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PART |: VENTURE OUT
OF SULCARKEEP

|
S| EGE PERI LOUS

a The rain was a slantw se curfain across the di ngy
street, washing soot fromcity walls, the taste of it

| metallic on the lips of the tall, thin man who wal ked
with a loping stride close to the buildings, watching the

| nmout hs of doorways, the gaps of alleys with a narrow
\ eyed i ntentness.

"l Sinon Tregarth had left the railroad station two—er
was it three hours ago? He had no reason to mark the
passing of time any longer. It had ceased to have any

n meani ng, and he had no destination. As the hunted, the
runner, the hider—ao, he was not in hiding. He wal ked

in the open, alert, ready, his shoulders as straight, his
head as erect as ever.

In those first frantic days when he had retained a w sp
of hope, when he had used every scrap of aninal

cunni ng, every trick and dodge he had | earned, when he
had twi sted and back-trailed, and befogged his tracks,
then he had been governed by hours and m nutes, he

had run. Now he wal ked, and he would continue to

wal k until the death lurking in one of those doorways,
in anbush in sone alley would confront him And even
then he woul d go down using his fangs. Hi s right hand,
thrust deep into the soggy pocket of his top coat, ca-
ressed those fangs—snooth, sleek, deadly, a weapon

4 ANDRE NORTON

which fitted as neatly into his palmas if it were a part of
his finely trai ned body.

Tawdry red-and-yel |l ow neon |ights made wavering

patterns across the water-slick pavenent; his acquain-
tance with this town was centered about a hotel or two

| ocated at its center section, a handful of restaurants,
sonme stores, all a casual traveler learned in two visits
hal f a dozen years apart. And he was driven by the urge
to remain in the open, for he was convinced that the end
to the chase would cone that night or early tomnorrow.

Sinon realized that he was tiring. No sl eep, the need
for constant sentry—go. He sl ackened pace before a
lighted doorway, read the | egend on the rain-linmp awn-
ing above it. A doorman swung open the inner porta
and the man in the rain accepted the tacit invitation,
stepping into warnth and the fragrance of food.

The bad weat her nmust have di scouraged patrons.
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Maybe that was why the headwaiter wel coned him so

qui ckly. O perhaps the cut of the still presentable suit
protected fromthe danp by the coat he shed, his faint
but unm stakabl e natural arrogance—the mark |eft

upon a nman who has commanded his kind and been

readily obeyed—nsured for himthe well-placed table

and the speedily attentive waiter.

Sinon grinned wyly as his eye sped down the |ines

of the menu, and there was a ghost of true hunor in that
grin. The condemmed man woul d eat a hearty nea

anyway. His reflection, distorted by the curving side of
the polished sugarbow , smiled back at him A |ong

face, fine-drawn, with lines at the corners of the eyes,
and deeper set brackets at the lips, a brown face, well -
weat hered, but in its way an agel ess face. It had | ooked
much the same at twenty-five, it would continue to | ook
so at sixty.

W TCH WORLD 5

Tregarth ate slowy, savoring each bite, letting the
conforting warnth of the room of the carefully chosen
wine, relax his body if not mind and nerves. But that
rel axation nurtured no fal se courage. This was the end,
he knew it—-had conme to accept it.

"Par don .

The fork he had raised with its thick bite of steak

i mpal ed did not pause before his lips. But in spite of
Sinon's iron control a nuscle twitched in his | ower
eyelid. He chewed, and then he answered, his voice
even.

" YeSt)u

The man standing politely at his table might be a
broker, a corporation | awer, a doctor. He had a pro-
fessional air designed to inspire confidence in his fel-
| ows. But he was not what Sinon had expected at all,

he was too respectable, too polite and correct to be—
deat h! Though the organi zati on had nmany servants in

wi dely separated fields.

"Col onel Sinon Tregarth, | believe?"

Si non broke a muffin apart and buttered it. "Sinon

Tregarth, but not 'Colonel'," he corrected, and then
added with a counterthrust on his own, "As you well
know. "

The other seenmed a little surprised, and then he
smled, that snooth, soothing, professional smle.

"How nml adroit of ne, Tregarth. But let ne say at

once—+ amnot a nenber of the organization. | am
i nstead—+f you wish it, of course—a friend of yours.
Permt nme to introduce nyself. | amDr. Jorge Pet-

ronius. Very much at your service, may | add."

Si non blinked. He had thought the scrap of future
remaining to himwell accounted for, but he had not
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reckoned on this neeting. For the first time in bitter
6 ANDRE NORTON

days he felt, far inside him the stir of something
renotely akin to hope.

It did not occur to himto doubt the identification
offered by this snmall nman watching himnarrowy now
through the curiously thick | enses, supported by such
heavy and broad bl ack plastic franmes that Petronius
appeared to wear the half-mask of eighteenth century

di sqguise. Dr. Jorge Petronius was very well known

t hroughout that hal f-world where Tregarth had |ived for
several violent years. If you were "hot" and you were
al so lucky enough to be in funds you went to Petronius.
Those who did were never found thereafter, either by
the law, or the vengeance of their fellows.

"Samy is in town,
voi ce conti nued.

that precise, slightly accented

Si non si pped appreciatively at his wine. "Sam
my?" he matched the other's detachment. "I amfl at-
tered."”

"Ch, you have sonething of a reputation, Tregarth.

For you the organization unl eashed their best hounds.

But after the efficient way you dealt with Kotchev and
Lanpson, there remai ned only Samry. However, he is
slightly different netal fromthe others. And you have,
if you will forgive ny prying into your personal affairs,
been on the run for sone tine. A situation which does

not exactly strengthen the sword arm"”

Si non | aughed. He was enjoying this, the good food
and drink, even the sly needling of Dr. Jorge Pet-
ronius. But he did not |ower his guard.

"So, nmy sword arm needs strengthening? Well, doc-
tor, what do you suggest as the renedy?"

"There i s—y own."

Si non put down his wine glass. Ared drop trickled
down its side to be absorbed by the cloth.

W TCH WORLD 7

"l have been told your services cone high, Pet-
ronius ."'

The small man shrugged. "Naturally. But in return

can prom se conpl ete escape. Those who trust ne
receive the worth of their dollars. | have had no com
plaints."

"Unfortunately I amnot one who can afford your
services."

"Your recent activities having so eaten into your
cash reserve? But, of course. However, you |eft San
Pedro with twenty thousand. You could not have com
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pl etely exhausted such a sumin this short interval. And
if you neet Sammy what renains shall only be returned
t oHanson. "

Sinon's lips tightened. For an instant he | ooked as
dangerous as he was, as Sammy would see himif they
had a fair, face-to-face neeting.

"Way hunt nme up—and how?" he asked.

"Why?" Agai n Petronius shrugged. "That you

shal |l understand later. | am in nmy way, a scientist, an
explorer, an experimenter. As for how | knew you were

in town and in need of ny service—regarth, you

shoul d be aware by now how runor spreads. You are a

mar ked nman and a dangerous one. Your com ng and

going is noted. It is a pity for your sake that you are
honest . "

Sinon's right hand balled into a fist. "After ny
activities of the past seven years you apply that label to
me?"

It was Petronius who | aughed now, a small chuckle,
inviting the other to enjoy the hunor of the situation
"But honesty sonetines has very little to do with the
pronouncenents of the law, Tregarth. If you had not
been an essentially honest man-as well as one with

8 ANDRE NORTON

i deal s—you woul d never have stood up toHanson. It is
because you are what you are that | know you are ripe
for me. Shall we go?"

Sonehow Si non found hinmsel f paying his check

following Dr. JorgePetronius. A car waited at the curb,
but the doctor did not address its driver as the machine
carried theminto the night and the rain.

"Simon Tregarth," Petronius' voice was as inper-

sonal now as if he recited data inportant only to him
self. "OF Cornish descent. Enlisted in the U S. Arny

on March tenth, 1939. Pronoted on the field from
sergeant to lieutenant, and clinbed to rank of

Li eut enant - Col onel . Served in the occupation forces
until stripped of his comm ssion and inprisoned for—
For what. Col onel? Ah, yes, for flagrant black market
dealing. Only, nost unfortunately the brave col onel did
not know he had been drawn into a crimnal deal unti

too late. That was the point, was it not, Tregarth, which
put you on the other side of the | aw? Since you had been
gi ven the nane you thought you might as well play the
gare.

"Since Berlin you have been busy in quite a few
dubi ous exploits, until you were unwi se enough to
cross Hanson. Another affair into which you were
pushed unknow ngly? You seemto be an unl ucky nan,
Tregarth. Let us hope that your fortunes change to-
ni ght."
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"Where are we goi ng—+to the docks?"

Again he heard that rich chuckle. "W head

downt own, but not to the harbor. My clients travel, but
not by sea, air, or land. How rmuch do you know of the
traditions of your fatherland. Col onel ?"

"Mat acham Pennsylvania has no traditions | ever
heard of =

W TCH WORLD 9

"I am not concerned with a crude mning town on
this continent. |I am speaking of Cornwall, which is
ol der than tinme—eur tine."

"My grandparents were Cornish. But | don't know
any nore than that."

"Your famly was of the pure blood, and Cornwall is
old, so very old. It is associated with Wales in | egends.
Arthur was known there, and the Romans of Britain
huddl ed within its borders when the axes of the Saxons
swept themto |inbo. Before the Romans there were

others, many, many others, some of thembearing with
them scraps of strange know edge. You are going to

make me very happy, Tregarth." There was a pause as

if inviting comment; when Sinon did not answer, the

ot her conti nued.

"I am about to introduce you to one of your native
traditions, Colonel. A nost interesting experiment.
Ah, here we are!"

The car had stopped before the mouth of a dark alley.
Pet roni us opened the door.

"You now behol d the single drawback of mnmy estab-
lishment, Tregarth. This lane is too narrow to accom
nmodate the car; we nust wal k."

For a nmonent Sinon stared up the black nouth
wondering if the doctor had brought himto sone ap-
poi nted sl aughterhouse. Did Sammy wait here? But
Pet roni us had snapped on a torch and was waving its
beam ahead in invitation.

"Only a yard or two, | assure you. Just follow nme."

The all ey was indeed a short one and they cane out

into an enpty space between towering buil dings.
Squatting in a hollow ringed about by these giants was a
smal | house.

'You see here an anachronism Tregarth.'' The doc-
10 ANDRE NORTON

tor set a key in the door lock.' This is a | ate seventeenth
century farmhouse in the heart of a twentieth century

city. Because its title is in doubt, it exists, a very
substantial ghost of the past to haunt the present. Enter

pl ease. "
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Later, as he steaned in front of an open fire, a

m xture his host had pressed upon himin his hand,

Si non t hought that Petronius' description of a ghost
house was very apt. It needed only a steeple crowned

hat for the doctor's head, a sword at his side, to com
plete the illusion that he had stepped fromone era into
anot her.

"Where do | go fromhere?" he asked

Petronius prodded the fire with a poker. "You shal
go at dawn, Colonel, free and clear, as | promse. As to
where," he smiled, "that we shall see."

"Wy wait until dawn?"

As if being forced into telling nore than he w shed,
Petroni us put down the poker and wi ped his hands on a
handker chi ef before he faced his client squarely.

"Because only at dawn does your door open—the

proper one for you. This is a story at which you may
scoff, Tregarth, until you see the proof before your
eyes. Wiat do you know of nenhirs?"

Simon felt absurdly pleased that he could supply an
answer the other obviously did not expect.

"They were stones—set in circles by prehistoric
men—St onehenge. !

"Set up in circles, sonetines. But they had ot her

uses al so." Petronius was all unsuppressed eagerness
now, begging for serious attention fromhis |istener
"There were certain stones of great power mnentioned

in the old |l egends. The Lia Fail of the Tuatha De
Danann of Ireland. Wen the rightful king trod upon it,
it shouted aloud in his honor. It was the coronation

W TCH WORLD 11

stone of that race, one of their three great treasures.
And do not the kings of England to this day still cherish
the Stone of Scone beneath their throne?

"But in Cornwall there was another stone of

power —the Siege Perilous. It was one runored to be
able to judge a man, determne his worth, and then
deliver himto his fate. Arthur was supposed to have
di scovered its power through the Seer Merlin and in-
corporated it anmpbng the seats of the Round Table. Six
of his knights tried it—and di sappeared. Then cane
two who knew its secret and stayed: Percival and

Gal ahad. "

"Look here." Sinmobn was bitterly di sappointed, the
nmore so because he had al nost dared to hope again.
Petroni us was cracked, there was no escape after all.
"Arthur and the Round Table-that's a fairy tale for
kids. You're talking as if—=

"As if it were true history?" Petronius caught him
up. "Ah, but who is to say what is history and what is
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not? Every word of the past which comes to us is

col ored and influenced by the | earning, the prejudices,
even the physical condition of the historian who has
recorded it for later generations. Tradition fathers his-
tory and what is tradition but word of nouth? How

di storted may such accounts becone in a single genera-
tion? You, yourself, had your entire |ife changed by
perjured testinmony. Yet that testinony had been in-
serted in records, has now becone history, untrue as it
is. How can anyone say that this story is | egend but that
one a fact, and know that he is correct? Hstory is nade,
is recorded by human beings, and it is larded with al

the errors our species is subject to. There are scraps of
truth in legend and many lies in accepted history.
know—for the Siege Perilous does exist!

"There are also theories of history alien to the con-
12 ANDRE NORTON

venti onal ones we learn as children. Have you ever
heard of the alternate worlds which may stem from
nmonent ous deci sions? I n one of those worlds, Col one
Tregarth, perhaps you did not turn aside your eyes on
that night in Berlin. In another you did not neet with
me an hour ago, but went on to keep your rendezvous
with Sanmmy!"

The doctor rocked back and forth on his heels, as if

set teetering by the force of his words and belief. And in
spite of hinmself Sinon caught a bit of that fiery en-

t husi asm

"Which of these theories do you intend to apply to
my probl enP"

Petroni us | aughed, once again at ease.' 'Just have the
patience to hear ne out w thout believing that you are
listening to a madman, and | shall explain." He

gl anced fromthe watch on his wist to the wall clock
behind him "W have sone hours yet. So, it is |like
this—

As the little man began nout hi ng what sounded |ike

wi | d nonsense, Sinmon obediently |istened. The

warnth, the drink, the chance to rest were paynent
enough. He m ght have to | eave to face Samy | ater

but that chance he pushed to the back of his mnd as he
concentrated on what Petronius was sayi ng.

The nell ow chinme of the ancient clock struck the

hour three tines before the doctor was done. Tregarth
si ghed, perhaps he had only been battered into subm s-
sion by that flood of words, but if it were true-And
there was Petronius' reputation. Sinon unbuttoned his
shirt and drew out his noney belt.

"l know that Sacarsi and Wl verstein haven't been
heard of since they contacted you," he conceded.

"No, for they went through their doors; they found
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the worlds they had al ways unconsciously sought. It is

as | have told you. One takes his seat upon the Siege and
bef ore hi mopens that existence in which his spirit, his
m nd-his soul if you wish to call it that—+s at home.

And he goes forth to seek his fortune there.”

"Way haven't you tried it yoursel f?" That was to

Sinon the weak point in the other's story. |f Petronius
possessed the key to such a door, why had he not used it
hi nsel f?

"Why?" The doctor stared down at the two plunp

hands resting on his knees. "Because there is no
return—and only a desperate nan chooses an irrevoca-
ble future. In this world we always cling to the beli ef
that we can control our lives, nmake our own deci sions.
But through there, we have nmade a choi ce whi ch cannot
be cancelled. | use words, many words, but at this
moment | cannot seemto choose themrightly to ex-
press what | feel. There have been nmany Guardi ans of
the Siege—enly a few of them have used it for them
selves. Perhaps . . . sone day . . .but as yet | have
not the courage."

"So you sell your services to the hunted? Well, that
is one way of making a living. Alist of your clients
m ght make interesting reading."

"Correct! | have had sone very fanmpous nmen apply

for assistance. Especially at the close of the war. You
m ght not believe the identity of sone who sought ne
out then, after fortune's wheel spun against them"

Si mon nodded. "There were' sonme. notable gaps in

the war crinminal captures," he remarked. "And sone

odd worl ds your stone nust have opened if your tale is
true." He arose and stretched. Then went to the table
and counted out the noney he took fromhis belt. Od
bills, nost of them dirty, with a greasy filmas if the

14
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busi ness they had been used for had transl ated sone of

its sline to their creased surfaces. There remained in

his hand a single coin. Sinon spun it in the air and let it
ring down on the polished wood. The engraved eagl e

lay up. He looked at it for a monment and then picked it

up again.

"This | take."

"A luck piece?" The doctor was busy with the bills,
stacking theminto a tidy pile. "By all neans retain it
then; a man can never have too nuch | uck. And now, |

di sli ke speeding the parting guest, but the power of the
Siege is limted. And the proper nonent is all inpor-
tant. This way, please."

He mi ght have been ushering one into a dentist's
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office, or to a board neeting, Sinon thought. And
perhaps he was a fool to follow

The rain had stopped, but it was still dark in the
square box of yard behind the ol d house. Petronius
pushed a switch and a |light fanned out fromthe back
door. Three gray stones forned an arch which topped
Simon's head by a few scant inches. And before that

lay a fourth stone, as unpolished, unshaped and angul ar
as the others. Beyond that arch was a wooden fence,

hi gh, unpainted, rotted with age, grimed with city dirt,
and a foot or two of sour slumsoil, nothing el se.

Si non stood for a long nonent, inwardly sneering at
his half-belief of a few nmonents earlier. Now was the
time for Sanmy to appear and Petronius to earn his rea
f ee.

But the doctor had taken his stand to one side of the
clock on the ground. He indicated it with a forefinger

"The Siege Perilous. If you will just take your seat
there, Colonel—+t is alnost tinme."

A grin, without hunor, to underline his own folly,
W TCH WORLD

twisted Sinmon's thin-lipped nouth, as he straddl ed the
stone and then stood for an instant partly under that arch
bef ore he sat down. There was a rounded depression to

fit his hips. Curiously, with a sense of foreboding, he
put out his hands. Yes, there were two other, snaller
hollows to hold his palns, as Petronius had pronised.

Not hi ng happened. The wooden fence, the strip of
musty earth remai ned. He was about to stand up
when—

"Nowl " Petronius' voice fluted in a word which
was hal f call

There was a swirling within the stone arch, a nelt-
i ng.

Si non | ooked out across a stretch of mporl and which

I ay under a gray dawn sky. A fresh wind laden with a
strange, invigorating scent fingered his hair. Some-
thing within himstraightened |like a | eashed hound to
trace that wind to its source, run across that noorl and.

"Your world, Colonel, and | wi sh you the be'st of
it

He nodded absently, no longer interested in the little
man who called to him This might be an illusion, but it
drew himas nothing else ever had in his life. Wthout a
word of farewell Sinobn arose and strode beneath the
arch.

There was an instant of extreme pani c—such fear as
he had never imagi ned could exist, worse than any
physi cal pain—as if the universe had been wenched
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brutally apart and he had been spilled out into an awfu
not hi ngness. Then he sprawl ed face down on thick wry
turf.

Il
MOOR HUNT

The dawn |ight did not mean sun to come, for there was
athick mist filling the air. Sinon got to his feet and
gl anced back over his shoul der/ Two rough pillars of
reddi sh rock stood there, between themno city yard but
a stretch of the sane gray-green noor running on and

on into a wall offog.Petronius had been right: this was
no world he knew.

He was shivering. Though he had brought his top

coat with him he did not have his hat, and the npisture
pl astered his hair to his skull, trickled fromscalp to
neck and cheek. He needed shel ter—sone goal

Slowy Sinon made a conplete turn. No buil ding

showed within the rimof the horizon. Wth a shrug he
chose to wal k straight away fromthe rock pillars; one
direction was as good as anot her.

As he pl odded across the soggy turf the sky grew
lighter, the mst |ifted, and the character of the |and
changed slowy. There were nore outcrops of the red
stone, the rolling ground held nore sharp rises and
descents. Before him how many niles away he could

not judge, a broken line cut the sky, suggesting heights
to cone. And the neal he had treated hinself to was
many hours in the past He twisted a | eaf froma bush,
chewed it absently, finding the flavor pungent but not
unpl easant. Then he heard the noise of the hunt.

16

W TCH WORLD

A homcalled in a series of ascending notes, to be
answered by a yapping and a single nuffled shout.

Si non began to trot. Wen he canme out on the lip of a
ravine he was certain that the clanor came fromthe
other side of that cut, and was heading in his direction.
Wth the caution of past conmmando training, he went to
earth between two boul ders.

The woman was the first to break fromthe cover of

the scrub brush on the opposite bank. She sprinted, her
long Il egs holding to the steady, dogged pace of one who
has had a | ong chase behind, an even nore di stant goa
ahead. At the edge of the narrow valley she hesitated to
| ook back.

Agai nst the grayi sh-green of the vegetation her slim

i vory body, hardly concealed by the tatters which were
her only covering, seened to be spotlighted by the wan
light of the dawn. Wth an inpatient gesture she pushed
back strands of her |ong black hair, ran her hands across
her face. Then she began to work her way al ong the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (10 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:17 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt

crest of the slope, hunting for a path down.

The horn peal ed and t he yappi ng answered it. She
started convul sively and Sinon half arose out of his

hi di ng pl ace as he suddenly realized that in that grim
hunt she must be the quarry.

He dropped to one knee again as she jerked one other
rags free froma thorn bush. The force of that inpatient
tug sent her skidding over the rim Even then she did
not scream but her hands grabbed for a bush as she

went forward, and its branches held. As she struggl ed
for footing the hounds burst into view

They were thin, white animals, their |anky bodies
turning with al nost boneless fluidity as they came to
the edge of the valley wall. Wth sharp noses pointed
down at the wonman, they gave triunphant tongue in
wai | i ng how s.

18
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The woman withed, flinging out her legs in a fren-
zied fight to reach sone toehold on a narrow | edge to
her right, a | edge which mght afford her a path to the
val l ey floor. Perhaps she m ght have nade it had the
hunters not arrived.

They were on horseback, and he who wore the horn

cord over his shoulder remained in the saddle, while his
conpani on di smounted and wal ked briskly to | ook

over, Kkicking and sl appi ng the hounds from his path.
When he saw the worman his hand went to a hol ster at

his belt.

Seeing himin turn the woman stopped her vain

efforts to reach the | edge, hanging from her bush, her
bl ank face, imnpassive, up to his. He grinned as he
unsheat hed hi s weapon, obviously savoring the

hel pl essness of his prey.

Then the slug from Sinon's gun caught hi m dead
center. Wth a screamhe tottered forward and fell into
the gully.

Bef ore echo of shot and scream had di ed away, the

ot her huntsman took cover, which told Sinon a little of
the caliber of those he faced. And the hounds went

mad, racing wildly up and down, filling the air with
their yappi ng.

But the woman nmade a | ast effort and found foothold

on the | edge. She sped down that path to the floor of the
gul ly, taking cover anong the rocks and brush which

choked it. Sinmon saw a flash in the air. Point deep in the
earth, not two inches away from where he had crouched

to nmake his shot, a small dart quivered back and forth

and then stood still. The other hunter had given battle.

Ten years ago Sinon had played such games al nost
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daily, relished them And, he discovered, some actions
once | earned by nuscles and body are riot quickly
forgotten. He wiggled into denser cover to wait. The

W TCH WORLD 19

hounds were tiring, several had flung thensel ves

down, to lie panting. It was now a matter of patience,
and Sinon had that in abundance. He saw that trenor of
vegetation and fired for the second tinme—to be
answered by a cry.

A few nonents later, alerted by a crackling of brush

he crept to the edge of the valley, and so canme face to
face with the wonman. Those dark eyes, set at a provoca-
tive slant in her triangular face, searched his with a keen
intentness Sinmon found a little disconcerting. Then, as

hi s hand cl osed about her shoulder to draw her into

deeper cover, he gained a sharp inpression of danger,

of a desperate need to keep novi ng across the noor.

There was only safety beyond the edge of the noor,

back in the direction fromwhich he had cone.

So strong was that warning that Sinmon found hinself
crawl i ng back among the rocks before getting to his feet
and running, matching his stride to hers, the yamrer-
ing of the hounds grow ng fainter behind them

Al t hough she nust have al ready been running for

weary mles, his conpanion held to a pace which he

had to stretch to match. At last they cane to a pl ace
where the noor began to give way to boggy ponds

edged with wai st-high weeds. It was then that a down

wi nd brought themagain the faint call of a horn. And at
that echo the wonman | aughed, glancing at Sinon as if to
ask himto share sone jest. She indicated the bog
patches with a gesture which suggested that here | ay
their safety.

About a quarter of a mle before thema nist curled

and curdl ed, thickening, spreading to cut across their
path, and Sinmon studied it. In such a curtain they m ght
be safe, but also they night be lost. And, oddly

enough, that mist appeared to rise froma single source.

The wonman rai sed her right arm Froma broad neta
20
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band about her wrist shot a flash of light, ained at the
m st. She waved with her other hand for himto be still,
and Sinon squinted into that curtain, alnost certain he
saw dark shapes novi ng about there.

A shout, the words of the cry inconprehensible, but

the tone of chall enge unm stakabl e, canme from ahead.

Hi s conpani on answered that with a lilting sentence or
two. But when the reply cane she staggered. Then she

drew hersel f together and | ooked to Sinobn, putting out

her hand in hal f-appeal. He caught it, enfolding it in his
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own warm fist, guessing they nmust have been refused
ai d.

"What now?" he asked. She might not be able to
understand the words but he was certain she knew their
meani ng.

Delicately she licked a finger tip and held it into that
wind rising to whip her hair back froma face on which a
purple bruise swelled at jaw i ne and dark shadows
deepened the hol | ows beneath her high cheekbones.

Then, still hand in hand with Sinon, she pulled to the
left; wading out into evil-snelling pools where green
scum was broken by their passing and clung in sliny
patches to her | egs and his sodden sl acks.

So they made their way about the edge of the bog,

and that fog which sealed its interior traveled on a
parall el course with them walling themout. Sinon's

hunger was a gnawi ng ache, his soaked shoes rubbed
blisters on his feet. But the sounds of the horn were |ost.
Perhaps their present path had baffl ed the hounds.

Hi s gui de fought her way through a reed thicket and
brought themout on a ridge of higher ground where
there was a road of sorts, hardened by usage, but no
wi der than a footpath. Wth it to follow they made
better tine.
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It must have been | ate afternoon, though in that gray
neutral light hours could not be nmarked, when the road
began to clinb. Ahead were the escarpnments of the red
rock, rising alnost as a crudely constructed wall,

pi erced by a gap which cradl ed the road.

They were alnpbst to this barrier when their |uck

failed. Qut of the grass beside the trail burst a snall
dark animal to run between the wonman's feet, throw ng

her off bal ance, sprawling on the beaten clay. She
uttered her first sound, a cry of pain, and caught at her
right ankle. Sinobn hastened to push her hands asi de and
used know edge | earned on the battlefield to assess the
damage. Not a break, but under his nanipul ati on she
caught her breath sharply, and it was plain she could not
go on. Then, once nore, cane the call of the horn

"This tears it!" Sinon said to hinself rather than to
the wonan. He ran ahead to the gap. The trace of road
wound on to a river in a plain, with no cover. Save for
the rock pinnacles which guarded the pass, there was no
other break in the flat surface of the ground for mles.
He turned to the escarpnent and examined it with
attention. Dropping his coat, he kicked off his soggy
shoes and tested handhol ds. Seconds | ater he reached a
| edge which could be seen fromroad level only as a
shadow. But its width pronised shelter and it woul d
have to do for their stand.

When Sinon descended the woman cane creeping
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toward hi mon her hands and knees. Wth his strength
and determ nation added to hers they gai ned that shal -

| ow refuge, crouching so closely together in that pocket
of wind-worn rock that he could feel the warnth of her
hurried breath on his cheek as he turned his head to

wat ch their back trail

Si non al so becane aware of her trenbling, half-
22
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cl ot hed body as shudders shook her fromhead to foot m
when the wind licked at them Cunsily he wapped his
coat, danp as it was, about her and saw her smile, m
though the natural curve of her lips was distorted by a
torn lip marked by a recent bl ow. She was not beautiful,
he deci ded; she was far too thin, too pale, too worn. In
fact, though her body was frankly reveal ed by the

di sarray of her rags, he was conscious of no nale
interest at all. And as that thought crossed his nind

Si non was al so aware that she did in sone way under -
stand his appraisal and that it amused her.

She hitched forward to the edge of the hollow so that
they were shoul der to shoul der, and now she pull ed

back the sleeve of his coat, resting her wist, with its
wi de bracel et, on her knee. Fromtinme to tinme she

rubbed her fingers across an oval crystal set in that
band.

Through the keening of the wind they could hear the
horn, the reply of the hounds. Sinobn drew his auto-
matic. H's conmpanion's fingers flashed fromthe
bracel et to touch the weapon briefly, as if by that she
could divine the nature of the arm Then she nodded as
those white dots which were hounds cane fromthe

trees down the road. Four riders followed and Sinobn
studi ed t hem

The open nethod of their approach argued that they

did not expect trouble. Perhaps they did not yet know

the fate of their two conrades by the ravine; they m ght
believe that they still trailed one fugitive instead of two.
He hoped that that was the truth.

Metal helnets with ragged crests covered their heads
and curious eye-pieces were snapped down to nmask the
upper halves of their faces. They wore garnents which
seened to be both shirt and jacket |aced fromwaist to
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throat. The belts about their waists were a good twenty
i nches wi de and supported bol stered sidearns, as well

as sheat hed kni ves, and various pouches and accou-
ternments he could not identify. Their breeches were
tight-fitting and their boots arose in high peaks on the
outside of the leg. The whol e effect was a uniform one,
for all were cut alike of a blue-green stuff, and a
common synbol was on the right breast of the shirt
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j ackets.

The | ean, snake-headed hounds swirled up the road

and dashed to the foot of the rock, sone standing on
hi ndl egs to paw at the surface bel ow the | edge. Sinon,
remenbering that silent dart, shot First.

Wth a cough the | eader of the hunters reeled and

slipped fromhis saddle, his boot wedging in the stirrups
so that the racing horse jerked a |linp body al ong the
road. There was a shout as Sinon snapped a second

shot. A man caught at his armas he took to cover, while
the horse, still dragging the dead man, bore through the
gap and down into the river plain.

The hounds ceased to cry. Panting, they flung them

sel ves down at the foot of the pinnacle, their eyes like
sparks of yellow fire. Sinon studied themwi th a grow
ing disconfort. He knew war dogs, had seen them used

as canp guards. These were | arge beasts and they were
killers, that was to be read in their stance as they

wat ched and waited. He could pick them off one by

one, but he dared not waste his amunition

Al t hough the day had been so | owering, he knew that

ni ght would be worse with its full darkness, and it was
com ng fast. The wi nd sweeping wetly fromthe bogs

was searching out their shelter with its chill.

Si non noved and one of the hounds junped to alert,
putting its forepaws on the rock and lifting a npaning

24
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how of threat. Firmfingers closed about Sinobn's
upper arm drawi ng himback, to his former position
Agai n t hrough touch he received a nessage. As hope-
| ess as their case appeared, the woman was not
daunted. He gathered that she was waiting for sone-
t hi ng.

Coul d they hope to clinb to the top of the escarp-
ment? In the dusk he caught the shake of her unkenpt
head as if she had read that thought.

Once again the hounds were quiet, lying at the foot of
the crag, their attention for the prey above.
Sonewher e—Si non strained to see through the
dusk—somewhere their masters nmust be on the nove,

pl anning to close in about the fugitives. He knew his
skill as a marksman, but conditions were now rapidly
changing to the others' favor.

He nursed the automatic tensely, alert to the slightest
sound. The worman stirred with a bitten-off exclama-

tion, a gasp of breath. He did not need the urgent tug at
his armto make him |l ook at her

In the dusky quarter |ight a shadow noved up the end
of the | edge. And she snatched his gun, gaining it by
surprise, to bring down its butt with a vicious deadli -
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ness upon that creeping thing.

There was a thin squeal cut sharply in the nmddle.

Si non grabbed the weapon and only when it was back
safely in his grasp, did he |ook at that broken backed,
squirmng creature. Needle teeth, white and curved in a
flat head, a narrow head nmounted on a furred body, red
eyes alive with something which startled hi m—
intelligence in an animal's skull! It was dying, but stil
it wiggled to reach the wonan, a faint hissing trilling
bet ween those fangs, malignant purpose in every |line of
its broken body.

Wth squeam sh distaste Sinon | ashed out with his
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foot, catching the thing on its side, sending it over to
pl op anpng the hounds.

He saw them scatter, separate and draw back as if he
had tossed a |ive grenade into the gathering. Above
their conplaint he heard a nore hearteni ng sound, the
| aught er of the woman beside him And he saw her eyes
were alight with triunph. She nodded and | aughed
again as he leaned forward to survey that pool of
shadow whi ch now | apped about the base of the pinni-
cle, concealing the body of the thing.

Had it been another form of hunter | oosed upon them

by the hi dden nmen bel ow? Yet the uneasiness, the sw ft
departure of the dogs that now mlled yards away,
seened to argue otherwise. If they coursed with the
dead creature it was not by choice. Accepting this as
just another of the nysteries he had wal ked i nto—ef his
own free will—Sinmon prepared for a night on sentry-

go. If the silent attack of the small ani mal had been
sonme nove on the part of the besiegers, they m ght now
conme into the open to follow it up.

But, as the darkness thickened, there were no nore

sounds from bel ow whi ch Sinon could interpret as

attack. Again the hounds lay down in a half circle about
the foot of the pinnacle, dimy visible because of their
white hides. Once nor&Tregarth thought of clinbing

to the top of the outcrop—they mght even cross it if the
worman' s | anmeness abat ed.

VWhen it was al nost totally dark she noved. Her

fingers rested for a noment on his wist and then
slipped down to lay cool in his palm Through his own
wat chf ul ness, through his listening for any sound, a
picture formed in his mnd. Knife-she wanted a knife!

He | oosened her hold and took out his pen knife, to have
it snatched from hi meagerly.

What foll owed Sinmon did not understand, but he had
26 ANDRE NORTON

sense enough not to interfere. The cloudy crystal strap-
ped to her wist gave off a faint graveside radi ance. By
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that he watched the point of the knife stab into the bal
of her thunmb. A drop of blood gathered on the skin, was
rubbed across the crystal, so for a nonent the thick
l'iquid obscured the scrap of light.

Then up fromthat oval shone a brighter glow, a shaft
of flane. Again his conpanion | aughed, the | ow

chuckl e of satisfaction. Wthin seconds the crystal was
di m once again. She laid her hand across his gun and he
read in that gesture another nessage. The weapon was

no | onger necessary, aid would cone.

The swanpland wind with its puffs of rottenness

nmoaned around and between the tongues of rock. She

was shivering again and he put his arm about her
hunched shoul ders drawing her to himso that the
warnth of their bodies could be joined. Along the arch
of the sky flashed a jagged sword of purple |ightning.

11
SI MON TAKES SERVI CE

Anot her vivid bolt of lightning rent the sky, just above
the pinnacle. And that was the opening shot of such a
wild battle of sky, earth, wind and stormas Sinon had
never seen before. He had craw ed over battlefields
under the lash of manmade terrors of war, but this was
wor se sonehow-per haps because he knew that there

was no control over those flashes, gusts, blasts.

The rock shook and pitched under them as they clung

as frightened little animals to each other, closing their
eyes to the shock of each strike. There was a continuous
roar of sound, not the nornal rumble of thunder, but the
throb of a giant drum beaten to a rhyt hm whi ch sang
angrily in one's blood and set the brain to spinning
dizzily. The woman's face was pressed tight against
hi m and Si non enfol ded her shaking body as he woul d

the | ast pronise of safety in a reeling world.

It went on and on, beat, crash, lick of light, beat,
wi nd—but as yet no rain. Atrenor in the rock under
them began to echo the thud of the thunderbl asts.

A final spectacular blast |eft Sinon both deaf and
blind for a space. But as the seconds |engthened into
m nutes and there was nothing nore, when even the

wi nd appeared to have exhausted itself, sinking into
smal |, fitful puffs, he raised his head.

The stench of burned animal matter poi soned the air.
A wavering glow not too far away marked a brush fire.

27
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But the blessed quiet held and the wonan stirred in his
arnms, pushing free. Once again he had an inpression of
confidence, a confidence mxed with triunph, sone

ganme had cone to a victorious end and to the woman's
sati sfaction.
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He longed for a light with which to survey the scene
bel ow. Had the hunter or hound survived the storn®
Orange-red light lapped out fromthe fire toward the
escarpnent. Against the foot of the pinnacle lay a
tangl e of stiff white bodies. There was a dead horse in
the road, a man's armresting on its neck

The woman pushed forward, searching with eager

eyes. Then, before Sinmon could stop her, she had

swung over the | edge and he followed, alert for attack,
but seeing only the bodies in the firelight.

warnth of flane reached themand it was good. His
conpani on held out both arms to the glow Sinon

skirted the dead hounds, scorched and tw sted by the
bolt which had killed them He canme to the dead horse
with the idea of taking its rider's weapons. Then he saw
the fingers in the animal's coarse nmane nove

The hunter nust be nortally injured, and certainly
Simon had little feeling for himsince that harrying
chase across the nobor and bog. But neither could he

| eave a hel pl ess man so trapped. He struggled with the
wei ght of the dead nount, got that broken body free
where the light of the fire could show hi mwho and what
he had rescued.

Those strai ned, bloodstained, harshly marked fea-

tures held no sign of life, yet the broken chest rose and
fell laboriously and he npaned now and then. Sinon

coul d not have naned his race. The cl ose-cropped hair

was very fair, silver-white alnmst. He had a boldly
hooked nose between wi de cheek bones, an odd com
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bi nation. And Sinon guessed that he was young though
there was little of the unforned boy in that drawn face.

Still on its cord about his shoul der was a dented horn
And the rich ornamentation of his habit, the gemset
brooch at his throat, suggested that he was no common

sol dier. Sinmon, unable to do anything for those exten-
sive hurts, turned his attention to the wide belt and its
arms.

The knife he tucked into his own belt. The strange
sidearm he took fromits holster to examne carefully. It
had a barrel, and sonething which could only be a
trigger. But in his hand the balance felt wong, the grip
awkwar dly shaped. He pushed it inside his shirt.

He was about to | oosen the next item a narrow
cylinder, when a white hand flashed across his shoul der
and took it.

The hunter stirred as if that touch, rather than Si-
mon' s handling, had reached his dazed brain. H s eyes
opened, feral eyes, with a gleamof light within their
dept hs such as a beast's holds in the darkness. And
there was that in those eyes which nmade Sinon recoil.
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He had nmet men who were dangerous, men who

want ed his death and who woul d go about the business

of securing it with a businesslike dispatch. He had
stood face to face with nmen in whom sone trait of
character worked upon himuntil he hated them on

sight. But never before had he seen any such enotion as
lay at the back of those shining green eyes in the
battered face of the hunter.

But Sinon realized that those eyes were not turned
upon him The wonman stood there, a little crookedly
for she favored her injured ankle, turning over in her
hands the rod she had stripped fromthe hunter's belt.
Al nost Sinon expected to see in her expression sone

30 ANDRE NORTON

answer to that burning, corrosive rage with which the
wounded man faced her.

She was wat ching the hunter steadily, w thout any

sign of enobtion. The man's nouth worked, tw sted. He
raised his head with a tortured, visible effort which
racked his whol e body and spat at her. Then his head
cracked back against the roadway and he lay still as if
that |ast gesture of detestation had drained all his re-
serves of energy. And in the light of the now dying fire
his face went queerly slack, his mouth fell open. Sinon
did not need to note the end of that laboring rise and fal
of the crushed chest to know that he was dead.

"Alizon—' The wonan shaped the word carefully,

| ooking to Sinmon and then to the body. Stopping she
i ndi cated the enblemon the dead nman's jacket. "Ali-
zon. "

"Alizon," Sinmon echoed as he got to his feet, hav-
ing no desire to plunder farther.

Now she swung to face the gap through which the
road ran on into the river plain.

"Estcarp— Once nore that careful pronounce-

ment of a name, but her finger indicated the river plain.
"Estcarp." She repeated that, but now touched her

own breast. '

And, as if by that nane she had evoked an answer,

there was a shrilling pipe fromthe other side of the gap
No demandi ng call such as the hunter's horns had

given, but rather a whistling such as a man m ght make
between his teeth as he waited for action. The woman
replied with a shouted sentence which was taken up by

the wind, echoed fromthe sides of the rock barrier.

Si non heard the thud of hooves, the jangle of netal i
against nmetal. But since his conpanion faced the gap
wel com ngly, he was content to wait before going into
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action. Only his hand cl osed about the automatic in his
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pocket and its blunt nuzzle pointed to that space be-
tween the pinnacl es.

They came one at a time, those horsemen. Skinmm ng

bet ween the peaks, the first two fanning out, weapons
ready. Wen they sighted the woman they call ed ea-

gerly; plainly they were friends. The fourth man rode
strai ght ahead to where Sinon and the wonman wait ed.

H s mount was tall, heavy through the barrel as if the
ani mal had been selected to carry weight. But the figure
in the high peaked saddl e was so short of stature Sinon
t hought hima young boy—until he swiung to earth.

In the light of the fire his body glistened, and points
of glitter sparkled on helm belt, throat and wist. Short
he was, but his breadth of shoul der nade that |ack of

hei ght the nore apparent, for his arns and chest were
those intended for a man a third again his size. He wore
arnmor of sone sort with the apparent texture of chain-
mail, yet it clothed himso snugly that it m ght have
been wrought of cloth, yielding to every novenent of

his linbs with the pliability of woven stuff. Hi s hel nmet
was crested with the representation of a bird, w ngs
outstretched. O was it a real bird charnmed to unnatura
i mMmobility? For the eyes which glinted in its upheld
head appeared to watch Sinmon with a sullen ferocity.

The snooth netal cap on which it perched ended in a

kind of scarf of the mamil, |ooped about the wearer's
neck and throat. He tugged at this inpatiently as he

wal ked forward, freeing his face fromits half veiling.
And Si non saw that he had not been so wong in his

first guess after all. The hawk-hel med warri or was
young.

Young, yes, but also tough. H's attention was di-
vi ded between the wonman and Sinmon, and he asked her
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a question as he surveyed Tregarth neasuringly. She
answered with a rush of words, her hand sketching
sonme sign in the air between Sinon and the warrior
Seeing that, the newconer touched his helmin what
was clearly a salute to the outlander. But it was the
wormap who conmanded the situation

Pointing to the warrior she continued her |anguage
| esson: "Koris."

It could be nothing but a personal nanme Sinon de-
cided quickly. He jerked his thunb at his own chest:

"Tregarth, Sinon Tregarth." He waited for her to
nanme hersel f.

But she only repeated what he had said. "Tregarth,
Sinon Tregarth," as if to set the syllables deep in her
m nd. When she did not answer otherwi se he nade his
own denand.

"Who?" he pointed straight at her.
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The warrior Koris started, his hand going to the
sidearmat his belt. And the woman frowned, before her
expressi on becane so renote and cold that Sinon knew
he had bl undered badly.

"Sorry," he spread his hands in gesture which he

hoped she woul d take for apology. In sone way he had

of fended, but it was through ignorance. And the

woman must have understood that, for she nade sone

expl anation to the young officer, though he did not | ook
at Sinmon with any great friendliness during the hours
whi ch fol | owed.

Kori s, showi ng a deference which did not match the

worman' s ragged clothing, but did accord with her air of
command, nounted her behind himon the big black

horse. Sinon rode behind one of the other guardsnen,
linking his fingers in the rider's belt and clinging tight,
as they headed back into the river plain at a pace which
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even the dark of the night did not keep from approach-
ing a gallop.

Along tinme later Sinon lay still in a nest of bed
coverings and stared with unseeing eyes up at the curve
of the carved wood canopy overhead. Save for those

wi de open eyes he mi ght have been deened as suddenly
asl eep as he had been mnutes earlier. But an old talent
for passing fromsleep into instant al ertness had not
been lost with his entrance into this new world. And
now he was busy sorting out inpressions, classifying
know edge, trying to add one fact to another to piece
together a concrete picture of what |ay about him
beyond the confines of the massive bed, the stone walls
of the room

Estcarp was nore than the river plain; it was a series
efforts, stubborn defensive holds al ong a road marki ng
a frontier. Forts where they had changed horses, had
fed, and then swept on again, driven by sone need for
haste Sinon had not understood. And at last it was a
city of round towers, green-gray as the soil in which
they were rooted under the pale sun of a new day,
towers to guard, a wall to encircle, and then other
buil dings of a tall, proud-wal king race with dark eyes
and hair as black as his own, a race with the carriage of
rulers and an odd wei ght of years upon them

But by the tine they had entered that Estcarp Sinon

had been so berused by fatigue, so dulled by the

demands of his own aching body, that there were only
snatches of pictures to be remenbered. And overl aying
themall the sensation of age, of a past so ancient that
the towers and the walls could have been part of the
nmount ai n bones of this world. He had wal ked old cities
'n Europe, seen roadways which had known the tranp

of Roman | egions. Yet the alien aura of age resting here
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was far nore overpowering, and Sinon fought agains
it when he marshalled his facts.

He was quartered in the mddle pile of the city, aj
massi ve stone structure which had both the solemityl
of a temple and the safety-pronise of a fort. He could
just barely remenber the squat officer, Koris, bringing
himto this room pointing to the bed. And then—
not hi ng.

" O was it nothing?

Sinon's brows drew together in a faint frown. Koris,
this room the bed—Yet now as he stared up into the

m ngl ed pattern of intricate carving arching over him
he found things there which were famliar, oddly fam| -
iar, as if the synbols woven back and forth had a
meani ng whi ch he woul d unravel at any nonent now.

Estcarp—eld, old, a country and a city, and a way of
lifel Sinmon tensed. How had he known that? Yet it was
true, as real as the bed on which his saddl e-sore body
rested, as the carvings over him The worman who had
been hunted—she was of this race, of Estcarp—ust as
the dead hunter by the barrier had been of another and
hosti |l e peopl e.

The Guardsmen in the frontier posts were all of the
same nold, tall, dark, aloof in manner. Only Koris,
with his m sshapen body, had differed fromthe nen he
|l ed. Yet Koris' orders were obeyed; only the woman
who rode behind himhad appeared to have nore au-
thority.

Si mon blinked, his hands noved beneath the covers,

and he sat up, his eyes on the curtains to his left. Soft as
it had been, he had caught that whisper of footfall, and

he was not surprised when the rings of the curtains

clicked, and the thick blue fabric parted, so that he

| ooked at the very man who had been in his thoughts.
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Freed of his arnor Koris was even nore of a physica
oddity. Hi s too-w de shoul ders, those dangling, over-

| ong arns overwei ghed the rest of him He was not tal
and his narrow wai st, his slender |egs were doubly

small in contrast to the upper part of his body. But set
on those shoul ders was the head of the man Koris mi ght
have been had nature not played such a cruel trick

Under a thick cap of wheat-yellow hair was the face of a
boy who had only recently cone to manhood, but al so

the face of one who had had no pleasure in that de-

vel opment. Strikingly handsonme, apart fromthose

shoul ders, jarring with them the head of a hero
partnered to the body of an ape!

Sinon slid his | egs down the nound of the high bed

and stood up, sorry at that nonent that he nust force

the other to look up to him But Koris had noved back
with the quickness of a cat and perched on a broad stone
| edge running beneath a slit w ndow, so that his eyes
were still on a level with Tregarth's. He gestured with a
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grace foreign to his long armto a nearby chest, indicat-
ing a pile of clothing there.

Those were not the tweeds he had craw ed out of

bef ore seeki ng bed, Sinmon noted. But he al so saw

somet hing el se, a subtle reassurance of his present
status there. H s automatic, the other contents of his
pocket, had been laid out with scrupul ous neatness to
one side of that new clothing. He was no prisoner,
what ever ot her standing he might have in that hold.

He pull ed on breeches of soft |eather, resenbling

those Koris now wore. Supple as a glove, they were
colored a dark blue. And with themwere a pair of

cal f-high boots of a silvery-gray substance he thought

m ght be reptile hide. Having dressed so far he turned to
the ot her and nmade gestures of washi ng.
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For the first time a ghost of smle touched the
Guardsman's wel | -cut nmouth and he pointed to an al -
cove. Medieval the hold of Estcarp m ght be superfi-
cially, Sinon discovered, but the dwellers therein had
sone nodem vi ews on sanitation. He found hinself
introduced to water which flowed, warm froma wall
pi pe when a sinple lever was turned, to a jar of cream
faintly fragrant, which applied and then w ped off
erased all itch of beard. And with his discoveries cane
a | anguage | esson, until he had a grow ng vocabul ary of
words Koris patiently repeated until Sinon had them
right.

