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“Thetime of Hawklan isso far in the past that it could be the distant future”
Prologue

In the ninth hour of the Last Battle, Sumeral, warring with Ethriss in ways beyond the knowledge
of men, gazed upon the pitiless slaughter being wrought by the two great armies and, wearying of
it, was overwhelmed with a desire to seize at one stroke Hisfinal victory.

Then He left the high vantage where His Uhriel held at bay the Guardians, and with silver sword
and golden axe cut a shining path of gore to the heart of the fray where stood the mortal frame of

His enemy.

For Ethriss had come to the battle unarmed, lest concern for his mortal form distract himfrom
his greater battle with Sumeral’ s dark spirit. In the whirling agony of that day, while the army of
the Great Alliance battled with His demented hordes, he stood alone, ringed only by his chosen
Fyordyn High Guards. An Iron Ring of his oldest and most faithful allies. The least corrupted of
men, and His greatest mortal enemies.

Nine hours they had stood unwavering as His ravening armies had broken over them like
wind-whipped waves. But they were mortal, and they wearied, and at each onslaught they were
fewer, and the Iron Ring shrank inexorably. Now a terrible fear came over them as His approach
was seen, bright like the morning star through the swirling mist and smoke of that awful field.

For Hewas a glorious and radiant sight in His beauty and power, and all knew that mortal
weapons would turn from His body, armoured as it was with the Power of the Great Searing from
which He had come. And all knew that His gaze alone was beyond the will of any man to
withstand.

But it issaid that all things create the means of their own destruction.

So it was now. For in that grim circle was one who was of His creating. Old even then. Made old
by His scornful, dismissive blessing. Old beyond loves and hatreds. Old in implacable resolution
that He would be thrown down this day though it destroy the world.

And as He raised His spear in triumph to strike the blow that would make all His, Sumeral’s gaze
fell upon the face of this one, and eyes He had long forgotten stared fearfully but uncowed into
Hisvery soul.

And He faltered.

In that timeless moment, His protection fell from Him, and His breast was pierced by a true
Fyordyn arrow forged with Ethriss' s skill. Then another and another and another, thick through
the death-stained air like a cleaning summer storm. And with a great cry His mortal body fell, and
turmoil reigned as His Uhriel, bereft of Hiswill, fell before the Guardians, and the earth and sky



and sea were torn fromtheir grasp. So too were scattered His mortal armies.

But in Hisfalling, two things He did. His mortal hand loosed the spear that struck down Ethriss,
and His spirit shrank and vowed and learned and hid in the hearts of His most faithful until some
future time would come. For He knew that His ways lay now deep in the hearts of all men, and
that as surely as He now fell, so He must rise again in the fullness of time.

* k% k% %

Even the gentleland of Orthlund cowered under that winter. The like had never been known in living
memory. It seemed that dmost every day there were dark clouds gathering in the north, like armies
awaiting reinforcements. And when the howling winds brought them and their bloated burdens of snow
relentlessly southward, the Orthlundyn were more than content to surrender their villages to the assault.

Content asthey sat and talked and carved in the warmth of their homes, and were grateful for thick walls
and stout roofs, and for the past summer that had given them afine harvest and locked more than enough
warm daysinto ther flickering radiant stones to warm them through a dozen such winters,

Inevitably though, al things were dominated by this untypical manifestation. No conversation ended
without some dlusion toit, and virtualy no carving was made during those monthsthat did not enshrine
some aspect of it. In most villages, the Carvers Guilds held equaly untypica forma meetings. Someto
discuss the new devices that were being discovered to capture the subtleties and richness of their new
land. Someto discuss not only that but, horror of horrors, arationing of stone, for there was no way into
the mountainsto replenish stocks, and even communication between villages had become difficult and
dangerous. It became atime of the miniature.

On the days when it was bright and sunny, the Orthlundyn donned their warmest clothes and wandered
through the snow-filled streets of their villages, reveling in the sight of the white, new-shaped fidds, and
their houses, now strangely decorated with bellying white eaves and wind-blown buttresses. And they
would stand in open admiration of the splendour of the mountains— sharp, stern and forbidding in the
tinglingar.

The children learned new games and devilments and accidentally stored up bright white memories for
future, balmier times. The wits founded the Snow Carvers Guild and filled the streets with strange

creatures and carved likenesses of their neighbours, to the amusement of some and the considerable
indignation of others

Only at the very heart of the winter did alittle concern cregp darkly into the lives of these civilized
people. A blizzard blew for seven consecutive days, howling and screaming and so hiding the world that
it wasfolly to take but three steps from a threshold. Then, as the land was shaped and reshaped unseen,
conversations faded, chiselswere laid aside, and eyesturned pensively to hearths to seek stillness and
reassurance in the flickering, summer-stored glow of the radiant stones.

