"Now suppose there was a | and where al
men were thralls. No, less than thralls, because
thralls at |east have sonme rights and protection in
| aw. Suppose all men were sl aves except for one
master and his soldiers. And suppose that master had
the worst kind of madness, finding his greatest
pl easure in the msery and degradation, the torture,
of his slaves. An emperor who conquered only to enjoy
the cries, the whinpers, the begging for nmercy of
those he ruled. A man who had lived very |long and has
a great arny." Raadgiver |eaned toward Nils. "Wat
woul d you do if you lived in a land |ike that?"

"I have never thought of such a

thing," Nils answered. "Were is that |and?"
"Right nowit is far to the
sout heast, " Raadgi ver answered. "But soneday, perhaps

soon, it may include all of Europe, even DenmarKk.
"And what we want you to do is kil
that man."
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THE YNGLI NG

1.

Ni | s Hammarson stood rel axed anbng a few
freeholders, thralls, and two other sword
apprentices, watching two warriors argue in the nuddy
beast trail. In his eighteenth sunmer, Nils's beard
was still blond down, but he stood taller and nore
muscul ar than any sword apprentice of the Wlf C an
for many years. And sword apprentices were sel ected
at puberty fromanong all the clan, even the sons of
thralls, for their strength and keenness.

The argunent they |listened to was
personal and not a clan dispute. The clans of the
Svear had net to hold a ting, and trade, and take
wi ves. And though the ting now had cl osed, clan feuds
were in abeyance until the clans dispersed to their



own | ands. Only personal fights were all owed.

The warrior of the WIf C an was smaller
and his beard nore gray than brown, but he refused to
back down before his |arger, younger adversary. The
warrior of the Eagle O an suddenly shot out his |arge
| eft hand to the neckl ace of wolves' teeth, jerked
forward and down. The ol der nan saw t he nobve com ng
and kept his bal ance, al-
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t hough the leather thong bit hard into his neck
sinews. He swung a knobby fist with his heavy

shoul der behind it, driving a grunt fromthe younger
For a nonent they grappled, each with a knife in his
right hand and the other's knife wist in his left.
Briefly their arms sawed the air, their bare feet
carrying themin a desperate dance, nuscles bunched
in their browned torsos while callused heels strove
to trip.

Then strength told, and the warrior of
the Wl f d an toppled backward. H s breath grunted
out as his heavier opponent fell on him his |eft
hand lost its sweaty grip and quickly the other's
bl ade drove under his ribs, tw sted upward through
heart and lungs. For a brief nmoment, as his bl ood
poured over his opponent's hand and forearm his
teeth still clenched and his right armstrained to
stab. Then his body sl ackened, and the warrior of the
Eagl es arose, panting and grinning.

Most of the watchers left. But Ragnar
Tannson and Al gott O ofson still stood, glaring at
the killer of their clansman, for they were sword
apprentices and nearly matured. There were narrow
bounds on what they could say to a warrior, however,
for warriors were forbidden to kill outside their
class unless the ternms of the feud specifically
allowed. And this was not a feud at all yet, although
it woul d probably be proposed and accepted as one.
But the wish to kill was on their faces.

The Eagle warrior |ooked at them his
grin widening to show a dead tooth that had turned
gray. "l see the cubs are beginning to feel like rea
wol ves," he said. H s eyes noved to Ni|s Hammarson
who stood, still relaxed, a slight snile on his face.



"Al'l but the big one, eh? A
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thrall's son I'Il bet, strong as an ox and al nost as
qui ck. Or nmaybe your bl ood runs hot, too, but you
hide it."

Nils shifted his weight easily, and his
voi ce was casual. "Nay, Du." For a sword apprentice
to address a warrior with the famliar pronoun
bordered on insol ence. "I was nenorizing your face.
The old man lying there is ny kinsman, d of
Snabbhann, and in one year 1'll be wearing warrior's
brai ds.” He paused. "Not that everyone with braids
deserves to be called warrior."

The Eagle warrior's eyes narrowed in his
dar kening face and he strode toward the youth. He
ained a fist at the blond head. But the fist that net
hi m was qui cker; his steel-capped head snapped back
and he fell heavily in the tranmpled nmud, his head at
an odd angle. Algott d ofson knelt by him quickly,
then rose. "You've killed him" he said gravely.

But the ting was over and crimes between
cl ans woul d not be judged again until the next year
Therefore, Nils was free to go home. He spent his
sumer as any sword apprentice would, hunting bear
and wild bulls, rowing out into the long | ake to draw
in nets, and particularly training, with his ring
mates. They lifted boul ders and westled. They swung,
parried, and thrust at shadow enem es wi th heavy iron
practice swords twice the weight of a war sword. They
sparred with birch swords and wei ght ed wooden
shields, and sent arrows at staves marked with the
totenms of other clans.

But if his activities were nornal, the
subtler things of life weren't. Everyone knew that at
the next ting he would be judged, and when one re-
10
menbered this, it was sonetinmes hard to be at ease
with him He could be executed. O he could be
| abel ed a renegade, to live alone in the forest
wi thout clan protection. In that case Eagle warriors
woul d surely hunt himdown and kill him The | east
sent ence possi bl e was bani shnent .

Nonet hel ess, Ni|s Hammarson seemed about



as al ways-rel axed, mld-spoken and observant. He had
changed mainly in one respect. Before, in sparring,
he had usually been content to parry and counter

sel dom pressing a vigorous attack. Although he

i nvari ably won anyway, the drill mster had somnetines
thrashed himfor this. Now, without ferocity but
overpoweringly, his birch club-sword thrust and
struck like the weapon of a Barsark, nmaking his

brui sed and abraded ri ngmates exceed thensel ves in
sheer self-defense. Their drillmaster, old Matts
Svaadkunni, grinned widely and often, happier than
anyone could renenber. "That is how a Wl f should
fight," he would bellow. And he had a new practice
sword forged for his protege, heavier than any ot her
in the clan.

Late in Septenmber, when the cold weat her
cane, the sword apprentices butchered cattle,
drinki ng the steam ng bl ood, smearing each other with
gore and brains, and draping entrails about their
necks and shoul ders so they woul d not be squeami sh in
battle. And in late October, after the first heavy
snow, they slipped the upturned toes of their sk
boots under the straps and hunted noose and wld
cattle in the forests and nuskegs. After that, as was
customary for sword apprentices, N |s Hammarson
wr apped cheese and neat in his sleeping bag of
glutton skins, took his bow and short sword and went
for days at a tinme into the rugged,

11

uni nhabited hills above Lake Siljan. But now he did
not hunt the wolf, their clan totem with a ringmate.
In fact he did not hunt so nuch as travel, northwest
even into the nountains of what tradition called
Jam | and, where long glaciers filled the valleys. The
great wanderer of the Svear, Sten Vannaren, told that
the ice had noved down the valley nore than three
kilometers in five years. Someday, he said, the ice
will reach the sea.

Nil's would have |iked to have seen the
glaciers in sumer when the |and was green, but he
expected never to be here again.

Not that he woul d be executed-struck
down |ike an ox to have his head raised on a pole at



the ting. The circunstances had not been that
damming. And this belief was not born of hope, nor
didit give rise to hope. It was a sinple

di spassi onate eval uation that woul d prove correct or
i ncorrect, but probably correct.

And if it came down to it, he would
escape. To his know edge, no one had ever tried to
escape a sentence of the ting. It would be considered
shameful and jeopardize future lifetines. But Nils
did not believe it would be shanmeful for him nor did
his bl ood qui cken at the thought.

He sinply knew that he was not i ntended
to have his head | opped of f before the clan

In July, after the hay was cut and
stored, another ting was held. It heard a nunmber of
conpl aints and di sputes. Wrnings were given. Feuds
were approved. Fines of cattle, potatoes and grain
were | evied, and backs flogged. A hand was cut off.
And from a copper-haired head, runnels of blood dried
on a pole at the ting ground.
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At the trial of N |s Hanmarson, two
wi t nesses were heard: Ragnar Tannson and Al gott
A of son. They were Nils's friends and ri ngmates, but
no one would lie to a ting. After their testinony,
the council sat in quiet discussioninits tent for a
time, then energed and nounted the platformof hewn
tinbers. Warriors and freehol ders covered the broad
and tranpled field. Axel Stornave, chief of the
Svear, arose fromhis carved throne and stood before
the clans in his cloak of white oW skins. H's voice
boomed, showing little sign of his sixty years.

"Ni | s Hammar son angered a warrior," he
said. "But his speech was wi thin bounds, though
barely.

"Ni | s Hanmar son struck a warrior whose
attack on himwas wi thout arnms and not deadly.

"N |'s Hanmarson killed a warrior
t hough wi t hout intention

"Ni | s Hammarson is stripped of al
rights but one, beginning with the second new noon
fromnow By that tine he nust be gone fromthe | ands
of the tribes. If he is not gone by the second new



moon, he will be declared a renegade. Notice of this
judgrment will be sent to the J6tar and the Norskar
and they will not take himin.

"One right is retained. Nils Hammarson
isin his nineteenth sumrer and has fulfilled his
sword apprenticeship. Where he goes he will be an
out | ander, unprotected by clans or |aws. Therefore,
when the ting is over, his hair will be braided and
he will leave the land as a warrior."

The Eagle C an grunbled at this
| eni ency, but the ting had ruled. Three days |later
U f Vargson, chief of the Wlf Can, plaited the hair
of the six Wl f
13
sword apprentices who were in their nineteenth
sumers and gave themtheir warrior names. And Nils
Hammar son becane NiIs Jarnhann, "lron Hand."

2.

Neovi ki ngs. The neovi ki ngs were nenbers
of a primtive, post-plague Terran culture that
evol ved in Sweden and Norway after the Great Death
that left |less than 10-4 of the pre-plague popul ati on
alive. They consisted of three tribes: the Norskar in
sout hern Norway, the Jétar in southern Sweden, and
the Svear in central Sweden.

The term "neovi ki ngs" was applied to them
by the post-plague psionic culture known as the
"kinfolk." In some respects neovi ki ng was not an apt
term for they were not sea rovers. They were
primarily herdsmen, although hunting and fishing
rivalled livestock in their econony and they
practiced sonme agriculture. Perhaps their outstanding
cultural feature was their unusually marti al
orientation, and in this they did sonmewhat resenble
t he nedi eval vikings. Tribe warred against tribe, and
clans carried on bl oody feuds.

They increased despite their |ove of
bl oodshed, however. Taboos, tribal |aws and
intertribal agreements restricted the causes of
fighting, its circunmstances and practi ces.
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History. . . . The rapid climatic



deterioration finally becane critical. They found it
necessary to store increasing quantities of forage as
t he season of pasturage becane shorter. Crops becane
poorer, and sonme | ands that had been farmed becane
too waterl ogged and cold to grow crops. Had this
happened three or four centuries earlier, they m ght
have | apsed into a purely hunting and fishing
culture, but they had becone too nunerous and

sophi sticated for that. A coastal clan, famliar with
fishing boats, began to build vessels |arge enough to
carry effective raiding parties to other parts of
Europe. A rather close anal og of the medi eval viking
culture mght have devel oped, had not. . . .

(From the New School Encycl opedi a
copyrighted A . C. 920, Deep Harbor, New Hone.)
3.

It was no fishing boat, but a broad
cargo ship made for the open sea and a full thirty
nmeters long. The prow turned upward, and the end was
carved and painted in the |likeness of a sea eagle
with wings partly folded. The water was choppy, and a
bri sk sout hwest wi nd bl ew. The ship's course being
sout hwesterly, the sail was furled and the crew
| eaned into the oars, their brawny backs wet wth
sweat. Through the blue sky noved fl ocks of snall
white clouds. The sun sparkled off millions of facets
of sea surface, making Nils's eyes squint against the
glitter. Alow shore, featureless at first in the
di stance, drew gradually nearer, becom ng | ow dunes
backed by rolling heath. Wods of stubby oaks took
formin sone of the hollows. Nils Jarnhann had never
seen the sea before, nor oak woods, and stood
absorbi ng the beauty and novelty.

A break appeared in the dunes and becane
the nmouth of a streamthat flowed out of the heath. A
short distance up the stream on its south side, a
town becane visible past the shoul der of a dune. A
16
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| ookout called down fromthe nast, and the stroke
strengt hened as the oarsmen began a chant, for this
was their honepl ace.

When the ship was tied to the wharf of



oak tinmbers, the oarsnen becane stevedores, and under
the captain's direction began to unl oad the pine
pl anks that rmade up their cargo. A nmovenent caught
the captain's eye and he turned to see his passenger
approachi ng. The captain was a big man, but this
fell ow was bigger-nore than a hundred and ninety
centimeters tall, he judged, with rnuscles
i npressively thick and sinew even to one accustoned
to the sight of brawny oarsmen. His corded torso was
bare and brown beneath the sinple |eather harness
t hat supported his sword belt. Soft deerskin breeches
were w apped close around his calves by |eather
strips, and his callused feet were bare. A neckl ace
of wolves' teeth hung on a thong across his thick
chest and the skin of a wolf's head was | aced onto
his steel cap. Straw colored braids hung to his
shoul ders. Cbviously a warrior of the northmen, and a
new one, the captain thought, noting the sparse soft
beard and nustache so out of character with the
physi que.

Ni | s addressed the captain. "WIIl you
hire ne to hel p unl oad cargo?"

"When did warriors start hiring out as
| abor?" the captain asked.

"When they have spent their |ast coin
for passage and need sonething to eat."

"Al'l right. One krona when the cargo is
all on the wharf, if you work well and make no
quarrels. Gt herw se, nothing, and the arrows of the
town wardens if there is trouble.” The captain
believed in giving a man a chance and al so i n maki ng
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things clear fromthe beginning. And fear wasn't a
trait of his.

He matched Nils with a thick-arned nan of
medi um hei ght, and wi thout words they nade a point of
pride in carrying bigger |oads than any other pair
wor ki ng. Even with the breeze, all of themwere soon
dri pping sweat-a famliar and agreeabl e enough
experience both to oarsmen and warrior. Soon Nils
renoved hel net, harness, and sword, laying themwth
his other things on a row ng bench forward.

Wll into the afternoon one of the crew



suddenly shouted, "Hey! Stop!" A youth, who had
boarded unnoticed, |eaped fromthe gunwal e carrying
Ni | s's scabbarded sword. The captain, on the wharf
su-pervising the piling, bellowed, drew his knife and
threwit, but it clattered uselessly on the
cobbl estones. Nils's bare feet hit the wharf running.
The thief was quick; he reached a corner and sprinted
out of sight. A nonent later Nils made the turn, and
the thief realized he had dangerously underesti mated
both the weight of the sword and the speed of a
bar bari an who had spent nuch tinme running on skis. He
drew the sword as he ran, then turned and faced his
pursuer. N ls stopped a few meters fromhim and
seconds | ater several of the crewran up, panting, to
stand near.

"I can stand here as long as you can,”

Nils pointed out matter-of-factly. "If you try to run
away again with the sword, | will easily catch you
And if you run at me to kill me, you won't be able

to. But if you lay the sword down and wal k away, 1'I1
l et you go."

The thief scow ed and licked his lips
nervously. He was Nils's age, lean and wiry. Suddenly
he rushed
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at Nils, the sword raised to one side in both hands,
ready to swing. The sailors scattered, and in that
instant Nils sprang high above the sw ngi ng bl ade. A
hard foot shot out, a powerful thigh driving the hee
into the thief's chest and hurling himbackward. He
ski dded on his back and lay still.

"What nmust | do now?" Nils asked.

"I's he dead?" asked the sailor that Nls
had wor ked with.

"He's dead all right,"” N ls assured him
wi t hout needing to exam ne the body.

"Well then, there's nothing to do. A
warden's likely to come around and question us, and
we'll tell himwhat happened. He'll have the body
taken away and that'll be the end of it. There won't
be any trouble for you, if that's what you're
wonderi ng about."

Nil s and the sail or began wal ki ng back



to the wharf.
"And what about his clan?" N Is wondered.
"What's a cl an?"

"Aclan is, well Ni I s had never
t hought about this before. It was as natural a part
of life as eating or breathing. "A clan is |like the
famly, in a way, but rmuch bigger, and the nmenbers
fight for each other and take vengeance if need be."

"I'n Denmark we don't have cl ans.
Countrynen have |l ords. But townsnen and sailors are
loyal mainly to their bellies."

"And I won't be judged at a ting?"

"Ting? |'ve never heard the word." The
sai |l or paused. "Swordsman, |let ne give you sone
advice. The world you've cone to is a lot different
fromyour barbarian backcountry. Its ways and even
its speech are different. You and | can tal k together
20
partly because Dani sh and Swedish aren't so different
inthe first place, but also partly because we
sailors are used to going to ports in Jotmark and
adapti ng our speech for Swedi sh ears. But nost Danes
have never heard a Swede, and you won't find it so
easy to talk to themat first. And if you trave
farther, to the German | ands for exanple, you won't
understand their ways or anything they say. If you're
going to travel in civilized |ands, you'd better
| earn sonet hi ng about their custons; otherw se, even
a man like you will find only hardship and deat h.

The inn | oomed two-stories high in the
dar kness and was made of planks instead of |ogs. The
shutters were open, lighting the street in front of
t he wi ndows and | eavi ng not hi ng bet ween the noi se
i nside and the passersby outside. Nils had a krona in
hi s pouch, strong hunger in his gut, and the sailor's
words in the back of his nmind as he noved lightly up
t he steps.

The noise didn't stop as he crossed the
room but the volume dropped a few deci bels and faces
turned to | ook. The innkeeper stared a nonment at the
bi zarre but dangerous-I| ooki ng barbari an wearing a
pack with a shield on it, a slung bow, and a sword.
Then he wal ked over to him



"Do you want a bed, stranger?"

The sailor had been right. Nls
under st ood t he question, but Dani sh speech was
different. He might indeed have troubl e understandi ng
| onger speech or making hinself clear. At any rate,
he woul d speak slowy.

"No, only food," he said. "The ground will have
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to be ny bed, or else I'll run out of noney too soon."

The i nnkeeper eyed himnarrow y and
| eaned a stout forearmon the bar top. "You plan to
sleep in the open, if | take your neaning." He too
spoke slowly now. "In that case, nore than your noney
may di sappear; your life's blood also. If you don't
know that, then the world is a dangerous place for
you. "

"I have been robbed already today," N s
said. "Are there so nmany thieves in Denmark?"

"There are thieves everywhere, and towns
have far nore than their share. Are you the barbarian
who crushed the chest of Hans fra Sandvig with his
bare foot?"

"If that was his name."

"Well, that's a service worth a free
meal and a nug of beer with it," the innkeeper said,
and called a waiter. "Dreng, take this man to a
table. Gve hima nmutton pie and a nmug of beer, and
when the nmug is enpty, fill it a second tine."

Nils | eaned over the pie with busy fork
He was aware that sonmeone stood near the table
wat ching him and his eyes gl anced upward
occasionally as he ate. The watcher, of middle
hei ght, wore his yellow hair cropped cl ose, and
unli ke the townsnen, carried a short sword at his hip.

After a bit the man spoke. "You are a
Swede, " he said, "the one who killed an arned thief
with only your foot." He spoke a hybrid
Swedi sh-Dani sh, fromlips not at hone with either,
accented with a crisp treatnment of the consonants.

Nils straightened fromhis plate. "Yes,
I"mfrom Sveal ann. And you are no Dane either."
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"No, I'ma Finn-in our |anguage we say



Suo- nal ai nen. "

"I've heard of the Finn land," N ls
said. "Svea fishermen are sonetinmes driven there by
storns. What do you want of nme?"

"I amtraveling alone in the world, and
it's healthier not to travel alone. You're traveling
too."

"I"'mused to traveling alone,” Nls
countered, "even in land w thout people, where wolves
and bears hunt. 1've slept buried in the snow wi t hout
harm "

"Yes, but you're not in your honel and
now. In Denmark there aren't any wol ves or bears, but
to the outlander, nen are nore dangerous."

"Where are you goi ng?" asked N Is.

The Finn did not answer at once. "I don't
know," he said at last. "I seek a thing of great
val ue and go where ny search takes ne."

"\Where your search takes you," N lIs
echoed nusingly. "Suppose that's not where | want to
go?"

"I believe it's as good as any for you,"
the Finn replied. "Because if I'mright, you don't
have any place in mnd. Al so, you don't know the ways
and tongues of the world, and need a gui de and
teacher.”

Ni |l s | eaned back, a grin on his boy's
face. "You're the third today who's pointed out ny

i gnorance to ne. | believe you nmust be right. But
tell me, why do you think I have no place in nind?"
"Well, for one thing, | suspect you don't

know of any places. But regardless, you're a warrior
and anmong your people it is good to be a warrior. Few
warriors would | eave the fellowship of their clan to
wander alone in the world. Probably you were exiled,
nmost likely for killing outside the bans."

"Sit down," Nils said, nmotioning to a chair across
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fromhim "Now I'll ask another question." H's speech
was easy and assured, like that of a chief twice his
age. "You say you seek a thing of great value. If
it's so valuable, others may seek it with arned nen.
And if soneone already has it, it may be strongly



guarded. What will we do if we find it?"

"l don't know," the Finn answered. "I
can only wait and see." He paused, started as if to
speak, paused again, then said it. "You're a
bar bari an, young and very ignorant, but you are not
sinmple. Not sinple at all. Wich is so rmuch the
better, for you'll be nuch nore than a man to
frighten robbers.™

Nils ate, wi thout saying any nore, unti
the nmug was enpty and the plate w ped clean. He

signaled the waiter with the enpty nmug. "I'll trave
with you awhile,” he said to the Finn. "For you were
right about nme in every respect; | am an outcast, and

have nothing better to do. But there's a lot 1"l
want to know, about you and your quest as well as
about the world, and I won't pronise that our paths
wi Il continue together." He half rose and hel d out
his large, thick right hand. "I am N |s Jarnhann."
“lron Hand. | believe it." The Finn
retrieved his owmn. "And | am KUusta Suonmal ai nen. "

Ni | s and Kuusta wal ked all day, and
never had Nils seen such farm and. The fields covered
nore |and than the forests-broad fields of oats and
barl ey, nearly ripe. Tanme trees in rows, which Kuusta
said bore fruit called apples. Large herds of cattle.
Even the forests were unfanmiliar to Nils. Mst, of
the trees had broad | eaves and were |arger than the
bi rches of hone. And although some of the pines
seemed familiar, nost of the needl e-leaved trees were
strange, too, and | arge.

And there were sheep, which Nils had
never heard of before. Kuusta said that sheep were
foolish and easily caught and killed by wld dogs,
whi ch the Danes hunted relentlessly so that they were
cunni ng and cowardly. In Sweden and Finland, he
pointed out, it would be inpossible to keep sheep
because of the wol ves and bears. But the fur of
sheep, called wool, could be made into warm cl ot hi ng,
and it was this nost Danes wore instead of hides.



Then Kuusta tal ked about the | anguages
of men. They were as many as the kinds of trees that
gr ow
24
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i n Denmark, he said, and no one could learn any |arge
part of them But there was one that could be spoken
by nmost people in nost |ands, at least to sone
extent, and was used by traders and travel ers outside
of their own countries. It was called Anglic, and was
easy to learn. He taught Nils a few Anglic phrases,
starting with: "I am hungry. Please give nme food.
Thank you."

During the day they saw two smal |
castles. Kuusta insisted they avoid these, |eaving
the road and keeping to the woods or hedgerows to
pass them

In the early evening they made canp and
Kuusta went out to set rabbit snares. Wiile he was
gone, Nils saw a deer, sent an arrow through it, and
drank the warm nouri shing bl ood. When Kuusta returned
and saw the deer, he becane ill at ease, saying the
Dani sh |l ords forbade their killing by anyone but
t hensel ves. Wen they caught a peasant who had kill ed
a deer, they ordinarily knotted a rope around his
neck and pulled himoff the ground to kick and jerk
and swell in the face until he died. Then they'd
| eave himthere, his toes a few centineters fromthe
ground, and the magpies or crows would relieve himof
his eyes, and in the night wild dogs m ght come and
feast on his guts.

Nonet hel ess, the deer was dead, and
neither man was inclined to let it go to waste. They
built a small fire, roasted the heart and |iver and
tongue, and ate while nore nmeat roasted for the road.
Then they put out the fire and rolled up in their
sl eepi ng robes.

"Now it's time for questions and
answers,” Nils said in the darkness, "about the thing
you're hunting for."
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Kuusta lay silent for a nmoment. "It's a

thing ny people had never heard of," he said quietly,



"nor yours either, | suspect. As a boy | wanted to
see the world, so | left hone and traveled. | hired
on a Dani sh ship as an oarsman. W went to Jotmark
for lunber and took it to Frisland, where the cattle
are fat but there are fewtrees. W took cattle to
Britain then, where Anglic is the native tongue, and
got the black stones that burn and took themto
Frisland. There | junped ship and wal ked south

t hrough the | and of France, then through the | and of
Provence to the Southern Sea. In Provence, where
there is no king, the lords are always at war with
one another, and | took service with one as a
nmercenary. They use lots of mercenaries, and for that
reason the | anguage of their armes is Anglic.

"And in Provence | heard a | egend that I
believe has its roots in truth, of a magic jewel
called the esper crystal. Looking into it, a man is
supposed to be able to see and hear things far away
or things that haven't happened yet. It's even said
that the hol der can read the thoughts of others
through it."

Then Kuusta lay silent again.

"And what would you do with this
crystal if you had it?" asked Nils.
"CGet rich, | suppose.”

"Have you thought how hard it would be
to steal a thing as valuable as that froma person of
great wealth and power when that person can see and
hear things far away, |l ook into the future, and maybe
even read the thoughts of those around hin®"

Kuusta lay quiet for some tinme, snelling
the dead fire, but Nils knew he was not asleep. "Yes,"
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Kuusta said finally, "I've thought about it. But I
need something to strive for; otherwise, life would
have no savor."

"And where do you think this esper
crystal mght be?"

"I don't know. The story is that once it
was in a land east of the Southern Sea. But if it
really exists, and if a person travels and wat ches
and listens, he may learn where it is. Something |ike
that nust | eave evidence."



"I"'mnot like you," Nils said. "I need
nothing to strive for. You were right, in the inn
I'd have been happy to stay with ny clan, hunting,
raiding, fathering a line of warriors, and watching
t he seasons foll ow one another. Taking an arrow in ny
time or possibly growing old. But it's in ny nature
to do what is indicated, without worry or pain; so
am al so happy to sleep in a Danish oak forest and
travel | don't know where. | have no desire for this
esper crystal or to get rich. But I'Il travel wth
you for a while and | earn fromyou."

Wthin a few nonents Nils's breath sl owed
to the shall ow cadence of sleep, and in Kuusta's mind
the esper crystal shone like a cut gem gl owi ng white,
occupying his inner eye, until there was nothing el se
and he too was asl eep

The early light wakened them and t hey
ate venison again. Kuusta visited his rabbit snares

to no avail, while Nils dragged the deer carcass into
a thicket. Each put a portion of roast haunch into
hi s pack-enough to last until it would be too foul to

eat-and they set off.

Soon they canme out of the forest again,
and the road was a | ane between hedges atrill wth
bi rds.
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Nils found the | and pleasant. H s eyes nobved about,
seeing things, interpreting, as he repeated the
Anglic that Kuusta spoke for him

He interpreted the rapid thuddi ng of
hooves, too, but the hedges at that point were a
thick lacing of strong, thorny stens confining them
to the lane until they could find a break. The
horsenen cane into sight quickly after the hoofbeats
were heard, and Nils and Kuusta stood aside as they
rode up, as if to let them pass. The five horsenen
pul l ed up their nounts, however, and |ooked griny
down at the two travelers. Their green jerkins told
Kuusta that these were gane wardens of the | ocal
lord. Their |eader, his knighthood narked by hel met
and mail shirt, sat easily, sword drawn, smling
unpl easantly. Leaning forward, he reached a strong
brown hand toward Kuusta.



"Your pack, rascal."

Kuust a handed up his pack, and the
knight threwit to one of his nen. Then he | ooked
long and hard at Nils, who clearly was no ordi nary
wanderer. "And yours," he added.

Nils shrugged calmy out of his straps,
took his shield off the pack, and handed the pack to
the waiting hand. Kuusta tensed, suddenly convinced
that Nils would jerk the man off his horse and they
woul d die quickly by sword bite instead of slowy by
noose. But Nils's hand rel eased the pack and he stood
rel axed. The nen who opened the packs took out the
roast meat and threw packs and veni son into the dust
of the lane. The knight |icked his lips.

"Poachers. Do you know what we do with
poachers?" he asked in slow Dani sh
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Poacher was a new word for Nils,
al t hough he took its neaning from context.

"What is a poacher?" he asked.

The kni ght and his green-clad nen
grinned. "A poacher is sonmeone who kills the lord's
deer," he expl ained. "Poachers are hung with their
feet near the ground, and the dogs eat them"

"I have killed deer all ny life," Nls
said matter-of-factly. "Large deer called noose, and
wild cattle, openly, and it has never been called a
crime."”

The knight studied Nils. Hi s speech was
strange and heavily accented; he was clearly a
bar bari an outl ander of some sort. The kni ght had
rarely seen foreigners before. The barbarian's sword,
shield and steel cap were those of a nman-at-arns, but
his bare feet and torso were marks of a peasant. H s
manners were bol der than peasant manners, though. Hi s
size and brawn were those of a chanpion, but his
young, unmarked face and scarl ess torso suggested
green, unbl ooded yout h.

"What are you?" the knight asked.
"Awarrior."
"OfF what wars?"

"Of no wars. Until this sumrer | was

still a sword apprentice.”



"Li ke a squire," Kuusta interpreted for
the knight. "He is a Swede of the Svea tribe. There,
ways are different than yours."

"Does your |ord have use of fighting
men?" Nils asked.

"I'f they are good."
"How does he test thenP"

"They fight. Wth an experienced
man-at-arnms or a knight."

"Woul d he have use of two nore?"
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"I"'malready of a mnd to hang you from
atree as a warning to others who mght have a taste
for venison," the knight answered. "It is the custom
here." He studied themfurther. "But with one as big
as you it does seema waste. It's possible you m ght
fight well enough to serve his lordship. Certainly
you' re big enough, and bigger. If you can't, you can
al ways serve as a thrall-or for public execution." He
turned to one of his nmen. "Tie them" he ordered.

The man di smounted agilely with a [ ong
| eather rope, and Nils and Kuusta submitted, wists
behi nd backs and | oops around their necks. The horses
trotted back down the lane then, in the direction
t hey had been going, Nils and Kuusta running
awkwar dl y behi nd, not daring to stunble. They were
muddy with their own sweat and the dust kicked up by
t he horses, Kuusta cursing quietly but luridly in
Fi nni sh

What kind of man is this Swede, Kuusta
wondered? In town he seenmed a great fighter, but here
he had subnmitted as docilely as a thrall. Yet they
were alive instead of stuck full of arrows like
t wo- por cupi nes. And the ropes around their necks had
not been thrown over an oak |inb.

They were put in a cell together in the
barracks, but shortly a nan-at-arns cane and | ed them
into the courtyard. A grizzled veteran stood there,
wi th several other knights and squires, anong them
t he kni ght who had brought themin.

The ol d kni ght gl owered at the two
prisoners. "So you claimto be fighting nmen," he said.

"I ama freeman of Suom ," said Kuusta.



"I"ve served as a nercenary, and like all Suonal ai net
I
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am hightly skilled with the bow. In our country we
live by the bow "

The veteran grunted. "Make hima mark,"
he ordered.

A squire picked up a horse dung and
threwit thirty neters.

"G ve hima bow "

Kuusta bent the unfamliar bow, testing
its flex and strength. "Can | use nmy own?", he asked.
The ol d kni ght said nothing, so he fitted an arrow,
drew back and let go. It struck centineters short.

The ol d kni ght hinself picked up a horse
dung then and threw it high. Quickly Kuusta had to
nock and draw, letting the arrow go when the target
had al ready passed the height of the throw and was
starting downward. The arrow broke it apart as it
fell. Kuusta conceal ed his surprise.

The veteran tried not to | ook inpressed.
"Now you," he said to Nils, and signalled a
man- at -arnms who handed Nils his sword and shi el d.
"And you, Jens Hol gersen.”

The kni ght who was game war den stepped
out smling, his sword drawn. He was not in the | east
awed by the size and nuscul ature of the youth he
faced-a hal f-naked barbarian of some tribe he'd never
heard of. Besides, he had handl ed the opponent's
sword and knew it was too heavy to be used properly,
even by such a big ox. On top of that, the barbarian
was barely past squiredom unbl ooded and with no
arnor except his steel cap. Hopefully old Oskar
Tunghand woul d stop it before the boy |lay dead. Such
size and strength could be trained if he didn't prove
too clumsy, and besides, he'd taken a liking to the
barbarian's
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open and honest disposition. He'd make a good Dane.

They faced each other. The boy showed
no fear; his face was cal mand his stance easy.
"Fight until | say to stop," the old kni ght ordered.

Their swords nmet with a crash, and Jens



Hol ger-sen began to hew. The youth parried, using
sword as nuch as shield, and the kni ght was inpressed
at the ease with which he handl ed the heavy bl ade. He
i ncreased his efforts and the barbarian backed away,
defending hinsel f easily, neasuring the strength and
skill of the knight. Sword struck on sword and shield.

The man is not too bad, Nils decided, and
with that he attacked. The great sword began to fly,
smashing the other's sword back, the shocks jarring
bone and sinew so that the knight could scarcely
recover before the next blow struck. His shield was
cloven nearly to the center with the bl ow t hat
knocked himfromhis feet, and he lay in the dust,

t hunder struck, the point of the heavy sword touching
lightly at the latch of his throat.

"Must | kill hinP" Nils asked casually,
| ooki ng across at the old marshal. "He was mercifu
and spared our lives when he m ght have hanged us
froma tree.’

Gskar Tunghand stood erect, his brows
knotted in consternation, his right hand on the hilt
of his sword, not threateningly but in shock. "No,
don't kill him He"-the words al nost choked the old
kni ght-"is one of our best swordsnen."”

Ni | s stepped back, put a foot on the
encunbering shield and freed his sword. H s wi st
rel axed then, the point of his sword in the dust, and
Jens Hol gersen clinbed slowly to his feet, his eyes on
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the mld young face above him He saw no exultation
there, or even satisfaction. The eyes, squinting
agai nst the sun, were sinply thoughtful. And to the
ast oni shment of the watchers, when Hol gersen stood
agai n, the young warrior knelt, picked up the
knight's fallen sword, handed it to himby the hilt
and slid his own back into the scabbard.

"Peder! Take them back to the barracks,"
Gskar Tunghand said hoarsely. "See themfed and
properly equi pped.” He turned to Jens Hol gersen
" Cone. "

Ni | s and Kuusta had wal ked several steps
with their guide when the old knight's rough voice
called, "Hey you, big one!" Nls stopped. "Your nane."



"Ni | s J&rnhann."

The veteran gazed at himfor a nonent.
"Jarnhann." His lips tightened slightly and he turned
to walk on with Jens Hol gersen

After Nils and Kuusta had washed and
eaten, an artificer attenpted vainly to fit Nils from
his existing supply of mail shirts. "I don't want one
anyway," Nils told him "l1'd feel ill at ease in it.
Among ny people it's the customfor nmen to go
shirtless in warmweather. Wuld it offend your
custons if | go as | anP"

"It is the customfor knights to wear
mai | while on duty, and Oskar Tunghand has ordered
that you be equi pped as a knight. And it's the custom
of all but peasants to cover their bodies. It is
strange that you don't know these things. But as none

of these fit you, I'll have to make one that will.
Meanwhi | e, you'd better wear a shirt of some kind or
men will think you' re uncouth and lowy."

Peder paa KvernO, the man-at-arns in whose
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charge they were, found a woolen shirt that Nils
could wear. Then Nils found a sharpening steel and
began to replace the edge on his sword.

The job was hardly well started when a
page canme to take himto an audi ence. They crossed
the dusty courtyard and clinbed a flight of stone
stairs to enter the great hold, one pikeman precedi ng
t hem and anot her follow ng. The corridor was w de,
with a tall door at the far end and | esser doors
al ong both sides. The tall door was of thick oak
banded and bossed with iron and guarded by two
pi kemren. For all its weight it swng easily when the
page pushed on it, and they entered a high, dimroom
richly hung with dark tapestries. Polished wood
glowed in the light that came through narrow w ndows
high in the walls and fromoil |anps burning
pungently in braziers.

Atall man with a great forked beard sat
richly robed upon a throne. To one side stood Oskar
Tunghand, with Jens Hol gersen behind himin clean
hose and jerkin. At his other side stood a
whi t e- bearded man, slight but erect in a blue velvet



robe, his eyes intent on the newconer. Behind the
throne, on either side, stood a pikemnan.

Ni | s wal ked down the carpeted aisle and
was stopped five paces fromthe throne by a pike
shaft.

The man on the throne spoke. "Has no one
taught you to bow?"
" Bow?"
"Like this, dolt," said Tunghand, and he
bowed toward the throne. Nils followed his exanple
The slight, white-bearded nan spoke next.
"You are in the presence of his |ordship Jgrgen
St ennaeve, Greve of Jylland, Uniter of the Danes and
Scourge of the Frisians. Nane yourself."
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"I am NiI's Jarnhann, warrior of the WIf
C an, of the Svea tribe."

The Greve of Jylland rose abruptly to
his feet, his face darkening even in the poor |ight
of the throne room "Do you joke with ne?" he
demanded. "There cannot be an Iron Hand in the | and
of Stone Fist."

"Your |ordship?" It was the soft, strong
voi ce of white beard again.

"Yes?" snapped the greve.

"The nanes given by barbarians to
bar bari ans need not concern us. Their names are
concei ved in ignorance of the world outside their
forests and neant without harmto their betters." He
turned and gestured toward Nils. "Look at him vyour
| ordship. There is neither guile nor nmeanness there.
Let himbe called Nils Savage, for he is a barbarian
and let himserve you. | sense in hima service to
your | ordship that no one el se can render."

Slowy the greve sat down again, and for
a nonent drumed his big fingers on the armof his
throne. "And you wi sh to serve ne?" he asked at
| engt h.

"Yes, your lordship," Nls answered.

JOrgen Stennaeve turned to the
whi t e- bearded nman. "W can't have a nmere man-at-arns
who can defeat our best knights; such a man shoul d be
instructed in manners and kni ghted. But | have never



heard of knighting foreigners, and especially not
bar bari ans. What do you say, Raadgiver?"

The white-bearded counselor sniled at
Ni | s Jarnhann. "What is your rank anong your own
peopl e?"

"I ama warrior."
"And how did you cone to be a warrior?"
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"I was chosen in ny thirteenth sumer
and trained for six years as a sword apprentice. Then
nmy hair was braided and | was given ny warrior nane,
and | becane a warrior."

Raadgi ver turned to the greve. "Your
| ordship," he said, "it seens that his people, in
their barbaric way, have somnething rather |ike
squires, which they call sword apprentices. And in
due course they are nmade warriors, somewhat
equi val ent to knights, although uncouth. It is ny
t hought that he need be called neither man-at-arns
nor knight, but sinply warrior. Let himlive in the
barracks with the men-at-arnms, for he is a barbarian
but let himgo into battle with the knights, for that
is his training and skill."

At this construction, a smle actually
pl ayed around the scarred lips of the grizzled Gskar
Tunghand, and JOrgen Stennaeve, too, |ooked pl eased.
The greve rose again. "So be it," he said. "Let Nls
Savage, barbarian, remain sinply '"warrior,' housed
with the nmen-at-arms but riding with the knights.
What do you say to that, warrior?"

"WIllingly, your lordship."

"Then return himto the barracks,
Tunghand, and have himinstructed in his duties.”

5.

Qut side, dimnoonlight filtered through
the overcast, but in the hut it was very dark. His
senses strained for sonething, something he could not
hear but faintly sensed. His scalp craw ed. Dogs
began to bark. And then there was a sound, a hooting
t hat repeat ed-deep, tonel ess, directionl ess-and
repeat ed agai n nearer. The barki ng became nore
shrill, then cut off, and a mindless terror that was
not his but that he felt, a paralyzing terror, nade



them cower in their bed and pull the covers up so
that they woul d not see what was conming for them And
the hooting was very near, in the |ane outside, and
he saw the door burst fromthe frame. Something huge
and stooped filled the doorway, |urched toward the
bed, and he yelled at the figures hunped beneath the
bl anket s and yel | ed.