The officer's attitude was one of studied neutrality.

He neither made friendly overtures, save for his | an-
guage instructions, nor accepted Sinon's attenpts at
nmore personal conversation. In fact, as Tregarth pulled
on a garnment intended to serve as both shirt and jacket,
Koris shifted hal fway around on the wi ndow | edge to
stare out into the day sky.

Si nron wei ghed the automatic in his hand. The Est-;
carpian officer appeared to be indifferent as to whether;

this stranger went arned or not. At length Tregarth
slipped it into his belt above his | ean and now enpty
m ddl e, and signed that he was ready to go.

The room gave on a corridor and that, within a few
paces, upon a stair down. Sinobn's inpression of im
measur abl e age was confirned by the hollows worn in
those sane stone steps, a groove running along the left
wal | where fingers nust have passed for eons. Light
came palely from gl obes set far above their heads in
met al baskets, but the nature of that |ight renained a

nystery.

A wider hall lay at the foot and nen passed there.
Sone in the scaled mail were guards on duty, others
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had the easier dress Sinon now wore. They sal uted

Koris and eyed his conpanion with a sonber curiosity

he found vaguely disconcerting, but none of them

spoke. Koris touched Tregarth's arm notioned to a
curtai ned doorway, holding back a loop of the cloth in a
way which suggested an order.

Beyond stretched another hall. But here the bare

stone of the walls were covered w th hangi ngs bearing

the patterns of the same synbols he had seen on the bed
canopy, half fanmiliar, half alien. A sentry stood to
attention at the far end of that way, raising the hilt of his
sword to his lips. Koris |ooped back a second curtain,

but this tine he waved Sinon by him

The room seened | arger than it was because of the

vault of the ceiling which pointed up far overhead. Here
the light gl obes were stronger, and their beans, while
not reaching into those |lofty shadows, did show clearly
the gat hering bel ow.

There were two wonen awaiting himthe first he

had seen within the pile of the keep. But he had to | ook a
second tine to recognize in the one standing, her right
hand on the back of a tall chair which held her conpan-
ion, the woman who had fl ed before the hunters of
Alizon. That hair which had hung in | ank soaked strings
about her then was coiled rather severely into a silver
net, and she was covered primy fromthroat to ankle by
a robe of a simlar msty color. Her only ornament was
an oval of the sane cloudy crystal such as she had worn
then in a wist band, but this hung froma chain so that
the stone rested between the small nounds of her
breasts.

"Simon Tregarth!" It was the seated wonan who
summoned him so his eyes passed to her, and he found
that he could not take them away again.
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She had the sane triangular face, the sanme seeking

eyes, the same black coils of netted hair. But the power
whi ch emanated fromher was |like a blow. He coul d not
have told her age, in sonme ways she m ght have seen the
first stones of Estcarp laid one upon another. But to him
she seenmed agel ess. Her hand flashed up and she tossed

a ball toward him a ball seemingly of the sane cl oudy
crystal as the gem she and her |ieutenant wore as

j ewel s.

Si mon caught it. Against his flesh it was not cold as
he had expected, but warm And as he instinctively
cupped it in both hands, her own cl osed over her jewel,
a gesture echoed by her conpani on.

Tregarth could never afterwards explain, even to
hi nsel f, what followed. In some weird fashion he pic-
tured in his mnd the series of actions which had
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brought himto the world of Estcarp, sensing as he did
so that those two silent wonen saw what he had seen
and in a neasure shared his enotions. Wen he had

done that a current of information flowed in his direc-
tion.

He stood in the main fortress of a threatened, perhaps

a dooned | and. The age-old | and of Estcarp was

menaced fromthe north and fromthe south, and al so
fromthe sea to the west. Only because they were the
heirs of age-old know edge were the dark people of her
fields, her towns and cities, able to hold back the press.
Theirs m ght be a | osing cause, but they would go down
fighting to the |ast blow of sword fromthe last |iving
Guardsman, the | ast blasting weapon man or woman

could lay hand upon

And that sane hunger which had drawn Si non under
the rough arch in Petronius' yard into this |land, was
alive and avid in himonce nore. They nade no appea
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to him their pride was unbendi ng. But he gave his
al |l egi ance to the woman who had questioned him
chose sides in that nmonent with a rush of a boy's
openhearted enthusiasm Wthout a spoken word pass-
i ng between them Sinobn took service in Estcarp

IV
THE CALL OQUT OF SULCARKEEP

Si non rai sed » heavy tankard to his lips. Over the rim
of the vessel he watched the scene alertly. On his first
acquai nt ance he had thought the people of Estcarp
somber ove“hadowed by a crushi ng wei ght of years,

the last remm31115 °~ a dying race who had forgotten al
but dreams o"he past. But during the past weeks he had
| earned bit bY bit how surface and superficial that
judgrment had been. Now in the nmess of the Guards his
attention flic*1l'” fromface to face, reappraising, not
for the first tinme, these men with whom he shared a
daily round ~ duties and | eisure.

To be sure "elr weapons were strange. He had had to
leamthe swi~S °~ a ~ord for use in close nelee, but
their dart gun5 were soough like his automatic to cause
himlittle trouble. He could never match Koris as a
warrior_his respect for that young man's skill was
unbounded. However Sinon knew the tactics of other

arm es other wars, well enough to nmake suggestions

even that a\o°f commander came to appreciate.

Si nron had wondered how he woul d be recei ved

anong the GL1r5-2”" a" nev were '"~"S a stand

agai nst high ~ds and ~° them any stranger m ght repre-
sent an eneny' a breach in the wall of defense. Only he
had not reckoC® Wi mthe ways of Estcarp. Alone in the
nations of thi5 continent, Estcarp was willing to wel -
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conme one coming with a story as wild as his own.
Because t he power of that ancient hol ding was founded
upon—nagi c!

Tregarth rolled the wi ne about his tongue before he
swal | owed, consi dering objectively the matter of

magi c. That word coul d nean sl ei ght-of -hand-tri cks,

it could cover superstitious Miunbo-Junbo—er it

could stand for sonething far nore powerful. WII,

i magi nati on and faith were the weapons of mmgic as
Estcarp used it. O course, they had certain nethods
of focusing or intensifying that will, inmagination, and
faith. But the end result was that they were extrenely
open-m nded about things which could not be seen,

felt, or given visible existence.

And the hatred and fear of their neighbors was

founded upon just that basis—aagic. To Alizon in the
north, Karsten in the south, the power of the Wtches of
Estcarp was evil. "You shall not suffer a witch to
live." How many tines had that been nouthed in his

own world as a curse against innocent and guilty ali ke,
and with far |ess cause.

For the matriarchate of Estcarp did have powers
beyond any human expl anation, and they used them
rut hl essly when necessary. He had helped to bring a
witch out of Alizon where she had ventured to be eyes
and ears for her people.

A witch—Si non drank again. Not every wonan of

Estcarp had the Power. It was a tal ent which skipped
willfully fromfamly to fanmily, generation to genera-
tion. Those who tested out as children were brought to
the central city for their schooling and becane dedi -
cated to their order. Even their nanes were gone, for to
gi ve another one's nanme was to give a part of one's
identity, so that thereafter the receiver had power over
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the giver. Sinon could understand now the enormity of
hi s request when he had asked the nane of the woman
i n whose conpany he had fled over the noor.

Al so the Power was not steady. To use it past a

certain point wore hardly upon the witch. Nor could it ]
al ways be sunmoned at will. Sonetinmes it was apt to ]
fail at some crucial nonment. So, in spite of her witches
and her |earnings, Estcarp had also her mail-clad i
Guards, her lines of forts along her borders, her swords
| oose in many sheat hs.

"Sa ..." The stool beside himwas jerked back

fromthe table as a newcomer swung |l eg across to sit.
"It is hot for the season." A hel m banged down on the
board and a | ong arm swept out to reach the jug of wi ne.
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The hawk on the di scarded hel mstared at Sinon

glassily, its beautifully wought netallic plunage re-
senbling true feathers. Koris drank while questions

were shot at himfrom about the table, as nen night aim
darts for nore deadly purpose. There was discipline in
the forces of Estcarp but off duty there was no caste and
the men about that board were avid for news. Their
commander banged his tankard down with sonme force

and answered briskly:

"You'll hear the nuster horn before the hour of gate
closing, in ny opinion. That was Magnis Gsberic who
prayed safe passage fromthe west road. And he had a

tail in full war gear. It is to ny mnd that Gorm nakes
trouble."”
Hs words fell into a silence at the end. Al of them

now i ncl udi ng Si non, knew what Gorm neant to the
Guards' Captain. For rightfully the lordship of Gorm
shoul d have rested in Koris' powerful hands. Hi s per-
sonal tragedy had not begun there, but it had ended on
that island when, wounded and al one, he had drifted
fromits shore, face down in a | eaking fishing boat.
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Hi | der, Lord Defender of Gorm had been storm

stayed on those nmoors which were a no man's | and

between Alizon and the plains of Estcarp. There, sepa-
rated fromhis nen, he had fallen froma fl oundered

horse and broken an arm to blunder on in a half daze of
pain and fever into the lands of the Tormen, that strange
race who held the bogs against all comers, allow ng no
encroachment upon their soggy domain by any race or

man.

Why Hi | der had not been slain or driven forth again
remai ned ever a nystery. But his story was untold
even after he returned to Gorm sonme nonths | ater

heal ed agai n of body and bearing with hima new nmade
wife. And the men of Gorm-npre straightly, the

worren of Gor m—woul d have none of that marri age,

whi spering that it had been forced upon their lord in
return for his life. For the woman he had brought with
hi m was m sshapen of body, stranger yet of mnd,
being of the true blood of Tor. She bore himKoris in
due tine, and then she was gone. Perhaps she di ed,
perhaps she fled again to her kin. Hilder nust have
known, but he never spoke of her again, and Gorm

was so glad to be rid of such a liege lady that there
were no questions asked.

Only Koris remained, with the head of a Gorm nobl e

and the body of a bog |oper, as he was never allowed to
forget. And in time when Hilder took a second wife,

Om, the well-dowered daughter, of a far-sailing sea
mast er, Gorm agai n whi spered and hoped. So they

were only too willing to accept the second son Uryan,
who, it was plain to see, had not a drop of suspect
outland blood in the veins of his straight young body.

In tine Hilder died. But he was a long tine in dying
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and t hose who whi spered had a chance to nake ready
agai nst that day. Those who thought to use Orna and
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Uryan for their purposes were mstaken, for the Lady
Om, of trading stock and shrewd, was no easily be- |
fooled female of the inner courts. Uyan was still a
child, and she would be his regent—though there were
those who would say no to that unless she nade a

di splay of strength.

She was not a fool when she played one | ord of Gorm

agai nst anot her, weakeni ng each and keepi ng her own
forces intact. But she was the worst befooled nortal in
the world when she turned el sewhere for support. For it
was Oma who brought black ruin to Gorm when she
secretly summoned the fleet of Kol der to back her rule.

Kol der lay over the rimof the sea world, just where

you could find only one nan in ten thousand anong the
seafarers who could tell you. For honest men, or human

men, kept aloof fromthat grimport and did not tie at its?]
quays. It was accepted everywhere that those of Kol derl

were not as other men, and it was damation to have

any contact with them

The death day of Hilder was foll owed by a night of
red terror. And only one ofKoris' superhuman strength
coul d have broken fromthe net cast for him Then there
was only death, for when the Kol der came to Gorm
Gorm ceased to be. If any now |lived there who had
known |ife under Hilder, they had no hope. For Kol der
was now Gorm yes, and nore than just the island of
Gorm for within the year stark towers had risen in
anot her place on the coast and a city called Yie had
conme into being. Though no nman of Estcarp went to
Yie—willingly.

This Yie lay like a spreading stain of foul ness be-
tween Estcarp and their one strong ally to the west—
the sea wanderers of Sul carkeep. These fighter-traders
who knew wi | d places and different Iands had built their
stronghol d by Estcarp favor on a finger of |and which
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pointed into the sea, their road to encircle the world.
Master Traders were the seamen of Sul carkeep, but

al so they were fighting nmen who wal ked unchal | enged

in a thousand ports. No trooper of Alizon or shiel dman

of Kar st en spoke to a Sul carman except in a mld voice,
and they were esteened as swordbrothers by the

Guar dsnmen of Estcarp.

"Magnis OGsheric is not one to ride forth with the
summoni ng arrow unl ess he nust have al ready manned
his walls," remarked Tunston, senior under officer
who kept the forces of Estcarp to the mark. He arose
and stretched. "W'd best see to our gear. If Sulcar-
keep cries aid, then we | oosen swords."
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Koris gave only a preoccupied nod to that. He had

di pped finger into his tankard and was drawi ng |ines on
t he scrubbed board before him chew ng absentm nd-

ediy the while at a flat-sized hunk of brown bread.
Those |ines made sense to Sinon, | ooking over the
other's hunched shoul der, for they duplicated nmaps he
had seen in the nmuster roomof the city keep.

That finger which ended with Sul carkeep on its tip
forned one armto encircle a wi de bay, so that across
the expanse of water the city of the traders faced—

al t hough many mles |ay between them-Aliz, the

mai n port of Alizon. In the confines of the bay itself
was cupped the island of Gorm And on that Koris
carefully made the dot to signify Sippar, the main city.

Strangely enough Yie did not lie on the bayside

section of the peninsula coast, but on the sout hwest
portion of the shoreline, facing the open sea. Then there
was a sweep of broken |ine southward, extending well

into the Duchy of Karsten, all rock cliff with no safe
anchorage for any ship. The bay of Gorm had been of

old Estcarp's best outlet to the western ocean

The Guards' Captain studied his work for a | ong
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instant or two and then with an inpatient exclanation,
rubbed his hand across it, snearing the lines.

"There is only one road to Sul carkeep?" asked Si-

mon. Wth Yie to the south and Gormto the north
parties fromeach Kol der post could easily slice in two
a peninsula road without greatly bestirring them

sel ves.

Koris laughed. "There is one road, as old as the

ages. Qur ancestors did not foresee Kolder in Gorm—
who in their sane mnds coul d? To make safe that

road," he put his thunmb on the dot he had made for

Si ppar and pressed it against the age-hardened wood as
if he were renorsel essly crushing an insect, "we would
have to do so here. You cure a disease by treating its
source, not the fever, the wasting which are the signs of
its residence in the body. And in this case," he | ooked
bl eakly up at Tregarth, "we have no know edge upon
which to work."

"A spy-"

Again the Cuards' officer |aughed. "Twenty nen

have gone forth fromEstcarp to Gorm Men who suf-
fered shape-changi ng wi thout know ng whet her they
woul d ever again | ook upon their own faces in a mrror,
but suffering that gladly, men who were fortified with
every spell the learning here could sunmon for their
arm ng. And there has conme back out of Sippar—
not hi ng! For these Kol der are not as other nen and we
know nothing of their devices of detection, save that
they appear to be infallible. At last the Guardian for-
bade any further such ventures, since the drain of
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Power was too great to have only failure always as an
answer. |, nyself, have tried to go, but they had set a
boundary spell which | cannot break. To land on Gorm
woul d nean ny death, and | can serve Estcarp better
alive. No, we shall not tear out this sore until Sippar

W TCH WORLD 47

falls, and not yet have we any hopes of bringing that
about . "

"But if Sul carkeep is threatened?"

Koris reached for his helm "Then, friend Sinon,

we ride! For this is the strangeness of the Kol der: when
they fight upon their own land or their own ships, the
victory is always theirs. But when they assail clean
territory where their shadow has not yet fallen, then

there is still a chance to blood them to sw ng swords
whi ch bite deep. And with the Sul carmen the war
ravens feed well. | would mark ny Kol ders when and

while | can."

"I ride with you." That was a statenent nore than a
question. Sinon had been content to wait, to learn. He
had set hinself to school with the patience he had so
pai nfully learned in the past seven years, know ng that
until he mastered the skills which neant life or death
here he coul d not hope for independence. And once or
twice in the night watches he wondered whet her the
vaunt ed Power of Estcarp had not been used to bring
about his acceptance of the status quo w thout question
or rebellion. If so, that spell was wearing thin now he
was determned to see nore of this world than just the
city, and he knew that either he rode now with the
Guard or he would go al one.

The Captain studied him "W go for no quick
foray."

Si non remai ned seated, knowing the other's dislike
of being towered over and willing to propitiate him by
that costless courtesy.

"When have | seened to you one who expects only
easy victories!" he got a caustic bite into that.

"See that you depend upon the darts then. As a
swordsman you are still scarcely better than a stal
keeper of Karsten!"
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Sinon did not fire at that jibe, knowing that it was
only too true. As a marksman with the dart guns he
could match the best in the hold and come off a shade
the winner. Westling and unarnmed conbat to which he
brought the tricks of Judo, had given hima reputation
with the men now reaching to the border forts. But in
sword use he was still hardly better than the gawky
recruits with only boy-down to be scrubbed fromtheir
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cheeks. And he swung a nmace which Koris handl ed
with cat-ease as if it were a shoul der-breaki ng burden

"Dart gun it is,
ride."

he returned readily. "But still |

"So be it. But first we see whether or no any of us are
to take the road."

That was decided in the conclave into which the

of ficers under Koris, the witches on duty in the hold,
wer e sumoned. Though Sinon had no official stand-

ing in that conpany, he ventured to foll ow the Captain
and was not refused entrance, taking his place on the
| edge of one of the wi ndow enbrasures to study the
conpany with specul ation.

The Guardi an who rul ed the keep and Estcarp

beyond, the woman without a name who had ques-

tioned himon his first coming, presided. And behind
her chair stood that witch who had fled before the
hounds of Alizon. There were five nore of the
covenant ed ones, agel ess—n a way sexl ess—but al
keen-eyed and watchful. He would far rather fight with
t hem behind him than standing in opposition, Sinon
deci ded. Never had he known any |ike them or seen
such power of personality.

Yet facing them now was a man who tended to dwarf
hi s surroundi ngs. In any other conpany he night well
have dom nated the scene. The nmen of Estcarp were
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lean and tall, but this was a bronze bull of a man
besi de whom t hey were boys not yet cone to their ful
growt h. The arnor plate which hooped his chest could
have furnished close to two shields for the Guard, his
shoul ders and arns were a match for Koris' but the rest
of his body was in keeping.

H s chin was shaven, but on his broad upper lip a

must ache bristled, stretching out across his weat hered
cheeks. And eyebrows furnished a second bar of hair on
the upper part of his face. The hel mon his head was
surmounted with the skillfully nodel ed head of a bear,
its nuzzle winkled in a warning snarl. And a huge
bear hi de, tanned and lined with saffron yellow cloth,
formed his cloak, gold-clawed forepaws cl asped to-

get her under his square chin.

"We of Sul carkeep keep traders' peace." Man-

ifestly he was trying to tutor his voice to a tone nore in
keeping with the small chanber, but it booned through

the room ' 'And we keep it with our blades, if the need
ari ses. But against w zards of the night of what use is
good steel? | do not quarrel with the old learning," he
addressed the Guardian directly, as if they faced each
other across a trading counter. "To each man his own

gods and powers, and never has Estcarp pushed upon

others their own beliefs. But Kol der does not so. It |aps
out and its enemes are gone! | tell you, lady, our world

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (31 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:17 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt
dies, unless we rise to stema tide together."

"And have you. Master Trader," asked the wonan
' '"ever seen a man born of woman who can control the
ti des?"

"Control them no, ride them yes! That is ny

magi c." He thunped his corselet with a gesture which
m ght have been theatrical, save that for himit was
right. "But there is no riding with Kol der, and now

50 ANDRE NORTON

they plan to strike at Sul carkeep! Let the stupid wits of
Alizon think to hold al oof, they shall be served in turn
as Gormwas. But Sul carmen nman their wal |l s—they

fight! And when our port goes, those sea tides sweep
close to you, |lady. Runor says that you have the magic

of wind and storm as well as those spells which twist a
man' s shape and wits. Can your magi ¢ stand agai nst

Kol der ?"

Her hands went to the jewel on her breast and she
snmoot hed it.

"It is the truth | speak now, Magnis Osberic—+ do

not know. Kol der is unknown, we have not been able to
breach its walls. For the rest—+ agree. The tine has
come when we nust take a stand. Captain," she hail ed
Koris, "what is your thought upon the nmatter?"

H s handsonme face did not lose its bitter shadow, but
his eyes were alight.

"I say that while we can use swords, then |let us!
Wth your perm ssion, Estcarp will ride to Sul car-
keep. "

"The swords of Estcarp shall ride, if that is your
deci sion, Captain, for yours is the way of arns and you
speak accordingly. But also shall that other Power ride
in conpany, so what force we have shall be given."

She made no summoni ng gesture, but the witch who

had spied in Alizon nmoved from behind the chair to
stand upon the Guardian's right hand. And her dark,

sl anted eyes noved over the conpany until they found
Sinon sitting apart. Had a shadow of a smile, gone in
an instant, spread fromher eyes to her |ips? He could
not have sworn to it, but he thought that was so. He did
not understand why, but in that noment Sinon was

aware of a very fragile thread spun between them and
he did not know whether he chafed agai nst the thinnest
of bonds or not.

W TCH WORLD

When they rode out of the city in the nidafternoon

Si non di scovered by sonme chance his nount matched
pace with hers. As the nen of the Guard she wore mail,
the scarfed helnmet. There was no outward difference
bet ween her and the rest, for a sword hung at her hip,
and the sanme sidearmat her belt as Sinon carried.
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"So, man of war from another world," her voice
was | ow and he thought it for his hearing al one,
travel the sane train once again."

we

Sonething in her serene conmposure irked him "Let
us hope this tine to hunt instead of being hunted."

"To each his day," she sounded indifferent. "I was
betrayed in Alizon, and unarned."

"And now you ride with sword and gun."

She gl anced down at her own equi pnent and

| aughed. "Yes, Sinon Tregarth, with sword and
gun—and ot her things. But you are right in one
t hought, we hasten to a dark neeting."

"Foretelling, |ady?" Hi s inpatience ripened. For

that nonment he was an unbeliever. It was far easier to
trust in steel which fitted into the hand than in hints,
| ooks, feelings.

"Foretelling, Sinon." Her narrow eyes regarded
himstill with that shadow smile somewhere in their
depths. "I am | aying no geas, nor quest upon you,
outland man. But this | know. our two strands of life
stuff have been caught up together by the Hand of the
Over @uardi an. What we wish and what will come of it
may be two very different things. This |I shall say, not
only to you, but to all this conpany—beware the place
where rocks arch high and the scream of the sea eagle
sounds!"

Si non forced an answering smile. "Believe ne,
lady, inthis land | watch as if | had eyes set around mny
head in a circlet. This is not ny first raiding party.”
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"As has been known. Else you would not ride with

the Hawk,'' she pointed with a lift of her chin to Koris.
"Were you not of the proper nmetal he woul d have none

of you. Koris is a warrior bred, and a | eader born—to
Estcarp's gain!"

"And you foresee this danger at Sul carkeep?" he
pressed.

She shook her head. "You have heard how it is with

the Gft. Bits and patches are granted us—never the

whol e pattern. But there are no city walls in nmy mnd
picture. And | think it lies closer than the sea rim Loose
your dart gun, Sinon, or bare those know edgeabl e

fists of yours.'' She was anused again, but her | aughter
did not jeer—+ather it was the open good hunor of

conr adeshi p. He knew that he nust accept her on her

own proffered terns.

\Y

DEMON BATTLE
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The troop from Estcarp pushed the pace but they had

still a day's journey before them when they rode out of

the last of the frontier posts and headed al ong the curve

of the seaport highway. They had changed nounts

regularly at the series of Guard installations and spent

the night at the last fort, keeping to a steady trot that ate
up the niles.

Al t hough the Sulcarnen did not ride with the sane
ease as the Guard, they clung grinmy to saddl es which
seenmed too small for their bul k—Magnis Osberic not
bei ng unique in his stature—and kept up, riding with
the fixed purpose of nen to whomtinme itself was a

t hr eat eni ng eneny.

But the norning was bright, and patches of purple

fl owering bush caught radiance fromthe sun. The air
carried the prom se of salt waves ahead and Si non
knew a |ift of heart which he had thought |ost |ong ago.
He did not realize that he was hummng until a famliar
husky voice cut fromhis left.

"Birds sing before the hawk strikes."

He met that nockery good-naturedly. "I refuse to
listen to the croaking of ill—+t is too fine a day."

She plucked at the mail scarf weathing her shoul ders
and throat, as if its supple folds were a kind of

i mprisonnent. "The sea—t is in the wind here—

Her gaze roanmed ahead where the road rippled to the
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hori zon. "W have a portion of the sea in our veins,

we of Estcarp. That is why Sulcar bl ood can mngle

with ours, as it has oftines. Soneday | would take to

the sea as a venture. There is a pull in the very surge of
the waves as they retreat fromthe shore."”

Her words were a singing rmurnur, but Sinbon was

suddenly alert, the tune he had hummed dried in his
throat. He night not have the gifts of the Estcarp

wi t ches, but deep within himsonething craw ed,

stirred into life, and before he reasoned it through, his
hand flashed up in a signal fromhis ow past as he
reined in his horse.

"Yes!" Her hand was flung to echo his and the nen
behi nd them halted. Koris' head whi pped about: he
made his own signal and the whol e conpany came to a
st op.

The Captain passed the | ead nonentarily toTunston
and rode back. They had their flankers out; nothing
could be charged to | ack of vigilance.

"What is it?" Koris denmanded.

"W are running into something." Sinon surveyed
the terrain ahead, |aying innocently open under the sun
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Not hi ng noved except a bird spiralling high. The w nd
had died so that even its puffs did not disturb the

pat ches of brush. Yet he would stake all his experience
and judgnment upon the fact that before thema trap was
waiting to snap jaws.

Koris' surprise was fleeting. He had al ready gl anced
fromSinon to the witch. She sat forward in the saddl e,
her nostrils expanded as she breathed deeply. She

m ght have been trying the scent as does a hound.
Dropping the reins she noved her fingers in certain
signs, and then she nodded sharply with conpl ete con-
vi cti on.
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"He is right. There is a blank space ahead, one | can
not penetrate. It may be a force barrier—er hide an
attack."

" '"But how did he—the gift is not his!" Koris' protest
was qui ck and harsh. He flashed a gl ance at Sinon

whi ch the other could not read, but it was not of confi-
dence. Then he issued orders, spurring forward hinself
to | ead one of those circling sweeps which were in-
tended to draw an overanxi ous eneny into the open

Si non drew his dart gun. How had he known—how

did he know t hey were advancing into danger? He had
had traces of such foreknowl edge in the past—as on the
ni ght he had nmet Petronius—but never had it been so
sharp and clear, with a strength which increased as he
rode.

The witch kept beside him just behind the first Iine
of Guards, and now she chanted. Frominside her nmail
shirt she had brought out that clouded jewel which was
bot h a weapon and t he badge of her calling. Then she
held it above her head at armis I ength and cried al oud
sone commrand whi ch was not in the tongue Sinon had

pai nst aki ngly | ear ned.

There cane into view a natural formation of rocks
pointing into the sky as fangs from sone gi ant jawbone,
and the road ran between two which nmet in the

senbl ance of an arch. About the foot of the standing
stones was a mass of brush, dead and brown, or living
and green, to forma screen.

From the gem a spearpoint of light struck upon the

tall est of those toothstones, and fromthat juncture of
beam and rock spread a curling nmst which thickened
into a cottony fog, blanketing out the pillars and the
veget ati on.

Qut of that clot of gray-white stuff burst the attack, a
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wave of armed and arnored nen coning forward at a
run in utter silence. Their hel ns were head-envel opi ng
and visored, giving themthe unearthly | ook of beaked
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birds of prey. And the fact that they advanced w t hout
any calls or orders along their ranks added to the weird-
ness of the sudden sortie.

"sul . . . Sul . . .Sul. . .!" The sea rovers had
their swords out, and swung themin time to that thun-
derous shout as they drew into a |ine which sharpened
into a wedge, Magnis Gsberic formng its point.

The Guard raised no shout, nor did Koris issue any
orders. But marksnen picked their nen and shot,
swordsnen rode ahead, their blades ready. And they
had the advant age of being nounted, while the silent
eneny ran afoot.

Si non had studi ed the body arnor of Estcarp and

knew where the weak points existed. Wether the sane
was true of Kol der arnor he could not tell. But he
ainmed for the arnpit of one man who was striking at the
first Guard to reach the cresting wave of the eneny
forces. The Kol der spun around and crashed, his

poi nted visor digging into the earth.

"Sul ... Sul ... Sul .. .!" The war shouts of

the Sul carmen were a surf roar as the two bands of
fighters met, nmingled, and swirled in a vicious hand to
hand combat. In the first few noments of the nel ee

Si non was aware of nothing but his own part in the
affair, the necessity for finding a mark. And then he
began to note the quality of the nen they battl ed.

For the Kol der force made no attenpt at self-
preservation. Man after man went blindly to his death
because he did not turn fromattack to defense in tine.
There was no dodgi ng, no raising of shields or blade to
ward of f blows. The foot soldiers fought with a dul
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ferocity, but it was al nost mechanical. C ockwork
toys, Sinon thought, wound up and set marching.

Yet these were supposed to be the nost formdable

foenmen known to this world! And now they were being

cut down easily, as a child m ght push over a |ine of toy
sol diers

Simon | owered his gun. Sonmething within himre-

vol ted agai nst picking off the blind fighters. He spurred
his mount to the right in tine to see one of the beaked
heads turn in his direction. The Kol der cane forward at

a brisk trot. But he did not engage Sinobn as the other
had expected. |Instead he | eaped tigerishly at the rider

j ust beyond—the witch

Her mastery of her horse saved her fromthe full force
of that dash and her sword swung down. But the bl ow
was not clean, catching on the pointed visor of the
Kol der and so being defl ected over his shoul der.

Blind as he might be in sone respects the fell ow was
wel | schooled in blade work. The blue length of steel in
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his hand flashed in and out, in its passing sweeping
aside the witch's weapon, tearing it from her hand.
Then he cast aside his own weapon and his nmil -backed
gl ove grabbed for her belt, tearing her fromthe saddle
in spite of her struggles, with an ease which Koris

m ght have di spl ayed

Si mon was on hi m now and that curious fault which

was | osing his conrades their battle possessed this

Kol der as well. The witch was fighting so desperately
in his hold that Sinon dared not use his sword. He drew
his foot fromthe stirrups as he urged his horse closer,
and kicked out with all the force he could put behind

t hat bl ow.

The toe of his boot nmet the back of the Kol der's
round hel net, and me inpact of that neeting nunbed
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Sinon's foot. The man | ost his bal ance and spraw ed
forward, bearing the witch with him Sinmon swing

fromthe saddle, stunbling, with fear that his jarred | eg
woul d give under him H's groping hands slid over the

Kol der's pl ated shoul der, but he was able to pull the
fell ow away fromthe gaspi ng womman and send him

over on his back, where he |ay beetle-w se, his hands

and legs still moving feebly, the bl ankness of his

beaked vi sor pointing up

Sheddi ng her mmiled gl oves the wonan knelt by the
Kol der, busy with the buckles of his helm Sinon
caught at her shoul der.

"Mount!" He ordered, drawi ng his own horse for-
ward for her.

She shook her head, intent upon what she was doi ng.
The stubborn strap gave and she wenched off the helm
Si non did not know what he had expected to see. His

i magi nati on, nmore vivid than he would admit, had
conjured up several mental pictures of the hated

al i ens—but none of them matched this face.

“Herlwin!"

The hawk crown hel net of Koris cut between Sinopn

and that face as the Captain of the Guard knelt beside
the witch, his hands going out to the fallen nan's
shoulders as if to draw himinto the enbrace of close
friends.

Eyes as green-blue as the Captain's, in a face as
regul arly handsome, opened, but they did not focus
either on the man who called, or the other two bending
over him It was the witch who | oosened Koris' grip.
She cupped the man's chin, holding still his rolling
head, peering into those unseeing eyes. Then she

| oosed hi mand pull ed away, w ping her hands vi gor-
ously on the coarse grass. Koris watched her.

W TCH WORLD

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (37 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:17 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt

"Herlwi n?" It was nore a question addressed to the
witch than an appeal to the man in Kol der's trappings.

"Kill!" She ordered between set teeth. Koris' hand
went out to the sword he had dropped on the grass.

"You can't!" Sinmon protested. The fellow was

harm ess now, knocked partly unconscious by the

bl ow. They could not just run himthrough in cold

bl ood. The woman's gaze crossed his, steel cold. Then
she pointed to that head, rolling back and forth again.

"Look, outworld man!" She jerked hi m down be-
si de her.

Wth an odd reluctance Sinon did as she had done,

took the man's head between his hands. And on that
monent of contact he nearly recoiled. There was no
human warnth in that flesh; it did not have the chill of
met al nor of stone, but of sone unclean, flabby stuff,
firmas it |ooked to the eye. Wien he stared down into
those unblinking eyes, he sensed rather than saw a
conpl et e not hi ngness whi ch could not be the result of
any blow, no matter how hard or straightly delivered
What |ay there was not anything he had ever chanced
upon before—an insane man still has the cloak of
humanity, a mutilated or mangl ed body coul d awaken

pity to soften horror. Here was the negation of all which
was right, a thing so | oathsonely apart fromthe world
that Sinmon could not believe it was nmeant to see sun or
wal k upon whol esone earth.

As the witch had done before him he scrubbed his

hands on the grass trying to rub fromthemthe contam -
nation he felt. He scranbled to his feet and turned his
back as Koris swuing the sword. Watever the Captain
struck was dead al ready—+ong dead—and dammed

There were only dead nmen to mark the Kol der force,
and two sl ain Guardsmen, one Sul car corpse being
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| ashed across his horse. The attack had been so strik-
ingly inept that Sinon could only wonder why it had
been made. He fell in step with the Captain and dis-
covered that he was in search of know edge

"Unhel mthem " The order passed from one group

of Guardsnmen to the next. And beneath each of those
beak hel ms they saw the same pale faces with heads of
cropped blond hair, those features which argued they
were akin to Koris.

"Mdir!" he paused besi de another body. A hand

twitched, there was the rattle of death in the man's
throat.' "Kill!'" The Captain's order was dispassionate,
and it was obeyed with quick efficiency.

He | ooked upon every one of the fallen, and three
nmore tinmes he ordered the death stroke. A small rmnuscle
twitched at the coner of his well-cut nouth, and what
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lay in his eyes was far fromthe not hi ngness whi ch had
been mrrored in the enenies'. The Captain, having
made the rounds of the bodies, cane back to Magnis

and the Wtch.

"They are all of Gorm"

"They were of Gorm " the woman corrected him

"Gormdied when it opened its sea gates to Kol der.

Those who lie here are not the men you renenber

Koris. They have not been nen for a long time—a |ong,
long tine! They are hands and feet, fighting machines
to serve their masters, but true life they did not have.
When the Power drove them out of hiding they could

only obey the one order they had been given—ind and
kill. Kolder can well use these things they have nmade to
fight for them to wear down our strength before they
aimtheir greater blows."

That lip twitch pulled theCaptain's nmouth into some-
thing which curved but in no way resenbled a snile.

"So in a neasure do they betray a weakness of their
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own. Can it be that they |ack nmanpower?" Then he
corrected hinself, slammng his sword back into its
sheath with a small rasp of sound. "But who knows
what lies in a Kolder m nd—f they can do this, then
per haps they have other surprises."”

Sinon was well in the van as they rode on fromthat
tranpled strip of field where they had net the forces of
Kol der. He had not been able to aid in the final task the
witch urged on them nor did he like to think now of
those bodies left headless. It was hard to accept what he
knew to be true.

"Dead nen do not fight!" He did not realize he had
protested that aloud until Koris answered him

"Herlwin was |like one born in the sea. | have

wat ched him hunt the spear fish with only a knife for his
defense. Mdir was a recruit in the bodyguard, stil
stunbling over his feet when the assenbly trunpet

bl ew on the day Kol der cane to Gorm Both of them!|

knew well. Yet those things which |lie behind us, they
were neither Herlwin nor Mdir."

"Aman is three things." It was the witch who spoke
now. "He is a body to act, a mind to think, a spirit to
feel. O are nen constructed differently in your world,
Sinon? | can not think so, for you act, you think, and
you feel! Kill the body and you free the spirit; kill the
m nd and ofttimes the body nmust live on in sorry bond-
age for a space, which is a thing to arouse nman's
conpassion. But kill the spirit and all ow the body, and
perhaps the nmind to Iive—' her voice shook, "that is a
sin beyond all conprehension of our kind. And that is
what has happened to these nmen of Gorm What wal ks

in their guise is not meant for earthbomlife to see! Only
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an unholy neddling with things utterly forbidden coul d
produce such a death."

"And you cry aloud the manner of our deaths, | ady,
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shoul d Kol der cone into Sulcarkeep as it did to
Gorm " The Master Trader pushed his heavy-boned
mount up level with them

"W have bested them here, but what if they nuster

| egi ons of these half-dead to assault our walls? There
are only a fewmen within the keep, for this is the
tradi ng season and ni ne-tenths of our ships are at sea.

We needs must spread thinly in the fortress. A man may
clip heads with a will, but his armtires at the business.
And if the eneny keeps comi ng they can overwhel m us

by sheer weight of numbers. For they have no fear for
thenselves and will go forward where one of us m ght

have a second thought, or a third!"

Neither Koris nor the witch had a ready answer for

that. Only Sinon's first sight of the trading port, hours
|ater, was in a manner reassuring. Seanen though the

Sul carrmen might be by first choice, they were al so

buil ders, using every natural advantage of the point

they had selected as an asset in the erection of the keep
Fromthe land side it was mainly wall with watch

towers and firing slits in plenty. And it was only when
Magni s Osbheric escorted themw thin that they saw the
full strength of the place.

Two arns of rock curved out to the sea—a crab's

open cl aws—and between them was the harbor. But

each of those claws had been reinforced with bl ocks of
masonry, walls, watch points, mniature forts, con-
nected to the main body with a naze of underground
ways. Wherever possible the outer walls ran down
straight to the pound of the waves, providing no possi-
ble hold for clinbers.

"It would seem ™ Sinon conmented, "that this
Sul carkeep was built with the thought of war in mnd."

Magni s Oshberic |aughed shortly. "Master Tregarth,
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the Peace of the H ghways may hold for our bl ood

within Estcarp, and to a neasure within Alizon and
Karsten—providing we clink gold in the hearing of the
right ears. But el sewhere in the world we show swords
along with our trade goods, and this is the heart of our
ki ngdom Down in those warehouses lies our life

bl ood—for the goods that we barter is the flow of our
life. To loot Sulcarkeep is the dream of every lordling
and every pirate in this world!

' The Kol der nmay be the denbn spawn runor nanes
them but they do not disdain the good things of this
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earth. They would like to paddle their paws in our
takings as well as the next. That is why we al so have a
| ast defense here—f Sul carkeep falls her conquerors
will not profit!" He brought his big fist down upon the
parapet before themin a giant's crushing blow "Sul-
carkeep was built in nmy great-grandfather's day to
provide all our race with a safe port in tine of storm—
stormof war as well as stormof wi nd and wave. And it
woul d seemthat we now need it."

"Three ships in the harbor," Koris had been count-
ing. "A cargo bottomand two arnmed runners.”

"The cargo is for Karsten in the dawning. Since it
carries the Duke's bargainings it can go under his flag
and her crew need not stand to arns in the port faring,'
remar ked Gsberi c.

" '"Tis tongued about that the Duke is to wed. But

there is a necklet of Samian fashioning Iying in a chest
down there intended for the white neck of Aldis. It

woul d appear that Yvian nay put the bracelet on sone
other's wist, but he intends not to wear it on his own."

The witch shrugged and Koris appeared far nore
interested in the ships than in any gossip concerning the
nei ghboring court. "And the runners?" he pronpted.
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' Those remain for a space. The Master Trader was
evasive. "They shall patrol. | ambetter pleased to
know what approaches fromthe sea."

A bonber m ght reduce the outer shell of Sul carkeep
to rubble in a run or two; heavy artillery could breach its
massive walls within hours, Sinon decided, as he con-
tinued on the inspection round with Koris. But

there were a warren of passages and chanbers in the
rock beneath the foundations of the buil dings, sone

gi ving on the sea—those having barred doors; unless

t he Kol der had weapons beyond any arms he had seen
inthis world, the traders would appear to be unneces-
sarily nervous. One could think that, until one remem
bered the enpty-eyed foenen from Gorm

He al so noted that while there were guardroons in
plenty and well-filled racks of weapons, stands of the
heavy mace-axes, there were few nmen, w dely spread
through those rooms, patrols stretched over area of
wal | . Sul carkeep was prepared to equip and house

t housands of nen and a scant hundred or so stood to
arns there.

The three of them Koris, the witch, and Sinon drew
together on a sea tower where the evening wi nd strove
against their mil.

"I dare not strip Estcarp," Koris spoke angrily, as if
inreply to some argunment neither of his conpanions

heard, "to center all our nanpower here. Such foolish-
ness woul d be open invitation toAlizon or the Duchy to
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i nvade north and south. Osberic has an outer shel

which | do not believe even the jaws of the Kol der can

crack, but the nmeat within it is nmissing. He waited too
long; with all his nen in port he might hold, yes. Wth
only this handful, | doubt it."

"You doubt, Koris, but you will fight," the woman
W TCH WORLD 65

sai d. There was neither encouragenent nor discour-
agenent in her tone. "Because that is what nust be
done. And it may well be that this hold will break the
Kol der's jaws. But Kol der does come—that Magnis

has foreseen truly."

The Captain | ooked at her eagerly. "You have a
foretelling for us, |ady?"

She shook her head.' 'Expect nothing fromnme that |
can not give. Captain. Wien we rode into that anbush
could see nothing but a blank ahead. By that very
negative sign | recogni zed the Kol der. But better than
that | cannot do. And you, Sinon?"

He started. "I? But | have no pretense to your

Power — he began and t hen added nore honestly, "I

can say nothi ng—except as a soldier | think this is an
able fort, and now | feel as one trapped withinit." He
had added that |ast al nost without thinking, but he
knew it for the truth.

"But that we shall not say to Gsberic," Koris de-

cided. Together they continued to watch the harbor as
the sun set, and nmore and nore the city beneath lost the
formof a refuge and took on the outline of a cage.

Vi
FOG DOOM

It began a little after mdnight—that creeping |ine
across the sea, blotting out both stars and waves, send-
ing before it a chill which was bom of neither w nd nor
rain, but which bit insidiously into a man's bones,
slimed his mail with oily beads, tasted salty and yet
faintly corrupt upon his lips.

The line of |ight gl obes which followed each curve of
the claw fortifications was caught. One by one those
pools of light were nuffled into vague snears of yel -
|l ow. To watch that creeping was to watch a world being
bl otted out inch by inch, foot by foot.

Si non strode back and forth across the small sentry
platformon the central watch tower. Half the claw
fortifications were swallowed, lost. One of the slim
raiders in the harbor was sliced in two by that curtain. It
resenbl ed no natural fog he had ever seen, unlike the
famous bl ackouts of London, the poisoned industria

smogs of his own world. The way it crept in fromthe

west as a steady curtain suggested only one thing—a

screen behind which an attack m ght be gathering.
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Deadened and hol | ow he caught the clanmor of the

wal | al arnms, those brazen gongs stationed every so
many feet along the claws. Attack! He reached the door
of the tower and nmet the witch

"They' re attacking!"
66
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"Not yet. Those are stormcalls, to guide any ship
whi ch nmi ght be seeking port."

"A Kol der ship!"

' Perhaps so. But you cannot overturn the custons of
centuries in an hour. In fog Sul carkeep's gongs serve
seanen, only Osberic's orders can mute them"

"Then such fogs as this one are known?"

"Fogs are known. Such as this—that is another
matter."

She brushed past himto conme out into the open,
facing seaward as he had done nmonments earlier, study-
ing the fast di sappearing harbor

"W of the Power have a certain nmeasure of contro

over the natural elements, though like all else that is
subject to failure or success beyond our forereckoning.
It is in the providence of any of ny sisterhood to
produce a nmist which will not only confuse the eyes of
the unwary, but also their m nds—for a space. But this
is different.”

"I't is natural ?" Sinon persisted, sure sonehow that
it was not. Though why he was so certain of that he
coul d not explain.

‘"When a potter creates a vase he |ays clay upon the
wheel and nolds it with the skill of his hands to match
the plan which is in his brain. day is a product of the
earth, but that which changes its shape is the product of
intelligence and training. It is in nmy mnd that
sonmeone—er sonet hi ng—has gat hered up that which

is a part of the sea, of the air, and has nolded it into
anot her shape to serve a purpose."

"And what do .you in return, lady? ' Koris had cone
out behind them He strode straight to the parapet and
sl apped hi s hands down upon the water-pearled stone.
"W are like to be blind nen in this!"

ANDRE NORTON
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She did not | ook away fromthe fog, watching it with
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the intentness of a |l aboratory assistant engaged in a
cruci al experinent.

"Bl i ndness they may seek, but blindness can enfold
two ways. If they will play at illusion—then | et them be
countered with their own trick!"

"Fight fog with fog?" the Captain commanded.

"You do not fight one trick with the sane. They are
calling upon air and water. Therefore we nust use
water and air in return, but in another fashion." She
tapped her thunbnail against her teeth. "Yes, that

m ght be a confusing nove," she murnured as she

swung around. "We nust get down to the harbor |evel
Ask of Magnis a supply of wood, dry chips will be
excellent. But, if he has themnot, get knives that we
may cut them Also sone cloth. And bring it to the
center quay."

The choked cl anor of the gongs echoed hollowy

across the heart of the harbor as the small knot of

Sul carmen and Guards cane out on the quay. An

arm oad of board | engths appeared and the witch took

the small est. Her hands plied the knife clunsily as she
strove to whittle out the rude outline of a boat, pointed
at bow, rounded at stem Sinmon took it from her,

peeling off the white strips easily, the others follow ng
hi s exanpl e as the wonman approved.

They had a fleet of ten, of twenty, of thirty chip

boats, pal msize, each fitted with a stick mast and a
cloth sail the witch tied into place. She went down on
her knees before that line, and, stooping very |ow, blew
carefully into each of the tiny sails, pressed her finger
for a nonent on the prow of each of the whittled chips

"Wnd and water, wind and water," she
si ngsonged. "Wnd to hasten, water to bear, sea to
carry, fog to ensnare!"
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Swi ftly her hands noved, tossing one and anot her of

the crude representations of a sea fleet out into the water
of the harbor. The fog was al nbst upon them but it was
still not too thick for Sinon to m ss an amazi ng sight.

The tiny boats had forned into a wedge shaped |ine

poi nting straight for the now hidden sea. And, as the

first dipped across the line of the fog curtain it was no
hastily chipped toy, but a swift, gleamng ship, finer

than the slimraiders Gsberic had displayed with pride.

The witch caught at Sinon's dangling wist to draw
herself to her feet again. "Do not believe all that you
see, out-world man. We deal in illusion, we of the
Power. But |let us hope that this illusion will be as
effective as their fog, frightening off any invaders."

"They can't be real ships!" Stubbornly he protested
the evidence of his eyes.
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"W depend too strongly upon our outer senses. |f

one can befool the eyes, the fingers, the nose—then the
magic is concrete for a space. Tell nme, Sinon, should
you be planning to enter this harbor for attack and then
saw out of the fog about your ships a fleet you had not
suspected was there, would you not think tw ce of
offering battle? | have only tried to buy us tinme, for
illusion breaks when it is put to any real test. A Kol der
ship which would try to | ock sides and board one of that
fleet could prove it to be what it is. But sonetines tine
bought is a precious thing."

She was in a measure right At least, if the eneny had

pl anned to use the bl anket of mi st to cover an attack on
the harbor, they did not follow through. There was no

i nvasion alarmthat night, neither was there any lifting
of the thick cover over the city as the hour of dawn
passed.

The nmasters of the three ships in the harbor waited
upon GCsberic for orders, and he could give none, save
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to wait out the life of the fog. Sinmon made the rounds of
the CGuards in Koris' wake, and sonetines it was
necessary for one man to link fingers in the other's belt
| est they | ose touch, upon the outer stations of the sea
wal |l . Orders were given that the gongs continue to beat
at regular intervals, not now for the protection of those
at sea, but nerely that one sentry post keep in touch
with the next. And nmen turned strained, drawn faces,

hal f drew weapons as their reliefs cane upon them

until one shouted the pass word or sone identification
ahead | est he be spitted upon the steel of a junpy

out post .