At the height of this storm, high in the mountainswhere dl wasimpassable, afigure gppeared: aman.
Wrapped in along enveloping cloak with adeep hood pulled well forward, bowing againgt the pitiless,
biting wind, he moved dowly through the grey swirling gloom.

Occasionally, finding some rocky outcrop, he would stop and rest for awhileinitslee, sraightening up,
grateful for abrief respite. Then, wrapping his cloak about himsdf for greater warmth, he would move off

again.

All around him the wind screamed and clattered and echoed through valleys and clefts, bouncing off
ringing rock faces and hissing over the snow, to sound sometimes like the clamour of aterrible battle,



sometimes like the mocking laughter of athousand tormentors, sometimeslike agreat Sgh. From timeto
time the man paused and turned and listened.

That hewaslog, he knew. But that was dl he knew. That and the knowledge that, for dl his cloak and
hood were thick and warm, he would surely soon diein thisfearful placeif he did not come across
shelter and warmth soon.

Then through the tumult around him came another sound. The man paused as though his own soft
footsteps might obscureit. But it came again and again. Distant and shifting, but persistent. It wasacry.
A cry for help.

The hooded head cast about for the direction from which it came, but the wind mocked him and brought
it to him from every angle, now near, now far. Then for an instant the wind was gone. Dropped to alow
sghing moan. And the plaintive cry rode on it like a distraught messenger, reveding itstrue sdf before the
wind returned to rend and scatter it. The man turned and moved forward, ignoring the many wind-born
counterfeits now tempting him elsewhere again.

He soon came upon the cdler, asmall figure dark in the snow, held fast by theleginacrud,
long-forgotten trap. Despite his desperate need and long pleading however, the caler cried out in terror
as the hooded figure loomed out of the gloom towards him. But the man bent down and laid acalming
hand on him.

‘Don’'t be dfraid,” hesaid.

The metd of the trgp was bitterly cold and the man had to wrap his handsin his cloak to prise apart its
heavy sprung jaws. As he strained, the wind blew his hood back and the trapped figure looked up a him
and gave him aname. Then the jaws were open and their captive rolled away with acry of relief.

The man examined theinjured leg closdly and grimaced.

‘It sopped hurting sometime ago,” said the victim faintly.

The man nodded. ‘ That’ sthe cold,” he said. *It’ s stopped the bleeding too and probably saved your life’
‘For alittlewhile’ thefigure said weskly.

The man nodded. ‘ Neither of us have long, without better fortune,” he said quietly. Then helooked again
at theleg. ‘ But whatever happens, I'm afraid thisislogt. It'samost completely severed.” And with an
unexpected and powerful twist he tore away the remains of the damaged limb and dropped it into the
snow. Its owner fainted.

Bending forward the man picked up the unconscious form and, angrily kicking the trap shut, moved off
again into the gorm.

Sowly, hisunguided footsteps took him steadily downwards, acrossicy rock dopes and through drift
filled gulleys, aseemingly endless pilgrimage towards what must surely beachill fina deep.

Gradudly the terrain softened, but such light as there was began to fade and, unrelenting, thewind
increased, making the man lower his head so that dl he could see was the snow before him. Shifting his
burden occasiondly he thought no thoughtsin his mounting weariness but the placing of one foot in front
of the other, and did not notice that after awhile he was once again walking uphill.

Then hisjourney ended as a sheer, snow covered vertical face appeared abruptly before his downcast
gaze. Helooked up and to the left and right, but in al directionsit disgppeared into the gathering



darkness.

Reaching out uncertainly, asif for reassurance, he placed his hand against the wal and brushed it from
sideto sde. Astheloose packed snow fell away, some of it was pressed into deep crevices etched into
the surface, and he saw that it was not rock, but meta, and intricately carved.

He gtared at it for sometime, asif waiting. Then, as he watched, hisfingers searched out a pattern in the
snow-packed surface and, unbidden, his hand took from his pocket asmal medallion and placed it
againg the pattern. It clicked softly into place, and so well did it fit that its outlines could no longer be
seen. The man felt an ancient silence stir within him and, bringing his face closeto the greaet meta wall, he
whispered softly.

A thin black vertica line gppeared in front of him and dowly he stepped back. Thelinewidened into a
crack and then widened further asthe wall reveded itsdlf to be ahuge gate.