"Nils, wake up, wake up!" And Nils,
trenbling, clawed upright in bed, his heart pounding,
eyes wild. "Wake up, you fool. You were roaring like
a bear."
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It was Kuusta, and other nen-at-arns
stood near, |ooking shocked and angry in their
ni ght cl ot hes.

"My blood, what a dream" N Is
whi spered. "What a dream" He sat clutching a tw st
of bl anket in one huge fist, his breath deep and
irregular. "What a terrible dream™

And for the rest of the night his sleep
was troubl ed.

Surprisingly, when he awoke next
norni ng, he could remenber it clearly, although the
terror was only an after-inmage, a shadow, renenbered
but no longer felt. Under Kuusta's coaxing he
described it in the barracks, but by daylight it was
not especially frightening. Peder paa Kverng
suggested that the fish at supper had seemed nore
overripe than usual

Ni | s and Kuusta sat al one on a bench
out si de the barracks, digesting their breakfast of
porridge and cheese. They talked in Anglic so far as
Nils was abl e, which was considerable, for he grasped
syntax al nopst instinctively, learned readily from
context, and never forgot a word he had | earned. And
when he had trouble, Kuusta helped him It was known
that Jgrgen Stennaeve planned to attack Slesvig,
Denmar k' s sout hern province. Forces would be mnustered
fromall his fiefs as soon as the harvest was over
If he forced the Greve of Slesvig to acknow edge his
suzerainty, the Greve of Sjaelland would have to
follow, and there would be a king again in Denmark.



"They don't prepare very seriously for
war," Nils remarked. "At hone each warrior has to
make his living hinmself, yet he spends a |ot nore
time practicing with weapons than nost knights do.
Swor d
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apprentices in their sixteenth sumrer are nore
skilled than nost knights. No wonder it was easy for
nme to beat one of their best. At hone even
freehol ders have weapons and practice with birch
swords, though nore fromtradition and in sport than
from need. Al nost everyone races and westles and
shoots at marks, and everyone hunts. Children act out
famous raids or make up their own. But here the
kni ghts and nen-at-arns would rather drink or throw
dice, and they don't practice with weapons nearly
enough, nost of them Danes may be bold fighters, but
they are not skilled fighters.™

"They're as skilled as those |I've seen
in other lands," Kuusta replied. "I believe the big
di fferences between these people and ours come partly
fromthe land itself and partly fromthe |laws. At
hone a man is his own master, to make a living or
starve. In Suomi we do not even have thralls. There
is all the and and all the gane and a man can cone
and go as he pleases. He is free, and takes pl easure
in contests. But in Suom we don't have sword
apprenticeship or a warrior class as your tribes do,
and we nake nuch | ess of raids and war."

"But there's another difference between
the tribes and the Danes,"” N ls pointed out. "Here
men can have only one wife, and the sons of knights
becorme knights, while a thrall's son can only be a
thrall unless he runs away to the free towns. At hone
a warrior can have three wives and nmany sons if he
lives | ong enough. But his sons aren't necessarily
chosen to becone warriors, while the sons cf thralls
are chosen fairly often. Qur tradition calls it the
| aw of positive selection. And our
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peopl e i ncrease; they have spread northward bel ow t he
nountains as far as ..."

Gal | opi ng hooves sounded fromthe



drawbridge, and a constable on a | athered horse
pounded t hrough the gate and across the courtyard.
Every eye followed him He dropped fromthe saddle
and ran up the stone steps of the great hold,
speaking hurriedly to the guards, one of whomwent in
wi th him

"l wonder what that's all about," Kuusta
said, rising. They wal ked toward the hold in case
anyt hi ng m ght be overheard there.

"My dream " said Nils

"Your drean? \Wat do you nean?"

"It has to do with ny dream™

"How could your . . . ? 1 don't understand."

"I dreaned of something that happened
last night, kiloneters away," Nils explained. "That
one just brought the report of it."

Bef ore the sun approached m dday the
troop of nounted nen-at-arns were well away fromthe
castle, under the command of a knight, with Nils as
his second. They had been told only that a | arge and
danger ous beast had killed sone peasants in a village
and that they were to destroy it.

They found the villagers in a state of
shock. A family of four had been killed. It wasn't
possible to determ ne how conmpletely they had been
eaten; remmins had been scattered about wth
sickening ferocity, inside and out. But the fear
anong the villagers was out of proportion even to
such savagery. Sone were fitting stout bars on their
doors; a few had fled to a nearby woods; still others
only sat and waited for another night to cone. The
tracks of the beast had been obliterated
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in the lane through the village, but Nils and Kuusta
wer e experienced trackers and found where the beast
had struck the lane. They followed the trail on foot,
| eading their nmounts, the troop follow ng on
hor seback. Where the tracks crossed the soft ground
of potato field, they got a clearer idea of what the
animal was like. It walked upright on two obl ong feet
that were as long as Kuusta's forearmfrom el bow to
knuckl es. The toes were sonewhat |ike a man's, but
cl awed.



"Atroll!" said one of the nmen in an awed voi ce.

The kni ght spurred his horse up to the
man and al nost knocked himfromthe saddle with a
fist blow "There are no trolls," he snapped, "except
in the stories grandfathers tell." The men sat
sullenly. "Who has seen a troll?" he demanded. There
was no answer. "Who has even heard of a troll except
in fairy tales?"

One of the men | aughed. "A troll! MW
grandnmot her used to tell me troll stories to make ne
mnd." Qher nen began to smle or |augh

But when they began to follow the trai
again and saw the tracks pressed deeply into the hoed
earth, they did not |augh anynore, or even talk.

"What do you think, Nils?" Kuusta asked
quietly. "I haven't believed in trolls since |l was a
little boy. And in all ny travels | have never seen
or heard evidence of such a thing. But those!" He
gestured toward the ground.

"These tracks and whatever nmade them are
real," Nils answered. "If anyone wants to call it a
troll, it's all the same to ne."

The tracks entered a heath and becane
slowto follow, but they seened to | ead straight
toward the sea. So Nils left Kuusta to trail through
t he
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| ow, dense shrubs, and nounting, he rode toward the
sea wWith the knight. In less than three kiloneters
they came to the beach, and quickly found where the
tracks crossed it and went into the water. Not twenty
nmeters away they found where they had come out.

"There," said Nils, raising a thick
sinewy arm "That is its home." His big callused
forefinger pointed to a small island sonewhat nore
than a kil oneter offshore
"How do you know?" asked the knight.

Ni | s shrugged.

The kni ght scow ed across the qui et
water. "You're probably right," he said. "And before
we can get boats enough and go there, it'll be dark."

"I'f we start across, he night see us and
escape anyway," Nils said. "Or it may be that he's



good enough in the water to attack the boats from
bel ow. But he seenms to like this place to | eave and
enter the water. Maybe we could | ay behind the dune
and anmbush him™"

The kni ght divided his troop. Half |ay
wrapped in their blankets back of the seaward dune,
trying to sleep, while sentinels watched out to sea
from behind clunps of dune grass that dotted the top
The other half, with the horses, took cover behind
t he next dune inland, ready to come in support if
needed, or nove parallel to the beach if the nonster
fl anked t he anmbush.

Wth the anmbush plans, the nmen began to
feel nore sure of themselves. The beast was big, no
guestion of that, and savage. But nost of them had
been seasoned in conbat and had confidence
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in themselves. And with bows, pikes and swords, they
assured each other, they would make short work of it.

The noon was at the end of the third
quarter and wouldn't rise until mdnight. Wen the
last |ight of dusk faded, the watchers could see
little by the starlight. And the gentle washing of
waves on the beach could cover the sound of anything
emerging fromthe water.

"I don't like this darkness," the knight
muttered softly.

"I don't think he'll conme until after
the noon rises,"” Nils answered in a whisper. "Last
ni ght the noon was well up before he entered the
village. He probably likes nmore light than this
hi nmsel f."

"How do you know the nobon was wel |l up?"

"Because, |ooking through the wi ndow, |
could see the nmoonlight."

"Ch yes, | heard about your dream" the
kni ght said. "The story has gone around the castle."
He turned to Nils, staring at himin the darkness,

t hen | ooked back out to sea. Dimy he could
di stingui sh the dark water fromthe |ighter beach. "I
don't believe in dreans," he added.

In spite of themselves they dozed now
and then. Suddenly Nils jerked w de-awake, startling



t he kni ght beside him The hal f-nmoon stood above the
rimof the sea and the night was light, but it wasn't
that that had wakened him The beast was coming, in
the water, with a hunger for flesh and for nore than
flesh, for the current of life, spiced with terror
was nourishnent as necessary to it as food. And Nils
was inits avid mind, feeling with its senses. It
felt the buoyancy and resistance
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and cool ness of the water as it watched the dunes not
far ahead. And it sensed that anong the dunes was
what it sought.

Ni I s shook his head and | ooked about him
with his own eyes again. "He's com ng," he whispered
softly. "And he knows we're here.”

The kni ght said nothing, but rose to one
el bow and stared out to sea.

"I't's not in sight yet," Nils told him
"but it will be soon." He slid down the back side of
t he dune and began waki ng t he sl eepers one-by-one
with a touch and a whisper. They rolled out of their
bl ankets, awake and taut, and followed Nils to the
crest.

Nils sensed the knight's rigidity and
| ooked seaward. The beast could be seen now, twenty
or thirty neters fromthe shore, wading slowy in the
shal low water. It |ooked inmense, perhaps
two- and-a-half neters tall, its proportions
resenbling those of an overgrown gorilla except that
it was longer legged. But its hide, wet and noonlit,
| ooked |i ke chain nail

It stopped for a nonent where the waves
washed onto the beach, turned briefly to | ook over
its shoulder at the nmoon, then scanned the dune as if
it could see them An overanxi ous bowran | oosed an
arrow, and a hail of others hissed after it to fal
fromthe beast's hide onto the sand. For just an
instant it stood, shielding its face with a nassive
forearm Then a line of shouting nmen charged fromthe
crest, brandi shing pikes and swords.

A hoarse hoot canme fromthe beast, and
somet hing el se. A great wave of sonething. Men
st aggered, dropped their weapons, and war cries



changed to howl s and shrieks of mndless terror
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Sone ran, stunbling, rising, back up the dune or

al ong the beach or into the sea. O hers sinply fell
wrapping their arns around their heads in catatonic
hel pl essness.

Nils felt the waves of terror as on the
ni ght before, terror that was not his own but that
shook hi mmonentarily. The few arrows that had stuck
in the beast dangled as if only the points had
penetrated. He picked up a pi ke and charged down the
dune again, the only one now, bul ging arns cocked,
and at three neters lunged with all his strength at
the towering nonster, his hands near the butt of the
pi ke, and felt the head strike and break through. H's
foll owthrough carried himrolling onto the sand,

di agonal ly and alnost into the |egs of the beast, the
hilt of his scabbarded sword striking himpainfully
below the ribs. He rolled to his feet, stunbling as

t he beast rushed at him bul ky but quick, the pike
shaft sticking out of its belly. There was only tine
to grab the shaft before the beast was on him

The charge threw Nils backward, off his
feet, sliding on his back across the sand, his grip
like iron on the shaft, his arns and shoul ders tensed
with all their strength. Geat clawed fingers
clutched short of him and the hoot changed to a roar
of rage and pain as the beast dropped to its knees.
When the pike had pierced its entrails it had been
like fire bursting into it. But the collision, with
the man grabbi ng the shaft, and the shock as he had
hit the ground, transmtted through two-and-a-half
meters of strong ash, did terrible damage.

Nils let go and rolled sideways to his
feet, drawing his sword as the beast rose again. It
wrenched the pike fromits own guts, eyes raging, and
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charged once nore. The sword struck once, into the
rib cage, and they crashed to the ground together
One great forearm pressed down on Nils's throat and
he grabbed desperately at the scaly neck, straining
to keep its fangs fromhim H s | ast thought, fading
but distinct, was that its blood snelled |ike any



ot her.
6.

Consci ousness came gradually. First Nls
was aware of his body, then of voices. After a bit he
focused on the voices, and their Anglic began to take
nmeani ng

"So we have a psi who is also deadly," a
femal e voi ce was saying. "But why does it have to be
a filthy, ignorant barbarian?"

Ni | s opened his eyes.

Raadgi ver, in his blue velvet robe, sat
besi de the cot | ooking down at Nils and sniling
slightly. A young wonan, taller than the counsel or
stood at the w ndow | ooking out, her black hair in a
brai d down her slender back

"Signe, our patient is awake," Raadgiver
said in Danish. He pulled on a velvet cord and
somewhere a bell rang. Signe turned. She was not mnuch
nore than a girl-perhaps no older than Nl s-and
handsome, but her startling blue eyes bespoke dislike.

"Nils Savage, this is nmy daughter and
apprentice. | need not introduce you to her, for she
has shared the job of watching over you since you
wer e brought
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to the castle earlier this norning. | have been your
ot her nurse.”

Nils sat up on the edge of the cot
t houghtfully. He wore only his breeches; his other

things lay on a nearby bench. "I don't seemto be

injured, only weak," he said. "The troll nust have

di ed al nost as soon as | |ost consciousness."”
"Troll!" said Signe, turning to her

father without trying to hide her scorn of such
superstition.

"Do you believe it was a troll, Nils?"
asked Raadgi ver.

"Not in the sense of the fairy tales,"”
he answered. "But it's useful to have a nane to cal
it. It's not an animal fromthis part of the world;
if it was, we'd know about it, and not by
grandfathers' tales but by its deeds and attri butes.



"Brave nen who saw it and what it had
done weren't terrified by the sight. They believed
they could kill it. But when it how ed, they were
filled with terror, and their mnds were |like eyes
that had | ooked at the sun. And it wasn't the how
that did it, really, at least not by itself. If |
made the sane sound, no one would panic."

Nils | ooked calmy up fromhis seat on
the cot. "And | could see through its eyes, and knew
it was comng before it was seen or heard.™

"Why didn't you pani c?" Raadgi ver
asked. "You were the only one who didn't, you know
Did you feel no fear?"

"I felt the fear all right," Nls
replied. "But it wasn't ny own. | think that sonmehow
it was fromthe others as well as fromthe troll. It
was |ike a wave washi ng over nme without wetting ne."

There was a rap on the heavy door of
t he chanmber, and Raadgi ver spoke. A servant entered
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and left a platter with a steam ng roast, mushroons,
a loaf, and a | arge nug.

"Well," Raadgiver said, "we'll |eave you
with this, for we have eaten and will return when
you' ve finished.” He held the door for Signe, at the
same time turning again to Nils. "Do you speak
Anglic, N Is?" he asked.

"Sone," Nils answered. "I've been
learning it for several weeks."

Raadgi ver al nost grinned for a nmonent,
and nudged his daughter as the door closed behind
them "1 believe your 'filthy, ignorant barbarian’
heard and understood that little remark just before
he opened his eyes," he thought to her. "And what do
you think of himnow, ny dear? He is hardly nore than
a boy, a very large boy, but he has a nind like a
razor."

Signe's answer was a flash of irritation

Nils chewed the end of the |oaf, which
held all that was left of the gravy, then tipped the
|ast of the ale fromthe nug and wi ped his mouth on
t he back of a thick hand. Standing, he pulled the
bell cord and wal ked to the narrow wi ndow. The thick



stone walls restricted the view ng angle, but the
roomwas high and he could see over the castle wall
The patchwork of fields and woods, so different from
the endl ess forests, bogs and | akes of Sveal ann, |ay
peaceful and warmin the sunshine of an August

af t er noon.

He did not turn when a servant entered
and took out the platter. A noment |ater, Raadgiver
and Signe returned.

Wthout prelimnaries, N ls asked, "What
isit you want me to do?"
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"Why do you think we want you to do
anyt hi ng?" Raadgi ver countered.

Ni | s, |eaning casually against the wall
said nothing, sinply folding his muscular .arns
across his chest.

Raadgi ver | aughed suddenly and addressed
hi s daughter out |oud. "My dear, this would be the
man we need, even if he wasn't a psi. If | praise
him he won't be enbarrassed because he'll know it's
nmerely the truth. And if you insult him he won't be
irritated because it won't matter to him being
unt r ue.

"And besides, | can't read his thoughts
except when he speaks."

Raadgi ver | owered hinmself into a
cushi oned chair and | ooked up at Nils nore seriously
now. "Do you know the word 'psi'?"
"No. "

"Psi is the ability to read minds, to
converse silently or to look into the future. Very
few can do these things. Small children with the
potential to learn aren't rare, but in nost cases the
potential is lost if it isn't devel oped by the fourth
or fifth year. Anmobng the occasional adults who retain
it, it is alnost always erratic and usual |y weak,
unl ess trained."

"I"ve had that sort of experience only
twice," Nils said. "In ny dreamtwo nights ago, when
my mnd was in the peasant hut, and | ast night, when
the troll was swming fromthe island."

"Only twice strongly," Raadgiver



corrected, "but perhaps many other tines |ess
obviously. | read the mnds of those who were at your
audi ence with the greve. You had handed Jens

Hol gersen his sword after beating him and then you
sheat hed your own. WAsn't that reckless? He could
easily have
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killed you then, and many men woul d have. Yet bravado
and foolishness are as foreign to your nature as
weakness is."

"I knew he wouldn't," said Nils.

"Good. But how could you be so sure? You
hardly knew him" Raadgi ver pointed out. "Wen we say
that an untrai ned psi shows erratic ability, we refer
to conscious psi experience. Mst such people, or
probably all, receive nmany other psi inpressions
unconsci ously-that is, psi nessages enter their
m nds, but they don't recognize themfor what they
are. But the information is in their m nds anyway.
That is-" He paused. "It's very hard to explain to
someone who has no concept of the subconscious mnd."
"I understand you," N Is said.

Raadgi ver | eaned back in his chair, his
i ntensity suddenly gone. "OF course,"” he said. "You
woul d. "

"And now, back to ny question,"” Nls
rem nded him

"Ah yes. What we want you to do. We're
working up to that." Raadgiver shifted in his seat,
| ooking tired now and no | onger nmeeting Nils's eyes.
He spoke quietly. "What is the nost inmportant thing
to a man next to life itsel f?"

"For many, what he really believes is true."

Raadgi ver stared up for a noment, then
| ooked down at his nails. "Only if he isn't
suffering. If he's suffering enough, the nost
i mportant thing is for the suffering to stop. It can
be nmore inportant than survival. And if he lives in
constant fear-fear of terrible pain, of the real and
i mm nent threat of physical and mental torture-then
t he nost inportant thing becones freedom fromthat
threat."

Ni I s had never heard of such a situation
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"Now suppose there was a | and where al
men were thralls. No, less than thralls, because
thralls at |east have sonme rights and protection in
| aw. Suppose all men were sl aves except for one
master and his soldiers. And suppose that master had
the worst kind of madness, finding his greatest
pl easure in the msery and degradation, the torture,
of his slaves. An emperor who conquered only to enjoy
the cries, the whinpers, the begging for nmercy of
those he ruled. A man who had lived very |long and has
a great arny." Raadgiver |eaned toward Nils. "Wat
woul d you do if you lived in a land |ike that?"

"I have never thought of such a thing,"
Nils answered. "It would depend on the possibilities."

"But suppose that lord offered to nmake
you his |ieutenant?" Raadgiver asked.

"The lieutenant would still be his
thrall. Were is that |and?"

"Right nowit is far to the southeast,"
Raadgi ver answered. "But soneday, perhaps soon, it
may include all of Europe, even DenmarKk.

"And what we want you to do is kill that man."
7.

JOrgen Stennaeve was tough, anbitious,
and direct, but not particularly intelligent. Gven
cause for distrust, he could be suspicious and wary,
but otherwi se he tended to take things at face val ue
and was also disinterested in details other than
mlitary. So when his chief counsel or asked for
charge of the barbarian, he asked few questions.
Raadgi ver sinply explained that he believed the trol
was sent by an evil power in a distant [and. That
evil power hoped someday to spread into Europe,
per haps even to Denmark, Nils wi thstood the trol
because of a certain strength against that power, he
went on, and Raadgi ver wanted to train himand send
himto fight it.

To the greve the nenace seened renote
and the value of such a fighting man m ght be
consi derable in the inpending invasion of Slesvig.
But, on the other hand, the counselor's advice was
al nost al ways good, so he agreed to the request.



Thus, N ls noved fromthe barracks to a snmall chanber
near the apartnment of Raadgi ver and Signe, and began
his | essons. Raadgi ver instructed
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him or Signe, when her father was otherw se occupi ed.

Most psi experiences are telepathy, Nls
was told. Psis can read thoughts only when there are
explicit thoughts to read-that is, when the nmnd is
di scursi ve-and psi conversation consists primarily of
t hi nki ng words, feelings and pictures to one anot her
When the attention is on some sensory experience,
t hat experience too can be shared, as when N ls
| ooked at the beach through the troll's eyes and felt
the water with its body.

Enotional states, including the finer
nuances, are easily sensed, and a psi comonly
recei ves a general but appropriate reading of overal
personality at first encounter

Psionic transm ssions normally are
subject to the inverse square |law, but can be
recei ved at sonethi ng beyond normal hearing distance
when transmitted forcefully or in a psychically quiet
environnent. Wth training, the potentially
psi-re-ceptive mnd reflexively devel ops sel ective
danpi ng, providing a | arge degree of protection
agai nst "psi noise." Danping can be cut selectively
for screening transm ssions, as for seeking one
particular mind in a crowd. And when that nind is
found, the attention can be focused on it while
recepti on of others renai ns danped.

Danping is not very effective against
transm ssions directed specifically toward the
recei ver, however.

Unexpl ai nabl e exceptions occur to the
i nverse square limtation. Cccasional transm ssions
carry thousands of kiloneters w thout apparent
weakeni ng. These are highly specific to a receiver or
receivers, and the receiver need not be a trained
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psi. Little is known about this phenonmenon and such
transm ssi ons cannot be made at will. They are
therefore, of little inportance.



There is al so a technol ogi cal exception
to the inverse square restriction. Before the G eat
Death, an instrument called a psi tuner was invented,
permtting the narrow focusing of tel epathic
transm ssions to another psi tuner. They are usefu
only to trained psis.

Precognition and prenonition are the
ot her known facets of psi. In the untrai ned psi these
commonly are in the formof synbolic visions, but
anong trained psis they are usually explicit previews
havi ng the sane quality and much of the inpact of a
sensory perception. Prenonitions are not necessarily
fulfilled, falling into the category of "what wl|l
happen if nothing intercedes." Precognition, on the
ot her hand, seens to fall into the category of "what
wi || happen regardl ess.” Many trained psis state they
can di stinguish them A strong phil osophical case has
been made, however, for the contention that there is
no precognition in that strict sense, the difference
bet ween t he experiences lying in the degree of
probability that they will be fulfilled.

Premoni ti on and precognition cannot be
experienced at will. They occur rarely or possibly
never at all to some psis, infrequently to nost, and
somewhat frequently to a few. Commonly occurring
wi t hout context, the receiver often cannot understand
what he "saw," and the event foreseen may be
i mportant or irrelevant to him

Raadgi ver al so described the | oose

organi zation of psis that had grown up in Europe.
"I'n the year 2105 there were five billion people
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on Earth," he said. "Can you imagine that, Nils? That
is a thousand taken a thousand tines. And then that
t housand thousand taken a thousand ti nes again, and
five times all of those. It is beyond conprehension
Singl e towns had nore people than probably exist in
all the world today. That is our tradition in the Psi
Al'liance. And then the Great Death came, and within a
few weeks so many had died that a nman could wal k for
days before he saw another |iving person

"The ancients had great |earning and nade
much use of machi nes. Machi nes punped water into



every dwel ling through netal tubes, even to the tops
of towers. People rode in flying boats faster than
the fastest arrows. They even rode themto the stars,
which are other worlds Iike this one. Subtle machines
did their |abor, drawi ng power from beamns |ike
sunlight but invisible and akin to |ightning. But
each machi ne needed men with special skills to take
care of it, and it had to be told what to do. So when
their keepers died, the machi nes becane confused and
soon they too began to die. And when the machines

di ed that nade the power, alnost all the others died
at once.

"And the people with the plague were
seized with the desire to set fires, as a man with a
col d must cough or sneeze. The few who survived
i nherited a snoking ruin.

"At first, they hoped that those who'd
gone to the stars would cone back soneday and bring
t he machi nes back to life. But they never did, and
it's probable that the plague struck them too.

"One who survived was a trained psi
naned Jakob Tashi Norbu, who taught in a great place
of learning called the University of Lucerne. In those
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days there was a powder that could be given to a
person to tell whether or not he had psi potenti al
and he searched on foot through Europe, after the
Deat h, | ooking for psis. He found three. He al so
searched the places of learning for psi tuners and
found thirteen. Mne is one of them
"I't took himyears.

"Fat her Jakob taught each of his psis
and gave themtuners. They took nmates and nost of the
children were psis. That was the begi nning of the
Al l'i ance.

"Over the generations men's nunbers
i ncreased, and |lords and chiefs appeared. So the
Al liance dispersed; it was beconing unsafe to be a
separate comunity. Fourteen had psi tuners, and
t hese worked thenselves into the service of |ords and
chiefs as advisors. They kept their talents secret
and used themto advance good | ords or cause the fal
of bad. Wthin the Alliance, those with psi tuners



are called the Inner Circle. Over the centuries the
Inner Circle has had an inportant influence on the
ascension and the acts of rulers.

"Sonme without tuners also are advisors,
and in nost inportant towns there is at |east one
free merchant who is a psi. These we call the
Kinfol k; some of us refer to the whole Alliance as
the Kin-folk. And they, too, keep their talents a
secret.

"Still others have becone wanderers. W
call themthe Wandering Kin, but the peasants cal
them the Brethren. They wander through the
countrysi de and anong the villages as storytellers,
teachers and mmgi ci ans, speaking Anglic al nost
exclusively. This hel ps keep Anglic alive so that nen
of different [ ands can speak with each other. They
awe the people by knowing their secrets and use their
skills
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to seem supernatural. \Wen avail able, the peasants
call upon themto judge disputes. Their stories
becorme traditions and their acts |egends, and so far
as their understanding and ability allows, they try
to reduce the cruelty and injustice that nen
perpetrate on nen.

"The Wandering Kin have their own
tradition. They own nothing but the clothes they wear
and a sl eeping robe for when they nust spend the
ni ght beside the road. The peasants feed and shelter
them and give themclothes, regarding it a privilege.
Only in unpeopled stretches do the Wandering Kin own
even a hut, built by thenselves in the w | derness,
where they can shelter in bad weather."

Raadgi ver al so taught hi m how psis
i nfl uence the thinking of non-psis. A psi cannot
i nfl uence a subject to a conclusion or action
i nconpatible with the subject's nature. But his
reaction to a specific idea or event commonly can be
nodi fi ed. For example, the influence of a psi advisor
on his feudal |ord depends on

1. Selection of a lord who is not
particul arly suspicious of himor adverse to advice,
followed by the cultivation of the lord' s confidence.



2. Sound insight into the lord's
personality. An important element in psi training is
training to interpret thoughts and enotions and to
integrate theminto a reasonabl e nodel of the
subj ect's subconscious so his reactions can be
pr edi ct ed.

3. Correct reading of the lord' s mood of
t he nonent, which is automatic for a trained psi.

4. Ability to translate the psi's
objective, or an approximation of it, into an
obj ective harnonic
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with the lord' s tastes or at |east conpatible with
t hem

Nil s al so was instructed in geography,
map readi ng, and use of the psi tuner. Raadgiver also
passed on odd bits and pieces of subjects from
geol ogy to phil osophy. As far as possible,

i nstruction and conversation were in Anglic.

The man Nils was to assassinate was a
psi named Kazi. The Alliance had first become aware
of him several decades earlier as the ruler of a
power ful Near Eastern despotism One of the Kin-folk
equi pped with a psi tuner had been sent to spy on him
and was captured. Apparently he succeeded in suicide,
however, for Kazi seened to have gotten little
information fromhim But he clearly deduced the
exi stence of a European psi organization. For a tine
Kazi had sent psi spies of his own into Europe,
| osi ng several but assassinating three of the Inner
Crcle. Apparently he concluded that so | oose and
nonm litary an organi zation as the Alliance was no
threat to him for no nore spies had been detected
for a number of years.

Meanwhi | e, Kazi had expanded his enpire
to include nuch of the Bal kans.

Reports and rumors gathered by the
Wandering Kin in peripheral areas and fromrefugees
i ndicated that Kazi's rule was one of deliberate
depravity, and that he was clearly psychopathic. H's
subjects lived in a pathetic state of fear or apathy,
and his arny was thought to be invincible.

Legends descri bed him as the Never



Dyi ng. Evidence indicated that he actually was either
agel ess, extrenely old, or nore probably a dynasty.
Apparently he intended to conquer Europe. He
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had planted a cult to Baal zebub throughout much of
the continent, Baal zebub referring to hinsel f. Under
the influence of drugs, initiates practiced such
obscene depravities that they felt thensel ves
afterward totally alienated fromtheir culture and
ei t her dedicated thensel ves completely to the cult or
committed suicide.

It had few adherents now, however.
Initiates were easily detected by the Kinfol k, and
using the information they provided, the feudal |ords
had suppressed the cult harshly. And the Wanderi ng
Ki n preached against it.

Recently trolls had appeared al ong the
coasts of western and northern Europe, and the runor
had been spread that Baal zebub had sent them because
t he people did not worship him

The Alliance had been | ooking for
someone who night stand a chance of assassinating
Kazi. Raadgiver told Nils frankly that success seened
|l ess than likely, and that Kazi could well come to
rule all of Europe.

Nils left the castle in the dry haze of
an Cct ober day, al one.

"After two nmonths you still dislike him
Si gne," Raadgi ver thought. "Shall | tell you why?"
"He has no sensitivities," Signe answered al oud.

Raadgi ver continued as if she hadn't
spoken. "Because he doesn't think as we do nor fee
the sane enotions. | sensed that in himwhen | first
saw him at his audience with the greve. He didn't
t hi nk di scursively except when he spoke. His nind
receives, correlates and decides, but it does not
"think to itself.’

"Because of that difference you dislike him yet
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if we weren't so different ourselves, we wouldn't
know it. Everyone else at the castle likes him
because he is so nild and pl easant.

"Signe, we are told that before the



Great Death, when psi was not secret, many people

di sliked or even hated psis. And not because of the
ways they acted or the things they said, but because
psis were so different and, in a way, superior

"Nils is still another kind of hunan,
different and, in an inmportant way, superior to us.
It bothers you to hear nme say it, yet you sensed that
superiority at once, and watched it grow.

"Yet we have our part init, for wthout
us it would not have matured. Hi s mind was inpressive
fromthe first, but its scope has broadened and
deepened greatly during his weeks with us, and as he
absor bs experiences through psi. "

Signe's thought interrupted his
angrily. "And he isn't even grateful!" she flared.

"True. He knows what happened, what we
did, and accepts it as a matter of fact. That's his
nature. And it seenms to be yours to dislike himfor
it. But renenber this while you' re enjoying the
guesti onabl e pl easure of indignation. At our request
he is going to probable death wi thout question or
hesitation. And who el se woul d have a significant
chance of success?"

8.

During his training under Raadgiver,
Nils worked out for a time each norning, nostly
gi ving Kuusta lessons in the use of sword and shield.
The Finn already knew the basics and was strong for
his size. Also, he had grown up in a relentless
wi | derness environment, as a hunter, with hunger or a
full belly as the stakes. H s senses were sharp and
his reflexes excellent. By |ate Septenber Kuusta had
nore than thickened in the arns and shoul ders; he had
becorme one of the best swordsnmen ampng the
nmen-at-arns, and afoot could have held his own
agai nst sone of the knights.

Ceneral ly, however, the life of a
man- at -arnms had pall ed on Kuusta Suonal ai nen. First,
it was dull. Under the gentle influence of his chief
counsel or, the G eve of Slesvig had been sufficiently
i npressed by the mobilization of Jylland forces to
of fer homage to Jgrgen Stennaeve as King of Denmark.
So there was no war. Second, Kuusta was honesick. He



had compared the wide world with his nmenories of
Fi nl and and was beginning to find the wi de world
I acki ng.
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Jens Hol gersen had appreci ated his woods
cunni ng and assigned himto night patrol for
poachers, which had been pl easant enough until the
eveni ng they had caught a peasant with a deer.

H's main satisfaction was in training
with Nils, sweating, aching, feeling the growth of
skill and strength. So when Nils told himthat he
soon woul d be | eaving, alone, Kuusta al so began to
t hi nk about | eaving, and with Raadgiver's influence
he was rel eased fromhis service

On the evening before Kuusta was to
| eave, he sat with Nils outside the castle, by the
nmoat. "Why have you decided to go hone instead of
searching for the esper crystal?" Nils asked. He knew
Kuusta's mind, but asked by way of conversation

"The esper crystal?" Kuusta grunted. "It
seened real and desirable enough to ne once, but now
I'd rather see Suom again. | want to hunt, sweat in

t he sauna, and speak my own | anguage in a | and where
men are not hanged up with their eyes bul gi ng and
their tongue swelling while they slowy choke to
death. And all because they wanted sone neat with
their porridge."
"And how will you get there?" N l|s asked.

"I"ve seen a map showing that if | ride

eastward far enough, I'll come to the end of the sea,
and if | go around the end, I'Il cone to Suom."

"And do you know what the people are
like in the lands you' |l pass through?"

Kuust a shrugged. "Like the people in
nost | ands, | suppose. But being obviously poor and
riding a horse somewhat past his prine, | won't be
overly tenpting to them And since you've treated ne
so nercilessly on the drill ground, I'Il be |less

susceptible to them Actually, if the truth was
known, 1'm
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| eaving to escape those norning sessions with you



but I wouldn't tell you that straight-out because
even the ignorant have feelings."

"It's nice to have a friend so
t houghtful of nme," Nils responded. "W fully grown
peopl e are as sensitive as you mdgets."

Kuusta ainmed a fist to mss the blond
head next to him and Ni|ls dodged exaggeratedly,
rolling away to one side. Then they got up, went back
into the castle, and shook hands in parting.

Early the next norning Kuusta
Suomal ai nen rode across the drawbridge on the aging
horse his soldier's pay had bought him with a sword
at his side, a small saddle bag tied behind him and
a saf e-pass signed by Oskar Tunghand.

It was an Cctober day on a forested plain
in northern Pol and, sunny but cool, with a fair
breeze rattling the yellow | eaves in the aspens and
sending flurries of themfluttering down to carpet
the narrow road. But Kuusta was not enjoying the
beauty. Periodically he broke into coughing that bent
hi m over the horse's withers and | eft himso weak he
didn't see the man standing in the road facing him
until the horse drew up nervously. The man wore a
cow ed jacket of faded dark-green homespun and
carried a staff over one shoulder. H's face
approached the brown of a ripe horse chestnut, darker
than the shock of light brown hair that | ooked to
have been cut under a bow .

"Good norning," the man said cheerfully
in Anglic. "You sound terrible."
Kuusta | ooked at him too sick to be
surprised at having been greeted in other than Polish
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"Where are you going in such poor
shape?" the man asked.
"To Finland," Kuusta answered dully.

"Let me put it another way," the man
sai d. "Where are you goi ng today? Because wherever it

is, unless it's very nearby, you'll never make it.
I'"ve just come froma shelter of the Brethren very
near here, and if you're willing, I'll take you

there." He paused. "My nanme is Brother Jozef."
Kuusta sinply nodded acqui escence while



staring at the horse's neck

The shelter was out of sight of the
road, the path |eading there being marked by a cross
hacked in the bark of a roadside pine. It was built
of un-squared | ogs chinked with clay, and had two
rooms, a small one for occupancy and a smaller one
for storage and dry firewood.

Jozef hel ped Kuusta fromthe horse and
t hrough the door. Inside it was dark, for he had
closed the shutters earlier before |eaving, but he
knew his way around and | ed Kuusta to a shelflike bed
with a grass-filled ticking on it, built against the
wal | . Then he di sappeared outside. As Kuusta's eyes
adjusted to the gloom he raised hinself on one el bow
to l ook around. A fit of coughing seized him deep
and painful, and he fell back gasping. He began to
shiver violently, and when Jozef came back in, he put
down his arnload of firewod and covered Kuusta with
t he sl eeping robe fromthe saddl ebag and then with
another ticking fromthe storeroom

In the night Kuusta's npans wakened the
Pole. The Finn's body tossed and tw sted feverishly
in the darkness, his mnd watching a battle. Jozef
could see hundreds of knights on a prairie, fleeing
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in broken groups toward a forest. Pursuing themwas a
horde of wild horsenen wearing mail shirts and bl ack
pigtails, cutting down stragglers. Then a phal anx of
kni ghts appeared fromthe forest, |led by the banner
of Casimr, King of Poland. They |aunched thensel ves
at the strung-out body of pig-tailed horsenmen, who
abandoned their pursuit and tried to formthensel ves
agai nst the challenge. In nmonments the charging
kni ghts struck, sweeping many of them away, and they
broke into groups of battling horsenen, chopping and
sweat i ng and dyi ng on the grassl and.

Kuusta sat up with a hoarse cry, and the
scene was gone. Slowy he lay back, his nmnd settling
again into feverish sleep, only ripples and tw tches
remai ni ng of the violent disturbance of a nmonent
bef ore.

But Brother Jozef sat awake, staring
unseeingly at the glow that showed through the joints



of the box stove. To his trained psi mnd, the

di fference between the pickup of a dream and that of
a quasi-optical prenmonition was definite and

unm st akabl e. This travel er was an undevel oped psi
9.

The weat her had been al nbst conti nuously
pl easant during Nil's journey, but on this late
Cct ober day the sky was threatening. Earlier in the
nmorni ng he had left a broad valley of farns and snall
woods for wild rocky hills, followi ng a canyon that
narrowed to pinch the road between steep, fir-clad
sl opes.

The first pickup he had of the ambush
was the faint nental response of the robbers when
they heard his horses's hooves clop over a cobbly
stretch where the brook turned across the road.

He stopped for a brief nonment. There
seened to be five of them perhaps seventy or eighty
neters ahead, but they couldn't see himyet. He slid
fromthe saddle with bow, sword and shield, slapped
the horse on the runp, and nmoved into the thick
forest, slipping quietly along the sl ope above the
road while the horse jogged toward the anbush

He heard shouts ahead and noved on
until, through a screen of trees, he could see what
had happened. Apparently the horse had shied and
tried to avoid capture, for they had shot it and were
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tying his gear onto one of the three horses that the
five of them shared. Quickly he drew his bow and shot
an arrow, and another, and another, two of the
robbers falling while the other three scramnbled onto
t he horses and gal |l oped away. His third arrow had
gl anced from a sapling branch.

Hi s horse lay still alive, four arrows
inits body. He knelt beside the outstretched neck
cut its throat, and caught his steel cap full of the
gushing bl ood. After he had had his fill, he washed
the cap in the brook

Then he searched the bodies. It was clear
that robbers were not prospering in Bavaria. These
two didn't even have the flint and steel he was



| ooking for. He cut a long strip of flesh fromhis
horse's flank, put it inside his jacket, and started
wal ki ng down the road. A few big, wet snowfl akes
started to drift down. In less than half a kil oneter
they were falling so thickly that the ground' s warnth
couldn't nmelt themas fast as they landed, and it
began to whiten. Wthin a kiloneter visibility had
dropped to a few score nmeters. The tenperature was
falling too, and soon the snow was no | onger wet and
sticky. By the tine Nils had crossed a | ow pass and
started into the next forested canyon, the snow was
al nost hal fway to his knees.