"At this rate," Tregarth comented as he side-

st epped one rush froma Sul carman they canme upon
suddenly, and so saved hinself froma crippling bl ow,

if not worse, "they will not need to send any attack
force, for we shall be flying out upon each other. Let a
man seemto wear a beaked helmin this nurk and he

will speedily be short a head."

"So | have thought," the Captain answered shortly.
"They play with illusion, too, born of our nerves and
fears. But what answer can we give except what we had
al ready done?"

"Anyone with good ears could pick up our pass

words. " Sinmon deternmined to face the worst. "A

whol e section of wall could fall to their control, post by
post."

"Can we even be sure that this is an attack?" coun-
ter-questioned the other bitterly. "Qutworlder, if you
can give better orders here, then do so and | shall accept
themgladly! I ama man of war, and the ways of war |
know—er thought | knew—well. Also | believed that |
knew t he ways of wizards, since | serve Estcarp with a
whol e heart. But this is sonmething |I have never net
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before; | can only do ny best."
W TCH WORLD
71

"And never have | seen this manner of fighting
either,"” Sinmon admitted readily. "It would baffle any-
one . But this | think nowthey will not come by sea.”

"Because that is the way we | ook to have them creep
upon us?'' Koris caught himup quickly. "I do not think
that the keep can be assaulted fromland. These searov-
ers have built shrewdly. It would need siege nachinery
such as woul d take weeks to assenble.”

"Sea and | and—hi ch | eaves?"

"Earth and air,"'
passages!"”

Koris replied.' 'Earth! Those under

"But we cannot spread nen too thinly to watch all
t he under ground ways."

Koris' sea-green eyes glowed with the same fera
battle light Sinobn had seen in themat their first neet-

i ng.

"There is a watch which can be put upon them

needing no nen. Atrick I know. Let us get to Magnis.'
He began to run, the point of his sheathed sword clink-
i ng now and agai n agai nst the stone walls as he rounded
the turns in the keep corridors.

Basins were lined up on a table, of all sizes and

several shapes, but they were uniformy of copper and

the balls Koris was carefully apportioning, one to a
bow , were also of netal. One of the bow and bal

combi nation, installed in the portion of wall overhang-

i ng an underground way, would betray any attenpt to

force the door far below by the oscilation of ball wthin
basi n.

Earth was saf eguarded as best they could. Wich

left—+he air. WAs it because he was famliar with air
warfare that Sinon found hinself |istening, watching,

at the cost of a crick in the neck, the murk encasing the
towers of the port? Yet a civilization which depended
"pon the relatively primtive dart guns, the sword, the
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shield, and a nailed body for offense and defence—o
matter what subtle tricks of the mind they called in
bol stering ai ds—oul d not produce airborne attack as
wel | .

Thanks to Koris' device of the bows they had a few
monent s of warning when the Kol der thrust cane. But
fromall five points where the bow s had been pl aced
that alarmarose at nearly the sane instant. The halls
| eading to each doorway had been stuffed during fren-
zied hours of labor with all the burnable stuff in the
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war ehouses of the port. Mats of sheep wool and
cowhair soaked in oil and tar, which the shipwights
used for the cal king, were woven in around torn bal es
of fine fabrics, bags of dried grain and seeds, and oi
and wine poured in rivulets to soak into these giant

pl ugs.

When the bowl s warned, torches were applied and
other portals closed, sealing off fromthe central core
those flame-filled ways.

"Let themrun their cold dog noses into that!" Mg-

nis Gsberic thunped his war ax exultingly on the table
in the central hall of the main keep. For the first tine
since the fog had inprisoned his donain the Master

Trader appeared to lose his air of harassnent. As a
seafarer he hated and feared fog, be it born of nature or
the neddling of powers. Wth a chance for direct ac-
tion, he was all force and drive again.

" Ahhhhhh!" Across the hubbub in the hall that

screamcut like a sword slice. Torture of body was not
all of it, for only sone suprene fear could have torn it
froma hunman throat.

Magnis, his bull's head lowering as if he would
charge the eneny, Koris, sword ready, a little crouched
so that his dwarfish body gathered strength fromthe
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earth, the rest of the nen in that chanber were frozen
for a |l ong second.

Per haps because during all this period of waiting he

had been half expecting it, Sinon identified the source
first, and sped for the stair which, three floors higher,
gave upon the sentry go of the roof.

He did not reach that level. Screans and cries from
above, the clash of nmetal against netal was warning
enough. Slowi ng his pace, Sinon drew his gun. And it
was good he was cautious for he was mdway to the
second | evel when a body rolled down, nissing him by
a scant inch. It was a Sulcarman, his throat a ragged
wound still punping blood to spatter wall and stair.
Si non | ooked up into a wild confusion.

Two Guardsnen and three of the seafarers stil

fought, their backs against the wall on the |landing of the
next |evel, keeping at bay invaders who attacked with

the single-ninded ferocity their kin had displayed at the
road anmbush. Sinobn snapped a shot, and then another

But a wave of beaked hel ns poured unceasingly from

above. He could only guess that in some way the eneny

had come by air and now held the top floors of the

keep.

There was no time to specul ate upon their method of
getting there—+t was enough that they had managed to
break through. Two nore of the seafarers, one of the
Guard were down. The dead and wounded, friends and
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foe alike were disregarded by the beaked hel ns. Bodies
sl i pped downstairs—they could not be stopped there.
The plug nust cone bel ow.

Sinon | eaped for the first |anding, kicking open the
two doors fronting on it. The furniture favored by

Sul car was heavy stuff. But the snmaller pieces could be
moved. In that nonent Sinon summoned up strength
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he did not know he possessed, jerking and pushing
articles out to choke the stairwell.

A beaked head faced himthrough the upraised | egs

of a chair used to top his efforts, and a sword point
struck for his face. Sinmon crashed the chair over on that
hel m There was a smarting cut on his cheek but the
attacker was not a part of the barricade.

“Sul! Sul!"

Si nron was el bowed to one side and he saw Magni s'

face, as red as its tawny bristle of nustache, |oomup as
the trader chopped down, snmashed up at the first wave

of invaders to reach the stair barrier and claw at the stuff
which formed it.

Alm fire, aimagain. Throw away an enpty dart

clip, reload to fire anew. Straddle a Guardsman down
moani ng, until the man coul d be dragged back into
what ever safety anyone could find in the keep now
Fire—Fire!

Sonmehow Si mon had come back into the hall, then

the party of which he was one were on another stair-
way, selling each flight dearly as they descended.
There was a thin snoke here—tendrils of fog? No, for
when it weathed themits acrid bite stung nose and
throat setting them coughing. Aimfire—grab dart

packs fromthe belt of a fallen Guardsnman who could no
| onger use any weapon.

The steps were behind now. Men shouted hoarsely,

and t he snoke was worse. Sinobn sneared his hand

across his watering eyes and pulled at the throat scarf of
his helnmet. His breath canme in shall ow gasps

Blindly he followed after his compani ons. Doors of
five-inch thickness swng after them were barred and
| ocked. One . . . two . . . three . . . four of such
barriers. Then they stunbled into a room facing an
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installation housed in a casing taller than the giant of a
man who | eaned against it, dull-eyed. The Guardsmnen

and the seafarers who had nade it rimred the room

| eaving the strange nachine to the master of the city.

Magni s Osberic had | ost his bear-crested helm his
fur cloak was a tattered string trailing from one shoul -
der. His ax lay across the top of the casing, and fromits
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blade a red |line dripped sluggishly to the stone pave-
ment. The ruddi ness of his coloring had faded, |eaving
his skin with a withered | ook. H s eyes were wi de,
staring at nen and not seeing them-Si non guessed

that the man was in a state of shock

"CGone!" He picked up the ax, slipped its Iong half

back and forth in his rope-caloused hand.' 'Fromthe air
i ke wi nged demons! No man can fight agai nst de-

mons. " Then he | aughed softly, warmy, as a man

m ght | augh when he took a willing woman into his

arns. "But there is also an answer to denobns. Sul car-
keep shall not serve that spawn for a nesting place!"

His bull head | owered for the charge once nore,

swung slowy as he singled out the Estcarp nen from
anong his own followers. "You have fought well, you

of the witch blood. But this last is no doom!laid upon
you. We shall | oose the energy which feeds the city
powers and bl ast the port. Get you forth that you may
perhaps settle the accounting in a way those air-flying
wi zards can understand. Be sure we shall take with us
such a nunber of themthat they shall have thinned
ranks agai nst that day! Go your way, witch nmen, and

| eave us of Sul carkeep to our final reckoning!"

Urged by his eyes and his voice, as if he had caught
each of themin a bear's grip and thrust them away from
himand his, the remmant of the Guard gathered to-
gether. Koris was still with them his hawk hel m I ack-
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ing a wing. And the witch, her face serene, but her I|ips
nmovi ng as she wal ked quietly across the chanber.
Twenty nore nen and Sinon.

As one the Guards drew to attention, their stained
swords swinging up in salute to those they left. Magnis
grunt ed.

"Pretty, pretty, witchnen. But this is no time for
parade. Get out!"

They filed through a small door he indicated, Koris
through last to slamand bar it. At a dead run they took
that passage. Luckily there were globe lights set in the
roof at intervals and the floor was snooth, for the need
for haste burned in them

The sound of sea and surf grew stronger and they
cane out in a cave where snall boats swung at anchor

"Down!" Simon was pushed aboard with others,

and Koris' hand sl apped between his shoul ders, send-
ing himface down. Men | anded on hi mand about him
pinning himflat to the rocking bottom There was the
sl am of anot her door—er was it a deck shutting over
then? Light was gone and with it air. Sinon |lay quiet,
havi ng no i dea of what woul d happen next.

Under hi mthe boat noved, nmen's bodies rolled, he
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was ki cked, prodded, and he buried his face in the
crook of his arm The craft which held them swing
about and his stonmach fought against that notion. He
had never been too good a sailor. Mainly occupied with
his fight against sickness, he was not prepared for a
bl ast which seened to end the world with one bl ow of
sound and pressure.

They were still rolling in the waves, but when Sinon
lifted his head he gul ped clean air. He wiggled and
strove, paying no attention to the grunts and protests of
those about him No nore fog was his first dazed
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t hought —-and t hen—t was day! The sky, the sea about
them the coast behind were clear and bright.

But when did the sun rise fromthe shore, leap up in
sky-touching flames froma | and base? He had been

deaf ened by the blast, but not blinded. They were
headi ng out to sea, |eaving the source of that heat and
i ght behind them

One . . . tw . . . three cockshells of boats he
counted. There were no sails, they nust be notored in
some way. A man sat erect in the stemof theirs, his
shoul ders identifying him Koris held that tiller. They
were free of the inferno which had been the port of

Sul car keep, but where did they head?

Fog gone, and the fire on shore giving themlight.

But the waves which swept them al ong were not born of
any cal msea. Perhaps the shock of that blast with

whi ch Magni s had destroyed the keep had been com

muni cated to the ocean. For a wind drove down upon
themas if a hand strove to press them beneath the
surface, and those on board the featherweight ships
began to realize that they had gained perhaps only a few
mnutes of life rather than full escape.

PART I1:

VENTURE OF VERLAI NE
I

AX MARRI AGE

The sea was dull and gray, the color of an ax bl ade

whi ch woul d never take on a sheen no matter how much

one polished, or a steel mirror msted by noisture one
could not rub away. And above it the sky was as fl at,
until it was hard to distinguish the neeting |line between
air and water.

Loyse huddl ed on the | edge beneath the arrowsplit

wi ndow. She dreaded the depths, for this turret, bulg-
ing roundly fromits parent wall, hung directly over the
wi cked, surf-collared rocks of the shoreline, and she
had no head for heights. Yet she was often drawn to this
very seat because when one stared straight out into the
enptiness, which was sel domtroubl ed save by a diving
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bird, one could see freedom

Her hands, long fingered, narrow of palm pressed

flat against the stone on either side of the wi ndow as she
did lean forward an inch or so, naking herself eye what
she feared, as she nade hersel f do nany things her

body, her nind shrank from To be Ful k's daughter one

must grow an inner casing of ice and iron which no

blowto the flesh, no taunt to the spirit could crack. And
she had been intent upon that fashioning of an interior
citadel for nore than half the years of her short life.

There had been many wonen at Verl aine, for Fulk
was a man of lusty appetite. And Loyse had wat ched
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them come and go from her babyhood, col d-eyed and
measuring herself. To none had he given wi fehood, by
none had he sired other offspring—which was Ful k's

great dissatisfaction and so far her own gain. For Ver-

| ai ne was not Fulk's by blood, but by his one and only
marriage with her nmother, and only as |long as Loyse
lived could he continue to hold it and its rich rights of
pi |l age and w eckage, ashore and afield. There were

ki nsmen of her nother's in Karsten who would be

qui ck enough to claimlordship here were she to die.

But, had Fulk sired a son by any of the wlling—and

unwi | I i ng—aonen he had brought to the huge bed in

the lord's chanmber, then he could have clai med nore
than just his own life tenancy for the male heir under
the new | aws of the Duke. By the old custons nother-
right was for inheritance; now one took a father's hol d-
ing, and only in cases where there was no nale heir did
the old | aw prevail.

Loyse cherished her tiny thread of power and safety,
held to it as her one hope. Let Fulk be chopped down in
one of his border raids, |et himbe sought out by sone
vengeful male of a fam |y despoil ed, and she and Ver-

| ai ne woul d be free together! Ah, then they would see
what a woman coul d do! They would | eamthat she had

not been noping in secret all these years as nost of

t hem bel i eved.

She drew back fromthe | edge, wal ked across the

room It was chill with the breath of the sea, gl oony
with lack of sun. But she was used to cold and dusk, |
some of both were a fast part of her now.

Beyond the curtained bed she came to stand in front|

of a mrror. It was no soft lady's |ooking glass, but a
shi el d, di anond-shaped, polished through patient

hours until it gave back to the rooma slightly distorted
reflection. And to stand so, facing squarely what it told
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her, was another part of Loyse's strict self-dicipline.

She was small, but that was the only fem nine
characteristic she shared with the bl owsy wonen who
satisfied her father's nmen, or with the richer fare he kept
for his own enjoynent. Her body was as strai ght and

sl ender as a boy's, with only shadow curves to hint she
was not a lad. The hair which lay in braids across her
shoul ders, and then fell bel ow waist |evel, was thick
enough. But it was |lank and of so pale a yell ow that
except in direct sunlight it was white as a bel dane's,
whil e | ashes and brows of the sane colorless tint nmade
her face seem strangely blank and without intelligence.
The skin pulled tightly across the fine bones of her face
and chest was snmooth and al so | acking in any real color.
Even the line of her lips was of the palest rose. She was
a bl eached thing, grown in the dark, but a vitality
within her was as strong as the supple blade a wi se

swor dsman chooses over the heavi er hacki ng weapon

of the inexperienced.

Suddenly her hands flew together, gripped tightly for

an instant. Then she as quickly snapped them apart and

to her sides, though under her hangi ng sl eeves they

were still balled into fists, nails biting palnms. Loyse did
not turn to the door, nor give any other outward hint that
she had heard that rattling of the |atch. She knew j ust

how far she dared go in her subtle defiance of Fulk, and
fromthat limt she never retreated. Sonetimes she

t hought despairingly her father never recognized her
rebellion at all.

The door slammed back against the wall. Verlaine's

lord always treated any barrier as if he were storm ng an
eneny fortress. And he tranped in nowwith the tread

of a man who has just lifted the city keys fromthe sword
poi nt of a vanqui shed commuander.

If Loyse was the colorless creature of the dark, Fulk
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was | ord of sun and fl amboyant light. H s good body

was beginning to show traces of his rough living, but he
was still nore than handsome, his red-gold head carried
with the arrogance of a prince, his well-cut features
only alittle blurred. Most of Verl ai ne worshi pped their
|l ord. He had an openhanded if uneven generosity when

he was pl eased, and his vices were all ones which his
men under st ood and shar ed.

Loyse caught his reflection in the mrror, brave,
bright, turning her even nore into a night taper. But she
did not face about.

"Greetings, LordFulk." Her voice was tonel ess.

"LordFul k, is it? Is that the way you speak to your
father, wench? Come show a little nore than ice in your
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veins for once, girl!"

Hi s hand slid under one of the braids on her shoul der,
and he forced her around, gripping with strength which
woul d | eave her bruised for a week. He did it deliber-
ately, she knew, but she woul d give no sign of feeling.

"Here | cone with news as woul d send any proper

wench leaping with joy, and you turn ne that cold fish
face of yours with no pleasure,” he contenpl ated jo-
vially. But that which | ooked out of his eyes was not
born of good hunor.

"You have not yet voiced this news, nmy lord."

Hi s fingers kneaded into her flesh as if seeking to
find and crush the bones hidden there.

"To be sure | have not! Yet it is news as will set any
mai d's heart to pounding in her. Wddi ng and beddi ng,
my girl, wedding and beddi ng!"

Pur posel y Loyse chose, but with a fear she had not
known before, to m sunderstand him

"You take a lady for Verlaine, my |ord? Fortune
grant you a fair face for such an occurrence.”
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H's grip on her did not |oosen, and now he shook her,
with the outward appearance of one playfully ad-
moni shing, but with a force which brought pain.

"You may be a wry-faced nothing of a worman, but

you are not stupid of wit, no matter how you nmay think
to befool others. You should be properly a fenale at

your age. At least you will now have a lord to nmake trial
of that. And |I'd advise you not to play your tricks with
him By all accounts he likes his bedfell ows biddable!"’

What she had | ong feared nost had conme upon her
and it brought with it a betrayal of feeling she could not
bite back in tine.

"A weddi ng needs free consent— She stopped
t hen, knowi ng shane for her nomentary breaking.

He was | aughing, relishing having torn that protest

out of her. Hs hand noved across her shoulder to vise
upon the back of her neck in a pinch which brought an

i nvoluntary gasp out of her. Then, as one npbves a

l'ifel ess puppet, he whirled her about, pushing her face
toward the mirror shield, holding her helpless there
while he pelted her with words he believed woul d hurt
wor se than any beating his hands could inflict.

"Look upon that curdled mass of nothing you call a
face! Do you think any man could set his lips to it
wi t hout cl osing his eyes and wi shing hinself
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el sewhere? Be gl ad, wench, that you have sonething

besi des your face and that bone of a body to lure a
suitor. You'll consent freely to anyone who'll take you
And be gl ad you have a father who can nmake a bargain

as good as | have for you. Yes, girl, you'd better craw
on those stiff knees of yours and thank any gods you
have that Ful k | ooks after his own."

H s words were a nmutter of thunder; she saw no
reflection in the mrror, save certain msty horrors of
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her own imagi ni ng. Wi ch one of the brutes who rode
in Fulk's train would she be thrown to—for sone
advantage for his lord?

"Karsten hinmsel f—= There was a sort of wonder
underlying Fulk's rising exultation. "Karsten, mnd
you, and this lunp of unbaked dough squeaks of con-
sent! You are lacking in wits!" He rel eased her with a
sudden push which sent her flying against the shield
and the nmetal rang against the wall. She fought for her
bal ance, kept her feet, and turned to face him

"The Duke!" That she could not believe. Wy
should the ruler of the duchy ask for the daughter of a

shore baron, old and proud as her maternal |ineage
m ght be?
"Yes, the Duke!'' Fulk seated hinself on the end of

the bed, swinging his booted feet. "Talk of fortune!
Some good provi dence wi nked at your birth, ny girl
Karsten's herald rode in this norning with an of fer of
ax marriage for you."

" W]y?ll

Ful k's feet stopped nmoving. He did not scowl, but
his face was sober.

"There are a bristle of reasons like darts at his
back!" He held up his hands and began to tell off the
fingers of one with the forefinger of the other.

"Item The Duke, for all his mght, was a rider of
mercenaries before he set his seal on Karsten, and

doubt if he can rightly name his dam let alone his sire.
He crushed those of the lords who tried to face him
down. But that was a good hal f-score of years ago and

he no |l onger wants to ride in mail and smoke rebel s out
of their castles. Having won his duchy he w shes now
some easy years in which to enjoy it. Awfe taken from
the ranks of those he opposed is a gift offering for
peace. And while Verlaine may not be the richest hold
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in Karsten, yet the blood of its lords is very hi gh—was
not that often nade very plain to nme when | cane

a-wooi ng? And | was no bl ank shield, but the younger
son of Farthomin the northern hills." Hs lips tw sted
as if he renenbered certain slights out of the past.
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"And since you are the heiress of Verlaine you are
very suitable.”

Loyse |l aughed. "It cannot be true, lord, that | amthe
only marriageable maid of gentle birth in all Karsten.'

"How right. And he could do very well el sewhere

But as | have said, ny dearest of daughters, you have
certain other advantages. Verlaine is a coast hol ding
with age-old rights, and the Duke has anbitions which
run in nore peaceful |ines now than sword conquest.
What say you, Loyse, if there was to be a port here to
attract the northern trade?"

"And what woul d Sul carkeep be doing while such a
port cane into being? Those who swear by Sul are
jeal ous of their holdings."

' Those who swear by Sul may soon be able to swear
by nothing at all," he returned with a cal mcertainty
which carried a note of conviction. "They have

troubl esome nei ghbors who are grow ng nore troubl e-
some yet. And Estcarp, where they mght |ook for aid,
is a hollow shell eaten out by its preoccupation wth

wi tchery. One push and the whole land will fall into the
filthy dust which should have buried it |ong
ago."

"So, for ny blood and a plan for a port, Lord Yvian
offers marriage," she persisted, unable yet to believe
that this was true. "Yet is the mghty lord free to send
his ax hither for a wedding? | ama nmaid close kept in a
hold far from Kars, yet have | heard of a certain Aldis
who i ssues orders, to have them pronptly obeyed by al
who wear the Duke's sign."
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"Yvian will have Aldis, and, yes, half a hundred of

her ilk, and it is no concern of yours, girl. Gve hima
son—f your thin blood can forma man, the which I 1
doubt! G ve hima son and hold up yourhead at the high
table, but trouble himnot with any mewling calls upon
himfor nore than conpany courtesy. Be glad for your
honors and if you are wise you'll speak Aldis and the
others fair in their time. Yvian is not said to be a patient
or easily forgiving man." He slid down the sl ope of the
bed and stood up, ready to be gone. But before he went
he detached a small key fromthe chain at his belt and
tossed it to her.

"For all your ghost face, girl, you'll not go to your
weddi ng wi t hout your due or gauds. I'll send Bettris to
you; she has an eye for pretties and can help you pull out
enough for robes. And veils for your face, you'll need
them And keep an eye to Bettris, don't let her take

nore than she can carry in her two hands—for her-

self."

Loyse caught up the key so eagerly that he |laughed. ~
"So that nuch of you is fermal e-you want gauds as,
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much as any wench. G ve us another stormor two and
we can nmake up what you drag out of the storehouse
anyway. "

He strode out, |eaving the door wi de open. As Loyse
followed himto shut it once again, she treasured that
key tight in her hand. For nonths, years, she had
schened to get that sane bit of netal into her hol ding.
Now she had been given it openly and none woul dg

di spute her rummagi ng for what she truly wanted in the
st or ehouse of Verl ai ne.

Ri ghts of weckage and pl under over wave and

shore! Since Verlaine Keep had risen on the heights
bet ween two treacherous capes, the sea had brought its
lords a rich harvest. And the storehouse of the pile was
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i ndeed a treasure room only opened upon its lord's
orders. Fulk nust believe that he had far the best of the
bargain with Yvian to all ow her unsupervi sed pl under -

ing there. For the company of Bettris she did not fear.
Ful k's |l atest bedfell ow was as greedy as she was fair,
and she woul d not cast any eye on Loyse's choi ces,

given a chance to hunt on her own.

She tossed the key fromright hand to left, and for the
first time athin smle curved her pale Iips. Wll mght
Ful k be surprised at her choices fromthe treasure of
Ver | ai ne! Also he might be astounded at other things
she knew about these walls which he accepted as such
safe barriers. Her gaze flickered for a nonment to the
one where the shield mrror hung.

There was a hurried rap at her door. Loyse sniled

again, this tine with contempt. It had not taken Bettris
long to act upon Fulk's orders. But at |east the wonan
dared not intrude upon her lover's daughter uninvited.
Loyse went to the door.

"The Lord Ful k— began the girl who stood wth-
out, her plunp beauty as full and vivid as Fulk's virili-

ty-

Loyse held up the key. "I have it." She named no
nane, gave no title to the other, but glanced at those
wel | -rounded shoul ders bursting out of the robe which
strai ned over every luxuriant curve the other adver-
tised. Behind Bettris were two of the serving nen, a
chest between them Loyse raised her eyebrows and the
ot her | aughed nervously.

"Lord Ful k woul d have you sel ect your bride-
clothes, lady. He said there was no need to be tinmid in
t he storehouse."

"The Lord Fulk is generous,'
tonel essly. "Shall we go?"

returned Loyse

The wonen avoi ded the great hall and the outer
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chambers of the hold, for the treasure roomlay at the
foot of the tower in which were the private quarters of
the fanmily. For that Loyse was gl ad; she kept well away
fromthe central life of her father's house. And when
they cane at |ast to the door opened by the key she bore,
she was very pleased that only Bettris dared follow her
within. The serving nen pushed the chest in after them
and left.

Three gl obes set in the ceiling gave light to show
chests and boxes, bales and bags. Bettris snoothed the
robe over her hips in the gesture of a keeper of a market
stall settling down to a spate of bargaining. Her dark
eyes darted frompile to pile, and Loyse, putting the key
into her belt purse, added fuel to that avid hunger.

"l do not think that the Lord Ful k woul d deny you

sone sel ections for yourself. In fact he said as nuch to
me. But | would warn you to be discreet and not too
greedy. "

Those plunp hands fluttered fromhips to full, only

hal f-covered breasts. Loyse crossed to a table cutting
down the center of the room lifted the lid of a casket
resting there. Even she blinked at the nmassed wealth
within. She had not truly realized until that noment that
Ver| ai ne's rapi ne over the years had yielded so well
From a tangl e of chains and necklets she freed a great
brooch, gaudy with red stones and much chasing, a

baubl e not to her taste, but one which in a manner

mat ched t he over-bl own coneliness of her conpanion

Such a piece as this," she suggested and held it ou t.

Bettris' hands crooked to hold it, then she snatched

t hem back. The point of her tongue showed between

her wet red lips as she glanced fromthe brooch to Loyse
and back agai n. Conquering her repugnance, the girl

hel d the nassive gemset thing to the deep V-throat of
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the other's robe, mastering the inpulse to jerk back
when she felt the softness of Bettris' flesh

"It becones you, take it!" In spite of her w sh
Loyse' words were a sharp order. But the bait was
taken. Wth attention only for the gens, the wonman
moved to the table, and Loyse was, for that nonent
and perhaps others, free to do as she pl eased.

She knew what to | ook for, but howit mght be stored
she was unsure. Slowy the girl noved between piles of
goods. Sone were stained with salt rinme and from one
or two canme a faint exotic scent. Having put a small
barrier of boxes between herself and Bettris, she
chanced upon a chest which | ooked proni sing.

Loyse's fragil e appearance was deceiving. Just as
she had disciplined her enotions and her m nd agai nst
this day, so had she trained her body. The lid was
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heavy, but she had it up. And knew by the snell of oil

the sight of the discolored cloths on top, she was hot on
the scent. She pawed aside those cloths gingerly, fear-
ing to stain her hands and so reveal the nature of her
search. Then she lifted out a shirt of mail, holding it to
measur e agai nst her shoul ders. Too | arge—perhaps she

could find nothing fitted to her slight frane.

She del ved deeper. A second shirt—a third-—this

must have been part of the stock in trade of a master
smith. At the bottom was one which nust have been

made to order for the stripling son of sone overlord

For against her it needed very little change at all. The
rest were bundl ed back into the chest while she fol ded
her find as small as possible.

Bettris was trapped by the casket of jewels and Loyse
did not doubt that nore than one piece fromthat coffer
was now hi dden about her person. But it gave her a
chance to nake her own raids, noving al nost openly
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now bet ween the box she had brought with her and her
sources of supply, adding lengths of silk and velvet, a
cape of fur, as topping conceal nment.

To please Bettris and forestall suspicion, Loyse
chose fromthe jewelry al so and then sumoned the
men to carry the chest back to her chanber. She was
afraid Bettris m ght urge unpacking on her, but the
bri be had worked well, the woman was in a fever to
exam ne her own spoils privately and did not |inger

In a fury of speed, tenpered by caution and the

preci sion of careful foreplanning, Loyse set to work.
Those hastily selected |l engths of fabric, those packets
of lace and enbroi dery, were dunped on her bed. Then
she was on her knees clearing the coffer where her
present wardrobe |ay. Sone things were |ong ready,
fashioned | ong ago. But here were all the rest. Wth a
care she had not granted the fine stuffs Loyse pl aced
together the dower she intended to take from Verl ai ne,
on her back, in her purse, in the saddl e bags which were
all she dared carry.

Mail shirt, |eather underclothing, weapons, helm

gol d trade tokens, a handful of Jewels. Over those she
threw once nore her own garnents, patting them

snooth, with the care of a good housekeeper. She was
breathing a little fast, but she had the coffer closed and
was spreadi ng out the other | oot when she heard that

tread outside—Ful k returning for his key.

I mpul si vely she caught up a veil bordered in silver
thread, a dew hung cobweb of a thing, and pulled it
about her head and shoul ders, seeing that it became her
vilely, but generous enough now that her purpose was
gained to allow her father his chance for a jeer or two.
Wth it on she stepped once nore to pose before the
shield mrror.
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I
SEA VRACK

The very circunstances which she hoped woul d set her

free worked agai nst Loyse during the next few days.

For while Yvian of Karsten did not ride hinself to

Verl aine either to inspect the bride he had bargai ned for
or the heritage which would cone with her, he sent a
train proper enough to do her honor. And she was called
upon to be on show, so that underneath her outer shel

she seethed with inpatience and growi ng desperation

At | ast she pinned her hopes to the wedding feast, for
then, if ever, there would be muddl ed heads within the
keep. Fulk wanted to inpress the Duke's lords with his

| avi sh open- handedness. He woul d produce the liquid
treasures of the hold and it would be her best chance to
foll ow her plans.

The storm struck first, such a wild blast of wi nd and
raging sea water as Loyse, famliar with that coast since
her birth, had never seen before. For the spray reached
hi gh enough to spatter the w ndows of her tower room
with its salt foam And Bettris, and the nmaid Ful k had
sent to help with the sewi ng of her robes, shivered and
shrank with each bat of the wind' s fist ringing through
the stones of the walls.

Bettris stood up, a roll of r»"»

the floor h»- A- " ""c green sllk tunblngtO
, ..Vi uark eyes wide. Her fingers noved in the

sacred sign of her forgotten village chil dhood.
93
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"Wtch storm" her voice cane snall, overridden
by the scream of the gale until Loyse heard only a thin
whi sper.

"This is not Estcarp," Loyse matched a | ength of
enbroidery to satin and set even stitches. "W do not
have power over wi nd and wave. And Estcarp does not

move beyond her own borders. It is a storm that is all.
And if you wish to please Lord Fulk you will not
trenble at sea storns for Veriaine knows them often

How el se," she paused to draw a new | ength of thread
through a needl e-eye, "do you think our treasure is

gat hered?"

Bettris turned on her, lips strained over her sharp
little teeth in a vixen's snarl. "I am coast born, | have
seen storns in plenty. Yes, | have coursed the shore

with the gleaners afterwards. Wiich is nore than you3

have ever deigned to do, ny lady! But this is like no
storm | have seen or heard tell of inall ny life! There is
evil init, | tell you—great evil!"

"Bvil for those who must trust to the waves." Loyse
put down her sewing. She crossed to the wi ndows, but
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there was nothing to be seen through the |ace of spune
whi ch blotted out the dark of the day. |

The nmaid nade no pretense at work. She was drawn|

in upon her self close to the hearth where sea coral
burned fitfully, rocking back and forth, her hands
pressed agai nst her breast as if she would ease soneJ
pain there. Loyse went to her. She had little of pity or
interest in the wenches of the castle—fromBettris and.
her countl ess predecessors to the slatterns in the

;-"N, N - "Now agai nst her own inclination she asked:;
(AT N IEAV IS AL L —< »
"You ail, wenci'i" "~hadhpen

The girl was cl eaner than nost. PerriapS N'* — '
ordered to tidy herself before being sent hither. Now
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the face she turned to Loyse drew the attention of Fulk's
daughter. This was no village girl, no peasant dragged
into pleasure a retainer and then beconme a work

drudge. Her face was a mask of fear which had been so
long a part of her that it had shaped her as a potter
shapes clay. Yet under that sonething el se struggl ed.

Bettris | aughed shrilly. "Tis no pain in her belly

that eats at her, only nenories. She was a sea w ack
hersel f once. Wren't you, slut!" Her soft |eather shoe
struck the girl's haunch, nearly turning her into the fire.

"Leave her alone!" For the first tine Loyse fl ashed

her hidden fire. She had al ways kept al oof fromthe
strand after a storm since there was nothing she could
do to dispute Fulk's rule—er rather Fulk's |icense

t here—she woul d not harrow herself with sights she
coul d not forget.

Bettris sinpered uneasily. Wth Loyse she was un-
certain of her ground, so she did not rise to the chal -
| enge.

"Send the mewing idiot away. You will get no work

fromher as long as the stormrages—nor afterwards for

a while. '"Tis a pity for she is clever with her needle, else
she woul d have been sent to fatten the shore eels |ong

ago. "

Loyse went to the wi de expanse of the bed where

much of her gear had been spread about. There was a

shawl there, plainin the welter of brilliant silks and fine
fabrics. Catching it up she took it .back to the fireside
and threw it about the shuddering mai d. Disregarding
Bettris' amazenment, Loyse dropped on her knees, put

her hands to cover those of the girl, and | ooking into

that drawn face, tried to will away fromthem both the
grisly custons of Veriaine which had warped themin
different ways.

ANDRE NORTON
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Bettris pulled at her sleeve.
"How dare you?" Loyse bl azed.

The ot her stood her ground, a sly grin now on her ful
lips. "The hour grows late, [ady. Wuld Lord Ful k take
it well that you nurse this slut when he neets with the
Duke's lords to sign the marriage contract? Shall | tel
hi m why you do not cone?"

Loyse regarded her levelly. "I shall do ny lord's
bidding in this, as in other things, wench. Do not think
to | esson ne!"

She broke hold with the girl's hands reluctantly,,

sayi ng:
"Stay here. No one shall cone near you

Under st and—o one!"

D d the other understand? She was rocki ng back and

forth again, racked by old pain cut into her dulled m nd
even after the scars had faded from her body.

"l do not need you to robe ne," Loyse turned on

Bettris, and the other flushed. She could not face the

younger girl down and she knew it.

"You woul d be the better for sone know edge of the

ki nd of sorcery any worman knows, |ady," she replied
sharply "I could show you how to make a man | ook at

you full faced as you pass. If you would but put a little
dark stain upon your brows and | ashes, sone of the rose
sal ve on your |ips—Her annoyance was forgotten, as

her creative instinct aroused. She surveyed Loyse criti-
cally and inpersonally and the other found herself
listening in spite of her scorn for Bettris and all she
represented. "Yes, if you would listen to me, |ady, you
coul d perhaps draw your lord' s eyes away fromthat

Al dis I ong enough for himto see another face. There
are other ways, also, for the charmng of a man." Her
tongue tip worked along her lips. "There is nmuch I

W TCH WORLD

coul d teach you, |ady, which would give you weapons
to use for yourself." She drew nearer, sonme of the
glitter of the stormflashing in her eyes.

"Yvian has bargained for ne as | stand," Loyse
replied, rejecting Bettris' offer, all that Bettris stood

for," "and so nmust be satisfied with what he gets!'' And
that is nore true than Bettris can guess, she added
silently.
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The wonman shrugged. "It is your life, lady. And
before you are out of it, you shall discover that you
cannot order it to your liking."

"Have | ever?" asked Loyse quietly. "Now go. As
you have said, it grows late and | have much to do."

She sat through the cerenonies of the contract sign-
ing with her usual cal macceptance. The nen the Duke
had sent to fetch his bride to Kars were three very
different types, and she found it interesting to study
t hem

Hunol d was a conrade from Yvian's old nercenary

days. He had a reputation as a soldier which reached
even into such a backwater as Veriaine. Oddly enough
hi s appearance did not match either his occupation, nor
his reputation. Were Loyse had expected to see a man
such as her father's seneschal +hough perhaps slicked
over with some polish-she found herself fronting a
silk clad, drawling, languid courtier, who m ght never
have felt the weight of mail on his back. H s rounded
chin, long | ashed eyes, snooth cheeks, gave hima
deceptive youth, as well as the seem ng of untried
softness. And Loyse, trying to match the man to the

t hi ngs she had heard concerning him wondered and

was a little afraid.

Siric, who represented the Tenple of Fortune, who
tormorrow woul d say the words while her hands rested
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on the war ax, thus nmaking her as nmuch Yvian's as if he
clasped her in truth, was old. He had a red face and
there was a swelling blue vein in the nmiddle of his | ow
forehead. As he |istened or spoke in a soft nmunble, he
munched continually on snmall sweetneats froma com

fit box his servant kept ever in reach, and his yellow
priest's robe strained over a paunch of notable dinen-
si ons.

The Lord Duarte was of the old nobility. But in turn

he did not suit his role very well. Small and thin, with a
twitching tic which pulled at his lower lip, the harassed
air of a man constrained to sone task he | oathed, he

spoke only when an answer was demanded of him And

al one of the three he paid sonme attention to Loyse. She

di scovered hi mwat chi ng her broodingly, but there was
nothing in his manner which hinted of pity or prom se

of aid. It was rather that she was the symbol of trouble
he woul d like to sweep from his path.

Loyse was grateful that custom allowed her to escape

that night's feasting. Tonorrow she nmust sit through

the start of the wedding banquet, but as soon as the w ne
began to pass—yes—then! Holding to that thought she
hurried back to her room

She had forgotten the sewing wench, and it was with
a start that she saw a figure outlined against the w n-
dow. The wind was dying now as if the worst of the
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storm had bl own out. But there was anot her sound, the
keeni ng of one who has been hopel essly bereaved. And
salt air bit at her fromthe opened pane.

Angry because of her own worries, tense over what:

was to cone and to what she nmust nerve herself during
the next twenty-four hours, Loyse sprang across the
room and seized ne swi nging window frane, pulling at
the girl that she might slamit shut. Though the w nd
had ceased, the clouds were still slashed by Iightning.
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And in one such revel ation Loyse saw what the other
must have watched for |ong noments

Driving in upon the waiting fangs of the cape were
ships: two . . . three of them And such ships as
dwarfed the coastw se traders she had seen pulled to
their deaths there before by that treacherous on-shore
current which enriched and damed Verl ai ne. These
could only be part of a proud fleet of some great
seafaring lord. Yet in the continued flashes of I|ight
whi ch gave only seconds' view ng, Loyse coul d sight

no activity on board any of the vessels, no attenpts
being made to ward off fate. They were ghost ships
sailing on to their deaths and apparently their crews did
not care.

The lights of the weckers, of the shoreline scaven-
gers, were already noving in clusters fromthe high

gate of Verlaine. For a man on the spot might just
conceal sone rich picking for hinself in the genera
confusion, though Fulk's weighty hand and a quick

noose for those caught had cut down such thievery to a
shadow. They would cast nets to bring in the flotsam
turn to tasks they had long practice in. And for any who
went ashore still living! Loyse exerted her strength and
dragged the girl away, shut and barred the w ndow.

But to her surprise the face the other now turned to
her was no | onger troubled by ancient terrors. There
was intelligence in the depths of the girl's dark eyes,
excitenent, a gathering strength.

She held her head slightly to one side as if she
listened for sone sound she must sort out of the brazen
clamor of the storm Mre and nore it was apparent

that whatever had been her place in the world before the
sea brought her to Verlaine, she was no comon sol -
dier's wench.

"That which has been long in the building," the
oi f
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girl's tone was renote, she spoke as if fromthe core of
sonme experience Loyse could never know. "Choose,

choose well. For this night is the fate of countries, as
well as that of men, to be nade and unmade!"
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"Who are you?" Loyse demanded as the girl con-

tinued to change before her eyes. She was no nonster,
put on no shape of beast or bird as runor whispered
coul d be done by the witches of Estcarp. But that which
had | ain dormant, wounded al nost to death, within her
struggl ed once again for life, showed through her scar-

red body.

"Who am | ? Nobody . . . nothing. But one cones

who is greater than the | who once lived. Choose well,
Loyse of Verl ai ne—and live. Choose ill—-and die, as

have died, bit by bit, day by day."

"That fleet— Loyse half turned to the w ndows.

Could it possibly be that sone invader, reckless enough
to sacrifice his ships to win foothold on the cape and so
a path to Verlaine, sailed out there? That was a nad”

t hought. The ships were dooned; few if any of their 3
crewren could win the shore alive, and there they 'i|
would find the nmen of Verlaine had prepared the grim
mest of wel cones.

"Fl eet?" echoed the girl. "There is no fleet—enly
|ife—or death. You have sonething of us within you,
Loyse. Prove yourself now and win!"

" Somet hi ng of you? Who are you—er what ?"

"I am nobody and nothing. Ask ne rather what | |
was, Loyse of Verlaine, before your people pulled ne
fromthe sea."

"What were you?" the other asked obediently as
m ght a child at an el der's command.

"I was one of Estcarp, worman of the sea coast. Now
do you understand? Yes, | had the Power—ntil it was
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reft fromnme in the hall bel ow us here, while nen

| aughed and cheered the deed. For the gift is ours—
seal ed to our wonen—enly whil e our bodies renain
inviolate. To Verlaine | was a fenal e body and no
more. So | lost what nmade nme |ive and breathe—+ | ost
mysel f.

"Can you understand what it nmeans to | ose your-

sel f?" She studied Loyse. "Yes, | alnost believe that

you do, since you nove now to protect what you have

My gift is gone, crushed out as one crushes out the | ast
coal of an unwanted fire, but the ashes of it remains. So
do | now know that one greater than | had ever hoped to
be conmes in on the drive of the storm And she shal
determ ne nore than one of our futures!"”

" "Awtch!'' Loyse did not shrink; instead excitenent
flared. The power of the wonmen of Estcarp was | egen-
dary. She had fed upon every tal e which had cone out
of the north concerning themand their gifts. And she
smarted now with the realization of opportunity |ost.
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Wiy had she not known of this wonman bef ore—earned
of her—

"Yes, a witch. So they nane us when they under-
stand us but little. But do not think to have anything of

me now, Loyse. | amonly the charred brands of a |ong
quenched fire. Bend your will and wit to aid the other
who cones.”

"WIIl and wit!'' Loyse |laughed harshly.' "Wt | have
and will, but no power here, ever. Not one soldier wll

obey ne, nor stay his hand at ny bidding. Better appea
to Bettris. Wien ny fatheris in hunor with her, she has
sonme slight recognition fromhis people.”

"You have only to seize opportunity when it
cones." The other allowed the shawl to slip from her
shoul ders, folded it neatly, and laid it on the bed as she
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passed it on her way to the door.' Take your opportun-
ity and use it well, Loyse of Verlaine. And tonight
sl eep sound for your hour has not yet cone."

She was out of the door before Loyse could nove to|

stop her. And then the roomwas curiously empty, as if]|
the girl had drawn after her some pulsing |ife which had?
wat ched and waited in shadowed coners

Slowmy Loyse put off her robe of cerenony, replaited

her hair by touch, rather than with the aid of the mrror.
Sonmehow she did not wish to ook into that mrror now,

for a pricking thought that something el se m ght stand j
behind to peer over her shoulder lurked in her mnd.

Many foul deeds had been done in the great hall of
Ver | ai ne since Pul k becane nmaster there. But now she
bel i eved that perhaps the one which would bring himto

j udgrment had been wrought with the woman of Est carp

for its victim

And so intent was she upon her thoughts that she did
not renmenber this was her wedding eve. For the first
time since she had hidden themthere, she did not bring
out the garnents resting at the bottom of her chest, to
exam ne them and gl oat over the prom se they held.

Al ong the shore the wind whined, though it did not

toss the spray nountain high as it had earlier. And those
who sheltered, waiting for the harvest of waves and

rocks were eager. The fleet which had | ooked so fine-,
fromthe tower of Loyse's chanber, was even nore

i mposi ng fromthe shore.

Hunol d gripped his cloak tight at his throat and stared
through the gloom No ships of Karsten were those, and
this wecking could only serve the duchy. He was firm

in the private belief that they were about to witness the
| ast nmonents of an eneny raiding force. And it was
equal Iy good that he could keep an eye uponFul k under
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these circunstances. Runmor had built very high the
harvest of plunder Verlaine took. And when Yvi an
wedded that pal e nothing of a wench, he coul d demand
an accounting of all treasure in his wife's nane. Yes,
Fortune smil ed when she set Hunold on the shore this
night to watch, and list, and gather a report for the
Duke.

Certain now that the dooned ships could not possi-

bly claw off the cape, the weckers fromthe hold boldly
set out their lanterns along the strand. If fools fromthe
vessels tried to cone ashore at those beacons, so much

the better, they would only save the plunderers the tine
and bot her of hunting them down.

So it was that those beans, reaching out over the
heavi ng of the waves, caught upon the first prow sw ng-
ing inward. It |ooned high, buoyed up by the conbers,

and there were shouts fromthe watchers, wagers hur-
riedly offered and accepted as to the place of its crash-
ing. Hghit lifted and then slamed forward, the rocks
under the forepart of its keel. Then—t was gone!

Those on the shore were nen confronted by the

i mpossible. At first some of the nore imagi native were
certain they sighted the wreckage of a broken-backed

ship, sure that it was tossing near to their nets. But there
was not hing but the froth of wi nd beaten water. No ship

nor w eckage.

None of themstirred. At that nmonent they were held
by their disbelief in the evidence of their own eyes.
Anot her of the proud ships was conming. This one
pointed to the patch of rock upon which Hunol d stood
with Fulk as straightly as if sone unseen hel nsman set
that course. In it cane stoutly. No nmen clung to its
rigging, no living thing could be sighted on deck

Once again the waves raised up their burden to snash
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the vessel down upon the teeth of the reef. And this tine
it was so close to shore thatHunold thought a man coul d

| eap to where he hinmself stood fromthe deserted deck

Up and up the prowrose, its fantastically carved

fi gurehead showi ng open jaws to the sky. Then

down—the water swirling.

And it was gone!

Hunol d threw out a hand, seized upon Fulk, only to

see in the shocked pal eness of the other's face the same
incredul ous terror. And when a third ship cane in,
boring straight for the reef, the men of Verlaine fled,
some of them screaming in panic. Deserted lanterns lit

a shore where nets trailed into foam ng water enpty of
even one floating board.

Later a hand caught such a net, caught and held with
a grip which was a | ast desperate clutch for life. A body
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rolled in the surf, but net held, and hand hel d. Then
there was a long crawm for shore, until a beaten, half-
dead swi mer |ay prone on the sand and sl ept.

11
CAPTI VE W TCH

It was generally conceded anpng the comoners of

Ver| ai ne that the vanishing fleet they had gathered to

pl under was an illusion sent by denpons. And Ful k

could not have flogged any nman to the strand side the
next nmorning. Nor did he try his | eadership so high as to
gi ve such an order

The affair of the marriage nust still be pushed before
any hint of this tale could get back to Kars and give a
legitimate reason for refusing the heiress of Verl aine.
To counter any superstitious fears which the three duca
agents mght harbor, Fulk reluctantly took themto the
treasurehouse, presenting each with a val uable
souvenir, setting aside a gemset sword as a token of his
admiration for the Duke's battle prowess. But through-
out he sweated under his tunic, and fought in hinself a
new tendency to inspect dark comers of staircase and
corridor alittle too intently.

He al so noted that none of his guests nade an all u-
sion to the happenings on the reef, and wondered

whet her that was a good or bad sign. It was not unti
they were in his private council chanber an hour before
the wedding that Hunold took fromthe front of his
furred over robe a snmall object he set with sone care
in a patch of watery sunlight fromthe | argest w ndow.

Siric pushed his paunch against his knees and puffed
105
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once or twice as he | eaned forward curiously to inspect
it.

"' What is this, Lord Commander? Wat is this? Have
you despoil ed sone village brat of his toy?"