Asitstwo greet leaves swung open noisdesdy and mgestically, the man, gtill holding his burden, was
slhouetted againgt aradiant and welcoming light that roseto fill the courtyard beyond.

Far to the north, a chill and brooding presence stirred aso, though uneasily, like one who has heard
floating down the long deserted corridors of his ancient, empty mansion, a soft and feared footfall.

Chapter 1

Anderras Darion was the name of Hawklan's castle. Situated above the village of Pedhavin, it looked out
over the undulating farm and forest lands of centra Orthlund. Its construction showed little sign of age,
though it was known to be ancient and itslocation was unusud in that its huge bulk sealed the mouth of a
hanging valley. The great front wall bedded deep into the surrounding rock made it appear asif it were
growing from the mountainslike anatura outcrop, and its builders had fitted the local rock so cunningly
that no line could be seen where the wall met the sides of the valley, nor where block fitted to block.
Only the Great Gate and the towers risng from and behind the wall marked it as being other than one of
nature’ s extravagances.

The Gate was double-leaved and unusudly high and, from a distance, gppeared to be of timber overlain
with plain polished bronze. However, closer examination showed it to be covered with countlesstiny
carvings depicting scenes from agreat war and agreat peace, and while no one knew what the Gate was
made of, theintricate texture of the carvings was unaffected by both the ondaughts of winters and
summers dike, and by the hands of generations of people who had travelled to see them and marve.

Carversfrom the Guild would climb the steep winding road up from the village: sometimes done, to learn
again humility in the face of thiswonder; sometimeswith their gpprentices, to sharpen the edge of their
young aspirations. Fatherstoo would bring their children and read to them the Stories enshrined in the
seemingly endless patterning of the Gate, for Hawklan was no severe overlord: hewasaheder. And
though his castle overlooked the village, it blended so harmonioudy with the mountainsthat, like them, it
offered not menace, but stability and cam.

Although the Orthlundyn took little interest in myths and legends, on specid daysthe villagers would
picnic and dance on the grass mounds that fringed the foot of the Castle wall and, in token of thelong
ages when Anderras Darion was sedled and unassailable, someone would bring aladder and climb high
up the Gate and, paingtakingly running hisfinger aong the carvingsfor fear of losng hisplacein such fine
workmanship, would tell the storiesthat could not normaly betold. For even within the height of an
ordinary man, there were stories enough for alifetime.

Sometimes a blind man would come to the Gate and run his hands over itsfinely etched and scored



surface, and the villagerswould sit spellbound. For dways he would tell astory different to the one that
they could see, and always they went away laughing and excited.

Of the many strangers who visited the Gate, one done lingered in the memories of the villagers. Hewas a
tiny man and he came out of the mountains on asharp and frosty day, trailing histiny shadow in the
wintry sun. He stared at the Gate for many an hour, and ran his hands across it with his eyesfirst open,
then closed. Then he brought his face close to the surface, gently blew along humming stream of misty air
at the ornate patterning, and turned his ear to it in rapt concentration. Those standing near say they heard
afaint snging asfrom agreat distance. Thelittle man nodded and sighed, though not sadly.

‘Thisisamiraculous gate,’ he said to the group of curious children that had followed him. *Y ou must
listen to it when the wind blows. And even when it doesn'’t. It holds more stories than you can see or fed,
and they aredl true’

Then he went on hisway and was never seen in the village again. The children puffed and blew at the
Gate, but heard nothing, and soon forgot the little man, adthough occasiondly, one of them, quieter than
the others, would raise his hand suddenly for silence when a soft wind drifted up from the fields below.

‘Ligten,” hewould say. ‘ The Castle ssinging.” But the otherswould laugh.

To theleft of the Great Gate was a bubbling pool, the water from which spilled over the rocks and
tumbled and cascaded itsway down to join theriver that ran through the outskirts of the village. This
stream was from the valleys beyond the Castle, and its water was cold and clear and sharp. No one
knew how deep the pool was, as nothing would sink in it, such was the uprush of water fromit, evenin
the driest summer.

Atop the eyelesswadll, towers and solid rectangular blocks of buildings grew in arandom but not
disordered manner, soaring up and raking back in tiers beyond the sight of anyone standing at its foot.
Only the birds could see dl the splendour of the Castle, but such as could be seen by earthbound
creaturesfilled them with wonder and awe, and sober contemplation of the people who had made it.
There were many skillsin the land, but none could pretend to such as had made this edifice.

