El arine and | could have enjoyed a peaceful reign and you, Sigarni, would have known great joy.'

"l have known great joy,' she said. 'Gwnal chmai was a fine foster-father, and | have lived a free
life in the Highlands.'

"Even so, | wish it had been different.'

"It is never wise to long for days past,' she told him 'They cannot cone again. Wiat wll you do
when we get back? WII you announce yourself and |lead the arny? You are nuch nore suited to the
task than I.

"I think not,' said the giant. 'You are the new Battle Queen. Let it be so. |I will advise - and
take an hour or two to snmite the eneny,' he added with a grin.

"I fwe get back,' pointed out Ballistar. 'There is no certainty. Wat if you are wong about this
war, Sigarni? What if the sun does not shine again?

"I amnot wong,' she said. '|I sensed it fromthe nmonent the bow sprouted | eaves. This is a | and
in torment. Everything here is unnatural. Wen the war ends, so will the upheavals of nature -1 am
convinced of it.'

"l think you are correct,' said Ironhand, 'but the fact remains that for the war to end, both
sides must agree terms. After fighting for this long, such a decision will be hard. There is
sonet hi ng el se too, daughter. If there is no peace, and the King refuses to give you the Crown,
what t hen?'

"W will leave without it - and fight the Qutlanders w thout the aid ofthePallides.’
"“I'mhungry,' said Ballistar. 'Do you think they would allow us a cooking pot? W still have sone
oats?'

"You could ask,' said Sigarni, gesturing towards the silent guards at the door. But the request
was refused, and the trio noved around the nmuseum studying the various artefacts.

Towar ds dusk several servants entered, filling the oil-lanmps and Iighting nore. Huge vel vet
curtains were drawn across the high, arched w ndows.

At last the King returned. He was wearing armour now, and | ooked even nore weary than he had in
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the norning. 'Their siege engines were destroyed,' he said, 'but the death toll was very high. |
have asked for a truce, and will meet with their King outside the walls in an hour. | want you
with me when | speak with him

"Gadly, sire,' said Sigarni

More than fifty lanterns had been set on poles outside the main gates, and a score of chairs were
set out in tw lines often, facing one another. The night was pitch-black, the lanterns barely
giving out sufficient light to see nore than a few paces. 'Fetch nore,' ordered the King, and two
of ficers noved away into the bl ackness. The King, now dressed in a sinple tunic of blue, sat down,
with Sigarni on his left and Pasan-Yol on his right.

Twenty nmore |lanterns were set out.

They waited for some tine, and then saw a sl ow noving colum of nen wal king fromthe eneny canp,
their King in the | ead, wearing silver arnour enbossed with gold. He had no hel mand Sigarni saw
that his | ean face showed the sanme edge of weariness as that of the man beside her

He did not look at the waiting party, but strode directly to a chair opposite the King of Zr-vak
and sat down.

"Wl |, Nashan,' he said at last, as his twenty-man escort fanned out behind him 'for what purpose
do you call this neeting?

The King told himof Sigarni's arrival, and of the mracle in the rose garden. The eneny | eader
was | ess than inpressed.

' Today you destroyed a few siege towers, but they proved their worth, did they not? You were hard
pressed to stop them | have now ordered fifty to be built, then Zir-vak will fall. You think nme a
fool, cousin? You seek to stave off defeat with this nonsense?

"It is all nonsense, Reva. W fight a war our grandfathers began. And for what? For the honour of
our Houses. Were is the honour in what we do?

"I will find honour,' storned Reva, 'when | have your head inpaled on a | ance over the gates of
Zir-vak.'

"Then you may have it,' said the King. 'You may take it now. If that will end the war and bring
the sun back to our lands, | will die gladly. Is that all you desire?

" The surrender of all your forces, and the opening of the gates,' denmanded Reva.
"The gates are already open,' pointed out the King. "And we will fight no nore.'
"No!' screanmed Pasan-Yol. 'You cannot betray us all.'’

"It is not betrayal, Pasan, it is a new begi nning.

The young man lurched to his feet, a dagger in his hand. Before anyone could stop himhe had
rammed the blade into his father's breast. The King groaned and fell against Sigarni. |ronhand,
standi ng behi nd the King, reached over and grabbed Pasan-Yol by the throat, dragging hi maway.
Bal listar threw hinself at the young man, wrenching the knife fromhis grasp

Sigarni |owered the dying King to the ground. 'Reval' he call ed.

The eneny King knelt by his side. 'l spoke the truth, cousin. This war is killing the land and it
must end. Not just for you and |, and our Houses, but for the land itself. You now have ny head,
and ny city. Let the hatred pass away with ny death.'

For a nonent Reva said nothing, then he sighed. "It will be as you say, Nashan. | too have a need
to see the sun.' Pulling off his gauntlet, Reva took Nashan's hand.

A man cried out and pointed upwards. A full moon had appeared in the night sky, and the glinmering
of distant stars could be clearly seen. 'It begins,' whispered Nashan
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And he di ed.

Sigarni closed the King's eyes and stood. 'A sad end to a fine nman,' she said, turning and wal ki ng
away. |ronhand rel eased Pasan-Yol, who stood staring at the noon and stars. Then he ran to his
father's body, hurling hinmself across it and sobbi ng.

Sigarni, Ballistar and Ironhand returned to the museum |Ironhand thundered his fist against the
crystal case, which exploded into fragments. Reaching inside, he drew out the Crown and passed it
to Sigarni.

"It is time to go," she said, opening her pack and stowi ng the Crown inside.

Vast nunbers of people thronged the streets, staring up at the sky as the trio nade their slow way
down to the river.There were several boats noored there and Sigarni chose a small craft, with two
oars. Loosing it fromits noorings, they clinbed aboard, and set out on the journey downstream

Sigarni sat staring back at the receding city. Ballistar put his armaround her shoul der. 'Wy so
sad, Sigarni? You saved them'

‘I liked him' she said. 'He was a good man.'
"But there is sonething else, | think? he probed.

She nodded. 'W stopped one war, and now we have the neans to pursue another. |Is our |and any
different fromthis one? How does Hi gh Druin feel about the slaughter that is com ng?

"Qur fight is not about honour, or a stolen wife,' said Ballistar. 'W fight for survival against
a pitiless eneny. There is a difference.'

"I's there? My hatred is all used up, Balli. Wen they raped ne, | wanted to see every Qutl ander
slain. That is not what | desire any nore.'

Later the followi ng day, in bright sunlight, the three stood at the circle of stones. Sigarn
unwound t he bandage on her forearmand used it to press her bl ood agai nst each of the six stones.
Then the three of them stood at the centre, hol ding hands and waiti ng.

"I'"manticipating that steak with great pleasure,' said |Ironhand.
"And | can't wait to see their faces when they see what | have becone,' said Ballistar happily.

Li ght grew around them and Sigarni felt dizziness swanp her. Then Taliesen appeared before her
and a cold winter breeze touched her face.

"Did you get it?" the w zard asked.

Sigarni did not answer. In her right hand lay the tiny bone fragnent of Ironhand, while clinging
to her left was Ballistar the Dwarf, tears flowing fromhis eyes as he stood, dressed in her
out si ze | eggi ngs.

Li ke all Hi ghlanders, Gwal chmai |oved the spring. Life in the nmountains was al ways harsh, and
people lived with the constant know edge that death waited |like a nonster beyond the firelight.
Wnter fell upon the nmountains |ike a nythical beast, robbing the |and of crops, of food, sucking
the heat fromthe soil and fromthe bones of Man

But spring, with her promise of sunshine and plenty, was a season to be |oved. The burst of col our
that appeared on the hillsides as the first flowers pushed their way through the cold earth, the
singing of birds in the trees, the fragrant bl ossom on bush and branch - all these things spoke of
life.

The ache in Gnal chmai's back had faded away in the nmorning sunlight, as he sat in the old chair on

the porch of his cabin. | alnpst feel young again, he thought happily. A faint touch of regret
whi spered across his mnd, and he opened the parchnent he had held folded in his hand. It had been
so long since he had witten anything that the words seened spidery and over-large, like a
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child's. Still, it was |egible.

Time for the last of the nead, he thought. Leaning to his right, he lifted the jug and renoved the
stopper. Tipping it, he filled his nmouth with the sweet liquor and rolled it over his tongue. He
had hi dden the nmead the year Sigarni was brought to him which had been a vintage year. Gnaal chnai
smled at the nmenory. Taliesen had wal ked into the clearing, |leading the child by the hand. In
that nmoment Gaal chmai had seen the vision of his death. That night, as the child slept, he had
taken two jugs and hidden themin the loft, ready for this day.

This day .

The ol d man pushed hinself to his feet and stretched his back. The joints creaked and cracked |ike
tinder twigs. Drawing in a deep breath, he swirled the last of the liquor in the jug. Less than
half a cup left, he realized. Shall | save it until they cone? He thought about it for a noment -
then drained the jug. Letting out a satisfied sigh, he sank back to the chair.

The sound of horses' hooves on the hard-packed ground made himstart and panic flickered within
his breast. He had waited so long for this noment - and now he was afraid, fearful of the |ong
journey into the dark. His nouth was dry, and he regretted the last swall ow of nead

"Cal myourself, old fool,' he said, aloud. Rising, he strolled out into the wide yard and waited
for the horsenen.

There were six scouts, clad in iron helns and baked | eather breastplates. They saw himand drew
t heir weapons, fanning out around himin a sem -circle. 'Good norning, my brave boys!' said
Gnal chrai

The riders edged their horses closer, while scanning the surrounding trees. 'l am al one, boys.
have been waiting for you. | have a nmessage here that you may read,' he added, waving the scrap of
par chnent .

"Wio are you, old man?' asked a rider, heeling his horse forward.

Gnal chmai chuckl ed. 'I amthe reader of souls, the speaker of truths, the voice of the slain to
come. They found the body, you know, back in your village. Upon your return they intend to hang
you. But do not let it concern you - you will not return'

The man bl anched, his jaw hangi ng sl ack
"What's he tal ki ng about?* denmanded anot her rider. 'Wat body?