Hunol d bal anced his find on the pal mof his hand.
Clunsily fashioned as it was, the shape of the carved
chip was cl ear enough—that of a boat. And a broken
stick stood for a nast.

"This, Reverend Voice," he returned softly, "is the

m ghty ship, or one of the mghty ships, we saw cone

into their end just outside these walls last night. Yes, it
is atoy, but such a toy as we do not play with here-

abouts . And for the safety of Karsten | must ask of you,
LordFul k, what dealing do you have with that spawn of

the outer darkness—the w tches of Estcarp?"

Ful k, stung, stared at the chip boat. Hi s face pal ed,
and then grew dark as the blood tide arose. But he
fought furiously to control his tenper. If he played il
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now he woul d | ose the whol e gane.

"Whuld I have sent the gleaners to the reefs, pre-

pared to receive a chip fleet to loot it?" He nmanaged a
reasonabl e counterfeit of serenity. "I take it that you
fished that fromthe sea this nmorning. Lord Coman-

der? But what |eads you to believe that it was a part of
any Estcarp magic, or that the ships we saw were born

of such trickery?"

"This was plucked fromthe sand this norning,

yes," Hunold agreed. ' '"And | know of old the illusions
of the witches. To nake it certain, we found sonething
el se on the shore this norning, ny nen and I, and this is

a very great treasure, one to rival any you have shown
us as bei ng wave-brought to your keep. Marc, Jothen

He raised his voice and two of the Duke's shiel dnen
came in, a roped prisoner between them though they
seened uneasy to handl e that captive.
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"l give you part of the fleet," Hunold tossed the chip

to Fulk. "And now. Lord Fulk, | show you one who

had the making of it, if | mistake not, and | do not think
that | do!"

Ful k was used to salt-stained captives dragged from
the sea's maw and his dealing with such was swft,
designed nostly to one end. Al so once before he had
handl ed, the sel f-sane problemand handled it well.
Hunol d mi ght have shaken himfor a space, only a very
smal | space. He was fully confident again.

"So," he settled back in his seat with the snile of
one wat ching the anusenent of the | ess sophisticated,
"you have taken you a witch." Boldly he surveyed the
woman. She was a thin piece, but there was spirit in
her —she woul d furni sh good sport. Perhaps Hunol d

woul d I'i ke to undertake her tam ng. None of these
witches were ever beauties, and this one was as washed
out as if she had been fighting waves for a nonth. He
studi ed the clothing covering her straight |inbs nore
cl osel y.

That was | eat her—garnments such as one wore under

mai | ! She had gone armed then. Fulk stirred. A mail
clad witch and that phantom fleet! Was Estcarp on the
move and did that nove head toward Veriai ne? Estcarp
had several scores she m ght mark up agai nst his hold,
though hitherto no northerner appeared to be aware of
his activities. Put that to the back of the mnd to
be considered | ater; now one nust think of Hunold

and what could be done to keep Karsten an

ally.

Careful ly he avoi ded neeting the captive's eyes. But
he asserted a neasure of his old superiority.

"Has it not yet come to common know edge in Kars,
Lord Comander, that these witches nmay bend a man
to their will by the power of their eyes? | see your
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shi el dnen have taken no precautions agai nst such an
attack."

"I't woul d seem you know sonet hi ng of these
witches."

Careful now, thought Fulk. This Hunold did not

keep his place at Yvian's right hand through the weight
of his sword arm al one. He nust not be provoked too
far, only shown that Verlaine was neither traitor nor

dol t.
"Estcarp has yielded tribute to our cape before."
Ful k sm | ed.

Hunol d seeing that smile, shot an order at his nen.
"You, Marc, your cloak over her head!"

The wonman had not noved, nor had she uttered any

sound since they had brought her in. They m ght have
been dealing with a soulless, mndless body. Perhaps
she had been dazed by her close escape fromthe sea,
rendered only hal f-conscious by sonme blow from a reef
rock. However, none of the men within Verlaine would
relax vigilance because their prisoner did not scream
or beg, or struggle uselessly. As the folds of the cloak
settled about her head and shoul ders Ful k | eaned for-
ward in his chair once nore and spoke, his words ai nmed
at her rather than the nmen he seenmed to address—
hoping to wing some response fromher that he m ght
judge her state of awareness.

"Have they not told you either. Lord Commander,

how one disarns these witches? It is a very sinple—
and sonetimes enj oyabl e—process."” Deliberately he
went into obscene detail.

Siric laughed, his hands curved to support his jerking
paunch. Hunol d snil ed.

"You of Verlaine do indeed have your nore subtle
pl easures," he agreed.
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Only the Lord Duarte renmined quiet, his eyes bent

upon the hands resting on his knees as he built and
felled towers with his fingers. A slow, red-brown flush
spread up his thin cheeks beneath the cl ose-clipped old
man' s beard.

There was no novenent fromthe hal f-shrouded
figure, no sound of protest.

"Take her away," Ful k gave the order, a small test
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of power. "G ve her to the seneschal; he will keep her
saf e agai nst our further pleasure. For to all pleasures
there are a proper season." He was now all the courte-
ous host, secure in his position. "And now we have
before us our Lord Duke's pleasure—the claining of

his bride."

Ful k waited. No one coul d have guessed the tension

with which he listened forHunold' s next words. Unti
Loyse stood before the altar in the sel domused chapel,
her hands safely on the ax, the right words wheezed out
by Siric, Hunold could cry off in his naster's nane.

But once Loyse was Lady Duchess of Karsten, if only

in name, then Fulk was free to nove along a path of his
own, one carefully foremapped and | ong anti ci pat ed.

"Yes, yes," Siric puffed and |l abored to his feet, his
attention hastening to pull out the folds of his overcape.
"The weddi ng—Must not keep the | ady waiting, eh,

Lord Duarte—young bl ood, inpatient blood. Cone,

conme, ny lords—the wedding!" This was his part of

the venture and for once that young, ice-eyed upstart of
a soldier could have no leading role. Far nore fit and
proper for Lord Duarte of the oldest noble line in
Karsten to bear the ax and stand proxy for their over-

| ord. That had been his own w se suggestion, and

Yvi an had thanked himfor it warmy before they had
ridden out of Kars. Yes, Yvian would discover

no
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was di scovering, that with the power of the Tenple

Br ot herhood and t he support of the old famlies, he
woul d no | onger have to listen to such rufflers as

Hunol d. Let this marriage be sol emmi zed andHunol d' s
sun woul d approach its setting

It was cold. Loyse sped along the bal cony of the

great hall which was the heart of the keep. She had

stood while the toasts were drunk, but she had not given
lip service to their pious sentinments for happiness in her
new | i f e—happi ness! Loyse had no conception of that.

She wanted only her freedom

When she sl ammed her door behind her, put in place

the three bars which could withstand even a battering

ram she went to work. Jewels were stripped from

throat, head, ear, finger, and thrown into a heap. Her

|l ong furred robe kicked aside. Until at |ast she stood
before the mirror on a shaw, too excited to feel the cold
seeping fromthe walls about her, her unbraided hair

heavy on her shoulders, falling in a curtain cloak to her

bare fl anks.

Lock by lock she slashed at it ruthlessly with her
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shears, letting the long strands fall to the shawm. First to
neck I ength, and then nore slowy and awkwardly, to

the cropped head one m ght naturally expect to see
beneath a mail coif and helm The tricks she had dis-
dained to use at Bettris' urging, she applied with carefu
concentration. A mixture of soot rubbed delicately into
her pal e brows, nore used upon her short, thick |ashes.
She had been so intent upon the parts that she had not
consi dered the whole. Now, stepping back a little from
the shield nmirror, she studied her reflection critically,
more than a little startled at what she saw.

Her spirits soared; she was al nost sure she cou
tranp into the great hall bel ow and have Ful k unabl e"

set nane to her. The girl ran to the bed, began to dress
in each garnment she had prepared so well. Her weapon
belt hitched snmoothly around her wai st and she was
reaching for the saddl e bags. But her hand noved

slowy. Wiy was she so reluctant to see the | ast of
Ver | ai ne? She had wal ked through the cerenoni es of

the day hiding her purpose, holding it to her as a nost
preci ous possessi on. And she knew very well that the
feast was the best screen she could hope to find to cover
her flight. Loyse doubted if any sentry within or wth-
out the keep toni ght would be overzeal ous on his guard
duty—n addition she had a secret exit.

Yet sonething held her there, wasting inportant
monents. And she had such a strong desire to return
to the bal cony overlooking the hall, to spy upon the
feasters there, that she noved to the door w thout
consci ous volition.

What had the wench sai d? Soneone was coming in

on the wings of the storm-take your opportunity and

use it well, Loyse of Verlaine!l Wll, this was her
opportunity and she was prepared to use it with all the
wi sdom her life in Fulk's house had forced her to

devel op.

Yet when she noved it was not to her private ways,

of which Fulk and his nen knew not hing, but to that

door. And even while she fought inpulse and such

sensel ess reckl essness, her hand slid back the bars and

she was in the hall, the heels of her boots clicking on the
steps which woul d take her to the bal cony.

Just as the heat of the keep's heart did not appear to
rise to warmthese upper regions, so did the noise bel ow
make only a clanor in which no voice, no stave of

song, reached her as separate words. Men drank, they
ate, and soon they would think of other amusenents.
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Loyse shivered, yet she still lingered, her gaze for the
hi gh table and those who sat there, as if it were neces-J
sary to keep sonme cl ose check upon their novenents.
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Siric, who in the chapel of Verlaine had actuallyj

achi eved a short neasure of dignity—er perhaps it wasi
his robes of office which had conferred that nonentarysj
presence upon his bl oated body—was all belly oncej
more, cramring into his nmouth the contents of an

endl ess line of dishes, though his tabl emates had | ong]|
since turned to their w ne. |

Bettris, who had no right to any seat there until Loysej
had | eft—as well she knewfor Fulk capriciously in-"
si sted upon sone observances of proper conduct, had ;

been wat ching for her chance. Now, bedecked with that
gari sh brooch fromthe treasure house, she |eaned

agai nst the carved armof her lover's high seat ready for
his attention. But, Loyse noted, her awareness of the
whol e scene hei ght ened because she was a spectat or

only, Bettris also gave a sidew se, calculating glance
now and again to Lord Comrander Hunol d. Just as she

all owed a curved and dinpl ed white shoul der, artfully
franed in the deep wi ne of her robe, to accent that
surreptitous bid for regard.

Lord Duarte sat huddl ed in upon hinself, occupying

|l ess than two-thirds of his chair of state, staring into a
goblet he held as if he read in its depths some nessage

he woul d rather not know. The plain lines of his plum
robe, the pinched nmeagerness of his old features, gave

hi mt he aspect of a mendicant in that |avish assenbly,

and he put on no pretense of one enjoying the fes-
tivities.

She nmust go—nAow Wth |eather and nail, and over
it all the cloak of a traveler, making her a dusky shadow
anong many shadows past the discerning of w ne-
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bl eared eyes, she was safe for a space. And it was so
cold, colder than when the rime of w nter patterned
walls, yet it was well into spring! Loyse took one step
and then another before that voicel ess order which had
brought her there drove her back to the railing.

Hunol d | eaned forward to speak to her father. He was

a well-favored man; Bettris' interest was to be ex-
pected. His fox face with a fox brush of hair was as
vivid as Fulk's for virile coloring. He made a quick
gesture with his hands and Ful k voiced one of his great
roars of laughter, the faint echoes of it reaching to
Loyse' s ears.

But there was a sudden sharp dismay on Bettris'

face. She caught at Ful k's oversl eeve which |ay across
the chair arm and her |ips shaped sone words Loyse
could not guess. He did not even turn his head to | ook at
her. His hand flailed up in a cuff to sweep her fromhis
side, back fromthe table, so that she sprawl ed awk-
wardly into the dust behind their chairs.

Lord Duarte arose, putting down his goblet. H's thin
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white hands with their ropy blue veins pulled at the

wi de fur collar of his robe, drawing it closer about his
throat, as if he alone in that conpany felt the same chil
whi ch benunbed Loyse. He spoke slowy, and it was

clear that he nade sone protest. Also, fromthe way he
turned aside fromthe table, it was apparent that he did
not expect any polite reply or agreenent fromhis com
pani ons

Hunol d | aughed and Ful k drumed his fist upon the

table in a signal to the wine steward, as the ol dest of the
Duke's deputies made his way anong the tables of the

| esser nen on the floor below the dais to clinb the stairs
|l eading to his own apartnent.

There was a flurry at the outer door of the hall. Men
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still fully arned and arnored cane in, and a path parted
before them leading to the dais. Sone of the clanor

died, fading as the guards tranped on, a prisoner in

their mdst. To Loyse it appeared that they hustled

al ong a man, his hands bound behi nd his back. Though

why they had al so chosen to hide his head in a bag so

that he staggered blindly in answer to their jerks at him *
she coul d not guess.

Fulk threw out his arm clearing a stretch of table

bet ween hi m andHunol d, sending flying Duarte's gob-

let so that its dregs of contents splashed Siric, whose
hot protests neither nan chose to heed. From a pocket
the Lord of Verlaine brought a pair of wager discs,
tossing theminto the air and letting themspin on the
board before they flattened so their uppernost |egend
m ght be read. He pushed themto Hunold, offering the
right of first throw.

The Lord Comander gat hered them up, exam ned

themwith a laughing remark, and then threw. Both

men's heads bent and then Ful k took themup in turn to
spin. Bettris, in spite of her rough rebuff, had crept
forward, her eyes as fixed upon the spinning discs as
were the nmen's. Wen they flattened, she resuned her
grasp on Fulk's chair, as if the result of that throw had
gi ven her new courage, while Ful k | aughed and nade a

nmock salute to his guest.

Hunol d arose from his seat and noved about the end

of the table. Those about the prisoner w dened their
circle as he came down to front the blinded captive. He
made no nmove to pull away the bag over the other's »

head, but his fingers caught at the stained | eather jerkin,
busy with the latches holding it. Wth a pull he ripped it
open to the wai st and there was a shout fromthe

conpany. di
W TCH WORLD 115

The Lord Commander transferred his grip to the
captive wonman's shoul der as he faced the grins of the
men. Then he di splayed a strength surprising for his
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spare figure, and swung her over his shoul der, starting
for the staircase. Fulk was not the only one to protest
m ssing the planned anusenent, but Hunol d shook his
head and went on.

Wyul d Fulk foll ow? Loyse did not wait to see. How

coul d she stand agai nst Ful k—even agai nst Hunol d?

And why out of all those who had been unwilling prey

of Fulk and his men in the past should Loyse be noved

to help this particular one? Though she fought agai nst
the know edge that she nmust take a hand in this, her feet
bore her on, constrained to act agai nst her better judg-
nment .

She sped to her own chanber once nore, finding it

far easier to run in her new guise than in the robes of her
sex. Once nore the triple door bars thudded into place,

and she was sheddi ng her cloak, paying no attention to

the reflection in the mrror of a slight youth in mail.
Then the reflection was distorted as the mrror becane a
door.

Only dark | ay beyond. Loyse nust depend upon her
menory, upon the many explorations she had nade

since three years before when she had chanced upon
this inner Verlaine which no one else within the pile
seened to suspect.

Steps; she counted al oud as she raced down them

One passage at the bottom a sharp turn into a second.
She brushed her hand along the wall as a guide as she
hurried, trying to picture the proper ways to her goal

Once nore steps, upward this tinme. Then a round of
light on one wall, marking one of the spy holes—this
must give on an occupi ed room Loyse stood on tiptoe
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to peer within. Yes, this was one of the state bedcham
bers.

LordDuarte, |ooking even nore shrunken and with-

ered without his overrobe with its wide fur collar,
passed about the foot of the bed and stood before the
fire, his hands held out to the blaze, his small nouth
wor ki ng as he chewed upon sone bitter word or

t hought he could not spit away.

Loyse went on. The next spyhole was dark, the room
where Siric was housed no doubt. She qui ckened pace

to reach the | ast where a second circle of gold showed
light. So sure was she of this that she funbled for the
catch of the secret entrance w thout | ooking.

Mutteri ngs—the sound of a scuffle. Loyse pushed

her full weight on the conceal ed spring. But here there
had been no careful oiling, no reason to keep it work-
able. It stuck. Loyse backed around and put her shoul -

der against it, bracing her hands flat against the wall on
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the other side of the narrow passage and then exertinf"
her strength, saving herself fromfalling as it burst ope
by catching at the edges of the opening.

She whirl ed about, her sword out with the snap

one who had practiced in secret and steadily. Hunold' s]|
startled face fronted her fromthe bed where he fought
to pin down his withing victim Wth the quick recov-
ery and nenace of a cat, he slid to the opposite side,
abandoni ng his hold upon the woman, and sprang forJ
the weapon belt hanging on the back of the nearest
chair. &

IV
THE | NNER WAYS

Loyse had forgotten her new trappi ngs and that Hunol d
m ght see in her another nmale come to spoil his sport.
He had whi pped out his dart gun, although she had
sword in hand, his nove being agai nst age-old custom
But his aimwavered ever so slightly between the in-
vader and the wonan on the bed, who, in spite of her
bound hands, was wiggling her way toward him

across the runpl ed covers.

Moved by instinct nore than plan, Loyse seized

upon the outer robe he had discarded and tossed it at
him thus perhaps saving her life. For the thick cloth
folds deflected his aimand the dart quivered in the bed
post and not in her breast.

Wth a spate of oaths Hunol d kicked at the tangle of
cloth and swung upon the wonan. She nmade no nove

to escape. Rather now she stood facing himw th an odd
calm Her lips parted and an oval object dropped from
between them to swing on a short length of chain stil
gripped in her teeth.

The Lord Commander did not' nove. Instead his eyes
traveled fromone side to the other beneath his half-
closed lids, follow ng the sl ow pendul ous passage of
that dull gem

Loyse was around the foot of the bed now, only to
pause at a scene which nmight have been part of a

117
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ni ght mare. The worman edged around, and Hunold, his
eyes fast on the gemat her chin | evel noved after her
Now her bound arns were presented to Loyse, her body
fornmed a partial barrier between girl and nan.

Hunol d's eyes went left to right, and back, then, as

the jewel quieted, he stood very still. H's nouth opened
sl ackly. There were beads of noisture form ng al ong

the edge of his hair line.
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That drive which had brought her there, noving her

about as a playing piece in sone other's gane, still held
Loyse. She drew the cutting edge of the sword across

the cords binding the women's wrists, saw ng through
their cruel |oops, freeing flesh which was ridged and
purple. And when the last bit fell away the wonan's

arns dropped heavily to her sides as if they could not
obey her will.

Hunol d noved at | ast. The hand which gripped the

dart gun circled, but slowy as if great pressure bent it.
Hs skin glistened with sweat, a pendul ous drop

gathered upon his |l oose lower |lip, spun a thread as it fel
to his heaving chest.

H s eyes were alive, fiery with hate and rising panic.
Yet, still that hand continued to turn, and he could not
tear his gaze away fromthe dull jewel. H's shoul der

qui vered. Loyse across the few feet of space which
separated them coul d sense the agony of his fruitless
struggle. He no longer wanted to slay; he wanted only
escape. But for the Lord Commander of Kars there was

no escape.

The end of that barrel touched the soft, unweathered
white of his upper breast where his throat net the arch
of his chest. He was noaning, very faintly, as mght a
trapped ani mal, before the trigger clicked.

Coughi ng out a spunme of blood, released fromthe
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vise of will which had forced himto his death, Hunold
staggered forward. The woman slipped lithely aside,
pushing Loyse with her. He fell up against the bed and
col l apsed half upon it, his head and shoul ders down, his
knees upon the floor as one m ght kneel in petition, as
hi s hands tore spasnodically at the covers

For the first time the worman | ooked directly at

Loyse. She nmamde an effort to raise one of those puffed
and horribly swollen hands to her nmouth, perhaps to
hol d the stone. And when she could not, she sucked the
j ewel back between her |ips, nodding inperatively at
the opening in the wall.

Loyse was no |onger so assured. Al of her life she

had heard of the magic of Estcarp. But those had been
tales of far-off things which did not demand full beli ef
fromthe listener. The di sappearance of the fleet al ong
the reef the night before had been described to her by
Bettris while she had been dressing for her bridal. But
she had been so absorbed by her plans and fears at that
monent that she had disnissed it all as a piece of great
exaggerati on.

VWhat she had seen here was sonet hing which tran-

scended all her ideas and she shrank fromcontact with
the witch, stunbling ahead into the cavity of the ways,
only w shing that she could or dared shut the other out
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with a safe wall between them But the wonan cane
readily after her with an agility which argued that she
still had reserves of energy in spite of the rough handl -
i ng she had known.

Loyse had no desire to linger with Hunol d's body.

Nor was she sure thatFul k, cheated of his sport, m ght

not burst in at any noment. But she snapped shut the

hi dden panel with the greatest reluctance. And shivered
t hroughout her body as the other pawed at her with one
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of those usel ess hands for a guide. She | ooped her
fingers in the belt which still held the witch's ripped
clothing to her body and drew her al ong. I

They headed for her own chanber. There was so

little dme left. If Fulk foll owed the Lordj
Conmander —+f Hunol d's body servant chanced into

that room-er if for some reason her father would seek
her out— She nust be out of Veriaine before dawn, |
witch or no witch! And setting her mind firmupon that,
she towed the stranger along the dark ways. I

Only, when she stood once nore in the light, Loyseb

could not be as callous as her sense of urgency dictated.
She found soft cloth to wash and bind the raw grooves

cut inthe other's wists. And fromher stores of clothing
offered a selection to the other

At last the witch mastered her body to the point

where she was able to cup her hands beneath her

poi nted chin. She allowed the jewel to fall fromher lips
into that hold. Manifestly she did not want Loyse to
touch it, nor would the girl have done so for |ess than
her freedom

"This about ny neck please." For the first tine the
ot her spoke.

Loyse caught the jewel's chain, pulled open the

catch and fastened it again beneath the ragged ends of
hai r whi ch nmust have been cut as hastily and as inex-
pertly as her own—and perhaps for the sanme reason

"Thank you, lady of Veriaine. And now, if you
pl ease," her voice was husky as if it rasped through a
dry throat, "a drink of water."

Loyse held the cup to the other's nouth. "Thanks
fromyou to me are hardly necessary," she returned

wi th what bol dness she could nuster. "It woul d appear
that you carry with you a weapon as potent as any
steel I'"
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Over the rimof the cup the witch's eyes were sml -
ing. Loyse, neeting that kindliness, |ost sonme of her
awe. But she was still young, awkward, unsure of
hersel f, sensations she resented bitterly.
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"I't was a weapon | could not use until you distracted
the attention of my woul d-be bedfell ow, the noble Lord
Commander. For it is one | dare not risk falling into
ot her hands, even to save ny own |ife. Enough of
that— She lifted her hands, exami ned the bandages
about her wists. Then she surveyed the disordered
room noting the shawl on the floor with its burden of
sheared hair, the saddl e bags on the coffer

"It is not to your mnd to travel to your bridegroom
my | ady duchess?"

Perhaps it was the tone of her voice, perhaps it was
her power conpelling sonething within Loyse. But she
answered directly with the truth.

"I am no duchess in Karsten, lady. Ch, they said the
words over ne this norning before Yvian's |ords, and
afterwards they paid nme homage on their knees." She
smled faintly renenberi ng what an ordeal that had
been for Siric. "Yvian was none of ny choosing. |

wel cone this wedding only to cover ny escape."

"Yet you cane to ny aid,"” the other pronpted,
wat chi ng her with those great, dark eyes whi ch nea-
sured until Loyse smarted under their gaze.

"Because | could not do otherw se!"” she fl ared.
"Sonet hi ng bound ne here. Your sorcery, |ady?"

"In away, inawy. | appealed in ny fashion to any
within these walls who had the ability to hear ne. It
woul d appear that we share nore than a comon

danger, lady of Veriaine, or," she snmiled openly now,
"seeing that you have changed your guise for this
outfaring, lord of Veriaine."

"Call nme Briant, a nercenary of blank shield,"
122 ANDRE NORTON
Loyse supplied, having prepared for that days ago.

"And where do you go, Briant? To seek enpl oy-
ment in Kars? O in the north? There will be a demand
for blank shields in the north."

"Estcarp wars?"

"Say rather that war is carried to her. But that is

anot her matter." She stood up. "One which can be

di scussed at length once we are without these walls. For
I am sure you know a road out."

Loyse draped the saddl e bags across her shoul der,

drew t he hood of her cloak over her uncrested helm As

she noved to turn off the light globes, the witch jerked

at the shawl on the floor. Vexed at her own forgetful -

ness, the girl caught it and threw the strands of hair into

the dying fire.

"That is well done,"” the other commanded. "Leave
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not hi ng whi ch could be used to draw you back—hair
has power." She glanced to the m ddl e wi ndow.

"Does that give on the sea?"
"Yes."

"Then lay a false trail, Briant. Let Loyse of Verl aine ,
die to cover it!" ;

It was the work of a nonent to throw open that ;

casenent, to drop her fine bride robe just below But it
was the witch who bade her fasten a scrap of undergar-
ment to the rough edge of the stone sill.

"Wth such open door to face them" she corn- ;

manded,' 'l do not think they will seek too assiduously \
for other ways out of this chanber."

Back they went through the mrror door, and now

their path | ed down through the dark where Loyse urged
that they hug the wall to the right and take the descent
slowy. Under their hands that wall grew noist, and
dank snells of the sea, tainted with an ancient rotten-
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ness, were thick in the air. Down and down, and now
the murnmur of the waves cane faintly thrumm ng
through the wall. Loyse counted step after step

"Here! Now there is the passage |leading to the
strange pl ace."

"The strange pl ace?"

"Yes, | do not like to linger there, but we shall have
little choice. We nust wait for the dawn light to guide
us out."

She crept on, fighting the building reluctance wthin
her. Three tines had she conme that way in the past, and
each time she had carried on this silent warfare with her
own body as the field of battle. Again she knew that rise
of broodi ng apprehension, that threat out of the dark
promi sing nore and worse than just bodily harm But

still she shuffled on, her fingers hooked in her conpan-
ion's belt, drawi ng her al so.

Qut of the bl ackness Loyse heard the heavy breath-

ing, a catch of breath. And then the other spoke, in a
faint whisper, as if there crouched near that which

m ght overhear her words.

"This is a Place of Power."

"It is a strange place," Loyse repeated stubbornly.
"1 do not like it, but it holds our gate out of Verlaine.'

Though they coul d not see, they sensed they had
come out of the passage into a wi der area. Loyse caught
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a glinpse of a bright point of |ight overhead—the
beacon of a star hung far above some rock crevice.

But now t here was anot her faint gl eam which

bri ght ened suddenly, as if some muffling curtain had
been withdrawn. It noved through the air well above
ground | evel —a round gray spot. Loyse heard a sing-
song chant, words she did not know. And that sound
"brated in the curiously charged air of the space. As
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the light grew stronger she knew that it came fromthe
witch's jewel.

Her skin tingled, the air about themwas charged with
energy. Loyse knew an avid hunger—for what she

could not have told. In her other visits to this place, the
girl had been afraid and had made herself linger to

control that fear. Now she left fear behind, this new
sensation was one she could not put nane to.

The witch, revealed in the |ight of the gemon her
breast, was swaying fromside to side, her face set and
rapt. The stream of words still poured fromher |ips—I
petition, argunment, protective incantation—toyse

could not have said which. Only the girl knew that they
were both caught up in a vast wave of sone energi zi ng
substance drawn fromthe sand and rock under their
feet, fromthe walls about them sonething which had
remai ned asl eep through long centuries to cone in-
stantly awake and aware now.

Why? What? Slowy Loyse nade a conplete turn,
staring out into the gl oom she could not pierce by
eyepower. What |urked just beyond the faint pool of
light the jewel granted then?

"W nust go!'' That canme urgently fromthe witch J

Her dark eyes were w dely open, her hand noved

clumsily to Loyse.' 'l cannot control forces greater than
my own! This place is old, also it is apart from human
kind and fromthe powers we know. Gods were wor-

shi ped here once, such gods as altars have not been

rai sed to these thousand years. And there is a residue of
their old magic rising! Were is your outer gate? W

must try it while yet we can.”

"The light of your jewel — Loyse shut her own
eyes, pulling forth her nenory of this place, as earlier
she had used her nenory of the other wall-hidden
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ways. "There," she opened them again and poi nted
ahead.

Step by step the witch noved in that direction and the
light went with and around her as Loyse had hoped.
Steps wi de and roughly hewn, rounded by ages of tineg,
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| oonmed to their right. They led Loyse knew to a flat

bl ock with certain sinister grooves which lay directly
under a break in the roof, so that at intervals light from
the sun, or fromthe noon, bathed it in gold or silver

Around that platformfashi oned of broad steps, they

crept on to the far wall. The light of the jewel caught the
fall of earth which lay bel ow Loyse's gate. It would be
risky to clinb that tunble of stone and clay in this

gl oom but she was inpressed by the urgency of the

witch.

The clinb was as great a task as Loyse had feared.

Though her conpani on made no conpl ai nt, she knew

that to use those swollen hands nmust be tornment. Wen

and where she could the girl pushed and pulled the

other, tensing together when the rubble shifted under
their feet, threatening to plunge themboth to the bottom
once again. Then they were out, |ying on coarse grass
with the salt air about them and a grayish glimer in
the sky telling themthat the night was al nost gone.

"Sea or |land?" asked the witch. "Do you seek a
boat along the shore, or do we trust to our two feet and
head into the hills?"

Loyse sat up. "Neither," she replied crisply. "This

lies at the end of the pastures between the hold and the
sea. At this season the extra nounts are turned | oose to
range here until they are needed. And in a hut near the
gate is the horse gear of the rangers. But that may be
under guard."”

The witch | aughed. "One guard? Little enough to
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stand between two determ ned wonen and their desire

this night, or rather this norning. Show nme this hut
with the horse gear and | shall nmake you free of it with
no man the w ser thereafter."

They went across the end of the pasture. The horses,
Loyse knew, would be close to the hut where bl ock salt
had been set out two days before the storm The jewel
had gone dead when they had enmerged fromthe cavern
and they had to pick their way carefully.

A lantern burned over the door of the hut and Loyse

saw horses noving back and forth. The heavy war |

chargers bred to carry an arnored man in battle did not |
interest her. But there were the rough coated, smaller
mounts kept for hunting in the hills, able to withstand
hardshi p and keep going far past the exhaustion point of ~
the costlier animals Fulk fancied for his own riding.

Qut into the circle of the lantern |light noved two
such poni es—al nost as if her thought had called them
They seenmed uneasy, tossing their heads until their
ragged nmanes fl opped on their necks, but they cane.
Loyse put down the saddl e bags, whistling softly. To
her delight the small horses cane on, snuffling to one
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anot her, their forel ocks | ooping over their eyes, with
shaggy patches of their winter coats making them | ook
dappled in the dimlight.

If they would only prove tractabl e once she had the

gear! She circled about them slowy and approached the
hut. There was no sign of the guard. Could he have
deserted his post for the feasting? It would be his death
if Fulk discovered it.

Loyse pushed inward on the door and it creaked.

Then she was peering into a place which snelt of horses
and oiled |l eather, yes, and of the strong drink the
vil |l age peopl e brewed of honey and herbs, which was <&
enough to nmake even Fulk blink into sleep at the third
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tankard. Ajug rolled on its side, away fromthe touch of
her boot, and sticky stuff dribbled sluggishly fromits
mout h. The guardi an of the pastures lay on a truss of
straw snoring lustily.

Two bridles, two of the riding pads used by hunters

and swi ft riding nessengers. They were easy to lift
frompegs and | edge. Then she was back in the field and
the door pulled to behind her

The horses renmi ned docile as she bridled them and

sl apped on the pads, cinching themas tightly as she
coul d. But when both wonmen were nounted and on the
upper trail which was the only way out of Verlaine, her
conpani on asked for the second tine:

"\Where do you ride, blank shield?"

"The nountains." Mst of Loyse's concrete plans

had dealt only with the mechanics of her escape from
Ver | ai ne. Beyond this point where she now rode,

equi pped, nounted, she had foreseen little. To be free
and out of Verlaine had seened so inpossible a hap-
pening, so difficult an achi evenent that she had bent all
her wits to the solving of that, with little thought of
what woul d happen after she gai ned the nmountain

trails.

"You say Estcarp wars?" She had never really

t hought of venturing through the wild band of outlaw
territory between Verlaine and the southern border of
Estcarp, but with one of the witches of that land as a
riding conpanion it m ght now be the best choice of all

"Yes, Estcarp wars, blank shield. But have you

t hought of Kars, |ady duchess? Wuld you | ook upon
your realmin secret and see what nanner of a future
you have tossed away?

Loyse, startled, al nost kneed her nount into a trot
unsafe for the way they threaded.

"Kars?" she repeated bl ankly.
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Sonething in that worked in her mnd. Yes, she had

no mind to be Yvian's | ady duchess. But on the other

hand Kars was the center of the southern | ands and she

m ght find a kinsman or two there if she needed hel p
later. In so large a city a blank shield with noney in his
purse could | ose hinmself. And shoul d Ful k manage to

di scover sonething of her trail he would not think to
search for her in Kars.

"Estcarp nust wait yet awhile," the other was say-

ing .'" Trouble stirs through the land. And | would know
more of it, and of those who do the stirring. Kars is a
starting point."

She had been managed; Loyse knew that, but there

was no feeling of outrage in her. It was rather that she
had at long last found the end of a tangled cord, one
which, if she dared to follow it through all its coils,
woul d bring her where she had always wanted to be.

"W shall ride to Kars," she consented quietly.
PART 111:

VENTURE OF KARSTEN

I

THE HOLE OF VOLT

Five nen lay on the wave-beaten sand of the tiny cup of
bay and one of them was dead, a great gash across his
head. It was a hot day and shafts of sun struck full on
their hal f-naked bodies. The snell of the sea and the
stink of rotting weeds conbined with the heat in a tropic
exhal ati on.

Si non coughed, bracing his battered body up on his

el bows. He was one great bruise and he was very
nauseated. Slowy he crawed a little apart and was
thoroughly sick, though there was little enough to be
ejected from his shrunken stomach. The spasm shook
himinto full consciousness, and, when he could contro
hi s heavi ng, he sat up

He coul d remenber only parts of the i nmedi ate past.

Their flight from Sul carkeep had begun the ni ghtnare.
Magni s Osberic's destruction of the power projector,

that core of energy supplying light and heat to the port,
had not only blown up the small city but nust have

added to the fury of the stormwhich followed. And in
that stormthe snmall party of surviving Guards, trusting
to the escape craft, had been scattered w thout hope of
course keeping.

Three of those vessels had set out fromthe port, but
their period of keeping together had |asted hardly
beyond their last sight of the exploding city. And what
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had ensued had been sheer terror, for the craft had been
whirled, pitched, and finally shattered on coastw se
rock teeth in a period of tine which had ceased to be
mar ked in any orderly procession of hours and m nutes.

Si mon rushed his hands over his face. His | ashes
were matted with a glue of salt water and caught to-
gether, making it hard to open his eyes. Four nen
here—Then he sighted that half crushed head—three
men, maybe, and the dead.

On one side was the sea, quiet enough now, washing

the tangl es of weed ripped | oose and deposited on the
shore. Fronting the water was a cliff face, broken, with
handhol ds enough, Sinon supposed. But he had not the
slightest desire to essay that clinb, or to nove, for that
matter. It was good just to sit and let the warnmh of the
sun drive out the bitter cold of stormand water

"Saaa . . ."

One of the other figures on the strand stirred. A |long
arm swept the sand, pushing away a nass of weed. The
man coughed, retched, and raised his head, to stare
blearily about. Then the Captain of Estcarp caught sight
of Sinon and regarded hi m bl ankly, before his nouth
moved in an effort at a grin.

Koris hunched up, his over-heavy shoul ders and
arnms taking nost of his weight as he crawl ed on hands
and knees to a clear space of water-flattened sand.

"It is said on Gorm" he spoke rustily, his voice
hardly nore than a croak, "that a man born to feel the
wei ght of the headsman's ax on his neck does not

drown. And, since it has ofttines been made clear to
me that the ax is nmy fate—see how the oldsters are
proven right once again!"

Pai nfully he noved on to the nearest of the still prone
men, and rolled the |inp body over, exposing a face
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whi ch was grey-white under its weathering. The
Guardsman's chest rose and fell with steady breath and
he appeared to have no injuries.

"Jivin," Koris supplied a nanme, "an excellent rid-

ing master." He added the | ast thoughtfully, and Sinon
found hinself | aughi ng weakly, pressing his fists
against his flat nmiddl e where strai ned nuscles protested
such usage

"Naturally," he got out between those bursts of
hal f-hysterical mrth, "that is an enpl oynent nost
needed now "

But Koris had gone on to the next intact body.
"Tunston!"

Dmy Sinon was glad of that. He had devel oped,
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during his short period of life with the Guard in Estcarp,
a very hearty respect for that under officer. Mking

hi nsel f nove, he hel ped Koris draw the two still un-
consci ous nmen above the noisonme welter of tide drift.

Then clawed his way to his feet with the aid of the rock
wal |

"' Water—' That sense of well-being which had held
himfor a short space after his own awakeni ng was

gone. Sinmon was thirsty, his whol e body now one vast

Il onging for water, inside and out, to drink and to | ave
the smarting salt fromhis tender skin.

Koris shuffled over to exam ne the wall. There were
only two ways out of the cup which held them To

return to the sea and strive to swiro around the encirc-
ling arns of rocks, or to clinb the cliff. And every
nerve within Sinon revolted agai nst any sw mm ng,

or return to the water from which he had so mracu-

| ously energed.

"This is not too hard a path," Koris said. He was
fromming a little. "Alnmost could | believe that once
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there were hand hol ds here and here." He stood on

tiptoe, flattened against the rock, his long arns
stretched full length over his head, his fingers fitting
into small openings in the cliff wall. Miscles roped an<)
knotted on his shoulders; he lifted one foot, inserted the
toe of a boot into a crevice and began to clinb.

Gving a last glance at the beach and the two ne

now wel | above the pull of the water, Sinon followec
He di scovered that the Captain was right. There wer
conveni ent hollows for fingers and toes, whether ma<
by nature or man, and they led himup after Koris toj
| edge sone ten feet above the | evel of the beach

There was no mistaking the artificial nature of that

| edge for the marks of the tools which had shaped it
were still visible. It slanted as a ranp, though steeply,
toward the cliff top. Not an easy path for a man with a
whirling head and a pair of weak and shaking | egs, but
infinitely better than he had dared to hope for.

Kori s spoke again. "Can you nake it alone? | wll
see if | can get the others noving." f

Si mon nodded, and then wi shed that he had not trie

that particular form of agreenent. He hugged the wal
and waited for the world to stop an unpl easant sidew s
spiral. Setting his teeth, he took the upgrade. Mst of
the journey he made on his hands and knees, until he
cane out under a curving hollow of roof. Nursing raw
hands he peered into what could only be a cave. There
was no other way up fromhere, and they woul d have to
hope that the cave had anot her openi ng above.

"Simon!" The shout from bel ow was demandi ng,
anxi ous.
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He made hinself crawm to the outer edge of the | edge
and | ook down.
Koris stood there below, his head thrown far back as

W TCH WORLD
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he tried to see above. Tunston was on his feet, too,
supporting Jivin. At Simon's feeble wave they went
into action, sonehow between themgetting Jivin up the
first clinmb to the | edge.

Si mon remai ned where he was. He had no desire to

enter the cave alone. And anyway his will appeared to

be drained out of him just as his body was drai ned of
strength. But he had to back into it as Koris gained the
| evel and faced about to draw up Jivin.

"There is sonme trick to this place," the Captain

announced. "I could not see you frombelow until you
waved. Someone has gone to great trouble to hide his
door way. "

"Meaning this is highly inportant?" Sinmon waved

to the cave nouth. "I do not care if it is a treasure house
of kings as long as it gives us a chance of reaching
wat er!'"

"Water!" Jivin echoed that feebly. "Water, Cap-
tain?" he appealed to Koris trustfully.

"Not yet, conrade. There is still a road to ride."

They di scovered that Simon's chosen met hod of

hands and knees was necessary to enter the cave door.
And Koris barely scraped through, tearing skin on
shoul ders and ar ms.

There was a passage beyond, but so little |ight
reached this point that they crept with their hands on the
wal | s, Sinon tapping before him

"Dead end!" Hi s outstretched hands struck agai nst

solid rock facing them But he had given his verdict too
soon, for to his right was a faint glinmer of light and he
di scovered that the way nmade a right-angled turn

Here one coul d see a neasure of footing and they
qui ckened pace. But di sappointnent waited at the end
°f the passage. For the light did not increase and when

1
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they canme out into an open space, it was into twilight
and not the bright sun of day.

The source of that light riveted Sinon's attention and
pul l ed himout of his preoccupation with his own aches
and pains. Marching in a straight |line across one wall
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were a series of perfectly round w ndows, not unlike
ship's portholes. Wiy they had not sighted them from
the strand, for it was apparent that they nust be in the
outer surface of the cliff, he could not understand. But
t he substance which nade themfiltered the light in

cl oudy beans.

There was |ight enough, however, to show them only

too clearly the single occupant of that stone chanber.

He sat at ease in a chair carved of the sane stone as that
on which it was based, his arnms resting upon its broad
side supports, his head fallen forward on his breast as j
if he slept. |

It was only when Jivin drew breath in a sound cl ose

to a sob, that Sinon guessed they stood in a tonb. And
the dusty silence of the chanber closed about them as |j
if they had been shut into a coffer with no escape.

Because he was awed and ill at ease, Sinon noved |
purposefully forward to the two bl ocks on which the

chair rested staring up in defiance at the one who sat|
there. There was a thick coating of dust on the chair,
sifting over the sitter. Yet Tregarth could see that this
man—hi eftain, priest, or king, or whatever he had|

been in his day of life-was not allied by race to Estcarp |
or to Gorm |

H s parchment skin was dark, snmooth, as if the,
artistry of the enbal mer had turned it to sleek wood. |
The features of the half hidden face were marked by|
great force and vigor with a sweeping beak of nose;
dom nating all the rest. His chin was small, sharplyj
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poi nted, and the cl osed eyes were deep set. It was |ike
seei ng a humanoi d creature whose far distant ancestors
had been not primates but avian

To add to this illusion his clothing, under its film of
dust, was of some material which resenbl ed feathers

A belt bound his slimwaist and resting across both
arms of his chair was an ax of such length of haft and
size that Sinon al nost doubted the sl eeper could ever
have lifted it.

His hair had grown to a peak-crest, and binding it

into an upright plume, was a gemset circlet. Rings

gl eaned on those claw ringers resting on ax head and ax
haft. And about chair, occupant, and that war ax there
was such a suggestion of alien life as stopped Sinon
short before the first step of the dais.

"Volt!" Jivin's cry was close to a scream Then his
wor ds became unintelligible to Sinobn as he gabbl ed
sonet hing i n anot her tongue which night have been a
prayer.

"To think that legend is truth!" Koris had cone to
stand beside Tregarth. Hi s eyes were as brilliant as they
had been on the night they had fought their way out of

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (87 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:17 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt
Sul car keep.

"Volt? Truth?" echoed Sinon and the man from
Gorm answered inpatiently.

"Volt of the Ax, Volt who throws thunders—Yolt

who is now a bogey to frighten children out of naughti -
ness! Estcarp is old, her know edge cones fromthe

days before man wote his history, or whispered his

| egends. But Volt is older than Estcarp! He is of those
who cane before nan, as nan is today. And his kind

died before man arned hinself with stick and stone to
strike back at the beasts. Only Volt lived on and knew
the first nmen and they knew hi mand his ax! For Volt
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in his loneliness took pity on man and with his ax hewed
for thema path to follow to know edge and | ordship
before he, too, went from anong them

"I'n sone places they renenbered Volt with

t hanksgi vi ng, though they fear himfor being what they
could not understand. And in other places they hate

with a great hate, for the wisdomof Volt warred agai nst
their deep desires. So do we renmenber Volt with

prayers and with cursings, and he is both god and

denon. Yet now we four can perceive that he was a

living creature, and so in that akin to ourselves. Though
perhaps one with other gifts according to the nature of
hi s race.

"Ha, Volt!" Koris flung his long armup in a salute.
"I, Koris, who am Captain of Estcarp and its Cuards
give to you greetings, and the nessage that the world
has not changed greatly since you withdrew fromit.

Still we war, and peace sits only lightly, save that now
our night may have cone upon us out of Kol der. And,
since | stand weaponl ess by reason of the sea, | beg of

your arns! If by your favor we set our faces once nore
agai nst Kolder, may it be with your ax swinging in the
van!"

He clinmbed the first step, his hand went out confi-
dently. Sinmon heard a choked cry fromJivin, a hissed
breath from Tunston. But Koris was smiling as his
fingers closed about the ax haft, and he drew the

weapon carefully toward him So alive did the seated
figure seemthat Sinon half expected the ring |aden
claws to tighten, to snatch the giant's weapon back
fromthe man who begged it fromhim But it came

easily, quickly into Koris' grasp, as if he who had held
it all these generations had not only released it wlling-
Iy, but had indeed pushed it to the Captain.
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Si mon expected the haft to crunble into rottenness

when Koris drewit free. But the Captain swng it high,
bringing it down in a stroke which halted only an inch
or so above the stone of the step. In his hands the
weapon was a living thing, supple and beautiful as only
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a fine armcould be.

"My gratitude for life. Volt!" he cried. "Wth thisi
shall carve out victories, for never before has such a

weapon come into my hands. | am Koris, once of

Gorm Koris the ugly, the ill-fashioned. Yet, under
your good wi shing, oh. Volt, shall | be Koris the
conqueror, and your nane shall once nore be great in
this land!'"

Perhaps it was the very tinber of his voice which

di sturbed age-old currents of air; Sinon held to that
smal | neasure of rational explanation for what fol -

| owned. For the seated man, or man-like figure, ap-
peared to nod once, twice, as if agreeing to Koris'

exul tant prom ses. Then that body, which had seened

so solid only seconds before, changed in front of their
eyes, falling in upon itself.

Jivin buried his face in his hands and Sinon bit back

an exclamation. Volt—f Volt it had really been—was
gone. There was dust in the chair and nothing el se, save
the ax in Koris' grip. Tunston, that uninaginative man
spoke first, addressing his officer

"H's tour of duty was finished, Captain. Yours now
begins. It was well done, to claimhis weapon. And
think it shall bring us good fortune."

Koris was sw nging the ax once nore, mmking the

curved bl ade pass in the air in an expert's drill. Sinon
turned away fromthe enpty chair. Since his entrance
into this world he had witnessed the nmagic of the

wi tches and accepted it as part of this new life, now he
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accepted this in turn. But even the acquiring of the
fabul ous Ax of Volt would not bring thema drink of
wat er nor the food they nust have, and he said as nuch.

' '"That is also the truth,'' Tunston agreed. "If there is
no other way out of here then we nust return to the
shore and try el sewhere.”

Only there was another way, for the wall behind the
great chair showed an archway choked with earth and
rubble. And they set to work digging that out with their
belt knives and their hands for tools. It was exhausting
wor k, even for nmen who cane to it fresh. And only
Simon's new horror of the sea kept himat it. In the end
they cleared a short passage, only to front a door

Once its substance may have been sone strong na-

tive wood. But no rot had eaten at it, rather it had been
altered by the natural chemistry of the soil into a flint
hard surface. Koris waved them back.

"This is ny work."
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Once nore the Ax of Volt went up. Sinon al nost

cried out, fearing to see the fine blade cone to gri ef
agai nst that surface. There was a clang, and again the
ax was raised, cane down with full force of the Cap-
tain's mghty shoul ders

The door split, one part of it |eaning outward. Koris
stood aside and the three of themworried at that break.”
Now t he brightness of full day light struck them and|
the freshness of a good breeze beat the nustiness of thej
chanber away. I

They manhandl ed the remmants of the door to all ow8
passage and broke through a screen of dried creepers
and brush out onto a hillside where the new grass of
spring showed in vivid patches and sone snmall yell ow
flowers bl ooned |ike scattered gol dpi eces. They were
on the top of the cliff and the slope of this side went
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down to a stream Wthout a word Sinon stunbl ed
down to that which promsed to lay the dust in his
throat, ease the torture of his salted skin.

He raised dripping head and shoul ders fromthe

water sone tine later to find Koris mssing. Though he
was sure that the Captain had foll owed them out of the
Hol e of Volt.

"Koris?'' he asked Tunston. The other was rubbing

his face with handfuls of wet grass, sighing in content,
while Jivin lay on his back beside the stream his eyes
cl osed.