These wild hills were extensive, and not
a narrow range between two settled districts; by late

afternoon he still had not cone to shelter. The snow
was t hi gh-deep and showed no sign of slow ng, while
the tenperature still was edgi ng downward. Under the

denser groves of old firs the snow was nuch | ess
deep, piling thickly on the branches. H's sword
striking rapidly, Nils cut a nunber of shaggy fir
sapl i ngs and dragged them under a dense group
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of veterans, building a ridge-roofed shelter hardly
wai st - hi gh. Next he stripped a nunber of others,
stuffing the shelter alnost full of their boughs and
piling nore at the entrance. Then, with his shield,
he threw a thick | ayer of snow over it. Finally he
burrowed into the bough-filled interior feet first,
stuffed the entrance full of boughs in front of him
and soon was dozing, chilled and fitful

By dark the entrance, too, was buried
under Ssnow.

Thr ough the night he was dinmy aware of
time and of being cold, never deeply asl eep, never
wi de awake. Later he was aware of dimlight diffusing
t hrough the snow, marking the com ng of day, but with
the instinct of a boar bear he knew it still was
stornming. Twi ce he wakened enough to eat some of the
raw horseneat, and |later he knew that darkness had
returned, and still later that again it was daylight.

Ni | s sensed now that the stormwas over,
and he was stiff with cold. Burrow ng out of the
shelter, he stood erect. The snow was chest-deep



under the old firs and deeper el sewhere. The sky was
clear and the hairs of his nostrils stiffened at once
with the frost. Wth his sword he cut two fir
saplings, trimed themon two sides and, with fingers
clumsy fromcold, tied themto his boots with |eather
strips fromhis jacket. On these makeshi ft snowshoes
he started up the road again.

Moi sture fromhis breath formed frost
beads on his | ashes and caked his fledgling nustache
and beard. Although it was awkward, he wal ked with
his gl ovel ess hands inside his jacket, his fingers
under his arnms. H s thighs soon ached with cold.
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He was dressed only for a raw autum day, not for an
arctic air mmss.

Hours passed, hours that woul d have
killed nost nen.

Nils felt the cold as a
physi cal - physi ol ogi cal phenonmenon and knew that after
atine it would damage his body severely, even
lethally, if he did not find shelter soon enough. The
cold woul d be nuch | ess severe if he sheltered under
t he snow again, but the constant chill would deplete
his remai ni ng energy reserves w thout bringing him
nearer to safety. Dressed as he was, to hole up again
m ght delay death, but it would also assure it.

Wth each step he had to raise his feet
high to clear the clunmsy snowshoes fromthe deep,
fluffy snow, and as the kiloneters passed, his
strides becane gradually slower and shorter. H s feet
were |ike wood despite the exertion, his hands nunb
and usel ess, and his body had stopped feeling the
cold. The sun had set, and he crossed another ridge
i n growi ng darkness. He was not consciously aware of
it when night fell.

Suddenly he becane alert, snelling
faint snmoke, sensing the direction of the air
nmoverent. Moving slowy, he turned fromthe road,
pl owi ng a deep furrow as he went. Dinmy he sensed a
mnd, felt it sense his.

The hut was half a kiloneter fromthe
road-a hunp in the snow with the door partly cl eared.
O her eyes saw the door through his, and as he



dragged toward it, it opened. A tall woman stepped
out with a long knife, cut the snowshoes from his
feet, and hel ped hi minside.
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Ni | s awoke rested and utterly fam shed.
The woman turned to him pulled back the covers and
et himlook at hinmself through her eyes. He knew his
hands and feet should have been swollen and split and
pai nful , but they weren't. The skin was peeling from
them and fromhis face and the front of his thighs,
but they didn't seemreally damaged.

"My nane is Nils," he thought to her.
"What is yours?"

"Il se," she answered, adding, "you have
been here three nights and two days."

"How did you do it?" he asked, thinking
of the hands and feet that shoul d have been in nuch
wor se condition and might well have been gangrenous.
"Thr ough your sl eeping mnd."

" How?"

"I spoke to it, leading it, and your
mnd | ed your flesh to make new flesh in the |ayers
that were dying. My father taught nme how. "

Il se's father had been one of the
nmer chant Ki nfol k, she expl ai ned, and had sensed power
in himself that the Kinfolk did not know about. So he
had taken his wife and snall daughter into the quiet
of the wilderness to neditate and expl ore hinself,
while his el dest son took his place as a nerchant and
subtle force in the free town of Neudorf am Donau
Anot her son had joi ned the Wandering Kin.

Il se had grown up in the forest curious
and aware, free of the psi static that nost psi
children grew up with in towns. So she sensed the
m nds of animals. In nost of themthere was little
enough to read-anxiety, desire, curiosity, anger
confort and disconfort, all transient. It was a
background to her days, like the breeze in the tree
t ops.

"And then," she thought to Nils, "one day I
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reached out and touched the mind of an old he-wolf,
and he felt the touch. For in these hills the wolves



have psi. If one is born without it, they kill it so
that it will not suffer the handicap. They confer
silently, using their voices only as an
acconpani ment. Next to man they are by far the nost
intelligent animals in the hills, and they conpensate
for the still narrowlinmts of their nmnds by their
rationality and their psi

"They experience enotions, in a sense,
but the enotion sinply happens, without building on
itself. They feel fondness but never sentiment. Wen
a wlf fears, it is a fear of sonething real and
present, a response to an inmedi ate danger, and he
| ooks at it as he | ooks at hunger or a tree or a
rabbit. It is there, and he acts accordi ngly, wi thout

confusion." Ilse looked at Nils in the dimlight
filtering through the scraped deerskins stretched
over the windows. "In many ways," she added slowy,

"the m nds of wolves are |like yours.

"I amthe first human the wol ves had ever
shared minds with, at least in this forest, and we
have done so nany tinmes. W conmuni cate by m nd
pictures, to which we give enptional content when we
want to, and we've devel oped consi derable subtlety.
It's pleasant for them and for me, too. Through them
| have run through the snow with starlight glittering
it, and I've felt their joy in a warm scent. From ne
t hey sense new i deas, unthought-of concepts, and
whi | e they understand them only vaguely, it gives
them a sense of mnd-filling, like the feeling they
get when they |l ook at a clear night sky and sense a
uni ver se beyond under st andi ng.

"So |'ve always been safe when wol ves are about,
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and if possible they would protect ne if | was
threat ened. "

Ilse rose fromthe bench and took furs
froma box-clothing and a sl eeping bag, all |arge.
"These are yours when you |l eave. Your skis are
out si de. "

Nils's mnd questioned.

"Yes, | had a prenonition a year ago.
After a great stormyou woud conme here, unless you
were killed earlier. You would cone here weak and



frozen and unequi pped for winter. And there was nore.
You will go to the great town called Pest and serve
Janos, King of the Magyars."

Nils stayed with Il se for several days,
resting and | ear ning.
10.

During the days since he had left Ilse
the arctic cold had eased a great deal, but wi nter
still held strong. The snow had settl ed sone, but
t here had been no thawi ng. He had passed through
i nhabited districts again. Peasants were out on skis,
with their oxen and sleighs, hauling firewod or the
bodi es of cattle that had died in the storm In
Anglic they told himglumy that the surviving cattle
woul d be on short rations by spring, for they were
usually able to forage in the woods until near the
sol stice, but now they were eating their hay already.
And the cold they had had was rare even in the niddle
of winter.

Nils still had sone Danish coins in his
nmoney belt and twi ce stayed at inns, where he was
war ned that the Magyars did not |ike foreigners, that
nost of themdid not speak Anglic, and that travelers
in their land sonetinmes were badly used.

At length he crossed a high, rugged
mount ai n range and skied out onto a broad plain,
nostly treeless, that he had been told marked the
begi nning of the |l and of the Magyars. The nountai ns
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had shielded it fromthe worst of the storm and nen
were able to nmove about on horseback through the four
deci neters of w nd-packed snow. As he was crossing a
frozen river, he saw several mounted nen riding al ong
t he hi gh bank opposite him They stopped to watch,
and as he drew nearer, he saw that they carried
| ances. Suddenly one of themurged his horse down the
bank and the others followed, charging toward Ni|s.
The wi ndpack allowed themto run their horses at a
full gallop on the ice, and the | eader dipped his
lance as if to skewer the trespasser. N ls stood
cal My wi thout unslinging his bow or draw ng his
sword. At the last noment the rider swerved past him



his horse's hooves throwi ng snow on Nils, his left
knee al nost touching him The others drew up in front
of the northman while the | eader pulled his mount
around tightly and circled, |ooking down at himwith
eyes squi nted agai nst the snow glare. He spoke in a

| anguage unlike any Nils had heard and which he
assuned was Magyar. Cetting no answer, the nman spoke
again in what Nils recognized as German. In Anglic
Nils said, "I ama nercenary who has cone to seek
service with King Janos of the Magyars."

The horsenen | ooked at one anot her
talking in Magyar. Nils sensed that none had
under st ood him Speaking slowy and deliberately he
sai d, "Janos. King Janos. | conme to serve Janos."

The | eader scowl ed grotesquely at that,
and Nils sensed his irritation. He spoke rapidly to
his men, and one of themreached down to prod the
northman with his lance and then to gesture toward
t he bank they had cone from They nade way for him
and he started toward it, two falling in behind while
the others trotted their horses toward the
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poi nt at which he had first seen them and di sappear ed.

They marched himfor an hour and a half
bef ore he saw the |l arge castle on the open rolling
plain. He was taken to the guard room where a nman
who was clearly an officer |ooked up at himand spoke
with his captors in Magyar. Then, in good Anglic, he
asked, "Were are you fron®"

"From Sveal ann. "

The officer snorted. "I have never heard
of it," he said, as if that disposed of Sveal ann
"What have you come here for?"

"I heard of a king called Janos, and
have conme to seek service with him"

Even as he finished the statement, Nils
sensed that he was in trouble. "Janos, eh? This is
the Iand of Lord Lajos Nagy, and there is no |ove
here for the tyrant Janos." Wth that he snapped a
sharp command in Magyar and one of Nils's captors
pressed a sword tip to his back while a guard cane
forward wi th manacl es.

The dungeon was sinply a long spira



staircase that wound its way down underground.
Instead of cells it had snall open al coves where
prisoners could be chained to the wall by an ankle
and wist. They passed no prisoners as they went

down, but from where he was chained Nils could easily
sense others below. The only Iight cane from snoky
oi I lanps, one of which was bracketed to the stone
wal | opposite each al cove.

The guard who brought him his evening
gruel carried a cat-o0'-nine-tails in one hand, its
| eat her thong | ooped about his wist. Carefully he
sized up the new prisoner and took pains to come no
nearer than necessary, putting the bow down where
NIs
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had to stretch for it. As soon as he had it in his
hand, Nils threw the hot gruel at him Reflex-ively
the guard |l ashed at him cursing loudly. N |s grabbed
the whirring knout and jerked, the | oop around the
guard's wist pulling himwi thin reach of Nils's
chai ned hand. Strongly though briefly the guard
struggl ed, but did not cry out.

He had no key. Still chained, Nls took
his cap, harness, short sword and cl oak, tore strips
fromthe bottom of the cloak and tied the corpse's
arnms and doubl ed | egs against his torso. Then
one- handed, he threw the corpse down the steep stairs
as hard as he could, listening with satisfaction to
its rolling, bouncing descent. Next he put the cap on
hi s head, draped the cloak over his" shoul ders, and
squatted, waiting.

After sone time the screech of hinges
sounded faintly down the stone stairwell, and a voice
call ed down questioningly. Ni|ls huddl ed agai nst the
wall as if in pain-knees, one el bow and head on the
stone floor, the short sword in his free hand
conceal ed by the cloak-trying to | ook Iike a sick or
injured guard in the sem -darkness, watching through
slitted eyes. Wthin a few nmonents two guards
appeared around a turn just above him the first
carrying a torch in one hand, both with short swords
drawn. They were scanning the stairs ahead of them
and m ght have passed entirely wi thout seeing him



Ni | s groaned softly as the second guard
was passing the al cove. The nan stopped and stared at
him then stepped in, bending and bl ocking the Iight.
Quickly Nils raised his body, grabbing the guard's
cloak with his chained hand and pl ungi ng the short
sword into his abdonen and chest. For a
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nmonent he held the sagging formupright, letting go
his sword to do it. The other guard sensed that
somet hi ng was wong and noved into the al cove to see.
Nils let the body collapse, reached out from beneath
it with his manacl ed hand to grab an ankle, and
groped for his short sword again. The struggling
guard began to yell. Nils partly heaved the corpse
fromhis back and, still clinging to the kicking
ankle with an iron grip, hanmstrung the man, pulled
his falling body in close and began to chop at his
back. The guard screaned twi ce before the bl ade split
his rib cage.

Nils found a key and unl ocked his
manacl es, listening intently both with ears and psi
sense. The only pickup was a frozen intentness from
farther down in the dungeon, where he had sensed
other prisoners earlier. If the yells had penetrated
t he door above, anyone who'd heard them must have
interpreted them as normal dungeon sounds.

Ni |l s noved quietly down the stairs
carrying the dropped torch and with two harnesses and
swords over one shoul der and one at the waist. The
first prisoner he found stared at himthrough hard
eyes. The man had the build of a fighter, a knight,
and | ooked as if he'd been there for a few days at
nost .

"Do you want one of these?" N |s asked,
touchi ng a scabbard.

The man's mind flashed understandi ng of
his Anglic. "Let me have it," he answered grimy, and
Nils freed him

The next prisoner was gaunt and haggard.
The first spoke with himin Magyar and turned to Nils
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for the key. "His leg is in bad shape where the iron
has rubbed a sore on his ankle, but he can wal k."



Fart her down they found a third man, who
only sat and stared, slack-nouthed, when spoken to.

H s bony chained armwas rotten to the el bow and he
picked at it with filthy fingers. Nls | ooked into
his mind for a moment, then put his sword to the
man's chest and thrust.

At the bottom of the staircase they
found a chanber with a rack and ot her instruments,
and a stained bl ock, but no door or corridor |eaving
the place. In one wall was what | ooked |like a |arge
fireplace, though there was no sign that it had been
used as such. The first knight went to it.

"A shaft," he said, "for renmoving bodies
secretly. You look able to clinb it and there should
be a windlass at the top."

Nils ducked into it and stood. Looking
up, he could see nothing but blackness. He pressed
hi s back against the front of it and rnuscled his way
up like an alpinist in a chimey, noving as rapidly
as possible. It was a long clinb-as high as the
stair. When he reached the top, he found the darkness
barely alleviated by light diffused from somewhere
down a corridor. As the knight had predicted, there
was a windlass, and Nils [owered the sling. Wen the
rope sl ackened, he waited until he felt a tug, then
began to crank.

It was the injured man he raised. He had
begun to |l ower the sling once nore when suddenly
there was a shout fromfar below "Hurry! They're
com ng!" He jerked rope fromthe w ndl ass then
sendi ng the crank spinning, and stepped astride the
narrow di mension of the shaft. There was faint
shouting and a cry of "Pull!" Hand over hand he
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drew on the rope with | ong strokes, disdaining the
slow wi ndl ass, and in a few nmonments the kni ght
grasped the edge of the shaft. Together they haul ed
himout onto the floor, Nils's breath great heaving
gasps fromthe violence of his exertions, and for a
nmonent he failed to read the m xture of pain and rage
in the man's nmind. One foot and calf had been sliced
by a sword, thrust after himas he had started up

"Were are we, do you know?" N |s asked



when he was abl e.

"I think so. But we can't get away
because t hey know where we are. Even now there nust
be men hurrying to cut us off. But this time they'l
have to kill ne. | don't intend to end up like that
one down there."”

"I'"'mgoing back down," said Nils. "I may
have a better chance where they don't expect ne."

The two Magyars exchanged brief words.
"Good luck then," said the one who spoke Anglic. "And
| hope you kill many." They shook hands with Nils and
i nped away down the dark corridor

Nils slid down the rope into the torture
chanmber and noved quickly up the stairs past the
bodi es of the dead prisoner and the three guards. The
door at the top was not |ocked, and he peered out
cautiously into the corridor. There was no one in
sight. He opened the door no nore than necessary,
avoi di ng the abom nabl e screech of hinges, slipped
t hrough, and took the direction away fromthe guard
room

Wthin a few strides he heard booted feet
behind him not yet in sight, but he did not hurry,
dependi ng on the poor disguise of his
bl ood-squattered quard cl oak and cap for protection
if seen. Wthin
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a few nmeters a curtain hung to the floor on his left
and he pushed through it, finding a flight of stairs.
He bounded silently up, then stopped at the
uncurtai ned opening at the top. Slippered feet
scuffed the corridor he faced, and a femal e mind
munbled to itself in Magyar. The feet would either
pass by the stairs or turn down them At the sane
time he heard the voices of nen bel ow, stopped just
outside the curtain. Nils realized he was hol ding his
breath. A m ddl e-aged woman passed the stairwell
entrance without |ooking in. Waiting a nmonent to
avoid startling her, he stepped into the corridor
behi nd her and noved in the opposite direction. A
door opened and cl osed, and he sensed the di mrm ng of
psi pickup from her.

The voices from bel ow were | ouder now,



as if someone was holding the curtain open while

tal king, and he hurried. This corridor ended at a

wi ndow, through which he could see the frozen
courtyard a dozen neters below. Wthout hesitation he
turned, opened the door to the nearest chanber and
wal ked in.

A tall bald man, wi de-shoul dered and
wearing a long robe, sat before a fire. He turned his
weat hered, hawklike face to Nils and rose, speaking
coldly in Magyar. N |ls responded quietly in Anglic.

"I ama foreigner and do not understand
Magyar. | had planned to seek service with King Janos
but was inprisoned here because this lord has no | ove
for his king. But | killed three guards and escaped,
and now they are hunting for ne. Call out and you're
a dead man."
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Nils, his hair Cut and wearing the
livery of Lord Mklos, sat a horse anpong Lord M kl os'
guard troop. MKklos' voice spoke clearly in the
frosty norning air.

"I will repeat the warning, Lajos," he
said in Magyar. "You owe your fief to the crown, and
homage, and the taxes and services prescribed by I aw
Twi ce you' ve failed those taxes and the respect that
shoul d acconmpany them The next tine Janos will send
an arny instead of an anmbassador. Those were his
words. Think about them And if duty nmeans little to
you, consider how precious you hold your life."

Wth that he turned his horse and,
foll owed by his guard troop, rode stiff-backed across
the iron-frozen courtyard and over the bridge.

11.

Lord Mkl os | ooked tired and gri mwhen
Nils was ushered into his chanber. The young
barbarian didn't need psi to know the reason; Janos
Il had di ed unexpectedly during Mklos' absence and
Janos |11 had ascended the throne.

"You traveled far to serve King Janos,"
Mkl os said. "And now he is dead. And while |I know
little about you, what | do know !l like. I will be
happy to have you serve ne, if you wish to."

"Thank you, ny lord,"” N Is answered.



"But | was to serve King Janos, and a Janos sits on

the throne. Therefore, | will ask to serve him If he
refuses, and if you still want me, | will be happy to
serve you."

M kl os wal ked to the wi ndow and stared
out, then turned and spoke carefully in explanation

"Janos Il is not the man you sought to serve, nor
the sane kind of man. If it wasn't for the fanmly
resenbl ance and the nobility of his nother, | could

hardly credit the elder with the fathership. Janos |
was a noble man, fair, firm and honorable, a man
well fitted to rule. The son, on the other
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hand, is at best shallow and petty, and it will
sel dom occur to himthat there are considerations
beyond his nmonentary whim He is devious wth-out the
conpensation of cleverness, gives no man his
confi dence and heeds no counsel

"But the worst that is said of himis
only runor, | hope w thout grounds-that he will
tolerate, if not actually sanction, the vile cult of
Baal zebub. Perhaps | shouldn't have told you that,
for 1've seen nothing that can stand as evi dence. But
| fear. Not the man, but what he may bring."

"Nonet hel ess,” Nils replied, "I nust
seek service with King Janos. It was forseen by a
seeress whose worth | value highly."

"You believe in seers?"
"I believe in this seeress, for | know
her powers. They saved my |life once.”
"And so she commands you."
"No. But what she said seened right to ne."

"I see. Wll, I will not recomrend you
to the new king. Any recomendation fromnme he'd take
as grounds for suspicion." MKklos | ooked | ong and
perpl exedly at Nils, then rose and held out his hand.
"But | give you nmy best wishes. If you are refused,
or enter his service and wish to withdraw, let ne
know. '

The sergeant was explaining to the guard
master. "He said he'd cone several hundred kil oneters
to seek service with King Janos. He doesn't even



speak Magyar and | had to use Anglic with him But
he's a giant"-the sergeant notioned with his hand
somewhat above the height of his own hel nmet- "and
somet hi ng about himgives ne the feeling that he's a
real fighter and not just an oaf. And you
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know how his Majesty likes size in his persona
guards. "

"Al'l right, Bela, I'll look at him His
H ghness is tolerant of foreigners. But he'll have to
| ook very good before I'll ask the nen to put up with

someone who speaks no Magyar."

The big iron stove was hot, and N Is,
after the manner of the neovikings, had hung both
jacket and shirt on a peg. Disdaining a bench, he
squatted with his back to the wall, paring his nails
with a large belt knife. Wen the two knights entered
the guard room he arose, calmy and with a snoot hness
of nmovenent that made the guard naster suspect he
m ght do, at that. After a few questions he sent a
guardsman to Janos, asking for an audi ence. Shrewdly,
he had Nils |l eave his jacket and shirt on the peg and
took himto Janos with his torso bare except for
har ness.

Janos was a man of ordinary size, his
face dom nated by the pointed nose and red mustache
of his father's line. Nils sensed no evil in him nor
anyt hing el se remarkable, only a mediocrity of energy
and smal |l ness of vision. At the king's command Nils
rose fromhis knees. Janos' blue eyes exam ned him
mnutely without his face betraying his judgnent, but
Nils sensed that this was a nman who was readily
i mpressed by physical strength.

"Where are you fron?" the king asked at | ength.
"From Sveal ann, Your Mjesty."
"Sveal ann. And where m ght that be?"

"Far to the north, Your Mjesty. Beyond

the lands of the Germans lies the northern sea.

Across the sea the Jotar dwell, and north of themthe
Svear. Beyond the Svear, no one lives."
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"Ah. And is it true that in the north, so far from
the sun, the | ands are col der and snow er?"



"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Then Sveal ann nust be a terrible | and.
| don't blane you for leaving it. But why did you
cone all this way to seek service with the king of
t he Magyars, when there are other kings and real ns,
sone cl oser?"

"A seeress told ne that | would, Your
Mpj esty, and so | did."

"A seeress!” Nils sensed that this
i npressed the king strongly. "And what seeress was
t hat ?"

"A worman who lives in the forest, Your
Maj esty, and talks to the wolves. Her nanme is Ilse."

Janos exam ned this indigestible bit and
dropped it. "And do you fight well?"

"I"'mtold that | fight very well, Your Mjesty."

Janos turned to the guard naster
"Ferenc, let me see himtested."

For an instant the guard master was
di smayed. Sonehow he'd neglected to test the man!

Suppose he was an oaf after all! "I will test him
nysel f, if that will be all right, Your Hi ghness."
"Fine. That will be abundantly demandi ng."

The guard master spoke to one of the
t hrone guards, who went to Nils and handed him a
sword and shield. Nils handled the sword lightly, its
wei ght and bal ance regi stering on his neuro-nuscul ar
system Then they faced each other with swords at the
ready. The guard master began the sword play slowy,
examining Nils's noves. Nils was content to parry and
counter. The guard master's speed increased, and Nils
sensed his growi ng approval. A sudden vigorous and
sustained attack failed to make an opening, and the
guard
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mast er stepped back, sweating in the heated throne
room

"He is very good, Your Highness," he
said, turning to the king. "He's surprisingly quick
and knows all the noves. His teacher nust have known
his business. If we'd been fighting instead of
sparring, | would have been hard pressed, for then
his great strength would have begun to count."



Later, in his chamber, the king ran for
his privy counselor, a man whose role no others in
t he pal ace knew. And if any suspected, they kept
careful silence. The nman cane at the king's call

"Did you read the man that Ferenc
brought to ne for the guard?" Janos asked.
"Yes."

"What did you see in hin? And was he
telling the truth about a seeress?"

"He was truthful at all tinmes, mlord. |
was linmted in reading himbecause his native tongue
is unfamiliar to me, but | assure you he was

truthful. | believe he is unable to lie."
"You're joking!"
The counsel or bowed slightly. "I never

j oke, Your Highness. There is that about hi mwhich
makes nme believe he is unable to lie."
"Amazi ng. That nmust truly be a handicap."

Sonetimes you are al nost di scerning, the
counsel or thought to hinmself. And ordinarily | would
agree with that reaction. | w sh the sw ne held
di scourse with hinmself. 1've never known anyone
bef ore who could stand fully conscious for severa
m nutes and not talk to hinself within his mnd. And
it isn't a screen. | will watch himcarefully.
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The guard soon accepted Nils as one of
them despite their normal aninosity toward
foreigners. In sparring he was never bested, but even
so, the nmen sensed that he held hinself in, and they
interpreted that correctly as a desire to avoid
maki ng anyone | ook bad. Hi s disposition was nmld and
har moni ous. And he | earned quickly, so that in a few
weeks he could converse slowy on a fair assortnent
of subjects.

One day of his first week Nils was being
instructed in Magyar by Sergeant Bela, when a boy in
his early teens entered the guard room he was
dressed as a squire and spoke to the sergeant. Bel a
turned back to N Is.

"This is Intre Rakosi, Nls, a squire to
the king. He wants to talk to you through ne, as he
doesn't have nuch confidence in the little Anglic he



speaks. First he wants to know if it's true that you
are a great swordsman."

"It is true,” Nils said. He sensed an
openness and honesty in the boy.

"And is it true that you cone froma
barbaric land far fromthe sun and have traveled in
many | ands?"

"That's true, too," N ls admtted
"Except that | have traveled only in several |ands."

Bel a repeated in Magyar, then turned
back to Nils. "Intre would |ike to beconme fluent in
Anglic. And he believes it would be better to learn
it fromyou than from sone other tutor. You cannot
| apse into Magyar, and in the | earning he hopes to
hear about |ands and custons that we know little of
in our land. WIIl you teach hinP"

"Il be glad to."
The boy addressed Nils directly now, in Anglic.
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"Thank you," he said carefully, holding out his hand.
Nil's shook it.
"He would like to begin after supper

this evening," Bela said, "in the outer hall, for
it's always open and the benches there are
confortable. If he can't be there, he'll get word to

you. |Is that all right?"
"Certainly," said Nils, and Inre Rakosi |eft.

"Are squires here the sons of knights
only?" Nils asked.

"Usually. This one is the son of Lord
| stvan Rakosi of the eastern marches.”

"And was he sponsored earlier by the
ol der king, Janos II1?"

"No, he's been with Janos III for al nost
ei ght years, since the boy was seven and ol d enough
to serve as a page. The king is a w dower, and
childless," the sergeant went on. "This boy is like a
son to him And he's a good | ad, as Janos is a good
master."

Nils had the third and fourth
wat ches-from 0800 to 1600-and his duties were
primarily two. When Janos held court, Nils was one of
hi s personal guards, standing behind his throne to



its right. At other hours, when Janos was in the
throne room N Is's post was outside the thick door

And in a chanmber behind the throne room
a | ean, dark-brown man sat in a black robe reading
the mind of the king's visitors. But always, whether
Nils stood by the throne or outside the heavy door
the secret counselor monitored the big warrior's mind
with one small part of his superbly sensitive psychic
awar eness. He received al nost nothing in the way of
ei ther thoughts or enotions there,
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however, for nostly Nils sinply received, sorting and
filing data of alnost every kind without discussing
it with hinself.

But the evidence was increasingly unm stakabl e.

One wi nter evening the counsel or took
froma small chest a gray plastic box, closed a
switch, and patiently waited. He didn't wait long. As
a hair-like needle twitched on the dial, a voice in
his m nd commanded him

H's mnd reviewed the event of Nils's
arrival and what he had observed, the Iittle he had
been able to learn fromN Is's mnd, and what he had
| earned fromthe mnds of others when they had
t hought about Nils. "And there is no question," he
t hought, "the barbarian is a psi, and | feel he is
not here accidentally. | don't know any details, for
| can read nothing specific nyself. But you could
force him Master."

H s thoughts paused, as if hesitating,
and there was a sharp painful tug at the counselor's
m nd that nmade hi mw nce and conti nue.

"And today, as | watched, | becane aware
that he knows | am here, and that he let ne know
purposely, realizing | would know it was on purpose.
O course, he could easily know of me fromthe king's
m nd. But he knows nore about ne than the king does;
it may be he knows all that | am
"And he as an undi sturbed as a stone."

That winter at Pest was the col dest of
menory, Nils was told. O d people, and even the
m ddl e- aged, conpl ained that winters were | onger and
col der than when they were young. But even recent



wi nters had had frequent days when tenpera-
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tures rose above freezing, weather when the surface
of the ground thawed to nud. This winter it renmained
like stone. The snow fromthe great October storm had
never been nmuch deeper at Pest than a man's knees,
and little new snow had been added. Yet until late
March the ground renai ned covered, except on strong
south sl opes and near the south sides of buildings.
The River Danube, which the Mgyars
call ed Duna, froze deeply, and boys and yout hs
fastened skates to their feet for sport, while people
of every age cut holes through the ice and fished for
pi ke and sturgeon. Not until April did the ice soften
enough that several fishernen fell through to be
carried away beneath it by the current.

By that time Nils had taken opportunities
to exam ne maps, but had made no plans. Wen the tine
cane, he would have a plan. Meanwhile, he worked,
ate, slept, and learned, finding life quite
agreeable. Ime Rakosi had | earned to speak the
sinmple Anglic tongue quite creditably, while Nils,
living with the Magyar tongue, had substantially
mastered its agglutinative conplexities. The two
yout hs had becone cl ose friends.

At the beginning of April they had the
first days of true spring that prom se sumer. On one
such day both were free fromduty, and they rode
toget her along a nuddy, rutted road above the Duna,
wat chi ng the fishernen standing in the shallow water
that flowed across the gray and spongy ice. But on a
shirt-sleeve day in April they found little
inspiration in the sight of a river still ice-bound.
So they left the bank and turned their horses up the
r ubbl e- paved road to A d Pest.

A d Pest had been imensely larger than the
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present town. Around A d Pest |ay the open plain,
grazed in sumer or planted with wheat. But O d Pest
itself was an extensive forest, mainly of oak but

wi th other broad-leaved trees, its openings overgrown
wi th hazel brush. The rubbl e and broken pavenent
prevented cultivation, at the sane time Concentrating



rainwater in the breaks so that trees could sprout
and grow. Here and there parts of a building stil
stood above the trees. The rest had fallen to storns
and the gradual deterioration of material. Over the
centuries many buil ding stones had been haul ed away
to be used in the growmth of New Pest, and concrete
had been crushed for remanufacturing. Even stee
construction rods had been broken and haul ed away, to
be stacked in smithies for cleaning and reuse. And
t he pavi ng stones of New Pest came fromthe rubble of
the A d.

The present town had grown up severa
kilometers fromthe edge of the old city. Neither
nmer chants, nobles, nor conmoners cared to house near
its ancient ghosts, nor to the cover it provided to
bandi ts and ot her predators.

Inte had never been in A d Pest before.
Bears, wolves and wild dogs actually were few there
in these tines, for herdsnen organi zed hunts, with
hounds and scores of arnmed and nounted nen, to hold
down depredations. And bandits usually were only
transient there, for soldiers of the king hunted
them But explorers occasionally disappeared and were
not seen again or were found dead and soneti nes
nuti | at ed.

Inre and Nil s poked cautiously about in
one buil di ng whose | ower levels still stood, and
wonder ed whether it could ever have housed nen.
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There were no stoves or fireplaces, or anything to

t ake away snmoke, or anything to see except debris. "I
like it better outside than in here,” N ls commented.

"You're right. Let's go back out.
Anyway, there's only one building | really want to

see. |'ve looked at it froma distance through the
pal ace wi ndows and the whol e i nmense thing seens
still to be standing. It may be farther than we have

time to go, though, and maybe we woul dn't be able to
find it in this wlderness anyway."

They nmounted and went farther on anong
the trees. "Do you nmean the building with the huge
dome?" Ni|s asked.

"That's the one. It is said to be a church.”



"And what is, or was, a church?" Nls
wanted to know.

"Well," explained Inre, "in the ol den
times nen believed in inmaginary beings who were
t hought to be very powerful and therefore had to be
given gifts and sung to, and in general the people
had to debase thensel ves before them Even the
nobility; even kings. And great pal aces called
churches were built and dedicated to the chief of
t hose beings, who was called Christianity."

"I"'msurprised I never heard of him
before,"” N Is said.

"It is said that belief in himdied out
before the Great Death. Perhaps in your |and even the
menory was | ost, or perhaps it never existed there."

They were passing the base of a great
hill of rubble upon which stood only scattered shrubs
and scrubby trees, but numerous stal ks of forbs |ay
br oken, suggesting that in season it would be alive
with wild flowers. Turning their horses, they
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rode toward its top, hoping to get a better
directional fix fromits elevation

"I've heard,"” Nils remarked, "that sone
Magyars now believe in a supernatural being called
Baal ze- bub. Have any churches been built to hin®"

"There can't be churches to Baal zebub
It's against the lawto follow that cult."

"But wasn't it the elder king who
decreed that? There is a runor that Janos ||
tolerates it."

"It's alie," Inmre said decisively.
"For my lord has told me that the cult of Baal zebub
is vile and that if | ever have anything to do with
it, I will be exiled." He paused and | ooked upward.
"l guess our sunshine is gone, and this rising w nd
is cold. Do you want to go on or shall we go back to
Pest ?"

"Let's go back," N ls answered, and they
rode briskly down the slope into the trees.
"Nils, why did you ask about Baal zebub?"

"Not through any wish to offend you, |
proni se you that."



"I believe you," Inre said. "But let ne
expl ain sonething that may make things clearer to
you. There are those who dislike our |ord because he
is not the strong and open nman his father was, and
they pass evil runors about him But |'ve known him
since | was a little boy, alnost as long as | can
remenber, and he has been a second father to ne. |
know his faults, but | also know he is a good nman."

"Did he take you with himon his trip to
the | ower Duna?"

"No. He took none of his househol d except
for five guards. | was only ten then. And he went
only as far as the Serbland, not the | ower Duna."

95

"Was it fromthere he brought his
dar k- ski nned counsel or?"
" Dar k- ski nned counsel or?"
"The one nanmed Ahned."

Inre | ooked strangely at Nils for a
nonent, before his frown dissolved into a smle. "Oh,
| see. Ahnmed is not a counselor, Nils; heis only a
personal servant."

"Ah. He is so secretive and his
appearance so sinister, | thought he m ght be a
servant of Baal ze-bub, given to the king to influence
hi mw t hout the king knowing it."

Inre laughed. "Civilization nust seem
strange to someone fromthe wild north. No, Nils,
Ahmed is not secretive, only shy. And as for
sinister, others feel the sane about that as you do.
But it is only his blackness, for which he can thank
a scorching eastern sun

A strong gust of wind rattled the bare
branches above them "Look, snowflakes!" N |s said.
In a few nonents the air was swirling with them and
Nils and Inre spurred their horses to a trot, where
trails permtted, until they cane out of the forest.
Then, faces glowing fromexhilaration and wet snow,

t hey gal |l oped down the road to Pest.

And fromthat tine Nils was prepared for
atrip down the Duna, possibly in chains, unless of
course, he was nurdered. For Ahmed woul d certainly
read Inre, and Kazi would either want to examine this



barbari an psi hinself or have hi m dead.

Wthin weeks the nessage came to Janos
by a courier in livery richer than the people of Pest
had even seen, along with a troop of tall, swarthy
horsenen on animals that awed even the great
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Magyar horse breeders. Kazi sent it this way instead
of through Ahned in order to keep the psi tuner
secret from Janos.

"Ahned, " Janos said, "I won't stand for
it. Wiy does he want ne to send the boy to hin®"
Ahmed | ooked thoughtfully at the soft
bl eached parchment as if he hadn't al ready known what
woul d be witten there or why. "Perhaps he doesn't
trust you."

"But that's nonsense. Wiy shoul dn't he
trust ne? |I've done nothing to earn his distrust."

"I don't know that he distrusts you, but
that woul d explain his request. Renenber, you are
hundreds of kil oneters away fromhim and so he has
no way of |looking into your mnd. He is used to
knowi ng the m nds of everyone around him and is
i npati ent when he doesn't."

"So he wants the boy as a hostage,

t hen," Janos snapped. "He can't have him™"

"Why not ?" Ahned asked. "You know he'l
treat himlike a prince, for he depends on you, and
yout h enjoys the adventure of strange |ands. You
could send the giant barbarian with himas bodyguard
and conpanion, for they are close friends."

Janos sat quietly for a few minutes, his
face still angry at first, then gradually grim and
finally thoughtful. "Al right," he said at |ast.
"I'"ll doit. Inre and the barbarian on ny royal
barge, and a detail fromny guard. | wll also
provide a barge for the courier troop and they can
| eave their horses with ne as a gift." He | ooked at
Ahmed, thin-lipped. "But | do not like this hostage
busi ness, for | gave himmy word and | amnot used to
being treated like this."

12.

Wiile a man was chief of the Svear, his

hone village woul d be known as Hovdi ngeby, the



Chief's Village. During the chieftainship of Axel

St or nave, Hovdi ngeby was in perhaps the greatest farm
clearing in Sveal ann, called Kornmark for the barley
t hat once was grown there. Now barley could not be
relied on to mature its grain, and it was rye that
filled the bins after harvest.

Kornmar k covered a sonewhat irregular
area of about two by five kilometers, broken here and
there by birch groves, swales, and heaps of stones
that had been picked fromthe fields. There were
three villages in Kornmark, one near each end and one
near the center, each covering a few hectares. Each
was a rough broken circle of 1og buildings- the
hones, barns and out buil di ngs of the farmers-
surroundi ng a common ground. In the mddle of the
common was the | onghouse, which contained a feasting
hal I, guest | odgings, and the comunal steam bat h.

It was | ate May, when the daylight lasts
for nore than eighteen hours. Normally in that sea-
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son cattle would have been in the fields, fattening
on new grass, and the air would have been pungent
wi th snoke as the boys and women burned of f | ast
year's dead grass in the surroundi ng pasture woods.

But this year the fields were still soft brown nud,
whil e along the | eeward sides of the stone fences
there still lay broad, low drifts of granular snow.

A thin, cold rain drove out of the west
agai nst the backs of two warriors who were wal ki ng
across the clearing on the cart road. Their |eather
breeches were dark with rain, and the fur of their
jackets was wet and draggled. In the forest, where
spruce and pine shaded the trails, they had run on
skis. Now each carried his skis on one w de shoul der
with his boots slung over the other, and the deep
tracks of their tough bare feet filled at once with
icy water.

Big fl akes of snow began to come with the rain.

Near the east end of the clearing, above
t he high bank of a river, was Hovdi ngeby, which also
was call ed Vargby because it was the original home of
the Wlf Cdan and its major village. The |ong-house



there neasured thirty nmeters, and nmany men coul d
sleep in its steep-roofed loft. Its |ogs had been
squared with broad ax and adze so that they fitted
al nost perfectly, and even the stones of its snoking
chi meys had been squared. At each end the ridgepole
thrust out three neters beyond the overhangi ng roof,
curving upward, scrolled and bearing the carven

i keness of a wolf. Hides covered its w ndows,
scraped thin to pass nmore light, but on the westward
side the shutters were cl osed agai nst the rain.

The two warriors wal ked up its split-log
steps and scraped their nmuddy feet on the stoop. One
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rapped sharply on the plank door with the hilt of his
knife, and a stout thrall worman let themin. It was
cold and gloony in the entry room Though Svear, the
two warriors were not of the Wl f Can, so they
waited there with the silence of nen who had not hi ng
new to say to each other and were disinclined to talk
for the sake of breaking silence. Shortly a tall old
man, Axel Stornéve hinself, cane out to them wearing
a | oose cloak of white hare skins. "You are the |ast
to arrive," he said. "lI'msorry my nmessenger took so
long to find you." The hands that gripped coul d have
crushed necks.

"W are often gone from our homes," one
answered. "Reindeer are not cattle. The herds nust
range far for forage."

The old man ushered theminto the hall
"W have dry clothes for you," he said. "I'll have
food warnmed, and the stones are hot in the bath
house. When you have bathed and eaten, | suggest you
rest. W will neet together at the evening nmeal, and
it my be late before the tal king ends."