Gnal chmai swung to the speaker. 'Ah, Bello, what a delight to see you again! And you, Jeraine,' he
added, smiling up at a third rider. 'Neither of you |like each other, and yet, together you wll
stand back to back at the last, and you will die together, and take the long walk into Hell side
by side. Is that a conforting thought? | hope not!

"G ve ne the nessage, old man!' demanded the first rider, holding out his hand.

"Not yet, Gaele. There is much to say. You are all riding to your deaths. Sigarni will see you
slain.'

"How is it you know nmy name?' demanded Gael e.

"I know all your nanes, and your sordid pasts,' sneered Gnal chmai. 'That is ny Gft - though when
| gaze upon your lives it becones a curse. You buried her deep, Gaele, by the river bank - but you
never thought that the old willow would one day fall ... and in so doing expose the grave. Wrse

yet, you left the ring upon her finger, the topaz ring you brought back from Kushir. Al the
vill age knows you killed her. Even now a message is on its way asking that you be returned for
trial! Fear not, brave boy, for your belly will be opened at the Duane Pass. No hanging for you!’

" Shut up!' screaned Gaele, spurring his horse forward. His sword | ashed down, striking the old man
on the crown of his head and smashing himfromhis feet. Blood gushed fromthe wound but Gaal chma
struggled to his knees.
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"You will all die!" he shouted. 'The whole army. And the crows will feast on your eyes!' The sword
sl ashed down again and Gaal chmai fell to his face in the dirt. Al tension eased fromhis framne,
and he did not feel the blades |ance into his body.

Al'l these years, he thought, and at the last | lied. | do not know whether Sigarni will win or
| ose, but these cowards will carry the tale of my prophecy back to the arnmy, and it will rage |ike
a forest fire through their ranks.

As if froma great distance, Gnal chmai heard his name being call ed.
"Il amconing,' he said.

Gael e dragged his sword clear of the old man's back, w ping the blade clean on the dead man's
tuni c. Stooping, he plucked the parchrment fromthe dead fingers and opened it.

"What does it say?' asked Bello, as the others gathered round the corpse.
"You know I can't read,' snapped Gael e.

Jeraime stepped forward. 'Gve it to nme,' he said. Gaele passed it over and Jerai ne scanned the
spi dery text.

"Wl | ?' demanded Gael e.

Jeraine was silent for a nonent, and when he spoke his voice was trenbling. 'It says, "There wll
be six. One of thema wife-killer. Gaele will strike me down. Jerainme will read ny nessage. "

Jerainme let the parchnment fall and backed away to his horse.

"He was a sorcerer,' whispered Bello. 'He said we were all going to die. The whol e arny! Dear GCod,
why did we conme here?

The arny made canp near the ruins of Cilfallen: seven thousand men, incorporating four thousand
heavily arnoured footsoldiers, fifteen hundred archers and slingers, five hundred assorted

engi neers, cooks, foragers and scouts, and a thousand cavalry. The Baron's |ong bl ack tent was
erected near the Cilfallen stream while the cavalry canped to the north, the footsoldiers to the
east and west and other personnel to the south. Leofric set sentry rotas and despatched scouts to
the north; then he returned, weary, to his own tent.

Jakuta Khan was sitting on a canvas-backed chair, sipping fine wine. He smled as Leofric entered
the tent. 'Such a long face,' said the sorcerer, 'and here you are on the verge of a glorious
expedition.'

"I dislike lying to the Baron,' said Leofric, opening a travel chair and seating hinself opposite
the red-clad nan.

‘"l told you, it was not a lie. | aw a nerchant - of sorts. Were do you think the first battle
will be fought?

' The Baron believes they will fortify the Duane Pass. W have several contingency plans for such
an eventuality. Can you not tell ne what they are planning? The fall of the forts has left me out
of favour with the Baron. He blanmes ne!’

Jakut a Khan shook his head and adopted a suitably apol ogetic expression. 'My dear Leofric, | would
dearly love to help you. But to use ny powers while Taliesen is nearby would be costly to ne -
perhaps fatal. The old man is not without talent. Wen he departs | will reach out and, shall we

say, observe them Relax, ny boy. Enjoy the wine. It really is very good.

Leofric sighed. He knew the wine was good; it had cost a small fortune. Accepting a goblet, he
sipped the liquid appreciatively. 'You said you had tried to capture the worman before, and had
failed. Is she charmed? Is this Taliesen as powerful as you?

"Interesting questions,' said Jakuta Khan, his jovial round face now | ooking serious and
thoughtful. 'l have pondered them often. The first attenpt was thwarted by Taliesen and a
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Hi ghl ander naned Caswal |l on. They took her as a babe, and hid her... here. At that time | did not
know of Taliesen's existence, and therefore had no plan to cope with him By the time | found her
hi di ng pl ace she was a small child; her foster-nother threw her fromthe cabin wi ndow, and she ran

to a nearby waterfall. There Caswall on and Tali esen once nore intervened, though how they cane to
be there at that precise tine, | do not know. They could not have stopped ne, for | was well
prepared. Sadly, a third force intervened; | believe it was a spirit. He aided her again - and

that cost the life of the dearest of ny acolytes. But there it is. That is |life and we cannot
grunmbl e. But | ast week | used one of the four great spells. Infallible. Either the victimdies, or
the sender. | risked everything. And nothing happened. Curiously, the denon | summned di sappeared
as soon as ny spell was conplete. | can tell you, Leofric, |I have spent many a | ong night since
thi nking over that problem | know it is hard for you to inmagine, but think of aimng a bow at an
eneny and loosing the shaft. As it flies through the air, it disappears. It was like that. The
gquestion is, where did the denon go?

"Did you find an answer?' asked Leofric, intrigued.

"l believe so. | cast the spell just outside Citadel town, inside a circle of ancient stones. They
are believed to be Gateways to other worlds. In sone way | believe | activated the Gateway. Even
so, the creature was conpletely attuned to Sigarni. Therefore wherever it went, she would have
been there al so. Mstifying.

Leofric refilled his goblet. 'Does that nean the creature is still |ooking for her?

"It is possible. In fact, it is nore than likely. The Gateways operate through time as well as
space, and even now he is winging his way towards her. Wat a cheering prospect - I'll drink to
that!’

"Way do you hate her so? Has she done you sone harn?'

' Good Heavens, Leofric, | do not hate her. |I don't hate anyone. Such a harnful enotion! | rather
admire her, don't you? But | need what she has. The blood royal! Al the great spells require

bl ood royal. And anything can be achieved with it, lead to gold, inmortality - of a kind -
physical strength. As linmtless as the imagination.'

'She's just a Highland woman, for God's sake. Wat royal bl ood does she carry?

"What bl ood? How arrogant of you, Leofric. Your own King does not carry the blood royal, though
his grandsons might. Sigarni is the daughter of the great King, |Ironhand, who was done to death by
assassins centuries ago. He had a fortress near here, colossal and i npregnable. Only the
foundati on stones are left.'

' Then how coul d she be his daughter?
'She was carried through a Gateway in time. Do you not |isten, ny boy?
"I think the wine nust be going to ny head,' Leofric admtted. 'It all sounds like gibberish.'

"OF course it does,' said Jakuta Khan soothingly, |eaning forward and patting the young man's
knee. 'But that is the sinple answer to your question. Her blood carries power, and | need that
power. If there was a way to utilize it without killing her, | would. For I amnot fond of death.

Leofric refilled his glass for the second tine. 'You are a strange man, Jakuta. Perhaps you are
i nsane. Have you thought of that?'

"You are full of interesting ideas, Leofric. It makes you a joy to be with. Let us exam ne the
prem se. Insanity: not being sane. Yet how do we establish sanity? Wuld we, for exanple, look to
the majority of people and claimthemas normal and sane?’

" That seems reasonable,' agreed Leofric.

"But the King is not normal like them is he? He is an extraordinary man, as is the Baron. Does
t hat nake theminsane?

"Ah, | see what you are saying,' said Leofric, leaning forward and spilling his wine. 'But then
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normality is not just a question of who farns or who rules. It is surely an ability to discern
right fromwong, or good fromevil, perhaps.’

"Now t he waters becone even nuddier, ny boy. If a farnmer sees a neighbour with a bigger section of
| and, and nore wealth, and sets out to nurder him is he evil?

"Cf course.'

"But if a king sets out to destroy his eneny's kingdomin order to swell his own treasury, then
he, by that exanple, is evil also.'

"Not so!' insisted Leofric, aware he was on dangerous ground. 'There may be many reasons why a
nati on goes to war. Security, for exanple, protecting one's borders.'

"OfF course, of course,' agreed Jakuta. 'And this war? Against an eneny with no arny to speak of, a
pretend war for the purpose of self-glorification, is this evil?'

'For God's sake keep your voice down!

"Sanity is not easy to establish, is it, Leofric? All I knowis that one man's good i s anot her
man's evil. That is the way life works: it favours the rich and the powerful, it always has and
suspect it always will. | amnot rich, but I ampowerful. | intend to become nore powerful.'’

"As powerful as this Taliesen?

"Less and nore. He is a curious fellow He has vast resources, and chooses not to use them You
would like him | think, Leofric. He knows nore about the Gateways than any nman alive. Yet he
lives like a peasant, and dresses worse. He has a cloak of feathers that has seen better days, and
he has all owed his body to become old and wi zened. W have not conversed, but | woul d nake a wager
that he believes his powers to be a gift from sone suprene source, to be used wi sely and

careful ly."’

"Perhaps he is right.'

"Perhaps. | cannot disprove his theories, but | tend towards disbelief. | have conversed wth
denmons who serve a greater denon, and | have known holy nmen who claimto have spoken with God
Whereas |, nore powerful than nost, have never felt the need to serve either God or the Devil, and

nei ther of them has seen fit to approach ne.’
"How wi | | you know when Tal i esen has |eft the Hi ghlands?
"Oh, | will know. '

In the norning Leofric felt that he had a caged horse inside his skull, trying to kick its way to
freedom H s head pounded and the bright sunlight induced a feeling of nausea. Jakuta Khan, who
seened untouched by the excesses of the night before, sat quietly, watching the dawn. Leofric
stunbled fromthe tent and nade his way to the stream where he stripped off his tunic and bat hed
in the clear, cold water

Wet and shivering, he dressed and wal ked to the Baron's tent. As he had expected the Baron was
al ready awake, and was sitting at his travel desk exam ning maps. Leofric entered and bowed. ' Good
morning, my lord. | trust you slept well?