"He goes to do what is to be done for his man

bel ow,'' Tunston answered renotely.' 'No Guardsman
must be left to wind and wave while his officer can
serve hi m ot herw se."

Si non flushed. He had forgotten that battered body

on the beach. Though he was of the Guard of Estcarp by

his own will, he did not yet feel at one with them
Estcarp was too old, its nmen—and its witches—alien

Yet what had Petronius prom sed when he offered the
escape? That the nan who used it would be transported

to a world which his spirit desired. He was a soldier and
he had cone into a world at war, yet it was not his way
of fighting, and he still felt the honel ess stranger

He was renenbering the woman wth whom he had

fled across the noors, unknow ng then that she was a
witch of Estcarp and all that inplied. There had been
times during that flight when they had had an unspoken
conradeshi p. But afterwards that, too, was gone.

She had been on one of those other ships when they

had broken out of Sul carkeep. Had hers fared as badly

on the merciless sea? He stirred, pricked by something
he did not want to acknow edge, clinging fiercely to his
rol e of onlooker. Rolling over on the grass he pillowed
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his head on his bent arm relaxing by will as he ha
| earned | ong ago, to sleep

Si non awoke as quickly, senses alert. He could nc

have slept long for the sun was still fairly high. There
was the snmell of cooking in the air. In the lee of a rock a
smal | fire burned where Tunston tended sone snall

fish spitted on sharp twigs. Koris, his ax his bedfellow,
slept, his boyish face showi ng nore drawn and fined

down with fatigue then when he was conscious. Jivin
sprawl ed belly down beside the streanlet, fast proving
that he was nore than a naster of horsemanship, as his
hand energed with another fish he had tickled into
capture.

Tunston rai sed an eyebrow as Sinon canme up.
"Take your pick," he indicated the fish. " 'Tis not
mess fare, but it will serve for now "

Si mon had reached for the nearest when Tunston's

sudden tension brought his gaze to follow the other's.
Crcling over their heads in wide, gliding sweeps was a
bird, black feathered for the nost part save for a w de V
of white on the breast.

"Fal con!" Tunston breathed that word as if it sum
med up a danger as great as a Kol der anbush.

Il
FALCON S EYRI E

The bird, with that art known to the predatory cl ans,
hung over them on outspread wi ngs. Sinpbn saw

enough of those bright red thongs or ribbons fluttering
fromabout its feet to guess that it was not a wild
creature.

"Captain!" Tunston edged over to shake Koris
awake, and the other sat up, rubbing his fists across his
eyes in a small boy gesture.

"Captain, the Fal coners are out!"”

Koris jerked his head sharply up and then got to his
feet, shading his eyes against the sun, to watch the sl ow
circles of the bird. He whistled a call which arose in

cl ear notes. Those |azy circles ceased and Si non

wat ched the miracle of speed and precision—+the strike.

For the bird cane in to settle upon the haft of Volt's ax
where the weapon lay half hidden in the grass of this
tiny nmeadow. The curved beak opened and it gave a

harsh cry.

The Captain knelt by the bird,. Very carefully he
pi cked up one of the trailing cords at its feet and a snmall
metal pendant flashed in the sun. This he studied.
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"Nalin. He nust be one of the sentries. Go, w nged

warrior," Koris addressed the restless bird. "W be of
one breed with your nmaster and there is peace between
us."
143
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"A pity. Captain, that your words will not carry to

the ears of this Nalin," conmented Tunston. "The

Fal coners are apt to nake sure of the borders first and
ask questions later, if any invaders are left alive to ask
them of . "

"Just so, vagabond!"

The words came from i mmedi ately behind them

Al nost as one, they whirled, to see only rocks and
grass. Had it been the bird that spoke? Jivin eyed the
hawk doubtfully, but Sinon refused to accept that piece
of magic or illusion. He fingered his only weapon, the
kni fe which had been in his belt when he had nade the

shor e.

Koris and Tunston showed no surprise. It was appa-

rent they had expected sone such chall enge. The Cap-
tain spoke to the air about them distinctly and slowy,
as if his words must carry conviction to the unseen

I'i stener.
"I am Koris, Captain of Estcarp, driven upon this
shore by storm And these are of the Guards of Estcarp

Tunston, who is officer of the Great Keep, Jivin, and
Si non Tregarth, an outl ander who has taken service
under the Guardian. By the Cath of Sword and Shield,
Bl ood and Bread, | ask of you now the shelter given
when two war not upon each other, but |ive conmonly
by the raised bl ade!"

The faint echo of his words rolled about them and
was gone. Then once nore the bird gave its screechin
cry and arose. Tunston grinned wyly.

" "Now | take it, we wait for either a guide or a dart
t he back!"

"From an invisible eneny?" asked Sinon.
Kori s shrugged. "To every comander his own

mysteries. And the Fal coners have theirs in plenty. If
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they send the guide, we are indeed fortunate." He
sniffed. "And there is no need to go hungry while we
wait."

Si non ghawed at the fish, but he surveyed the snal

meadow cut by the stream H s conpani ons appeared to

be phil osophi cal about the future, and he had no idea
how that trick with the voice had been worked. But he

had | earned to use Koris as a measuring instrunent

when in a new situation. If the Guard Captain was

willing to wait this out, then they m ght not have to face
a fight after all. But on the other hand he would like to
know nore about his m ght-be hosts.

"Who are the Fal coners?"

"As Volt," Koris' hand went to the ax, slipping in

caress down its handle, "they are | egend and history,

but not so ancient.

"I'n the beginning they were nercenaries, cone

overseas in Sulcar ships froma |and where they | ost
their hol dings because of a barbarian invasion. For a
space they served with the traders as caravan guards
and marines. Sonetines they still hire out when in their
first youth. But the majority did not care for the sea;

they had a hunger for mountains eating into them since
they were heights born. So they came to the Cuardian at
Estcarp city and suggested a pact, offering to protect

the southern border of the land in return for the right to
settle in the nountains."

"There was wisdomin that!" Tunston broke in. "It

was a pity the Guardian could not agree."

"Why couldn't she?" Sinon wanted to know.

Koris smiled grimy. "Have you not dwelt | ong

enough yet in Estcarp, Sinon, not to know that it is a

mat ri archat e? For the Power which has held it safe lies

not first in the swords of its men, but in the hands of its
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wonen. And the hol der of Power are in truth al
wonen.

"On the other hand the Fal coners have strange cus-
toms of their own, which are as dear to themas the
mores of Estcarp are to the witches. They are a fighting;

order of nmles alone. Twice a year picked young nen

are sent to their separate villages of wonen, there to
sire a new generation, as stallions are put out to pasture
with the mares. But of affection, or liking, of equality
between nal e and fermal e, there is none recogni zed

anong the Fal coners. And they do not adnit that a

worman exi sts save for the bearing of sons. ]

"Thus they were to Estcarp savages whose corrupt |
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way of life revolted the civilized, and the Cuardian
swore that were they to settle within the country with
the consent of the witches the Power would be affronted
and depart. So were they told that not by the will of!
Estcarp could they hold her border. However they werej
granted | eave to pass in peace through the country with
what supplies they needed, to seek the nountains 01
their owmn. |If there they wi shed to carve out a hol ding
beyond t he boundaries of Estcarp the w tches woul (

wi sh themwell and not raise swords against them So i
has been for a hundred years or nore."

"And | take it they were able to carve out then
hol di ng?"

"So well," Tunston answered Sinbn's question

"that three tines have they beaten into the earth the
hordes of Dukes of Karsten have sent agai nst them The
very land they have chosen fights upon their side."

"You say that Estcarp did not offer themfriend-
ship,"” Sinmon pointed out. "What did it mean then
when you spoke of the Cath of Sword and Shi el d,

Bl ood and Bread? It sounded as if you did have sone
ki nd of an understanding."
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Kori s becane very busy picking a snall bone from

his fish. Then he smiled and Tunston | aughed openly.

Only Jivin looked a little conscious, as if they spoke of
things it was better not to nmention

"The Fal coners are nen—

"And the Guards of Estcarp are al so nen?" Sinon
vent ur ed.

Koris' grin spread, though Jivin was frowni ng now.

"Do not m sunderstand us, Sinmobn. W have the

greatest reverence for the Wnen of Power. But it is in
the nature of their lives that they are apart fromus, and
the things which may nove us. For, as you know, the

Power departs froma witch if she becones truly a

worman. Therefore they are doubly jeal ous of their
strength, having given up a part of their life to hold it.
Al so they are proud that they are wonen. To themthe
custons of the Fal coners, which deny that pride as well

as the Power, reducing a female to a body without
intelligence or personality, are close to denon-

i nspired.

" "W may not agree with the Fal coners' customns, but

as fighting nen we Guards pay themrespect, and when

we have net with themin the past there was no feud

bet ween us. For the Guards of Estcarp and the Fal con-

ers have no quarrel. And,'' he tossed aside the spit from
whi ch he had worried the |last bite offish, "the day may
be com ng soon when the fact shall be an aid to us

all."
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"That is true!" Tunston spoke eagerly. "Karsten

has waned upon them And whether the Guardian wills

it or not, if Karsten marches upon Estcarp the Fal coners
stand between. But we know that well and this past year
the Guardi an turned her attention el sewhere when the

Bi g Snow struck and grain and cattle nmoved sout hward

to Fal coner villages."
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"There were wonen and children hungry in those
villages,"” Jivin said.

"Yes. But the supplies were anple and nore than
villagers ate," countered Tunston

"The Falcon!™ Jivin jerked a thunb skywards, and

they saw that black and white bird sail through the air
over their canpsite. It proved this time to be the fore-
scout of a small party of men who rode into view and sat
wat chi ng t he Cuards.

The horses they bestrode were akin to ponies,

rough- coat ed beasts that Sinon judged were ninble

f oot ed enough on the narrow trails of the heights. And
their saddl es were sinple pads. But each possessed a
forked horn on which perched at ease one of the fal-
cons, that of the leader offering a resting place to the
bird that had gui ded them

As did the Guards and the nman of Sul carkeep, they

wore mail shirts and carried small, dianond-shaped
shields on their shoulders. But their helns were shaped
like the heads of the birds they trained. And, though he
knew that human eyes surveyed himfrom behind the

hol es in those head coverings, Sinmon found the silent
regard of that exotic gear nore than a little disquieting.

"I am Koris, serving Estcarp.”

Koris, the great ax across his forearm stood up to
face the silent four.

The nman whose falcon had just returned to its perch
held up his empty sword hand palmout in a gesture as
uni versal and as old as tine.

"Nalin of the outer heights,"’
in the hel m mask.

hi s voi ce rang hol | ow

"Between us there is peace. The Lord of Wngs
opens the Eyrie to the Captain of Estcarp.”

Si non had doubts about those ponies carrying dou-
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bl e. But when he nounted behind one of the Fal coners
he di scovered that the small ani mal was as sure-footed
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on the slightest of trails as a burro and the addition of an
extra rider appeared to be no inconvenience.

The trails of the Falconer's territory were certainly

not laid to either entice or confort the ordinary traveler.
Si non kept his eyes open only by force of will as they
footed al ong | edges and swung boots out over drops he

had no desire to measure

Now and agai n one of the birds soared al oft and

ahead, questing out over the knife slash valleys which
were a feature of the region, returning intime toits
master. Sinon |longed to ask nore concerning the curi-
ous arrangenent between man and bird, for it seened
that the feathered scouts nust have a way of reporting.

The party cane down from one slope onto a road

whi ch was snpboth as a hi ghway. But they crossed that
and bored up into the wilderness once nore. Sinon
ventured to speak to the man behi nd whom he rode.

"I amnew to this southern country—+s that not a
way through the nountai ns?"

"It is one of the traders' roads. W keep it open for
them and so we both profit. You are this outlander,
then, who has taken service with the Guards?"

"] am

' The Guards are no blank shields. And their Captain
rides to a fight and not fromit. But it would seemthat
the sea has used you ill."

"No man may command storns," Sinon returned
evasively. "W live—for that we offer thanks."

"To that give thanks in addition that you were not
driven farther south. The weckers of Verlaine hau
"luch fromthe sea. But they do not care for |iving nen.
Soi neday, " his voi ce sharpened, "Verlaine may dis-
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cover that none of her cliffs, nor her toothed reefs shal
shelter her. Wien the Duke sets his seal upon that place
then it will no longer be a snmall fire to plague travelers,
but rather a raging furnace!"

"Verlaine is of Karsten?' Sinon asked. He was a
gatherer of facts where and when he coul d, adding them
pi ece by piece to his jigsaw of this world.

Ver| ai ne's daughter is to be wed to the Duke after

the custom of these foreigners. For they believe that

hol ding of land follows a female! Then by such a

crooked right the Duke will claimVerlaine for its rich
treasure seized out of storm seas, and perhaps enl arge
the trap for the taking of all coastwi se ships. O old we
have gi ven our swords to the traders, though the sea is
not our chosen battlefield, so shall we perhaps be sum
nmoned when Verlaine is cleansed.”
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"You reckon the nmen of Sul carkeep anobng those
you woul d ai d?"

The bird's head on the shoul ders before hi m nodded
vigorously.' "It was on Sul car ships that we cane out of
bl ood, death and fire overseas. Guardsman! Sul car has
first claimupon us since that day.'

"I't will no nore!" Sinmon did not know why he said
that, and he regretted his | oose tongue i mediately.

"You bear sone news, Guardsnman? Qur hawks
quest far, but not as far as the northern capes. Wat has
chanced to Sul carkeep?"

Sinon's hesitation was prolonged into no reply at al
as one of the fal cons hung above them calling |oudly.

"Loose nme and slide off!" his conpani on ordered

sharply. Sinon obeyed, and the four Guardsnmen were

left on the trail while the ponies forged ahead at a pacs
reckl ess for the country. Koris beckoned the others on
"There is a sortie." He ran after the fast-
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di sappearing ponies, the ax over his shoul der, his slen-
der legs carrying himat a nuscle-straining trot which
Si non al one found it easy to equal

There were shouts beyond and the telltale clash of
metal neeting netal.

"Karsten forces?" panted Sinon as he drew abreast
of the Captain.

"I think not. There are outlaws in these wastes, and
Nal i n says they grow bolder. To my nmind it is but a

small part of all the rest. Alizon threatens to the north,
the Kol der nobves in upon the west, the outl aw bands

grow restless, and Karsten stirs. Long have the wol ves
and the night birds I onged to pick the bones of Estcarp
Though they woul d eventually quarrel over those bones
anong thenselves. Some men live in the evening and

go down into darkness defending the remmants of that

they reverence."

"And this is the evening forEstcarp?" Sinon found
breath to ask.

"Who can say? Ah—eutlaws they are!"

They | ooked down now upon a trade road. And here

swirled a battle. The bird-hel neted horsenen dis-
mounted as the | evel ground was too limted to give
caval ry any advantage, to strike in as a well-trained
fighting unit, cutting down those who had been enticed
into the open. But there were snipers in hiding and they
took toll by dart of the Fal coners.

Koris |l eaped fromledge to trail, comng dow in a
pocket where two nen crouched. Sinon worked his
way along a thread of path to a point where, with a
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wel | -ai med stone, he brought down one who was j ust
shooting into the nelee. It took only a nonent to strip
Aat body of gun and ammunition and turn the weapon

agai nst the conrades of its former owner

152
W TCH WORLD 153
ANDRE NORTON

Hawks fl ew screamn ng, stabbing at faces and eyes,
raking with savage claws. Sinon fired, took aimand
fired again, marking his successes with dour satisfac*
tion. A fraction of the bitterness of their defeat at
Sul car keep oozed from himduring those few wld
moments while there was still active resistance around

and bel ow.

A squeal of horn cut the shrieks of the birds. Across

the valley a rag of flag was waved vi gorously and those

of the outlaws who still kept their feet fell back, though
they did not break and run until they reached cover

where nounted nmen coul d not pursue. The day was

slipping fast into evening and a host of shadows swal -

| owed t hem up.

Hi de fromthe men they m ght, but conceal nent

fromthe hawks was another matter. The birds swirled
over the rising ground, striking down, sonetimes find-
ing a quarry as screanms of pain testified. Sinon saw
Koris on the road, ax still in hand, a dark stain on the
bl ade of that weapon. He was tal king eagerly with a

Fal coner, oblivious of those who wal ked from one

body to the next, sonetimes nmaking sure of its status
with a quick sword stroke. There was the same grim
finality to this engagenent as there had been after the
ambush of those from Gorm Sinon busied hinself

with the buckling on of his new arns belt, taking care
not to watch that particular activity. |

The hawks were drifting back down the arch of tfte
eveni ng sky, comng in answer to the whistles of their
masters. Two bodies in bird helns were | ashed across
the pads of nervous ponies, and other nen rode ban-
daged, supported by their fellows. But the toll anobng
the outlaw force had been far the greater

Si non rode behind a Fal coner again, not the s

man. And this one was not inclined to talk as he nursed
a sl ashed arm across his breast and swore softly at every
jolt.

Ni ght came quickly in the nountains, the higher

peaks shutting out the sun, enclosing grow ng pools of

gl oom The track they took was a broader one and

snmoot h as a hi ghway when conpared to their earlier
trails. It brought themat last, up a stiff clinb, to the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (98 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:18 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt

home the Fal coners had made for thenselves in their
exile. And it was such a keep as drew a whistle of
ast oni shnent out of Sinon.

He had been truly inpressed by the ancient walls of
Estcarp with their air of having been wought fromthe
bones of the earth in the days of its birth. And Sul car-
keep , though it had been cl oaked with the spune of that
unnatural fog, had been indeed a m ghty work. But this
was a part of the cliffs, of the nmountain. He could only
believe that the makers had chanced upon a peak where
there were a series of caves which had been enl arged

and worked. For the Eyrie was not a castle, but a
mountain itself converted into a fort.

They entered over a drawbridge spanning a chasm
luckily hidden in the twilight, a drawbridge giving
footing to only one horse at a tine. Sinon released his
i ndrawn breath only when the pony he bestrode in
conpany passed under the w cked points of a portculis
into a gaping cave. He aided the wounded Fal coner to
the pavenent and into the hands of one of his fellows,
and t hen | ooked about for the Guardsnen, sighting
Tunston's hei ght and bare dark head before he saw t he
ot hers.

Koris pushed his way to them Jivin at his heels. For
a space they seened to be forgotten by their hosts.
Horses were | ed away, and each nman took his fal con
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upon a padded gl ove before going into another passage/*
But at last one of the bird heads swiveled in their
direction and a Fal coner officer approached.

"The Lord of Wngs would speak with you,
Guardsnmen. Bl ood and Bread, Sword and Shield to our

service!"
Koris tossed his ax, caught it, and turned the bl ade

away fromthe other with cerenony. "Sword and
Shield, Blood and Bread, nan of the hawks!" '

I
A WTCH I N KARS

Si non sat up on the narrow bunk, knuckles pressed to

hi s achi ng head. He had been dreamng, a vivid and
terrifying dream of which he could recall only the
terror. And then he awakened to find hinmself in the

cell +ike quarters of a Falconer with this fierce painin
his head. But nore urgent than the pain was a sense of
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the need to obey sone order—er was it to answer a
pl ea?

The ache faded, but the urgency did not and he coul d
not remain in bed. He dressed in the | eather garnments
his hosts had provided and went out, guessing that it
was cl ose to norning.

They had been five days at the Eyrie and it was

Koris' intention to ride north soon, heading to Estcarp
t hrough | eagues of outlaw infested territory. Sinon
knew that it was in the Captain's mnd to bind the

Fal coners to the cause of the northern nation. Once
back in the northern capital he would bring his influ-
ence to work upon the prejudices of the witches, so that
the tough fighting men of the '"bird helns nmight be
enlisted in Estcarp's struggle.

The fall of Sul carkeep had aroused the dour nen of

the nmountains, and preparations for war buzzed in their
redoubt. In the | ower reaches of the strange fortress
smths toiled the night through and arnorers w ought
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cunni ngly, while a handful of technicians worked
those tiny beads strung on the hawk jesses througb
which a high circling bird reported and recorded for his ;

master. The secret of those was the nobst guarded of
their nation, and Sinon had only a hint that it was based
on sonme nechani cal contrivance

Tregarth had been often brought up short in his
estimati on of these peoples by just some curious quirk
such as this. Men who fought with sword and shield
shoul d not al so produce intricate conmunication de-

vi ces. Such odd | eaps and gaps in know edge and,

equi pnent was baffling. He could far nore readily
accept the "magic" of the witches than the eyes and
ears, and when necessary, voices which were falco

bor ne. )

The magi ¢ of the witches—Sinmon clinbed stairs cut

in one of the nmountain burrows, came out upon a

| ookout post. There was no mist to mask a range of hills
visible in the light of early nmorning. By some feat of
engi neering he could see straight through a far gap into
that open |l and which he knew to be Karsten

Karsten! He was so intent upon that keyhole into die
duchy that he was not aware of the sentry on post there
until the man spoke:

"You have a nessage. Guardsnan?"

A nmessage? Those words triggered sonething in

Sinon's mind. He experienced for an instant the return
of pain to press above his eyes, that conviction there
was sonething for himto do. This was foreknow edge

of a kind, but not such as he had known on the road to
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Sul car keep. Now he was bei ng sunmoned, not

warned. Koris and the Guardsnmen would ride north if

they willed, but he nust head south. Sinon put down

his |l ast guard against this insidious thing, allowed him,
self to be swayed by it. n
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"Has any news cone' out of the south?" he de-
manded of the sentry.

"Ask that of the Lord of Wngs, Quardsnan." The
man was suspicious after the training of his kind.
Si mon headed for the stairs.

"Be sure that | shall!"

Before he went to the Conmander of the Fal coners,

he tracked down the Captain, finding Koris busied with
preparations for taking the trail. He glanced up fromhis
saddl ebags to Sinon, and then his hands stopped

pul l'ing at buckl es and straps.

"What's to do?"

"Laugh if you will," Simon replied shortly. "M
road lies to the south."

Koris sat down on the edge of a table and swung one
booted foot slowy back and forth. "Wy does Karsten
draw you?"

"That is just it!" Sinmon struggled to put into words
what conpel | ed hi m agai nst either inclination or sense.
He had never been an articul ate nan and he was discov-

ering it even harder here to explain hinself. "I am
dr awn—
The swinging foot was still. In that handsome, bitter

face there was no readabl e expression. "Since
when—and how has it come upon you?" That denmand
was qui ck and harsh, an officer desiring a report.

Si non spoke the truth.' "There was a dream and then
I awoke. When | | ooked just now through the gap into
Karsten | knew that ny road | eads there."

"And the drean?"
"I't was of danger, nore | cannot renenber."

Koris drove one fist into the palmof the other. "So

be it! I wish you had nore power or less. But if you are
drawn, we ride south.”
e
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"Tunston and Jivin shall carry our news to Estcarp
The Kol der cannot cut through the barrier of the Power;

yet awhile. And Tunston can rally the Guard as well E

I. Look you, Sinmon, | amofCGormand nowit is Gon
whi ch fights against the Guard, though it may be
Gorm which is dead and denon-inspired. | have serve

Estcarp to the best of ny ability since the Guardia
gave ne refuge, and | shall continue to serve her. But i
may be that the time has conme that | can serve her bes
outside the ranks of her liege men instead of withh

t hem

"How do | know . . ."his dark young eyes ha(
shadow srmudges under them tired eyes, worn with a;

fatigue which was not of body, "how do | know that”
through ne because | am of Gorm danger cannot strike
at the very heart of Estcarp? W have seen what the
Kol der have done to living nen whom | knew well,

what el se that devil-haunted brood can acconplish
what man may tell? They flew through the air to take
Sul car keep. "

"But that may be no fruit of magic," Sinmon cut in.
"I'n my omn world air flight is a common node of
travel. | wish | had had sight of how they cane—t
could tell us nuch!"

Koris | aughed wyly. "Doubtless we shall be given

numer ous ot her occasions in the future to observe their
met hods. | say this to you, Sinmon, if you are drawn
south, | believe it to be by intelligent purpose. And two
swords, or rather," he corrected hinmself with alittle
smle, "one ax, and one dart gun, are of greater force
than one gun al one. The very fact of this summning is
good hearing, for it rmust mean that she who went with

us to Sul carkeep still lives and now noves to further our
cause. "

W TCH WORLD
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"But how do you know it is she, or why?" Such a
suspi ci on had been Sinon's also, to have it confirmed
by Koris carried conviction

" 'How? Why? Those who have the Power can send it

forth along certain |lanes of mnd, as these Fal coners

di spatch their birds through the reaches of the air. And
if they neet any of their kind, then they call or warn. As
to why—t is in ny mnd, Sinon, that she who sends

must be the | ady you saved fromthe pack of Alizon, for

she woul d be well able to comunicate with one she

knows.

"You are not bl ood of our blood, bone of our bone,
Sinmon Tregarth, and it would seemin your world the
Power lies not only in the hands of wonmen. Did you not
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snel |l out that anbush on the shore road as well as any

witch mght do? Yes, | shall ride into Karsten on no
nmore proof than you have given ne at this hour, be-
cause | know the Power and because, Sinon, | have

fought beside you. Let nme give Tunston his instructions
and a nessage for the Guardian, and we shall go to cast
in troubled waters for inportant fish."

They rode south well equipped with nail and

weapons taken from vanqui shed eneni es, blank shields
signifying that they were wandering nmercenari es open
for hire. The Fal coner border guard escorted themto
the edge of the nobuntains and the traders' road to Kars.

Wth no nore than that tenuous feeling as a guide

Si non wondered at the wi sdomof their venture. Only
the pull was still on himnight and day, though he had
no nore ni ghtmares. And each norning found him

i mpatient to take the hi ghway once nore.

Karsten had villages in plenty, growi ng | arger and
richer as the travelers penetrated into the bl ack-earthed
bottom | ands along the wide rivers. And there were
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petty lordlings set up in fiefs who offered enpl oynent
to the two fromthe north. Though Koris | aughed to
scorn the wages they suggested and thus increased the
respect with which he and his ax were regarded, Sinon
said little, but was alert to everything about him map-
ping the land in his head, and noting small custons and
| aws of behavior, while, between tinmes when they
journeyed al one, he punped the Guard Captain for

i nformati on.

The Duchy had once been a territory sparsely held by

a race akin to the ancient blood of Estcarp. And now
and then a proud-held dark head, a pale face with
cleanly cut features, rem nded Sinon of the nmen of the
north.

'The curse of the Power finished themhere,'' Koris
observed when Sinon commented on this.

"The curse?"

The Captain shrugged.' 'It goes back to the nature of
the Power. Those who use it do not breed. And so each
year the wonmen who will wed and bear grow fewer. A
marri ageabl e mai d of Estcarp may choose anobng ten
men, soon anong twenty. Al so there are childl ess

hones in plenty.

"So it was here. Thus when the sturdier barbarians
canme overseas and settled along the coast they were not
actively opposed. More and nore | and cane to their
hands. The old stock withdrew to the backl ands. Then
war | ords arose anbng the newconers in the course of
time. So we have the Dukes, and this Duke |ast of
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al | -who was a comon man of a hired shield com
pany and clinbed by his wits and the strength of his
sword armto conplete rule.”

"And so will it go with Estcarp al so?"
"Perhaps. Only there was a mngling of blood with
the Sul carman, who, alone, it seens, can mate with
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Estcarp and have fruit of it. Thus in the north there was
a stirring of the old blood and a renew ng of vigor.
However, Gorm may swal | ow us up before there has

been a proving of anything. Howis it, Sinon; does this
town we approach beckon you? It is Garthhol mon the
river, and beyond it lies only Kars."

"Then we go to Kars," Sinmon answered wearily
after a long noment. "For the burden is still on me."

Under his plain helmKoris' brows rose. "Then it is

i ndeed | aid upon us to wal k softly and watch over our
shoul ders the while. Though the bl ood of the Duke is

not high and he is eyed sidew se by the nobles, yet his
wits are far fromblunt. There will be eyes and ears | 1
within Kars to mark the | ow iest stranger and ques-

tions asked of blank shields. Especially if we do not
strive to enlist at once under his banner."

Si non gazed thoughtfully at the river barges sw ng-
ing at anchor by the town quay.

"But he would not be inclined to enlist a mained

man. Al so are there not doctors within Kars who woul d
treat one injured in battle? A man, say, who ailed from
a blow on the head so that his eyes no | onger served him
wel | 2"

'Such a one as would be brought by a conrade to see
the wise doctors of Kars?" chuckled Koris. "Yes, that
is afine tale, Sinon. And who is this injured warrior?

"I think that role is mne. It would cover any awk-
ward m stakes which a keen witted eye-and-ear of the
Duke woul d note."

Kori s nodded vigorously. "W sell these ponies

here. They | abel us too much as being fromthe noun-
teins, and in Karsten mountains are suspect. Passage
can be bought on one of the river boats. A good enough
Pl an. "

It was the Captain who carried out the bargaining
W TCH WORLD 163

over the ponies, and he was still counting the wedge-
shaped bits of metal which served as paynent tokens in
the duchy as he joined Sinon on the barge. Koris
grinned as he sl apped the handful into his belt purse.
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" 'l have trader blood and today | proved it," he said.

' '"Half again what | was prepared to take, enough to aid
in any pal mgreasing when we cone to Kars, should

that be needed. And provisions to keep us until that
hour." He dunped the bag he carried on board al ong

with the ax from which he had not been parted since he
took it fromthe hands of Volt.

There were two days of lazy current gliding on the

river. As it neared sunset on the second, and the walls
and towers of Kars stood out boldly not too far ahead,

Si non' s hands went to his head. The pain once nore

shot above his eyes with the intensity of a blow Then it
was gone, |leaving behind it a small vivid picture of an
ill-paved lane, a wall, and a door deep set therein. That
was their goal and it lay in Kars.

"This is it then, Sinmon?" TheCaptain's hand fell on
hi s shoul der.

"It is." Sinmon closed his eyes to the sunset colors
bending the river. Somewhere in that city he rust find

the lane, the wall, the door, and neet with the one who
wai t ed.
"A narrow | ane, a wall, a door—

Kori s understood. "Little enough," he remarked.

H s gaze was for the city, as if by the force of his will he
could hurl them across the space still separating the

barge fromthe waiting wharf.

Soon enough they came up the quay to the arch in the
city wall. Sinmon noved slowy in his chosen role,
trying to walk with the timdity of a man who coul d not
trust his sight. Yet his nerves were prickling, he was

certain that once within the city he could find the |ane.
The thread which had drawn hi m across the duchy was
now a tight cord of direction

Koris talked for themat the gate and his expl anation
of Sinon's disability, his plausible story—as well as a
gi ft passed under hand to the sergeant of the guard—got
themin. The Captain snorted as they passed down the
street and turned the corner

"Were that man in Estcarp |'d have the sign off his
shield and his feet pointing on the road away before he
had tinme to name me his nane! It has been said that the
Duke grows soft since he came into rule, but I would
not have believed it so."

"Every man is said to have his price," Sinon re-

mar ked.

"True enough. But a wi se officer knows the price of

the men under himand uses them accordingly. These

are nmercenaries and can be bought in little things. But
perhaps if the code still prevails, they will stand firmin
battle for himwho pays them Wat is it?"
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He asked that sharply for Sinon had stopped, half
swung around.

"W head wong. It is to the east."

Koris studied the street ahead. "There is an alley
four doors fromhere. You are sure?"

"I amsure."”

Lest the sergeant of the gate be nore astute than they
judged him they went at a sl ow pace, Sinon being

gui ded. The eastward alley led on into nore streets.

Si non sheltered in a doorway while Koris sniffed their

back trail. In spite of his distinctive appearance the
Captai n knew how to take cover, and he cane flitting
back soon.

"If they have set any hound on us he is better than

164
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Estcarp's best, and that | do not believe. So now |let us
get to earth before we are remarked to be remenbered
East still it is?"

The dull pain in Sinon's head ebbed and fl owed, he
could use it as a "hot" and "col d" guide in a strange
fashion. Then a particularly bad blast brought himto
the mouth of a curving |lane and he stepped within. It
was wal l ed with bl ank backs of buil dings and what

wi ndows | ooked out. on it were dark and curtained.

They qui ckened pace and Sinon shot a gl ance at

each wi ndow as they passed, fearing to see a face there.
Then he saw it—the door of his vision. He was breath-

ing alittle hard as he paused before it, not fromthe
exertion of pace, but rather fromthe turmoil inside him
He raised his fist and rapped on the solid portal

When there was no answer he was absurdly disap-
poi nted. Then he pushed, to encounter a barrier which
must be backed with bars.

"You are sure this is it?" Koris prodded.

"Yes!" There was no outer |atch, nothing he could
seize upon to force it open. Yet what he wanted, what
had brought himthere, was on its other side.

Kori s stepped back a pace or two, neasuring the
hei ght of the wall with his eye.

"Were it closer to dark we could nmount this. But
such a nmove now m ght be noted."
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Si non threw away caution and pounded, his assault
on the wood that of a drum Koris caught at his arm

"Woul d you rouse out the Duke's compani es? Let us
lay up in a tavern and cone back at nightfall."
"There is no need for that."

Koris' ax lifted fromhis shoulder. Sinon's hand was
on his gun. The door showed a wedge of opening and

that | ow, characterless voice had conme through it to
t hem

A young nman stood in that crevice between wood and

brick. He was much shorter than Sinon, less in inches
even than Koris, and light of Iinb. The upper part of his
face was overhung with the visor of a battle helm and

he wore mail w thout the badge of any |ord.

From Si non he | ooked to the Captain, and the sight

of Koris appeared oddly to reassure him for he stepped
back and notioned themw thin. They cane into a

garden with brittle stalks of winter-killed flowers in
preci se beds, past a dry fountain rinmred with the mark
of ancient scumwhere a stone bird with only half a beak
searched endlessly for a water reflection which no

| onger exi st ed.

Then anot her door into a house, and there the stream
of light was a banner of wel conme. The young man
pushed before them having sped fromthe barring of
the wall door. But another stood to bid thementer

Si non had seen this woman in rags as she fled froma
pack of hunting hounds. And he had seen her in coun-
cil, wearing the sober robes of her chosen order. He had
ri dden beside her when she went girt in mail with the
Guards. Now she wore scarlet and gold, with genms on

her fingers and a jewel ed net coifing her short hair.

"Sinmon!" She did not hold out her hands to him

of fered no other greeting save the naming of his nane,
yet he was warned and at peace. "And Koris." She

voi ced a gentle |aughter which invited themboth to
Nare some private joke, and swept themthe grand
surtsy of a court lady. "Have you cone, lords, to
wnsult the Wse Wman of Kars?"

Koris grounded the half of his ax on the floor and
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dropped the saddl e bags whi ch had been | ooped over J

hi s wi de shoul der. |
"W have cone at your bidding, or rather your

bidding to Sinmon. And what we do here is for your
saying. Though it is good to know that you are safe, "

a Sinon only nodded. Once again he could not find the
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proper words to express feelings he shrank fromdefin-a
ing too closely.

IV

LOVE PCTI ON

Koris put down his goblet with a sigh.' 'First a bed such
as no barracks ever boasted and then two neals like

this. | have not tasted equal wine since | rode out of

Estcarp. Nor have | feasted in such good comnpany."

The witch cl apped her hands lightly. "Koris the
courtier! And Koris and Sinon the patient. Neither of
you have yet asked what we do in Kars, though you
have been a night and part of a day under this roof."

"Under this roof," Sinmon repeated thoughtfully.
"I's this perchance the Estcarp enbassy?"

She smled. "Now that is clever of you, Sinpn. But,

no, we are not official. There is an Estcarp enbassy in
Kars, housing a lord with inpeccabl e background and

not a single snmell of witchcraft about him He dines
with the Duke upon formal occasions and provides a
splendid representation of respectability. This house is
| ocated "in quite a different quarter. What we do

her e—=

When she paused Koris asked lightly:

"l gather our aid is needed or Sinon would not have

had that aching head of his. Do we kidnap Yvian for

your pleasure, or nerely split a few skulls here and
t here?"

The young man who noved quietly, spoke little, but
was al ways there, whomthe witch named Briant and
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yet had not explained to the Guardsnen, reached for a

di sh of pastry balls. Stripped of the nail and hel m he
had worn at their first nmeeting, he was a sl ender, al nost
frail youngster, far too young to be well-schooled in the
use of the weapons he bore. Yet there was a firmset to
his mouth and chin, a steady purpose in his eyes which
argued that the woman from Estcarp had perhaps cho-

sen wisely in her recruiting after all

"How, Briant," she said to himnow, "shall they
bring us Yvian?" There was somet hi ng approachi ng
m schief in that inquiry.

He shrugged as he bit into the pastry. "If you wish to
see him | do not." And that faint enphasis on the "I"
was | ost on neither of the nen.

"No, it is not the Duke we plan to entertain. It is
anot her nmenber of his household, the Lady Aldis."
Koris whistled. "Aldis! I would not think—
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"That we have any business with the Duke's | enman?

Ah, you meke the m stake of your sex there, Koris.
There is a reason | wish to know nore of Aldis, and an
excel lent one to urge her to cone."

"Those bei ng?" pronpted Sinon.

"Her power within the duchy is founded upon

Yvian's favor alone. Wile she holds himto her bed she
has what she wants npbst, not gauds and robes, but

i nfluence. Men who wish to further some schene nust
seek out Aldis as a passage to the Duke's ear, even if
they are of the old nobility. As for women of rank—
Al dis has repaid heavily many ol d slights.

"When she first clinbed to Yvian's notice the gauds

and glitter sufficed, but through the years her power has
come to mean nore. Wthout that she is no better than a
wench in a dockside tavern, as well she knows.'

W TCH WORLD
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"Does Yvian grow restive now?" Koris wanted to
know.

"Yvian has wed."

Si mon wat ched the hand at the pastry dish. This tine
it did not conplete its mission, but went instead to the
gobl et before Briant's plate.

"W heard talk in the nountains of the wedding of
Verl aine's heiress."

"Ax marriage," the witch explained. "He has not
seen his new bride yet."

"And the present lady fears a conpetition. Is the

| ady of Verlaine then counted so beautiful ?" Sinon
asked idly but he caught a sudden swift glance from
Bri ant .

And it was the boy who answered. "She is not!"

There was a note in that hot denial which baffled Sinon
with its bitter hurt. Wo Briant was or where the wtch
had found him they had no idea, but perhaps the boy

had nursed a liking for the heiress and was di sappoi nt ed
by his | oss.

The witch |l aughed. "That, too, nmay be a matter of

opi nion. But, yet, Sinmon, | think that Aldis does not lie
easy of nights since she heard the decree read forth in
Kars' market place—wondering how | ong Yvian will

continue to reach for her. In this state of mind she is
ripe for our purpose.”

"I can see why the |ady mght seek aid," Sinon
conceded, "but why yours?"

She was reproachful. "Though I do not go under my

"e colors as a Wman of Power out of Estcarp, | have

a small reputation in this city. It is not ny first visit
here. Men and wonen, especially wonen, are ever
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intrigued to hear of their futures. Two of Aldis' waiting
170 ANDRE NORTON

mai ds have conme here in these past three days, arm
with fal se nanes and fal ser stories. Wien | nanmed them
for what they are and told thema few facts, they went
scuttling back wy-faced to their mistress. She wll
conme soon enough, never fear."

"But why do you want her? If her influence wti
Yvian is on the wane—' Koris shook his head. "I hav
never pretended to an understandi ng of wonen, bu
truly aml nowin a maze. Gormis our eneny—not

Karsten, at least, not actively."

"Gorml " There was sone enotion stirring behind
the snmooth facade of her face. "Here al so Gorm finds

roots."

"What!" Koris' hands sl apped down hard on the
tabl e between them "How cones Gormto the
duchy?"

"It is the other way around. Karsten goes to Gorm

or a part of her manpower does.'' The witch, resting her
chin upon her clasped hands, her el bows on the board,
spoke earnestly.

"W saw at Sul carkeep what the Kol der forces did to
the men of Gorm using themfor war weapons. But

Gormis only a small island and when she was overrun
many of her nen nust have died in battle before they
could be ... converted."

"That is true!" Koris' voice was savage. "They
coul d not have netted too nmany captives."

"Just so. And when Sul carkeep fell Magnis Gsberic

must have taken with himthe major parts of the invad-
ing force with the destruction of the hold. In that he
served his people. Mst of the trading fleet were at sea,
and it is the customof the Sulcarmen to carry their
famlies with themon | ong voyages. Their haven on

this continent is gone, but their nation lives and they
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can build again. Only, can the Kol der so easily repl ace
the men they | ost?"

"I't nust be that they |ack manpower,"” Sinon half
questioned, his mnd busy with the possibilities that
suggest ed.
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"Which may be true. O for some other reason they
cannot or will not face us openly thensel ves. W know
so little concerning the Kol der, even when they squat
before our door. Now they are buying nmen."

"But slaves are chancy as fighting nen," Sinon
poi nted out. "Put weapons in their hands and you ask
for revolt."

"Si mon, Sinon, have you forgotten what manner of

men we flushed from anbush on the sea road? Ask
yourself if they were ready for revolt. No, those who
inarch to Kol der war drums have no will left in them
But this nmuch is also true: for the past six nonths
gal l eys have cone to an island lying off the sea-nouth
of Kars' river and prisoners fromKarsten are transfer-
red to those ships. Sone are fromthe prisons of the
Duke, other men are swept up on the streets and docks,
friendl ess nmen, or ones not to be m ssed.

"Such deal i ngs cannot be kept secret forever. A

whi sper here, a sentence there—piece by piece we have
gathered it. Men sold to the Kol der for Kol der pur-
poses. And if thus it happens in Karsten, why not in
Alizon? Now | can better understand why mny nission

there failed and how | was so speedily uncovered. If the
Kol der have certain powers—as we believe that they
do—they could stalk nme or any such as ne, as the

hounds hunted us by scent on the noors.

"I't is our belief now that the Kolder on Gormis
gathering a force to the purpose of invading the main-
| and. Perhaps on that day Karsten and Alizon shall both
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di scover that they provided the weapons for their own
defeat. That is why | deal with Aldis, we nust know
more of this filthy traffic with Gormand it could not
exi st without the Duke's know edge and consent."

Koris stirred restlessly. "Soldiers gossip al so, |ady.
A round of wi ne shops made by a blank shield with
tokens in his purse might bring us tidings in plenty."

She | ooked dubious. "Yvian is far fromstupid. He

has his eyes and ears everywhere. Let one such as you
appear in the wi ne shops you nention, Captain, and he
shall hear of it."

Koris did not appear worried. "Did not Koris of

Gorm a mercenary, lose his men and his reputation at
Sul car keep? Doubt not that | shall have a good story to
blat out if any should ask it of nme. You," he nodded to
Si non, "had best lie close lest the tale we told to get
through the gates trips us up. But how about the young-
ling here?" He grinned at Briant.

Sonewhat to Sinmon's surprise the generally sober-
faced youth smled back timdly. Then he | ooked to the
witch as if for permission. And, equally to Sinmon's
astoni shrent, she gave it, with some of the sane m s-
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chief she had shown earlier

"Briant is no ruffler of the barracks, Koris. But he
has been prisoned here | ong enough. And don't under-
rate his sword arm |'Il warrant he can and will anmaze
you—+n several ways!"

Koris | aughed. "That | do not doubt at all, |ady,
seeing that it is you who says it." He reached for the ax

by his chair.

"You' d best l|eave that pretty toy here," she warned.
"I't, at least, will be remarked." She | aid her hand on

the shaft.
It was as if her fingers were frozen there. And for the
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first time since their arrival Sinbn saw her shaken out
of her calm

"What do you carry, Koris?" her voice was a little
shrill.

"Do you not know, lady? It came to ne with the
good will of one who made it sing. And | guard it with

my life."

She snatched back her hand as if that touch had
seared fl esh and bone.

"Wllingly it came?"

Koris fired to that doubt. "About such a matter |
woul d speak only the truth. To ne it cane and only ne
will it serve."

"Then nore than ever do | say take it not into the
streets of Kars." That was half order, haif plea

"Show ne then a safe place in which to set it," he
countered, with openly displayed unw | lingness.

She thought a nmonment, her finger rubbing at her

lower lip." "So be it. But later you nust give ne the ful
tale, Captain. Bring it hither and | shall show you the
safest place in this house."

Simon and Briant trailed after theminto another

room where the walls were hung with strips of a tapes-

try so ancient that only the vaguest hints of the origina
designs could be surm sed. One of these she bypassed

to come to a length of carved wall panel on which

fabul ous beasts | eered and snarled in high relief. She
pulled at this, to display a cupboard and Koris set the ax
far to its back.

Just as Sinon had been aware of the past centuries
within Estcarp city, solid waves of tine beating against
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a man with all the pressure of ages, as he had al so
known awe for the non-human in the Hole where Volt
had held silent court for dust and shadows, so here there
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was al so a kind of radiation fromthe walls, a tangible M
sonething in the air which made his skin creep. ‘fa

Yet Koris was brisk about the business of storing his
treasure and the witch shut the cupboard as mght a
housewi fe upon a broom Briant had lingered in the
doorway, his usual inpassive self. Wiy did Sinon fee
this way? And he was so plagued by that that he stayed
when the others left, making hinmself walk slowy to the

center of the chanber.

There were only two pieces of furniture. One a

hi ghbacked chair of black wood which night have

conme froman audi ence hall. Facing it was a stool of the
same sonber coloring. And on the floor between the

two an odd collection of articles Sinon studied as if
trying to find in themthe solution to his riddle.

First there was a small clay brazier in which m ght
bum a pal mload of coals, no nore. It stood on a

I ength of board, polished smooth. And with it was an
earthen bow containing some gray-white neal, that
was flanked by a squat bottle. Two seats and that
strange coll ection of objects—yet there was sonething

el se here al so
He did not hear the witch's return and was startl ed

out of his thoughts when she spoke.
"VWhat are you, Sinon?"

H s eyes net hers.' 'You know. | told you the truth at
Estcarp. And you rmust have your own ways of testing

for fal sehood."
"W have, and you spoke the truth. Yet | must ask

you agai n, Sinon-what are you? On the sea road you
felt out that anbush before the Power warned ne. Yet
you are a man!" For the first tine her self-possession
was shaken. "You know what is done here—you fee

it
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"No. | only know that there is sonething here that |
can not see-yet it exists." He gave her the truth once
agai n.

"That is it!" She beat her fists together. "You
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shoul d not feel such things, and yet you do! | play a part
here. | do not always use the Power, that is, greater
power than nmy own experience in reading nmen and

woren, in guessing shrewdly what lies within their

hearts or are their desires. Three quarters of ny gift is
illusion; you have seen that at work. | sumon no

denmons, toll nothing here from another world by ny

spells, which are said mainly to work upon the mnds of
those who watch for wonders. Yet there is the Power

and sonetines it cones to ny call. Then |I can work
what are indeed wonders. | can snell out disaster,
though | may not always know what formit will take.
So much can | do—and that nuch is real! | swear to it
by ny lifel™

"That | believe," Sinmon returned. "For in ny
worl d, too, there were things which could not be
expl ai ned with any sober logic."

"And you had your wonmen to do such things?"

"No, it came to either sex there. | have had nen

under ny command who had foreknow edge of disas-

ter, of death, their own or others'. Also | have known
houses, ol d places, in which something |urked which

was not good to think about, sonething which could

not be seen or felt any nore than we can now see or fee
what is with us here."

She wat ched hi m now wi t h undi sgui sed wonder.

Then her hand noved in the air, sketching between
them sonme sign. And that blazed for an instant in fire
hangi ng i n space.

"You saw that?" WAs that an accusation or trium
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phant recognition? He did not have tine to discover
whi ch, for, sounding through the house was the note of

a gong.

"Al dis! And she will have guards with her!" The

witch crossed the roomto rip open that panel where
Koris had stored the ax. "In with you," she ordered.
"They will search the house as they always do, and it
woul d be better if they do not know of your presence.'

She allowed himno tine for protest, and Sinon
found hinself cranped into space nuch too snall.
Then the panel was slammed shut. Only it was nore
spyhol e than cupboard, he discovered. There were
openi ngs anong the carvings, which gave himair to
breath and sight of the room

It had all been done so swiftly that he had been swept

al ong. Now he revolted and his hands went to that

panel, determined to be out. Only to discover, too late,
that there was no latch on his side and that he had been
neatly put into safe keeping, along with Volt's ax, unti
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the witch chose to have hi mout again.

H s irritation rising, Simon pressed his forehead
agai nst the carven screen to gain as full sight as he
could of the room And he kept very still as the
worman from Estcarp reentered, to be pushed aside by
two sol diers who strode briskly about, flipping aside

strips of tapestry.