The nen at the evening neal were the
chiefs of the three tribes, with their counsel ors,
and the clan chieftains of the Svear, each with his
lieutenant. They ate roast pig, that nost savory of
fl esh, snoked sal non, and bl ood puddi ng thi ckened
with barley and sweetened with honey that had found
its way there from southern Jotmark. And there was
fermented milk, and ale, but no brannvin, for these
men were sonetimes eneni es who had put aside their



feuds to neet together. Axel Stornave did not want
the blood to run too warmin their veins.

When the platters were taken away, Stornave
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rose, the oldest man of them and they all |istened,
for warriors and raid |l eaders did not live as |long as
he had without skill and | uck and cunni ng.

"Some in ny clan," he said, "and in al
the clans of the Svear, have talked in recent years
of leaving our |and. They have heard of |ands where
the sumrers are |longer and warmer. And | have heard
it is the same anong the Jotar and Norskar." He
turned toward the bull-like formof Tjur Bl od-yxa,
chief of the Jotar. "I have heard that in Jotmark the
Sea Eagle d an began | ast summer to build I|arge
boats, ships in which to send strong war parties to
find a better land. It was also told at the last ting
of the Svear"-here he turned grimy to Jaavkl o of the
G uttons-"that our own northern clans whisper of
breaking the bans and trying to take away | and from
the clans to the south, unless we willingly rmake room
for them

"And now we have had this wi nter unlike any
bef ore, and our people wonder if we can make a crop

W have had to kill many cattle, poor in flesh
because the hay barns were beconing enpty, and it's
better to kill some than | ose all. But we have

but chered the seed, so calves will be few And we

cannot live on wild flesh, for there are too many of
us." He paused and | ooked around at the faces turned
toward him "So | believe the Sea Eagl es have the
right idea," he went on. "The tine has cone to | eave.
"But the lands to the south are peopled
al ready. W have all heard wanderers who have been to
some of them A wanderer of your Oter Can"- he
turned again to Tjur Blodyxa-"has told us stories in
this very | onghouse of the Danel and where he had
lived, where the clearings are greater than
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the forests, and the warriors have high stone walls
to protect them And when | questioned himhe said
that in the Danel and, too, people conplained that the
Wi nters were grow ng | onger and harder.



"And from your Seal Can"-he turned to
I sbjOrn HjeltesOn, chief of the Norskar-"a wanderer
told us of the Frisland, south across the sea, where
t he peopl e speak a tongue he coul d not understand,
where there are few trees, and the pastures and
hayl ands are so wide a man can't see across them
There they conplain that each year they must build
t hei r haystacks bi gger and haul nmore wood fromthe
di stant forests.

"I's the whole world freezing? O are
there really | ands where the sunmers are | ong and
warn? We all have heard runors of them But how does
one cone to such lands? There is one nan of the Wl f
Cl an who may be the greatest traveler of all. Last
fall he returned fromfour years of absence, telling
tales of the lands he had visited. He is Sten
Vannaren; you can talk to himlater and ask him
guestions. He brought with himwhat you see on this
wal | ." The ol d chief turned and pulled a bearskin
fromthe pegs on which it had hung, exposing a map of
Europe. "This is a map the craft of whose makers far
exceeds ours. It is said to be a copy of a map of the
ancients and is nade on a stuff called linen. North
is at the top, as on the maps we nake oursel ves.
Here"-his big finger circled-"are the |lands of the
tribes. The blue is the sea."

Axel Stornave | ooked around the table.
Al eyes were on the marvel before them so he
continued tal king and pointing. "Sten journeyed
across several lands and finally cane to this
sout hern sea. And he found that what we had believed
is actually
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true: that as you continue southward the sun gets
nearer and higher and the climte warmer. The | ands
around that sea are never cold except high in the
nount ains, and even in the heart of winter the snows
lie on the ground for only a few days at a tinme, or a
few weeks at worst.
"It is a land where the clans coul d be happy.

"There are two ways to reach that |and.
One is by sea." He traced a route fromthe Skagerrak
across the North Sea, southward along the Atlantic



coast and through G braltar. Gimeyes watched.
"Al t hough perhaps we would not have to go that far
This mght serve as well." He pointed to the coast
al ong the Bay of Biscay. "But if every fishing boat
left filled with warriors, they still would be too
few. By the tinme the boats could make a second trip,
those few woul d be dead at the hands of the tribes
who |ive there now

"The second way is across the | and,
after boats have made the short trip here." He ran
his finger along the shores south of the Baltic. "The
tribes of each land we entered would fight, of
course, and their people are very nunerous, so there
are many of themfor each one of us. In some of those
| ands the chiefs hire foreigners in their armes, so
Sten never went hungry for food or fight. And their
warriors, which they call knights, are less skilled
wi th weapons than we. Also, their warriors do not
care to go on foot. If they nmust go into battle on
foot, they prefer to delay. He even found sonme who
woul d hardly be able to fight after a day's march. Do
not be m staken. They have fierce nmen, nmen not afraid
to die"-here the old chief paused for effect, then
spoke slowy and clearly-"but never
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did he find any knight who was a match for one of our
warriors.

"Even so, if the Sea Eagle O an | anded
here"-he pointed to northern Pol and-"at the nearest
pl ace to their homel and, and started south, the
kni ghts of that district would attack them on
hor se-back and kill many. And the chief of that |and
woul d gather a strong armny, of many hundreds, and
attack until no man of the Sea Eagles was left alive,
they woul d be so outnumbered. And what then of their
worren and children and the spirits of their dead?

"But here is a place of low sand hills
al ong the coast, covered with forest, and only a few
fishernmen live there." He pointed to a stretch of
Pol i sh coast. "And behind the sand hills are marshes,
wher e kni ghts cannot cross on their horses. If the
Sea Eagles landed there, it is likely that they would
not be strongly attacked so |ong as they stayed there.



"And what if the Gter O an foll owed,
and the Bears, and then others? This district behind
the coast," he continued, his big finger circling
i nl and, "also has large forests. If enough warriors
| anded on the coast, they might march in strength and

defend and hold sone of the forest while still nore
of the peopl e | anded-freehol ders, wonen, children and
thralls. If all the clans |anded there, | believe

they could then cross the lands to the south,
regardl ess of the armies raised agai nst them and
take and hold a | and near the southern sea.”

The ol d chief |ooked around the split |og
table for a nonent w thout speaking, and a small
snmle began to play around the corners of his w de
nmouth. "I see that Jaavklo of the duttons wants ne
to sit
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so that he may speak. He wants to ask me how
propose to nove the tribes across the sea in a few
score fishing boats that cannot take nore than a
dozen nmen each, besides the oarsnen.

"I led the WwIf Can before | was chosen
chief of the Svear, and |I have tal ked about this to
the warrior who nowis chieftain of the Wlves, Uf
Vargson. He in turn held council with his warriors
and freeholders. And it is agreed. The WIf Can wll
send out half a dozen fishing boats of warriors with
Sten Vannaren to guide them They will find this
pl ace | spoke of," he pointed, "land the warriors and
conme back for nore.

"But on the second trip, all our boats
will go, and nost of themw Il go here"-he pointed to
a harbor on the Polish coast-"where there are ships
| arge enough to carry a hundred nen besides the
oarsnen. And they will seize such of those ships as
they can, returning here with them"

Strong yellow teeth began to show in the
torchlight around the table.

"The Wl f C an would go alone if they
had to, but | know they won't have to. | know the
other clans too well, frommany raids and fights. And
the Sea Eagl es had decided to go before we did. If
all the clans unite, our conbined strength can bring



us to the southern sea.

"Look!" Axel Stornéve knelt for a nonent
and picked up a bundl e of pine branches that had lain
on the fl oor behind his seat. He held one branch up
and snapped it in his hands. "By itself it has little
strength,"” he said. "But now'-he took as many
toget her as he could wap his huge hands around, wth
a great effort strove to break them then held them
over head unbr oken
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"Whi ch of you will go back to your
people and join themw th us?"

Every man around the table stood, nost
of them shouting approval. Axel still stood, with one
hand in the air, and in a few nonents the others
settled to the benches again, aware that he was not
done.

"I knew it," he said. "And when you take
this matter to your people, they will agree to it,
for this winter has caused every man to think. But we
can't delay. If we can make no crop this sunmer
except of hay, and if next winter is at all like this
one has been, we will be weak and hungry in another
year. We nust all be gone before wi nter comes again.
Nor can we wi nter across the sea except in force, for
we nust be able to take what we need by force from
t he peopl e there.

"Qur harbor is free of ice now, at |ast.

Qur peopl e already have been killing the rest of the
cattle and drying the nmeat over fires. W will send
the first boats on the day after tomorrow, the

weat her willing. After our first war parties have

| anded, two boats will go here." He pointed to the

i sland of Bornholm between the Swedi sh and Poli sh
coasts. "One will wait to guide the first boats of

the Jotar to the | anding place." He | ooked down the
table at one old eneny, Tjur Blodyxa, and then in the
other direction at another, IsbjOrn HeltesOn. "The
other will guide the first boats of the Norskar." The
old man grinned. "Maybe you can get the Danes to
"l oan' you sone ships."

A scow had begun to grow on Tjur
Bl odyxa's surly face, and he stood w t hout |eave.



"And who will lead this expedition?" he asked.

Axel Storndve said nothing for a nonment, savor-
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ing the surprise he had for the Jota chief. "Not ne,"
he said. "I'"'mtoo old. That |eadership is what we
nmust deci de next."

It was past mdnight. They had agreed that
the tribes would act independently in noving their
own peopl e, except that the Wlf Can of the Svear
woul d pick the place. But the war | eader of those who
had | anded woul d al so be of the Svear. Then the clan
chieftains of the Svear elected Bjorn Arrbuk as war
| eader. He was the tribe's nost fanous fighter and
its nmost fampbus living raid | eader. Afterward, they
guesti oned Sten Vannaren about the place they would
| and and the country where they hoped to go.

Now t hey were going to bed. Axel
St orndve stepped out the door to | ook at the night
and found new snow ankl e-deep on the ground.

13.

KAZI, TIMJR KARIM (A. D. 2064-2831),
psi oni ci st and enperor. Born in Kabul, Afghanistan,
he received a Ph.D. in neurophysiology fromthe
Uni versity of Lucerne in 2087; lectured at London
Uni versity, 2087-2090; was professor of psionics at
Damascus University, 2090-2094; and held the Frei mann
Chair of Psionics Research at the University of Te
Avi v, 2094-2105.

In 2096, Kazi devel oped the "esper
crystal ," which becanme the functional elenment of the
psi tuner. At age forty-one, although in chronically
poor health, he was one of the few survivors of the
G eat Death of 2105. He also survived the difficult
and primtive conditions that foll owed the plague,
presunmably by dom nating other survivors.

Seriously afflicted with asthma and
wi t hout effective medicines, he eventually devel oped
a process of ego-transfer believed to involve the use
of drugs and the psi tuner, transferring his ego from
his aging and debilitated body to one younger and
heal t hi er.

As a child, Kazi had been of fensively egotistical
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effectively alienating hinmself fromnormal hunman
rel ationships. This trait intensified with his
brilliant scientific successes and his increasing
ability to read mnds and dominate others. H s
devel opnent and use of ego-transfer, with the near
imortality it provided, probably furthered the
pat hol ogi cal deterioration of his personality.

Sonetime about the middle of the
twenty-second century, Kazi disappeared. He seens to
have devel oped a self-controlled psionic neans of
suspended animation. It has been suggested that he
used this to mark time until an increased popul ati on
and further socio-econom c devel opnent provi ded
somet hing nore gratifying to dom nate. Legends
i ndi cate that he was worshipped as a god at the tine
he di sappeared and that periodic living sacrifices of
young nen were made at his tomb, believed to have
been a cave in the Judean Hills. Perhaps they were
used for ego-transfers. If so, he may occasionally
have emerged to nmaintain the | egend and select his
next body.

He becane active again sonetinme about
2750, and fromthat time our picture becones |ess
conjectural again. Gadually he came to domi nate the
M ddl e and Near East as far south as the Sudan, as
wel | as nuch of the Bal kans, ruling some of the
territory directly and some of it as tributary
pr ovi nces.

Kazi devel oped a culture specifically for
his army. Each level practiced a harsh doni nation of
the |l ower ranks, and all ranks brutalized slaves and
subj ect peoples. The utnost in cruelty was not nerely
permtted, but demanded of the soldiers. Discipline
was based on fear, the fell owship of nutua
depravity, and a supersititous awe and
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terror of the ruler. He called them"orcs," after an
arny of subhuman nonsters in a classic of pre-plague
fantasy fiction, The Lord of the Rings. (See Tol kien
J.RR) After the first or second generation, al
ores resulted fromforced mati ngs between his
sol diers and captive wonen, the offspring growi ng up



in vicious canps whose regi nens were designed to
elimnate the weak and to produce the orc personality.

This was Earth's | argest post-pl ague
arny, and its only standing army. Its nen were better
di sciplined and trained than their feuda
contenporaries and could be relied upon to fight
viciously and skillfully. It was also versatile,
serving as both infantry and cavalry during a tine
when feudal arnmies and nost barbaric tribes despised
foot warfare.

Kazi himself built in its major weakness
when he designed its culture. Its primary orientation
was not fighting, but occupying and brutalizing. It
was suprene in breaking conquered peopl es and served
its master's psycopathic conpul sion for unbridl ed
depravity, but it |acked the fervor and vigor
necessary for a really great army in an age of edged
weapons and cl ose conbat .

Kazi relied on auxiliaries to suppl enment
that shortcom ng. Many small tribes of "horse
bar bari ans" ranged and fought one another in the
steppes and arid nountains of south-central Asia as
far west as Turkey. By conbinations of privilege,
flattery and threats, he was able to unite and
conmmand the use of |arge nunbers of those tribesnen
when he wi shed, nostly to control other sinilar
tribes. The horse barbarians sonetines
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| acked discipline and unit coordi nation, but they
were skilled and reckl ess caval ry whose passi on was
fighting.

(From The New School Encycl opedi a
copyrighted A.C. 920, Deep Harbor, New Hone.)
14.

The Duna had carried themout of the
Hungarian prairie through forested nountains, and
then eastward for several days through open
grassl ands again, with hills to the south and broad
pl ai ns and marshes to the north. Gccasionally they
passed herds of cattle acconpani ed by nmounted
hor senen, and when they were near enough, Nils could
see that they carried no weapons, except short bows
to protect their herds fromwol ves. He realized they



must have entered Kazi's realm

Nils and Inre had carefully studied the
map that Janos had given Inre. Therefore, they were
expecting it when the river turned north and the
barges left it to enter a great canal, built by the
ancients, that left the Duna and struck eastward |ike
an arrow toward the sea. On its north bank would
stand the City of Kazi.

After a nunmber of kiloneters, an obsidian
tower could be seen glistening blackly at a distance,
and as the current carried themrapidly along, they
soon saw ot her buildings of dark basalt. They were
passing kil onmeters of barbarian canps on the north
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side of the canal, with the banners of many tribes
nmoving in the wind above the tents. Men in mail or
| eather shirts, or their own | eathery skins, rode at
sport or in idleness, sonetines stopping to watch
intently the richly ornanmented barges.

In a sense the City of Kazi was a
mlitary canp, for its purpose was to house his orcs.
But it was nuch nore than a canp, for no town could
match its engineering and order. Fromthe palace with
its tower, rows of dark stone buildings radiated
outward |i ke the spokes of a half-wheel

The steersmen now were running close to
the north bank, and they passed stone granaries and
war ehouses where stone steps led up fromthe wharves.
Ahead was a bal ustraded wharf of dark and beautifully
figured gneiss, with broad stairs of the same rock
clinmbing to a gardened courtyard in front of the
pal ace. Their steersman shouted, and for al nost the
first time the oars were wetted, backing water
briefly to slow the barge alnmbst to a halt as they
approached the wharf. Naked brown nen, some nearly
bl ack, handled the line, while others, wearing
harness and weapons, waited for the passengers. A
gangpl ank of dark burni shed wood was | aid across the
gunwal es, and Inre and Nils |landed. A fat toga-clad
man with a sharp beak of a nose bowed slightly to
Intre. In alnost falsetto Anglic he announced, "H s
Hol i ness has instructed that | escort you to your



apartment. Baths and fresh clothing await you there.
When you are refreshed, Hi s Holiness would |like an
audi ence with you, and | will return to conduct you
to him"

"And may ny friend acconpany ne to that
audi ence?" | nre asked.

113

"Hi s Holiness has specified that both
guests shoul d attend, unless"-the steward bowed
slightly again-"your Lordship w shes otherw se."

He |l ed them across the courtyard to the
pal ace and up exterior steps to a terrace garden
where, |ooking eastward into the distance, they
caught sight of the sea and a harbor with many shi ps.
Inside, the walls of their apartment were veneered
with white marble and hung with soft |ustrous bl ue
material. The gl azed wi ndows were open and the heavy
curtai ns drawn back so that the roons were |ight and
airy.

The steward di pped his head again and left.

The white stone baths were as |long as
Nils's reach and set below the floor. Steps entered
them Inre knelt, dipped his fingers into one, and
his breath hissed between his teeth. "My bl ood!" he
gasped. "Are we supposed to bathe or be boil ed?"

Nils grinned |like a wolf and began to

strip. "In nmy honel and we take steam baths and then
roll naked in the snow. "

"Huh! 1'mglad we're here instead of
there then. Wat do you call it again? I'll be

careful never to go there.™

"It's called Sveal ann, and the rea
reason | was exiled is that they don't tolerate
m dgets. My growm h was stunted fromni ssing too many
steam baths." Very carefully he noved down the steps
into the water. "I1've never confessed it to anyone
since | left there," he added, "because it's
enbarrassing to a northman to be a nidget, and |'ve
been keeping it a secret. | hope you won't tel
anyone. "

Intre had scarcely settled on the

sitting ledge in his bath when a dark girl entered
the room Wt hout
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speaki ng she set a dish of soap on the low curb
besi de each bath and left.

"Vell!" Inre stared after her
i ndignantly. "They certainly have strange custons
here, where wonmen cone into a man's bat h-and a young,
pretty one at that. Say, |ook, the soap is white! It
is soap, isn't it? And snell it. Like a woman's
scent. Can stuff l|ike that possibly get us clean?"

Nils stood and began to lather his torso,
the sinews in his arns, shoul ders and chest flexing
and bunchi ng as he washed. Inre stared. "You know, "
he said, "lI'd take steam baths, too, and roll in the
snow, if I thought it would grow nme nuscles |ike
yours."

Nil s grinned again, squatted to the
neck, lathered his pale hair, and subrerged. Wen he
cane up, Inre was staring past himin distress. Two
young wonen had entered and stood quietly, holding
long fluffy towels. Nils emerged calnmy and stood
whil e one of themdried him Then she left, again
wi thout a word. On each of two benches |ay cl ean
white clothing, neatly folded. Nils wal ked to one of
them and dressed in | oose white pantal oons and a
white robe that cane to his knees. There was no belt
or other ready neans for fastening on as nuch as a
dagger.

Inre's expression was pure
consternation. "Go!" he said to the remaining girl.
"I will dry nyself." She turned. "No. Wait." He
| ooked grimy at Nils and clinmbed quickly fromthe
bath to be dried. He did not speak until he had
dressed himnsel f.

"l1've never heard of such shanel ess
custons before,” he said tightly. "And I'mgoing to
demand that they keep those women out of here before
we becone degenerate and useless. | ..."
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The soft-faced steward had quietly
entered the room and nade his slight obeisance. "Your
Lordship, the chief of your guard, who calls hinself
Sergeant Bela, awaits your pleasure.”

"Awaits our pleasure!" Inre expl oded.



"That's nmore than you know enough to do. Haven't you
ever heard of announcing yourself before entering?
After this, knock or use a bell or something."

The steward bowed nore deeply.

"Now you can tell Bela I'Il be happy to
see him and then have sone food and drink sent up."

Wth another bow the steward left, and a
nmonent later they heard firner footfalls. There was a
sharp rappi ng, as of a dagger haft on the wall beside
t he door.

" Bel a?"
"That's right, mLord."

"Come in then. | thought it was you
None of these people around here have the manners to
knock. "

Bel a gl anced around the apartnment and
his lips pursed in a silent whistle. "MLord, we're
to |l eave at once, and | wanted to see you before we
went. His Highness will ask ne if you were properly
received, and | wanted to see for myself."

"Why do you have to | eave so soon?" |nre asked.

"They' ve fed us and have horses saddl ed
and wai ting-beautiful horses, too, they are. People
who breed horseflesh like that can't be all bad.
Anyway, they say there aren't enough of us to ride
back safely after we | eave their borders, because of
bandits and other swine. But they have a small
caravan bound for somewhere near hone, and they've
held it for us. They want it to | eave right away."
116

"Well, | guess that's reason enough,"
Intre said reluctantly. "But 1'll mss hearing ny own
| anguage and seei ng good, honest Magyar people.
Conpared to these people, Nils will seemlike a
native Magyar. And unless | talk to myself, his is
likely to be the only Magyar speech I'll hear." He
grinned. "If the next tinme you see ne | speak our

| anguage with a sing-song, blane it on our little
friend. Meanwhile, tell H's H ghness that we've been
hospitably recei ved and beautifully housed, and
expect that when they've adjusted to our differences
in custom we'll be quite happy."

They wal ked out together and Bel a shook



their hands and left.

When Intre and Nils had finished a |ight
nmeal of sweetened fruit and cream the steward
returned, announcing hinself this time with a small
bell. Not only his black eyes and bl and face were
unr eadabl e; the man covered his mind with a wash of
no-t hought. The household staff here m ght need to
devel op that for survival, Nls realized

"I'f your Lordship is ready," the steward
said, bowing again to Inre, "H s Holiness will see
you now. "

The throne roomwas in the tower, and
even its inner walls were obsidian, but it was well
lighted by | arge wi ndows. The ceiling was no nore
than four meters high, and its length and w dth about
six meters, to enhance the size of its master. The
t hrone was uphol stered and the fl oor carpeted with
rich furs. There were four men there. One was a
chanberl ain-a thin, pale, expressionless man wearing
a toga. Two were tall rmnuscul ar black nen wearing
| oi ncl ot hs and hol di ng broad curved swords; one stood
on each side of the throne room
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The fourth man was Kazi .

The steward dropped to his knees outside
t he door and crawl ed two nmeters inside, noving his
forehead along the floor. Nils had never read such
genui ne unal | oyed fear before. "They are here, Your

H ghness," he announced in his falsetto, and then
craw ed out backward, his eyes still directed at the
floor.

Qut si de the door, Inre | ooked nervously
at Nils, uncertain what to do next. N ls stepped
forward, entered upright, and bowed, then stood aside
as if ushering Inre in. Inre braced hinself, set his
face, and foll owed.

Kazi arose. He was easily the | argest
man either of them had ever seen, sonething nore than
two neters tall, and utterly naked. He was neatly
jointed but hugely nuscled, and grossly, al nost
unfeasi bly, male. H s skin was dark-not brown but
al nost gun-netal blue, |ike some of the natives of
southern India. The |ean, aquiline face was a



caricature of evil, and a slight, nocking smile
showed perfectly white teeth. He appeared to be about
thirty years ol d.

The air was heavy with the power he exuded.

He gestured toward two | ow cushi ons on
opposite sides of the chanber, each in front of a
guard, and remained standing until his visitors were
seated. Then he |owered hinself to the throne and
rested his eyes on Nils.

"I have awaited you with interest."

The Anglic words cane fromthe |ips of
the chanberl ain, but the chanberlain's nmind was
conpl etely bl ank, and there was no doubt that the
words were fromthe mnd of Kazi
Ni I s nodded.
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"And you planned that | should have you
brought here. Did it occur to you that that would be
very dangerous?"

Not a muscle noved in Nils's relaxed face.

"Unl ess, of course, you cane here to
take service with me?" Ahmed was right, Kazi thought.
He does not screen; his consci ousness sinmply does not
talk to itself. | have never seen this before, except
in idiots.

"You woul dn't have me in your service,"
Nils answered cal my.

"Why not ?"
"Because you can't read ny mnd."

Kazi's flash of anger staggered his
chanber | ain, and even Inre, sitting ignored and
bewi | dered, felt it strongly, blanching. Now Kazi's
own |ips spoke. "I can read your mnd to the finest
detail if I wish, if you should survive | ong enough.™

"You're not likely to do that,"” Nls
replied matter-of-factly. "You brought me here
because you're extremely curious about nme, and there
islittle in the world that is interesting to you
anynore. And you are very old and do not age; tine is
not inportant to you. You will wait and explore ne
with your wits and questions rather than destroy ne."

Kazi allowed his brows to raise for a
nmonent, then turned to Inre. "Your large friend



thinks I amvery old. How old do you take ne for?"
Intre was al nost afraid to speak
"Thirty?" he replied hesitantly.
"The boy says thirty," Kazi | ooked at
Nils with sonmething |ike amusenent. "Then why do you
say | amvery ol d?"
"l sense it."”
"You can't see into nmy mnd."
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"No, | sinply sense it. And if you are
very old but look thirty, then it follows that you do
not age."

Kazi gazed intently at Nils. "I could
have you killed in an instant."
"l have died before."

Kazi's eyes narrowed. "l have heard of
that belief. But if it is true, yet you do not
remenber fromone life to the next, what use is it?
Meanwhi l e, you are young and gifted with a great
pul si ng body that has much yet to enjoy. You do not
know how rmuch." Kazi paused, intent for sonme nenta
response that did not cone, then went on. "And your
m nd nmay be one of the two npbst unusual minds that
exist. It would be enornously interesting to see what
could be made of it. You can be a ruler in this world
if you wish, have and do al nost anything you want."

"I have | ooked at the great glaciers in
the valleys of the north,” Nils replied. "It is said
they are growing toward the sea and that they have
grown before and covered the whole land with ice and
t hen di sappeared, tine and again. Even you won't live
until they nelt one tine, because you couldn't stand
it that long. | have | ooked at the stars on a clear
night. They are said to be so far away that from sone
of themthe light | saw has been a thousand tines a
t housand years com ng. So what is this you offer?"

Kazi stared at himfor |ong seconds,
then his mnd shot out a command. One tall guard
rai sed his sword and swung with all the strength of
his powerful right armand shoulder. N ls was |unging
fromhis seat on the cushion, but the weapon noved
too quickly. Inmre's head struck the floor without
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rolling, the carpeting was so thick and soft. Nls
felt sharp steel against his back and stared as
Intre's body toppled slowy sideways, blood spurting
fromthe neck.

"So. You are subject to enotion, after
all," Kazi said pleasantly. "The difference is that
there is no positive feedback. It flashed and di ed.
Have you ever thought of yourself as ..." He paused.
There was no word for it which would have neani ng for
a barbarian, or for any man of this age. "As a
conput er?" he finished.

Ni | s sat, relaxed again, watching Kazi
wi t hout answeri ng.

"And where did you |l earn about ice ages
and the di stances between stars?"

"Froma wi se nman."
"OfF your own peopl e?"

"No. My peopl e have | ost such know edge.
| learned it after | began ny travels."

"And why do you believe such strange stories?"
"Because they are true."

"And you sense truth?" Kazi gazed
thoughtfully at himfor a long mnute. "I will think
about you for a while. Return to your apartnent. And
i f you want anything-drinks, girls, soneone to answer
guestions-stri ke the gong you find there. Tonorrow
you will attend the ganes with me. You will find them
interesting.”

Intre's things still lay on a bench when
Nils entered. He struck the gong softly, and very
soon a girl appeared to stand silently. "Take these
t hi ngs away," he said. "Their owner is dead."

Apparently the girl understood Anglic
because she bent and picked them up
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"Also," Nls added, "I would like the
conpany of soneone who can answer my questions.”

"I will tell the steward," she said, her

voi ce qui et and accented.

Nils went into his own chanber then. Its
wi ndow faced west, and the evening sun shone in. He
became aware of a sense of depression, and | ooked at
it for a few seconds so that it went away. Draw ng



t he heavy curtains he lay down and cl osed his eyes,
seeming to fall asleep at once. But a part of him
remai ned aware, and after a tine he knew that someone
was conming up the stairs to the terrace outside. It
was a young wonan, a psi, and she was coming to find
hi m

He swung his powerful |egs over the side
of the bed, got up and wal ked to the door. The sun
had just set, but the western sky was so cloudl ess
and free of haze that it showed little col or other
than silver blue. The girl was just outside, and
stopped, facing himas his big torso bl ocked the way.

"You were resting; perhaps | canme too
soon." She phrased her thoughts in Anglic, not
speaking. "I am Nephthys. My father directed ne to
cone to you and answer your questions if | amable.”
She was awesonely beauti ful

H s answer was al so unvoiced. "I was
wai ting, not resting." He stepped back into the room

She foll owed, and sat gracefully on a
couch. Nils had hardly needed the brief nenta
identification of "father" she had given him Her
color, psi, and fine-boned face indicated that she
was Kazi's daughter.

Nepht hys could not read Nils's
i nterpretation, but her know ngness anticipated it.
"In a sense he is not my father," her thoughts
continued. "The
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body he wears now is that of a half-brother. But at
one time he wore the body of ny father-his is the
m nd, the ego-essence, the continuity of experience,
menory and identity, that was, is, ny father. It is
as father that |I think of him Do you understand?"

"I'"'m beginning to. He does age, then, but

bef ore he becomes ol d, he somehow occupi es a new body
without . . . wthout dying, wthout forgetting. And
he fathers a series of bodies to equip hinself
properly, the way the lords of the Danes and the
Magyars breed special lines of horses in order to
have good mounts."

She nodded. "He has two harens, snall
but highly select. One is of beauties, for pleasure;



nmy mot her was one of these. The other is to provide
young nen from which he can sel ect a physica
successor. "

"And does he change bodi es for speci al
pur poses, as a knight may use one horse to travel on
another for hunting and a third for battle?"

"No," she answered, half-smling at the
anal ogy. "The transfer is difficult, requiring days
of preparation, and the drugs for both bodies are
unpl easant. His emptions at such a time, and those of
the other, are of nmen fighting with death."

Ni |l s noved to another subject. "And
suppose he plans to march north with his armes very
soon. "

"How di d you know?"

"He concentrated this arny of horse
barbari ans for a reason. And he won't keep them here
| ong because of the problens of feeding them and
keeping them fromfighting each other out of idleness
and boredom And he already rul es these plains and
all the lands to the south, while in the west the
mountain tribes of the South Sl avs give him
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tribute and slaves. And up the Duna are the Magyars,
whose king has agreed to strike north and west with
his army at your father's command, into the | ands of
the Germans and Bohenmians. | |earned that fromthe
m nd of the Magyar king hinmself. But north of here
are the lands of the Ukrainians and Pol es, stil
i ndependent, with rich pastures and farnms and | arge
herds of cattle and horses. And a good route to
western Europe; there aren't any nountains to cross.
But | have only a vague idea of how nany nen Kazi
has. "

"I"ve heard him say he has ten thousand
orcs ready to march. That doesn't include garrisons
that nmust be left behind to control the enmpire. And
those ten thousand are equal to tw ce that nunber of
any other soldiers, in fighting effectiveness. Beyond
that he has gathered twenty thousand horse
barbarians. Their loyalties are to their chiefs, but
he has made those chieftains his."

She stopped then, |ooking at and into



Nils. "This place is deadly for you," she said. "Wy
did you come here?"

He | ooked intently back at her, and even
her dark skin flushed, because his thoughts were
clearly on her and she could not read them

"Let me ask instead why you came here,"
Nils countered. "Wy did your father send you instead
of one of his officers who could answer questions
that you can't."

"You know al ready. "
"Only by inference, and not deeply."

"His girl children, if they are
beauti ful enough, he trains as prizes or gifts or
bri bes for chiefs and kings. And when they have
accepted one of us, they are caught. For there are no
others like us,
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and we are psis. W are trained not only to pl ease
them but to influence and control them But although
you are a man, you are a different sort of man, and
not predictable. The reason | was chosen instead of
another is that | amreceptive at this time. Father
bel i eves he may have to kill you and that it would be
a shame if you died without issue, your genes lost."
She | ooked at Nils wthout embarrassnment. "But as you
can see, the thought is not unpleasant to nme. | have
never known any- one |like you. You intrigue ne. And
my father is right; if you nust die, your genes
shoul d not be lost."

Nils's mnd spoke again to the girl, but
his thoughts were franmed primarily for her father
whom he knew rmust be nonitoring them "Kazi senses an
attribute in me that he doesn't understand, and he
wants it. If not fromne, then fromny offspring
Despite his own experience he thinks it is heritable.
And 1'd give it to himif | could, for it would
change him" Nils sat with his mind still for a few
nmonent s, then thought again. "Your father has nore on
earth than any other nman, but he finds little
pl easure in it. And although he may conquer Europe,
he won't rule it long, because he is getting ready to
die."

In his chanber, Kazi stared unseeingly



out at Mars, the evening star, above the horizon. The
t hought s he had just overhead were cl ear enough in
his mind, but it refused to analyze them

15.

In the early norning sunlight the
steward discreetly rang his little bell on the
terrace, but Nephthys had already left. Nil|ls | ooked
out the door instead of calling himin. "Wat do you
want ?" Nils asked.

"I have been sent to waken you so that
you may eat before you go to meet Hi s Holiness."

Nils grinned at him "I1'm awake. Were
is the food?"

Cal My, wthout speaking, the steward
turned and left. This norning Nils's bath was coo
i nstead of hot. Wen he had dressed, the quiet girl
who had served himthe day before brought a tray of
soft-boil ed eggs, sweetened porridge, berries and
ml k. He had hardly finished when he heard the
steward's little bell again.

As they wal ked along the terrace and
down the stairs, Nils |ooked out across the city.
There were many orcs on foot in the street, while
anong the distant tent canps outside the city rose
the dust clouds of thousands of nounted nen. Myvenent
was in the direction of a |large stone structure, of a
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type unfamiliar to Nils, in an open space at the end
of the city's w dest street.

Just outside the courtyard a | arge bronze
chariot waited, ornamented with gold and harnessed to
four magnificent black horses. In front and behi nd
were elite guards on conparable animals. N ls was
directed to sit in the carriage, and after a few
m nutes Kazi appeared with his two personal guards.
He was naked as before, except for jewelled harness
and an i mrense sword and dagger, and rode standing,
grimfaced and cold, a huge obscene satyr figure
preceded and foll owed by a roar of orc voices in the
street and a great surge of emotion that Nils read as
an overwhel mi ng broth of fear, adoration and
hopel essness.



The | arge stone structure was a stadi um
The open ground around it had row upon row of
hi t ching posts, where thousands of horses stood in a
haze of dust raised by hundreds nore being ridden
into the area by horse barbari ans.

The arena itself was an oval of about
forty by seventy neters, encircled by a wall five
nmeters high. Around it rose tier upon tier of seats
rapidly filling with armed nen. The north-facing
side, which held the royal box, was clearly reserved
for orcs; the rest of it held horse barbarians.
Kazi's throne was on a | ow pedestal. To each side,
slightly ahead and a half-neter |ower, were severa
ot her uphol stered seats, obviously for guests. Only
one was occupied, by Nils. Behind Nils and next to
hi m stood Kazi's two personal guards. Qthers of the
elite guard stood around the perinmeter of the box.

Near one end of the field was a stone
pillar eight or ten nmeters high, topped by an open

pl at f or m
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Squatting chained on the platformwas a | arge beast,
atroll, deformed, with a great hunp on its back and

one armthat was only partially devel oped, ending in
a single hooked finger. A man stood beside it.

Kazi | ooked at it through Nils's eyes,
and his question entered Nils's mnd wthout having
been verbali zed.

"It's atroll,” Nls answered. "I was
told it's probably a species brought fromthe stars
by the ancients."

"Your teacher was an astute man." Kazi
turned his own eyes toward the grotesque. "By nature
it's a hunter, broadcasting terror vocally and
psionically to confuse its prey. This one comes from
i nbreedi ng a voiceless nmutant strain, and is only
able to echo and anplify enotions that it senses
around it. The man beside it is a psi, who directs
its attention to the victins in the arena so the
spectators can fully enjoy their fear and agony. It's
one of the greatest enotional experiences possible to
them™
"Can trolls be used as fighters?" N ls asked.



"No. Even fromcarefully sel ected
breedi ng stock they proved too stupid, and they
terrify the soldiers." Kazi turned and | ooked
steadily at and into Nils. "None of this seens to
di sturb you. We'll see how you like the exhibitions;
there may be hope for you yet."

The seats were nearly full now, only a
trickle of nen still noved in the aisles. Nls
beli eved nearly all of the nen Nephthys had mentioned
must be in the stadium Kazi stood, raising an arm
and sending a psi command. Trumpeters at the parapet
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rai sed I ong brass horns and bl ew, the high, clear
note belling | oud even in the uppernpst seats.

At one end of the arena a gate opened.

Four very tall, slender man, al nost bl ack, strode
onto the field, the gate closing behind them The
troll inmediately picked up their

enoti ons-uncertainty, caution, a contained fear. They
wer e naked and unarned. A single trunpet blew, and a
gate opened at the other end of the field. Ten tiny
figures trotted out, no larger than children. Each
carried a stabbing spear about as |ong as hinself,
fastened to his wist by a chain. The troll's mnind
turned for a nonent to the pygm es and poured out
their cold, inplacable hatred for the tal

persecutors of their race, then picked up the shock
of recognition and alarmfromthe victins.

The pygmi es consulted for a nonment and
then formed a row, trotting toward the tall men, who
separated, two running toward each side of the oval
Instantly the pygny line turned toward two of them
One continued running along the base of the wall. The
other turned toward the closed gate, and the line
followed him Hi s fear turned to desperation as he
saw hinself singled out, and his long |l egs flashed as
he tried to run around them The crowd experienced
his dismay as he was cut off, and he stopped, spun
doubl ed back and stopped again. Then he took severa
driving steps directly toward the pygm es and hurdl ed
hi gh, clearing the nearest by a nmeter, but a broad
bl ade stabbed upward and the flash of shock and
terror alnost drowned out the flanme of pain in his



groin and | ower abdonen.

The next tall black that the pygm es
singled out was a different cut of man. Cornered, he
f ei nt ed,
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drawi ng a thrust fromthe nearest pygny. Wth an
expl osi on of savage joy he grabbed the shaft of the
spear, spun, and jerked the tiny man off his feet,
shappi ng the chain. But he was arned too |late.
Anot her spear sliced across the back of his ribs and
sank into his upper arm Hi s surge of rage and
frustration filled the stadiumas he spun again,
sl ashi ng and stabbi ng, and went down beneath a flurry
of thrusts.

During the nel ee another of the tal
bl acks had rushed into the rear of the pygnies,
striking with a calloused foot driven by a I ong
sinewy thigh, killing pouring fromhim and when he
went down, he had broken two small necks.

The remaining tall man stood near the
center of the arena, watching the five surviving
pygmes trot toward him H's mind was fogged wth
fear, unable to function. For a nonment the troll was
tuned again to the hunters, and the crowd sensed that
they intended to play with the last victim He broke
then and ran toward the wall. H s | eap upward was a
prodi gy of strength, but his fingers found only
snmooth stone. He fell to the sand and knelt with his
forearns across his face, paralyzed. The pygm es
killed himquickly in disgust, and the crowd roared.

A gate opened, and after a nonment's
hesitation they trotted out of sight, while a cart
roll ed across the sand and the bodies were thrown
intoit. Meanwhile, two nen with spades dug a hole in
the mddl e of the arena.

When the cart had left, the trunpets blew
again. A horse wal ked into the arena draggi nhg a post.
Spiked to it and braced were two cross pieces, a
large X with a man spread-eagled on it, robust
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and hairy. The post was hoi sted, dropped into the
hol e and tanped into pl ace.

"An officer of mine," Kazi conmented,



"with a mind given to disloyal fantasies."

The man hung there in the bright sunshine,
and his anplified emotion was a roiling cloud of hate
that filled the stadium A single trunpet sounded and
two nmen wal ked onto the sand, followed by two others
with a small chest fitted with carrying poles. They
cane fromthe gate that the victimfaced, and the
cromd felt his grimrecognition and the defiance and
determ nation that followed.