The Baron rubbed at the black |eather eye-patch he wore. 'I have not slept well since that damed
bird tore out nmy eye. Wiat news?'

' The scouts are not in yet sir. Shall | fetch you breakfast?

'Not yet. How do you think they will defend the pass?' The Baron spread out a series of nmaps on
the rug at his feet. Leofric crouched down and studi ed them

" They have few choices, sir. My spies tell ne the Pallides had pl edged thensel ves to Sigarni. That
brings the total of her force to just over three thousand - not quite enough, | would inmagine, to
defend the eastern slope. They would be too thinly stretched and we coul d outflank them The
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western slope is shorter, but that would nean |leaving a gap in their eastern defences, through
which a force of cavalry could ride, creating havoc in their villages. O course, they may try to
defend both slopes, or they may, if desperate, choose to occupy the flat-topped hill at the north
end of the pass. The slopes are steep and a shield-ring would be hard to penetrate.’

"In what way do you see this as a desperate nove?' enquired the Baron

"W woul d surround them and there would be no neans of escape. They woul d be ganbling all on
being able to hold us, wear us down, then counter-attack."'

'l agree,' said the Baron. 'So which do you believe they will choose?

‘Il amnot a warrior, ny lord, and | do not fully understand their nentality. | would, however,
think it likely they will try to occupy the western slope. It is wooded, and covered with
boul ders. W woul d be forced to attack nmany tines to discover the areas in which they are weak.'

"Aye, they'll try to be canny,' said the Baron. 'That black traitor Asmdir will see to that.
Their line will be of varying strength, at its nost powerful where an attack is likely.' He
stabbed his forefinger at a point on the first map. 'Here, where the slope is not so steep, and
here, where the tree line thins. W will attack both sinultaneously with the infantry. But the
cavalry will strike here!

" The hi ghest ground? Is that wi se, ny |ord?

"Asmidir knows the way we fight, Leofric. Therefore we change. If | amwong we will lose a few
score cavalry, but the outcome will remain the same. What of supplies?

Leofric rubbed at his eyes, praying that his head woul d stop pounding. '|I comuandeered as many
wagons as were available, my lord, and they should start arriving by late this afternoon. The nen
will be on short rations until we take the Pallides villages and the cattle there.'

‘"W have your negligence to thank for that,' snapped the Baron. '|I shall not swiftly forget the
fall of your inpregnable forts. If you were not nmy cousin, | would have had you flayed alive.'

"I amvery grateful to you, sir,' said Leofric dutifully. The sound of horsenen approaching

all owed himto avoid further enbarrassnment and he rose swiftly and noved outside. The first of the
scout troops were returning. Lightly armed on fast horses, they could nove swiftly across the
countryside. Al were veterans of many camnpai gns, and had travelled with the Census Taker in the
autumm in order to accustom thenselves to the | and.

The |l ead rider dismunted, the other four riding off towards the cook-fires. The nman sal uted.
"Your report? denmanded Leofric.

"No sign of the eneny, sir. W killed one old nman who ran at us with an ancient broadsword, and we
spotted sonme foresters heading south but, as ordered, we avoided contact. The Loda fort has been
pl undered and the walls part dismantled. We rode to the Pallides fort, and this has seen sinmlar
treatnment.’

"Any activity at Duane?

‘"None that | could see, sir, and | thought it best not to push too far. We'll head out again after
the nmen have eaten and acquired fresh nounts.'

"CGood. W will be noving on to the Loda fort within the hour. When you return, nake your report to
me there.'

"Yes, sir.'
The Baron appeared and called out to the man as he was about to nount his horse.

"You, how many foresters were headi ng south?

"Around a score, sir. Maybe a few nore hidden by the trees.'
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"Not an attacking force, then?
"l don't believe so, sir. | think they may have been hunting. | expect food is scarce about now.'

"That's all,' said the Baron, noving al ongside Leofric as the man saluted and turned away. ' How
many men do you have guarding the supply wagons?"

"Two troops, ny lord, and a section of infantrymen.'

' Send back another fifty cavalrynen. | don't think they are hunting deer, they are seeking to cut
our supply line.’

"Yes, sir. I'll do that inmediately.
"And give the orders to take sone of themalive for questioning.'
"Yes, sir.'

"Now you can order nme that breakfast,' said the Baron, returning to his tent.

Asm dir fought to keep hinself calm 'Sigarni, listen to ne, you cannot continue to risk
everything on a single throw of the dice. W have enough nen now to hold the western slope. W can
wear them down, harry their flanks, disrupt their supply lines. There is sinply no need for us to
t ake unnecessary chances.

"I hear what you say, Asmidir, and | will consider it,' she said. 'Leave ne now.'

She wat ched hi m depart, knowing his turmoil. He was a soldier, a strategist, and his hatred of the
CQutl anders had seeped into his bones. He had travelled far to find an eneny capable of inflicting
savage defeats on his enemes, and now he felt it was all at risk. As indeed it was..

Fel | had stood by silently during the exchange, and she turned to him 'You are slowto offer your
opi ni ons, general ?

He laughed. 'I'mno general. | ama forester and proud of it. Wat he says nakes sense to ne, but
who am | to argue with the great Battle Queen of the Hi ghl ands?

"Stop it, Fell,' she said irritated. 'Just tell me what you think.'

' The man understands war - and he knows the ways of the Qutlanders. The western sl ope nust be
defended, for it leads into our heartland. He knows it. You know it. The Qutlanders knowit."'

"Exactly nmy point,' said Sigarni. 'W all know where the dangers lie - therefore it is time to
think of something different. And, by God, | shall!' She sat in silence for a few nonents. 'Any
sign of Gnal chmai yet?' she asked.

"No. | think he headed hone.'
"To die,' she said, softly.

"Aye. His time had cone, he said. He told me he was due to die in the spring - even knew the face
of the soldier who woul d do the deed.

"He did not say goodbye,' she said. 'He took nme in when the beasts slew nmy... parents, and he
cherished nme throughout ny chil dhood. Why woul d he | eave without sayi ng goodbye?

"He knew the day and the hour, Sigarni. He left soon after you set off for the Crown. He spoke to
Tal i esen just before he departed; naybe the wi zard can tell you nore.'

"And what of Ballistar?
Fel | shook his head. 'Nothing yet, but Kollarin is seeking him'

"It broke his heart, Fell. He wanted you to see himas he was in that other world, strong and
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strai ght. He even bedded a woman there. It is often said that what is never had cannot be nissed.
I think that is true. All his |life he has yearned to be |ike us. Then it happened, and he
experienced a joy he could not have dreanmed of. The return was a living nightnmare for him

"You look tired, Sigarni. Perhaps you should rest for a while.
"No,' she told him 'I need to see Taliesen before he | eaves. WIIl you fetch hin?
"And then you will rest?

She nodded. As Fell left the cabin Sigarni felt the truth of his words. Her bones ached with
weari ness, and her mnd seened to float fromproblemto problem never settling. How | ong since
you sl ept, she asked hersel f? Three days? Four?

Tal i esen entered. 'The eneny is six thousand strong,' he said, 'and they will be here in two days.
I wish you good fortune, Sigarni. It all rests now on your skill, and the courage of your nen.'

"I wish you could stay, Taliesen. Your powers would be nore than useful.’
"l shall return when the battle is over.'
"You are assunming that we will conquer?

"No,' he said sadly. 'I am naking no assunptions. | have seen many futures, Sigarni. In sone you
win, in others you die.'

' They cannot all be true,' she pointed out.

"Ch, they can,' he said softly. 'l long ago | earned that there are many worl ds identical to our
own. When we travel between them all things are possible. If you are dead when | return | wll
travel more Gateways, seeking a Sigarni who survived.'

"Way not seek her now - and then tell ne how she did it?

He smiled 'l like you, Battle Queen. Truly. And now | nmust go. Have you spoken to Ironhand since
he |l ost his second life?

"Yes. His hurt is considerable, but he is still with ne,' she said, touching the pouch hangi ng at
her throat.
"I amsorry for the dwarf. | did not know that he woul d be so affected beyond the Gate.

"Kollarin will find him Ballistar is strong; he will recover. Go in peace, Taliesen.

The ol d man bowed once nore and wal ked to the door. Sigarni stretched herself out on the narrow
pal | et bed.

And drifted into the bliss of a dream ess sl eep.

Wien she awoke |ronhand was sitting beside her. The old King was clad once nore in his silver
armour, with a great wi nged hel mupon his head, his beard braided. 'How |l ong have | been asl eep?'
she asked.

"Three hours. Fell is outside the cabin and is allow ng no one in.'

"Now is the tinme for decisions,' she said, sitting up and rubbing the sand of sleep from her eyes.
"And it frightens ne.'

"As it should. Alittle fear is like yeast to the spirit, encouraging it to grow strong."'
"What if | make a mistake now?'
"Then all die,' he told her bluntly.

She took a deep, calming breath. 'What advice can you offer ne?
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"You are the Queen of the Highlands, ny daughter, and | am proud of you. But now you nust |earn
the one, terrible | esson of nonarchy. That you are alone. The decision is yours. Wn or |ose, you
carry the weight. For what it is worth, however, | will offer one thought - seek out the wife of
Torgan.'

"You know her?

"I was with you when you spoke last to her. She made you smile, and she nmade you cry. Both were
good for you.

' Then you cannot say whi ch defensive plan would be the best for us? | was relying on you
I ronhand. You have fought so many battles. You won them all.

"No, | didn't. Wsh | had. | was always too headstrong. | just won the inportant ones. Seek out
the wonan, then nmake a decision. Stick to it, and be firmin your |eadership. If you have doubts,
hi de them You are the Battle Queen. They will all look to you, now and al ways."

"You will be with nme on the battlefield?
"Aye, then | will seek Elarine and the fields of glory.'