The witch was | aughing as she watched them Then
she spoke over her shoulder to one still lingering on the

ot her side of the threshol d:

"It seenms that one's word is not accepted in Kars.

Yet when has this house and those under its roof even
been associated with ill dealings? Your hounds may
find some dust, a spider web, or two—+ confess that |
am not a notabl e housewi fe, but naught else, |ady. And
they waste our time with their searching."”
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There was a faint jeer in that, enough to flick one on
the raw. Sinon appreciated her skill with words. She
spoke as an adult humoring children, a little inpatient
to be about nore inportant business. And subtly she
invited that unseen other to join her in adulthood.

"Hal sfric! Donnar!"
The nen snapped to attention.

"Prow through the rest of this burrowif you will,
but | eave us in private!"

They stood aside ninbly at the door as anot her

worman cane in. The witch closed the portal behind

them before she turned to the newconmer, who dropped

her hooded cloak to let it lie in a saffron pool on the
floor.

"Wl cone, Lady Aldis."

"Time is wasting, wonan, as you pointed out." The
words were harsh, but the voice in which they were
spoken surrounded that bruskness with |ayers of velvet.
Such a voice could well twist a man to her will through
hearing it al one.

And the Duke's mstress had the form not of the

tavern wench to which the witch had conpared her
over-ripe and full-curved, but of a young girl not fully
awakened to her own potentialities, with small high
breasts nodestly covered, yet perfectly revealed by the
fabric of her robe. A wonan of contradicti ons—

want on and cool at one and the sane tine. Sinon,
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studying her, could well understand how she had nman-
aged to hold sway over a proved | echer as |ong and
successfully as she had.

"You told Firtha— again that sharp note swat hed
in velvet.

"I told your Firtha just what | could do and what was
necessary for the doing," the witch was as brisk as her
client. "Does the bargain suit you?"
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"I't will suit ne when it is proved successful and not
before. G ve nme that which makes ne secure in Kars
and then clai myour pay."

"You have a strange way of bargaining, |ady. The
advantages are all yours."

Aldis smiled. "Ah, but if you have the power you

claim Wse Wnan, then you can blast as well as aid

and | shall be easy nmeat for you. Tell nme what | nust do
and be quick; | can trust those two outside only because
I hold both their lives with my tongue. But there are
other eyes and tongues in this city!"

"G ve ne your hand." The wonan from Estcarp

pi cked up the tiny bow of meal. As Aldis extended her
beri nged hand, the other stabbed it with a needl e drawn
fromher clothing, letting a drop or two of blood fal
into the bowl . She added nore noisture fromthe bot-
tle, mxing it into a batter. And coaxed the charcoal in

the tiny stove to a bl aze.

"Sit down." She pointed to the stool. Wen the
ot her was seated, she slapped the board across her
knees, putting the stove upon it.

"Think on the one you want, keep himonly in your
m nd, |ady."

The batter of that cake was spread out above that

handful of fire and the wonman from Estcarp began to

sing. Strangely enough that sonething which had so
alerted Sinon nonents earlier, which had thickened

and curdl ed about themin that second when she had

traced the fiery sign in the air, was now ebbing fromthe

room

But inits way her singing wove a spell of its own,
changi ng t hought inmages, evoking another kind of re-
sponse. Sinon, realizing it for what it was, for what it
coul d do, after an incredul ous second or two, bit hard
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upon his lower lip. This—om ng fromthe wonman he

t hought he was beginning to know. Fit magic for Aldis

and her like; for the cool cleanliness of Estcarp, no!

And it was begi nning to work upon him al so. Sinon

screwed his fingers into his ears to close out that sultry
heat which seeped fromwords in the air to the racing

bl ood in his own body.

He took away that defense only when he saw t he

witch's lips ceased to nove. Aldis' face was a delicate

pi nk, her parted lips noist, her eyes fixed before her
unseeingly, until the witch |ifted fromher knees the
board and brazier. The woman from Estcarp took up the
cake, crunbled it into a square of white cloth and held it
out to her client.

" "A pinch of this added to his food or drink." The life
had gone fromthe witch's voice; she spoke as one
drugged with fatigue.

Al di s whi pped the package fromher, thrust it into the
breast of her gown. "Be sure | shall use it rightly!" She
caught up her cl oak, already on her way to the door. "I
shall let you know how | fare."

"I shall know, lady, | shall know. "

Al dis was gone and the witch stood, one hand on the
back of the chair as if she needed its support. Her
expressi on was one of weary distaste with a faint trace

of shane, as if she had used ill neans to gain a good
end.

\
THREE TI MES HORNED

Koris' hands noved in steady rhythm polishing the ax
bl ade with sl ow strokes of a silken cloth. He had re-
clainmed his treasure the nminute he returned, and now,
perched on a wi ndow | edge, with it resting upon his

knees, he tal ked.

.he burst in as if the Kol der were breathing

upon his back and blurted it out to the sergeant who
spewed up half the wine | had paid for and was like to
choke loose his guts, while this fell ow pawed at him
and yamrered about it. |1'd stake a week's looting of
Kars that there is a kernel of truth in it somewhere,
though the story's a nuddle."

Si nron was watching the other two in that room He

did not expect the witch to reveal either surprise or the
fact that she might already have heard such a tale.
However, the youngster she had produced out of

nowhere mght be |less well schooled, and his attitude
proved Sinmon right. Briant was too well controll ed.

One better trained in the gane of conceal nent woul d

have di spl ayed surprise

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (117 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:18 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt

"I take it," Simon cut through the Captain's report,
"that such a story is not a muddle to you, |ady." The
war i ness whi ch had become a part of his rel ationship
with her since that scene with Aldis hours earlier was
the shield he rai sed against her. She mght sense its
presence, but she made no effort to break through it.

180
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"Hunold is truly dead," her words were flat. "And

he died in Verlaine. Also is the Lady Loyse gone from
the earth. That nuch did your man have true, Cap-

tain," she spoke to Koris rather than to Sinon. "That
bot h these happenings were the result of an Estcarp raid
is, of course, nonsense."

"That | knew, lady. It is not our manner of fighting.
But is this story a cover for sonething el se? W have
asked no questions of you, but did the renmainder of the
Guards cone ashore on the Verlaine reefs?"

She shook her head. "To the extent of mnmy know
| edge, Captain, you and those who were saved with you
are the only survivors out of Sul carkeep."

"Yet a report such as this will spread and be an

excuse for an attack on Estcarp." Koris was frowning
now. "Hunold stood high in Yvian's favor. | do not

think the Duke will take his death calmy, especially if
sonme nystery surrounds it."

"Ful k!'" The nane expl oded out of Briant as if it

were a dart shot fromhis side arm "This isFulk's way
out!" H s pale face had expressi on enough now. "But

he woul d have to deal with Siric and Lord Duarte, too!
think that Ful k has been very busy. That shi el dman had
so many details of a raid, that he nust have been
acquainted with a direct report."

"A messenger fromthe sea just landed. | heard him
babbl e that nuch,"” Koris supplied.

"Fromthe seal!" The witch was on her feet, her

scarl et and gold draperies stirring about her. "Ful k of
Ver | ai ne cannot be termed in any way a sinpl eton, but
Aere is a swiftness of nove here, a taking advantage of
every chance happeni ng whi ch snacks of sonet hing

nmore than just Fulk's desire to protect hinself against
Yvi an' s vengeance!"

ANDRE NORTON
182

There was a storny darkness in her eyes as she
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regarded all three of themcoldly. She night al nost
have been nunbering them anong hostil e el enents.

"This | do not like. Ch, sone tale from Verl ai ne ni ght
have been expected; Fulk needed a story to throwinto
Yvian's teeth | est the stones of his towers be rained
down about his own ears. And he is perfectly capabl e of
spitting both Siric and Durate to give added cre-

dence and cover his tracks. But the noves cone too
swiftly, too well fitting into a pattern! | woul d have

sSwWor n—

She strode up and down t he chanber, her scarl et

skirts swirling about her. "W are mstresses of illu-
sion, but I will take oath before the Power of Estcarp
that that stormwas no illusion! Unless the Kol der have
mastered the forces of nature—' Now she stood very

still, and her hands flew to her nouth as if to trap words
al ready spoken. "If the Kol der have nmstered— her

voi ce cane as a whisper. "I can not believe that we

have been noved hither and yon at their bidding! That I
dare not believe! Yet— She whirled about and cane

directly to Sinon.

"Briant | know, and what he does and why, all thati
know. And Koris | know, and what drives him and

why. But you—an out of the mists of Tor, | do not
know. If you are nore than you seem then perhaps we
have brought our own doom upon us."

Kori s stopped polishing the ax bl ade. The cloth fel

to the floor as his hands cl osed about the haft.' 'He was
accepted by the GQuardian," he said neutrally, but his
attention centered upon Sinon with the inpersona
apprai sal of a duelist noving forward to neet a chal -

| enge.

"Yes!" The worman from Estcarp agreed to that.
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" "And it is inpossible that what Kol der holds to its core
cannot be uncovered by our methods. They could cl oak

it, but the very blankness of that cloak would nmake it
suspect! There is one test yet." She plucked at the

throat fastening of her robe and drew forth the dul

jewel she had worn out of Estcarp. For a |ong nonent

she held it in her hands, gazing down into its heart, and
then she slipped the chain from about her neck and held

it out to Sinmon. "Take it!" she ordered.

Koris cried out and scranbled off the | edge. But

Sinon took it into his hand. At first touch the thing was
as snooth and cold as any polished gem then it began

to warm adding to that heat with every second. Yet the
head did not bum it had no effect upon his flesh. Only
the stone itself cane to life; trails of opal escent fire
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craw ed across its surface.

"I knew!" Her husky hal f-whisper filled the room

"No, not Kol der! Not Kol der; Kol der could not hold

wi thout harm fire the Power and take no hurt! Wel-
come, brother in power!'' Again she sketched a symnbo

in the air which glowed as brightly as the gembefore it
faded. Then she took the stone fromhis hold and
restored it to its hiding place beneath her robe.

"He is a nman\ Shape changi ng could not work so,

nor is it possible to befool us in the barracks where he
has lived," Koris spoke first. "And how does a nan

hol d t he Power ?"

"He is a nman out of our tinme and space. Wat

chances in other worlds we cannot say. Now | will

swear that he is not Kolder. So perhaps he is that which
Kol der nmust face in the final battle. But now we

nmust "

Their preoccupati on was sharply broken by the burr
of a signal in the wall. Alert, Sinmon and Koris |ooked to
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the witch. Briant drew his gun. "The wall gate," he
sai d.

"Yet it is the right signal, though the wong tine.
Answer it, but be prepared.”

He was already half out of the room Koris and

Si non sped after himto the garden door. As they
reached outside, free fromthe deadeni ng thickness of
the walls of that unusual house, they heard a cl anor
fromthe town. Sinmon was plagued by a w sp of

menory. There was a note in that far-off shouting

whi ch he had surely heard before. Koris |ooked star-
tled.

"That is a nob! The snarl of a hunting nob."

And Si non, renenbering a red horror out of his own
past, nodded briskly. He poised the dart gun to wel -
conme whoever stood without the wall gate.

There was no mi staking the race of the man who

stunmbled in to them A bloody gash could not disguise
Estcarp features. He fell forward and Koris caught him
about the body. Then they were all nearly rocked from

their feet as a blast of sound and di splaced air beat in on
them and the very ground noved under them

The man in Koris' hold noved, smled, tried to

speak. Deafened monmentarily they could not hear.
Briant slamred shut the gate and set its |ocking bars.
Toget her Sinmon and the Captain half carried, half sup-
ported the fugitive into the house.

He recovered enough to sketch a salute to the witch
as they brought himto her. She neasured sone bl uish
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liquid into a cup and held it to his lips as he drank
"Lord Vortinmer?"

He | eaned back in the chair into which they had
| onered him "You just heard his passing, |ady—n
that thunder clap! Wth himwent all of our blood
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fortunate to reach the enbassy in tine. For the rest—
they are being hunted in the streets. Yvian has ordered
the three tinmes homing for all of Estcarp or of the old
bl ood! He is |ike a man gone mad!"

"This too?" She pressed her hands tight against her
tenples as if she might so ease sone al nost intolerable
pain. "W have no tine, no tinme at all?"

"Vortinmer sent me to warn you. Do you choose to
foll ow him al ong the sanme path, |ady?"

"Not yet."

"Those who have been homed can be cut down

wi t hout question wherever they are found. And in Kars
today the cutting down does not cone swiftly as a clean
death," he warned di spassionately. "I do not know

what hopes you may have of the Lady Al dis—

The witch laughed.' "Aldis is no hope at all, Vortgin.
Five of us . " She turned the cup around and around
in her fingers and then | ooked directly to Sinon

"More depends upon this than just our lives al one.

There are those in the outer parts of Karsten of the old
bl ood, who, warned, m ght safely get through the
mountains to Estcarp, and so swell our ranks. Also

what we have | earned here, patchy though it is, nust be
taken back. | could not hope to sumon power

enough—you will have to aid nme, brother!"”

"But | don't know how—+ have no use of power,'
he prot est ed.

"You can back ne. It is our only hope."
Koris cane away fromthe wi ndow where he had
been peering into the garden

" Shape changi ng?"

"It is the only way. And how long will it hold? ' she
shrugged.

Norigin ran his tongue across his lips. "Set ne
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outside this cursed city and I'Il rouse your countryside:
for you. | have kin in the backlands who'll nove on ny
wor d! "

" "Come!'' She led the way to that tapestried room o\

magi ¢c. But just inside the door Koris halted.

"What | have been given | bear with nme. Put on ne
no shape in which | cannot handle the gift of Volt."

"I would call you lack-wilted," she flared back, "if

I did not know the worth of that biter of yours. But it is
not of human make and so may change shape al so in
illusion. W can only try. Now | et us nake ready,

qui ckl y!"

She pulled a strip of carpet fromthe fl oor as Sinon
and Koris shoved the chair and stool, bore the other
things to the other end of the room Stooping she traced
lines with the jewel of power and those |ines gl owed
faintly in the formof a five pointed star. Alittle de-
fiantly Koris dropped his ax in the center of that. |

The witch spoke to Sinon. "Shapes are not changed
intruth, but an illusion is created to benuse those who
woul d track us down. Let me draw upon your power to

swell ny own. Now," she glanced around and brought

the small clay brazier to sit by the ax, puffing its coals
intolife, "we can do what is to be done. Make your-

sel ves ready."

Koris caught Sinon by the arm "Strip—to the

ski n—the power does not work ot herw se!" He was
shedding his own jerkin. And Sinon obeyed orders,
bot h of them aidi ng Vortgin.

Snoke curled up fromthe brazier, filling the room
with a reddish mst in which Koris' squat form the
fugitive's nuscul ar body were half hidden. I

"Take your stand upon the star points—ene to each
point," came the witch's order out of the nurk. "But
you, Sinmon—next to ne."
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He foll owed that voice, |osing Koris and the other
man in the fog. A white armcane out to him a hand
reached for and enfolded his. He could see under his
feet the lines of a star point.

Soneone was singing—at a far distance. Sinon was

lost in a cloud where he floated wi thout being. Yet at
the sane tine he was warmnot outwardly, but in-

wardly. And that warnth floated fromhis body, down

his right arm Sinon thought that if he could watch it he
woul d be able to see that flowblood red, warm—
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being drained in a steady stream Yet he saw not hi ng
but the greyish nmist, he only knew that his body stil
exi st ed.

The singing grew | ouder. Once before he had heard

such singing—then it had aroused his lusts, and urged
himto satisfy appetites he had beaten under by force of
will. Now it worked upon himin another way, and he

no longer loathed it fiercely.

He had cl osed his eyes against the endless swirling of
the mst, stood attuned to the singing so that each note
throbbed within his body to be a part of him nmde into
fl esh and bone fromthis tine forth—yet also did that
warm fl ood trickle out of him

Then his hand fell linply back against his thigh. The
drain had ceased and the singing was fading. Sinon
opened his eyes. Were the nurk had been a solid wal

it was now showi ng holes. And in one of them he

caught sight of a brutish face, a beastly caricature of
human. But in it sat Koris' sardonic eyes. And a little
beyond was another with di sease-eaten skin and a flat
Iid where an eye had once been

He wearing the Captain's eyes gl anced from Si non
to his neighbor and grinned w dely, displaying decayed
and yell owed fangs. "A fair conpany we shall be!"

"Dress you!'' snapped the witch fromthe di sappear-
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ing murk.' "This day you have conme out of the stews of
Kars to loot and kill. It is your kind who thrive upon
homi ngs! "

They put on the gear they had brought into Kars, but

not enough to go too well clad for the dregs of the city
that they seened. And Koris took up fromthe fl oor—

not the Ax of Volt—but a rust incrusted pole set with
hooks, the purpose of which Sinmon woul d rather not

i magi ne.

There was no mirror to survey his new self, but he
gathered that he was as disreputable as his conpani ons.
He had been expecting changes in the witch and Bri ant
al so—but not what he saw. The woman of Estcarp was

a crone with filthy ropes of grayish hair about her
hunched shoul ders, her features underlined with an-
cient evil. And the youngster was her opposite. Sinon
stared in pure amazenment, for he fronted a girl being
|laced into the scarlet and gold gown di scarded by the

wi t ch.
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Just as Briant had been pallid and col orl ess, here was
rich beauty, nore than properly displayed since her
tiring nmaid did not bother to pull tight breast |aces.
Instead the crone quirked a finger at Sinon.

"This is your loot, bold fellow Hoist the pretty on

your shoul der, an if you grow tired of your burden-

well, these other rogues will lend a hand. Play your part
well." She gave the seeming girl a shove between her
shoul der bl ades which sent her stunmbling into Sinon's
arms. He caught her up neatly, swi nging her across his
shoul der, while the witch surveyed themw th the eye of

a stage manager and then gave a tug to strip the bodice
yet farther fromthose snooth young shoul ders.

Inwardly Sinmon was astoni shed at the conpl eteness #
of the illusion. He had thought it would be for the eyes
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only, but he was very conscious that he held what was
also femnine to the touch. And he had to keep remni nd-
ing hinmself that it was indeed Briant he so bore out of
t he house.

They found Kars harbored nany such bands as theirs

that day. And the sights they had to witness, the aid
they could not give, ate into themduring that journey to
the wharves. There was a watch at the gates right

enough, but as Sinon approached, with his now npan-

ing victimslung over his shoulder, his raffish fell ows
slinking behind him as if to welcone the | eavings of

his feast, the witch scuttled ahead with a bag. She
tripped and fell so that the brilliant contents of her

| ooter's catchall rolled and spilled across the roadway.

Those on guard sprang into action, the officer kick-

ing the crone out of his way. But one nman had a slightly
hi gher sense of duty, or perhaps he was nore noved by

Si non' s supposed choice of pillage. For he swng a

pi ke down in front of Tregarth and grinned at hi m over
that barrier.

"You've got you a soft arm oad there, fishguts. Too
good for you. Let a better man sanple her first!"

Koris' pole with its rusty hooks snaked out, hooking
his feet fromunder him As he spraw ed they darted
through the gate and al ong the wharf, other guards in
pursuit.

“Inl" Briant was pulled out of Sinobn's grasp,

thrown out into the flood of the river, the Captain
following in a cleancut dive to come up beside the
draggling red and gold clad body. Vortgin took off at a
stunmbling run. But Sinmon, seeing that Koris had Briant
t6 hand, |ooked back for the witch

There was a flurry down the wharf and a tangle of
"gures. @un in hand he ran back, pausing for three snap
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shots, each taking out a nan, dead or wounded. His
rush brought himthere in tine to see that tw sted
gray-haired body lying still while a sword swung
downward ai ned at the scrawny throat.

Si mon shot twice nore. Then his fist struck flesh,
crushed it agai nst bone. Soneone shrieked and fled as
he scooped up the witch, finding her weight nore than
Briant's. Bearing her over his shoul der he staggered to
the nearest barge, his lungs | aboring as he dodged
anong the piled cargo on its deck, heading for the far

rail and open water.

The wonman in his arns cane to |ife suddenly, push-

ing against himas if he were indeed a captor she m ght
fight. And that overbal anced Sinon so that they went
over together, tunmbling to strike the river with a force
he had not expected. Sinon swall owed water, choked,

and struck out instinctively, if clunsily.

H s head broke the surface and he stared about him
for the witch, to see a winkled arm hanpered by water
soaked rags cutting in a sw mrer's stroke.

"Hol

The call cane froma barge fl oati ng downstream and

a rope flicked over its side. Sinon and the witch gai ned

the deck, only to have Koris wave theminpatiently to

the opposite rail into the river again, the craft serving as
a screen between themand the city shore.

But here a small boat with Vortgin sitting therein,

Bri ant | eaning over the side being actively sick into the
water, while he clutched his red robe about himas if

i ndeed he had been the victimof rapine. As they scram

bl ed down to this refuge, Koris pushed them away from
the barge, using the point of his hook spear.

"l thought you |l ost that at the gate!"

Koris' ruffian face mrrored his astoni shnment at Si-
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mon's comment. "This | would never |ose! Well, we

have us a breathing space. They will believe us hiding

on the barge. At |east so we can hope. But it would be

wi se to head to the other shore as soon as this has drifted
far enough fromthe wharves."

They agreed with the Captain's suggestion, but the
m nutes during which they remai ned wedded to the
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barge were very long ones. Briant straightened at |ast,
but he kept his face turned fromthemas if heartily
ashaned of the guise he wore. And the witch sat in the
bow surveying the far shore with searching intensity.

They were lucky in that night was closing in. And
Vortgin knew the surrounding country well. He woul d

be able to guide theminland across the fields, avoiding
houses and farns, until they had put enough di stance
between them and Kars to feel reasonably safe.

"Thrice horned—yes, that sentence he can enforce

in Kars. For the city is his. But the old | ords have ties
with us, and where they | ack such ties or synpathy,

they may be noved by jeal ousy of Yvi an. They may not
actively aid us, but neither will they help the Duke's
men cut us down. It will be largely a matter of their
closing their eyes and ears, hearing and seeing

naught . "

"Yes, Karsten is now closed to us," the wtch

agreed with Vortgin. "And | would say to all of the old
race that they should flee borderward, not |eaving es-

cape until too late. Perhaps the Falconers will aid in this
matter. Aile. . . aie . . . our night cones!"

But Simon knew that she did not nmean the physica
"ight closing about their own small party.

Vi
FALSE HAWK

They lay behind the winter pressed stack in the field,

Si non, Koris, and Vortgin, wi sps of the dank straw

pul I ed over their bodies, watching what went on at the
crossroads haml et beyond. There were the brilliant

bl ue-green surcoats of the Duke's men, four of them

wel |l mounted for hard and far riding, and a fringe of the
dull -robed villagers. Wth sonme cerenony the | eader of
the small force out of Kars brought his horse beneath

the Pole of Proclamation and put a homto his lips, its
silver plating catching fire fromthe norning sun. »

"One . . . two . . . three ..." Koris counted™
those blasts aloud. They heard themclearly, all thr
countrysi de nust have heard them although what th
Duke's nmen said to the assenbly afterwards the:

caught only as a nunble.

Koris | ooked to Vortgin. "They spread it fasi
enough. You'd best be on your way, if any of your Kkir

is to be warned at all."

Vortgin thrust his belt dagger deep into the earth o
the field as if he were planting it in one of the blu
coated riders. "I'lIl need nore than nmy two | egs."

"Just so. And there is what we all seek." Kori
jerked a thumb at the ducal party.
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"Beyond the bridge the road takes a cut through
smal | woods," Sinon thought al oud.
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Koris' pseudo-face expressed malicious apprecia-
tion of that hint. "They'll soon be through with the
chatter. W'd best nove."

They crawl ed away fromtheir vantage point, crossed
the river ford, and found the woods track. The roads

| eading north were not well kept. Yvian's rule in this
district had been covertly opposed by noble and com
moner alike. Away fromthe main highways all pas-
sages tended to be only rough tracks.

On either side banks rose, brush and grass covered. It
was not a safe place for any wayfarer, doubly suspect
for anyone in the Duke's livery.

Sinmon settled into conceal nent on one side of that

cut, Koris chose a stand closer to the river, prepared to
head off any retreat. And Vortgin was across from

Si non. They had only to wait.

The | eader of the nessengers was no fool. One of his

men rode ahead, studying every bush the wind stirred,
every clunp of suspiciously tall grass. He passed be-
tween the hidden nen and trotted on. After him cane
the one who bore the hom and a conpani on, while the
fourth man brought up the rear

Si non shot as the rearguard drew | evel with his
position. But the man who fell fromthe expertly ained
dart was the |ead scout.

The | eader swung his nmount around with the skill of
an expert horseman, only to see the rearguard coll apse
from his saddl e coughi ng bl ood. "

"Sul. . .Sul. . .Sul!" The battle cry Sinbn had

| ast heard in the dooned seaport rose shrilly. A dart
creased Sinon's shoul der, ripping |eather and burning
ski n-—the | eader nust have cat's eyes.

The remai ning shieldman tried to back his |eader in
Aat attack, until Vortgin arose out of hiding and threw
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the dagger he had played with. The weapon whirl ed end
over end until its heady knob struck the back of the
other's head at the base of his skull and he wenl]j
down without a protesting sound.

Hooves pawed the air over Sinon's head. Then thq
horse overbal anced and crashed back, pinning his ndei|j
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under him Koris sprang out of hiding and the hooked
pol e battered down upon the feebly struggling nman.

They set to work to strip the riders, secure their
mounts. Luckily the horse which had fallen, struggled
toits feet, frightened and bl owi ng but w thout any great
injury. The bodies were dragged out of sight into the
brush and the mail shirts, the helnmets and the extra
weapons were bound on the saddl es before the horses

were led to the deserted sheep fold where the fugitives

had shel tered.

There the nen wal ked into a hot quarrel. The with-

ered crone, the dark beauty in rent gold and scarl et
fronted each other hot-eyed. But their raised voices fel
silent as Sinon canme through a gap in the rotting fence.
Nei t her spoke until they brought up the horses and their
burdens. Then the girl in red gave a little cry and
pounced upon one of those bundl es of |eather and nail.
"I want nmy own shape—and now " She spat at the

Wi t ch.
Si non could understand that. At Briant's age a role

as he had been forced to assume woul d be nore galling
than sl avery. And none of themcould wish to keep on
wearing the decidedly unattractive envel opes the
worman from Estcarp had spun for them even though
they had been so delivered out of Kars.

"Fair enough," he endorsed that. "Can we change
by our—er rather your will, lady? O is there a time
period on this shape busi ness?"
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Through her tangle of rough | ocks the witch

frowed. "Why waste the time? And we are not yet out

of the reach of Yvian's nessengers—though appa-

rently you have dealt with sonme of them" She picked

up one of the surcoats as if to nmeasure it against her own
bent person.

Briant gl owered, gathering an arm oad of male cloth-
ing to him The pouting lips of his girl's face set
stubbornly. "I go away from here as nyself, or | don't
go at all!" he announced and Sinmon believed him

The worman from Estcarp gave in. From beneath her

ragged bodi ce she pulled a bag and shook it at Briant.

" "OFf with you to the streamthen. Wash with a handfu
of this for your soaping. But be careful of it, for this
supply mnmust serve us all."

Bri ant snatched the bag, and, with the clothing, he
gathered up his full skirts to scuttle away as if he feared
hi s new possessions m ght be torn from him

"VWhat about the rest of us?" Sinmon dermanded i n-
dignantly, ready to take off after the runaway.
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Koris secured the horses to the noldering fence.

Hi s villainous face could not | ook anything but hide-
ous, but sonehow he managed to suggest honest
amusement in his laughter. "Let the cub get rid of his
trappings in peace, Sinon. After all, he hasn't pro-
tested before. And those skirts nust have irked him"

"Skirts?" echoed Vortgin in sone surprise
"But ..."

"Simon is not of the old race." The witch conbed

her hair with her long nails.' '"He is new to our ways and
shape changing. You are right, Koris," she glanced

oddly at the Captain, "Briant can be left to nake his
transformation in peace."

The garments | ooted fromthe Duke's unfortunate
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messengers hung | oosely on the young warrior who ;

returned at a far bolder gait fromthe stream He tossed a
ball of red stuff to the back of the shelter and stanped
earth over it with an energy whi ch approached attack as
Sinon and the rest went to the water

Koris rubbed and | aved his rusty hooked pol e before
he di pped his body, and continued to hold the Ax of
Volt as he scrubbed hinself. They made a choice from.
the tunbl ed cl othing, Koris again assumng the mail |
shirt he had worn out of Kars since no other would fit
him But he shrugged one of the surcoats over it, a;

precaution followed by both his conpanions.

Si non handed the bag to the witch when they re-
turned and she nursed it for a nonment in one hand, then
restored it to its former hiding place. "You are a brave a;

company of warriors. Me, | amyour prisoner. Wth #
your hoods and your hel ms Estcarp does not show so
strong in you. Vortgin, you alone have the print of the
old race. But were | to be seen in ny true face | would
damm you utterly. | shall wait before | break this

shape. "

So it was that they rode out of that hiding place, four
men in the Duke's colors and the crone perched behi nds
Briant. The horses were fresh, but they held the pace toj
a confortable trot as they worked a path across thej
country, avoiding the open roads until they reached a|
poi nt where Vortgin nust turn east.

"North along the trade roads,"” the witch | eaned

fromher seat behind Briant to urge.' '"If we can alert the
Fal coners they shoul d see fugitives safely through the
mount ai ns. Tell your people to | eave their gear and

bring with themonly their weapons and food, what may
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be carried on pack animals. And rmay the Power ride
with you, Vortgin, for those you can urge into Estcar"
will be blood for our veins!"
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Koris pulled the horn strap fromhis shoul der and

passed it over.' 'This may be your passport if you flush
any of Yvian's forces before you get into the back
country. Luck be yours, brother, and seek out the

Guards in the North. There is a shield in their arnory to
fit your shoul der!"

Vortgin saluted and kicked his horse into a flurry of
speed eastward.

"And now?" the witch asked Koris.
"The Fal coners."

She cackl ed. "You forget. Captain, old and

shriveled as | seem with all the juices age-sucked from
me, still am| fermale and the hold of the hawk nen is
barred to ne. Set Briant and ne across the border and
then seek out your wonen-hating bird nen. Rouse

them up as best you may. For a border abristle with
sword points will give Yvian something else to think
about. And if they can afford our cousins safe passage,
they will put us deep in their debt. Only," she plucked
at the surcoat on Briant's shoulders, "I would say to
you throw these name signs of a lord you do not serve
away, or you may find yourself pinned to sone noun-
tain tree before you have tinme to make your true nature
known. "

Sinobn was not surprised this time to find they were
bei ng observed by a hawk, nor did he think it odd to
hear Koris address the bird clearly, giving their true

i denties and explaining their business in the foothills.
He covered the back trail while the Captain took the

| ead, the witch and Briant riding between them They
had parted with Vortgin in mdafternoon and it was

now cl ose to sunset, their only food during the day the
rations found in the saddl ebags of the captured horses.

Now Koris pulled up until the others joined him
Wil e the Captain spoke he still faced into the rising
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mountains and it seened to Sinon as if he had |ost a
little of his robust confidence.

"This | do not like. That nmessage nmust have been

rel ayed by the bird' s communi cator, and the frontier
guards coul d not have been too far away. They shoul d
have met us before now. When we were in the Eyrie
they were eager enough to prombte a commpn cause
with Estcarp.”

Si non eyed the sl opes ahead uneasily. "I do not take
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a trail such as this in the dark without a guide. If you
say, Captain, that they are not followi ng custom then
that is all the nore reason for staying clear of their
territory. | would say canp at the first likely spot."

It was Briant who broke in then, his head up, his
attention for the bird wheeling overhead.

"That one does not fly right!" The youngster, drop-
ping the reins of his horse, held his hands together to
mmc the wings of a bird. "A true bird goes so—and a
fal con so—many tinmes have | watched them But this

one, see—flap, flap, flap—+t is not right!"

They were all watching the circling bird now. To
Sinon's eyes it was the same sort of black and white
feathered sentry as had found them outside the Hol e of
Volt, as he has seen on the saddl e perches of the

Fal coners. However he would be the first to adnit that
he knew not hi ng of birds.

"Can you whistle it down?" he asked Koris.

The Captain's |ips pursed and clear notes rang on the
air.

At that same nonment Sinon's dart gun went up

Koris turned with a cry and struck at Sinmon's arm but

the shot had already been fired. They saw the dart

strike, piercing just the point of the white Vee upon the
bird' s breast. But there was no faltering in its flight, no
sign that it had taken any hurt fromthe bolt.
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"I told you it is no bird!" cried Briant. "Magic!"

They all |ooked to the witch for an expl anation, but
her attention was riveted on that bird, the dart stil
protruding fromits body, as it made low | azy circles
over head.

"No magi ¢ of the Powers." That answer seened
forced out of her against her will. "Wat this is,
cannot tell you. But it does not live as we know life.""’

"Kol der!" Koris spat.

She shook her head slowy. "If it is Kolder, it is not
nature-tanpering as it was with the nmen of Gorm What
it is | cannot tell."

"We'll have to get it down. It is |lower since that dart
struck it; perhaps the weight pulls it." Sinbn said,
"Let nme have your cloak," he added to the witch,

di smount i ng.

She handed himthat ragged garnent and | ooping it
over his arm Sinmon began to clinb the wall beside the
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narrow track they had followed to this place. He hoped
that the bird would remain where it was, content to fly
above them And he was sure it drew nearer earth with
every circle.

Sinon waited, flipping the cloak out alittle. He

flung it, and the bird flew unwarily into the inprovised
net. When Sinon tried to draw it back the captive fel
free, to fly blindly on and snmash head first against the
rock wal |

Tregarth | eaped down to scoop up what |lay on the

ground. Real feathers right enough—but under then

He gave a whistle alnost as clear and carrying as Koris'
bird sunmons, for entangled in the folds of torn skin
and broken feathers was a nmass of delicate netal fil-
ings, tiny wheels and wires, and what could only be a
mot or of strange design. Holding it in his two hands he
went back to the horses.
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"Are you sure the Fal coners use only real hawks?"
he asked of the Captain.

"Those hawks are sacred to them" Koris poked a

finger into the ness Sinon held, his face blank with
amazenent. "I do not think that this thing is any of
their fashioning, for to themthe birds are their power
and they would not counterfeit that lest it either turn
upon them or depart utterly."”

'Yet soneone or sonething has tossed into the air of
t hese nount ai ns hawks which are nmade, not hatched,"

Si nobn poi nted out.

The witch | eaned cl oser, reaching out a finger to
touch as Koris had done. Then her eyes raised to Si-
mon's and there was a question in them a shadow of

concern.

"Qutworl d—= she spoke hardly above a whi sper.
"This is not bred of our magic, or of the magic of our
time and space. Alien, Sinmon, alien ..."

Briant interrupted her with a cry and pointing a
finger. A second black and white shape was over their
heads, swooping lower. Sinon's free hand went to the
gun, but the boy reached down fromhis saddle to strike
at Tregarth's wist and spoil his aim

"That is a real bird!"

Koris whistled and the hawk obeyed that sunmons in

the clean strike of its breed, settling on a rock crown,
the tip of the same pinnacl e agai nst which the counter-
feit had dashed itself to w eckage.
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"Koris of Estcarp," the Captain spoke to it, "butlet
himwho flies you come swiftly, w nged brother, for
there is ill here and perhaps worse to conme!'' He waved
hi s hand and the falcon took once nore to the air, to

head straight for the peaks.

Si non put the other thing into one of his saddl e bags-
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In the Eyrie he had been intrigued by the conmunica-

tion devices which the true fal cons bore. A nachine so
delicate and so advanced in technical ability was out of
place in the feudal fortress of its users. And what of the
artificial lighting and heating systens of Estcarp, or the
bui |l di ngs of the Sul carkeep, of that energy source GCs-
beric had blown up to finish the port? Wre all these
vestiges of an earlier civilization which had vani shed

|l eaving only traces of its inventions behind? O —waere

they grafts upon this world from some other source?
Sinon's eyes may have been on the trail they rode but

his wits were tunbling the probl em el sewhere

Kori s had spoken of Volt's non-human race preced-

ing manki nd here. Were these remants of theirs? O

had the Fal coners, the mariners of Sul carkeep, |earned
what they wi shed, what served their purposes best from
soneone, or sonething el se, perhaps overseas? He
want ed a chance to exam ne the weckage of the fal se
hawk, to try and assess fromit if he could the type of
m nd, or training, which could create such an object.

The Fal coners enmerged fromthe nountain sl opes as

if they had stepped fromthe folds of the ground. And
they waited for the party fromKars to approach, neither
denyi ng them passage, nor wel comi ng them

"Faltjar of the southern gate," Koris identified their
| eader. He swept his own helmfromhis head to display
his face plainly in the fading light. "I am Koris of
Estcarp, and | ride with Sinmon of the Guards."

"Also with a female!" The return was cold and the
Fal con on Faltjar's saddl e perch shook its w ngs and
scr eaned.

"A lady of Estcarp whom | rnust put safely beyond
"ie nountains,'' corrected the Captain in a tone as cold
and with the sharpness of a rebuke. "W nake no claim
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upon you for shelter, but there is news which your Lord
of Wngs should hear."
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"A way through the nountains you may have,

Guard of Estcarp. And the news you nmay give to ne; it
shall be retold to the Lord of Wngs before noonri se.
But in your hail you spoke of ill here and worse to
follow That | rust know, for it is nmy duty to man the
sout hern sl opes. Does Karsten send forth her nen?"

"Karsten has thrice horned all of the old race and
they flee for their lives. But also there is sonething
el se. Sinon, show himthe fal se hawk."

Sinon was reluctant. He did not want to yield up that
machi ne until he had nore time to examne it. The
nmount ai neer | ooked upon the broken bird he took from

t he saddl ebag, snoothing a wing with one finger,

touchi ng an open eye of crystal, pulling aside a shred of
feathered skin to see the nmetal beneath.

" 'This flew?'' he demanded at |l ast, as if he could not
believe in what he saw and felt.

"It flew as one of your birds, and kept watch upon us
after the fashion of your scouts and nmessengers.”

Faltjar drew his forefinger caressingly down the head
of his own bird as if to assure hinself that it was a living

creature and not such a copy.

"Truly this is a great ill. You nust speak yourself
with the Lord of Wngs!" Clearly he was torn between
the age-old customs of his people and the necessity for
i medi ate action. "If you did not have the femal e—the

| ady," he corrected with an effort, "but she may not

enter the Eyrie."

The witch spoke. "Let ne camp with Briant, and

you ride to the Eyrie, Captain. Though | say to you
bird man, the day cones soon when we nust throw

asi de many ol d custons, both we of Estcarp and you ot
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the mountains, for it is better to be alive and able to
fight, than to be bound by the chains of prejudice and

dead! There is a riving of the border before us such as
this land has never seen. And all nen of good will nust
stand together."

He did not | ook at her, nor answer, though he half
sketched a salute, giving the inpression that that was a
vast concession. And then his hawk took to the air with
a cry, and Faltjar spoke directly to Koris.

"The canp shall be nmade in a safe place. Then, let us
ride!"

PART | V: VENTURE COF GORM
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I
THE RI VI NG OF THE BORDER

A columm of snoke penciled into the air, broken by

puffs as nore combustible naterials caught. Sinon

reined up on the rise to gaze back at the site of another
di saster for the Karsten forces, another victory for his
own snall, hard-riding, tough-punching troop. How

long their luck would hold, none of them could guess.

But as long as it did, they would continue to blast into
the plains, covering up the escape lines of those set-
faced, dark-haired people fromthe outlands who cane

in fanmly groups, in well armed and equi pped bodi es,

or singly at a weaving pace dictated by wounds and
exhaustion. Vortgin had done his work well. The old
race, or what was left of it, was withdrawi ng over a
border the Fal coners kept open, into Estcarp.

Men without responsibilities for famlies or clans,
men who had excellent cause to want to neet Karsten
I evies with naked bl ades, stayed in the nountains,
providing a growing force to be led by Koris and

Si non. Then by Sinon al one, as the Captain of the
Guard was sunmmoned north to Estcarp to recomrmand

t here.

This was guerilla warfare as Sinon had learned it in
another tinme and | and, doubly effective this tinme be-
cause the nen under himknew the country as those sent
gainst themdid not. For Tregarth discovered that these

207
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silent, sonber nmen who rode at his back had a queer
affinity with the land itself and with the beasts and the
birds. Perhaps they were not served as the Fal coners

were by their trai ned hawks, but he had seen odd things
happen, such as a herd of deer nove to nuddl e horse
tracks, crows betray a Karsten anbush. Now he |is-

tened, believed, and consulted with his sergeants be-
fore any strike.

The old race were not bred to war, though they

handl ed sword and gun expertly. But with themit was a
di sagreeabl e task to be quickly done and forgotten
They killed cleanly with di spatch and they were incap-
abl e of such beastliness as the parties fromthe noun-
tains had conme upon where fugitives had been cut off
and capt ured.

It was once when Sinmon |left such a site, white,
controlling his sickness by will power alone, that he
was startled by a coorment fromthe set-faced young
man who had been his |lieutenant on that foray.

"They do not do this of their own planning."

"l have seen such things before," Sinon returned,
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"and that was al so done by human bei ngs to human
bei ngs. "

The ot her who had held his own | ands in the back
country and had escaped with his bare life fromthat
hol ding sonme thirty days earlier, shook his head.

"Yvian is a soldier, a mercenary. War is his trade.

But to kill in such ways is to sow bl ack hate agai nst a
future reaping. And Yvian is lord in this |and; he would
not willingly rip apart his own holding and bring it to

ruin-he is too keen-witted a man. He woul d not give
orders for the doing of such deeds."

"Yet we have seen nore than one such sight. They
could not all be the work of only one band comuanded
by a sadist, or even two such.”
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"True. That is why | think we now fight nen who are
possessed. "

Possessed! The old nmeaning of that termin his own
worl d cane to Sinbn—possession by denons. Wl |

that a man coul d believe having seen what they had
been forced to | ook upon. Possessed by denbns—er—
the nmenory of the Sul carkeep road fl ooded into his
m nd; possessed by a denobn—er enptied of a soul

Kol der agai n?

Fromthen on, much as it revolted him Sinon kept
records of such finds, though never was he able to catch
the perpetrators at their grisly work. He longed to
consult with the witch, only she had gone north with
Briant and the first wave of fugitives.

He | aunched through the network of guerrilla bands a
request for information. And at nights, in one tenpor-
ary headquarters after another, he pieced together bits
and patches. There was very little concrete evidence,
but Sinmon becane convinced that certain comuanders
anong the Karsten forces did not operate according to
their former ways, and that the Duke's arny had been
infiltrated. by an alien group

Al'iens! As always that puzzle of inequality of skills
contir'ied to plague him Questioning of his refugees
told himthat the energy machi nes which they had
al ways known had cone from "overseas" ages past:

"overseas", energy machi nes brought by the Sul car
traders, adapted by the old race for heat and light, the
Fal coners al so from"Overseas" with their amazing
communi cators borne by their hawks. And the source

of the Kol der was al so "overseas"—a vague term-a

conmon source for all?

What he coul d | eam he di spatched by nessenger to
Estcarp, asking for anything the witches m ght have to
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tell in return. The only thing he was sure of was that as
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long as his own force was recruited fromthose of

old race, he had no need to fear infiltration hinself, pi
that quality which gave themkinship with the land a

the wild things granted themin addition the ability to
smell out the alien

Three nore fal se hawks had been detected in the
mount ai ns. But all had been destroyed in their capture
and Sinon had only broken bits to exam ne. \Were

they came from and for what purpose they had been

| oosed was a part of all the other nystery.

I ngval d, the Karstenian |ieutenant, pushed up beside
hi m now to | ook down upon the scene of destruction

they had left.

"The main party with the booty is well along the hil

track. Captain. W have plundered to some purpose

this time, and with that fire laid to cross our trail, they
wi Il not even know how rmuch has cone into our hands!

There are four cases of darts as well as the food."

"Too nmuch to supply a flying colum." Sinon

frowned, his mnd snapping back to the business at

hand. "It would seemthat Yvian hopes to make a

central post somewhere hereabouts and base his foray
parties there. He may be planning to nove a |l arge force

borderwards. "

"l do not understand it," Ingvald said slowy.

"Way did this all blow up so suddenly out of nothing?
W are not —were not—bl ood brothers of the coastw se
peopl e. They drove us inland when they cane fromthe
sea. But for ten generations we have been at peace with
them each going our way and not troubling the other

We of the old race are not inclined to war and there was
no reason for this sudden attack upon us. Yet when it
canme it noved in such a way as we may only believe

that it had | ong been planned."”
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"But, not, perhaps, by Yvian.'' Sinon set his horse

to a trot matched by Ingvald s mount so they rode knee
to knee. "I want a prisoner, Ingvald, a prisoner of such
a one as has been anusing hinmself in those ways we

saw in the farm nmeadow of the fork roads!"

A spark gl eaned deep in the dark eyes neeting his.
"If such a one is ever taken. Captain, he shall be
brought to you."
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"Alive and able to tal k!" Sinon cautioned.

"Alive and able to speak," agreed the other. "For it

is in our mnds too, that things can be | earned from one
of that sort. Only never do we find them only their
handiwork. And | think that that is |left deliberately as a
threat and a warning."

"There is a puzzle in this," Sinmon was thinking

al oud, playing once nore with his ever-present prob-

lem "It would seemthat soneone believes we can be
beaten into submi ssion by brutality. And that soneone

or sonething does not understand that a nan can be

fired to just the opposite by those nmethods. O," he
added after a nonent's pause, "could this be done
deliberately to goad us into turning our full fury against
Yvi an and Karsten, to get the border aflanme and all
Estcarp engaged there, then to strike el sewhere?"

"Perhaps a little of both," Ingvald suggested. "I

know, Captain, that you have been seeking for another
presence in the Karsten forces, and | have heard of what
was found at Sul carkeep and the runors of man-selling
to Gorm W are safe in this nuch: no one who is not
truly human can come anmong us w t hout our

know edge—ust as we have al ways known that you are

not of our world."

Sinon started, but turned to see the other sniling
qui etly.

i
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"Yes, Qutlander, your tale spread—but after we

knew you were not of us—though in sone strange way
your own akin to our blood. No, the Kol der cannot
sneak into our councils so easily. Nor can the eneny
venture anong the Fal coners, for the hawks would

betray them"”
Si nron was caught by that. "How so?"

"A bird or an aninmal can sense that kind of alien
qui cker than even one who has the Power. And those
like nowto the men of Gormwould find both bird and
beast against them So the Hawks of the Eyrie serve
their trainers doubly and nake safe the nmountains."

But before the day was behind them Sinmon was to

|l eamthat that vaunted safety of the nountains was only]|
as strong as those frail bird bodies. They were exam n-1
ing the supplies looted fromthe train and Sinon set:?
aside a portion intended for the Eyrie, when he hearc
the hail of a canp sentry and the answer of a Fal coner.
Wel coming the chance to let the latter transport the
hawkrmen' s share and so save his nmen a trip, Sinon

came forward eagerly.
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The rider had not followed custom His bird-hea<

hel mwas closed as if he rode anbng strangers. It was
not that al one which stopped Sinon before he gave
greeting. The nen of his band were alert, drawing in il
acircle. Sinon felt it, too, that prickle of awaking
surm se, just as he had known it before.

W thout stopping to reason, he hurled hinself at th<
silent rider and his hands caught at the other's weapol
belt. Sinon knew fl eeting wonder that the haw

perched on the saddle horn did not rouse as he attacke<
its master. Hi s lunge caught the Fal coner by surprise
and the fellow had no tinme to draw his arms. But hi
made a qui ck recovery, slunping his whole weight 01
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Si non, bearing himunder himto the ground, where
mai | ed gl oved hands tore for Tregarth's throat.

It was like tangling with a steel-nuscled, iron-
fleshed thing, and within seconds Sinon knew that he
had attenpted the inpossibl e—what was encased in the
Fal coner's covering could not be subdued with bare
hands. Only he was not al one; other hands pl ucked that
fighter off him held the nman pinned to the ground,

t hough the stranger struggled wldly.

Si non, rubbing his scratched throat, got to his
knees.

"Unhelm" He gasped the order, and Ingvald
wor ked at the hel mstraps, jerking themfree at |ast.