Anderras Darion gave a benign security to the village of Pedhavin. Its occupant was known and loved;
the wicket in the Great Gate was aways open, and the Gate alone was ajoy and awonder and a point
of proud gossip in villages dl around. And yet the Castle sood immovable and solid, itswalls seeming to
hold the mountains apart: unassailable by stone and ladder, fire and iron. Not even treachery would open
the Great Gate once sedled, while the only other entrance wasfilled with churning, rushing water and who
knew what else under the Castl€ s deep foundations. The valey beyond was lush and fertile, and
surrounded by high crags, made sheer and impregnable by the same skillsthat had made the Castle itsdlf.
Anderras Darion was acomforting place, nestling in the mountains, like an old matriarch who radiated
security, but whose merest glance could scatter her towering offspring.

* * % %

Hawklan sat done at atablein one of the smaler dining halls. Size, of course, isrelative, and even though
the hall wasindeed smdler than many in the Castle, it would have comfortably accommodated severd
hundred diners and attendants. In the past it probably had. Hawklan however, was unaffected by his
ingppropriate scale in this echoing room. He was souched back in acarved chair and gazing idly at a
gplash of multi-coloured light making itsleisurely but inexorable way across the table as the sun shone
through around window above. Cutting through the dust motes, the yellow ray left the scene enshrined in
the glassresting uncertainly and inaccurately on the heavily grained table.

The window showed awarrior bidding farewell to hiswife and child. Hawklan could see the red of the



warrior’s cloak and the blue of hiswife' sgown, but the green of the fieldsin the background did not
survive the sun-carried journey, and the gold of the warrior’ s sword mingled with the yellow of the child's
tunic. Hawklan turned and looked up at the original. He knew that if he walked across the room and
gazed up at the scene he would see that the artist had caught the distress and conflict in the warrior’ sface
as his child shied away from hisfearsome armour. It was amasterly piece of work that dways made
Hawklan want to reach up and embrace the three and comfort them. It also made him thankful that he
had no such conflict to face. He returned his gaze to the tabletop and breathed asigh.

High in the beams above a feathered ear caught the sound, and a single shiny black eye opened and
turned a gimlet gaze onto the figure below with abusinesdike twist of the head. The owner of theeye
was araven. Hewas called Gavor.

Spreading hiswings he craned forward and, resting on the warm air that filled the cavernous roof, he
floated slently into the void. With barely atwitch of his delicate feathers he spiraled gracefully down
through the sun-striped air and cameto rest alittle way in front of Hawklan. The landing was not quite as
graceful astheflight, and certainly not as quiet, for Gavor’ swooden leg was gpt to give him trouble from
timeto time. Not least when he wished it to.

The hollow thud of Gavor’slanding and the regular clunk of hiswooden leg made Hawklan lift his head
to look at the gpproaching bird. It stopped in front of him and returned his gaze.

‘Rrrukk,’ it said. Hawklan did not speak.
‘Rrrukk,’ it repeated. A dight smileflickered in Hawklan' s eyes and spread reluctantly across hisface.

‘Very good, Gavor,” hesaid. ‘Very good. Your bird impressions are coming on very nicely. You will be
in demand at the next village fair. How' sthe nightingale coming dong? Isyour throat till sore?

Gavor raised hishead with regd disdain.
‘Dear boy,” came his cultured tones. * Such irony doesn’t become you. It realy isn't your style’

‘| do apologize,’ said Hawklan with patent insincerity, laying ahand on his chest. ‘ Please accept my
humblest gpologies. | was overwhelmed by the sight of you. May | ask to what do we owe the pleasure
of your august presence at our repast?

Gavor maintained his hauteur. Y ou Sighed, dear boy. Y ou sighed.’
Hawklan looked at the bird quizzicdly and suspicioudly.

Gavor shrugged. ‘You sighed,” herepeated. ‘ There | was. Up in the rafters. Brooding, asit were.
Contemplating the mysteries of the universe. When my reverie was shattered by this heart-rending sgh
soaring up through the hdl. “Ah, such pain,” | thought. “My friend and saviour isbeing crushed under
some unbearable burden. | must help him.” And down | come. And what do | get? Sarcasm —base
ingratitude. There sfriendship for you.

‘I’m touched by your concern, Gavor,” said Hawklan. ‘But | didn't sigh.’

Gavor turned away and started clunking up and down the table, pecking at various morsels|eft in the
dlver dishes. He paused to swallow something.

‘Ahyesyou did, my friend. Most digtinctly. Mind you, | will admit I’ ve never actudly heard anyone sigh
before, but | know what one soundslike. I’ ve read about them on the Gate.’” Helevelled awing a
Hawklan. * And what you produced was asigh. Quite unequivocaly. A sgh!’