The image shi mered and vani shed. Sigarni rose and called out to Fell, who entered the room and
knelt beside her. 'You were talking in your sleep,' he said.'l could not make out the words.'

‘I amgoing for a walk. WIIl you join ne?
"I amat your conmand,' he told her.

‘"l am asking you as a. friend, Fell,' she told him holding out her hand. For a nonent only he
stared at it, then their fingers touched. She | ooked into his deep brown eyes, and watched his
snile grow

"l love you, Sigarni,' he said, his voice thickening. 'Always did, always will. \Wlcone hone.'

Toget her they wal ked fromthe cabin and down the hillside. The snow was nelting fast, and spring
flowers were everywhere. 'Is Torgan still here?" she asked.

"As far as | know. He and his wi fe have taken | odging with Fyon Sharp-axe. Are you going to give
hi ma command?

"Yes,' she said, 'under you.'
"Why? The man insulted you - and all of us.'

"But he's a Highlander, Fell, and a brave nman. He deserves a second chance - for his wife and
famly if for nothing else.'

"Why the change, Sigarni? Wiat has happened to you?

"Perhaps it is High Drain,' she said, with a smile. 'Perhaps he spoke to ne. Wen | went through
the Gateway to that strange land | could alnpost feel its enotions. Yet the people there could not.
I think it is the sane here. The | and cannot abide hatred, Fell. And | have no place left in ny
heart for it. Tonorrow we fight the Qutlanders —because we nust. We will destroy themif we can -
but only because we nust. Torgan was wong, but he believed hinself right and acted with the best
interests of his clan at heart. Now he suffers shame. | shall end that.'

As they approached the end of the tree line Sigarni turned towards Fell and curled her arms around
his neck. 'l hated you when you |left me, and when | heard about the death of your wife | was gl ad.
It shanmes nme to adnmit, and | feel sorrow now.'

Di ppi ng his head he kissed her tenderly. "This is all | ever wanted, Sigarni. | know that now "

'Leave ne here, Fell. | will see you later - at the neeting hall. There I will announce our battle
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plan.'
"And after that?
"W will go home. Together.'

Sigarni wal ked down the wi nding | ane to the hone of Fyon Sharp-axe. Loran, Torgan, and the huge
warrior Mereth were sitting in the sunshine with the Hunt Lord. Al rose as Sigarni approached.

"You are wel come, lady,' said Fyon, with a short bow.

Loran fetched a chair for her, and they sat. Torgan renai ned standing, then turned towards the

house. 'Wait,' said Sigarni. 'I would val ue your counsel.'
"Do you wish to shane me agai n?' he asked, standing tall, his eyes angry.
"No. | want you to be at the neeting tonight. Tonorrow you will conmand the Farlain w ng, under

Fell's | eadership.'

Torgan stood stock-still, and she could see the anger replaced by wariness. 'Wiy are you doi ng
this?' he asked.

"I need strong nen in positions of authority. You may decline if you choose.'
"No! | accept.

' God. The neeting begins at dusk. Is Layelia in the house?

"Yes,' said Torgan, still stunned. 'Shall | fetch her?

"No. | will find her.' Sigarni rose and left the nen to their conversation. As she passed Torgan
he called out to her

"Wait!' Dropping to one knee, he bowed his head. 'My sword and ny life,' he said.

It was an hour before dusk as Sigarni set out fromthe Pallides village. The afternoon was cl ear
and bright, the sun dappling the new | eaves on the trees. She felt belter than she had in days,
her m nd cl eansed of doubt. Watever the outcone now, she felt that her plan was the best chance
for Highland success.

Breaking into a run, she raced up the track, her body revelling in the exertion. As she ran she
noticed a m st spreading out fromthe undergrowth. At first she ignored it, but it thickened
suddenly, swirling around her. Sigarni slowed. The trees were indistinct now, nere faint shadows
in the grey. dancing up she saw that the nist was al so above her, bl ocking the sun

Unafraid, yet with growi ng concern, she wal ked on, heading upward. The trail was no | onger beneath
her feet, but if she continued clinbing she would arrive at the encanpment. A Iine of bushes
appeared directly before her and she tried to skirt them noving to the left. The undergrowth was
t hi cker here, the ground fl at.

Her irritation grew, but she pushed on

After a while she cane to a gap in the nmist, a small hollow inside a ring of oak trees. The m st
clung to the outer ring, and rose up over the dip to forma grey done. There was a man sitting on
the grass at the centre of the hollow, portly and friendly of face. Looking up, he smled broadly.

"Wl come, Sigarni. At last we neet in perfect circunstances.'

'l saw you die at the Falls, ripped to pieces,' she said, her hand closing around the hilt of her
dagger .

"Happily that was an acolyte of mne. | say happily, though | miss himdreadfully. Happily for ne,
| shoul d have said.'

"You will not find today so happy,' she told him draw ng the bl ade and advanci ng towards him Her
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|l egs felt suddenly heavy, as if she was wadi ng through knee-deep mud. The knife was a terrible

weight in her hand ... it dropped slowy towards her side, then tunbled fromher trenbling
fingers.

"You are quite correct,' he said, 'I do not find this a happy experience. You have done well anobng
your barbarian friends and, were you to live, | believe you could cause the Qutlanders

consi derabl e enbarrassnment. Sadly you must die - would that it were different.' Pushing hinself to
his feet, he drew a slender curved bl ade and advanced towards her. Sigarni fought to nove, but
could not. The knife cane up and he took the neck of her tunic between the pudgy fingers of his

|l eft hand and cut away the cloth, exposing her breasts. 'l apol ogize for this apparently unseemny
behavi our,' he said amably. 'I have no intention of soiling your virtue. It is just that | need
to make the correct incision for the renoval of your heart.

"Whay are you doing this? she asked him 'Wat have | ever done to you?

"As | recall, my dear, you used to hunt hares for sport. Wat had they ever done to you? W are
not dealing here in petty squabbles or feuds. | ama sorcerer and a student of the universe. It is
wel I known anong my peers that certain sacrifices are considerably nore powerful than others. A
man, for exanple, will provide nore power than ... a hare. But the blood royal! Ah now, that is a

priceless conmmodity.' Taking a small chunk of charcoal from his pocket, he drew a |ine between her
breasts and along the rib line on her left side

"Ironhand!" she cri ed.

"Ah,' he said, stepping back, 'so he was -the nysterious force. Fascinating! Sadly, however, ny

dear, | have established a mystic wall around this hollow. No spirit can enter here, so save your
breath. Your friend will not hear you either, for the m st danpens all sound. Now what | am about
to do is renove your heart. There will be no pain. | amnot a savage, and your death will be
swift.'

"Gve nme until tonorrow,' she begged him 'Let ne save ny people first!

He chuckl ed. ' And you, of course, will give ne your word to return?

"Yes, | will. | swear it.

" Ah, but you know what you hunters say - a hare in the bag is worth ten in the burrow. Let us
merely hope that your officers will performably without you. Now, do you have a God you wish to
make a final prayer to?

"Yes,' she said, silently praying for the return of Taliesen.

"Then make it brief, ny dear, for | wish to return to Leofric's tent. He has a fine stock of w ne
which | amlooking forward to savouring. This country air does not suit me. | was born to exist
within well-stocked cities. Let me know when you are finished, Sigarni. And do not waste your tinme
seeking to contact Taliesen. He has gone back to his own tine and is too far away to be of

assi stance - even could he hear your thoughts, which he cannot. | amafraid, dear |ady, you are
all alone. There are no creatures of nyth or legend to help you now.'

"Don't be too sure,' she said, with a smle

"Ch, | amsure,' he said. The knife rose andjakuta Khan | eaned forward, then arched back with a
cry. He staggered several paces, his hand scrabbling at his back, where a bone-handl ed knife
jutted fromhis kidneys. Sigarni felt the spell holding her dissipate and fall away. She |unged
for her dagger and sprang at the sorcerer, ramm ng her blade into his fat belly and ripping it up
towards his lungs. His screamwas high-pitched and pain-filled as he sank to the ground. 'Ch, you
have wounded ne!' he cried.

Ballistar ran forward to stand beside Sigarni and Jakuta Khan | ooked up at him his eyes already

msting in death. 'A dwarf,' he whispered, surprised. '|I have been killed by a dwarf!
He turned his dying eyes upon Sigarni. "It is ... not over. | sent a ... denon. He is lost
somewhere in tine. But one day .. . when you ook into his eyes .. . renenber ne!' And he sl unped
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face down on the grass.
"Your arrival was nost tinmely,' she said, kneeling beside the dwarf and ki ssing his bearded cheek

" Gnal chmai appeared to nme. Told ne to be here. | was ready to kill nyself, but he said I would be
needed, that | could help the cl ans.

"Ch, Balli, if you had died nmy heart woul d have been broken. Cone, let us go to the neeting!’

"l suggest you dress yourself first,' he said.

13

FELL. LAY AWAKE, Siganii's sleeping body pressed closely against himand her head upon his
shoul der. Lady lay at Sigarni's left, her black flanks gleaming in the firelight. The coals in the
iron brazier were burning |l ow now, and the cabin was bathed in a gentle red gl ow

Fell had stood at the back of the neeting hall and watched the faces of her officers as she
outlined her battle plans. At first they had been shocked, but they had |listened to her argunents,
delivered quietly but forcefully, and had offered no objections. Each of the officers had been
given a task - save for Fell.

He had returned to the cabin with Sigarni, and their |ovemaki ng had been tender and joyous. No
wor ds spoken throughout, but both experiencing an intensity that led to tears. Fell had never
known anything like it; he felt both conplete and fulfilled. In all his adult Iife he had dream
of nonments like this, to be at one with the object of his |ove.

The night was quiet, and the entire world consisted of nothing nore than the four walls he could
see and the glowing fire that warnmed the cabin. Tonorrow the great battle would begin and, God
willing, after that he and Sigarni could begin a newlife together. Once the Baron was defeated,
they could send enmissaries to the Qutland King and end a war neither side had truly wanted. Then he
and Sigarni could build a home near the Falls.

She moaned in her sleep and he stroked her silver hair. She awoke and smled sleepily. 'You should
be asl eep,' she said.