The two nmen were artists, and defiance
and hatred were quickly displaced. At infornal
affairs they nmight have nmade himlast for hours, for
he had a constitution like a bull, but now they had a
schedul e to keep, and their purpose was a nmaxi mum of
agony and enotional degradation while tine trickled
intiny white grains through the narrow wai st of
their gl ass.

When the sand was cl eared again, four
robed and hooded figures were | ed out by a soldier
Two nen with megaphones fol |l owed.

"They are nenbers of a religious sect,"
Kazi's mind remarked to Nils, "with very strong
superstitions and taboos. This will appeal especially
to ny orcs."

Each man with a megaphone expl ained in
two | anguages what woul d happen. At each recitation
some part of the crowd burst into coarse |aughter
The enotional pickup indicated that the wonen
understood the | ast |anguage. The crowd waited
expectantly and again the single trunpet blew Kazi
| eaned forward intently.

The initial flood of shock and | oathing that the

131

troll had echoed dropped to a | ow wash of al nost
unbear abl e fascination and dread that gripped the
cromd for slow nonments, swelling gradually and

hol ding themsilent. Then their mnds were torn by
pain and shrill terror. The guard beside N ls was
staring forward, oblivious to anything but the
spectacle, his sword armbent rigidly, his knuckles
tight. Nils rose, thrusting back hard with an el bow
into the man's groin as he turned, grabbing the sword
wist with steel fingers. He tore the sword fromthe



man' s agony-1l oosened grip and thrust it into the
guard on the step behind him The disarmed guard
besi de him though hal f-doubl ed and gasping wth
pai n, wapped burly arnms around Nils's waist and
| unged forward, throw ng himagainst the throne
pedest al .

In that nmonment Kazi becanme aware and
turned. In a shock of surprised fear he struck wildly
but powerfully with a huge fist. Anetallic taste,
and bl ackness, filled Nils's head as he fell sideways
and lay still.

Ni | s awmoke fromthe wetness of a pail of
water thrown on him H s hands were tied behind him
and the side of his aching face | ay on packed sand
foul with the snell of aninmal urine. He heard the
muf f1 ed sound of trunpets, and rough hands pulled him
upright to send himstunbling through a gate into the
dazzling brightness of the arena. Bars cl osed behind
himand a voice growed in Anglic to back up to them
so that his bonds could be cut. He did. A short sword
was tossed between the bars and he picked it up
d anci ng back, he saw three bowren standi ng behi nd
the gate with arrows nocked on sinews.
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H s | oose pantal oons and robe were gone. Myving out
of line with the gate, Nils stayed close to the wall,
waiting. The troll found only a high calmto echo,
and the crowd, after a nonment, began to nmurnur in
puzzl ement. A single trunpet blew.

Four great wild dogs cane through the
opposite gate. They stood for a nonent, dazzled and
confused by the bright sunlight and the chaos of
sounds and snells, then saw hi mand approached at a
tentative trot.

Nil s stood rel axed and waiting, and the
dogs stopped a dozen neters away. They were hungry
but al so curious and wary, for they had never
encountered a man who acted like this one. The
| argest sat down on the sand, facing Nils, tongue
lolling, and the crowd began to grumble. The dogs
| ooked up toward the noi se and anger, forgetting for
a nonent the curiosity on the sand before them
Thi ngs began to | and around themiron knuckl es,



kni ves, even hel nets. Suddenly the | eader stood,
teeth bared, hackles raised, |ooking up into the
stands. From behind the bars arrows humed, striking
deeply, and the beasts lay jerking or dead, making
bl oody patches on the sand.

Then not hing. The sun burned down. N ls
waited silently and at ease while the stands
mur mur ed. Somewher e soneone was i nprovising. At
length a single trunpet blew again, and a gate
opened. A nmale lion trotted out, in his prine and
unfed, and |ike the dogs stood dazzled for a nmonent.
H s gaze settled on the dead dogs, perhaps drawn
there by the snell of blood, and then noved to the
solitary man. Nils touched its m nd and found hunger
and anger. It stood for a noment, tai
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switching fromside to side, then stal ked slowy
across the sand. Still the troll echoed no fear, and
the crowd watched fascinated. Thirty neters away the
lion stopped for a long noment, tail |ashing now,
staring at the man before it, then suddenly rushed
forward with shocking speed. Nils crouched, not
knowi ng whether it would spring or sinply charge into
him At the last instant he threw hinself sideways,
twisting and striking as he fell away. The lion
struck the wall and turned, snarling, a wound pouring
bl ood fromthe side of its neck, and a cheer arose
fromthe stands.

Nil's had | anded in a crouch, but had
barely set hinself when the Iion noved toward him
again, at close quarters now, boxing at himwith a
huge and deadly paw. It was a feint so quick that
Nils did not have tinme to be drawn out before the
animal lunged at him N Is sprang back, striking
again, the sword |l aying back the flesh of the lion's
cheek and jaw so that for an instant it recoiled, and
Nils attacked, striking again and again in an
ast oni shing fury that stunned the stands. The lion
fell toits side with a broken sword in its skull,
its sinewy body and hindquarters flexing and jerking,
while Nils's armchopped twice nore with a bl adel ess
hilt.

He stood then, chest heaving and sweat



dri pping fromthe charge of energy that had surged
t hrough him stunned by the sinple fact of life,
whil e the stands cane apart with noise. He realized
that he was not even scratched, and stood calmy
again, the trenor fading fromhis hands and knees,
wai ti ng weaponl ess for what woul d cone next.
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He didn't wait |long. When the third
trunpet blew, a narrow gate opened and an orc officer
entered the arena. Tall, nuscular, he strode severa
paces out onto the sand, then stood grinning around
at the stands and brandi shing his sword overhead.
Fromthe orcs there rose a stormof cheers and
whi stl es that drowned out the murnmurs and scattered
hoots fromthe seats on the other side. The trol
focused its psi sense on the nmind of the sinew,
sun- bronzed orc, broadcasting the sadistic
anticipation it found there. Then it gave its
attention to Nils, where it found only wat chful ness.
The orc was still fifteen neters away when a
barbarian in the stand threw a | ong curved sword at
Nils's feet. He pounced on it and, as quickly as the
lion, charged at the startled officer. For a noment
steel clashed against steel while the crowd roared.
But only for a monent. Nils's blade sliced through
neck and chest, shearing ribs like brittle sticks,
the force of the blow driving the nan to his knees
and carrying Nils off-bal ance so that he staggered
and caught hinself on one hand in the bl ood-slined
sand. He | ooked at it and arose, grimand fearsone,
above the nearly bisected corpse.

And the cheers died. Kazi stood dark and
terrible in his box, holding the troll's mnd with
his like a club-buffeting the crowd with his rage
until they huddl ed cold with shock and fear . . . orc
and barbarian alike. He turned to Nils then, and in
that instant Nils struck with his own mnd, through

the lens of the troll, a shaft of pure deadliness
that he had not known he had, so that Kazi staggered
back and fell, consciousness suddenly bl acked out by

t he overl oad.
Men | ay sprawl ed agai nst each other in the stands
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or sat slunped, stupefied. Nils sprinted to the gate
and reached a brawny forearm between two bars to
grasp and turned the heavy bolt latch. He stepped
across the tangle of archers while a burly orc sat

sl unped against a wall, staring dully at him Nls
traded sheat hl ess sword for the ore's harness and
weapons. Sensing the return of awareness in the man
he ran himthrough, then | oped across the chanmber and
up a ranp. The unl ocked gate at its end vyiel ded
easily to his pull and he was in a concrete chute
that led into the open. He | oped up that and cli nbed
a gate. A few horse barbarians were outside, none
near, moving uncertainly through the rows of horses
or staring up at the stands. Nils could sense the
slow return of consciousness behind him Dropping to
t he dusty ground, he sauntered casually in anmong the
nervous stanping horses, careful to avoid being

ki cked.

Near the outer edge of the horse park he
chose a powerful stallion whose great haunches woul d
not tire quickly under his weight. Standing before
it, he tuned to its sinple, nervous mnd, holding its
bridle and stroking its velvety nose until it stood
calmy, eyes on himand ears forward. Then he stepped
beside it, reached for the stirrup with a foot, and
hoi sted hinself easily into the saddle.

It guided rmuch |ike a Swedi sh pony, but
it was nmuch nore-the nount of a chief of horse
barbarians-and Nils urged it into an easy trot down a
broad, dusty |ane separating the canps of two Turkish
tribes.

16.

The sun was a red ball hangi ng two
fingers above the horizon. Wen the guard on a gate
tower could no | onger see its bl ood-col ored upper
rim he would blow a horn and that gate woul d be
cl osed.

The road outside the south gate of Pest
was crowded with peasants on foot and in carts, and a
few horsenen, leaving the city while the gate was
still open. A smaller nunmber struggl ed against the
current to enter. An inpatient merchant threatened
themw th the bul k and hooves of his big gel ding,



striking occasionally with his quirt at sone peasant
head as he pushed his way, cursing, through the
crowmd. Just ahead of hima huge peasant in a ragged
cloak half turned and, taking the bridle in a |arge,
t hi ck hand, slowed the horse. Incensed at the
i npertinence, the merchant stood in his stirrups,
quirt raised. The blue eyes that nmet his neither
t hreatened nor feared; if anything, they were mldly
i nterested and perhaps very slightly anmused.
Reddeni ng, the merchant sat down again, to be |led
t hrough the gate at the pace of a peasant wal king in
a crowd.
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Alittle inside the gate, Nils let go
the bridle and turned down the first side street that
circled inside the city. He had several purposes:
kill Ahmed, tell Janos what had happened to Inre, and
take Ahmed's psi tuner. But it would be dangerous to
try to enter the palace until Ahmed was asl eep. The
man's psi was renmarkably sensitive and alert, and he
had henchnen in Janos's guard, one of thema psi. If
he detected Nils either directly or through the mind
of someone who saw and recogni zed him he could be
expected to act instantly to have the northnman
nmur der ed

Wal ki ng the streets was as good a way
as any to kill time until Ahmed should have retired.

Pest was a very large town for its tine,
with a wall eight kiloneters around. The narrow,
cobbl ed outer street was walled on each side by
two-storied buildings broken only by intersecting
streets and an occasional small courtyard or dark and
narrow passage. Mst of the buildings were dwellings-
sone tenenments and sone the homes of nerchants or
artisans with their places of business. Near each of
the city gates the dwellings gave way to taverns,
i nns and stables. There the night air was heavy with
t he pungency of horses and hay, the rancid odor of
dried urine fromwalls and cobbl estones, and the
faint residual sweet-sour smell of last night's vomt.

Nils took a slow two hours to wal k
around the outer street and was approaching the gate



by which he had entered, when several knights cane
out of a tavern. They were at the stage of the
eveni ng when their inhibitions, never the strongest,
were negligible, but their coordination was not yet
seriously inmpaired. The smallest of them oblivious to
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everything but the gesture-filled story he was
telling, alnmost walked into Nils in the sem -darkness
of the street, then suddenly recoiled fromthe near
col l'i sion.

"Peasant swi ne! Watch where you're going!"

"Excuse ne, sir, | meant no harm"

The knight's eyes narrowed. Truly a very
bi g peasant. "Excuse you? You al nost wal ked into ne,
you stupid clod.” H's sword was in his hand. "I may
excuse you at that, though, if you get down on your
knees and beg ni cely enough.”

The kni ghts had surrounded N I's now,
each with drawn sword. He sensed a severe beating
here, with injuries possibly serious, unless he did
something to forestall it. He began to kneel, slowy
and clunsily, then lunged forward, |eft hand
clutching the sword wist of his accoster, his right
crushi ng the knight's nose and upper nandi bl e as he
charged over him Stunbling on the falling knight,
Ni | s caught hinself on one hand and sprang forward
again to flee, but the point of a wildly swung sword
sliced one buttock deeply.

Even so, within fifty nmeters the knights
gave up the chase. But in the intersection just ahead
was a patrol of wardens, bows bent. One let go an
arrow at Nils's belly. Reacting instantly, he dodged
and ran oh a few paces, another arrow driving al npost
through his thick left thigh. He stopped, nearly
falling, aware that if he didn't, the other wardens
woul d surely shoot hi mdown. The kni ghts behind him
cane on again, and Nils turned to face them
"Wait!" one shouted. "I know this nan."

And now Nils knew him not by his
appear ance, for he had shaved his beard and wore
jerkin and hose, but by the picture in the man's
m nd. He had
139



been one of Lord Lajos's border patrol that had
intercepted Nils on the river ice when he had first
entered Hungary.

"You heard the clod talk," the knight
said. "He's a foreigner. | remenber himby his size
and yell ow hair. The one who escaped fromthe dungeon
| ast year and killed several of the guards doing it."
"That one! Let's finish him"

"No!" The man who had recognized Nils
grabbed the other by the arm "He's worth many
forints to us alive. W can take himto the pal ace
and have him put in the dungeon for attacking a
knight. He won't escape this time-not in the shape

he's in. Then we'll send word to Lord Lajos. He'l

want the foreigner, and he's the king's guest. The
king will oblige, and you can bet that Lajos will pay
us all well."

Quickly they threw Nils to the
cobbl est ones, pushed the head of the arrow out
t hrough the back of the thickly nuscled | eg, and
broke the shaft in front of the feathers. Then they
pulled it out and stuffed pieces of his rags into the
hole to slow the flow of bl ood.

Ahmed sat straight and intent at his
desk. There could be no doubt about it; the prisoner
just brought into the pal ace was the big barbarian
and his friends in the palace guard woul d not be
happy about it. He had better act now Opening a
little chest on his desk he took out a sheet of
parchnent and hurried fromthe room

Nils lay in a cell neither shackl ed nor
| ocked in. One of the guard knelt beside him cl eaning
the wound with big, careful hands. N ls's cal mgray
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face showed no interest in the sudden comoti on down
t he passageway.

"The King!" a voice shouted.

"That'll do it," said the guard,
standing. "He'll get you out of here.”

But Nils did not sit up. He saw the
king's mnd clearly.

In a nonent Janos stood before the cell
his voice grimwith hate. "You filth! You sw ne! The



boy woul d have gi ven you al nost anythi ng, but you
want ed what he woul d not give-his decency." Janos
turned to the physician who had hurried, wheezing,
behind him "See that he's able to wal k again by the

next holiday. I want himto walk to the gallows. And
I want him strong enough to take a long tine to
choke-he'll learn how Inre felt being strangled.”

For a monent nore he glared at N Is,
then turned and wal ked swiftly away.

Janos stood at his w ndow, staring
unseeingly into the early June dawn. In his grief and
bitterness he had not slept. Yet he was past the peak
of it and could think again. He had liked his big
bar bari an guard and had never sensed his weakness.

But you coul dn't know what a barbarian m ght do.
There was a rap on his chanber door. He turned.
"Yes?"

A guard opened it apologetically. "I
could hear you noving around, Your Highness, and knew
you were awake. Sergeant Bela would like to talk to
you. "

"At this hour? Wat about?"
"The barbarian, Your Highness."
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The king stared at himw th narrowed
eyes. "All right, let himin. But you and Sandor stay
with us.”

Bel a was ushered in and dropped
i medi ately to one knee. The words began to pour out.
"Your Highness, |'ve heard what has been said about
t he barbari an-what you have been told. And I've
talked to him" Wthout a pause he told about the
friendship between Nils and Inre, their joking
cl oseness, of being with them continously on the
barge and of his farewell to themin the Gty of
Kazi. "And Your Highness, | knowit's not true. He
couldn't have been that way w thout sone of us seeing
some sign of it and speaking of it. He just couldn't
have done it. It would be inpossible for him He says
that Kazi hinmself had Inrte killed, on a whim And
it's true, Your H ghness; | knowit. By ny life
swear he is telling the truth!"

"Shut up!" shouted Janos. "By your life,



eh? Quards, take this lunatic out of here and | ock
hi mup." The shaken guards put the points of their
swords to Bela's chest, and he stood.

"I swear it, Your Hi ghness," Bela said
inlittle nore than a whisper. "Nils is telling the
truth. He doesn't know howto lie."

The door of Ahmed's chanber opened
qui etly and Janos' two guards stepped in and to the
side. The king entered behind them and wal ked up to
the cot of the sleeping Sudanese. Drawi ng back the
bl anket he placed his dagger point at Ahned' s throat,
| ayi ng his hand on the dark arched brow so the man
would not lift his head abruptly.

"Ahmed. Wake up."

Ahmed awoke fully alert at the words and knew
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hi s danger instantly. He touched the mnd of his own
bodyguard, fading in death outside his door. The
king's mind was cold and hard, and he knew that this
tinme it could not be cozened.

"You said the letter canme yesterday. Wy
didn't you showit to nme until tonight?"

"As | said, Hi ghness, | couldn't bring
nmyself to give it to you at first. | knew how
terrible the news would be for you."

"Liar! You have never had a nercifu
t hought. And why did Kazi send it to you instead of
to me?"

Never a nerciful thought. He is al nost
right, Ahnmed realized. Not for many years. The
Sudanese was suddenly tired and didn't particularly
care what happened to him but he answered anyway,
sensing it would do no good.

"He sent it to ne so that | could use ny
j udgenent as to whether or when to give it to you."

The king's eyes were slitted, his grim
face pale in the dawn light. "The barbarian has said
that Kazi had the boy killed. How do you answer that?"
"The barbarian lies."

Janos' voice dropped to a hoarse
undertone. "And do you renmenber what you told ne
after you first | ooked into his mnd, early |ast
wi nter?"



Ahmred sinply | ooked at the king, too
tired to answer. He felt the mnd explode at himin
the sane instant the blade plunged in, watched in dim
and heavy apathy as his body first stiffened, then
slowy relaxed. It ... could . . . not ...

Tears of release and grief washed down
the king's cheeks as he spoke to the dark corpse.
"You said he didn't lie-that he wasn't able to lie.
Now | know who the liars were, and have been al
al ong,
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and | sent my son, the boy who was like a son to ne,
to be killed by him™"

He turned to his guards, who stood with
their jaws hanging in gross astonishment. "Get this
carrion out of here," he rasped. And pointing to the
corpse of Ahned he added, "And see that that one is
fed to the swine."

17.

Early in the norning, under the fussy
directions of the asthmatic physician, the strong
hands of guards lifted Nils onto a litter and carried
himfromthe dungeon to a softer bed. He gave them
al nrost no attention, for he was busy using a skil
Il se had taught him He was healing his body.

I se was aware of the cellular structure
of tissues-the Kinfolk had maintained all they could
of anci ent know edge-and the circul ation of the blood
was known by everyone. That know edge was not very
functional, though, in the sense that she could do
much with it. It served nmainly to provide a sense of
under st andi ng. But the body itself understands the
body nuch better than any physiol ogi st ever had. The
ability her father had devel oped and taught her was
the ability to inmpose consci ous purpose on autonomc
physi ol ogi cal processes.

Therefore, Nils didn't try to think of a
cell or atissue. He sinply fixed his attention
totally on a whol e and undamaged thi gh and buttock
with a conpl eteness of concentration that Ilse had
devel oped t hrough di sciplined practice but that he had
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mast ered al nost as quickly as the possibility had
been denonstrated to him

Al t hough his eyes were closed, his other
senses received the thoughts, sounds, snells and
touches that encountered them But in his trancelike
concentration, that part of himwhich screened
sensory data for referral to action centers or to the
hi gher | evel analytical center, operated on a basis
of passing only emergency messages.

The physician sat beside him aware that
the wisest thing to do was not hing. For despite the
prof oundness of Nils's trance, he clearly was not in
a coma. H s breathing was deep and regul ar, his brow
neither hot nor cold, and his heartbeat was strong.

Begi nni ng about m dday N | s awakened
periodically for water and nourishment. After eating
lightly and drinking, he would return to his healing
trance.

By early on the fourth day healing was
far advanced, and Nils wal ked with Janos to Ahned's
chanber. A servant with hamrer and chi sel broke the
hasp on the chest they found there. Nils opened it,
took out a gray plastic boxed stanped with the
nmeani ngl ess synbol s:

PROP | NST MENTAL PHEN
UNI'V TEL AVIV
and flipped the swtch.

The instruments once used for "finding"
other tuners had used electricity and had | ong since
been inoperable and |l ost. Wthout knowi ng the setting
of a particular tuner there was no real possiblity of
tuning toit. Nils's menory was preci se, however; he
set the coarse tuning, then the fine, and then the
mcrotuner. Finally, carefully, he set the vernier
Then he | ooked at the nunber stanped on the case
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and held in his mnd the clear picture of a series of
digits: 37-02-103-8. He waited for several nonents.
It was the time of day when nenbers of the I|nner
G rcl e conmuni cat ed.

"N | s!" Raadgiver had recognized his
m nd. The wait had been the tine necessary to
duplicate the setting Nils's m nd had held for him



"Where are you, Nils? And what set is that? |'ve
never heard of that nunber before."

Ni |l s reran the audi o-visual sequence of
rel evant events for Raadgiver's mnd, beginning with
the ambush in the Bavarian forest.

Raadgi ver digested the information for
a few noments and then began. Kazi had begun his
i nvasion, landing his arny froma fleet of ships on
the north coast of the Black Sea. Hi s advance forces
had easily broken the resistance of I ocal Ukrainian
nobl es. The Inner Circle had a substantial picture of
events. One of the Wandering Kin, with a psi tuner
had been sent fromthe court of Saxony to King VlIad
of the South Ukraine in the expectation that Kazi
woul d strike there first.

In spite of the atrocities being
committed, M ad was not seriously trying to defend
hi s ki ngdom which was nostly open steppe. Instead he
was pul ling back his army of nearly four thousand
knights to join with Ni kolas of the North Ukraine,
nunberi ng about twenty-five hundred. They hoped to
make a stand in the northwest, where the grassl ands
were interspersed with forest, providing an
opportunity for a cavalry guerrilla and the prospect
of help fromthe nei ghboring Poles.

"The best arny in Kazi's way," Raadgiver
continued, "is that of Casimr of Poland. It has been
a curse to the Baits, the Ukrainians, the Saxons and
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Prussians for years, and when fully gathered, it
nunbers perhaps six thousand. Mst inportant, it is
di sciplined and well led. Casimr is gathering it
now, and the Prussians and Saxons are gathering
theirs. W have spread the word everywhere.

"But now there is another invasion, in
northern Pol and, by the northmen, your own people.
There are still only a few, perhaps two hundred,
holding a tiny area on the coast, but their position
is inmpossible to attack on horseback because of
mar shes, and a force of knights sent against them on
foot was routed. And nore are expected, for they have
stol en several Polish and Dani sh shi ps.

"When enough have | anded they will surely



try to break out of the section they hold now, so
Casimr is sending a strong army that will attack

t hem when they nove. And the King of Prussia is
holding his army to fight them too. And by hol di ng
these armes fromjoining with the Ukrainians, the
neovi ki ngs are destroying what little chance we have
agai nst Kazi."

Raadgi ver read the question in Nils's
mnd. "It was the winter that caused it," the
counsel or explained. "In Denmark it was the worst
ever. In the northlands it was so bad that your
tribes felt they would hardly survive another. W
captured several wounded when Norsk raiders took a
Dani sh ship, and | questioned themand read their
m nds. The three tribes have joined in this and pl an
to nove all their people before winter if they can

"I't's not northern Poland they're
interested in. They hope to cross the continent to
the Mediterranean. They'll never make it, of course;
all of themtogether are far too few They
underestinmate
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the Pol es and the Germans. But they are weakeni ng us
at a critical tinme."

Nils interrupted. "Who is their war chief?"
"A man called Scar Belly."

"Ah, Bjorn Arrbuk! | would rather fight
the troll again, or even the lion. And he is the
greatest raid | eader of the Svear, as ny clan has
| earned by experience. You would take the tribes nore
seriously if you knew himbetter

"Now, listen to nme; this is very
i mportant. The tribes can be your salvation instead
of your ruin, if they are | ed agai nst Kazi. But
you'll have to keep war fromstarting between the
Pol es and the tribes-keep them from wasting one
another. For the tribes do what few arm es do. They
fight on foot nore than on horseback, and stealth and
cunning are their pride.

"Once you told ne that one of the Inner
Crcle, a Jan Reszke, was counselor to Casinmir. Is he
still?"

"Yes."



"Good. Tell himl'mcoming north to turn
the tribes eastward against Kazi. Tell himto keep
Casimr fromattacking them Have himurge Casimr to
send as many troops as possi bl e agai nst Kazi."

"Are you telling me you can get the
tribes to abandon their plans and foll ow you agai nst
Kazi? You're only a youth, and an outcast at that."

"W have a legend in the north," Nls
answered. "Once, when the tribes were younger, the
Jotar nmade war on the Svear, and the Jotar were
stronger so that it seened they would destroy and
ensl ave the other tribes. But then a young warrior
arose anong the Svear who became a raid | eader and
| ed several brilliant raids. In one they surprised
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and killed the chief of the J6tar and several of
their clan chieftains.

"This denoralized the Jétar and
heartened the Svear, so that the tide was turned. And
then the young warrior disappeared, but in their
successes no one mssed him For several years the
Svear prevailed, burning villages and haystacks and
destroying cattle, as the Jotar had before them
until it appeared it was the Jotar who woul d be
destroyed and ensl aved.

"And then a young warrior anong the
Jotar was made a raid | eader and led a daring raid
which left the chief of the Svear dead, along with
several of their principal raid | eaders. It was then
that both tribes realized this was the sanme youth who
had saved the Svear earlier, but until he wanted them
to, they had not been able to recognize him because
he was a wi zard. And he said he was not of any clan
or tribe but was sinply a northman.

"Then he called a council of all the
warriors of the three tribes, and they cane wi thout
weapons, as he told them And in the council he put
bef ore them the bans, and after they had council ed
wi th one another they approved them They would stil
fight, for that was their nature, but they would not
take each other's land. They could kill nen, but not
worren or children. They could not burn barns or
dwel | i ngs, but only | onghouses. They could burn straw



stacks, but not hay stacks. They could stea
livestock, but they could not kill what they could
not drive away. And they could kill in vengeance only
for specified wongs and within approved feuds.

"And all the clans agreed to this and
prai sed the young warrior, and all the warriors |lined
up to
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honor himand clasp his hand. But one warrior hated
hi m because he did not want to change, so he hid a
smal | poi soned knife in his breeches. And when he
cane up to him he struck himwith it, killing him

"Then, instead of naking a burial mound,
they put the body in a canoe and let it float on the
river, although they didn't know why. And it floated
down the river to the sea and out of sight.

"And then they realized that no one knew
his name, so they called him The Yngling. | know
that, in Danish, yngling means a youth, a youngling.
But anong the tribes it has not been so used since,
for it can only be used as his nane.

"Al t hough some of the details are
fanciful, the story is basically true, history as
well as legend. And the tribes believe that The
Yngling will cone again in a time of great need.
Maybe this is the tinme."

For several seconds Raadgiver's m nd
framed no response, and when it did, it was through a
sense of disorientation and sonme unease. H s skin

crawmed. "I will send one of the Wandering Kin to
them a Dane who has been in Jotnmark. He will be able
to talk to them But will they believe?"

"Most will neither believe nor
di shelieve. But that isn't inportant. Wat is
important is that they will watch for ne, prepared to

listen. Can you give ne the nane of one of the
ki nfol k near Pest, and how | can find hinP"

Nils foll owed Raadgiver's mnd while the
counsel or | ooked into the | edger where he kept the
nanes and whereabouts of the nore settled kin, as
best he knew them Hi s eyes stopped at a name and
| ocation for Nils to read.
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"Cood. Here is what 1'Il do before |
start north. The Magyars are good fighters, well
nounted. 1'll send them northeast over the nountains
to join the Pol es and Ukrainians. Let the Pol es and
Ukr ai ni ans know this. And if your psi, Zoltan
Kossuth, is willing and able to go with them 1'1]
give himthis psi tuner. That will give the Magyars
contact with the others. He'll get in touch with you
|ater for the settings of any tuners you think he
shoul d contact."

I will lead the tribes against Kazi. |
will send the Magyars. A weakness, a gray fear, began
to settle over Raadgiver. In his long life he had
heard bi g boasts and hol | ow prom ses, had even been
privy to the m nds of negal omani acs. But those, he
told hinmsel f, had not been nmen on whom so nuch
depended. Yet his fear had grown fromnore than that,
and | ess, grown from sonmething inside himthat he did
not see, could not look at. Nils's thoughts had
seened insane, but yet they had a sense of certainty
and the feel of clear and powerful sanity. And that
was i npossible. That was insane. The old psi's stable
data were dissolving, the keystones of his persona
wor | d.

Ni | s hel ped himon both counts with a
new and sinple stable datum putting it out as if the
t hought were Raadgiver's own, and the man took it.
This is the New Man, maturing. Who knows what He can
do? The weakness fell away, replaced by hope.

"I's there anything nore you have to tel
me?" N |s asked.

"Not hi ng nore," Raadgi ver replied.

They sal uted each other and Nils
repl aced the tuner in the chest.
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During the long, voicel ess conversation
Janos had begun to grow irritated, understanding only
that Nils was sitting there silently ignoring him
But he had not interrupted. Wen it was over, N ls
t ur ned.

"Your Highness," he said, "I can do what
Ahrmed did. | can look into m nds and speak w t hout
sound to others like me. This-" he gestured to where



he had replaced the tuner-"is a means by which two
like ne can speak to one another with the mind, at
great distances. Ahnmed was not only a counsel or

| oaned to you. He was al so a spy agai nst you
reporting everything to Kazi through this. | was
using it now to speak with ny teacher on the shore of
the northern sea."

There was a copy of an ancient
t opographic map of Europe on the wall, with the
nodern states outlined on it. N ls wal ked over to it.
"About here is where Kazi's army is now, with thirty
t housand nen," he said pointing. "The Ukrainians are
far too fewto hold him even if the Poles arrive
soon to help. But if you took your arny over the
nmount ai ns, here, your conbined forces could delay and
damage himuntil other kings can gather theirs."

Janos frowned. "But Kazi's army is nore
powerful than all the others put together. O herwi se,
I'd never have allied nyself with him"

"That's what he wanted you to believe,"
Nils answered. "And in open battle it would be true.
But in that | and you could work as snmall units,
striking and then running to cover to strike again
el sewhere. "

Janos' face sharpened. "And who asked your
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advi ce?" he said coldly. "Have you forgotten that
you're a foreigner of common bl ood?"

Nils grinned. "I'm young but not
foolish, Your Hi ghness. Yet |I do indeed advise," he
continued nore seriously. "And deep in your mnd you
know ny advice is good, because if you don't conbi ne
armes, Kazi will eat you up separately. But you are
a king, used to listening to advice only when you've
asked for it, and so ny bol dness of fended you. Yet
I"'monly a foreigner, a commoner, a barbarian, and a
nmere youth to boot. You woul dn't have asked for ny
advice, so | had to give it uninvited."

The king stared at Nils for severa
seconds before a snile began to break his scow .
"You're a scoundrel, barbarian," he said, clapping
the warrior's shoul der. "But allowances nmust be nade
for barbarians, at |east for those who are giants and



great swordsnen who can | ook into the m nds of others
and speak across half a world and heal dirty wounds
in three days. You're right. W nmust nove, for better
or for worse, and if need be we'll die like men, with
swords in our hands. And you will conme with us, and
I"lI'l continue to listen to your unasked-for advice."
"Hi ghness," said Nils, suddenly sol emn,
"with your permission I'll go instead to ny own
peopl e and | ead them agai nst Kazi. They are not
nunerous, but they fight with a savagery and cunni ng

that will warm your blood to see.™

"Al'l right, all right," the king said,
shaki ng his head ruefully. "I bowto your will again.
If your people are all like you, they can probably
tal k Kazi into surrender."
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Janos sent riders ordering the nobles to
gat her at the pal ace on the sixth day, which was as
soon as the nore distant could possibly arrive if
they left at once. The orders specified foreign
danger to the realm in order that there would be no
del ayi ng by i ndependent |ords who m ght otherw se be
inclined to frustrate him

After two nore days spent resting and
healing, Nils submtted his newy knitted thigh and
hip to a saddle and rode a ferry across the Duna to
the town of Buda. He didn't want to send a messenger
to Zoltan Kossuth, the psi, in case the request be
interpreted as an invitation to a trap.

Nils led his horse off the ferry and
spoke to a dockman. "Were can | find the inn of
Zol tan Kossut h?" he asked.

"Woul d that be the Zoltan Kossuth who is
called the Bear? Turn left on the outer street. H's
is the inn just past the South Gate, under the sign
of the bear, and the stable next to it is his, too.
It's the best inn in town, if you like your inns
orderly. The Bear is notorious for throw ng out
troubl emakers with his own tender hands, although”-he
sized Nils up with a leer nore gaps than teeth-"He'd
have his hands nore than full trying to throw you
out. Not that I'mcalling you a troubl emaker, you
understand, but if you were."



Ni |l s grinned back, nounted, and started
down the cobbled street. "And the fare is good for
both man and horse,"” the dockman shouted after him

Nils strode into the inn, which was
qui et at that hour. The keeper was talking with two
men who were telling himnore than they realized
Tuned for it, Nils had detected the man's psi before
reaching the stable, but engrossed as the Bear was in
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the words and thoughts he was listening to, he wasn't
aware of Nils until the barbarian canme through the
door.

Zol tan Kossuth was not admired for his
beauty. His round head had no hair above the ears,
but his black beard, clipped somewhat short, grew
densely to the eye sockets, and a simlar but
untrimred growth bushed out obstreperously through
gaps in the front of a shirt that had nore than it
could do to contain an enornous chest. He was of
noder ate height, but his burly hundred kil os rmade him
| ook stubby. Just for a noment he gl anced up
bal efully at the strange psi, then seeing a servant
nove to wait on Nils, he returned to his conversation

Nils sat in an inner corner nursing an
ale and a bow of dry beef. He felt no need to
interrupt the Bear's conversation, but saw no point
in waiting needlessly if the innkeeper's interest in
it was not serious. Therefore, he held in his mnd
for a nonment a clear picture of the Bear holding a
gray plastic psi tuner, at the same tine namng it in
case the Bear woul d not recogni ze one by sight.

Zol tan Kossuth scow ed across at Nils,
excused hinself fromthe table and di sappeared into a
back room "Wo are you and what do you want?" he
demanded nental | y.

"I am NiI's Jarnhann, on business of the
Inner Circle and the king."

This alarned the Bear. Covering his
i ntentions and actions with discursive canoufl age, he
wal ked to a crossbow hanging on the wall. "I'm not
aware that a king of Hungary has had dealings wth
one of the Inner Crcle since old Mhaly, counsel or
to Janos |, was nmurdered by an agent of Baal zebub



when | was a boy." The Bear cranked the cross-
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bow and set a dart to it. "Wat | would |like to know
i s how you can be on business which is of both the
Inner Circle and of Janos III."

"Put down your weapon, |nnkeeper." And
Nils ran through his mnd a rapid nontage of Kazi, of
Kazi's guard | opping off the head of |Inre Rakosi, and
of vile acts in the arena. And the identities of al
were clear, although Zoltan Kossuth had not known
what Kazi |ooked like until that nonent. And it was
clear, too, what Nils's mission had been. Then the
pi cture was of Janos | eaning over a cot, slicing open
the throat of Ahned.

The i nnkeeper was a suspicious nman for
someone who could read m nds, but he accepted this
intuitively. Renmoving the dart, he pulled the trigger
with a twang and hung up the crossbow. "And what do
you want of ne?" he asked.

Wien Nils was finished at the inn, he
resaddl ed his horse and | eft Buda through the West
Gate, riding leisurely toward the castle of Lord
M kl os, which dom ntaed the town froma nearby hill
M kl os was the town's protector, deriving an
i mportant part of his wealth fromits tribute.
Prairie flowers bl ooned al ong the clinbing dusty
road, and the mpat surrounding the castle was green
with the spears of new cattail |eaves that had
crowded through the broken bl ades and stal ks of | ast
year's grow h. The shall ow water, already thick with
al gae, lost as nuch to the sun in dry weather as it
gai ned fromthe overflow of the castle's spring and
the waste that enptied into it through an odorous
concrete pipe.

The countrysi de was at peace, the
drawbri dge down, and the gatekeepers at ease. "Wo
are you,
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stranger, and what is your business here?" one called
genially as Nils drew up his horse at the outer end.

"I want to speak to Lord Mklos. My nane
is Nls."

The man's mind told Nils that he m ght



not remenber such an outl andi sh nanme | ong enough to
repeat it to his naster's page.

"Tell himit's the big barbarian he
rescued fromLord Lajos' castle,” N |s added.

A grin split the guard's
braw -scul ptured face and he saluted Nils before he
turned to carry the nessage. The ill-feeling between
the two nobl es was shared by their retainers.

Lord Mklos was sitting on a stool
stripped to the waist, when Nils was ushered into his
chanmber. One servant was washing the nobl eman's feet
and ankles while another towelled his still |ean
torso. "Ah-ha, it is you. Sit down, ny friend. |'ve
been in the fields this norning inspecting the work,
and that's a dirty occupation in such dry weat her
I"'mafraid our talk will have to be short, as ny
vassals are waiting to nmeet with ne at the noon neal.
For bui ness. Have you come to join nmy guard?" He eyed
Ni | s's expensive clothes.

"No, mi Lord." Nils |ooked at the
servants and spoke in Anglic. "I have news for your
ears al one.”

The ol d kni ght straightened and spoke to
the servants, who speeded their work and left. "Wat
is it?" he asked.

"I"ve come to tell you of the king and
Baal zebub, but there's quite a bit of it and it wll
take time. Also, it's best if King Janos doesn't
| earn about my visit here.™
"Pl ague and death!"™ Mklos strode to a bell cord
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and pulled it. In a nonment a page entered. "Lad,

don't want to be disturbed until | ring again. Tel
my guests I'Il be delayed. Tell the steward to hold
the neal . . . no, tell himto feed the guests. I'lI

cone |later."
The page left and Mklos turned to N Is.
"Al'l right, ny big friend, tell ne everything."
Speaki ng Magyar, Nils told himof Kazi
t he Conqueror who was the basis in fact for
Baal zebub, of Kazi's military strength and psi power
and of his intention to conquer Europe.
"And you say this creature has lived



since ancient times and [ooks into nmen's m nds?"

"Yes. And there are others who can read
t houghts,” Nils answered. "I'mone of them" Wthout
giving Mklos tinme to react fully to that, Nils told
hi m of Janos' visit to Kazi's city some years
earlier, of his conviction that Kazi could not be
wi t hstood and of his decision to ally hinmself to Kazi
when the tine cane to assunme the throne of Hungary.
Then, without being specific or conplete, he told of
the kinfolk, of his commission to nurder Kazi, and of
his brief service with Janos. And he told of Ahned,
who al so was a spy set to report on Janos through the
psi tuner.

The old knight's eyes were bright with

anger as he arose fromhis chair. "So this Ahned
| ooked into our minds when we had audi ences with
Janos and told hi mwhat we thought to keep secret. A
ot of things are beconing clear to ne now," he said
grimy. "W'Ill have to overthrow him"

"I have not finished, m Lord. The king
has killed Ahned with his own hand."

M kl os sat down again, confused and
prepared to |isten.
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Nils told of his friendship with Inre
Rakosi, of Kazi's demanding the boy, and of their
goi ng.
"And Janos sent himl The man is gutless!"

Nils went on to tell of Inre's nurder
"But | was lucky enough to escape and returned to
Pest to tell the king, and Janos cut Ahned's throat.
And Ahned had a magi ¢ box he used to talk to his
master's mind fromafar. |I know the use of such
boxes, and used it to speak to ny teacher who |lives
near the Northern Sea. He told me that Kazi has
struck north agai nst the Ukrainians. Casimr of
Pol and is gathering his army to join the Ukrainians,
but he in turn has been invaded by barbarians from
the north, so he can send only part of his arny
agai nst Kazi."

Mkl os was on his feet. "Wy, nman, we
shoul d go. Before we are al one. Throw down the
traitor and go ourselves. There are no finer fighters



in the world than Magyars.