They gat hered around the men who held the captive

down, for his struggles did not stop. The Fal coners
were an inbred race with a dom nate physical type—
reddi sh hair and brown-yell ow eyes like their feathered
servants. By his looks this was a true man of the breed.
Yet Sinon and every man in that clearing knew that

what they held was no nornmal nenber of the nmpuntain
country.

"Rope himtight!" Sinmon ordered. "I think, Ing-

val d, we have found what we have been w shing

for." He went over to the horse which had carried the
pseudo- hawkman into their canp. The animal's hide
glistened with sweat, threads of foam spun at the bit
hooks; it m ght have been ridden in a grueling race.
And its eyes were wild, showing rins of white. But
when Sinon reached for the reins it did not try to
escape, standing with a drooping head as great shud-
ders noved its sweat-soaked skin.

The hawk had remmined quiet, no flap of w ngs or
hi ssing beak to warn Sinon off. He reached up and
pl ucked the bird fromits perch, and the mnute his
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fingers closed upon that body he knew he did not hold a
living creature.

Wth it in his hand he turned to his |ieutenant.
val d, send Lathor, Kara," he nanmed the two nost
acconpl i shed scouts in his command. "Let themride

to the Eyrie. W must know how far the rot has spread.

If they find no danage done there, let them give warn-

ing. For proof of their tale," he stooped to pick up the
bird hel mof their prisoner, "let themtake this.

believe it is of Fal coner making, yet," he wal ked over

to the bound man, still silent, still watching themwth
eyes of mad hate,' 'I cannot quite believe that this is one
of them"

"Ing- !,

"We do not take himal so?" asked Kam "or the
bi rd?"

"No, we open no doors which are not already
breached. W need safe disposal for this one for a
space. "

'The cave by the waterfall, Captain.'' Waldis, a boy
of Ingvald' s homestead who had tracked his naster to
the nountains, spoke up. "One sentry at the entrance
can keep it safe and none know of it save us."

"CGood enough. You will see to it, Ingvald."
"And you. Captain?"

"I amgoing to backtrail this one. It nmay be that he
did ride fromthe Eyrie. If that is true, the sooner we
know the worst the better."

"I do not think so. Captain. At least if he did, it was
not by any straight trail. W are well to the westward of
the hold. And he entered fromthe path leading to the
sea. Santu," he spoke to one who had hel ped to rope

the prisoner, "do you go and take outpost on this trai
and send in Caluf who first challenged him™"

Simon threw the saddle on his own horse, and added
L2
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a bag with rations. On top he thrust in the dummy

fal con. Whether this was one of the counterfeit flying
things, he could not tell as yet, but it was the first intact
one they had. He finished just as Caluf ran in.

"You are sure he canme fromthe west?" Sinon
pressed the question.

"I will swear it on the Stone of Engis if you w sh,
Capt ai n. The hawknen do not care greatly for the sea,
though they serve the traders at tinmes as marines. And
did not know they patrolled the shore cliffs. But he rode
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strai ght between those notched rocks which give upon
the way to the cove we mapped five days ago, and he
nmoved as one who knew the trail well."

Sinon was nore than a little disturbed. The cove of
their recent discovery had been a ray of hope for the
est abli shnent of better communication with the north.

It was not endangered by reefs and shoals such as
fanged too nuch of the coastline and Sinon had pl an-

ned for the use of snmall vessels to harbor there, trans-
porting north refugees, and returning with supplies and
arms for the border fighters. If that cove was in eneny
hands he wanted to know it, and at once.

As he left the clearing, with Caluf and another riding
behind him Sinmon's m nd was again working on two

| evel s. He noted the country about himw th an alert
survey for |andmarks and natural features which nm ght
be used in future defensive or offensive action. But
beneath that surface activity he was pushing under the
constant preoccupation with safety, food, shelter—the
job at hand—his own private concerns.

Once, in prison, he had had tine to explore the

depths within hinself. And the paths he had hewn had
been bl eak, freezing himinto a renoteness of spirit
whi ch had never thawed since that day. The give and
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take of barracks life, of conpanionship in field service
he coul d assune as a cover, but nothing ate bel ow that
cover—eor he had not allowed it to.

Fear he understood. But that was a transitory eno-

tion which usually spurred himinto action of one sort or
another. In Kars he had been attracted in another way,
and had fought free. Once he had believed that when he

t ookPet roni us' gate he would be a conpl ete man agai n.

But so far that was not true. |Ingvald had spoken of

demon possession, but what if a man did not possess

hi msel f?

He was al ways a nman standi ng apart watching

anot her occupied with the business of living. Alien—
these nen he led knew it in him Ws he another of the
odd ni staken pieces strewn about this world, pieces
which did not fit, one with the nmachi nes out of their
time and the riddl e of the Kol der? He sensed that he was
on the brink of sonme discovery, one which would nean
much to not only hinself but to the cause he had

chosen.

Then that second, prying, sfand-aside self was

bani shed by the Captain of raiders as Sinon caught

sight of a branch of a tree, warped by nountain stornms,
as yet lacking | eaves. It was stark against the afternoon
sky and the burden it bore, dangling in small, neatly
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fashi oned | oops, was starker yet.

He spurred ahead and sat gazing up at the three snal

bodi es swaying in the breeze, the gapi ng beaks, the

gl azed eyes, the dangling, crooked claws still bearing
their bracelets of scarlet jesses and small, silvery discs.
Three of the true fal cons, their necks wung, left to be
found by the next traveler along the way.

"Why?" Cal uf asked.

"A war ni ng, maybe, or sonething nore." Sinon
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di smounted and tossed his reins to the other. "Wiit
here. If | amnot back within a reasonable time, return
to Ingvald and report. Do not follow, we cannot afford
to waste nmen usel essly.”

Both nen protested, but Sinobn silenced themw th a
deci sive order before he entered the brush. There was
evidence in plenty of those who had been there, broken
twi gs, scraps of boots on npbss, a piece of torn jess
strap. He was noving closer to the shore; the sound of
the surf could be heard, and what he sought had cer-
tainly come fromthe cove

Si non had been over that path twi ce, and he set

hinself to recall a nmental picture of the country. Unfor-
tunately the small valley which gave on the shore was

| acking in cover. And the crags on either side were as
bal d. He would have to try one of those, which neant a
roundabout route and sone tough clinbing. Doggedly

he got to it.

As he had crept up to Volt's Hole so did he trave
now, crevice, |edge, hand and foothold. Then he

craw ed on his belly to the edge and | ooked down into
the cove.

Si non had expected many things—a bare strip of

sand with no sign of any invasion, a party from
Karsten, an anchored ship. But what he saw was very
different. At first he thought of the illusions of

Est car p—oul d what | ay bel ow be projected fromhis

own nmind, sone old nenory brought to life for his
baffl ement? Then a cl oser inspection of that sharp,
clean curve of metal told himthat, while it bore sone
faint resemblance to craft he had known, this was as
different fromany thing in his previous experience as
the counterfeit hawk was fromthe real

The thing was clearly a sea-going craft, though it had
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no sign of any superstructure, mast, or nethod of
propul sion. Sharply pointed both fore and aft, it was
shaped as might be a cross section, taken |ength-w se,
of a torpedo. There was an opening on its flat upper
surface and nmen stood by that, three of them The
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outline of their heads against the silver sheen of the ship
were those of the Fal coner bird hel ns. But Sinbn was
equal ly sure no true Fal coners wore them

Once again the eternal nystery of this land, for the
traders' ships at Sul carkeep had been nmasted vessel s of

a nonmechani cal civilization; this ship could be taken

out of the future of his own world! How could two so

widely differing |levels of civilization exist side by side?
Were the Kol der responsible here also? Alien, alien—

once nore he was on the very verge of un-

der st andi ng—ef guessi ng—

And for that instant he relaxed his vigilance. Only a
stout hel m plundered from Karsten stores saved his life.
The bl ow whi ch struck at himout of nowhere dazed

Sinon. He snelled wet feathers, sonmething el se-half

bl i nded and dizzy he tried to rise—+to be struck again.
This time he saw the eneny wing out to sea. A fal con,

but true or false? That question he carried with himinto
the bl ack cloud which swall owed himup

Il
TRI BUTE TO GORM

The t hrobbi ng beat of a pain drumfilled his skull
shaki ng on through his body. At first, Sinon, returning
reluctantly to consciousness, could only summon
strength enough to endure that punishnent. Then he
knew that the beat was not only inside him but without
al so. That on which he |l ay shook with a steady

rhythm c pound. He was trapped in the black heart of a
tomtom

When he opened his eyes, there was no |light, and
when he tried to nove Sinon speedily discovered that
his wists and ankl es were | ashed.

The sensation of being enclosed in a coffin becane

so overpowering that he had to clanp teeth on lips to
prevent crying out. And he was so busy fighting his
own private war agai nst the unknown, that it was m n-
utes before he realized that wherever he m ght be, he
was not alone in captive msery.

To his right someone npoaned faintly now and agai n.

On his left another retched in abject sickness, adding a
new stench to the thick atnosphere of their confine-
ment. Sinon, oddly reassured by those sounds, un-

prom sing as they were, called out:

"Who lies there? And where are we; does anyone
know?"

The npani ng ended in a quick catch of breath. But
219
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the man who was sick either could not control his
pangs, or did not understand.

"Who are you?" That cane in a weak trail of
whi sper fromhis right.

"One fromthe nountains. And you? |Is this sone
Kar sten prison?"

"Better that it were, nmountain man! | have lain in the
dungeons of Karsten. Yes, | have been in the question
room of such a one. But better there than here."

Si non was busy sorting out recent nmenories. He had
clinmbed to a cliff top to spy upon a cove. There had
been that strange vessel in harbor there, then attack
froma bird which mght not have been a bird at all
Now it added up to only one answer—he lay in the very

ship he had seen
"Are we in the hands of the man-buyers out of
Gorn?" he asked.

"Just so, nountain man. You were not with us when
those devils of Yvian's foll owi ng gave us to the Kol der
Are you one of the Falconers they snared | ater?

"Fal coners! Ho, men of the Wnged Ones!" Sinon

rai sed his voice, heard it echo hollowy back from
unseen wal I s.' ' How many of you lie here? I, whom am
of the raiders, ask it!"

"Three of us, raider. Though Faltjar was borne
hither linp as a death-stricken man, and we do not

know if yet he lives."
"Faltjar! The guard of the southern passes! How was
he taken—and you?"

"W heard of a cove where ships dared | and and

there was a nmessenger from Estcarp saying that perhaps
supplies mght be sent to us by sea if such could be
found. So the Lord of Wngs ordered us to explore. And
we were struck down by hawks as we rode. Though

W TCH WORLD
221

they were not our hawks who battled for us. Then we
awoke on shore, stripped of our mail and weapons, and
they brought us aboard this craft which has no like in
the world. | say that, who am Tandis and served five
years as a narine to Sul carnen. Many ports have | seen
and nore ships than a nan can count in a week of steady
mar ki ng, yet none kin to this one."

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (144 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:18 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt

"I't is born of the witchery of Kolder,'' whispered the

weak voice on Sinon's right. "They cane, but how

can a man reckon time when he is enclosed in the dark
without end? Is it night or day, this day or that? | lay in
Kars prison because | offered refuge to a wonan and

child of the old race when the Horning went forth. They
took all of us who were young fromthat prison and

brought us to a delta island. There we were exam ned.'

"By whon®?" Sinon asked eagerly. Here was sone

one who m ght have seen the nysterious Kol der, from
whom he m ght be able to get sone positive informa-
tion concerning them

"That | cannot renenber." The voice was the
merest thread of sound now and Sinon edged hinsel f

as far as he could in his bonds to catch it at all. "They
work sonme magic, these nmen from Gorm so that one's
head spins around, spilling all thoughts out of it. It is

said that they are denons of the great cold fromthe end
of the world, and that | can believe!

"And you. Fal coner, did you | ook upon those who
t ook you?"

"Yes, but you will have little aid fromwhat | saw,
rai der. For those who brought us here were Karsten
men, mere husks w thout proper wts—hands and
strong backs for their owners. And those owners al -
ready wore the trappings they had taken from our
backs, the better to befool our friends."
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"One of themwas taken in his turn,” Sinon told

him "For that be thankful, hawkman, for perhaps a
part of the unraveling of this coil nmay lie with him"
Only then did he wonder if there were ears in those
walls to listen to the hel pl ess captives. But if there
were, perhaps that one scrap of know edge woul d serve
to spread uneasi ness anong their captors.

There were ten Karsten men within that prison hold,

all taken fromjails, all caught up for sonme offense or
ot her against the Duke. And to them had been added the
three Fal coners captured in the cove. The majority of

the prisoners appeared to be sem -conscious or in a

dazed condition. If able to recall any of the events

|l eading up to their present captivity, such recollections
ended with their arrival at the island beyond Kars, or on
t he beach of the cove.

As Sinmon persisted in his questioning however, a ;
certain uniformty, if not of background, then of of- ;

fenses agai nst the Duke and tenperanment anong these
prisoners began to energe. They were all nen of sone |
initiative, who had had a certain amount of mlitary |
training, ranging fromthe Fal coners who lived in a
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nmonastic mlitary barracks for |ife and whose occupa-
tion was frankly fighting, to his first informant from
Kars, a small |andowner in the outlands who com

manded a body of militia. In age they were fromtheir
|ate teens to their early thirties, and, in spite of sone
rough handling in the Duke's dungeons, they were al

abl e-bodi ed. Two were of the minor nobility with sone
schooling. They were the youngest of the |ot, brothers

pi cked up by Yvian's forces on the sane charge of

ai ding one of the old race who had been so sumarily

out | awed.
None of those here were of that race, and everyone
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declared that in all parts of the duchy nen, wonmen and
children of that blood had been put to death upon
capture.

It was one of the young nobles, drawn by Sinmon's
patient questioning fromhis absorption with his stil
unconsci ous brother, who provided the first bit of fact
for the outworld man to chew upon.

"That guard who beat down Gamt, for which may

the Rats of More forever gnaw hi mni ght and day, told
themnot to bring Renston also. W were bl ood brothers
by the bread fromthe days we first strapped on swords,
and we went to take himfood and weapons that he

m ght try for the border. They tracked us down and took
us, though we left three of themwth holes in their hides
and no breath in their bodies! Wen one of the scumthe
Duke's men had with hi mwould have bound Renston

too, he told it was no use, for there was no price for
those of the old blood and the nmen buyers woul d not
take them

"The fellow whined that Renston was as young and

strong as we and that he ought to sell as well. But the
Duke's man said the old race broke but they would not
bend; then he ran Renston through with his own

sword. "

"Broke but would not bend," Sinobn repeated
sl ow y.

"The old race were once one with the witchfol k of
Estcarp," the noble added. "Perchance these devils of
Gorm cannot eat themup as easily as they can those of
anot her bl ood. "

"There is this," the man beside Sinon added in his
hal f - whi sper, "why did Yvian turn so quickly on the
old race? They have left us al one, unless we sought
them out. And those of us who conpanied with them
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found themfar fromevil, for all their old know edge
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and strange ways. |s Yvian under orders to do as he did?
And who gives such orders and why? Could it be, ny
brothers in msfortune, that the presence of those others
anong us was in sone manner a barrier against Gorm

and all its evil, so that they had to be routed out that
Gorm may spread?"

Shrewd enough, and close to Sinon's own path of

t hought. He woul d have questioned still further but,
t hrough the soft mpans and wordl ess conpl ai nts of
those still only half conscious, he heard a steady hiss-

ing, a sound he strove hard to identify. The thick odors
of the place would nake a man gag, and they provided a
good cover for a danger he recogni zed too | ate—the
entrance of vapor into the chanber with a limted air

suppl y.

Men choken and coughed, fought for air with

strangling agony and then went inert. Only one thought
kept Sinon steady: the eneny would not have gone to

the trouble of |oading fourteen nmen in their ship nerely
to gas themto death. So Sinon al one of that nmiserable
conpany did not fight the gas, but breathed slowy,

with dimnenories of the dentist's chair in his own
wor | d.

gabble . . . gabble . . . gabble . . ."

Words which were no words, only a confused sound
made by a hi ghpitched voice—arrying with themthe
snap of an inperative order. Sinmon did not stir. As
awar eness of his surroundi ngs returned, an inborn in-
stinct for self-preservation kept himquiet.

gabble . . . gabble . . . gabble .

The pain in his head was only a very dull ache. He

was sure he was no | onger on the ship; what he lay upon
did not throb, nor nove. But he had been stripped of his
clothing and the place in which he lay was chill.
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He who spoke was novi ng away now, the gabble

retreated without an answer. But so clearly had the tone
been one of an order that Sinon dared not nove |est he
betray hinself to sone silent subordinate.

Twi ce, deliberately, he counted to a hundred, hear-

ing no sound during that exercise. Sinon lifted his

eyelids and then | owered them agai n quickly against a

stab of blazing light. Little by little his field of vision,
limted as it was, cleared. What he saw in that narrow
range was al nost as confoundi ng as had been his first

gli npse of the strange ship.

Hi s acquai ntance with | aboratories had been small,

but certainly the rack of tubes, the bottles and beakers
on shelves directly before himcould be found only in a
pl ace of that nature.

Was he al one? And for what purpose had he been
brought here? He studied, inch by inch, all he could
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see. Cearly he was not lying at floor |level. The surface
under hi mwas hard-was he on a tabl e?

Slowy he began to turn his head, convinced that
caution was very necessary. Now he was able to see an

expanse of wall, bare, gray, with a line at the very
end of his field of vision which mght make a
door.

So nmuch for that side of die room Now the other.

Once nore he turned his head and di scovered new
wonders. Five nore bodies, bare as his own, were laid
out, each on a table. Al five were either dead or
unconsci ous, and he was inclined to believe the latter
was true.

But there was soneone el se there. The tall thin figure
stood with his back to Sinobn, working over the first

man in line. Since a gray robe, belted in at the wai st
covered all of his, her, or its body, and a cap of the sane
stuff hid the head, Sinobn had no idea of race or type of
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creature who busied hinself with quiet efficiency |

t here. |
A rack bearing various bottles with dangling tubes

was rolled over the first man. Needles in those tubes|

were inserted into veins, a circular cap of netal was|
fitted over the unresisting head. Sinon, with a swift jolt]
of pure fear, guessed that he was watching the death of 8J
a man. Not the death of a body, but that death which?3
woul d reduce the body to such a thing as he had seen|

slain on the road to Sul carkeep and had hel ped to sl ay4

hi nsel f in defense of that keep

And he also deternmined that it was not going to be

done to him He tested hand and arm foot and | eg,

moving slowy, his only luck being that he was the | ast
inthat line and not the first. He was stiff enough, but he
was in full control of his mnuscles.

That gray attendant had processed his first man. He

was moving a second rack forward over the next.

Si non sat up. For a second or two his head whirled, and
he gripped the table on which he had lain, prayerfully
glad it had neither creaked nor squeaked under his
change of position.

The business at the other end of the roomwas a
conplicated one, and occupied the full attention of the
worker. Feeling that the table mght tip under him

Si non swung his feet to the floor, breathing strongly
again only when they were firmy planted on the

smoot h col d pavenent.
He surveyed his nearest nei ghbor, hoping for sone

sign that he too, was rousing. But the boy, for he was
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only a youngster, lay linp with closed eyes, his chest
rising and falling at unusually slow intervals.

Si non stepped away fromthe table toward that set of
shel ves. There al one could he find a weapon. Escape
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fromhere, if he could win the door unhindered, was too
chancy a risk until he knew nore of his surroundi ngs.
And neither could he face the fact that in running he
woul d abandon five other nmen to death—er worse than
deat h al one.

He chose his weapon, a flask half filled with yell ow
liquid. It seemed gl ass but was heavy for that sub-
stance. The sl ender neck above the bul bous body gave a
good handhol d, and Sinmon noved lightly around the

line of tables to the one where the attendant worked.

H s bare feet nmade no sound on the material on the
flooring as he came up behind the unsuspecting worker.
The bottle arose with the force of Sinon's outrage in
the swing, crashing upon the back of that gray-capped
head.

There was no cry fromthe figure who crunpled

forward, dragging with it the wired metal cap it had

been about to fit on the head of the waiting victim

Si mon had reached for the fallen man's throat before he
saw the flatness on the back of the head through which
dark bl ood wel |l ed. He heaved the body over and pulled

it free of the aisle between tables to | ook down upon the
face of one he was sure was a Kol der

VWhat he had been building up in his inagination was

far more startling than the truth. This was a man, at
least in face, very like a great nany other men Sinon

had known. He had rather flat features with a w de
expanse of cheekbone on either side of a nose too close
to bndgel ess, and his chin was too small and narrow to
match the width of the upper half of his face. But he was
no alien denon to the eye, whatever he m ght house

within his doomed skull.

Sinon | ocated the fastenings of the gray robe and
pulled it off. Though he shrank from touchi ng the ness
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in the cap, he nade hinself take that al so. There was a
runnel of water in a sink at the other end of the room and
there he dropped the head gear for cleansing. Under the
robe the man wore a tightfitting garnent with no fasten-

i ngs nor openings Sinon could discover, so in the end

he had to content hinself with the robe for his sole

cl ot hi ng.

There was nothing he could do for the two nen the
attendant had already nade fast to the racks, for the
conplicated nature of the nmachines was beyond his
solving. But he went fromone nan to the next of the
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other three and tried to arouse them finding that, too,
i npossi bl e. They had the appearance of nen deeply
drugged, and he understood even | ess how he had cone

to escape their comon fate, if these were his fell ow
prisoners fromthe ship.

Di sappoi nted, Sinon went to the door. The cl osed

slab had no I atch or knob he could see, but experinenta-
tion proved that it slid back into the right-hand wall and
he | ooked out upon a corridor walled, ceilinged, and

paved in the sane nonotone of gray which was in use in

the | aboratory. As far as Sinon could see it was de-
serted, though there were other doors opening off its

I ength. He made for the nearest of these.

Inching it open with the same caution with which he
had made his first noves upon regai ning his senses, he
| ooked in upon a cache of nmen the Kol der had brought
toGorm if this was Gorm Lying in rows were at |east

twenty bodies, these still clothed. There were no signs
of consciousness in any, though Sinon exam ned them
all hurriedly. Perhaps he could still gain a respite for

those in the laboratory. Hoping so, he dragged the three
back and laid themout with their fellows.

Visiting the laboratory for the last time Sinmon rum
maged for arns, coming up with a kit of surgica
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kni ves, the | ongest of which he took. He cut away the

rest of the clothing fromthe body of the man he had
killed and laid himout on one of the tables in such a way
that the battered head was conceal ed fromthe doorway.

Had he known any nethod of |ocking that door he

woul d have used it.

Wth the knife in the belt of his stolen robe, Sinon
washed out the cap and gingerly pulled it on, wet as it
was. Doubtl ess there were a hundred deadly weapons

in the various jars, bottles, and tubes about him only he
could not tell one fromthe others. For the time being he
woul d have to depend upon his fists and his knife to
remain free.

Si non went back to the corridor, closing the door
behind him How | ong woul d the worker he had killed

be left undi sturbed? Was he supervi sed by soneone due
to return shortly, or did Sinon have a better allowance
of time?

Two of the doors in the corridor would not yield to
his push. But where the hall came to a dead end he
found a third a little way open and slipped into what
could only be living quarters.

The furniture was severe, functional, but the two
chairs and the box bed were nmore confortable than they
| ooked. And anot her piece which mght be either a desk
or a table drew him H's puzzlement was a driving force
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for his mind refused to connect the place in which he
stood with the sane worl d whi ch had produced

Estcarp, the Eyrie and crooked-|aned Kars. One was of
the past; this was of the future

He coul d not open the compartnments of the desk,

though there was a sunken pit at the top of each in which
a finger tip could be handily inserted. Baffled, he sat
back on his heels after trying the |ast.

There were conpartnents in the walls also, at |east
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the sane type of finger hole could be seen there. But
they, too, were |locked. H's jaw set stubbornly as he
thought of trying his knife as a prying |ever.

Then he spun around, back against the wall, staring

into aroomstill enpty of all but that severely I|ined
furniture. Because out of the very enpty air before him
came a voice, speaking a | anguage he coul d not under-
stand, but by the inflection asking a question to which it
demanded an i medi at e answer.

11
GRAY FANE

Was he under observation? O nerely listening to

sonmet hing akin to a public address systen? Once

Si mon had assured hinmself that he was alone in the
room he listened closely to words he could not under-
stand and nust interpret by inflection alone. The
speaker repeated hinself—-at |east Sinon was con-
vinced he recogni zed several sounds. And did that
repetition nmean that he was seen?

How soon before an investigation would be | aunched
by the unseen speaker? | mediately, when no reply
was made? It was clearly a warning to be on his way,
but which way? Sinon went back into the corridor.

Since this end of the passage was a blank wall he

must try the other, repassing the other doors. But there
again he net with unbroken gray surface. Wth

menories of the hallucinations of Estcarp, Sinobn ran

hi s hands across that blank expanse. But if there was
any opening there it was conceal ed by nore than eye-
confusing skill. His conviction—that the Kol der, who

or whatever they nmight be, were of a different breed
altogether fromthe w tches, achieving their magic ac-
cording to another pattern—becane fixed. They based

their action on skills without, rather than a Power
wi t hin.

To the men of Estcarp nuch of the technical know
231
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| edge of his own world woul d have ranked as nagic.

And perhaps al one anobng the Guards of Estcarp at this
monent was Sinon fitted to rationalize and partly
understand what lay here in Gorm better prepared to
face those who used nmachi nes and the science of

machi nes than any witch who could call a fleet up out of

wooden shi ps.

He crept along the hallway, running his hands al ong

first one wall and then the other, seeking any irregul ar-
ity which nmight be a clue to an exit. O did that door lie
within one of the roons? Hs luck certainly could not

hol d much | onger

Again fromthe air overhead came a ringing com

mand i n the strange tongue, the vehenence of which

coul d not be denied. Sinobn, sensing danger, froze

where he was, half expecting to be engulfed by a
trapdoor or trapped in sonme suddenly nmaterializing net.
In that nonment he discovered his exit, but not in the
way he had hoped, as on the other side of the corridor a
portion of the wall slipped back to show |Iighted space
beyond. Sinon pulled the knife fromhis belt and faced

that space, ready for an attack.

The silence was broken again by that bark of disem

bodi ed voi ce; he thought that perhaps his real status had
not yet been suspected by the masters of this place.
Perhaps, if they did see him the robe and cap he wore
tagged him as one of their own who was acting oddly

and had been ordered to report el sewhere.

Deeming it best to act in his chosen role as |long as he
coul d, Sinobn approached that new door with nore

outward assurance and | ess conmando caution. He

nearly pani cked, however, when the door closed be-

hi nd hi m and he di scovered that he was neatly inipns”®
oned in a box. It was not until he brushed agai nst one ot
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the walls and felt through it that faint vibration, that he
guessed he was in an elevator, a discovery which for

sonme reason steadied him Mre and nore he accepted

the belief that the Kol der represented a formof civiliza-
tion close to that he had known in his own world. It was
far nore steadying to the nerves to be ascending or
descending to a showdown with the eneny in an

el evator than to stand, for exanple, in a mst-filled
roomand watch a friend turn to a hideous stranger in a
matter of noments.
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Yet, in spite of that feeling of faint famliarity with
all this, Sinmobn had no ease, no relaxation of a certain
inward chill. He could accept the products of Kol der

hands as normal, but he could not accept the atnos-

phere of this place as anything but alien. And not only
alien, for that which is strange need not necessarily be a
menace, but in some manner this place was utterly

opposed to himand his kind. No, not alien, one part of

hi m deci ded during that swift journey to wherever the

Kol der waited, but unhunman, whereas the w tches of

Estcarp were human, no matter whatever el se they
m ght al so be.

The thrumming in the wall ceased. Sinobn stood

away fromit, unsure as to where the door woul d open
His certainty that it would open did not waver and was
justified a nmonent |ater.

This time there were sounds outside, a muted hum

nm ng, the snap of distant voices. He enmerged warily to
stand in a snall alcove apart froma room Partia
recogni ti on outwei ghed strangeness for himonce

again. A wi de expanse of one wall was laid out as a vast
"ap. The trailing, deeply indented shorelines, the

mol ded nountai n areas he had seen before. Set here

and there upon the chart were tiny pinpoints of light in
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various colors. Those along the shore about the van-

i shed hold of Sulcar and the bay in which Gorm | ay
were a dusky violet, while those which pricked on the
pl ai ns of Estcarp were yellow, the ones in Karsten

green, and those of Alizon red.

A table, running the full length of that map, stood
below it, bearing at spaced intervals nmachi nes which
clattered now and then, or flashed snmall signal |ights.

And seated between each two of such machines, with
their backs toward him their attention all for the de-
vi ces they tended, were others wearing the gray robes

and caps.
Alittle apart was a second table, or outsized desk,

with three nore of the Kol der. The center one of this
trio wore a nmetal cap on his head fromwhich wires and
spi der-thread cables ran to a board behind him His face
was W t hout expression, his eyes were closed. How

ever, he was not asleep for, fromtime to time, his
fingers noved with swift flicks of the tips across a pane
of buttons and | evers set in the surface before him
Sinon's inpression of being in a central control of

some concentrated effort grew with the seconds he was

left to view the scene undi sturbed.

The words which were barked at himthis tine did
not come fromthe air, but fromthe nan on the | eft of
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that capped figure. He gazed at Sinon, his flat face
with its overspread of upper features, displaying first
i npati ence and then the growi ng realization that Sinon

was not one of his own kind.

Si non sprang. He could not hope to reach that end
tabl e, but one of those who tended the machi nes before
the map was in his range. And he brought his hand edge
down in a bl ow which m ght have cracked backbone,

but instead rendered the victimunconscious. Hol di ng
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the linp body as a shield, Sinon backed to the wall of
the ot her doorway, hoping to win to that exit.

To his amazenent the man who had first marked his
arrival there nade no nove to obstruct him physically.
He nmerely repeated slowy and deliberately in the | an-
guage of the continental natives:

"You will return to your unit. You will report to your
unit control."

As Sinon continued his crabw se advance upon the

door, one of the men who had been a nei ghbor of his

captive returned an astounded face from Tregarth to the

men at the end table, then back to Sinon. The rest of his
fellows | ooked up fromtheir machines with the sane

surprise as their officer got to his feet. It was clear they
had expected only instant and conpl ete obedi ence from

Si non.

"You will return to your unit! At once!"

Si non | aughed. And the result of his response was
startling indeed. The Kolder, with the exception of the
capped man who took no notice of anything, were all on
their feet. Those of the center table still |ooked to their
two superiors at the end of the roomas if awaiting

orders. And Sinon thought that if he had shrieked in

agony they woul d not have been so anazed-his reac-

tion to their orders had conpletely baffled them

The man who had given that comuand, dropped his

hand on the shoul der of his capped conpani on, givVing
hima gentle shake, a gesture which even in its restraint
expressed utnost alarm So sumopned to attention, the
capped man opened his eyes and | ooked about i npa-
tiently, then in obvious amazement. He stared at Sinon
as if sighting at a mark.

What canme was no physical attack, but a bl ow of
force, unseen, not to be defined by the untutored out-
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wor | der. But a bl ow whi ch held Sinon pinned breath-
less to the wall unable to nove.
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The body he had been using as a shield slid out of his
heavy-wei ghted arnms to spraw on the floor, and even

the rise and fall of Sinon's chest as he breathed becane
a labor to which he had to give thought and effort. Let
hi m stay where he was, under the pressure of that

i nvi sible crushing hand, and he would not continue to
live. His encounters with the Power of Estcarp had
sharpened his wits. He thought that what trapped him
now was not born of the body, but of the mnd, and so it
could only be countered by the mind in turn.

H's only taste of such power had been through the

met hods of Estcarp and he had not been trained to use
it. But setting up within himwhat strength of will he
could nuster, Sinmon concentrated on raising an arm

whi ch noved so sluggishly he was afraid he was

dooned to failure.

Now t hat one pal mwas resting flat against the wal
where the energy held him he brought up the other
Wth conpl aining nmuscles as well as will of mind, he
strove to push hinself out and away. Did he detect a
shade of surprise on the broad face bel ow the cap?

What Sinon did next had the backing of no con-

scious reasoning. It was certainly not by his will that his
right hand noved up level with his heart and his fingers
traced a design in the air between him and that capped

master of force.

It was the third tinme he had seen that design. Before
the hand which had drawn it was one of Estcarp, and the
lines had burned fire bright for only an instant.

Now it flashed again, but in a sputtering white. And
at that nmoment he could nove! The pressure had |es-
sened. Sinon ran for the door, maeking good a nomen-
tary escape into the unknown territory beyond.
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But it was only nonentary. For here he faced arned
men. There was no mstaking that rapt concentration in
the eyes turned to himas he erupted into the corridor
where they were on duty. These were the slaves of the
Kol der, and only by killing could he win through.

They drew in with the silent, deadly prom se of their
kind, their very silence heavy with nenace. Sinon

chose quickly and darted to nmeet them He skidded to

the right and tackled the man next to the wall about the
shins, bringing himdown in such a way as to guard his
own back.

The snooth flooring of the passage was an unex-

pected aid. The inpact of Sinon's tackle carried both

past the man's two conpani ons. Sinobn stabbed up with

his knife and felt the sear of a blade across his own ribs
under his arns. Coughing, the guard rolled away, and
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Si non snatched the dart gun fromhis belt.

He shot the first of the others just in time and the
stroke of the sword ained for his neck sank instead into
t he wounded man. That brought hima precious second

to sight on the third and | ast of the eneny.

Adding two nore dart guns to his weapons he went

on. Luckily this hall ended in no conceal ed doors but a
stair, cut of stone and wi nding up against a wall also of
stone, both of themin contrast to the snooth gray
surfacing of the passages and roons through which he

had al ready come

His bare feet gritted on that stone as they took the
steps. At a higher level he cane out in a passage akin to
those he had seen in the hold of Estcarp. However
functional -futuristic the inner core of this place m ght
be, its husk was native to the buildings he knew.

Si non took cover twi ce, his gun ready, as detach-
ments of the Kol der-changed natives passed him He
coul d not judge whether a general al arm had been
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gi ven, or whether they were nerely engaged in sone
routine patrol, for they kept to a steady trot and did not

search any side ways.

Time in these corridors where there was no change of
Iight had no nmeaning. Sinon did not know whether it

was day or night, or how |l ong he had been within the
fortress of the Kolder. But he was keenly conscious of
hunger and thirst, of the cold which pierced the single!
garnment he wore, of the disconfort of bare feet when”
one had al ways gone shod. a|

If he only had sonme idea of the inner plan of the maze
t hrough which he was trying to escape. WAs he on

Gorn? O in that nysterious city of Yie which the

Kol der had founded on the mainland coast? I n sone

nmore hi dden headquarters of the invaders? That it was
an i nportant headquarters he was certain.

Both a desire for a tenporary hiding place and the

need for supplies brought himto explore the roons on
this upper level. Here were none of the furnishings he
had seen bel ow. The carved wooden chests, the chairs,
the tables were all of native work. And in sone of the
chanmbers there were signs of hurried departure or
search, now overlaid with dust as if the roons had been

deserted for a long tine.

It was in such a one that Sinon found clothing which
fitted after a fashion. But he still |acked mail or any
ot her weapons than those he had taken fromthe fighters
in the hall. He craved food nore than anything el se and
began to wonder if he nmust return to the dangerous
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lower levels to find it.

Though he was considering descent Sinmon con-

tinued to follow up any ranp or set of steps he chanced
upon. And he saw that in this sprawing pile all the

wi ndows had been battened tight so that only artificial
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i ght made visible his surroundings, the light being
dinmmer in ratio to the distance he put between him and
the quarters of the Kol der

A last and very narrow flight of stairs showed nore
use and Si non kept one of the guns ready as he clinbed
to a door above. That swung easily under his hand, and
he | ooked out upon a flat rooftop. Over a portion of this
a second sheltering awni ng had been erected and |ined
up under which were objects which did not astonish

Si non after what he had seen below. Their stubby

Wi ngs were thrust back sharply fromtheir blunt noses
and none could carry nore than a pilot and perhaps two
passengers, but they were surely aircraft. The mystery
of how Sul car keep had been taken was sol ved, provid-
ing the eneny had a fleet of those to hand.

Now they presented Sinobn with a way of escape if he
had no ot her chance. But escape from where? Watching
that inprovised hangar for any sign of a guard, Sinon
stole to the nearest edge of the roof, hoping to see
sonething in the way of a landnark to give hima clue
to his whereabouts.

For a nmonent he wondered if he could be back in a
restored Sul carkeep. For what was spread bel ow was a
harbor, with anchored ships and rows of buildings set

al ong streets which marched to the wharves and the
water. But the plan of this city was different fromthe
town of the traders. It was |arger and where the Sul car-
men had had their warehouses with fewer |iving quar-
ters, these streets reversed that process. Though it was
m dday by the sun there was no life in those streets, no
sign that any of the houses were inhabited. Yet neither
did they show those signs of decay and nature's en-
croachnent which would mark conpl ete desertion

Since the architecture resenbled that of Karsten and
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Estcarp with only mnor differences, this could not be
that Yie erected by the Kol der. Wich neant that he
must be now on Gor m—Aaybe in Sippar—that center

of the canker which the Estcarp forces had never been

abl e to pierce!

If that city below was as |ifeless as it appeared, it
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shoul d be easy enough for himto get to the harbor and

| ocate sone neans of boat transportation to the eastern
continent. However with the building bel ow himso

well sealed to the outer world, perhaps this roof was the
only exit, and he had better explore its outlets.

The pile on which he stood was the highest building

in the whole small city; perhaps it was the ancient castle
where those of Koris' clan had ruled. If the Captain

were only with himnow the problem ni ght be

simplified by half. Sinon toured three sides and dis-
covered that there were no other roofs abutting on this
one, that a street or streets, fronted each side.

Reluctantly he came to the shelter which housed the

pl anes. To trust to a nachine he did not know how to
pil ot was fool hardy. But that was no reason not to

i nspect one. Sinobn had grown bol der since he had gone
unchal | enged this | ong. However he took precautions

agai nst surprise. Wedged into the latch of thereof door,
the knife locked it to all but a battering down.

He returned to the plane nearest him It noved into

the open under his pushing, proving to be a light craft,
easily handl ed. He pulled up a panel in its stub nose and
i nspected the motor within. It was unlike any he had

seen before, and he was neither engineer nor nechanic.

But he had confidence enough in the efficiency of those
below to believe that it could fly—+f he were able to

control it.
Bef ore he explored farther Sinon exam ned the four
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ot her machi nes, using the butt of one of the dart guns to
smash at their motors. If he did have to trust to the air he
did not want to be the target for an attack-chase.

It was when he raised his inprovised hamrer for the

last tine that the eneny struck. There had been no

battering at the wedged door, no thunder of guard feet

on the stairs. Again it was the silent push of that
invisible force. It did not strive to hold himhelpless this
dme, but to draw himto its source. Sinpbn caught at the

di sabl ed plane for an anchor. Instead he drewit after
himout into the open—he could not halt his nmarch

down the roof.

And it was not taking himback to the door! Wth a

stab of panic Sinon realized now that his destination
was not the dubious future of the |evels below, but the
qui ck death which awaited a plunge fromthe roof!

Wth all his will he fought, his reluctant steps taken
one at a tinme, with periods of agonizing struggle be-
tween. He tried again the trick of the synbol in the air
whi ch had served hi m before. Perhaps because he was

not now fronting the person of his eneny it gave himno
relief.
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He coul d sl ow that advance, put off for seconds,

m nutes, the inevitable end. Atry for the doorway
failed; it had been a desperate hope that the other m ght
take his action for a gesture of surrender. But now

Si nron knew they wanted him safely dead. The deci sion

he woul d have nmade had he conmanded here

There was the plane he had neant to use in a |ast bid.

Wl |, now there was no other escape! And it was
bet ween hi m and the roof edge towards which he was
ur ged.

It was such a little chance, but he had no other
Si non yielded two steps to the pressure, he gave
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anot her quickly as if his strength were waning. A
third—-his hand was on the opening to the pilot's com
partnent. Making the suprenme effort in this weird
battle he threw hinself wthin.

The pull brought him against the far wall and the

light craft rocked under his scranbling. He stared at

what nust be the instrunment board. There was a |ever

up at the end of a narrow slot, and it was the only object
whi ch seemed to be novable. Wth a petition to other
Powers than those of Estcarp, Sinon managed to raise a
heavy hand and pull that down its waiting slot.

IV
G TY OF DEAD MEN

He had perhaps childishly expected to be whisked al oft,
but the machine ran straight forward, gathering speed.
Its nose plowed across the | ow parapet with force
enough to sonersault the whol e plane over. Sinon

knew he was falling, not free as his tornmenter had

i ntended, but encased in the cabin.

There was another swift nonent of awareness that

that fall was not straight down, that he was descendi ng
at an angle. Hopelessly, he jerked once nore at that

|l ever, pulling it halfway up the slot.

Then there was a crash, followed by nothing but
bl ackness without sight, sound, or feeling.

A spark of red-anber watched hi mspecul atively out

of the black. It was matched by a faint repetitive
sound—the tick of a watch, the drip of water? And

thirdly there was the snell. It was that latter which
prodded Sinobn into action. For it was a sweetish

stench, thick and sickening in his nostrils and throat, a
stench of old corruption and deat h.

He was sitting up, he discovered, and there was a
faint light to show the wreckage which held himin that
position. But the hounding pressure which had battered
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hi m on the upper roof was gone; he was free to nove if
he coul d, to think

Save for some painfully bruised areas, he had appar-
ently survived the crash without injury. The machi ne

243
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must have cushi oned the shock of |anding. And that red
eye out of the dark was a light on the board of the |ever

The drip was cl ose by.

So was the snmell. Sinmon shifted in his seat and

pushed. There was a rasp of netal scraping netal and a
| arge section of cabin broke away. Sinon craw ed

pai nfully out of his cage. Overhead was a hole framed
with jagged ends of timnmbers. As he watched, another

pi ece of roofing gave way and struck on the already
battered machi ne. The plane nust have fallen on the
roof of one of the neighboring buildings and broken
through that surface. How he had escaped with life and
reasonably sound |inbs was one of the strange quirks of

f at e.
He must have been unconscious for sone tinme as the

sky was the palid shade of evening. And his hunger and
thirst were steady pains. He nust have food and water

But why had not the eneny |ocated himbefore this?
Certainly anyone on the other roof could have spotted
the end of his abortive flight. Unl ess—suppose they did
not know of his try with the pl ane—suppose they only
traced himby sone formof nental contact. Then they ;

woul d only know that he had gone over the parapet, that
his fall had ended in a bl ackout which to them nmight |
have registered as his death. If that were true then he #
was indeed free, if still within the city of Sippar! >

First, to find food and drink, and then discover where *
he was in relation to the rest of the port. 0

Si non found a doorway, one which gave again on; |

stairs | eadi ng downward toward the street |level, as he jj
had hoped. The air here was stale, heavily tainted with
that odor. He could identify it now and it made him

hesi t at e—di sl i ki ng what nmust lie below to raise such a

st ench.

But down was the only way out, so down he nust go.
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The wi ndows here were unseal ed and |ight nade fading
pat ches on each | anding. There were doors, too, but

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (160 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:18 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt

Si non opened none of them because it seened to him
that around themthat fearsone, stonmach-churning
snmel | was stronger.

Down one nore flight, and into a hall which ended in

a wide portal he thought nust give on the street. Here
Si non dared to explore and in a back room he found

that |l eathery journey bread which was the main military
rati on of Estcarp, together with a pot of preserved fruit
still good under its cap. The noldering remains of other
provi sions were evidence that no one had foraged here
for along tine. Water trickled froma pipe to a drain
and Si non drank before he wol fed down the food.

It was difficult to eat in spite of his hunger for that
snmell clung to everything. Al though he had been only

in this one building outside the citadel Sinon suspected
that his nmonstrous suspicion was the truth; save for the
central building and its handful of inhabitants, Sippar
was a city of the dead. The Kol der nust have ruthlessly
di sposed of those of the conquered of no use to them

Not only slain them but left themunburied in their own
hones. As a warning against rebellion of the fewre-

mai ning alive? O nerely because they did not care? It
woul d appear that the | ast was the nmost |ikely, and that
odd feeling of kinship he had for the flat-faced invaders
di ed then and there.

Sinon took with himall the bread he could find and a
bottle filled with water. Curiously enough the door

|l eading to the street was barred on the inside. Had those
who had once lived here | ocked thenselves in and
conmitted nmass suicide? O had the same pressure

met hods driven themto their deaths as had been used to
send hi mover the upper roof?

The street was as deserted as he had seen it fromthat
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sane roof. But Sinmon kept close to one side, watching
every shadowed doorway, the mouth of every cross
| ane. Al doors were shut; nothing noved as he worked

his way to the harbor.

He guessed that if he tried any of those doors he
woul d find them barred against him while within

would Iie only the dead. Had they perished soon after
Gorm had wel conmed Kol der to further the anbitions of
Oma and her son? O had that death cone sonetine
|ater, during the years since Koris had fled to Estcarp
and the island had been cut off from humankind? It
woul d not matter to anyone save perhaps a historian
This remained a city of the dead—the dead in body, and
in the keep, the dead in spirit—wth only the Kol der,
who m ght well be dead in another fashion, keeping a

pretense of life.
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As he went Sinon menorized route of street and

house. Gorm could only be freed when the central keep
was destroyed, he was certain of that. But it seened to
himthat |leaving this waste of enpty buil di ngs about
their lair had been a bad m stake on the part of the

Kol der. Unl ess they had sone hi dden defenses and

alarnms rigged in these blank walled houses, it might be
no trick at all to bring a landing party ashore and have

t hem under cover.

There were those tales of Koris' concerning the spies
Estcarp had sent to this island over the years. And the
fact that the Captain hinself had been unable to return
because of some nysterious barrier. After his own
experience with Kol der weapons Sinon had an open

mnd. Only he had been able to break free, first in that
headquarters room and secondly by the use of one of the
pl anes. The nere fact that the Kolder had not tried to
hunt hi m down was proof of a kind they nust believe

hi m finished for good.
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But it was hard to think that someone or sonething

did not keep watch in the silent city. So he kept to cover
until he reached the wharves. There were ships there,
ships battered by storns, sone driven half ashore, their
rigging a rotting tangle, their sides scored and snmashed
in, some half waterlogged, with only their upper decks
above the surface of the harbor. None of these had

sailed for nonths, or years!

And the width of the bay |ay between Sinon and the
mai nl and. If this dead port was Sippar, and he had no
reason to believe that it was not, then he was now facing
that long armof |and on which the invaders had built

Yie, ending in the finger of which Sul carkeep had been

the nail. Since the fall of the traders' stronghold it was
very probable that the Kol der forces now controlled

t hat whol e cape.

If he could find a manageabl e snmall craft and take to
the sea, Sinon would have to take the |longer route
eastward down the bottl e-shaped bay to the nouth of
the River Es and so to Estcarp. And he was pl agued by
the idea that tine no | onger fought upon his side.

He found his boat, a small shell stored in a

war ehouse. Though Sinon was no sailor he took what
precautions and nade what tests he could to ensure its
seawort hiness. And waited until full dark before he

took oars, gritting his teeth against the pain of his
brui ses, as he pulled steadily, setting a crooked course
anong the rotting hul ks of the Gorm an fleet.

It was when he was well beyond those and had dared

to step his snmall mast, that he net the Kol der defense
head on. He saw or heard nothing as he fell to the
bottom of the boat, his hands over his ears, his eyes
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cl osed agai nst that raging tumult of silent sound and
i nvisible |light which beat outward from sone point
within his brain. He had thought his ordeal with the wll
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pressure had nmade hi m aware of the Kol der power, but
this scranbling of a nan's brain was worse.

Was he only minutes within that cloud, or a day, or a
year? Dazed and dunb, Sinon could not have told. He
lay in a boat which swng with the waves but obeyed
sluggi shly the wind touch on its sail. And behind him
was CGorm dead and dark in the noonlight.

Bef ore dawn Si non was picked up by a coastal patrol

boat fromthe Es, and by that tinme he had recovered his
wits, though his mnd felt as bruised as his boat. Rid-
ing relays of swift nounts he went on to Estcarp

city.

Wthin the keep, in that sane room where he had first
met the Guardi an, he joined a council of war» retelling
his adventures within Gorm his contacts with the Kol -
der to the officers of Estcarp, and those still-faced
worren who |istened inpassively. As he spoke he

hunted for one anmong the witches, w thout finding her

in that assenbly.

When he had done, they asked few questions, allow

ing himto tell it in his own way, Koris tight-Iipped and
stone-featured as he described the city of the dead, the
Guar di an beckoned forward one of the other wonen.