"I amtoo happy for sleep,' he told her. Her hand stroked down his warm belly and arousal flared
instantly.

"Then | shall tire you,' she said, sliding her body over his. Her nouth tasted sweet and he snelt
the perfume of her hair, felt the warnth of her body.

At | ast the passion subsided and he sighed. 'Are you ready for sleep now?' she whispered into his
ear.

"You held them Sigarni,' he said proudly. "All those warriors and greybeards! They stood and
listened and they believed. | believe! It is so hard to think of you now as the huntress who |ived
al one and sold her furs. It is as if you were always waiting to be a queen. Even Bakris Toot h-gone
speaks of you with awe. Were did you send him by the way?

'Sout h,' she said.

1 \N]y?l
"To cut their supply lines. God, Fell, I wish this was over. | don't want to be a Battle Queen.'
"W can end it tonbrrow,' he said. 'Then we'll build a house. You know the flat land to the west

of the Falls? |I've often thought that it would nmake a splendid hone. Alittle back fromthe pool
so that the noise of the Falls would be filtered by the willows. There's good grazing |and close
by, and I know Grane will loan ne sonme breed cattle.'

"It sounds ... wonderful,"” she told him
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"There's good hunting too.

At the sound of their voices Lady awoke and pushed herself between them Sigarni stroked the
hound's ears. 'It is a fine dream' said Sigarni. 'Now let's get sonme rest.

"What do you nean, a drean?' Fell asked.

"The war will not be over with one battle,' she said sadly. 'If we sin, the Qutlanders will see it
as a blowto their pride. They will have no alternative but to send another army north.

"But it makes no sense!'’

"War makes no sense, Fell. Let's talk about it all tonmorrow.'
"Aye, we'll do that,' he said. 'I will be proud to stand beside you."'
"You won't be beside ne, Fell. | need you and your nmen to take up a position away fromthe battle,

on the right. They will break through on the western slope, and head for the encanpnents. They
must be stopped. Destroyed. Hold the right, Fell. Do it for ne!

"Oh, God!' he whispered, his stomach knotti ng.
"What is it?" she asked, concern in her voice.

"Not hing," he assured her. "It is all right, just a little cramp in nmy leg. You are right,
Sigarni. W should sleep now Cone, put your head on ny shoul der.’

Sigarni sat up and pushed Lady away. 'Back to your blanket, you hussy!' she said. 'He is nine
al one!"’

Settling down beside himw th her armacross his chest, she fel

asl eep al nost inmediately. But for Fell there would be no rest that night. He remenbered the night
at Gnal chmai's cabin, and the drunken words of the Dreaner.

"But | know what | know, Fell. | know you 'Il live for her. And | know you 'Il die for her. "Hold
the right, Fell. Do it for nme!" she "Il say. And they "Il fall on you with their swords of fire,
and their lances of pain, and their arrows of farewell. WII you hold, Fell, when she asks you?
Gnal ch | ooked up, his eyes bleary. 'I wish I was young again, Fell. I'd stand al ongsi de you. By
God, 1'd even take that arrow for you.

No house by the Falls. No golden future in the sunshine on the nmountains. This one night is al
there is, he realized. He felt the panic in the pit of his belly, and in the palpitations of his
heart. Fell so wanted to wake Sigarni again, to tell her of Gaal chnmai's prophecy. Yet he did not.

Instead he held her to himand |istened to her soft breathing.
"WIllyou hold, Fell?
Aye, he thought, | will hold.

The I oss of a group of his scouts was not entirely unexpected, and the Baron had despatched four
nmore nen to scout the Duane Pass. Only one returned - and he had an arrow wound hi gh on the right
shoul der.

"Wel | ?' asked the Baron.

The man's face was grey, and he was in great pain. 'As you predicted, lord, they have taken up a
position on the flat hill. Awall of shields. | estinate there are al nbst three thousand warriors
there.'

"Their full force?" The Baron | aughed and turned to his officers. 'See what happens when a wonan
| eads? What fools they are!' Swinging again to the wounded scout, he asked, 'Wat of the western
sl ope?’
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"Around a hundred nen hidden in the trees. | got pretty close before they saw ne.'
"To the east?

‘Il saw no one, sir.'

'Good. Go and get that wound seen to.

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.

The Baron gat hered his officers around him 'You have all studied the naps, and you will realize

that their position is a strong one. We nmust first encircle the hill; that will stretch us thin in
places, but it is too high for themto nake a swift sally down upon us.' He fixed his attention on
atall, lean cavalryman. 'Chaldis, you will take half the cavalry and a thousand foot. Kill the

defenders on the western slope and attack their encanprment and the surrounding Pallides villages.
"Yes, my lord,' Chaldis responded.
"Where i s Cheops?' asked the Baron

"Here, ny lord,' answered a short, stocky figure in uniformof brown |eather, pushing forward from
t he back.

"You will take your archers to the eastern slope and pepper them | will initiate attacks fromthe
western side. Be wary, Cheops. | would sooner your arrows fell a little short than sailed over the
def enders and struck our own nen. Nothing so denoralizes a fighting man as to fear death fromthe
shafts of his own archers."'

"You can rely on us, ny lord."'

"Leofric, you will conmmand the cavalry wing. Skirt the hill and continue sporadic raids fromthe
north side. Use only the heaviest arnmoured | ancers. The eneny will have good bownen on that
hilltop. Do not push too far. Hit hard, then break away. It will be the infantry who apply the
hamrer bl ow. '

" Understood, ny lord."'

"CGentlenen,' said the Baron, with a rare snmle. 'A magnificent opportunity lies ahead of us. In
the south there is a great panic concerning these rebel Hi ghlanders, and when we have defeated
themthe King will make sure you are rewarded for your efforts. But remenber this, though they are
barbarians and scumthey still know howto fight. |I want the woman alive; | will send her in
chains to the capital. As to the rest, slaughter themto a man. God is with us, gentlenmen. Now | et
us be about our duties.’

The Baron strode to his tent and ducked below the flap. Once inside he turned his attention to the
H ghl ander, sitting flanked by two guards. The nman was of nedium height, with greasy dark hair and
a wide nouth. He did not |ook the Baron in the eye.

"Your information was correct,' said the Baron. 'The bitch has fortified the hill-top.

"As | told you, ny lord,' said Bakris Tooth-gone, starting to rise fromhis chair. But a soldier
pressed his hand on Bakris' shoul der, easing himback into the seat.

'Treachery always fascinates ne,' said the Baron, flicking his fingers and pointing to a jug of
wine. A servant filled a goblet and passed it to his lord; the Baron sipped it. 'Wy would one of
Sigarni's captains betray her?"

‘It's a lost cause, nmy lord,' said Bakris bitterly. "They're all going to die. And | want to

live.What's wong with that? In this life a man nmust | ook out for hinmself. |I've never had nothing.
Now by your |eave, I'll have sone gold and sone | and.'
"CGold and | and,' echoed the Baron. '| have sworn to see every Highlander slain and you are a

Hi ghl ander. Way should | not kill you?
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Bakris grinned, showi ng stained and broken teeth. 'You won't get themall in this one battle,
lord. | know all the hiding places. | was a forester; | can |ead your soldiers to where they run
to. And I'Il serve you well, lord."'

"I think you will," the Baron agreed.

Three servants set about dressing the Baron in his black armour, buckling his breastplate, hooking
the gorget into place, attaching his greaves and hinged knee protectors. Accoutred for war, he
strode to his black stallion and was hel ped into the saddl e.

Touching heels to the stallion's flanks, he rode to the front of the battle line and lifted his
arm

The arny noved on towards the nouth of the Duane Pass.

To the Baron's surprise there were no flights of arrows fromthe rearing cliff faces on either
side, nor any sign of defenders on the gentle slopes to left and right. Ahead the sun gli mered on
the shield wall of the defenders, as they ringed the flat-topped hill half a mle distant.

A long time ago the Qutlanders thensel ves had enpl oyed the shield-ring defence. It was strong

agai nst cavalry, but weak against a concerted attack frominfantry, with support from archers.
Bownen could send volley after volley of arrows over the shields, cutting away at the heart of the
def enders.

The Baron rode on. Now he could see the tightly packed clansnen, and just nmake out the silver-
arnmoured figure standing in the front |ine.

I should be grateful to you, he thought, for you have nade ny glory all the greater. Swinging in
the saddl e, he glanced back at his fighting men. If the | osses were too light the victory woul d
appear shallow, too high and he woul d be deened an inconpetent. Around three hundred dead woul d be
perfect, he thought.

Leofric rode past himon the right, leading the cavalry in colums of three. On the left, Chaldis
led his fifteen hundred nen up the western slope to the eneny's right. 'That's good, Chaldis,"
shouted the Baron admiringly. 'Let them see where you are heading; it will give themtine to think
about the fate of their wives and sons. Fire sonme buildings as soon as you can. | want themto see
t he snoke!"’

"Aye, ny lord,' the captain replied.

The Baron rode on, leading his infantry to the foot of the hill but remaining out of bowshot.
Cust om dermanded t hat he give the eneny the opportunity to surrender, but today was not a tine to
consi der custom Good God, they night accept!

d ancing to his right, he saw Cheops and his fifteen hundred lightly arnoured archers toiling up
the slope. Each man carried thirty shafts. Four thousand five hundred sharp nissiles to rain down
upon t he unprotected defenders!

The Baron ordered the encirclenent of the hill and the three thousand renaining infantrynen,
holding tightly to their formati ons, spread out to obey.

There was no novenent fromthe defenders, and no sound. No harsh, boastful challenges, no jeering.
It was unusual . The Baron could see the woman, Sigarni, mnmoving anmong the nmen. The hel m she wore
was truly magnificent and woul d nake a fine trophy.