Nils interrupted. "That's what Janos
plans to do. It's the reason he's called for his
nobl es. 'W nust nove for better or for worse,' he
said, 'and if need be we'll die Iike nmen, with swords
in our hands' "

M kl os stared. "Janos said that? This
Janos?" Hi s gaze sharpened. "Wy did you come here to
tell me this when I'Il hear it fromJanos hinself in
a few days? And why did you ask that your visit here
be kept secret from hinP"

The nobl eman's nmind was suddenly dark
wi th suspici on.

"Because you' ve distrusted and despi sed
Janos and mi ght not believe him while you night well
believe ne. And you'll be the key man ampong the
nobl es. For you are not only the nost powerful of
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them you're also the nost respected, even by your
enem es. |If you respond with belief and approve the
king's plan, the others will follow But if Janos
knew I'd taken it on nyself to cone here, he'd be
mad. My forwardness has already tried his patience."

M kl os | ooked shrewdly at Nils. "I'Il bet
it has, at that. | look forward to seeing nore of
you, northman, for you're as crafty as you are
strong, and | enjoy craft in an honest man."

"You'll be disappointed then, m Lord,
because |I'm | eaving tonorrow. The barbarians
distracting Casimr are ny own people, and | have to
try to bring themin with us instead of unknow ngly
against us. If you see ne again, it will be with
them the tribes of northmen, who, | have to tell you
frankly, are the greatest fighters in the world."

It was then Mklos tested Nils. You' ve
said a |l ot today, he thought silently but
deliberately, nost of it hard to believe, and asked
me to accept it as true. You' ve asked ne to trust
Janos, a man |'ve always distrusted with what | know
now to be good reason. So tell me, can you really
read nmy mnd?

The grin came back to Nils's face. "Yes
m Lord, and the honest doubts that go with the



t hought s. "

And Mklos smiled, the first smle Nls
had seen on him "That settles it. I'll do as you
ask." He put out a big knobby hand that N |s w apped
in his.

"Thank you, m Lord." Nls started to
| eave, then turned at the door. "And sir, don't
underestimate the king. H s mnd does prefer the
devi ous, just as you once told nme, but he is no
coward. "

That evening Nils introduced Zoltan
Kossuth to Janos, and the Bear showed no sign of
surliness,
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for he was nothing if not shrewd. And they tal ked
until [ate.

In the norning Nils rode north fromthe
city astride a large strong horse, a prize of Magyar
horse breeding. And with himrode Bela and a tough
guard corporal also named Bela, differentiated by the
guard as Bela One and Bela Two. Fourteen days |ater
sevent een hundred Magyar knights left the fields
out side Pest, with Janos and the western | ords. By
the tine they reached the northeastern end of the
ki ngdom and were ready to start over Uzhok Pass for
t he Ukrai ne, they had been joined by the eastern
lords with twenty-one hundred nore.

18.

A strip of wet meadow, roughly half a
mle w de, bordered the brook. Several knights stood
| ooking south into it, hands on sword hilts, watching
three nen ride toward them One of the knights turned
toward an awni ng stretched between young aspens and
shouted in Polish. An officer ducked out from beneath
t he canopy, noving easily despite his heavy mail
shirt, buckling on a sword. Hi s hel met covered his
ears and the back of his strong neck, and fromthe
temples two steel eagle's w ngs projected.

The three nmen had approached near enough
now to be recognized as a mxed lot. Two were
kni ghts, lancel ess but wearing mail shirts and
swords, their shields strapped behind one shoul der
The third was clearly one of the northern barbari ans,



a shirtless giant thickly nuscled, with his blond
hair in short braids, the skin of a wolf's head | aced
over his steel cap

Al three were well nounted, with a
string of spares behind, and horses and nen | ooked to
have traveled a long way in a hurry.
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The officer swng onto his mount.
"Halt!" H's command was in Polish, but the neaning
was plain. "ldentify yourselves!" That was not so
cl ear but coul d be guessed.

Bel a One spoke loudly in Anglic. "W are
fromthe court of Janos IIl, King of the Magyars, who
has gone with his arny to fight the hordes of
Baal zebub. W& have cone to see Casimr, King of the
Pol es. "

The Pol e scow ed. "You have a northman
with you."

"True. He has been in the service of
Janos," Bela replied, "and has cone to |lead the
nort hnen agai nst Baal zebub. H's nanme is Iron Hand,
Jarnhann in his | anguage, and your king knows of him"

Ni | s spoke then, his voice casual but
strong and easily heard. "You mstrust us. We'll give
you our weapons if you want; we don't need them anong
friends. And send word to Jan Reszke that we've
arrived."

The hard-eyed kni ght stared narrow y at
themfor a monment, then turned and shouted abruptly
toward the awni ng. A younger officer emerged buckling
hi s harness, and mounted the horse led himby a
squire. Several other knights rode out of the woods,
their faces curious or distrustful

"Your weapons," the officer ordered in
Anglic. The two Belas turned worriedly to Nils, but
he was unbuckling his harness so they reluctantly
surrendered theirs. The officer then I ed themthrough
a belt of woods and into a tranpl ed nmeadow t hat
sl oped gradually toward a nmarsh sone five kil onmeters
away. On the far side of the marsh, which seemed two
or three kiloneters across, Nils saw a | ong broken
line of |ow dunes,
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dark with pine, where he supposed the northnen were.

A stream fl owed out of the woods near by
and toward the distant marsh. On both sides of it
were orderly ranks of colored tents and tethered
horses covering scores of hectares. They rode anong
t hem and soon saw what they knew nmust be the tent of
Casimr. Like the others, its canopy was brightly
striped, and the sides were rolled up to let the air
through. But its dianeter was at |east twenty neters;
it was surrounded by a substantial open space, and
t he banner above it was |l arger and stood hi gher than
any other. Their guide stopped thema short distance
away and one of their escort rode ahead. Sone knights
cane out of the king's tent and squinted suspiciously
at themthrough the bright sunlight. Then one swung
onto a saddl ed horse and rode the few score neters
across to them He stared truculently at Nils.

"Di snount!" he ordered loudly in Anglic.

"And follow nme." The three swung fromtheir horses
and started forward. "Just the northman," the knight
snapped. "The other two swine stay here."

Nils strode over to himand | ooked up
through slitted eyes. "Listen to nme, knight, and
listen carefully.” H's voice was soft but intense,
and sonehow it carried. "I've had too nuch hard nouth
since | came here, and you'd better not give ne any
nore. Either ny friends come with me or I'mgoing to
pul | you off that horse and break your neck." He
sensed the |istening Poles.

The two nen | ocked eyes, one an arned
and nounted knight in linen shirt and spurred boots,
the other a barefoot and unarnmed youth on foot, his
torso snmeared with sweat and road dust. For a
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nmonent the knight's hand hovered above his sword
hilt, but he did not grasp it. He | ooked back toward
the king's tent; Casimr had emerged and was | ooki ng
across, as if waiting for them The knight swore in
Polish and turned his horse. "Come then, all three,"
he said hoarsely, and they led their horses toward
the king while the escort that had brought them
| ooked at one anot her, inpressed.



In his prinme, Casimr had been a fanous
fighter. He was still a strong nman, but so overgrown
with fat that he had to be Iifted onto his horse. But
his brain was not fat, and the fiery reckl essness of
his youth had given way to an uncomonly | ogica
pragmati sm He was not yet forty and, given a
reasonable life span, mght have ruled nmuch nore than
Pol and, had not Kazi come into the picture. He stood
in a robe of bleached Iinen enbroidered with gold
thread, and a light golden circlet sat on his brown
hair. One fat hand wearing a huge signet ring rested
casually on the gol den haft of a dagger, a sign of
aut hority.

Jan Reszke, his chief counsel or
contrasted sharply. A gangling stork of a man, his
two neters of height made hi mone of the tallest nen
i n Europe, but he weighed much less than Casimr

As they neared the king, the knight
barred their way with his drawn sword.

"Who are you and what do you want?" the
ki ng asked in Anglic, although he'd already been told.

"I am N |I's Jarnhann, warrior of the
Svear, recently in service to King Janos of Hungary.
My friends are from Janos' guard

"l have visited the court of Baal zebub
fought in his arena, and seen his vileness. My
greatest feat was escaping alive.
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"I"ve been told that you're sending an
arny agai nst Baal zebub and woul d send anot her except
for the northmen | andi ng on your shore.

"Wrd was to be sent to the tribes that I

am com ng. Baal zebub's land is broad and rich. |'ve
cone to lead the tribes against him and when he's
destroyed, we'll take his land." N ls folded his

thick, sinewy arnms across his chest and | ooked calmy
at the king, his speech finished.
"And why should | believe you can do
that?" Casimr asked.
"You're not damaged if | fail and a | ot
better off if | succeed.”
"You mi stake ny neani ng, barbarian,"”

Casimr said, "or msuse it, nore likely, if what I



suspect of you is true. Never mind. Mst likely
you'll have a chance to prove yourself."

Nil s shot a question to Jan Reszke.
"Yes," Reszke thought back, "he knows-has known for
years. He deduced psi w thout ever having heard of
it, fromlistening to ny council and considering the
possi bl e sources of nmy know edge. Since then |'ve
shown himthe tuner."

Casimr glanced fromone psi to the
other, his narrow, full-Iipped mouth anmused in the
gol d- streaked brown beard, then spoke in Anglic.
"Quard Master!" The surly knight stepped forward
hopefully, sword still in his hand. "Jan Reszke and
will confer privately with the northman. | don't want
to be disturbed unless there is an emnergency.
Meanwhil e, see to the confort of these two knights."
Casimr gestured toward the Bel as. "They have ridden
hundreds of kiloneters in haste, and | doubt they've
had a proper neal in days. Wen they're refreshed,
quarter themw th ny househol d kni ghts.
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And Stefan," he added, gesturing toward Nils with his
head, "you have called the barbarians a pack of

wol ves. Don't curse the wolves 'til we see who they
bite."

They entered the royal tent and Casimr
| owered hinself onto a cushioned seat, gesturing
toward two seats facing his. "Sit there. | want to
see your faces while we talk. I'Il ask again the
qguestion that you didn't answer when | asked before.
Why should | believe the northmen will follow you?
And why should | believe they will fight Baal zebub if
| let themout? And finally, why should | believe
they can nake a difference, as few as they are?"

Ni | s | ooked squarely back at him "The
tribes elect their |eaders. Chiefs are chosen by al
free men for their wi sdomand justice. Raid | eaders
are chosen fromanong the warriors, by the warriors,
for imagination and cunning. War chiefs are sel ected
fromanmong the raid | eaders

"Now the tribes are migrating, and
know somnet hi ng about the world they are entering-nuch
nore than al nost any of them They have no doubt



sel ected a war chief already, but they'll listen
carefully to anyone with experience here. A so, you
have guessed what | am and know t he advantage it

gi ves ne.

"And finally, | expect to go to them
with your oath that you will let them pass untroubl ed
if they in turn give their oath to join you agai nst
Baal zebub. And if they give it, they'll keep it.
Besides that, | will tell themtruthfully that if
they don't fight himnow with powerful allies, they
will have to fight himlater with [ittle help and
| ess hope.

"As for their value as allies-haven't sone of
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your people fought then? Why did you bring this arny
here instead of a small force? Wen all the warriors
have | anded, there should be two thousand of them or
more. And if you chose ten of themblindly, by lot,
you couldn't match themwi th your ten chanpions. CQur
freeholders will fight too, if needed. They are
skilled bownen and famliar with swords.

"I'f you furnish them ships, they wll
surely ally thenselves with you, and they could be
| anded faster and be ready to nobve sooner."

"All right," said Casinmir. "You sound as
if you might pull it off at that. Jan has already
made a strong case for you, and if | didn't respect

his judgenent, | woul dn't keep hi maround. Besides,
when t hings are bad enough, one does things he m ght
not do otherw se. As for ships, |'ve already

furni shed sone unwittingly, but I can send nore. 1'I|
order themlanded to take on gui des from anong your
pepple. But see to it that they are net peacefully
and the crews well treated. If you fail ne in that, |
will see you all dead. I'll send a nmessenger now.
When will you go to your northmen?"

"Let me ask a few questions, then feed
me and I'Il go," Nils answered. "But let ny two
conpani ons stay with you, for anong the tribes al nost
no one knows Anglic. And anong your people they'l
find custonms much nore like their own. They came with
me only to hel p di scourage robbers along the way."

"Tadeus!" Casimr bellowed, and a page



hurried into the tent. "See that food is prepared for
the northman and ne. And have a fast nessenger sent
to nme, prepared for a hard ride to Nowy Gdansk. Go!"
He turned to Nils as the boy hurried out. "And when
you talk to Jan, talk out loud."
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"Jan," said Nils, "ask Raadgiver to have
Dani sh ships sent to harbors in Jotmark and Nor skl and
to help nove the tribes. It my be hard to do, but we
need to speed things as nuch as possible. And have
you heard fromthe Magyars?"

"The western lords have left Pest. They
are on their way."
"And what about the fighting?"

"We've |ost contact with our man with
t he Ukrainians. He's probably dead. Yesterday we had
a nmessage by courier but it was a week old. Qur arny
under Lord Bronislaw still had not come to any
Ukr ai ni an troops; apparently the fighting is well to
the south yet."

"How | arge are the conbi ned forces
agai nst Kazi ?" N |s asked.

"The Ukrai ni ans began with over six
t housand and there will soon be another four thousand
in action under Bronislaw, including nearly a
t housand Saxons under the banner of Duke Hermann. The
Magyars will add thirty-eight hundred or so. W have
t hree thousand here and Al bert of Prussia is holding
fifteen hundred agai nst the northmen, all of which
can be sent when we have an agreenment w th your
people." He paused. "And later, of course, your two
t housand northnmen.” The latter had been hard for him
to say; it still was not real to himthat Nils could
settle this confrontation of Poles and neovi ki ngs and
bring his people in. "Sone of the independent west
German nobles are raising their armes too," he went
on, "but it's hard to know how many they'l|l cone to
or when they'll start.”
Casimr interrupted. "You' ve been in Baal zebub's
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| and. What do you know about his arny? How big is it,
and how good?"

Nil s | ooked at himsquarely while



answering. "It nunmbers about thirty thousand and it's
supposed to be very good. Twenty thousand are horse
bar bari ans, eastern tribes that have allied
themsel ves with him The other ten thousand are his
personal arny, men he calls orcs, who are proud of
their brutality. | expect the horse barbarians are
very dangerous in the open, but it may be they won't
fight as skillfully in tinber, especially if they
have to get off their horses. The orcs are probably
as good on foot as on horseback. Sone of the orc
officers are psis; they' Il be hard to anbush, and if
they have tuners, they' |l be able to coordinate their
units better in battle.”

Casimr pursed his lips and scow ed.
"The odds sound nore rotten all the tinme. Maybe it
woul d be better to surrender.”

"Kazi - Baal zebub, that is-wants to
conquer and rule for just one reason. He loves to
debase and destroy. Public tortures are his
entertainment and the entertainnment of his orcs.
You'd be far better off to die in the saddle than in
the arena, and in the meantine there will be the gane
of war to enjoy."

Casimr grunted.

"Hi s strengths are obvious, but he has
weaknesses, too," N ls went on. "At one tinme he nust
have been a thinker and pl anner, but now he doesn't
seem able to hold one matter in his mnd and
concentrate. And he acts foolishly. One of his whins
turned the King of Hungary froma reluctant ally into
a total enemy. So we are four thousand stronger and
he's four thousand weaker.
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"I won't try to nmislead you, though
Wth his power he can make mi stakes and still w n.
But there is a chance, and it's the northnmen that
make that chance real."

Casimr | ooked glumy at nothing while
Nils turned his eyes to Jan Reszke. "Has Raadgi ver
had a man anong the tribes?"

"Yes, and he's reported to ne. He spread
the word among them that the Yngling was comi ng from
the south to lead themto a land of rich grass and



fat cattle. He's a master wordsnmith. They called a
council and listened to him Now they're waiting to
see what happens. "

"I"ll go and eat," Nils said. "And I'11I
want to take three squires to use as messengers.”

Ni | s wal ked rapidly through the marsh,
his bare feet automatically finding the firm pl aces
where there were any and sl oppi ng nonchalantly in the
wat er or ooze where there were not. Three young Pol es
hurri ed behi nd, apprehensive, nuddy, and unhappy.

Ni |l s's eyes searched the forest edge
ahead. Their approach was open and it was certain
they' d been seen. He had spotted brief novement once
and coul d sense wat chful ness; now he began to pick up
the qui et thoughts of men speaki ng.

"It's one of ours. Do you know hi n®"

"No. From here he looks big; if I knew
him 1'd recognize him What are those outl anders
with hin? He doesn't seemto hold them prisoner
Knut, go and get Leif Trollsverd; there's sonething
strange about this."
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"My blood. He is a big one. If he was to
westle a bear, |'d bet agatnat the bear."

The edge of the marsh was a ribbon of
sl ough into which a pine had fallen fromthe forest
margin. Nils sprang to it and picked his way through
its branches toward the dry ground. The tallest of
the squires sprang too, missing with a splash. The
other two sinply waded glumy in.

"Halt!"

The squires stopped abruptly in surprise,
standing alnmost to their crotches in the dark water.
The forest was fringed with al der shrubs, and they
hadn't seen the two warriors who now stepped out to
the water's edge.

"What have you got there?" The speaker's
bl ond beard hung in two short braids, and over his
steel cap was the headskin of a bull seal. Both the
totem and the accent were unfanmiliar to Nils and he
supposed they were Norskar

"They are nessengers loaned to nme by
Casimr, the Polish king."



The warrior's brows raised. The Polish
ki ng? That would be their chief, he thought. "Well
tell your messengers to get out of the mre before
they sink out of sight," he said. "W were posted
here as sentries, and while three Polish sprouts in
the keeping of a warrior hardly amounts to an attack
you'd better wait here a bit anyhow 1've sent for
our group | eader."

Nils and the young Pol es wal ked into the
woods with the sentries and sat on the ground. Wthin
a mnute two nore warriors of the Seal Clan trotted
down t hrough the pines, and Nils arose. Leif
Trol I sverd was rather small for a warrior, a young
man whose thin skin and sharply defined rmuscu-
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larity gave hima startlingly sinew and aggressive
appear ance. Hi s dark conplexion and bl ack hair | ooked
nore Mediterranean than Scandi navi an.

"Have you got prisoners there?" he asked
Nils; even his words were quick

"No. They are nmessengers | oaned to ne by
Casimr, the Polish king."
"And who are you? |'ve never seen you before."

"I am N |Is Jarnhann of the Svear, and
|'ve never been here before. |'ve cone here froma
ki ngdom far to the south, the Iand of the Magyars, to
speak to the war council."

The group | eader | ooked Nils over from
head to foot, his sharp eyes absorbing a score of
details. "Fromthe south. Come then. I'Il take you to
Bj orn Arrbuk, our war |eader. He is of your tribe."
Leif Trollsverd turned and | oped off, followed by
Nils and t he di scouraged-| ooking squires.

The seaward dunes too had | ong since
stabilized here and were forested, and the canp of
Bj orn Arrbuk was on one of them The war |eader stood
with his runners on the beach, watching a captured
Polish ship work its way around a sandspit offshore.

He turned as they approached. "Ha, what
are these?" he asked, |ooking at the young Pol es.

"They came fromthe Polish canp. Wth
him" Trollsverd said, indicating NNIs with his
thumb. "He is Nils Jarnhann of your tribe, who has



cone here fromthe south and wants to neet with the

war council." The Norwegi an | ooked meani ngful ly at

Arrbuk, then turned and trotted away i nto the woods.
Bj orn Arrbuk was of middle height and

m ddl e age, his barrel chest, short, thick |legs and

| ong
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arnms giving himan apelike | ook. Even his hair was an

orangutan red. A scar crossed his abdonen di agonally

fromthe lower left to the rib cage, providing his

surname. A physician of eight hundred years before

nm ght have wondered how he survived such a cut

wi t hout twenty-first century technol ogy, or

surviving, how he could have becone fit again. But he

was fit and enormously strong, with the vitality of

the bear that was his totemand his |ife nanme, and

given to inpulsive westling with any warrior at hand.
He gl anced sideways at Nils. "I've seen

you sonewhere," he said, and turned to watch the ship

again. Its sail was furled agai nst an offshore w nd,

and strong arns pulled the oars. "It's from

Sveal ann,"” said the war leader. "Of the three tribes,

six hundred warriors have | anded. But the only way

we'll get all the people ashore before winter is to

steal nore ships, and that's costly business. They're

heavily guarded at the docks now, and flee fromus at

sea."

"The King of Poland is sending us
ships,” Nils replied. "They'll land here in a few
days for guides to take themto the tribes so we can
| and people faster. And it may be that JOrgen
St ennaeve of the Danes will also send ships, to
Nor skl and and Jot mark. "

Bj orn Arrbuk turned and stared at the
tall warrior beside him "The King of the Poles? You
nmust be crazy. The King of the Poles has brought an
arnmy to try to wi pe us out when we |eave this place."

"I"'mnot crazy," Nils answered calmy.
"I"ve just talked with him and he gave his oath. But
it's not a sinple story and he wants something in
return. |
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cane to tell it to the war council, but if you want



me to, I'Il tell it to you now and again to them
later.”

The burly chief stepped back from him
perplexed and a little irritated, his body half
crouched in unconsci ous response, "Wat's your nane
agai n?" he asked at |ength, straightening.

"Ni|'s Jarnhann. You were at the ting a
year ago when | was bani shed. When | was a sword
apprentice, | struck a warrior and killed him A
great deal has happened to nme in that year. |'ve
traveled far and learned a lot."

"I remenber. Yes. Sonme of the Eagle O an
bel i eved we shoul d have decorated a pole w th your
head and that Axel Stornave favored you because you
were of his clan."” Arrbuk chuckled. "Actually Kalle
Bl atann was a bully and braggart, and even in his own
clan there were those who thought he had gotten what
was overdue to him Had the [ aw all owed, we m ght
have | et you off free." He turned serious then. "\Wat
you say about the Polish king is hard to believe, but
we have heard things about you. I'Il call the
council-all that have landed. IsbjOrn HeltesOn is
here, and the chiefs of several clans as well as
group leaders. I'lIl gather themfor the evening neal.
But now | want to see who lands with this ship."

Seventy warriors of the Reindeer O an
| anded- all that clan had, for it was the snmallest of
the Svear. Then the ship sculled out past the
sandspit, powered by the strong arns of Sea Eagl e
clansmen. It's sail was hoisted into the offshore
wind and it started north for the Autton fishing
vill age of Jaavham
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Bj orn showed Nils the council circle,
then trotted off with his runners to find the nmenbers
of the war council while Nils gathered tw gs and
piled themcarefully anong the ashes and char of the
fire site
19.

The [ ong doubl e file of neovikings was
not very inpressive as they rode down the dusty road.
They nunbered twenty-two hundred warriors and four
hundred freehol ders-filthy, shirtless, and riding



bar eback on nondescript workhorses that Casimr's

of ficers had commandeered fromthe farns of

nort hwest ern Pol and. Now they were entering the
northern Ukraine. Kazi's arny had advanced far during
the summer, and the northmen noved with scouts ahead
and on both flanks. One of the | ead scouts gall oped
back into sight and fell in beside Bjorn Arrbuk and
N |s.

"W've run into sone knights," he
reported laconically. "Qur Pole thinks they're
Magyars because he can't understand anything they
say."

The few northmen besides Nils and Sten
Van- naren who knew appreci able Anglic had been
assigned to scout groups. And Casimir had early
assi gned several knights-nmen who knew sone Dani sh-to
the neoviking arny to serve as contacts and
interpreters.

Nils and Bjorn dug bare heels into their horses
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sides and gal |l oped heavily up the road. In | ess than
two kilonmeters they caught the |l ead scouts, with
their Pole and five Magyar knights. The Magyars were
i n bad shape, three of them bandaged and all five
tired and denoralized. They were remants of a group
t hat had ambushed a | arge force of horse barbarians.
Badl y outnunbered to begin with, they had planned to
strike and then ride to cover in the forest, |eaving
part of their nunber anong the trees as archers to
gi ve them cover when they di sengaged. This had been
nore or |less effective before. But the horse

bar bari ans had been bait, and when the Magyars had
ridden out in attack, their archers had been
surprised from behind by a conpany of orcs. The whol e
party had been caught between the two eneny forces.

"There were three hundred of us,
nearly," their officer added, "and as far as | know,
we're all that's left."” The nan stopped talking for a
few seconds, his haggard face working. "And | doubt
we killed fifty in the fight."

Ni |l s sensed that these nmen no | onger had
hope of victory or even survival; they hoped only to



sell their lives dearly. This time they had fail ed
even that.

"You're the first Magyars we' ve cone
Nils said. "How many of you are left?"

"I don't know. | only know our | osses
have been heavy. But we don't operate as an arny. At
t he begi nning we separated into ten squadrons of
three to five hundred each. W've done sone
regroupi ng since, as chance allowed, to bring the
strength of the squadrons back up to that. Probably
nore than half of us |ie dead, and Janos one of them"
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to,

"What of the other armi es-the Ukrainians
and Pol es and Gernans?"

"lI've seen them several tinmes but never
talked to any. | speak no Anglic. But those who do
say they've lost heavily, too, especially the
Ukr ai ni ans, who were in it fromthe beginning." The
man stopped again, |ooking |ike he m ght have cried
had there been any tears in him "W've probably | ost
nore than the enenmy, and we were a lot fewer to begin
wi t h.

"But 1'll tell you this. After what |'ve
seen, if | could get out of this safe, | wouldn't do
it. I want to die with my teeth in a throat."

At m dday, when the colum stopped to
water and rest their horses, a grimMgyar was
assigned to each scouting group. That night they
canped in a forest and stayed there the next day
whil e scouts on their best horses searched the
country ahead, where large prairies were interspersed
with forests and woods. In the late afternoon they
returned to report a | arge encanpnent of horse
bar bari ans.

Bj orn Arrbuk gathered several groups, a
total of three hundred warriors, and rode quietly out
in the gathering dusk. After a tine they saw eneny
fires in the distance; clearly the eneny was not
afraid of attack. Hooding their horses they |lay down
to rest.

Gradual ly the distant fires burned down
and nost of the warriors slipped out into the prairie
on foot, disappearing into the darkness. The men who



stayed behind with the horses watched and |i stened
intently. Once they heard a mounted patrol pass at
some distance in the darkness, and then it was quiet
agai n.
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Suddenly there were distant brassy
bl asts fromforeign war horns, and fires blazed up
They pulled the hoods fromtheir own nounts and
sprang onto their bare backs, ready, nervous to know
what was happening. In a few mnutes they coul d hear
t he t hunder of approachi ng hooves, the hooting of
neovi ki ng war horns, and then shouts in their own
| anguage. A herd of horses gall oped past, driven by
whoopi ng nort hnen, and they rode in anmong t hem
i ndi vidually, changing mounts in the tunult.

When norning cane to the neoviking canp,
the group | eaders counted their nmen. Al but
twenty-one had returned, straggling in on fine horses
and driving others, blood on their swords and grins
on their faces. They could not say how many they'd
killed, but they thought a hundred at |east, and
they'd scattered a |large part of the horses that they
had not been able to steal. Once nounted, they had
cut a spiral swath through the eneny canp before
fleeing, and they all agreed it had been worth the
long trip fromthe homel and.

Bj orn Arrbuk sent out two of his Poles
and two Magyars to hunt for others of their own
forces and spread word of the victory. Meanwhile
scouts were di spatched again, rmuch better nounted
now, if still bareback, to get a better understanding
of the country and the |ocation of enemy canps.

G oups not chosen for the first raid were inpatient
for action.

Anot her | arge encanpnent of horse
bar bari ans was reported about twenty kil oneters away.
A few kilonmeters fromit was a dense wood of severa
score hectares, formng a small island in the
prairie. Bjorn Arrbuk called a council.

"Nils Jarnhann tells ne we nmay be able to sur-
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pri se horse barbarians but never the orcs, because
the orcs have mind readers |ike hinmself who coul d



sense our coming. If we want to kill orcs, the best
thing is to have themconme to us at a place of our
own choosing. If we surprise the barbarian canp in
the dark and then take cover in the woods near by,
they can surround us. They can attack us there if
they want, but their horses will only be a hindrance
to themin the tinber and we can butcher to our
hearts' content. Nils thinks they will send for orcs,
t hough, to root us out on foot, and we can find out
just what these orcs are nade of.

"There's a spring in the woods for water,
and it's less than three kiloneters froma |arge
stretch of forest, so that we can sneak out and
escape by ni ght when we want to.

"We' || be both bait and trap, and when
we' re done they'll have learned to hate and fear the
nort hmen. "

They broke canmp at sundown and rode by
nmoonl i ght to the woods near the eneny canp w t hout
encountering a patrol, then lay down to sleep unti
the noon set.

This time the raiders noved out on
hor seback, four hundred of them silent until a
patrol challenged themless than five hundred neters
fromthe eneny canp. Wth | oud whoops they charged,
striking at anyone on foot as horse barbarians ran
anong the tents. Through the canp and back again they
rode, chopping and striking in the confusion and
dar kness, then broke up and rode away hard into the
conceal nent of night. Their shouts and | aughter as
they straggled into their own canmp mi ght have kept
everyone awake until dawn if the
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group |l eaders hadn't insisted that they quiet down
and rest.

Soon after daybreak several thousand
horse barbarians were circling the woods and | ooki ng
grimy into its thickets while nore arrived
periodically from other canps. Several tines
i mpati ent groups charged their horses toward the
woods, breaking off when swarns of arrows met them
near the trees from freehol ders stationed anong the
branches and fromwarriors on the ground.



About nidday a |large army of nounted nen
wearing black mail canme into sight in broad, ordered
col ums, disnounting out of bow shot. Men in the
treetops counted the width of the colums and the
nunber of ranks and shouted down that there were
about four thousand. The freehol ders were ordered out
of the trees. The orcs formed a line of battle,
several deep, opposite one side of the woods and
then, shields raised, began to wal k forward. At
thirty meters a war horn blew from anong the trees,
triggering a flight of arrows, and the orcs began to
doubl e time toward the woods.

Once engaged, the warriors drew back,
tightening their protective line around the
freehol ders and the horse herd. The battle continued
until m dafternoon between the mailed and grimy
silent orcs and the shouting, grinning northmen, and
as the hours passed, the orcs becanme grimrer. Finally
trunpets sounded and they began an orderly retreat.
The northnen permitted themto di sengage and fol | owed
themw th twangi ng bows until they were out of range
inthe prairie.

For the rest of the day the neovikings
noved anmong the trees, taking scal ps, equipping
t hensel ves with black mail shirts, and dragging orc
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bodies to the edge of the prairie where they piled
the nmutilated corpses for the enlightennent of the
wat chi ng horse barbarians, shouting their counts to
the tallynen and exchangi ng cl outs of exuberance. The
scal ps nunbered seventeen hundred and thirty-seven
Their own dead cane to a hundred and ni nety-six, and
they rel eased sixty-five nore whose bodi es were too
badly wounded to ride.

"So those are the orcs." Bjorn Arrbuk
| aughed. "You told ne they are the toughest we'll see
on the ground. Surely that can't be true."

Ni |l s nodded. "It's too bad they broke
of f when they did; they were getting tired faster
than we were. And we may have trouble getting themto
fight us again on ground of our own choosing."

Bjorn turned to his runners. "Mke sure
t hat enough sentries are out and have the nen eat and



get sonme sleep. We'd better get out of here tonight.
When the noon sets we'll sneak across to the big body
of tinber where we can nove around again."

The next day the northmen canped in the
forest. Their nighttinme crossing hadn't gone
undetected for long, but they had maintained stealth
even anong the questing squadrons of horse
bar bari ans, noving through the blackness in small
groups or singly, breaking into a gallop and fighting
only when they had to. Many abandoned their horses
for diversion and slunk across on foot. They
scattered everywhere, reassenbling in the forest with
the | ocational sense of the wilderness-bred. At
daybreak they counted ni nety-seven nissing and were
in a vile nood.

The day was spent napping and filing the nicks
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out of their swords while small nounted patrols went
out to explore the forest. One patrol found a band of
fewer than thirty Pol es and Wkrainians, all that were
left of a mixed force of three hundred who had fought
a pitched battle with a large force of orcs two days
earlier. Another patrol watched an attack on horse
barbari ans by a | arge nunber of Magyars, who seened
to have abandoned their small-unit tactics for
hit-and-run attacks by larger forces. The battle was
brief and bl oody, and about eight hundred effectives
reached the cover of the trees where, after brief
fighting, the horse barbarians had broken off the
engagenent .

Men of the patrol led Nils to the Magyars. They had
reassenbl ed deep in the forest and were canped by a
br ook, sharpening their weapons and nursing their
wounds. Nils recogni zed their comander and the burly
psi who squatted beside him eating their horseneat
in the shade of a linden. "Lord Mklos!"™ N ls called.
"Zoltan!" The tall knight got up slowy. "Nils. So we
do neet again." He spoke and thought like a man

hal f - asl eep. "We heard that the northmen had come and
that they'd even night-raided the very canps of the
enemny. Butchering himand running off his horses. You
can't be as good as we've heard, but we enjoyed the
stories." He sounded apathetic, as if he had not



actually enjoyed anything for a long while. "Did you
know t hat Janos is dead? In our first battle."”

Tears welled in the dull eyes. "I'mall
used up, friend; | didn't realize howold |I'd becone.
But I won't need to last nuch longer. As far as |
know, the eight hundred you find of us here are all
that are left of thirty-eight hundred that crossed
Uzhok
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Pass. W've done our best, but we've been outnunbered
time and again, and our spirits are dying with our
friends. W have no hope. Even our hate is dulled;
the fire is dead init."

"I'f you' d been with us yesterday, it
m ght have been relit,"” Nls said quietly. "W got
four thousand orcs to attack us in heavy tinber, and
when they pulled out, they left nore than seventeen
hundred dead. W took scal ps enough to have made a
large tent, and our own | osses were two hundred
sixty."

The gray Magyar | ooked up at Nils for
the first tine. "How many of you are there?"

"W started with twenty-two hundred
warriors and have | ost four hundred, while seventy
nore have wounds bad enough to inpair their fighting.
W released the spirits of those who were badly
wounded. W couldn't take themwi th us and woul dn't
| eave them for the eneny."

M kl os nodded. "W, too. W've seen what
they do to their prisoners. Wat will you do next?"

"We're exploring, patrolling, so we can
decide what's to our advantage. W always | ook for an
advantage. Cone with ne and nmeet our war | eader,

Bj orn Arrbuk. You can help us plan." The invitation
was a gesture; he knew, approxi mately, what the
answer woul d be.

"How ol d are you, big friend?"

"This is nmy twentieth sumrer."

The ol d kni ght shook his head. "Perhaps
tomorrow, if | can. If nothing happens. But today I
must rest."

By eveni ng anot her patrol reported two
smal | forces of Poles and Ukrainians in the forest,



total -
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ling two hundred and eighty effectives. The vari ous
reports also gave a picture of the tactica
situation. This forest too was alnost an island in
the prairie, but a big one, about twenty kiloneters
long and nostly five to eight wide. It connected with
nore extensive forests to the west by a neck of
ti mber about a kilometer wide. Strong forces of horse
barbari ans patrolled the prairie on both sides and an
arnmy of orcs were digging a ditch and piling a
barricade of felled trees across the neck
Bjorn Arrbuk called his officers

toget her. "Have the nen break canmp. W're going to
nmove out right now so we can travel while the noon is
still up. We'll canmp about a kilonmeter fromthe orc
line. Nils, go to your friend, the Magyar chief, and
to the others, the Poles and Ukrainians. Tell them we
are all surrounded and we're going to break out at
sunup. Tell themwe want their help, but we won't
wait for it. If they won't come now, we'll |eave them
to fry in their own grease. Meet us at our new canp."
The war | eader grinned and punched N Is's shoul der
"Tell themwe're going to kill lots of orcs tonorrow
and they can watch."

Wth dawn canme the first freeze
crisping the grass. The Slavic and Magyar cavalry,
al ong with neovi king freehol ders and wounded, were in
flanking positions as the light grew, ready with bows
to repel any horse barbarians who night try to enter
the woods and intervene. Orc psis had picked up the
approach of the warriors in the growing |light, and
t hey were ready.

Initially the northnen, attacking up the
ditch bank and across the barricade, took heavy
| osses. But they broke the orc line in places and soon
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pushed it back. Some of the orcs were clearly afraid
of the northnmen, but their ranks were deep and their
officers ruthlessly permtted no withdrawal . The
battl e continued w thout slow ng until m d-norning,
when the orcs began to unravel from exhaustion and
their casualties began to increase rapidly. Then,



wi t hout war ni ng, hundreds of fresh orcs
counterattacked, keeping up a relentless pressure for
hal f an hour. Suddenly orc trunpets sounded and their
survivors withdrew with a senbl ance of order

The northnen did not pursue them
Instead, they pulled off the mail shirts they weren't
yet accustoned to and spraw ed in the shade or
wandered linply around, foul with sweat, hands
cranped, their hoots and crow ng al nost giddy with
fatigue. Gadually their group | eaders got them
organi zed agai n, got outposts manned, and the
scal pi ng began. Some of the knights cane, their faces
shifting out of dullness as they watched. A few wept
quietly, bitterly, as if reawakening into awareness
and grief. O hers turned grimand straight-nout hed
and went away. As the nunber of scal ps grew, the
barbarian vitality began to reassert itself, with
counts shouted back and forth from squad to squad.
More kni ghts came on horseback now, to drop | oops
around the necks of scal ped orcs, dragging the bodies
into big piles. And soon al nbst every northman, even
Nils, had a mail shirt that fitted.

The final count al nost equall ed that of
the earlier battle-fifteen hundred and sixty-eight.
But the northmen killed by the orcs or dispatched by
their conrades nunbered four hundred and ei ghty-nine,
chi ef anbng them being Bjorn Arrbuk. After
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the tally the war council net to choose a new war
| eader, and a group | eader of the Jb6tar arose.

"I'n both battles my group has fought next
to a group of the Norskar whose | eader is called Leif
Trol I sverd. | was too busy to watch others much, and
anywhere | | ooked | saw great sword work. But | can
tell you why he is called Trollsverd; his blade
seened truly enchanted. If we had an arny of
Trol I sverds, there'd be no orcs left at all. |I say we
shoul d make hi m our new war | eader."

Leif Trollsverd got up, bloody and

filthy, |ooking around the council, and his words
were not as fast as usual. "I have al ways known | was
good," he said. "I could see it for nyself and |'ve

al ways been praised for it. But until this week I



never realized how good | had to be to stand out
anong the rest-not until | saw how nuch better they
were than these orc swine who are supposed to be the
best of any other arny.

"But also |'ve always known that there
are others around nme who are nuch nore clever than
1.1 have never led a major raid, for there have
al ways been ot hers who could see possibilities better
and plan nore cleverly. They are better fitted than I
to be war chief, even though nmy sword may kill nore
orcs.

"Look around. Who is the nost know ng
anmong us? Who was it Bjorn Arrbuk questioned about
t he eneny before deciding his noves?

"The Dani sh poemsmth said The Yngling
woul d appear anong us, and | think he was right. And

many others believe the same. | say we shoul d nake
Ni I's Jarnhann war chief."
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That night the living northmen sl ept
al nost as soundly as their dead. But before their new
war | eader slept, he went to visit the Magyars and
Slavs. He sensed the turgidity of feeling anbng them
They were alive again. They had seen great killing of
a hated eneny that day and their enotions were
stretched with a desire to do the sane.

In the norning several thousand horse
bar bari ans approached to within a kiloneter of the
timber's edge. Wthout council or command, a group of
Magyar knights gall oped out toward them and wthin
nmonents the whole force of Magyar and Sl avic cavalry
poured after, spontaneously, alnost helter-skelter
formng a |l oose line of attack as they charged. The
horse barbarians formed to neet them shouting war
cries, but the knights penetrated them deeply,
fighting like berserkers.

The northmen, those still with horses,
mount ed and wat ched fromthe tinber's edge. They had
neither | ances nor saddles, nor were they the
horsemen the others were, so Nils comanded themto
stand unl ess he signal ed.