"Now, Sinmon Tregarth, do you take her hands, and
then think upon this capped man, recall in your mnd
every detail of his dress and face," she ordered.

Though he could see no purpose in this, Sinon
obeyed. For one generally did obey, he thought wyly,

the witches of Estcarp.
So he held those hands which were cool and dry in

his, and he nmentally pictured the gray robe, the odd
face where the lower half did not match the upper, the
metal cap, and the expression of power and then of
baf f| ement whi ch had been mirrored on those features
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when Sinon had fought back. The hands slipped out of
his and the Guardi an spoke agai n:

"You have seen, sister? You can fashion?"

"l have seen," the wonan answered. "And what |
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have seen | can fashion. Since he used the power

between themin the duel of wills the inpression should
be strong. Though," she | ooked down at her hands,

nmovi ng each finger as if to exercise it in preparation for
sone task, "whether we can use such a device is

another matter. It would have been better had bl ood
flowed."

No one expl ai ned and Sinon was not given time to
ask questions for Koris claimed himas the counci
broke up, and marched himoff to the barracks. Once
within that same chanber he had had before they left
for Sul carkeep, Sinmon denmanded of the Captain:

"Where is the lady?" It was irritating not to be able
to nanme her whom he knew, that peculiarity of the
witches irked himnore now than ever. But Koris
caught his neani ng.

"She is checking the border posts."
"But she is safe?"

Koris shrugged. "Are any of us safe, Sinon? But be

sure that the wonen of Power take no unnecessary

risks. What they guard within themis not lightly
spent." He had gone to the western wi ndow, his face
turned into the light there, his eyes searching as if he
willed to see nore than the plain beyond the city. "So
Gormis dead." The words cane heavily.

Sinmon pulled off his boots and stretched out on the
bed. He was weary to every aching bone in his body.

" 'l told you what | saw and only what | saw. There is
life walled into the center keep of Sippar. | found it
nowhere else, but then | did not search far."
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"Life? What sort of |ife?"

"Ask that of the Kol der, or perhaps the witches,"
returned Sinon drowsily. "Neither are as you and |
and maybe they reckon life differently."”

He was only half aware that the Captain had cone
away fromthe wi ndow, was standi ng over Sinon so
that his wi de shoul ders shut away the daylight.

" 'l amthinking, Sinon Tregarth, that you are differ-
ent too." Again the words were heavy, w thout any
ring. "And seeing Gorm how do you reckon its life—

or deat h?"

"As vile," Sinmon nunbled. "But that shall also be
judged in its own tinme," and wondered at his choice of
words even as he fell asleep

He sl ept, awoke to eat hugely, and slept again. No
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one denmanded his attention nor did he rouse to what
was going on in the keep of Estcarp. He m ght have
been an aninmal |aying up rest beneath his hide as the
bear lays up fat against hibernation. Wen he awoke
thoroughly once again it was alertly, eagerly, with a
freshness he had not felt for so long, since before
Berlin. Berlin—what—where was Berlin? Hs

menori es were curiously overlaid nowadays with new

scenes.
And the one which returned to haunt himthe npst

was that of the room of that secluded house in Kars ]
where t hreadbare tapestries patterned the walls and a <
worman | ooked at himw th wonder in her eyes as her

hand shaped a gl owi ng synbol in the air between them
Then there was that other nonment when she stood sick

at heart and curiously alone after she had nade her ]
sordid magic for Aldis, tarnishing her gift for the good .

of her cause.
Now as Sinmon lay tingling with life in every nerve
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and cell of him the ache of his bruises, the strain of his
hunger and his striving gone out of him he noved his

right hand up until it lay over his heart. But beneath it
now he did not feel the warnth of his own flesh; rather

did he cradle in nenmory sonething else, as a singing

whi ch was no song drew fromhim into the other hand

he had grasped, a substance he did not know he pos-

sessed.

Over all else, the life in the border raiding parties, the
experience of Kolder captivity, did those quiet and
passi ve scenes hold himnow Because, enpty of phys-

i cal action though they had been, they possessed for

hi m a hi dden excitement he shrank from defining or
expl ai ni ng too cl osely.

But he was sunmpned soon enough to attention

During his sleep Estcarp had nmarshalled all its forces.
Beacons on the heights had brought nessengers from

the nmountains, fromthe Eyrie, fromall those willing to
stand agai nst Gorm and the doom Gorm prom sed. A

hal f dozen Sul car vessels, honel ess, had made port in
coves the Fal coners charted, the famlies of their crews
| anded in safety, the ships arned and ready for the
thrust. For all were agreed that the war nust be taken to
Gorm before Gorm brought it to them

There was a canp at the mouth of the Es, a tent set up
init on the very verge of the ocean. Fromits flap of door
they could see the shadow of the island appearing as a
bank of cloud upon the sea. And, waiting signal beyond

that point where the broken ruins of their keep were
sea-washed and desol ate, hovered the ships, packed

with the Sul car crew, Falconers, and border raiders.
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But the barrier about Gorm nust be broken first and
that was in the hands of those who wel ded Estcarp's
Power. So, not knowi ng why he was to be one of that
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conpany, Sinon found hinself seated at a tabl e which
m ght have been neant for a gam ng board. Yet there
was no surface of alternate col ored bl ocks. [nstead,
bef ore each seat there was a painted synbol. And the
conpany who gat hered was mi xed, seemi ngly oddly
chosen for the high conmand.

Si non found that his seat had been placed beside the
Guardi an's and the symbol there overl apped both

pl aces. It was a brown hawk with a gilded oval fram ng
it, a small, three pointed cornet above the oval. On his
|l eft was a di anmond of bl ue-green enclosing a fist hold-
ing an ax. And beyond that was a square of red encasing

a horned fish.

To the right, beyond the Cuardian, were two nore

synbol s whi ch he could not read without |eaning for-

ward. Two of the witches slipped into the seats before
those and sat quietly, their hands pal m down upon the

pai nted marks. There was a stir to his left and he

gl anced up to know an odd lift of spirit as he nmet a | eve
gaze which was nore than nere recognition of his
identity. But she did not speak and he copied her

silence. The sixth and last of their conpany was the | ad
Briant, pale-faced, staring down at the fish creature
before himas if it lived and by the very intensity of his
gaze he nust hold it prisoner in that sea of scarlet.

The woman who had held Sinon's hands as he

t hought of the man on Gormcane into the tent, two
others with her, each of whomcarried a small clay
brazier fromwhich came sweet snoke. These they

pl aced on the edge of the board and the other woman set
down her own burden, a w de basket. She threw aside
its covering cloth to display a row of small inages.

Taking up the first she went to stand before Briant.
Twi ce she passed the figure she held through the snoke
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and then held it at eye |level before the seated lad. It was
a finely wought nmanikin with red-gold hair and such a
life-l1ook that Sinon believed it was nmeant to be the
portrait of sone l|iving man.

"Ful k." The wonman pronounced the name and set

the image down in the center of the scarlet square, ful
upon the painted fish. Briant could not pale, his trans-
parent skin had al ways | acked col or, but Sinobn saw

hi m swal | ow convul si vely before he answered.

"Ful k of Verlaine."
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The wonman took a second figure from her basket,

and, as she cane now to Sinon's neighbor, he could s
better judge the artistic triunph of her work. For she i
hel d bet ween her hands, passing it through the snmoke, a
perfect inmage of she who had asked for a charmto keep
Yvi an true

"Aldis."

"Al dis of Kars," acknow edged t he woman besi de
himas the tiny feet of the figure were planted on the fist
with the ax.

"Sandar of Alizon." A third figure for the position
farthest to his right.

"Siric. A potbellied inmage in flow ng robes for that
ot her right-hand synbol .

Then she brought out the last of the manikins, study-
ing it for a monent before she gave it to the snoke.
When she canme to stand before Sinmon and the Cuardian
she naned no names but held,it out for his inspection,
for his recognition. And he stared down at the snal
copy of the capped |eader in Gorm To his recollection
the resenbl ance was perfect.

"Gorml" He acknow edged it, though he coul d not
give the Kolder a better nane. And she placed it care-
ftilly on the brown and gol d hawk.

\'
GAME OF PONER

Five i mages set out upon the synbols of their |ands,
five perfect representations of living nmen and wonan.
But why and for what purpose? Sinon | ooked right

again. The tiny feet of the Aldis mani kin were now
encircled by the hands of the witch, those of the Fulk
figure by Briant's. Both were regarding their charges
with absorption, on Briant's part uneasy.

Sinon's attention swung back to the figure before
him D mnenories of old tales flickered through his
mnd. Did they now stick pins in these replicas and
expect their originals to suffer and die?

The Guardi an reached for his hand, caught it in the

same grip he had known in Kars during the shape

changing. At the sane tine she fitted her other hand in
a half circle about the base of the capped figure. He put
his to match so that now they touched finger tips and

wists enclosing the Kol der

"Thi nk now upon this one between whom and you

has been the trial of power, or the tie of blood. Put from
your mind all else but this one whom you nust reach

and bend, bend to our use. For we win the Gane of

Power upon this board in this hour—er it—and we—

fail for this tine and pl ace!"”
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Sinon's eyes were on that capped figure. He did not
know i f he could turn themaway if he wi shed. He

254
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supposed that he had been brought into this curious
procedure because he al one of those of Estcarp had seen
this officer ofGorm

The tiny face, half shadowed by the nmetal cap, grew
larger, life size. He was fronting it across space as he
had fronted it across that roomin the heart of Sippar

Again the eyes were closed, the man was about his
nmyst eri ous business. Sinon continued to study him

and then he knew that all the antagoni smhe had known
for the Kolder, all the hate born in himby what he had
found in that city, by their treatnent of their captives,
was drawi ng together in his mind, as a man m ght shape

a weapon of small pieces fitted together into one for-

nm dabl e arm

Sinobn was no longer in that tent where sea w nds

stirred and sand gritted on a brown pai nted hawk.
Instead he stood before that man of the Kolder in the
heart of Sippar, willing himto open his closed eyes, to
| ook upon him Sinon Tregarth, to stand to battle in a
way not of bodies, but of wills and m nds.

Those eyes did open and he stared into their dark
pupils, saw lids raise higher as if in recognition, of
know edge of the nenace which was using himas a
gathering point, a caldron in which every terror and
threat could be brought to a culmnating boil.

Eyes held eyes. Sinobn's inpressions of the flat fea-
tures, of the face, of the nmetal cap above it, of every-
thing but those eyes, went, bit by bit. As he had sensed
the flow of power out of his hand into the witch's in
Kars, so did he know that which boiled within himwas
being steadily fed by nore heat than his own enotions
coul d engender, that he was a gun to propel a fatal dart.

At first the Kol der had stood against himw th confi-
dence; now he was seeking his freedom fromthat
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eye-to-eye tie, mnd-to-mnd bond, knowing too |late

that he was caught in a trap. But the jaws had cl osed and

struggle as he mght the man in Gorm coul d not | oosen
what he had accepted in an arrogant belief in his own

form of magic.

Wthin Sinmon there was a sharp release of. all the
tension. And it shot fromhimto that other. Eyes were
f ear - subnerged by panic, panic gave way to abject
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terror, which burned in and in until there was nothing
left for it to feed upon. Sinon did not have to be told
that what he faced now was a husk which would do his

bi ddi ng as those husks of Gormdid the bidding of their

owners.
He gave his orders. The Guardian's power fed his;

she watched and waited, ready to aid, but making no
suggestions. Sinon was certain of his eneny's obedi-
ence as he was of the life burning in him That which
controll ed Gormwoul d be crippled, the barrier would
go down, as long as this tool worked unhindered by his
fellows. Estcarp now had a robot ally within the for-
tress.

Sinon lifted his head, opened his eyes, and saw t he

pai nted board where his fingers still clasped the Quar-
dian's about the feet of the small figure. But that mani-
kin was no longer perfect. Wthin the hollow of the

metal cap the head was a shapel ess bl ob of nelted wax.

The Guardi an | oosened her cl asp, drew back her

hand to lie linp. Sinmon turned his head, saw on his |eft
a strained and bl anched face, eyes dark snudged, as

she who had centered the power upon Aldis fell back in
her seat. And the | ady before her was al so head rav-
aged.

That inmage naned for Fulk of Verlaine lay flat and
Bri ant was huddl ed in upon hinself, his face hidden in
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hi s hands, his lank, colorless hair sweat-plastered to his
skul I.

"It is done." The silence was first broken by the
Guardi an. "What the Power can do, it has done. And

this day we have wought as mghtily as ever did the

bl ood of Estcarp! Now it is given to fire and sword,

wi nd and wave, to serve us if they will, and if men will
use theml'' Her voice was a thin thread of exhaustion

She was answered by one who noved to the board to
stand before her, acconpanied by the faint clink of
met al agai nst nmetal which marked a man in full war
gear. Koris carried on his hip the hawk crested hel m

now he rai sed the Ax of Volt.

"Be sure, lady, that there are nen to use each and
every weapon Fortune grants us. The beacons are
| ighted, our arm es and the ships nove."

Si mon, though the earth under his feet had a ten-

dency to sway when he planted his feet upon it and

| evered hinself up, arose. She who had sat on his left
nmoved qui ckly. Her hand went out, but it did not touch
his before it fell back upon the board once nore. Nor

did she put into words that denial he could read in every
tense line of her body.
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"The war, now conpl eted according to your

Power," he spoke to her as if they were alone, "is of
the fashion of Estcarp. But | am not of Estcarp, and
there remains this other war which is of ny own kind of
power. | have played your gane to your willing, |ady;

now | seek to play to mne!"

As he rounded the table to join the Captain, another
arose and stood hesitating, one hand on the table to
steady him Briant regarded the i nage before himand
his face was bl eak, for the figure, though fallen, was
i ntact.
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"I never clainmed the Power," he said dully in his
soft voice. "And in this warfare it would seem | have
been a failure. Perhaps it will not be so with sword and

shield!'"
Koris stirred as if he would protest. But the witch
who had been in Kars spoke swiftly:

"There is a free choice here for all who ride or sai
under Estcarp's banner. Let none gainsay that choice.’

The Guardi an nodded agreenent. So the three of

them went out fromthe tent on the sea shore: Koris,

vi brant, alive, his handsone head erect on his gro-
tesque shoul ders, his nostrils swelling as if he scented
more than sea salt in the air; Sinon, noving nore

slowy, feeling a fatigue new to his overdriven body,

but al so buoyed by a determ nation to see this venture to
its end; and Briant, settling his hel mover his fair head,
coiling the nmetal ring scarf about his throat, his eyes
straight ahead as if he were driven, or pulled, by sone-
thing far greater than his own wll.

The Captain turned to the other two as they reached

the boats waiting to pull out to the ships. "You cone
with ne on the flagship, for you, Sinobn, nust serve as
a guide, and you—' he | ooked to Briant and hesitated.
But the youngster, with a lift of chin and stare of eye
whi ch was a chal l enge, nmet that appraisal defiantly.

Si non sensed sonething crossw se between the two

whi ch was of their own concern as he waited for Koris
to neet that unvoi ced defiance.

"You, Briant, will put yourself among nmy shield

men and you will stay with them"

" "And |, Briant," the other answered with sonething
approachi ng i npudence, "shall stay at your back, Cap-
tain of Estcarp, when there is good cause to do so. But |
fight with ny om sword and wield my own shield in

this or any other battle!"
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For a nonent it seened that Koris mght dispute

that, but they were hailed fromthe boats. And when
they splashed through the surf to board, Sinobn noted
that the younger man took good care to keep as far from
hi s commander as the small craft all owed.

The ship which was to spearhead the Estcarp attack

was a fishing vessel and the Guards were jamred

aboard her al nost shoul der to shoul der. The ot her

nm smat ched transports fell in behind her as they took to
the bay waters.

They were cl ose enough to see the fleet rotting in
Gor m harbor when the hail fromthe Sul car vessels
crossed the water and the trading ships with their nixed
cargo of Fal coners, Karsten refugees, and Sul car sur-
vivors rounded a headland to draw in fromthe sea side.

Simon had no idea of where he had crossed the

barrier on his flight from Gorm and he m ght be |ead-
ing this massed invasion straight into disaster. They
could only hope that the Gane of Power had softened
up the defense in their favor

Tregarth stood at the prow of the fishing snack,

wat chi ng the harbor of the dead city, waiting for the
first hint of the barrier. O would one of those netal
shi ps, protected past any hope of attack from Estcarp,
strike at them now?

Wnd filled their sails, and, overladen as the ships
were, they cut the waves, keeping station as if drilled.
A hulk fromthe harbor, still carrying enough rags al oft
to catch the wind, its anchor ropes broken, drifted
across their course, a wide collar of green weed |ying
under the water line to slowit.

On its deck there was no sign of life as it bore onits
wal | owi ng way. From a Sul car ship arched a ball, rising
lazily into the air, dropping down to smash upon the
deck of the derelict. Qut of that ragged hole in the
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pl anki ng cane red tongues of clean flane, feasting
avidly on the tinder dry fittings, so the ship, burning,

drifted on to sea

Sinon grinned at Koris, a brittle excitement eating at
him He could be sure now that they were past the first

danger point.
"W have overrun your barrier?"

"Unl ess they have noved it closer to |land, yes!"
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Koris rested his chin on the head of Volt's Ax as he
surveyed the dark fingers of wharves before what had
once been a flourishing city. He was grinning too, as a
wol f shows its fangs before the first slash of the fight.

"It would appear that this time the Power worked,"
he comrented. "Now | et us be about our part of the

busi ness. "

Si non knew a twi nge of caution. "Do not under-

estimate them We have but passed the first of their

def enses, perhaps their weakest." Hs first elation was
gone as quickly as it had conme. There were swords,

axes, dart guns about him But in the heart of the Kol der
keep was a science centuries ahead of such

weapons—whi ch mi ght at any nonent produce sone

nasty surprise

As they came farther into the harbor, faced now by

the need for finding passage to the wharves in and
anong the vessel s nol dering at anchor, there continued
to be no sign of any life in Sippar. Only some of the
broodi ng and forbidding silence of the dead city fel
upon the invaders, danpening their ardor, taking a
slight edge off their enthusiasmand their feeling of
triunmph at havi ng passed the barrier.

Koris sensed that. Working his way back through the

mass of men waiting to be | anded, he found the captain

of the ship and urged a quick thrust at the shore. Only to
be rem nded tartly that while the Captain of Estcarp's
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Guard mght be all powerful on Iand, he should | eave

the sea to those who knew it, and that the master of this
particular ship had no intention of fouling his vesse
with any of the hul ks before them

Si mon continued to eye the shoreline, studying the

mout h of each enpty street, glancing now and then

aloft to that blind hul k which was the heart of Sippar in
nmore ways than one. He could not have said just what

he feared—a flight of planes, an arny emerging from

the streets to the quays. To be net by nothing at all was
nmore di sconcerting than to face the high odds of Kol der
weapons carried by hordes of their slaves. This was too
easy, and he could not find full faith in the Gane of
Power; some core of himrefused to believe that be-

cause a small image had ended with a nelted head, they
had defeated all that lay in Gorm

They made the shore without incident, those of Sul-

car landing farther down the coast to cut off any rein-
forcements which mght be drawn from other points on
the island. They scouted up the streets and | anes down
whi ch Sinon had come days earlier, trying | ocked

doors, investigating dark corners. But as far as they
coul d di scover nothing lived nor nmoved within the husk

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Witch%20World.txt (172 of 187) [1/17/03 1:35:18 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Witch%20Worl d.txt
of Gorm s capital

And they were well up to the center hold when the

first resistance cane, not fromthe air, nor from any

i nvisible wave, but on foot with weapons in hand as the
men of this world had fought for generations.

Suddenly the streets were peopled with fighters who
moved swiftly, but w thout sound, who voiced no bat-
tle cries, but came forward steadily with deadly pur-
poses. Sone wore the battle dress of Sul carnen, sone
of Karsten, and Sinon saw anbng thema few of the
bird hel ms of Fal coners.

That silent rush was made by men who were not only
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expendabl e, but who had no thought of self-protection,
just as those in the road ambush had fought. And their
first fury carried theminto the invasion force with the
i npact of a tank into a conmpany of infantrynen. Sinon
went to his old game of sniping, but Koris charged with
the Ax of Volt, a whirling, darting engine of death, to
clear a path through the eneny lines, and another back

agai n.

The slaves of the Kol der were no nean opponents,

but they |l acked the spark of intelligence which would
have brought themtogether to re-form to use to better
advantage their nunbers. They knew only that they

must attack while any strength was left in them while
they still kept on their feet. And so they did, with the
i nsane persistence of the mndless. It was sheer butch-
ery which turned even the veteran Guardsnen sick

while they strove to defend thenselves and to gain

ground.
Volt's Ax no | onger shone bright, but, stained as it

was, Koris tossed it in the air as a signal for the ad-
vance. Hi s nen closed ranks | eaving behind thema
street which was no | onger enpty, though it was wth-
out life.

"That was to delay us." Sinon joined the Captain.

" So do | think. What do we expect now? Death from
the air such as they used at Sul carkeep?" Koris |ooked
into the sky, the roofs above them gai ning his wary

attention.
It was those sane roofs which suggested anot her

pl an to his comnpani on.

" 'l do not think you will be able to break into the hold
at ground level," he began and heard the soft runble of
| aughter fromwi thin the Captain's helm
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" "Not so. | know ways herein which perhaps even the
Kol der have not nosed out. This was ny burrow once.'
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"But | have also a plan," Sinmon cut in. "There are
ropes in plenty on the ships, and grappling hooks. Let
one party take to the roofs, while you search out your
burrows, and perhaps we can cl ose jaws upon them
fromtwo sides."

"Fair enough!" Koris conceded. "Do you try the
sky ways since you have travel ed them before. Choose
your men, but do not take above twenty."

Twi ce nore they were attacked by those silent par-

ties of living-dead, and each tine nore of their own
men were left as toll when the | ast of the Kol der-owned
were cut down. In the end the Estcarp forces parted
ways. Sinon and sone twenty of the Guard broke in a
door and clinbed through the miasma of old death to a
roof. Tregarth's sense of direction had not betrayed
him the neighboring roof showed a ragged hole, the
mark of his landing in the plane.

He stood aside for the sailors who cast their grapples
to the parapet of that other roof above their heads and
across an expanse of street. Men tied their swords to
them nade sure of the safety of their weapon belts,
eyed that double |ine across nothingness with determ -
nation . Sinon had recruited none who could not claima
good head for heights. But now when he faced the test
he had nore doubts than hopes.

He made that first ascent, the tough rope scraping his
pal rs as he clinbed, putting a strain on his shoul ders
he believed from nmonent to noment he could not

endur e.

The ni ghtnare ended sonetine. He uncoiled a third

rope fromabout his waist, and tossed its wei ghted end
back to the next man in line, taking a turn with the other
end around one of the pillars supporting the hangar and
80 hel ping to draw hi m up.

Those pl anes he had di sabl ed stood where he had |eft
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them but open notor panels and scattered tools tes-
tified to work upon them Wy the job had not been
fini shed was another nystery. Sinon told off four nen
to guard the roof and the rope way, and with the rest
began the invasion of the regi ons bel ow

The sane silence which had held el sewhere in the

town was thick here. They passed al ong corridors,

down stairs, by shut doors, with only the faint sound of
their owmn quiet tread to be heard. Was the hold de-
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serted?
On they went into the heart of the blind, sealed

bui | di ng, expecting at any nonent to encounter one of
the bands of the possessed. The degree of |ight grew
stronger; there was an undefinable change in the air
whi ch suggested that if these | evels were deserted now

it had not |ong been so.

Sinon's party canme to the last flight of stone steps

whi ch he renmenbered so well. At the bottomthat stone
woul d be coated with the gray walling of the Kol ders.
He | eaned out over the well, listening. Far, far bel ow

there was a sound at last, as regular in its thunmp, thunp
as the beat of his own heart.

Vi
THE CLEANSI NG OF GORM

" "Captain,'' Tunston had moved up to join him "what
do we neet bel ow?"

"Your foreseeing in that is as good as nmine," Sinon
answered hal f absently, for it was in that nonent that
he realized he did not sense any danger to conme at all
even in this strange place of death and half life. Yet
there was sonet hing bel ow, or they woul d not hear

t hat .

He | ed the way, his gun ready, taking those steps
cautiously, but at a fast pace. There were cl osed doors
whi ch were | ocked against their efforts to open them
until they canme into the chamber of the wall map.

Here that beat arose fromthe floor under their feet,
was drummed out by the walls, to fill their ears and
their bodies with its slow rhythm

The lights on the map were dead. There renmi ned no

line of machines on the table, tended by gray-robed

men, though netal fastenings, a trailing wire or two

mar ked where they had rested. But at that upper table
there still sat a capped figure, his eyes closed, im
mobil e, just as Sinon had seen himon his first visit to
this place.

At first Sinon believed the nan dead. He wal ked to
the table watching the seated Kol der alertly. To his best
know edge this was the same man whom he had tried to
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visualize for the artist of Estcarp. And he was fleetingly
pl eased at the accuracy of his nenory.

Onl y—Si non halted. This man was not dead,
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t hough those eyes were closed, the body notionless.
One hand |l ay upon the control plate set in the table top 9
and Sinon had just seen a fingertip press a button there. |

Tregarth | eaped. He had an instant in which to see
those eyes open, the face beneath the nmetal twist in *
anger—and perhaps fear. Then his own hands cl osed

upon the wire which led fromthe cap the other wore to
the board in the wall behind. He ripped, bringing | oose
several of those slender cables. Someone cried out a
war ni ng and he saw a barrel ed weapon swing into |line
with his body as the Kol der went into action.

Only because that cap and its trailing veil of wre
interfered with the free action of he who wore it was
Sinon to continue to live. He slapped out with his dart
gun across the flat face with its snarling nouth which
uttered no sound, its stark and hating eyes. The bl ow
broke skin, brought bl ood welling fromcheek and

nose. Sinon caught the other's wist, twisting it so that
a thin filmof vapor spurted up into the vault of the
ceiling, and not into his own face.

They crashed back into the chair from which the

Kol der had risen. There was a sharp snap, fire flashed
across Sinon's neck and shoul der. A scream nuted

and suppressed rang in his ears. The face beneath its
sweep of bl ood was contorted with agony, yet still the
Kol der fought on with steel-nuscled strength.

Those eyes, larger, and larger, filling the hall—
Sinon was falling forward into those eyes. Then there
were no nore eyes, just a weird fog-streaked w ndow

i nt o anot her pl ace—perhaps another tinme. Between
pillars burst a company of men, gray robed, riding in
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machi nes strange to him They were firing behind them
as they came, unm stakably some remmant of a broken
force on the run and hardly pressed.

In a narrow columm they struggled on, and with them

he endured desperation and such a cold fury as he had

not known existed as an enotion to wack mnd and

heart. The Gate—ence through the gate—then they

woul d have the tine: time to rebuild, to take, to be what
they had the will and force to be. A broken enpire and a
ravaged world |l ay behind thembefore thema fresh

worl d for the taking.

The beset fugitives were swept away. He saw only

one pallid face flushed red about a wound where his

first blow had | anded. dinging about them both was

the snell of scorching cloth and flesh. How | ong had

that vision of the valley |asted—+t could not have been a
full second! He was still fighting, exerting pressure so
that he might crack the other's wist against the chair.
Twi ce he struck it so, and then the fingers rel axed and
the vapor gun fell out of their grinp.
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For the first tine since that one screamthe Kol der

made a sound, a broken whinpering which sickened

Si non. A second fading vision of those fleeing men—a
monent of passionate regret which was like a blowto

the man who involuntarily shared it. They thrashed
across the floor to bring the Kol der up against a spitting
wire. Sinon slamed the other's netal cap hard

against the floor. For the last time a fragnent of recog-
nition reached fromthe man to himand in that scrap of
tune he knew—perhaps not what the Kol der were—but

from whence they had conme. Then there was nothing at

all, and Sinon pulled away fromthe flaccid body to sit
up.

Tunston stooped and tried to pull the cap fromthe
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head which rolled |inply on the gray-robed shoul ders.
They were all a little daunted when it becane apparent
that that cap was no cap at all, but seemngly a perna-
nent part of the body it crowned.

Simon got to his feet. "Leave it!" he bade the
Guard. "But make sure none touch those wires."

It was then that he was aware that that throb in wall
and floor, that feeling of |life was gone, |eaving behind
it a curious void. The Kol der of the cap mi ght hinself
have been the heart, which, ceasing to beat, had killed
the citadel as surely as his race had killed Sippar.

Si mon made for the al cove where the el evator had

been. Had all power ceased so that there was no way to
reach the lower |evels? But the door of the small cel
was open. He gave command here to Tunston, and

taking two of the Guardsnen with him pushed the door
shut .

Agai n luck appeared to be with those out of Estcarp,
for the closing of the panel put into action the
mechani smof the lift. Sinon expected to front the | eve
of the | aboratory when that door opened once again.
Only, when the cage cane to a stop, he faced somne-
thing so far renoved fromhis expectations that for a
monent he stood staring, while both of the men with

hi m excl aimed in surprise.

They were on the shore of an underground harbor,
strongly smelling of the sea and of sonething else. The
I'ighting which had prevail ed el sewhere in the pile was
centered upon a runway washed by the water on both
sides, pointing straight out into a bowl of gl oom and
dark. And on that quay were the tunbl ed bodies of

men, men such as thenselves with no gray robes

anong t hem

Where the living dead who had nmet themin the street
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battl es had gone arnmed and fully clad, these were either
naked or wore only the tattered rags of old garnments
about their bodies, as if a need for clothing had no

| onger concerned themfor a long tine.

Sone had crunpl ed beside small trucks on which

boxes and containers were still heaped. Qhers lay in
line as if they had been marching in ranks when struck
down. Sinon wal ked forward and stooped to peer at the
nearest. It was clear that the man was truly dead, had
been so for a day at |east.

G ngerly, avoiding the heaped bodies, the three from
Estcarp nade their way to the end of the quay, finding
nowhere anong the dead any arned as fighting nen.

And none were of Estcarp blood. If these had been the
sl aves of the Kolder, they were all of other races.

' '"Here, Captain.'' One of the Guards |aggi ng behind

Si mon had halted beside a body and was looking at it in
wonder. "Here is such a man as | have never seen

before. Look at the color of his skin, his hair; he is not
fromthese | ands!"

The unfortunate Kol der slave lay on his back as if in

sl eep. But his skin, totally exposed save for a draggle of
rag about his hips, was a red-brown, and his hair was
tightly curled to his scalp. It was plain that the Kol der
had cast their man nets in far regions.

Wt hout knowi ng why, Sinmon wal ked clear to the

end of that wharf. Either Gorm had originally been
erected over a huge underground cavern, or the invad-
ers had blasted this out to serve their own purposes,
pur poses Sinon could only believe were connected

with the ship on which he had been a prisoner. Was this
t he secl uded dock of the Kol der fleet?

"Captain!" The other Guard had tranped a little
ahead, uninterested in the bodi es anbng which he
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threaded a fastidi ous path. Now he stood on the end of
that tongue of stone beckoning Sinon forward.

There was a stirring of the waters; waves | apped
hi gher on the wharf, forcing all three nen to retreat.
Even in that limted Iight they could see sonething

large rising to the surface

"Down!" Sinmon snapped the command. They did
not have tinme to return to the lift; their best hope was to
play one with the bodi es about them

They lay together, Sinmon pillowi ng his head on his

arm his gun ready, watching the turmoil. Water spilled
fromthe bul k of the thing. Now he coul d make out the
sharp bow with its matching needle stem H s guess had
been right: this was one of the Kol der ships conme to
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har bor .
He wondered if his own breathing sounded as | oud as

that of his nen beside himdid to him They were nore
fully clothed than the dead about them could sharp

eyes pick out the gleamof their mail and nail themwth
sone Kol der weapon before they could nove in de-

fense?

Only that silver ship, having once surfaced, made no

other nove at all, rolling in the waves within the cavern
as if it were as dead as the bodies. Sinmon watched it
narromy and then started, as the man beside hi m whis-
pered and touched his officer's arm

But Sinmon did not need that adnonition to watch.

He, too, had sighted that second boiling upheaval of

waves. |In those the first ship was pushed toward the

quay. It was plain now that she answered no helm

Hardly daring to believe that the vessel was unnmanned,
they still kept in hiding. It was only when the third ship
bobbed into sight and sent the other two whirling with

the force of its energence, that Sinon accepted the
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evi dence and got to his feet. Those ships were either
unmanned or totally disabled. They drifted without
gui dance, two comi ng together with a crash.

No openi ngs showed on their decks, no indications

that they carried crews and passengers. The story that
the quay told was different, however. It suggested a
hasty | oadi ng of vessels, intended to attack, or to nake
a withdrawal from Gorm And had only an attack been

the purpose would the slaves have been kill ed?

To board one of those floating silver splinters wth-
out preparation would be folly. But it would be best to
keep an eye upon them The three went back to the cage
whi ch had brought themthere. One of the ships struck
agai nst the wharf, sheered it off, and wall owed away.

"WIIl you remain here?" He asked a question of his

men rather than gave an order. The CGuard of Estcarp
shoul d be inured to strange sights, but this was no pl ace
to station an unwilling man.

"Those shi ps—we should |l earn their secrets," one
of the men returned. "But | do not think they will sail
out fromhere again. Captain.”

Si mon accepted that oblique dissent. Together they

| eft the underground harbor to the derelicts and the
dead. Before they took off in the cage, Sinon in-
spected its interior for controls. He wanted to reach
sone | evel where he night contact Koris' party, not
return to the hall of the map once again.

Unfortunately the walls of that box were bare of any
aid to direction. Disappointed they closed the door
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behind themwaiting to be returned aloft. As the vibra-
tionin the wall testified to their novenent, Sinon
recalled vividly the corridor of the |aboratory and

wi shed he could reach it

The cage cane to a stop, the door slid back, and the
ANDRE NORTON
272

three within found thensel ves | ooking into the startled
faces of other men, arnmed and alert. Only those few
seconds of amazement saved both parties froma fata

m st ake, for one of the group without called Sinmon's
name and he saw Bri ant.

Then a figure not to be mistaken for any but Koris
shoul dered by the others.
"VWhere do you spring fron?" he demanded. "The

wal | itsel f?"
Si non knew this corridor where the Estcarp force

was gat hered: the place he had been thinking of. But
why had the cage brought himhere as if in answer to his

wi sh alone? H s w sh!
"You have found the | aboratory?"

"W have found many things, few of which make
any sense. But not yet have we found any Kol der! And

you?"
"One of the Kol der and he is now dead—er perhaps

all of them " Sinmon thought of the ships bel ow and
what they might hold in their interiors. "I do not
believe that we have to fear neeting them here now.

Thr ough the hours which foll owed Sinon was

proved a true prophet. Save for the one man in the neta
cap, there was no other of the unknown race to be

di scovered within Gorm And of those who had served

the Kol der there were only dead nen |left. Found, those
were in squads, in conpanies, or by twos and threes in
the corridors and roons of the keep. Al lay as they had
dropped, as if what had kept them operating as men had
suddenly been wi thdrawn and they had fallen into the
not hi ngness whi ch shoul d have been theirs earlier, the
peace which their masters had denied them

The Guards found other prisoners in the room
beyond the | aboratory, anong them some who had
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shared captivity with Sinmon. These awoke sl uggi shly
fromtheir drugged sleep, unable to remenber anything
after they had been gassed, but thanking such gods as
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each owned that they had been brought to Gormtoo |ate
to follow the sorry path of the others the Kol der had
engul f ed.

Koris and Sinon guided Sul car seanmen to the under-
ground harbor, and in a small boat, explored the
cavern. They found only rock wall. The entrance to the
pool must lie under surface, and they believed it had
been closed to the escape of the derelict ships.

"If he who wore the cap controlled it all," surm sed
Koris, "then his death nust have sealed themin. Al so,
since he is the one you battled fromafar through the
Power, he m ght have already been giving nuddl ed
orders to lead to confusion here."

"Perhaps," Sinon agreed absently. He was think-

ing of what he had learned fromthat other in his |ast few
seconds of life. If the rest of the Kolder force were

seal ed into those ships, then indeed Estcarp had good
reason to rejoice

They got a line to one of the vessels and brought it

al ongsi de the wharf. But the fastenings of the hatch
baffl ed them and Koris and Sinon left the Sulcarmen to
puzzle it out, returning to the keep.

"This is another of their magics." Koris slid the
door of the Iift closed behind them "But seem ngly
one the capped man did not control, seeing as how we
can use it now. "

"You can control this as well as he ever did," Sinon

| eaned back against wall, weariness washing over him
Their victory was inconclusive; he had an inkling of the
chase yet before him but would those of Estcarp be-
lieve what he had to tell themnow? ' "Think upon the

ANDRE NORTON
274

corridor where you net nme, picture it in your mnd."
"So?" Koris pulled off his helm now he set his
shoul ders agai nst the opposite wall and cl osed his eyes

in concentration.

The door opened. They | ooked out upon the | abora-
tory corridor and Koris |aughed with a boy's anuse-
ment at an exciting toy.

"This magic | can work also, |, Koris, the Ugly. It
woul d seemthat anmpong the Kol der the Power was not

limted only to women. "

Si non cl osed the door once again, pictured in his

m nd the upper chanber of the wall map. Only when
they reached that did he answer his conpani on's obser-
vation.

"Perhaps that is what we now have to fear fromthe
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Kol der, Captain. They had their own form of power,
and you have seen how they used it. This Gorm may
now be a treasure house of their know edge."

Koris threw his hel mon the table bel ow the nap, and
| eaning on his ax regarded Sinon |evelly.

"It is a treasure house you warn agai nst | ooting?"

He picked that out quickly.

"I don't know," Sinon dropped heavily into one of

the chairs, and resting his head on his fists, stared down
at the surface on which his el bows were planted.' 'I am
no scientist, no master of this kind of magic. The

Sul carmen will be tenpted by those ships, Estcarp by

what else lies here."

"Tenpt ed?" Sonmeone had echoed that word and

both men | ooked around. Sinmon got to his feet as he
saw who seated herself quietly a little fromthem
Briant beside her as if playing her shieldman.

She was helned and in mail, but Sinmon knew that
she coul d di sgui se herself with shape-changing and stil
he woul d know her al ways.
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"Tenpted," again she repeated. "Well do you

choose that word, Sinmon. Yes, we of Estcarp shall be
tenpted; that is why | amhere. There are two edges to
this blade and we may cut outselves on either if we do
not take care. Should we turn aside fromthis strange
know edge, destroy all we have found, we may be

maki ng oursel ves safe, or we may be foolishly opening

a way for a second Kol der attack, for one cannot build a
def ense unl ess he has a cl ear understanding of the
weapons to be used against him"

"Of the Kolder," Sinon spoke slowy, heavily,

"you will not have to fear too nmuch. There was but a
smal | conpany of themin the beginning. If any escaped
here, then they can be hunted back to their source and
that source closed."

"Cl osed?" Koris made a question of that.

"In the last struggle with their |eader he reveal ed
their secret."

"That they are not native to this world?"

Si non' s head swung around. Had she picked that out
of his mnd, or was that sone infornmation she had not
seen fit to supply before?

"You knew?"

" 'l amnot a reader of mnds, Sinmon. But we have not
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known it long. Yes, they canme to us-as you came—
but, I think, fromother notives."

"They were fugitives, fleeing disaster, a disaster of
their own maki ng, having set their own place afl anme
behind them | do not think that they dared to | eave their
door open behind them but that we nust make sure of.

The nore pressing problemis what lies here."

" "And you think that if we take their know edge to us
the evil which lies in it may corrupt. | wonder. Estcarp
has lived |ong secure in its own Power."

"Lady, no matter what decision is nade, | do not
ANDRE NORTON
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think that Estcarp shall remain the same. She nust

either come fully into the main streamof active life, or
she nust be content to withdraw wholly fromit into
stagnation, which is a formof death."

It was as if they two tal ked al one and neither Briant
nor Koris had a part in the future they discussed. She
met himmind to mind with an equality he had not
sensed i n any other wonman before.

"You speak the truth, Sinon. Perhaps the ancient

solidity of ny people nust break. There shall be those
who will wish for life and a new world, and those who
shal | shrink fromany change fromthe ways which

mean security. But that struggle still lies in the future
And it is only a growmh of this war. Wat would you say
shoul d be done with Gorn®"

He smiled wearily. "I ama man of action. Qut of

here | shall go to hunt down that gate which the Kol der
used and see that it is rendered harm ess. Gve ne

orders, lady, and they shall be carried out. But for the
time being | would seal this place until a decision can be
made. There nmay be an attenpt on the part of others to
take away what lies here."

'Yes. Karsten, Alizon, both would relish the |ooting
of Sippar." She nodded briskly. Her hand was at the
breast of her mail shirt and she drewit away with the
jewel of power init.

" '"This is nmy authority. Captain," she spoke to Koris.
"Let it be as Sinon has said. Let this storehouse of
strange know edge be sealed, and let the rest of Gorm
be cleansed for a garrison, until such tine as we can
decide the future of what lies here." She smled at the
young officer. "I leave it in your command, Lord

Def ender of Gorm ™"

Vi |
A VENTURE OF NEW BEG NNI NGS

A dusky red spread slowy up fromthe collar of Koris'
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mai |l shirt, reaching the line of his fair hair. Then he
answered and the bitter |ines about his well-cut nmouth
were deep, adding years to his young face.

"Are you forgetting, |lady," he brought the bl ade of
Volt's Ax down flatwise on the table with a cl ang,

"that | ong ago Koris the M sshapen was driven from
t hese shores?"

"And what happened to Gormthereafter, and to
those who did that driving?" she asked quietly. "Have
any said 'msshapen Captain of Estcarp'?"

H s hand tightened on the haft of his weapon until the
knuckl es were white and sharp. "Find another Lord

Def ender for Gorm lady. | swore by Noman that

woul d not return here. To ne this is a doubly haunted
place. | think that Estcarp has had no reason to com
plain of her Captain; also | do not believe this war
al ready won."

"He is right, you know," Sinon cut in. "The Kol -

der may be few, nost of them may be trapped in those
shi ps bel ow. But we nust trace themback to their gate
and make sure that they do not consolidate shattered
forces to launch a second bid for rul ership. Wat about
Yi e? And do they have a garrison in Sul carkeep? How
deeply are they involved in Karsten and Alizon? W
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may be at the beginning of a long war instead of

grasping victory."

"Very well," she stroked the jewel she held. "Since

you have such definite ideas, becone governor here,

Si non. "
Koris spoke swiftly before Tregarth coul d answer.

To me that is a plan to which | agree. HoldGormwi th
my bl essing, Sinon, and do not think that | shall ever
rise in the name of ny heritage to take it fromyou."

But Si mon was shaking his head. "I ama soldier.
And | am from another world. Let dog eat dog as the
sayi ng goes—the Kolder trail is mne." He touched his

head; if he closed his eyes now he knew he woul d see
not darkness but a narrow valley through which angry

men fought a rearguard action.
"Do you venture into Yie and Sul carkeep and no

farther?" Briant broke silence for the first tine.
"Where woul d you have us go?" Koris asked.
"Karsten!" If Sinmon had ever thought the youth
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colorless and | acking in personality he was to doubt his
apprai sal at that nonent.

"And what lies in Karsten which is of such nonent

to us?'' Koris' voice held an al nost bantering note. Yet
there was sonething el se beneath the surface of that
tone which Sinon heard but could not identify. There
was a gane here afoot, but he did not know its purpose

or rules.
"Yvian!" The name was flung at the Captain |ike a

battl e challenge and Briant eyed Koris as if waiting to
see himpick it up. Sinobn glanced fromone young nan

to the other. As it had been earlier when he and the
witch had tal ked across the board, so was it now these
two fenced without thought of their audi ence.
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For the second tinme red tinged Koris' cheeks, then
ebbed, leaving his face white and set, that of a man
committed to sonme struggle he hated but dared not

shirk. For the first tinme he left the Ax of Volt lying
forgotten on the table as he cane swiftly about the end
of the board, noving with that lithe grace which al ways
contrasted with his ill-fornmed body.

Briant, a queer expression of mingled defiance and

hope giving life to his features, waited for his comng,
stood still as the Captain's hands fell on his shoulders in
a grip which could not have been anything but bruising.

"This is what you want?" the words canme from
Koris as if jerked one by one by torture.

At the last nonent perhaps Briant tried to evade. ' 'I
want ny freedom" he replied in a | ow voice

Those puni shing hands fell away. Koris |aughed
with such raking bitterness that Sinon protested in-
wardly against the hurt that sound betrayed.

"Be sure, intime, it shall be yours!" The Captain
woul d have stepped away if Briant had not seized in
turn upon Koris' upper arms with the same urgency of
hol d the other had shown earlier.

"I want nmy freedomonly that | may nake a choice

el sewhere. And | have deci ded upon that choi ce—do

you doubt that? Or is it again that there is an Aldis who
has the power | cannot reach for?"

Al dis? A glimering of what might be the truth
struck Si non.

Koris' fingers were under Briant's chin, turning the
thin young face up to his. This once was the Captain
able to | ook down and not up at a compani on.
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"You believe in sword thrust for sword thrust, do
you not?" he commented. "So Yvian has his Aldis; let
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them have the good of each other while they may. But |

think that Yvian has nade a very ill choice of it. And

since one ax nmade a marriage, another may undo it!"

"Marriage in the gabble gabble of Siric only,"

flashed Briant, still alittle defiant, but not struggling in

the Captain's new hol d.

"Need you have told nme that,"” Koris was smling.
"Lady of Verl aine?"

"Loyseof Ver| ai nei sdead! " Briant repeated. "You
get no such heritage with nme, Captain."

A tiny frown |line appeared between Koris' brows.

"That you need not have said either. Rather is it that
such as | amnust buy a wife with gauds and | ands. And
never afterwards be sure of the bargain.”

Her hand whi pped fromhis armto his nouth, silenc-
ing him And there was red anger in both her eyes and
her voi ce when she replied:

"Koris, Captain of Estcarp need never speak so of
hinmsel f, least of all to a woman such as |, w thout
i nheritance of |ands or beauty!"

Si non noved, know ng that neither were aware of
the other two in that room He touched the witch of
Estcarp gently on the shoulder and smled down at her

"Let us leave themto fight their own battle," he
whi sper ed.

She was | aughing silently after her fashion. "This

tal k of mutual unworthiness will speedily be a step to no
talking at all and so to a firmsettlenment of two fu-
tures.”

" 'l take it that she is the missing heiress of Verlaine,
wedded by proxy to Duke Yvian?"

"She is. By her aid alone | cane scathel ess out of
Verlaine, | being captive there for a space. Fulk is not a
pl easant eneny."
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Afire to every shade of her voice, Sinbn's smle
becane grim

"I think that Fulk and his weckers shall be taught a
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|l esson in the near future; it will curb their high spirits,"
he comrent ed, knowi ng well her way of understate-

ment. It was enough for himthat she adnmtted she owed

her escape from Verlaine to the girl across the room

For a wonman of the Power such an admi ssion hinted of

danger indeed. He had a sudden overwhel m ng desire

to take one of the Sulcar ships, man it with his nmountain
fighters, and sail southward

"Doubt| ess he shall," she agreed to his statenent
concerning Fulk with her usual tranquillity. "As you
have said, we are still in the midst of a war, and not

victors at the end of one. Verlaine and Karsten, too,
shall be attended to in their proper seasons. Sinobn, ny
nanme is Jaelithe."

It cane so abruptly, that for a full nonent he did not
under stand her neaning. And then, know ng the

Est carpi an custom of the rules which had bound her so
| ong, he drew a deep breath of wonder at that conplete
surrender: her nane, that nost personal possession in

the real m of the Power, which nust never be yiel ded

| est one yield with it one's own identity to another

As Koris' ax lay on the table, so she had |eft her jewel
behi nd her when she had noved apart with Sinon. For

the first time he realized that fact also. She had deli ber-
ately disarned herself, put aside all her weapons and

def enses, given into his hands what she believed was

the ordering of her life. What such a surrender had

meant to her he could guess, but only dimy—-and that

he knew al so, awed. He felt as stripped of all talents

and ability, as m sshapen, as Koris deened hinself.

Yet he noved forward and his arns went out to draw
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her to him As he bent his head to hers, searching for
waiting lips, Sinon sensed that for the first tine the
pattern had changed i ndeed. Now he was a part of a
growi ng design, his life to be woven fast with hers, into
the way of this world's. And there woul d be no break-

ing it for the remainder of his days. Nor woul d he ever

wi sh to.
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