Dark stormcl ouds obscured the sun, and a runble of distant thunder could be heard fromthe north.
' The Gods of War are preparing for the feast!' he shouted. 'Let us not disappoint them

Fell waited behind the cover of the trees, Torgan beside him They could not yet see the | ancers,
but they could hear the thundering of their hooves on the hard-packed earth of the hill. Fel

gl anced to his right, and saw the Hi ghl anders notching arrows to their bows. To his left the
swordsmen waited, their two-handed claynores held ready. Five hundred fighting nen, ready to
defend their hones, their fanmlies and their clans.
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The first of the lancers breasted the hill: tall men on high horses, their breastplates shining
like silver in the sunlight, their long lances glittering. Each man carried a figure-of-eight
shield on his left arm They were still travelling in a colum of fours, but as they reached open

ground they spread out. The officer drew rein, shading his eyes to study the tree I|ine.

Fifty Hi ghl anders noved out on to open ground and | oosed their |ongbows. Sone of the shafts struck
home, and several nmen and half a dozen horses fell, but nost were bl ocked by the shields of the
| ancers. Levelling their |ances, the riders charged.

" Now?' whi spered Tor gan
"No," Fell told him "Wait until they are closer.

The fifty exposed Hi ghl and bowren continued to | oose shaft after shaft at the oncomi ng riders.
Hor ses tunbl ed under the deadly volleys, but the |ancers rode on. The distance cl osed between
them wuntil no nore than thirty paces separated the two groups.

"Now' said Fell. Torgan lifted his hunting horn to his lips and blew two short blasts. Another
hundred bowren ran fromthe trees to stand beside their conrades. Hundreds of shafts tore into the
| ancers; the charging line faltered as the nissiles slashed honme into unprotected horsefl esh
Horses reared and fell, bringing down follow ng riders. Amid the sudden confusion the Hi ghland
swordsmen charged from cover, screanming their battle-cries. The |l ancers pani cked, though many
tried to swng to meet this unexpected attack. Horses reared, throwing their riders, then the

Hi ghl anders were anong the | ancers, dragging riders fromtheir saddl es and hacking themto death
upon the ground.

Anmong the first to die was the eneny officer, hit by four shafts, one taking himthrough his right
eye. The horsenen at the rear pulled back, galloping towards the safety of open ground. Torgan
blew three blasts on his horn, and a chasing group of Hi ghlanders reluctantly halted and jogged
back to the tree |ine.

Over the hill-top marched a thousand Qutland infantry, flanked by a score of archers. They drew up
and surveyed the scene of carnage, then | ocked shields and advanced in broad battle fornmation, one
hundred shields wi de, ten deep

"More than we thought woul d cone,' said Torgan
"They can't hold that formation within the woods,' said Fell. 'Fall back fifty paces.
Torgan's hunting horn sounded once nore, in one |ong baleful note.

H ghl and archers continued to shoot into the advancing nass of nen, but to little effect. Some
fell, but the infantry held their long rectangul ar shields high and nost of the shafts bounced
fromthem

The | ancers had re-formed now, and galloped forward to try an encircling sweep of the woods. Cbrin
and two hundred riders counter-charged themfromthe left, cleaving into their flank, hacking and

cutting. The lances of the Qutland riders were useless in such close quarters and they frantically
threw aside their | ong weapons, drawing their sabres. But this second attack denoralized them and
they were pushed steadily back

The Qutland infantry slowed its advance, their |eader unsure whether to push into the trees or
swi ng and defend the bel eaguered cavalry.

' Come on, you bastard!' whispered Fell. 'Cone to us!'

The line began to nove once nore, the formation breaking into a skirm sh line as each of the
sol diers increased the distance between hinself and his fellows by around three feet. Fell was
forced to adnire the snoothness of the switch fromtight ranks to open formation

These were enenies to respect.

Less able to protect one another in this new formati on, however, the Qutlanders began to take
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heavy | osses fromthe retreating archers.

"This is it," Fell told Torgan. 'By God, we'd better get it right!' Torgan gave a wi de grin, and
sprinted off to the left where his hundred nen waited. Wth a harsh battle-cry Torgan led his
warriors in a frenzied assault on the eneny's right flank, just as they crossed the tree |ine.
Fell saw the Farlain | eader push hinself deep into the fray, his claynore rising and falling with
deadly skill.

Drawi ng his own sword, Fell signalled his owmn hundred and they crept through the undergrowth
towards the enenmy's left flank. Qutnunbered ten to one, Torgan's nmen were being driven back as the
wi ngs of the Qutland force pushed out to encircle the defenders.

Wth all attention on the right Fell charged the left, his claynore smashing through a soldier's
hel m and scattering his brains over his conrades. The Qutlanders fell back but re-forned snoothly,
trying to close ranks. The thick undergrowth and the trunks of tall trees prevented themre-
formng into a tight single unit and the Hi ghl anders, unencunbered by heavy arnour, tore at them
i ke wol ves around a stag at bay.

A sword flashed for Fell's face. Swaying aside, he swept up a vicious two-handed cut that gl anced
fromthe tip of the soldier's shield and smashed into his cheekbone. The sol di er was punched from
his feet by the bl ow

On the right Torgan had pulled back his men. Some CQutlanders had given chase, but Torgan swung
back his group and cut them down.

Qut on open ground the |ancers broke into a full retreat. Corin made no attenpt to give chase, but
gathered his nmen and gal | oped for the woods. Leaping fromtheir horses, the Highlanders ran to the
aid of their conrades. Torgan saw them coning and bl ew on his horn. Hi ghland archers dropped their
bows, drew their swords and joined him

Agai n he charged the eneny right, and such was the ferocity of the charge that the Qutl anders
buckl ed and broke, losing formation. Beside himthe giant Mereth, wielding a club of oak
reinforced with iron studs, hanmered his way forward with Loran beside him

"Pallides! Pallides!' roared Mereth.

Torgan hurdled a fallen tree and shoul der-charged an Qutland sol dier. The man staggered back
falling into his conrades. Torgan's claynore sang through the air as three nmen hurled thensel ves
at him He blocked the lunge of the first, all but decapitating himwith a reverse cut. The second
man's sword cut into Torgan's side, the third aimed a blow at his face. It was bl ocked by an

uprai sed sword, and Torgan saw Cbrin snash the man fromhis feet.

I gnoring his own wound, Torgan | eapt once nore into the action. To his right Mereth was surrounded
by swordsnmen, but was hol ding themat bay with great sweeps of his murderous club. 'Farlain!'

shout ed Torgan, rushing to his aid. Several nmen followed him including Loran. An arrow sliced by
Torgan's cheek, taking Loran in the side of the neck; the handsonme Pallides staggered to his right

and fell. Ignoring the bownen Torgan raced into the fray, ducking beneath a wild sweep and
sl ashing his sword through the knee of the wielder; the leg broke with a sickening snap and the
swordsman fell, scream ng. Mereth bellowed a war-cry and ran at a second group of men. One of them

ranmed a spear through the giant's belly and Mereth staggered to a stop. Then his club swept up
and across to snash the skull of the spear-wielder. A sword clove into Mereth's bull neck. Bl ood
spurted fromthe severed jugular as Torgan stabbed his own sword into the killer's belly.

On the left Fell was battling furiously. Here the Qutlanders retained at | east a senbl ance of
order, and were pulling back towards open ground. Again and again Fell led his men in increasingly
desper at e charges.

But there were fewer of themnow. Oorin and twenty Highlanders ran to his aid. Fell had been cut
on the right cheek, and blood was flowing froma deep wound in his thigh. H's claynore, though
felt light in his hand as he charged again, Cbrin beside him

"Don't let themre-form' he bell owed.
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The archer captain Cheops reached the crest of the eastern slope and gl anced across at the eneny
defensive wall. Beyond that he could see the cavalry charging the woods. It was all going well;
the range fromhis position to the eneny was | ess than two hundred yards, well within killing

di stance. It was hot, and today would be thirsty work. d ancing behind himhe saw a heavy stand of
gorse, and beyond it a grove of trees.

"You!' he shouted to a young recruit. 'Go back into the trees and see if there's a streamor a
pond. If there is, you can refill our canteens.'

"Yes, sir!' the boy called out, setting off at a run

Cheops strung his |ongbow. He had made it hinself five years ago, a splendid weapon tipped with
horn. Pulling his shafts fromhis quiver, he pushed thempoint first into the earth. For sone
reason that Cheops had never been able to fathom arrowheads with a little clay stuck to them
pi erced arnour all the better

Selecting his first shaft, he notched it to the bow. There was little point in trying to select a
target, since he would have to arc the arrow over the shield-wall. Still, the Highlanders were
densely packed on the hill-top, and any hit would be an advantage. Cheops drew back on the string
and sent the shaft in a long, |looping flight.

This was going to be a good day. No sign of rain, to warp the arrows. Not much wi nd.

Hi s archers gathered on both sides of him selecting their arrows and renoving their cloaks.
It was all so easy ..

Idly he wondered why the Highland bitch had decided to make a stand here.

Cheops did not have long to wait for an answer. From behind there cane a scream and he swung round
to see the boy he had sent |ooking for water, running for all he was worth. The | ad had di scarded
his | ongbow, which amazed Cheops, for the | oss of a weapon neant a thirty-lash floggi ng. Wat had
he seen? A bear?

The boy gl anced back as he ran and tripped, rolling headlong. Gipped by panic, he scranbled to
his feet. Fromthe gorse and the undergrowth came thousands of Hi ghland warriors.

Cheops stood transfixed. It was not possible. They had an army of three thousand - and there were
at least that many on the hill-top opposite.

| mpossi bl e or not, they were here!

' Back! Back!' yelled Cheops. Hi s men hardly needed the order. Lightly arnmed with bow and knife,
they were no match for sword-w el ding warriors and began to stream back down the hill, |eaving
their arrows stuck in the soft earth. The Hi ghl anders poured after them

Cheops hurl ed aside his | ongbow and punped his arns for extra speed. Ahead he could see the Baron
directing an attack on the western side of the hill-top

The Baron swung round, and stood open-nouthed as his archers hurtled down into the pass. The thin
circle of soldiers around the hill also glanced up. Cheops knew that his dignity was fl eei ng ahead
of him but he didn't care. Dignity could be regained. Life was another matter entirely. He
reached the foot of the pass just ahead of the fastest of his nen, and slipped through the
infantry to what appeared the relative safety behind the infantry |ines.