The battle broke into clusters of
kni ghts and horse barbari ans wheel i ng and choppi ng,



t he savagery of the knights subnergi ng groups of the
eneny time and again, until a |arge nunber of horse
bar bari ans di sengaged, regrouped and charged. That
wave broke, but it took good men with it, and the
surviving knights at |ast gave way, riding for the
ti mber while a rearguard stood for brief noments.
Then the horse barbarians raced eagerly after them

Looki ng around him N Is raised his war
horn. Wen the eneny was near enough, his people would
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| oose their arrows, and any horse barbarians who
attenpted pursuit into the forest would die. But in
t hat nonment a new force appeared out of the tinber's
edge nearby. Polish and Prussian caval ry under the
banner of Casimr. Wthout warning they |aunched
t hensel ves at the horse barbarians, who were strung
out loosely in pursuit, and swept them away. Their
horses were fresher, and they rode after the
now-fl eei ng barbarians with a bl ood [ust that had
never been properly satisfied before.

For the rest of the nmorning, while the
nort hnen hel ped thensel ves to horses, saddl es and
| ances and refilled their quivers with arrows of
Asi an pattern, the allied cavalry enjoyed the grim
sati sfaction of counting eneny dead and killing eneny
wounded. The count was nore than twenty-one hundred.
Per haps the horse barbarians could afford twenty-one
hundred nore easily than the allies could afford the
si x hundred and ei ghty knights they had | ost, but as
Trol I sverd remarked to Nils, the battle had changed
their friends. They were a force to contend with now

Lord Mkl os had said he woul d not |ast nuch
| onger, and he had been right. The gaunt old warrior
was found with a broken sword in his hand and his
hel mret split.

That afternoon, canped deep in a forest
and with patrols out, the allied conmanders met in
counci |

O the nearly forty-five hundred Polish
and Prussian knights that had ridden east with
Casimr about two thousand effectives remained. O
t he Magyars and Sl avs who had | aunched the battle
191



that norning, fewer than three hundred were stil
able to fight. The neovi ki ngs nunbered thirteen
hundred warriors fit for conbat and nearly four
hundred freehol ders. Not counting the freehol ders,
the allied armes totalled less than thirty-seven
hundr ed.

They estimated that Kazi's army, on the
ot her hand, still nust nunber twelve to fourteen
t housand horse barbarians and nore than six thousand
orcs.

Zol tan Kossuth and Jan Reszke had been
in contact with menbers of the Inner Crcle and
reported on other arm es. The Danes and Fri si ans
toget her had already started out with seventeen
hundred kni ghts, while an army of Austrians and
Bavari ans believed to nunmber as many as two thousand
had | eft or was about to | eave. The lords of
Provence, on the other hand, were still fighting one
another. Casinmr remarked wyly that they would be
doing that until doomsday, which m ght be nearer than
t hey appreciated. The French king had refused to
commit himself until his exasperated nobles finally
killed him As soon as they could agree on a new
ki ng, which mght take sonme tine and fighting, they
could provide an army of as many as five thousand.

When the two psis had finished their
report, Casimr stood up and | ooked around. He had
lost a lot of weight and a |lot of men. "Who wants to
bet that Kazi's army won't cross the French border
before the French do?" he asked. "The fact is that
those western cretins, the whole obscene bunch, sat
around sucking their thunbs while we've been
fighting. So we're still on our own, what there are
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left of us, while they squawk and flap their arns,
and | guess we all know what that means."

Nils stood and answered the Polish king
quietly. "You knew fromthe start that Kazi's
strength was much greater than ours. But you chose to
fight because the only other thing to do was worse.
It still is. Now we can hurt Kazi nost by killing
nmore orcs. Wthout a strong arny of orcs he'll |ose
his power over the chiefs of the horse tribes. But we



can't get anything done by sitting here in the woods
waiting to be attacked or letting himride past us
into the west. Tonorrow we need to send out a nunber
of small patrols to |l earn where the eneny is canped
and what he is doing."

"And then what?" Casimr chall enged
"What will we do then?"

"We' | I know when they cone back. But it
will be ... as much as you could wi sh."

"Do not underestimate what | can w sh,
Nor t hman. "

Ni | s | aughed, not derisively nor
tactically but in open pleasure and admiration
startling the knights. "Let ne correct ny words," he
said. "We will do as much, at |east, as you m ght
hope for."

"And how do you divine this?"

"I don't divine and | cannot say how,
but it will happen.”

By the follow ng evening the patrols
were returning. Several had found new y abandoned
eneny canpsites while two reported a huge new canp
Bunches of cattle were being driven there, and the
fumes of nmany fires suggested that nmeat was being
snoked.

"It sounds to ne,’
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Kazi has gathered his whole arny together to pass us
by and nove west. Apparently we're too few to trouble
with any longer." He | ooked at Nils. "What do we do
now, Northnman?"

A sentry hurried into the circle of
firelight. "M Lords," he broke in. "A patrol has
brought a prisoner."

"When did we start taking prisoners?"
Casimr grow ed.

"Not an eneny prisoner, Your Hi ghness.
It's a foreigner. There are a |lot of them sir-nen,
worren and children-and this patrol ran into sonme of
their scouts. The one they brought in speaks Anglic
and offered to go with the patrol so that we woul dn't
attack his people."

"Attack his people? W' ve got too many

Casimr said gruffly, "as if



enem es al ready. What kind of people are they?"

"The one the patrol brought in says
they' re Finns, Your H ghness, whatever Finns are, and
that the whole race of themleft their honeland in
the north."”
"Bring himhere," Nils ordered. "I know
alittle about Finns. Maybe there'll be some help for
us here."
The man was Kuusta Suomral ai nen; Nils
sensed his idenitity and also his psi before he could
see him The man had been trained.
The Finns totalled nine thousand,
i ncluding nearly two thousand fighting nen, but none
were knights or warriors in the neovi ki ng sense. They
were roughly equivalent to the neoviKking
freehol ders-i ndependent, vigorous and tough, but with
nodest weapons skills except for excellent
mar ksmanship. Wth a few others, Kuusta had been
scouting a day ahead of the main body of migrants
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and saw the end of the battle between the knights and
t he horse barbarians. They had returned to their
peopl e then, and their headnen had elected to
continue into the war zone, taking their chances on
getting through safely.

"There is no safety,” Nils told him "Not
anywhere in Europe while Kazi is alive. He has
per haps twenty thousand nen whil e we have about four
thousand. Sit and listen awhile, old friend. Maybe
before the council is over, you'll offer your help."

The others deferring to him Nils
guestioned the patrol |eaders carefully. The Kazi
canp was near the west bank of a river, in a long
stretch of prairie some four to six kilonmeters wi de
t hat extended from great marshes on the north
southward along the river for tens of kiloneters. On
the east side of the river, and protected by it from
prairie fires, stood a forest.

Local knights knew the place. The river
al t hough sixty or eighty nmeters wi de, could be easily
crossed at this season, when water |evels were | ow
and currents weak. But the steep banks were
t roubl esone.



When no one el se had any nore
information, Nils outlined his plan. There were nore
unknowns in the situation than any | eader would |i ke,
but there was no tine to scout the site hinself.
"This is our chance," he said. "W don't know how

long they' Il stay there, and if we miss it, we're not
likely to get another as good. Tonorrow we'll rest
and tormorrow night we'll ride." He turned to Casinir

"And don't feel left out, good friend. You'll have
ot her chances, and the firesetters wll
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be yours. But this action takes stealth and foot
soldiers, so it has to be ours.”

The next day Kuusta Suonal ai nen arrived
wi th four hundred volunteers, brown-faced and sinewy,
their quivers stuffed with arrows. The rest of the
Finns would wait for the survivors to return

The waxi ng moon gave good |ight unti
nearly dawn. Crouching quietly in the forest sone
di stance fromthe river bank, the northmen tested the
air for a breeze. Too many things could go wong. At
| east there did not seemto be an east w nd, although
down anong the trees a |light breeze m ght go
undetected. But they could snell the eneny horses
across the river to the west. And while the clear
ni ght had | owered the tenperature al nbst enough for
anot her freeze, the air was dry enough that, even in
the open, there was likely to be little dew on the
gr ass.

Ni | s had slipped ahead and lay in the
brush at the top of the riverbank, two neters above
the water. Psi sentries would not detect his single
quiet mind. In the dimlight of dawn he could see
t housands of horses in a great paddock that |ay
between the far bank and the eneny tents.

Finally the sun rose, brightening the
kilometers of tall tawny grass beyond the eneny canp.
Orcs and barbarians began to stir anong the horses. A
breeze canme up, a good west breeze, and Nils could
snell the horses strongly.

Back in the forest, men lay with the
pati ence of those who hunt for their living.

Forei gn thoughts munbled faintly at the



fringes of his awareness, a psionic background to the
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nmorni ng. As the sun slowy clinbed, the breeze becane
brisk, and then he saw several |ines of snpoke across
the prairie. They grew as he watched, coal escing.

He wi ggl ed backward t hrough the brush
got up, and slipped back to his nen. The order passed
down the line in both directions, in soft
Scandi navi an and by gestures to the Finns. Quietly,
t hen, they noved toward the river, the freehol ders
and Finns selecting suitable trees along the bank

Through the screen of vegetation they
could see and hear sone of the growi ng excitement in
t he eneny canp. Trunpets blew and nen hurried about.
The snoke of the distant prairie fire had grown to a
tall curtain. Northnen and Finns reached back over
their shoulders to nmake sure their arrows were within
ready reach and cane easily fromthe quiver
Bar bari ans and orcs began to trot into the horse park
carryi ng saddl es and gear, while others caught and
soot hed nervous horses. The freehol ders and Finns
started up their chosen trees with hel pful boosts,
keepi ng behind the trunks. Wthin a few nonents a
unit of orcs had mounted and were novi ng down the
bank into the water.'Wen they were two-thirds
across, a war horn bl ew

For half an hour arrows hissed into the
ranks of soldiers. At first there were both orcs and
horse barbarians in roughly simlar nunbers. Sone
made it across pieceneal, to die fighting at the top
of a bank that grew slippery with splashings of water
and bl ood. After a bit the horse barbarians stopped
com ng and could be seen riding along the bank in
both directions, trying to outflank the |ong wall of
flame accel erating toward them But the disciplined
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mai | -cl ad ores kept coming. Many took arrows and
di sappeared. Sone drowned in the deeper water when
their horses were killed under them Many scranbl ed
out on foot, slipping and swearing, to face the
deadl y bl ades above them or spurred dripping,
falling horses up the bank. One by one they
est abl i shed bridgeheads and fought to expand them



Freehol ders and Fi nns began to junp fromthe trees,
qui vers enpty, running back through the forest to the
pl ace where the horses were tied. A war horn
signall ed that the eneny was crossing in force bel ow
the south flank of the neoviking line, and the
warriors too began to run for their horses, shouting
and crow ng.

They gal | oped away al nost unnol est ed,
then sl owed, jogging their horses northward through
the forest until they approached the nmarsh. Scouts
sent down to the river reported | arge nunbers of
horse barbarians on the opposite side who had
outfl anked the fire, perhaps by swi nming their horses
down the river. N ls had his nen abandon their
horses, and they moved into the marsh, hidden in the
wi | derness of tall reeds and cattails and safe from
any cavalry attack.

Not far downstreamthey found a ford,
crossed the broad, sluggish current, and started
westward. They moved conceal ed well within the
marsh's edge. It wouldn't do to be detected. If they
were, there'd be no chance of reaching the renmounts
they'd I eft the night before.

"What do we do if soneone's found the
horses?" asked a bl ood-spattered warri or

Nils grinned at him "You're spoiled by
all the riding we've done in this country. |magine
you're
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back in Sveal ann and be ready to walk. We'll know in
a few kil ometers. "

After a bit a scout cane through the
reeds to him "N ls," he said in an undertone. "W
can see the woods where we left the horses. It's
craming with eneny."

Nils turned to his runners. "Hold the
men up. |I'mgoing to see what possibility there is of
drawing theminto a fight. | don't think they're
foolish enough to attack us in the marsh, but we
don't want to m ss any chances."

He nmoved to the marsh's edge and | ay on
his belly in the muck, |ooking through a screen of
reeds across the narrow band of prairie separating



himfromthe woods. There were hundreds of nounted
orcs in the vicinity; it would be suicide to try to
reach the horses. Then he recogni zed a banner and his
eyes narrowed. They were the elite guard.

Nils called out strong and clear in
t hought. "KAZI! (He projected an i nage of hinself,
sword bl oody, foot on a dead orc.) HOW MANY MEN DI D
YOU LOSE TODAY? THREE THOUSAND? MORE! AND | DOUBT VE
LOST MORE THAN A HUNDRED. "

There was a commotion anbng the orcs as
several psi officers caught the taunt, and a huge
figure in glistening black mail rode out fromthe
trees on a magnificent horse. Although Nils |ay
conceal ed, the face | ooked exactly at him

"So it's you, Northman." The thought
entered Nils's mnd, cold and quiet. "Have you cone
to die?"

"Not me. We're enjoying ourselves too nuch.”
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Kazi's utter calmalerted himfor sone deadly
surprise. "You like to watch butchery, Kazi. Wy
don't you send your orcs into the marsh?"

The great cold nmind fixed on his w thout
di scerni bl e thought or enotion, only deadly presence.
Finally it spoke. "WIIl you fight nme, Northman?"

"\What assurance can you give that your
men won't attack nme if | cone out?"

"Il come nmost of the way to the
mar sh' s edge," Kazi answered. "We'll be closer to
your men than mne."

Again their mnds | ocked for a nonent,
like eyes, and Nils read no sense of treachery there.
Only grimess. He turned to his scouts. "The bl ack
giant is Kazi, the one call ed Baal zebub. W' ve spoken
t hrough the nmind and agreed to fight, the two of us.
If any of his people ride out toward us, blow a war
horn and cover nme so I'Il have a chance to run for
it."

Then he | ooked out through the fringe of
reeds again while a line of archers formed behi nd
him Kazi was speaking to the officers with himin
what seened to be Arabic. Sone of themrode in anong
the troops, but still Nils sensed no treachery.



After a nonment Kazi disnmounted and wal ked
toward the marsh, slowy, his iron mnd | ocked shut.
Wien he had covered sonmewhat nmore than half the
di stance, he paused, and Nils cane out of the reeds.
They wal ked toward one another. To the northmnen
peering out, Kazi |ooked i mense, enmtting an aura of
utter and indomtable force. When only a few neters
separated them they raised swords and shiel ds, and
then they met.

Kazi's first stroke woul d have severed a
pine ten centinmeters thick, but it was easily dodged,
so that
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his sword nearly struck the ground and he barely
caught Nils's counter on his shield. Shock flashed
through Nils's mnd: the man knew little of sword
wor k. Kazi's second stroke followed too quickly after
a feint, sothat it |lacked force and left him
extended. Nils's shield deflected it easily and he
struck Kazi's thigh, cleaving flesh and bone, knocked
the bl ack shield aside as Kazi fell, and sent his
sword point through nmail and abdonmen, feeling it
grate on the spine. Athird quick stroke severed the
head, and Nils turned and trotted for the marsh. But
no orc rode out and no arrow foll owed him
20.

The northnen and Fi nns sl ogged westward
al ong the edge of the marsh until, in early
afternoon, the prairie beside it ended in forest.
They turned south anong the trees, rested awhile and
went on. When night fell, they were still wal ki ng,
follow ng gane trails by instinct and nmoonlight. At
length Nils sensed thoughts that indicated Polish
conversation. Leaving his nen, he approached until he
coul d hear quiet voices and called out an Anglic.
"Ahoy. We're the northmen, back fromthe anbush
Wiere is Casimr?"

A kni ght noved warily through the
shadowed noonlight, peered closely at Nils and
recogni zed him "The arny is scattered and Casimr is
with us. 1'lIl take you to him™

He found Casimr squatting dour and tired
besi de the dying enbers of a fire. The king' s eyes



fixed himin the darkness. "Well, they're through us,
and that's that. Thousands of them about m dday,
riding hard. We junped them and it was hot and heavy
for a while, but we were getting too scattered and
cut up, so | had retreat blown and
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we fought our way back into the tinber the best we
coul d. They di sengaged then and rode west down the
road through the forest."
"Were they all horse barbarians, or were

there orcs with then®"

The king sat silently for a few seconds
as if looking at the question. "All horse barbarians.
W didn't see an orc all day."

"You probably won't. | killed Kazi, and
the orcs took heavy | osses at the river. Wthout Kazi
| expect they'll turn back. He was the very source of

their being, and they'll be lost wthout him"

"Kazi dead! Then we've won after all!"
Fatigue slipped fromCasinir as he got to his feet.
"Wthout himthe horse barbarians will split into
raiding tribes, feuding with each other, and scatter
all over Europe. Gven tinme, we can destroy them or
drive themout, and rape and destruction we can
recover from"

"Yes," said Nils, grinning in the
nmoonl i ght. "And you can bet the western kings will
get their share of fighting now "

During the next few days the allied
forces re-gathered and recovered. Knights counted
bodi es while northnmen and Fi nns scoured the
countrysi de rounding up the horses of the dead,
repl eni shed their stock of arrows, and snoked racks
of horseneat over fires. A head count showed nineteen
hundred allied cavalry able to ride but fewer than
four hundred dead or badly wounded, |eaving about a
hundred unaccounted for. One of the dead was the
gangl i ng Jan Rezske. The bodies of nearly six hundred
horse barbarians were tallied.
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The northnen had | ost seventy-ei ght and

the Finns nine.



It was dusk. Zoltan Kossuth and Kuusta
Suome- | ai nen squatted on the ground with Nils, a psi
tuner beside themon a fallen tree. Nils was giving
Raadgi ver a resunme of the fighting, ending with
Kazi's death and the westward novenent of the horse
bar bari ans, bypassing the allied forces. "There'll be
some ugly fighting yet, and the western kings can't
rely on the Slavs to do it for them any |onger. You
need to hold the western arm es together now,
especially the French."
"And what will your northnmen do?"

"We're goi ng back to northern Pol and
until our people have finished | anding. They have

only freeholders there to protect them W'Ill see
nore fighting yet. Then we'll go to Kazi's land, or
the others will. I'Il followthemlater, with a
little luck."

Briefly Raadgi ver's m nd boggl ed. The
ragtag northern tribes with only twel ve hundred
warriors surviving were deliberately going to Kazi's
l and. And without their guiding genius. So Kazi was
dead; his enpire still was powerful. The old psi felt
a wash of dismay: they would do this in the face of
sure destruction, yet seemingly with full confidence!
It threatened his reality.

"My people are nore able than you
think," Nils responded calnmy, "and you overrate ny
i nportance to them As for nyself, | know the woman |
want to live with and have children by. She is one of
the kinfolk. 1'"'mgoing to Bavaria to find her."

Kuusta interrupted. "Are you going
al one, Nils? The country'll be dangerous w th horse
bar bari ans.
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I"d like to stay with ny people, but if you need a
conpanion ..."

"I don't expect to go alone," Nls
replied with a grin. "Wien | nmention it around, sone
of nmy people will offer to go with ne."

The next norning the northnmen started
west with their new horse herd.

BUT MAI NLY



BY CUNNI NG
1.

The four neoviking warriors wal ked their
horses easily along the dirt wagon road through the
woods. Al though their eyes noved alertly, they seened
nei ther tense nor worri ed.

The | eaves had fallen fromthe beeches
and rowans, but firs were master in these |ow
Bavari an nountai ns, shading the road fromthe
haze-t hi nned Cctober sun of AOd Wves' Summer. A
shower had fallen the day before, and tracks of a
si ngl e wagon showed plainly in the dirt, but around
and sonetinmes on themwere the marks of unshod
hooves. It was the hoof prints that had sharpened the
riders' eyes and stilled their voices. |ndependently
t hey judged that nine men had foll owed the wagon, and
none of the four felt any need to state the obvious.

Topping a rise, they saw the hoof tracks
stretch out, where the riders ahead had begun to run
their horses, and in a short distance the wagon
tracks began to swerve, where the aninmal that pulled
it had been whipped to a gallop. The northmen quick-
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ened their own horses' pace and, rounding a curve,
saw t he overturned wagon ahead.

Its driver lay beside it, blood crusted
on his split skull. H s horse was gone. The northnen
circled w thout dismounting, |ooking down and around.
Two cl oaks | ay beside the wagon, one | arge and one
smal l er. The tracks of the raiders' horses left the
r oad.

The four conversed briefly in their
strongly tonal |anguage. "Less than an hour,"” Nls
said. "Maybe as little as half an hour. Wth any | uck
they' Il stop to enjoy the woman, and we'll catch them
off their horses with their weapons laid aside." He
rode into the woods then, eyes on the |ayer of fresh
| eaf-fall ahead, and the others followed, grinning.

The tracks led theminto a deep ravine,
dense with fir and hornbeam a trickling rivulet
al nost | ost anobng the stones and dead | eaves in the
bottom After drinking, they slanted up the other



side and followed a ridge top where pines and birch
clunps forned an open stand. They continued al ong the
crest for about five kiloneters, and the tracks
showed that the raiders had not stopped except, I|ike
t hemsel ves, to drink

"Look!" Leif Trollsverd spoke quietly
but clearly, without stopping his horse, pointing
down the slope on the east side of the ridge. Angling
toward the top was another |ine of tracks, of |eaves
scuffed and i ndented by hooves. The northnen
qui ckened their mounts again until the second set of
tracks joined those they'd been followi ng. Sten
Vannaren, who was in the |lead now, slid fromhis
saddl e and wal ked back down the second set, half-bent.

"At least five," he said. "Maybe eight
or nine. Hard to tell in the [eaves." He came back and
209
swung his big frane into the saddl e again. "Looks as
if they cane along after the others had passed." He
urged his horse ahead, |eaning forward and | ooki ng
past its neck. "And | ook. Here they trotted their
horses as if to catch up." He stopped and | ooked
back. "What now, Ni|ls?" The blond giant stared ahead
t houghtfully for a nonment. "They are nore of the
same, and enough to let be."

Sten, somewhat the ol dest of the four
nodded and swung his horse off the trail. Wthout
further words they urged their horses at an angl e,
sout heastward down the ridge side.

They had ridden several kiloneters
t hrough cl eared farm and, the road now rutted by
wagons, when they saw the village ahead, the bul k of
a small castle standing a short distance past it. The
huts were typical-of logs, with thatched roofs. As
the road entered it, they saw that here the peasants
were bolder. They didn't scurry away as had those at
the smaller clusters of huts between there and the
forest, although they still drew back fromthe road.
Beside the inn the stable boy gawked at themuntil a
brusque word jerked himto duty, and | ooking back
over his shoulder, he led their horses into the
st abl e.

The rimof the sun was an intense liquid



bead on the forested ridge top to the west when they
pushed open a door and entered the subdued |ight and
conplex snmells of the small inn. The babbl e of
conversation thinned to one beery voice, and then
that face too turned toward the | arge

bar bari c-1 ooki ng foreigners. The place fell stil
except for the slight, soft sound of their bare feet
and the
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sounds fromthe kitchen. They steered toward one of

t he unoccupi ed tables, Nils's eyes scanning the room
| ooking for the psi. He spotted him a solitary young

man sitting near the wall, the hood of his homespun
brethren cl oak, faded dark-green, thrown back froma
| ean, strong-boned face. H's eyes, |like everyone

else's, were on them H's nmind was on N |s,

recogni zing his psi, and suddenly started in
recogni tion. He knew of this barbarian, had been
given a nmental image of him by someone with whom he
shared special affinity.

"You are Ilse's next oldest brother,"” N l|s thought.

"Yes, | am Hannes. And you're Nils, the
nort hman who canme to her hut after the Geat Storm
the one she had foreseen in a prenonition.”

Nils's mld, calmmnd validated his know ng.

"Stories have passed anong the kinfolk
about the things you' ve done since then, you and your
people. Incredible stories. Is it true that you
yoursel f killed Baal zebub?"

The i nnkeeper was standi ng beside the
table. Nils ordered for hinself, scarcely pausing in
his silent conversation. Sten ordered for the other
two, who spoke no Anglic.

"Yes, | killed Kazi, or Baal zebub, if you
prefer. Now |'ve cone to find Ilse."
"She's had your child."

The northman's mind did not react. It was
a datum
"And she's still at her hut."”

"That's not good," Nils responded calmy
"There are horse barbarians in the hills."

Now t hat the al arm ng-1ooki ng strangers
were sitting quietly, the peasants had returned to



their conversations and beer. Suddenly Nils began to
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speak aloud, in Anglic, so that they could hear
while Sten interpreted in an undertone for the other
two warriors. "Brother Hannes! The horse barbarians
have come to the district-a strong force of them we
bel i eve. They are scouting the countryside fromthe
hills. What defenses are there here?"

Across the roomthe sun-browned psi
stood up slowy, surprised by this unexpected speech
Conversations had died abruptly as worried faces
turned toward the neovi ki ngs. Hannes spoke carefully
so that the peasant with the npbst uncertain know edge
of Anglic could follow his words. "The baron here is
Martin Gutknekt. He is a mild and honest |ord, but
wel | known for his skill at arms. He keeps a dozen
kni ghts, and since the battle on the El be he's kept a
few dozen other armed nmen at the castle as well."

"And who will protect the peasants if
t he horse barbarians cone suddenly, |ike rabid wol ves
with curved swords for teeth, to attack the villages?
Maybe a hundred or nore of thenP" Nils's mnd caught
t he shock of fear fromthe peasants.

Irritation flashed through Hannes. "Wy
did you say that? It was vicious," his mnd accused.
But as he thought it, he realized there had been no
tinge of viciousness or sadismin the northman's
m nd. And the character pattern he read woul d not
support that interpretation. But he neither corrected
hi nsel f nor apol ogi zed. Either would be redundant to
anot her psi. Instead, he stood there, gazing with his
mnd at Nils's. "llse described what you are like,"
he said at last. "Now | see nmore clearly what she
meant . "

Nils snmiled slightly, and as the innkeeper ap-

212

proached with roast nmeat and a stew of vegetabl es, he
returned to the point. "W' ve seen signs of two
bunches, one of nine and the other possibly as |arge.
They behaved nore |ike scouting parties than |ike
vagrant bands. They didn't even stop to rape the
worman t hey caught." His mind pictured the wagon for
Hannes, with the two cl oaks and the dead man, a



pi cture nore precise than any intentional menory
Hannes had ever seen. It was as if the northman had
conpl ete access to his menmory bank and his
subconscious. His sister's nmind was the finest he'd
ever seen before, but it wasn't |ike this one.

Ni |l s's cal mthoughts continued
relentl essly. "That suggests a strong force of them
nearby. And they are fighters by nature. As
i ndi vidual s they're as good as your knights. A
village is a better place to winter than in the
forest, and they're reckless nen. If there are as
many as fifty of them they can easily take and hold
the vill age against the force your baron has. The
kni ghts are far too fewto drive themout, and
outside the castle walls the nen-at-arns are no match
at all for horse barbarians. WIIl the castle hold al
t he peasants?"

Hannes' mind thickened in the face of
the problem It had been generations since there had
been such a need, and castles had not grown with the
popul ati on.

Ni ght had fallen and the air already felt
frosty. The noon was two nights past full and woul d
not rise for a while. In the darkness the northnen
rode slowmy on the short stretch of unfamliar road
between village and castle. Their horses' hooves,
t huddi ng softly on the earth, enphasized the still-
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ness now that summrer's ni ght sounds had passed. In
front of themthe castle stood bl ack against a
star-strewn sky. Only a few windows in the gate tower
showed |ights above the wall.

Ni | s reached out and sensed the ninds of
the gate guards. As he canme beneath the wall, he was
near enough to see the spots on the cards through
their eyes and the rough plank table. He sensed
t houghts and voices in German w thout know ng their
nmeani ng, felt their enotions which were quiet and
poorly defined. At the gate he drew his sword and
hamrered the hilt sharply against the tinmbers three
times, calling in Anglic, "Open the gate."

The i medi ate responses were starts and
flashes of irritation, foll owed by suspicion



probably with the realization that the hail had not
been in German. Nils could not read the Gernan
t houghts, but his mnd presuned them Except for the
Brethren and foreigners, who would hail in Anglic?
And woul d one of the Brethren ever use such a
pre-enptory tone? A torch was held over the
battlement and a dimface | ooked down from an
enbrasure nore than twenty feet above them "Who are
you and what do you want ?"

"We're northnen conme to see Martin
Qut knekt. Let us in!"
"Come back tonorrow when the gate is open.”

Ni | s pounded again, alnost violently,
bel I owi ng, "Open! Open!"

"Peace, peace," the voice hissed from
above. "If your racket disturbs the baron, you'l
wi sh you hadn't got in. | can't let armed nen in at
ni ght, unknown men, w thout his | eave. Wiy can't you
wait until rnorning?"
"Two reasons,"” said Nils, his voice suddenly mld
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"First, northnmen don't wait unless they want to,
al t hough they'll wait forever if it suits them" Wth
each nmention of "northmen" the man's mind had
reacted, Nils noted. Apparently stories of them had
reached here fromthe war in the Ukraine and were
known by nore than the Brethren. He continued. "The
second reason: we have information for your baron of
horse barbarians near here. W will either tell him
what we know right now, or we'll |eave and your bl ood
can mark your ignorance. Your scurfy district here
means nothing to us that we should cool our heels.™

Sten grinned at Nils, chuckling in his
throat as the torch was w thdrawn, and spoke softly
in the northern tongue until their conpanions too
wore wol fish grins. Then they waited silently for a
span of minutes. At length Nils sensed the gatenman
approaching with others, one of themhard and
especially self-assured. The baron, or perhaps his
marshal if he had a marshal

A narrow gate opened beside the main

gate, and the gatenman beckoned to them It was al nost
too narrow for a horse to pass through, and | ow



enough that the northnen dismounted to enter. The
other three | oosened their swords in their scabbards
cautiously, but Nils, finding no treachery in the
wai ting mnds, had taken his horse's reins and
preceded them Inside the wall the tunnel-like
gateway was no wider, and where it opened into the
courtyard there was another gate, a raised door of
heavy bars. In the courtyard a cluster of knights
waited, dimy seen. Nils's glance counted eight, and
he | ooked at the one whom he sensed was the | eader
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"Come," the man said curtly and,
turning, led them the other knights falling in
behi nd.

The keep | ooned in the darkness, perhaps
twenty meters in dianeter and several |evels of roons
in height. Probably with a dungeon bel ow ground
level, N |s decided.

Martin Cutknekt's audi ence chanber was
small, in keeping with his position as one of the
| esser nobility. He was a freckl ed, small-boned man
of medi um hei ght, but chunky and strong-| ooki ng.

Al t hough he met them seated, the el evation of his
chair allowed himto neet Nils's eyes on the |evel

"So you are northmen. The Saxons told us
of your feats against the eneny far away in the east.
They al so told us you were going south fromthere
i nto unknown | ands. Wat are northmen doing in
Bavari a?"

"lI've been in Bavaria before, as a
wanderer. Now we've cone to find a seeress who saved
my life after the Geat Storm We plan to winter in
the Iand of the Magyars and then pass down the Donau
to the sea, where our people are going.'

"To the | and of Baal zebub? Then it is
true what we heard. You nust be great fighters indeed
to have defeated his arny and killed him™

"No others can match our weapon skills.
But there were a ot of the eneny; we won mainly by
cunni ng. Now Baal zebub's orcs are dead or fled, and
the last | saw his head, it was |lying beside a
Ukrainian Marsh a full meter fromhis neck. But his
horse barbarians are still plundering, in spite of



t he beating you peopl e gave them at El best at,
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and you don't need to go farther than the hills west
of this valley to find sone."

"My man told ne you had news of horse
bar bari ans near the district. Were, and how many?"
Ni | s described what they had seen and what they had
made of it, and the baron indicated his acceptance of
their interpretation by not disputing it. "But they
can't take the castle,” he answered. "A few score nen
can hold it agai nst hundreds, unless the hundreds
have si ege engines." "They don't need the castle.”
"But they can be driven out of the village." "Not by
you. There aren't enough of you." For just an instant
GQut knekt realized that the conment shoul d have
irritated himand hadn't. "My lord the graf can drive
themout. Hi s vassals include three barons besides
nysel f, plus his own knights."

"How many nen?"

The baron grew t houghtful. Five dozen
kni ghts, perhaps, and bowren to support them W al
took | osses at Elbestat. In fact, the old graf
hinsel f died there, and his cousin is the graf now "
"Five dozen? Not enough,"” Nils said, sensing the sane
t hought in the baron's mnd. "Not if the horse
bar bari ans nunber as many as a hundred." "But the
graf could get help fromothers." "How long would it
take that help to get here?" "Two weeks, maybe |ess.
W could easily hold out that |ong."

"You coul d. But what about the peasants?

Could you bring themall inside the walls and shelter
and feed then? The weather can turn bad any tine now.
The horse barbarians will take the village, kill the
men and take the wonmen captive.
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And if an army cones to relieve you, and it's strong
enough, they may not even stay to fight. They may
ride into the mountai ns and cone back when the graf
has left, or go somewhere el se and take anot her
village. That's what 1'd do."

"And what do you want nme to do?" The
baron's voice reflected the anger of frustration that
Nils read in his mind. "You say | don't have the



strength to stop them but | don't have the space to
keep nost of the peasants inside."

"Bring in as many as you have room for
Put sentries out with horns. Have the peasant nen
climb on their roofs when they hear the horns and use
their bows. And give them whatever swords you can
They won't be nmuch use to them as weapons, but they
may help to stiffen their spines.”

"It's against the king's law to give
swords to peasants. And | can't call them
men-at-arns; | already have as many as the | aw
all ows. "

Nils didn't answer.

The baron sat down again, thoughtful
"Surely you don't think the peasants can hold the
village." It was a statement, not a question

"No. But there'd be fewer horse
barbari ans when it was over, and the peasant nmen,
those not within the castle, will be killed anyway.
It's not just a matter of this village, though. There
are thousands of horse barbarians plundering through
Europe, and your troubles with themwon't end unti
they're dead or driven out. \When they were in a few
| arge arnies, you marched against them and they
stood and fought and you beat them But now t hat
they're a Il ot of scattered packs, you don't know what
to do about them After El bestat you nmight have kept
after them and hunted them down, but you deno-
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bilized and canme back to your castles to lick your
wounds. Now you don't know where or when they'l
strike next, or how to defend your villages. The
peasants ..."

"But woul d the peasants fight? They're
only peasants, after all."

Ni |l s shrugged. "Talk to the Brethren
They know the peasants better than anyone el se does.
There's one staying in the village now, a Brother
Hannes. "

Martin Qut knekt stared thoughtfully past
the northmen, the discourse within his mind a slow,
conpl ex pattern of German. After a bit the brown eyes
focused on Nils. "Well, Northman, |I'mnot used to



someone el se doing ny thinking for me, and |I' m not
overly fond of it, but I thank you just the sane.
W1l you and your friends stay here tonight? | can
feed you better than they would at the inn, and the
straw in the beds will be cleaner."

"Qur thanks, Baron, but we'll sleep in
the open. Creamdraws flies. Who knows? The attack
could come at sunup, and we don't want to be trapped
in the inn and be butchered or in the castle and be
del ayed." He held out a huge hand. "W w sh you | uck
and the bl ood of your enenies.”

2.

Wien the sun reached the neridian, the
four warriors came to a crossroads. To the south they
could see a larger castle in the distance. Instead of
continuing in that direction, they followed the
| esser road westward toward the wild forest that
began with the hills. The Cctober sun was warm
al nost hot, and al though they were used to wearing
mail and to sweating, it felt pleasant to ride into
the shade at last. At a suggestion from Leif
Trol I sverd they swung out of their saddl es and strode
al ong, leading their horses up the slowy clinbing
road, stretching their own legs, giving the animals a
rest. Here the road was little nmore than a trail,
wi de enough for a wagon but hunpy with stones and
out crops of bedrock.

In their own |ands they were nmore used
to going on foot or skis than on horseback, and they
hi ked for four hours in unbroken forest, the road
curving nmore north than west. Soon after they'd
mounted again, Nils led themoff the road at a bl azed
tree and along a little path that led to a cabin. He
held up a hand and stopped them as soon as he could
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see the cabin through the trees. His careful eyes saw
not hi ng wong. Hi s subconscious, remenbering
perfectly, conparing in detail, saw nothing different
that could not be accounted for by the passage of
time, by the change of seasons fromone winter to the
foll owi ng autum. But he knew unquesti onably that
somet hi ng was seriously the matter



They sat without noving, all but Nls
aware of the occasional novenents of their horses,
their eyes carefully exam ning the cabin and the
woods around it. Their ears were alert for meaningfu
sound.

Ni | s's questing awareness assured him
that no one was there now, and that it was safe. \Wen
he led themforward again, it was still with a sense
of something wong. The shutters were open, and the
interior was lit by autum sunshine filtered through
t hi n-scraped deer hides stretched over the w ndows.
The pl ace had been used by horse barbari ans,
apparently in a rain, for one had voided in a corner
Bl ood had dried on the split logs of the floor. The
expressions of the three mrrored their separate
characters as they | ooked fromthe blood to N Is.

The bl ond Jot, Erik Barsarken, showed
covert pleasure, his eyes gleam ng in anticipation of
vendetta. In Leif Trollsverd s darker face the jaw
nmuscl es were knotted; there was a bl ood debt here.
Sten Vannaren, keen-mi nded and | ong on experience,
nmerely watched his big young friend to see what his
reaction mght be; he had deci ded sone tine before
that Nils Jarnhann was a new kind of man, whose acts
he coul d not yet predict but would in tine.
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Nil s wal ked slowy through the cabin's
two roonms, his eyes mssing nothing. Then all four
went outside and exani ned the ground.

"They were here yesterday, and once a
few days earlier,"” he said at last. "Maybe sone will
cone tonight. We'll bed within hearing, in a thicket."

As they led their horses downw nd of the
cabin, they snelled rotting flesh. By a clunp of
hazel they found the body of a baby, skull snashed,
its flesh gnawed by polecats. In a draw behind the
cabin they found Ilse's spring, and the tracks where
horse barbarians had ridden up the brook. They staked
their horses sone di stance away and returned, holing
up in a grove of old firs ringed with sapling growth
that screened themfromthe nearby cabin. Fromtheir
saddl e bags they took dried neat, cheese and hard
bread, and ate wi thout talking. Wen they were done,



they stretched out on top of their sleeping robes and
rel axed like wild animals.

Soon the sun had dropped behind the
crest of the ridge in back of them Al heard the
voi ces at the same tinme, loud and in a | anguage that
was not German. They lay quietly, listening to the
carel ess sounds. This tine the horse barbarians cane
down the draw above the spring. Soon the voices were
lost within the cabin's walls.

Ni | s spoke for a monent in an undertone,
answered by nods and narrow eyed grins. They buckl ed
on their harnesses, took swords, shields and bows,
and slipped through the trees to where they could see
the cabin clearly. It still was full daylight, even
in the shadow of the ridge. The horse barbarians had
tethered their horses on | eather ropes, to browse the
twig ends of the brush, and after a
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brief intent exam nation of the surroundings the
nort hmen deci ded that all were inside. The snmoke of a
young fire was starting fromthe chi mey.

Each side of the cabin had openings.
There was a door in front and one in back, and each
side wall had two wi ndows, one into each room Leif
Trol I sverd, an arrow nocked, took a position from
whi ch he could cover the back door and the wi ndows in
one of the side walls. Sten knelt behind a tree
di agonal |y opposite, covering the front and the ot her
side. Erik slipped snoothly across the narrow strip
of open ground to the side of the house and around
the corner, stationing hinself beside the back door
his teeth exposed in an ugly grin.

A moment later Nils appeared fromthe
other side. He had a dry fir branch in his right
hand, one end wapped with bl azing birch bark. As he
ran up to the wall, he threw the branch onto the
shake roof, then darted around the corner, shifting
his sword fromhis left hand to his right. He could
sense the sudden intentness inside; they had heard
the thunp of the torch.

Just as N |ls reached the side of the
door, a swarthy youth stepped out, started, junped
back, but the sword stroke caught him as he nmoved and



he fell backward into the cabin with his rib cage

cl oven. The short shouts frominside neant nothing to
Nils, but the thoughts that reached hi mwere of anger
and alarm He stood shoulder to the wall, waiting for
anot her, but none cane. There were sounds of nen
scranbl i ng, of swords being drawn from scabbards, and
Nils sensed one of them standing by the wall, just

i nside the door, waiting for someone to try an

ent rance.
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"That's one!" N |s shouted.