There he stopped and | ooked back

The Hi ghl anders were pouring down the hillside, scream ng sone inconprehensible battle-cry. They
struck the infantry Iike a hanmer.

Then they were through.

Wth nowhere left to run, Cheops drew his dagger. As a burly white-bearded warrior carrying a
battl e-axe charged him Cheops ducked under the swi nging blade and thrust his knife at the man.
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The bl ade was turned by a breastplate and Cheops stunbled and fell. The axe clove hi m between the
shoul der - bl ades.

On the hillside the Baron shouted orders to the infantry to forma defensive square and retreat
down the pass. Wth fine discipline they gathered, the Baron at the centre.

The Hi ghl anders beat ineffectually against the shield-wall, and the w thdrawal began

Leofric had never wanted to be a soldier, or any kind of fighting man. Hi s | oves were nunbers,

| ogi stics and organi zation. As he sat his gelding on the north side of the hill he found hinself
contenplating his future. Never having seen a battle, he was unprepared for the ferocity, the
screans and the cries. It was all so ... barbaric, he realized.

Once it is over | will return to the capital, he decided. The University had offered hima
teaching post in languages. | will accept it, he thought.

"Do we attack, sir?" asked the lieutenant at his side. The nan had drawn his sword, and seened
eager to lead the five hundred caval rymen up the steep slope. Leofric glanced up at the shield-
wal | above.

"l suppose so,' he said. 'The Baron ordered us to nmeke probing assaults.’
"l understand,' said the officer. 'Wasp formation, sting and run. How many should | take, sir?
Leofric swung in the saddl e and gazed at his five centuries. 'Take three,' he said. "Harry thenl

"Yes, sir.

The remants of Chaldis' cavalry cane galloping down the western slope - no nore than thirty nen,
some of them wounded. An officer rode up to Leofric. 'W were anbushed, sir. Mre than a thousand
H ghl anders were waiting for us in the woods. They are cutting the infantry to pieces.

At that nmonent the archers led by the sprinting Cheops cane racing down the slope - pursued by,
Leofric gauged, some two thousand Hi ghl anders.

"Son of a whore!' hissed the officer. '"Were in Hell did they conme fron

Leofric was monentarily stunned. He had an eye for nunbers, and had already estinated there to be
around three thousand on the hilltop. Now from nowhere the nunber of the eneny had risen to six
t housand, which was not even within the bounds of possibility.

'"God's blood!' said the lieutenant. 'Wat now, sir!'

Leofric needed a nonent to think. Looking up at the shield-wall above him the answer cane |ike a
blinding revelation. 'There are no nen on the hill-top,' he said. 'W are besieging the Hi ghland
wonen!'

Al'l around themthe infantry were falling back around the Baron. Raising his arm Leofric led his
cavalry in a charge against the eneny's left cutting through to where the Baron stood, Leofric
| eapt fromhis mount and ran to him Swiftly he told himof the Highland deception

The Baron swore. 'How many do we have left?' he asked.

Leofric cast his eyes at the sea of fighting men. ' Two t housand. Perhaps |ess.'
" Advance on the hill!' shouted the Baron. 'Formation One!'’

"What is the point!' screamed Leofric. "It is over!

"I't will be over when |I've killed the bitch!'

Wth a discipline gained during decades of warfare, the Qutland troops re-formed into a fighting
square one hundred shields wi de and ten deep. 'Double tine!' shouted the Baron, and the nen began
to run. Leofric, caught in the centre, had no choice but to run al ongside the Baron. On the outer
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edges of the battle his cavalry were being cut to pieces trying to protect the exposed right flank
of the square. Even so, inexorably the phalanx noved up the hill towards the waiting wonen.

"I"mcomng for you, you whore!' bellowed the Baron, his voice rising above the clashing swords
and the screans of the wounded and dyi ng.

A bl ack cloud of arrows slashed into the advancing |ine and Leofric could see scores of wonen
| oosing their shafts. He felt sickened by it all. The finest soldiers in the enpire were now
charging a force of wi ves and not hers.

Behi nd them the Hi ghl anders were assaulting the troops at the rear of the phal anx, slashing their
swords at unprotected backs. Many nen turned to face the eneny, and this thinned the square. The
Baron seemed unconcer ned.

The eneny archers fell back behind the shield-wall and a volley of iron-tipped spears sliced down
into the advanci ng nen. The Hi ghl anders were all around them now, a pack of wolves ripping at
their flesh. The square began to break up but the Baron ignored the threat, urging his front |line
on and up.

The shield-wall opened and Leofric saw Asmidir charge out, with a group of nen in black and silver
arnour. They cane in a tight wedge that clove through the advancing Iine. Behind them bearing
spears and swords, the Highl and wonen rushed at the attackers.

The sight of thousands of fighters streaming fromthe hill-top finally unnerved the advanci ng nen.
They broke and ran.

Asmidir |eapt at the Baron, his two-handed sword sl ashing towards the Baron's neck. The Baron

bl ocked it with his shield and gave a return blow that crashed against Asmidir's shoul der-pl ate,
di slodging it. The black nman dropped to one knee and sent a wild cut that thundered against the
Baron's calf, smashing his greave to shards and knocking himto the ground. Rolling to his left,
the Baron clanbered to his feet and threw aside his shield. Holding his own blade two-handed, he
rushed the black man. 'You treacherous bastard!' he screaned.

Their swords cl ashed again and again. A blow from Asmidir snashed the |inks on the Baron's neck
protector and slashed up to open his cheek. Blood streamed fromthe cut.

Suddenly weary, Leofric sat down and watched the duel. Al around himnmen were dying, but no one
attacked the slightly-built spectator who sat quietly with his hands huggi ng his knees.

Both men were strong and the fight continued at a savage pace. Asmidir was bl eeding fromwounds in
both arns and a cut on his tenple. The Baron bl ocked an overhead cut and, as Asmidir pressed in

cl ose, head-butted the black nman, sending himstaggering back. Dropping his sword, the Baron

hurl ed hinmself at his hal f-stunned opponent and both men fell to the ground. The Baron drew his
dagger and raised it high.

An arrow punched through his |eather eye-patch, slicing deep into his brain. Leofric glanced to
his right and saw the warrior queen, Sigarni, in arnour of bright silver, a wi nged hel mupon her
head, a short hunting bow in her hand. The Baron gave a choking cry, and toppled from Asnidir.

Leofric stood and wal ked over to the black nman, kneeling beside him 'Are you all right?' he
enqui r ed.

"How is it that you live? asked Asmidir, surprised.

Leofric shrugged. 'Forgot to draw my sword.' He helped Asmidir to his feet and the two nen
approached Si garni

Handi ng the bow to a dark-haired wormman on her right, she surveyed the battlefield. There were
still isolated pockets of fighting, but the battle was over.

She swung to Leofric and Asnidir introduced them 'You have a charnmed life, Leofric,' she said.
' Thousands of nen died today, and you have not even been scratched.’

"I"'mnot nmuch of a soldier,' he said. 'I've been offered a teaching post at the capital's
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University. Wth your leave, | think I'Il accept it.

She nodded. ' There has been enough bl ood-letting today. Go fromhere, Leofric, ride south to your

King. Tell himthe truth about all that happened here. |I fear it will make little difference.'
"It won't, lady. He'll come with an arny ten times the size of the one you defeated here. It wll
never end.'

St eppi ng forward, she placed her hands upon his shoul ders and brought her face close to his. 'Look
into my eyes, Leofric, and hear me well. It will end, for I will end it. Tell himthese words from
Sigarni, the Queen of the North: Advance against ne and | will destroy you. | will bring fire and
death into your kingdom and | will snatch you fromyour throne and throw your body to the dogs.'

Sigarni turned away from himand wal ked down the hillside. Asnmidir took the young nman's arm and
I ed himdown into the pass. They found a horse and Leofric clinmbed into the saddle. 'Your strategy
was masterful,' he said. 'l congratulate you.'

Asmidir smiled. 'Not ny strategy, boy. Hers. Al war is based on deception and she | earned that
| esson well. Go in peace, Leofric, and be sure never to cross ny path again.'

"I wish you well, Asnmidir,' said the young man, 'but | fear there will be no happy ending here.'

"The man who ripped the heart fromny country is dead. That is a good enough ending for today. Now
ride!’

Leofric touched spurs to the stallion and cantered fromthe battlefield.
Hi gh in the skies above, the crows were already gathering for the feast.
Bakris was dragged before Sigarni. 'They captured ne,' he said, "but | told them nothing."'

Sigarni sighed. 'You told themeverything that you were supposed to,' she said. 'Kollarin warned
me that you were a treacherous cur, who would sell your people for a handful of gold. But know
this, Bakris, your treachery hel ped us. Wthout it the Baron m ght have sent out nore scouts, and
found our hidden forces. As the rope settles around your neck, think on that. Now get himfromny
sight - and hang himfromthe nearest tree!’

Fell sat quietly with his back against the tree-trunk, Cbrin and Torgan beside him 'It was a good
day,' he said. 'We broke them By God, we broke thenl'

"Aye,' said Qbrin softly, his eyes drawn to the black-feathered arrow jutting fromFell's chest.
The clansman's face was pale, there were dark rings beneath his eyes, and his |ips had a bl uish
tinge that Cbrin had seen all too often before.

"Fetch Sigarni,' Qorin told Torgan. The Farlain | eader nodded, and | oped away. 'Maybe if | renoved
the arrow you woul d have a chance,' said Corin, but Fell shook his head.

"l can feel the life draining fromme. Nothing will stop it now. W won, though, didn't we?
"Aye, we won."

Fell | ooked up at the sky and watched the crows swooping and diving. It was a beautiful day. High
Druin wore a crown of clouds and the sun was bright behind them

"It is a Hghland custom' said Fell, 'that a man's son sends himon the swans' path. | have no
children of ny blood, Gbrin.' He smled. 'But | used the Cormaach to save you, and that neans you
are nmy son. | want ny best bow beside nme, and two knives. Sonme bread and sone wi ne should be
wrapped in | eaves. Lastly, two coins should be placed ... upon ny eyes. The coins are for the

gat ekeeper, who will usher ne through. WIIl you do this for nme?
"I will, man.'

"I want to be buried on the flanks of Hi gh Druin. Sigarni will know where. | want to sleep for
ever beneath the spot where we becane lovers. And if | nust walk as a spirit, and be chained to
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any part of the land, it should be there.'

"Cod's eyes, Fell, | thought we had nmade it through together. One cursed archer hiding in the
under gr owt h.

"It's done now. It cannot be undone. | have often said that a man shoul d never dwell on regrets,
but | find that hard to maintain now, Cbrin. You will need a sword-bearer at ny funeral. Choose a
good one.'

"1 shall.’

Fell closed his eyes. 'She's a wonder, isn't she? A hill-top defended by wonen. Who woul d have
considered it?

'Aye, she's a wonder, Fell. She'll be here soon. Hang on, man.'
"I don't think | can. | can hear the cry of gulls. Can you?
"No, just the crows.'

Fell opened his eyes and | ooked past Corin. He smled, as if in greeting, but when Corin glanced
back there was no one there. 'Cone to walk with nme, you old drunkard?' said Fell. 'Ah, but it is
good to see you, man. G ve nme your hand, for ny strength is all but gone.

Fell reached out, then his hand fell linply into his |lap and his head sagged back agai nst the
tree. Qorin leaned in and closed Fell's eyes. 'You were a fine man,' he said, 'and a true friend.
| hope you find what you deserve.'

Qobrin rose and turned towards the battlefield as Sigarni cane running, with Torgan al ongsi de her.
She sped past Qorin and knelt by Fell's body. Torgan paused beside Cbrin and the two nen noved
away to a respectful distance.

Sigarni had knelt down at Fell's side. She was hol ding his hand, and speaking to him Gborin saw
the tears on her face and, taking Torgan's arm drew the Farlain warrior away fromthe scene. ' You
ought to get that wound stitched,' said Obrin, pointing to the congeal ed bl ood on Torgan's side.

"I't"ll nmend,' said the Hi ghlander. 'A shanme he had no sons to speak his name on Hi gh Druin.'
"Il do that,' said Obrin.

" Ah yes, the Cornmach. | had forgotten. Do you know the ritual ?

"l can learnit.’

‘"l would be proud to teach you,' said Torgan. 'And, if you choose, | will stand beside you on Hi gh
Druin as Fell's sword-bearer.

The two men reached the crest of the western slope and | ooked down over the battlefield. The
Qutl anders lay dead in their thousands, but many al so of the Hi ghland were slain. Wnen were
movi ng around the pass, tending to the wounded. Later they would strip the Qutland dead of their
weapons. To the South Cbrin could see Grane's warriors marching to capture the eneny's supply
wagons. 'What now, do you think?" asked Torgan. 'WIIl the Qutlanders listen to reason?

obrin shook his head. 'No, they'll send Jastey and twenty thousand nen. They'll be here by
sunmer's end.

"Wll,"' said Torgan grimy, '"we'll be here to neet them

It was dusk when Asmidir and Kollarin found Sigarni. She was sitting alone on a distant hill-top,
her red cl oak wapped tight around her

"Thank you, ny friend,' said Asmdir. 'I would be grateful if you would | eave us al one now. '
Kol I ari n nodded and trudged away back to the encanpnent as Asnmidir noved al ongsi de Sigarni and sat
down with his arm across her shoulder, drawing her in to him
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"Dear God, | amso sorry,' he said.
'He was gone when | arrived,' she told him 'Not even a farewell.’

Asmi dir said nothing, but held her tightly. 'One arrow,' she continued. 'A piece of wood and a

chunk of iron. And Fell is no nore. Wiy hinP Wiy not ne, or you, or a thousand others?
"In ny land we believe in fate, Sigarni. It was his time ... it was not yours, or mne.
‘"l can't believe that he's gone. | try to concentrate on it, but | see his face smling at nme. |

find nmyself thinking that if | walk back to the encanpnent he will be waiting for ne. It is so
unreal .'

"I never really spoke to Fell,"' said Asmidir. 'l think he saw me as a rival, and he was jeal ous of
our... friendship. But he was a man | was proud to fight alongside. | do not know whether there is
a paradise, or a hall of heroes, or a field of glory. But | hope there is, for his sake.'

"There is,' she told him 'Fell will be there now, with Ganal chmai, and Fyon Sharp-axe, and Loran
and Mereth, and hundreds of others who died today. But that is of little confort to the w dows
they left behind, and the children who now sit crying. | never saw a battle before. It is the nost

evil sight. Wiy do nen lust after it so?

"Few soldiers do," he told her. 'They know the reality of it. But your warriors will grow old, and
they will renenber this day above all others. The sun shining, the eneny defeated. They wll
renenber it as a golden day, and they will tell their children of it, and their children will |ong
to know a day like it. That is the way of things, Sigarni. | wish Fell had lived, for | can fee

your sorrow and it pains ne. But he did not, and you nust put off your tears for another day. Your
men are waiting for you. They wish to cheer you, and to celebrate their victory.

She pulled away fromhim 'It is not over, Asmidir; you know that. What is there to celebrate? W
have won a reprieve until the sunmer. Before that we will have to take Citadel town, and establish
stronghol ds in the Low ands."

"But not tonight. Cone, this is your nonent, Sigarni. You are their queen, their prom sed one,
their saviour. You nust wal k among them |like a queen.'

Sigarni gl anced up and saw the shimering figure of Ironhand standi ng before her. Asmdir was
oblivious to his presence.

" The black man is right,' said Ironhand.

Sigarni leaned in to Asnidir and kissed his cheek. 'Go back and tell them | amconing,' she said.
"I will walk with you.'

"No, | will cone al one. Soon.'

Asm dir rose and as he wal ked away, Ironhand's spirit settled down beside her. 'Fell died,' she
sai d.

"I know. | saw himwal k the path towards the Light. The old nman, Gaal chmai, was beside him |
tried to follow but the way was closed to nme. | stayed too long, Sigarni. Now | amtrapped.'

"That is so unfair,' she told him

He smiled. '"In all my dealings in life - and subsequently in death -fairness has never seened
apparent. It is not inportant. My spirit lived to see your day, and to know that ny blood, and
Elarine's, ran true in our daughter. The future is fraught with peril, but you will |ead your
people well. | know this, and nmy pride soars higher than H gh Druin. Nowit is time for you to

meet with your generals. To thank them and praise them and pronote others to take the place of
those who lie dead.'

"l cannot think of that now'
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"You can and you nustl You restored Torgan's pride, and he fought Iike a lion for you. He should
take Fell's place.'
"He is too headstrong. Harcanan woul d be better.

I ronhand chuckl ed. 'You see, you can think of it! Go now, ny daughter. And think of me once in a
while.'

"You're not |eaving ne?
"It is time. The Path of Light is closed to me, but perhaps there are other paths. Wo knows?
"I've lost Fell, and now | am |l osing you.'

"You will find others, Sigarni. You will never be short of friends and advisors. | w sh that |
could hug you, but such pleasures are not for the dead. Go back now, my daughter.'

Wthout a word nore of farewell, he faded away.

Sigarni stood for a noment, then turned and strode back towards the victory fires at the
encanpnent .

EPI LOGUE

THE SUMMER HAD j ust begun when Sigarni the Queen rode with her retainers to Ironhand's Falls.
Tal i esen was waiting at the cave, as he had prom sed. The Queen di snbunted and wal ked t hrough to
where he sat, a small fire taking the chill fromthe danmp air within the cave

"Vell nmet, Taliesen.'
"And you, Battle Queen. Are you ready for the next battle?
"Time will tell, Taliesen. What of you? Are you ready to tell ne why you gave me your aid?

"Not yet," he said, with a smle. 'But ny land is also at war, and | cannot dally here long. |
have a queen to neet; she is old, but iron-hard, and she has faced her enenies all her life, and
now waits to neet the last of them- a denon sent through tine to hunt her.

"Sent by Jakuta Khan,' she said. '|I know, he told nme just before he died.

"I have no doubt you will kill it, ny lady,' he said solemly.

"l have much to do, Taliesen. You asked nme to neet you here, and now | ask you to tell ne why.'
"l thought you might wish to say goodbye to a friend.'

Are we friends, sorcerer?

"l hope so, but | was not speaking of nyself. The dwarf Ballistar cane to me, and asked a favour.
| said | would grant it and by your |eave | shall.

Sigarni sighed.'He wants to go back to Yur-val e?
"That is what he requested.’
"But he will die there.'

"I think so. But, in his own words, he will die as a whole man. He will stand tall again before
the end. It could even be that, with the new order there, the air will not be as poi sonous or the
food so deadly. | do not know. What | do know is that w thout your blessing, and a drop of your

bl ood, he will be a dwarf on the other side also.

"You are asking ne to send a friend to his death.
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"No, ny lady, | amasking you to give hima chance at a life he desperately desires.'

Sigarni sat down by the fire. 'l love that man,' she said, 'and | would do anything in ny power to
make him happy. If that is what he wants, then of course |I shall grant it.

"It is what he wants. Are you ready?
"I am'

Toget her the Queen and the sorcerer left the cave and began the | ong wal k around the pool to the
engravings on the cliff-face. Ballistar was waiting there, a |arge pack beside him He stood as
she approached.

"WIl you forgive nme for |eaving you?' he asked, reaching up to take hold of her hand.

"There is nothing to forgive, Balli. You are ny dearest friend.'
"There may be sonme nmagi ¢ beyond the Gate that will allow ne to cone back - and still be tall,' he
sai d.

"Yes,' she said. Drawi ng her dagger, she made a small cut in the pal mof her hand, then gripped
hi s pudgy fingers. Reaching into the pouch that hung from her neck, she drew out a small bone,
pressing this against the trickling wound. Passing it to Ballistar, she smiled. 'You nay need a
friend on the road,' she told him '"and | think Ironhand woul d wel come a second tilt at the fat
tavern wonan.'

Hol ding tightly to the bone he | ooked up at her, tears spilling to his cheeks.

"I will always |love you," he said.
"And | you. Go now, Balli. And know joy.'

The Gateway shimered and the dwarf hoi sted his pack and stepped through
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