They were tal king inside now, urgently
and with undertones of fear. Through Sten's eyes,
Nils saw flames begin to blaze up around the torch,
but those inside were not aware of it yet because of
the loft that separated themfromthe roof. Fromthe
rear of the cabin a brief clashing of steel sounded.
"Make that two!" canme Erik's cheerful bellow

Through the eyes of the man inside the
door, Nils watched a | ean youth draw a knife, slash
the sides and top of one of the w ndow coverings, and
thrust his head and shoul ders through. Uttering a
bl eating cry he fell backwards, and with a convul sive
jerk pulled an arrow fromthe nuscles of his neck. He
roll ed over onto hands and knees, retching, bl ood
gushing fromthe wound and from his open nmouth, then
col I apsed forward on his face. Wth an abrupt roar
anot her man ran and hurl ed hinsel f headl ong t hrough
t he open wi ndow. Rounding the corner he ran at N l|s,
drawing his sword, fell forward to his knees, rose
slowy, and fell again as a second arrow drove
through his mail shirt.

Nils's mind counted the consci ousnesses
inside. "That's four," he shouted. "Two for Sten
There are six left." A victorious whoop cane from
Sten's position anmong the trees.

I nside, too, there was talk, and one
horse barbarian stationed hinself by each wi ndow and
door. Their tough m nds broadcast uncertainty, wth
various m xtures of anger and fear. They had no cl ear
i dea of what they were up against and no concerted
i dea of what to do beyond defending thensel ves. Again
through Sten's eyes, Nils watched the flames on the



roof, burning higher now and starting to spread.
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Suddenly there was a nental shock of
alarmfrominside, then quick words of instruction
One of the wi ndow guards left his post, and Nils's
mnd went with himup the | adder, raising the
trapdoor and gazing into the dark loft. Above he saw
the bright flames burning through the roof. At that
nmonent some burning material fell near himand the
man dropped fromthe | adder to the floor bel ow,
yel i ng.

A few hoarse words drew themall into the
front room Nls in turn shouted to Erik. Al six
rushed for the open door. Nils's stroke caught the
first as he emerged, sweeping bel ow the shield and
cutting his legs fromunder him The second hurdl ed
himbefore Nils could strike again, and attacked with
berserk rage while a third ran out behind him From
i nside came oaths and grunts as Erik fell on them
frombehind. Sten put an arrow through the third man
out while Nils killed his furious assailant and went
crouched through the door to help Erik.

Eri k needed no help. One lay struck dead
from behind and a second was down, bl eeding and
hel pl ess, cursing. The bl ond Jot stood watching
t hrough the open wi ndow, the | ast of the eneny patro
had jumped through it and was running into the woods,
hol di ng his right shoul der where an arrow was
enbedded. A grinning, red-haired figure pursued him
out of sight anong the trees. In a mnute Sten
reappeared, waving his bloody sword, and they |eft
t he burni ng cabin.

When Nils's eyes opened, they focused
first on the skeletal crown of a naked beech, its
maj or
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linbs dimy resol ved agai nst the night sky. A few
stars of |arger magnitude were visible between the
bl ack masses of fir tops, and noving his head, he
could see the | opsided moon past the meridian
telling himthat dawn wasn't far off. Its pale light
washed patches of ground and filled others with dense
bl ack shadow. Forty neters away, between the stens of



trees and brush, he could see dull red where the
col | apsed heap of the cabin still snoldered. Its
snel |l was strong but not unpl easant. Frost fromhis
breath coated the fur at the upper edge of his

sl eepi ng robe.

He had wakened wi de, not fromthe cold
or the noonlight but from sonmething that |ay cal mand
wat chful in his mnd. Wthout ever having experienced
it before, he knew it was the consciousness of a
he-wol f, probably one of Ilse's famliars, but he
didn't know how to conmunicate with it.

The wol f had sensed his waki ng
telepathically and had waited until Nils was aware of
him As if it had sensed Nils's psi power even when
the northman was still asleep-as if it had recogni zed
what being was there. And then it held a picture of
Ilse inits mind for Nils to see. The picture zooned
inon llse' s face and seened to go right into her
m nd where there was a physical and nental inage of
Nils. And with that as an al nbst instantaneous
background, the picture was again of |lse, hands
tied, being taken away by a patrol of horse
barbarians. As Nils sat up in his sleeping furs, the
pi cture becanme one of a large man, Nils, on
hor seback, wi th undefined representations of
conpanions, following a |arge wolf through the forest.
The picture faded and the em ssion of the wolf's
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m nd changed to a quiet form essness, as Ilse said
his own did. Nils acknow edged, then |lay back down
and went to sleep alnost at once, not to awake again
until the gray wash of dawn.

He wakened hi s conpani ons and the four
warriors squatted hunched beneath their robes,
silently gnawi ng cheese and dry bread, bodies stiff
with cold and sl eep. The only speech was N |s's quiet
voi ce. They were glad to lead their horses up the dim
slope to the ridge crest; the exertion warned them
bef ore they nmounted and rode away.

When the sun was two hours high, they
| ay beneath the | ow branches of a thicket of sapling
firs. Farther downslope a fire had consuned the
undergrowth two or three years earlier, |eaving an



open clumpy stand of ol der trees. A good canpsite.
Forty-two teepeelike tents stood on the gentle

t oe- sl ope- nmore than one hundred men and perhaps
close to two hundred. Secure in their strength and

hi dden site, the horse barbarians had becone carel ess
agai n about sentries.

"Leif, run down there and bl oody your
sword,"” Erik breathed with a grin. "W did all the
wor k yesterday. "

Trol I sverd grunted an obscenity.

Sten chuckled. "That's the price of a
big reputation; they kept away fromhim And when did
fighting start to be work?"

Ni | s ignored their whispered chaffing.
They were within the range of normal telepathic
pi ckup fromthe canp-cl ose enough that | oud voices
could be heard. He had intended to reach Ilse with
his mnd, but now he did not dare a forcefu
telepathic call to get her attention. For there were
two psi m nds
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in the canp-hers and one that bel onged to a horse
bar bari an.

"This place is dangerous,"” he whispered.
"There's a psi down there.” Wth that they wiggled
back out of the thicket and slipped away.

3.

The castle was nmuch | arger than that of
Martin Gutknekt and had a noat with brown billows of
dead al gae. The gate stood open in the sunlit norning
as the neovi ki ngs wal ked their horses across the
drawbridge. The gate guards scow ed at the strangely
gar bed and equi pped riders but did not nove to stop
them As the warriors approached the great squat
keep, the two guards at its entrance |lowered their
pi kes, and one called down to halt. "Wo are you, and
what do you want ?"

Nils stared up the stone steps at them
one enormous hand spread on a thick thigh, nmaking the
nost of his size and inposing physique as they stared
back at him "Wo is your master?" he responded.

Thi s question for a question stopped the
sloww tted guard. After a nonment he answered, "The



graf, Karl Haupmann."

"Tell himfour northnen are here to see
him wth information about a strong force of horse
barbarians in the country."

The sun-browned face stared suspiciously at
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the big northman, jaws working with indecision. These
strangers obvi ously were not nobles, or even knights.
Nils helped him "O would you rather be staked out
in the sun and flayed?"

The guard stepped back, then turned
reluctantly through the open door. H's partner's nind
squirmed with disconfort at being left alone to face
the four big warriors, a disconfort that the three
could read in his face as certainly as Nils read it
in his mnd.

"At horme nmen like that woul d be
thralls,"” Leif Trollsverd said.

"That's about what they are here," Sten
answer ed.

The remai ni ng guard stared at them
perpl exed by the unfam liar tonal syllables. He knew
German and Anglic, but had never heard any ot her
| anguage and was uncertain whether this was truly
speech or not. After several minutes a burly knight
cane out of the interior and squinted down at themin
t he bright sunshine. He snapped fast words in Gernman,
and they sat |ooking inmpassively up at himuntil he
repeated in Anglic. "Who are you, and what do you
want ?"

"We are northmen and want to see the
graf,” Nils said dryly. "We've seen a large force of
horse barbarians near the district of Martin
Qut knekt . "

The kni ght sneered. "Show a skin-cl ad
savage a peasant riding on an ox and there's no
telling what he'll think he saw "

The usual ly inmperturbable Sten rose in
his stirrups and had his sword half out before Nils
put a hand on his wist and spoke softly in Swedish.
Turning back to the knight, Nils said with nild
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calm "Then let us tell himwhat we think we saw "
Wt hout saying anything nore, the nman |ed
theminside and to a throne room sone fifteen nmeters
| ong. Entering, they passed two guards with pikes and
swords who stood by the open door. Five mail-clad
kni ghts stood on the dais near the throne; three were
breathing deeply as if they had hurried to be there.
Karl Haupmann sat upright and hard-faced, as his
mar shal , followed by the barbaric-1ooking warriors,
strode to the foot of the dais and stated the
particulars in German.

Ni | s recogni zed an unforeseen probl em
here. The graf was a cruel and ruthless man with a
pat hol ogi cal suspicion of foreigners.

He | ooked at them "Northnen, eh? \Wat
is this about horse barbarians?"

"There's a large force of them between
one and two hundred, canped in the nountains near the
district of Martin Gutknekt. We think they plan to
take his principal village."

The graf's enotional pattern was ugly,
but his speech, if curt, was civil. "Why do you think
they'Il try to take Doppel tanne?"

Ni | s sensed here a xenophobe who m ght
have them attacked on the spot if he thought it safe.
And | acking any tactical advantage, the odds of nine
to four did not appeal to Nils, especially with the
two door guards behind them He stated his answer
matter-of-factly, in a voice of utter assurance.
"First, | didn't say 'try.' There is no question of
their ability. Second, they'll need food and shelter
for the winter, and the village has both. Third,
they' re canmped near Gutknekt's district. And forth,
they're
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intents, making no effort to build huts against the
winter."

"And why should I listen to you?" The
graf's control cracked for a nonment. "You are foreign
bar bari ans yoursel ves. Wiat are northmen doing in
Bavaria, unless . . .?"

"We're going to Baal zebub's | and. CQur
arny beat his and killed Baal zebub hinsel f. Now we



will take his country."”

"But we'd heard you were passing far to
the east, far east of the Czechlands." The graf
stared intently at Nils through narrowed eyes.

"The rest of our people are. The four of
us have cone this way to see to sone business."

"What busi ness?"

To say "a wonman" m ght amuse and rel ax
the graf, but it mght al so make them seem | udi crous
and weak. On the other hand, while to say "our own
busi ness" m ght offend himdangerously, it mght also
inmpress himwith their fearl essness and make him
cauti ous.

"Qur own business."

The graf darkened and, turning, spoke to
his marshal in German for a full minute. The marsha
nodded curtly and left. The other knights tightened.

"Then why do you come to tell me about
horse barbari ans? They're no busi ness of yours, are
t hey?" There was a note of triunph in the graf's
Voi ce.

"Maybe they shouldn't be. Not here at
any rate.”" N ls |ooked at the others. "Let's go," he
said in Swedish, "but be ready to fight." They turned
to | eave.

"Wait!" The graf stood up. "You saw

their canp. How can we find it?"
They stopped. "It is in the nountains west of
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Doppel tanne," Nils answered. There are three main
ri dges between the valley and their canp, or maybe
four. They are canped al ong the east foot of the next
ridge west. O they were. They may be in Doppeltanne
by now. "
The man was stalling for time, Nils realized.

Sitting back down, the graf asked nore
guestions about the condition of the eneny and their
horses and what N |s thought their tactics mght be.
After several mnutes he arose abruptly. "I am
keepi ng you fromyour journey," he said. "Thank you
Nort hmen, for your information." H's eyes were |ike
chips of flint, and a smle played at one corner of
his mouth. "And travel in peace.”



Ni | s nodded, and the four warriors
started toward the tall broad door of the chanber.
Hal fway there Nils sensed that the knights were
nmovi ng; gl anci ng back, he saw them sauntering from
t he dais. Though seem ngly casual, they were taut
i nside, and nervous. Nils paused briefly in the
doorway, then started down the w de corridor

"When he sent his marshal out," he said
rapidly, "it was to set a trap. After that he was
stalling for tinme. The ones behind us are the smaller
jaw "

The short flight of stairs |eading down
to the entrance of the keep was only half as w de as
the corridor. They woul d be bunched there, with no
roomto maneuver. Just short of the stairs, Nls
quietly said "Stop," steppped to a wi ndow and | eaned
out on his stomach through the thick-walled opening
to scan the courtyard. Qutside stood a phal anx of
bowren and a group of nounted knights, facing the
door.

The knights followi ng the northnen had contin-
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ued a few paces and stopped uncertainly. "Take them"
Nils said, and they fell upon them

At the sounds of fighting and the shouts
of the knights, the entrance guards bel ow began to
shout. The unexpectedness and ferocity of the
northnen's attack overran the knights, three of whom
fell while the others gave way and |l et them pass. One
of the guards at the throne room door dropped his
pi ke and ran into a side corridor while the other
cursing, stepped quickly through the door and tried
to close it. It burst open in his face, throw ng him
to the floor as the four warriors rushed in.

The graf stood in front of his throne,
drawi ng a short sword, but Nils net himat the foot
of the dais and bisected himcasually in passing,
then led themthrough a curtai ned doorway behind the
throne and up a flight of stairs. This took themto a
suite of roons above, where they found a wonan,
obviously the grafin, and a boy in his early teens.
Startled, the boy drew a knife, but Leif grabbed his
wist and the knife clattered on the flags as the boy



yelled with pain.

Erik covered the stairwell then, and
Leif and Sten held their two prisoners while Nils
gagged them They could hear someone shouting in the
throne room and while Nils snatched a bow and qui ver
of arrows fromthe wall, angry voices and shod feet
sounded from bel ow. Strong-arm ng their prisoners,
they hurried out of the apartnent into another
corridor and fromit into a clinbing stairwell that
wound wi thin the outer wall.

Voi ces surged into the corridor they had
just left, and Nils shouted down in Anglic to stop
that they had the grafin and the boy. Pursuit
st opped, although the voices only paused, and the
nort h-
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men went on up the stairs until they energed onto the
top of the keep. Erik and Sten strayed by the
trapdoor, tying the woman with strips of her
petticoat. Leif pushed the boy ahead of himto the
parapet and lifted himbodily into an enbrasure where
he could be clearly seen, powerful fists holding him
firmy by belt and jerkin. Nils laid the bow and

qui ver agai nst the parapet and | eaned through an
enbrasure next to the one the boy was in.

A growi ng crowd stood below in the
courtyard, including some of the archers and a
kni ght, but their attention was on the entrance, and
they had not yet seen the figures in the enbrasures
above. For a long mnute things hung like that, as if
the world had sl owed down, until a knight jogged
shouting out of the entrance of the keep, followed by
others, and all eyes turned to the top. Briefly there
were angry shouts fromthe courtyard, but Nils kept
still, monitoring enotions, until a waiting
near-silence had settled. Then he spoke, |oudly, so
that he was clearly heard twenty meters bel ow.

"W cane in peace to warn the graf of
an armny of horse barbarians canped within the
country." A babble of voices rose that Nils waited
out. "As our reward he tried to have us nurdered." He
paused. "Now he is dead, and we have his w fe and boy
host age. "



Al t hough the crowd rerained quiet, Nls
stopped until he could sense unease bel ow, and the
begi nni ng of inpatience, then called down again. "Wo
was the marshal of the old graf? The graf killed at
El bestat? Step forward if you're here."

The faces below turned to a tall, square-shoul -
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dered kni ght who stood | ooking grimy upward before
striding out in front of the archers.

"And the man who is narshal now. Let
himstep forward."

The burly, sneering knight cane into
t he open besi de the other

Wt hout speaking, Nils stepped back from
t he enbrasure out of sight, nocked an arrow and bent
the bow. Then, stepping to the enmbrasure again, he
| et the bowstring go and the new marshal fell with an
arrow in his chest.

The crowd made a sound like a
many-voi ced sigh, but no one el se noved. In that
i nstant of shock Ni|s shouted down, "The marshal from
before is nowthe ruler of this castle until the king
nanes a new graf. Come up and parley with us, and
then we'll |eave."

4

The nort hnen spent the night at the
forest's edge on the eastern side of the valley,
partway to Doppeltanne. At dawn they rode on, gnaw ng
cheese and hard bread as they rode through
frost-rimed grass. The tinber's edge was grazed and
open, alternating between heavy-I|inbed oaks and
groves of gray beeches as holl ow as chi meys, their
fire-scarred bases doors to squirrels and pol ecats.
After sone hours they could see the castle of Martin
Gut knekt, and then Doppeltanne. Cattle foraged in the
stubble fields tended by boys with |ong sticks, so
t he neovi ki ngs rode out openly and cane to the castle
bef ore noon.

The sun was warm now, and outside the
wal | s sweating peasant youths swung swords in a
clunmsy parody of drill, rasped by the cutting tongue
of a knight. Rapt children and glumold nen stood
wat ching. In the courtyard were dozens of peasant



worren squatting around small fires, preparing the
noon neal. Shelters of poles, hides and woven nats
were being built.

The northnen found the baron in the arnory,
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sparring with his marshal with shields and bl unt
swords. He stepped back and turned a sweating face to
them "Too damed crowded to practice in the
courtyard." He wiped his face with a rag. "I thought
you' d be far gone by now. Do you have any news? |
sent men out yesterday, good hunters, and they found
tracks. "

"I'f they'd been with us, they'd have
seen nore than tracks," N ls answered. "W found
their canp a few hours west of here. There are nore
than a hundred of them judging by their tents.
Probably closer to two hundred. W took the news to
the graf, and frankly we thought we mght find the
vill age taken by now. Do you know where we m ght find
Br ot her Hannes?"

"He may be in the village. W talked two
days ago, and then we both talked to the peasants.
Since then he's been riding around the district
encour agi ng them and he chose the nen we issued
swords to. He says they're the likeliest to fight."

"The Brethren know the people's ninds as
if they could see into them" Nils comented. "I1'I|
go look for him Wth your leave 1'd like to talk to
both of you together."

As soon as Nils rode out the gate, he
sensed Hannes; he had come to watch the peasants
drill. Hannes was clearly depressed; he knew t hat
soon many of these people would die. Turning at the
approach of the warriors, he sensed at once that Nils
br ought bad news, and guessed.

"She's dead?"
"No. Prisoner."
"Centl e Father Jakob."

After seven centuries the menory of
Jakob Tashi Norbu, the Tibetan-Sw ss psionicist,
still was re-
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vered by the kinfolk. The | ean telepath breathed his
nane now partly in gratitude, partly in pain.

"But | intend to get her back," Nls
said. "Now let's go talk to the baron. W have pl ans
to nake."

Hannes | ooked at himwi th sudden
appreci ation. There seened no enotional content to
anyt hi ng he had heard Nils say or think-his enotions
had to be a lot different than other people's, just
as his mnd was. But he knew that if it wasn't for
Il'se, Nils would have left his warning and been two
days gone fromthe district by now Hannes held up
his hand to Nils and, half-junping, half-hoisted,
nount ed behind the warri or

Ni | s stepped back fromthe rough nmap he
had drawn. "And that's where their canp is fromhere
as best | can show you. But they won't stay there
much | onger. |'ve never seen or heard of horse
barbari ans starting anything at night, although that
doesn't mean they won't. There are different tribes
with different tongues, and this bunch may be
different fromthose we've had experience with. O
they may have changed their tactics since |ast
sumrer. But it's ny guess they' |l attack by daylight.
And after they take the village they'll probably get
drunk. If Hannes and Sten took your arned peasants
into the forest east of the valley after dark tonight
and canped there ..."

Nils, Leif and Erik ate and repl eni shed
t heir saddl ebags, saluted Sten in casual farewell,
and |l eft. They rode several kiloneters south down the
road to where a finger of forest approached it on a
| ow spur ridge fromthe west. Beyond it they angled
sout hwesterly and entered the forest. This
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route, they hoped, would bypass possible eneny
scouts. Gradually their course curved until, near
sundown, they were follow ng the upper west slope of
the fourth major ridge and headi ng north.

The horse barbarians were raiders from
the deserts, steppes and arid nountains of the Mddle
East, whose tradition was open-nounted attack or
si mpl e anmbush. The neovi ki ngs, on the other hand,



were raiders of the Scandi navian forests, whose style
was cunning and stealth. And at home they'd nade an
i mportant part of their living hunting on foot with
bows. Thus their sensors missed little and their

nm nds renenbered and correl ated what they saw and
heard and snelled, like the Iroquois of twelve
hundred years earlier. So this stretch of ridge was
famliar to them though they'd seen it only once
before and froma different approach. After a bit
they rode into the bottom of the heavily wooded
vall ey west of the ridge and tied their horses in a
stand of young fir that was littered and al nost
fenced by the bl own-down bones of ancestors. It was
not the kind of place a rider was likely to wander

i nto.

Then, on foot and with their sleeping
robes in bundles on their backs, they clinbed back up
the I ong sl ope as dusk began to settle, and slipped
toward the eneny canp. Nils sensed no sentry. Wen he
deci ded they were approachi ng the range of nornal
tel epathy, he left Leif and Erik in a tangle of
bl omdown and noved quietly on until he was receiving
t he casual, though to himunintelligible, thoughts of
the Turkic tribesnen nearby. After determining his
line of withdrawal, he lay beside the slightly raised
di sk of roots and soil of a pole-sized fir that had
partly uprooted and | odged
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in the top of a beech. Cone norning, the gap beneath
the roots woul d give nearly perfect conceal ment if
needed.

His mind stilled as no other human m nd
could, as indiscernible to a watchful psi as
possi bl e. Soon it was dark, and yellow canpfires
danced nearby. Hi s body relaxed within his robe as
his m nd received, correlated and stored.

After a time he permitted hinself to
sleep. A unit of awareness nonitored the environnent
to awaken himif necessary.

At dawn he awoke wi thout noving and | et
his eyes sweep the gray-lit woods within their range,
his ears and psi sense alert, his subconscious
carefully sorting sensations. He was aware that the



two psi minds in the canp were awake too, along with
many others. Ilse and the other psi were together
but far enough from N Is that he couldn't receive
passi ve optical inmpressions fromeither of them From
the male. Nils recognized the patterns of a strong
but undi sci pl i ned mi nd.
' She was speaking Anglic to him

The light was growi ng stronger. Slowy
Nils slid into the dark opening under the tipped-up
roots. Breakfast fires were being lit. Soon
early-nmorning taciturnity di sappeared anong the eneny
tribesnen as fires and novenent warmed them Their
eating took sonme time, and Nils could hear them
tal ki ng and | aughi ng, the sounds m xed with the
patterns of tel epathic em ssions that were their
nat ural acconpani nent.

He continued to lie there, his nind
focused on the two psis, other mnds relegated to
background. He knew which tent was theirs. Then a man
cane fromit and the bearings of the two m nds sepa-
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rated as he wal ked t hrough the canp. Soon men and
captive wonen began to strike tents, rolling them
into bundles. O hers trailed down the gentle toe
sl ope toward a | ong neadow that bordered the creek in
the vall ey bottom and returned | eading strings of
hor ses.

Nils saw Il se then, pulling down the
tent, folding and rolling it. The man returned when
she was done and helped load it on a horse. Wthin an
hour all gear had been | oaded. The horse barbari ans
mounted, their voices lively and boi sterous at the
prospect of action. The psi led themin a | oose
col um through the trees, eastward toward
Doppel t anne. Pack animals, spare nounts and colts
foll omed. A score of wonen sat the nags of the string
bar eback, waiting while the pack train nmoved out.

Behi nd t hem were nounted guards.

By the time the wonmen started noving,
the chief of the band was perhaps a kil oneter ahead.
Nils called to Ilse telepathically. She did not turn;
only her mnd responded.

“Nils!"



"Are they going to attack Doppel tanne?"

She wenched her mind to the question
"Yes. And be careful. He's a psi you know, and he
understands a fair anmount of Anglic; he's been
learning it since Poland." She began to ride nore
slowy, letting nost of the wonmen pass, until one of
the rearguard shouted at her and gestured with his
| ance.

"I"ll try to get you free tonight,"” N s
t hought after her.

"Don't take chances. Perhaps | know how
to kill him"
"Toni ght," his thought followed her. "We'll make
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our nove tonight." He watched her out of sight. The
i nformati on should be safe with her, if she'd been
abl e to subnmerge and screen well enough to work out a
mur der schenme without her captor reading it. One of
Kazi's psi officers nmust have discovered the man's
potential and had himtrained, as Raadgi ver had done
with him Cperational telepaths very rarely just
happened.

Several tents remained. Two wonen worked
around them and two guards sat beside a fire,
tal ki ng and | aughing. A man canme from one of the
tents, helping hinself with a crutch. Very carefully
Nils moved fromhis post toward the hiding place of
hi s compani ons. Softly though he noved, his approach
awakened Erik, whose hand noved quickly to his sword
as he sat up. Leif grinned. "I let the grow ng boy
sleep late," he said softly in his lilting Norwegian.

"They' ve broken canp,"” N ls said, "and
they're riding toward Doppel tanne. They left sone
wounded behind, with a pair of wonen to | ook after
them and a couple of guards. W'Ill get our horses
and then ride in and take them"

The northnen hi ked over the ridge top
and down to their horses, saddled them and fastened
the bits in their mouths, all wthout hurry. Then
t hey rode back and wal ked their horses toward the
canp.

VWen one of the guards heard their
approach and | ooked their way, they kicked their



mounts into a gallop and cut the nen down while they
scranbl ed for their bows. One of the wonen

hal f -choked a scream and t hen both stood by,
frightened. These savage foreigners in deerskin
breeches and bl ack mail, with bare-fanged totens on
their
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hel mets, seened just a different variety of horse
barbarian. Wiile Erik sat with arrow on bowstring,
covering, Nils and Leif rode around cutting the

| odgepol es with their heavy swords and knocki ng down
tents. As the occupants ducked or crawl ed out or |ay
hunped beneath the hides, they were killed.

One stared as Nils charged at him a
shock of recognition on his dark, scarred face, and
Nils reined hard left to avoid tranmpling the man. A
pi cture had flashed through the horse barbarian's
m nd, of this sane giant warrior with strawcol ored
brai ds standi ng naked and weaponl ess in an arena,
stal ked by a grinning orc officer with sword in hand.
It was this man. Nils realized, who had thrown his
own curved sword down onto the sand.

"Let that one be!"™ N Is shouted, and
left the man on hands and knees beside his crutch
while they finished their killing.

The wonen stared in shock and fear as
Nils turned his horse and | ooked at them "Can you
ride?" he asked in Anglic.

They nodded dunbly.

"Then get on those horses. Ride to the
top of that ridge and go in that direction." He
poi nted. "Do you understand?" They nodded agai n.
"Stay on top of the ridge until you cone to a road.
It will take two or three hours or maybe nore. \Wen
you cone to the road, ride down the road with the sun
on your right shoul der. Your right shoul der. Wen you
cone out of the forest, you'll soon arrive at a
crossroads. Fromthere you can see a castle. Go to
the castle. Tell themthat the eneny is in
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Doppel t anne. Doppel tanne! Now tell nme what | said.”

Hesitantly and with hel p they repeated
his instructions, then wal ked to the horses and rode



away, gl ancing back repeatedly until they were out of
si ght.
"Think they'lIl get lost?" Leif asked.

"I don't think so," Nils answered. "They
had the directions well enough."” Then he turned and
| ooked at the nan he'd spared.

The stocky barbarian stood now, staring at
them not knowi ng what to expect. He didn't inagine
that Nils knew who he was. He'd been one anong tens
of thousands shouting in the stands, and when he'd
thrown the sword, the giant had been | ooking the
ot her way.

Ni I's di smounted and wal ked over to him
"You gave ne a chance to live," he said. "Now we are
even." The Swedi sh words neant nothing to the nman,
but the tone was not threatening. The other northnen
| ooked at each other. Nils jabbed the man lightly on
the shoulder with a thick, sword-callused forefinger
then pointed to the nan's side where his sword woul d
have hung. Next he noved as if drawing a sword and
made a throw ng novenment. Pointing to hinmself, he
bent as if to take sonething fromthe ground, then
held out his hand as if arned. The man stared with
awed under st andi ng.

Ni |l s remounted then and they rode
| eisurely to the meadow where the horse barbarians
had kept their horse herd. There the northmen hobbl ed
their nounts and let them graze until after noon
whi |l e they napped in the autumm sun.

5.

It was night. The horse barbarians had
| oosed their horses in a field fenced on three sides
with rails and on the fourth with a tight hedge. The
fence wasn't high enough to hold horses like theirs,
so they had hobbl ed t hem

Their chief had posted four guards on
hor seback to patrol outside the paddock, and they
were disgusted to be pulling guard duty while they
could hear the drunken shouts fromthe village. So
when buddi es sneaked out to themw th two jugs of
schnapps, they didn't hesitate. It wasn't as if
vi gil ance was needful. The fighting nen in this |and
had all the stealth of a cattle herd.



Di smounting, they tethered their nmounts
to the fence and squatted down together with their
backs against it to test the schnapps. The chief,

t hey agreed, would be too busy enjoying hinself to
check on them O if he did, it was very dark and the
moon woul dn't rise until after mdnight. They'd be
able to hear himbefore he found them

The three northnen lay in the tall grass at the
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edge of a ditch, listening to their murmuring and
qui et | aughter.

He had read his peasants well, Hannes
realized. The thirty he'd chosen, nost of them
yout hs, had nore violence sinmering in themthan he'd
realized they could generate, partly a result of
bei ng arned. To strenghen their anger, he had
pur posel y noved them cl ose enough, shortly after the
vill age had been taken, to hear the shouts and
occasi onal screanms. Then he'd pulled them back, for
Ni | s had warned himthat one of the horse barbarians
was a psi. Probably their chief, Hannes deci ded. Now
he listened to the thoughts and enotions of his nen.
Sone were angry enough that they were not even
nervous, only inmpatient. A few were managi ng to doze,
but the night was too cold here behind the hedge to
sl eep soundly, and their homespun bl ankets were not
for out-of-doors.

He | ooked at the big northman beside him
Sten. The face was turned eastward. Cccasiona
patterns in unintelligible Swedish drifted through
the man's mnd, with fragmentary and partially
vi sual i zed scenes, but nostly the neoviking s mnd
was nearly notionless, though awake and quietly
serene. To a degree it rem nded Hannes of a cat
they'd had at home when he was a boy. O of Nils.

At the thought of Nils he turned and
| ooked westward past the village toward the | ow bl ack
mass of nountai ns defined agai nst gl eaning stars. Had
the three northnen survived their scouting
expedi tion? Had they found the paddock? If they
hadn't . . . Shivering partly with cold, he tried to
shake off the line of thinking, but thoughts of death
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cane back to him If they had died or otherw se
failed their mission, the rest of themwould be dead
by morni ng. Except perhaps Sten; Sten m ght escape.

Wuld Sten feel grief if his three
friends were killed? There was clearly strong
affinity between them Yet sonehow Hannes didn't
think Sten would. It would be like his cat, when he'd
been a boy. She'd loved her kittens, in her way, and
def ended them but when one was killed, she'd sniffed
it and then wal ked casually away wi thout sorrow. That
was how it would be with Sten; Sten was sonewhat |ike
N |s.

Ni | s. Soneday the big psi-warrior would
die, probably violently, but sonmehow he didn't
bel i eve he was dead yet.

Zaht i Hakki lay on his side on the
straw-filled tick, staring through the darkness at
the dimformof the woman on the heap of hay across
the room She lay still, but her mnd was awake, her
t houghts an unintelligible mental nurnuring in
German. From sonewhere outside he heard coarse
| aughter. Drunk, every nother's son of them probably.
Probably even the paddock guards. Al but Muistafa and

his detail. It's a good thing the eneny are al
bottled up inside the castle, he thought. O d Mistafa
wi Il keep his boys sober and in the saddle, and the

dogs in the castle won't try to sally out past that
pack of wolves. Mustafa never drinks. The ol der nen
say he never did. Wnder why? Al nost unheard of, a
man who doesn't drink. Besides Mustafa |I'm probably
the only nman here who's voluntarily sober, and |'ve
had a pull or two. Funny that since
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my psi was trained, |'ve had no desire to get drunk
O her desires, but not to get drunk. He opened his
eyes again and | ooked toward the wonman. There were
prettier wonen; plunp ones. But I'Il stick with this
one. You can get tired of a pretty woman, but this
one has a nmind. Funny. Until ny psi was trained,
never cared if a wonan had a mind. And tonight she'd
been different. No wonder I'mtired. Very tired.
Loose and rel axed and very, very tired. And safe



here. Very safe here. Very safe and very secure. M
eyes are heavy. Very, very heavy. They keep wanting
to close. Can't keep them open any nore. No need to.
Now they're closed. And | can't open them Coul dn't
open themif | tried. Don't want to try. Sleepy. Very
sl eepy. Very, very sleepy. I'mfalling asleep
Falling deeply asleep. Deeply asleep. It feels so
good to fall deeply, deeply asleep

Il se kept the thoughts running through
her/his mind, surrounding themwth full, soft inner
feelings and pictures of sinking through clouds. She
t ook hi m deeper and deeper. And now | can't nove, her
m nd nurnured. Don't want to nove. Can't nove. Very
peaceful here, and | refuse to nmove, or see, or hear
or feel

She continued this briefly. Then she
rose quietly, rolled the comatose chieftain off the
straw tick and pulled his war harness fromunder it.
And usual 'y, she thought, he sleeps as lightly as a
cat. The curved sword was not heavy and her arns were
strong. There was |ight enough fromthe dying fire.
She kept her eyes on the neck and swung hard, then
with a shudder, threw the blade on the tick and w ped
her hands on her greasy homespun skirt, although
there was no bl ood on them Her
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m nd shifted outside where it found a drunken guard
sl eeping on the cold doorstone. Funbling in the
gl oom she got the knife sheath off the harness and
fastened it to the strip of homespun that served her
as a belt.

Then she opened the shutters on a side
wi ndow and clinbed out. A peasant body |ay beneath
it, where it had fallen fromthe roof during the
brief afternoon battle, and she stunbled on it. A
| adder still |eaned agai nst the thatched eaves. She
clinmbed it and huddled grimy against the stone
chi mey.

A few nmen could be heard, or sensed,
still wandering or staggering between the huts or
down the village street. She heard the sound of
violent vomiting, followed by roars of |aughter. But
nost of them were inside now, out of the cold,



sl eeping. She could barely sense their sleeping mnds
t hrough the | og walls.

It wouldn't do to be here when the sun
ri ses, she thought. If nothing happens by the tine
the noon is halfway to the nmeridian, 1'll have to try
to get away by nyself.

Two of the horse guards had fallen
asl eep and the other two squatted rurmuring and
| aughi ng. They were too dulled to hear the
bowstrings. One slunped to his side. The other rose
unsteadily to his knees, |ooking stupidly at the
arrow in his belly, then fell forward

When they had finished with them the
north-men pulled down the top rails froma section of
fence, throwi ng themout of the way. Then they
mount ed three of the guards' horses and rode them
into the paddock. The animals there were condi-
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tioned to the snell of blood and sounds of death, and
for a while they didn't take alarmas the warriors

qui etly wal ked their nounts around, casually killing
horses with their swords. After a little they
spooked, however, mlling in the darkness, and the

nort hnmen worked faster. Some found the place where
the fence had been | owered, and Erik stationed
hinsel f there as guard and executioner. It didn't
take themlong to panic then, hopping clunmsily in
t heir hobbl es and whinnying in the Iight of the
hal f-ri sen noon
The reddi sh noon, shaved to slightly

I ess than half a disk, had risen alnost entirely
above the hills, throwing a pale Iight over the
val l ey. The sentry atop the gate tower strained his
eyes northward. Sonething was goi ng on over there
with the enenmy's horses, but it was nuch too far to
see by nmoonlight. The swi ne outside heard it, too, he
t hought. One of them was shouting orders, and three
trotted their horses down the road in that direction

When the first Iinmb of the noon had
shown, he had hissed the news down to the courtyard,
and the knights had mounted their horses. The sounds
of their |ow voices had stopped, and they sat in hard
and silent readiness. Al he could hear now was the



occasi onal inpatient sound of a hoof stanping on the
packed ground or a creak of I eather

Suddenly there was anot her sound,
startling him distant shouts and whoops, as of
horsenen riding into the village fromthe east. The
eneny outside turned, staring in that direction but
unable to see a thing except the buildings standing
dimMy in the noonlight across the fields. Their
captain trotted
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his horse a few tentative steps in that direction
stopped for a brief noment, then spoke a comrand. The
whol e body of them broke into a gallop toward the
vi | | age.

The sentry called down quietly and heard
the dull sound of well-greased chains as the
portcullis was rai sed. The gates opened and the
knights trotted out, then spurred their horses
f or war d.

Sten | ed the peasant charge, and just
outside the village his whoop signalled theirs to
begin. Briefly they storned through the vill age,
choppi ng at the occasional enemy caught outside,
bef ore those inside roused and began to stunble out
of doorways. Sten knew there was nothing |ike danger
to clear the funes froma drunken brain, but still,

t he eneny was afoot, confused, and slow of reflexes,
and the clumsy hate-fill ed peasants rode hew ng anong
the huts.

Then, nore quickly than he'd expected,

t he angry, sober troop that had stood watch outside
the castle were on them and he shouted and heard
Hannes shout to ride, ride for the forest. Peasant

bl ood-1ust turned to panic before the onsl aught, and
they fled, or tried to, streamng out into the field
with clots of horse barbarians cutting them out of
their saddl es. Wshing he were the horseman the eneny
were, Sten drew al ongsi de Hannes, guarding him
because the man was sonething to Nils.

The kni ghts had bypassed the village to
the east. There were only twelve of them but they
were strong and battl e-hardened and they hit as a
solid wave, unexpectedly, rolling up the flank of the



al ready occupi ed eneny. The remaini ng peasants
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rode on in unnolested terror as their pursuers turned
to face the assault. As the horse barbarians rallied,
t he kni ghts began to give back toward the castle.

And froma roof, a huddled half-frozen
girl cried out with her mind, "Nils, Nils, conme and
get ne."

6.

This gray dawn was the col dest yet, and
t he horses' hooves sounded sharply on the frozen
ground. There were no clouds. To the east the sky
shone yellow along the Iine of hills as they rode
sout hward down the road. Ilse was draped with a
sl eepi ng robe dropped at a door by a horse barbarian
and snatched up by Nils as the three warriors had
gal | oped through the village to get her. Now Sten
havi ng circled eastward, caught up with them

Hannes, he said, had stayed with his
surviving peasants, leading theminto the forest.

"And what will happen to then?" 11lse
asked. "WII the eneny hunt them down?"

Nils smiled. "The first thing the eneny
will do is see what horses he can find. It won't be
many; mnostly peasant plow horses.” He turned to Sten
"How many horse barbarians died, do you think?"

Sten answered in Swedish so that Leif

and Erik could understand. "lI'd guess maybe twenty
were killed this afternoon with arrows fromthe
roofs, but that's just a guess. | watched froma
hedgerow, but not very close. And toni ght Hannes
peasant s
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nmust have tallied twenty or nmore killed. Killed or

mai med, that is. Their strokes weren't too accurate,
and | kept worrying they'd fall off their horses. But
even peasants can be effective with an advantage |ike
t hat.

"The knights nust have killed ten or a
dozen when they hit, and maybe a few nore getting
back to the castle. And the archers at the castle
m ght have gotten lucky in the moonlight and knocked



off a fewnore if they followed too close to the
wal | s. How many does that cone to?"

"Fifty or sixty," Nls answered. "And we
killed four paddock guards and maybe half a dozen in
the village when we rode in to get Ilse. And we
killed horses until my sword armgot so tired | had
to switch hands."

He turned to Ilse. "W'Il have to teach
you Swedi sh now. Qur people don't know Anglic."

"Perhaps we should teach Leif and Erik
Anglic, too." She smiled when she said it, but Nls

sensed sonet hi ng behind the words. "I had a
precogni -ti on weeks ago," she went on. "Men will cone
out of the sky in a starship, men like the ancients,
speaking Anglic, and they will conme anobng your

peopl e. "