He paused and rooted out a piece of medt.

‘Mm. Ddlicious’ he said. ‘My complimentsto the cook. Loman’s cooking isimproving noticeably —for
acagdlan’

‘If Loman hears you caling him acook, we'll be eating raven pie for aweek,” said Hawklan.

Gavor ignored the comment. * As| was saying,” he continued. ‘Y ou sighed, Hawklan. A grest heaving
outpouring of despair. Almost knocked me off my perch. So I’ ve come to see what’ swrong, dear boy.
If I dlow you to get away with sghing, you' |l be groaning next, and you' ve no idea how it echoes up
there. | redly can’t preen mysdlf if you' re going to assail me with such atragic cacophony.’

Hawklan laughed. ‘| may concede that perhaps | breathed out rather heavily, but | give you my solemn
promisethat | will not allow it to degenerate into groaning. I’ ve far too much respect for your feathers!’

‘“Huh,” Gavor grunted, cracking anut with a shuddering blow of his greet black beak. *Y ou’ ve been very
quiet recently. Not that you were ever particularly raucous. But you' ve been . . . solemn. Sad amost.’
Gavor’ stone had changed. ‘What' s the matter, Hawklan? he asked suddenly, with concern.

Hawklan stood up, pushing the heavy chair back as he did. He was atal man, but lean and spare. His
face looked westhered, yet agel ess and relaxed, its dominant feature being bright green penetrating eyes.
It was the combination of these eyes with the angular, high cheek-boned face and prominent nose that
had prompted Gavor to cal him ‘Hawklan’ when they first met, twenty years ago, in the snow-filled
valeysto the north. He, Gavor, dying, with hisleg caught in an old, forgotten trap, and the strange quiet
man with no memory, who freed him and nursed him to heath with magica hands.

Hawklan shrugged his shoulders as he walked away from the table. Gavor, partly mistaking the gesture
and partly to be nearer hisfriend, glided after him with an imperceptible movement of hiswings. There
was no graceless landing here, ashisgood foot closed gently on Hawklan' s shoulder and hiswings
folded to avoid Hawklan's head.

Hawklan tapped the black beak gently with hisfinger. *Y ou’ ve known metoo long, Gavor,” he said.
Gavor cocked hishead on one side. ‘ Aslong as you' ve known yourself, dear boy. Now tell dl, do.’
Hawklan' s eyesflitted briefly to the round window with its coloured glass picture.

‘Ah,” said Gavor, catching the movement. * A sensitive artist and a sad tale from harsher times. But their
painislong over, and would ever have been beyond your powers.’

‘Look at it, Gavor. Look at the background. Tell mewhat you see!’

Gavor jumped off Hawklan’ s shoulder, dipped amost to the floor, and then soared up towardsthe
window, hisblack plumage iridescent with purples and blues as he cut through the beam of sunlight.

‘“What do you see? cdled Hawklan.

‘Fields, dwellings, hills. The closer | look, the more | can see. It' saremarkable piece of craftsmanship.’
‘What else?

‘Sky and clouds’

‘On the horizon, Gavor. Inthe far disance!’



Gavor turned over in mid-air and flew dowly past the window. A small feather drifted down.
‘Black clouds, Hawklan. Just on the horizon —very symbolic.’

‘Yes, but it’s settled in my mind and won't go away. Black cloudsin the distance. Foreboding. Like
something in the corner of your eye that disappears when you look directly at it.’

Gavor landed back on Hawklan's shoulder. He knew hisfriend was not given to saf-indulgent flirtations
with matters dark, and he dismissed immediatdly any intention of teasing him out of hismood. It was,
however, Hawklan who initiated the change.

‘Aren’t you going to tell meit’s Spring, and that | should get awife? he asked.
‘Asamatter of fact | was, dear boy,” replied Gavor with mock testiness. ‘ But you' ve poilt the surprise’

‘Some surprise. Y ou usudly give me the benefit of your highly dubious experience in these matters every
Spring. While you havethewind left, that is

Gavor shook hishead indignantly. ‘I’ m a creature of wide but discerning tastes,” he said. ‘Not to say
gamina. | never lose my wind.’

He saw that Hawklan’ s mood was passing.

‘| fail to seewhy | should alow mysdlf to be distressed by your peculiar lack of interest in such matters,
dear boy. It'snot natural. Y ou' re bound to have gloomy thoughts.’

Hawklan paused and smiled resignedly. * Gloomy thoughts | could ded with, Gavor. But vague
presentiments. . .’

Gavor took off again and flew in great arcs around the hall.
‘“Hawklan,” he shouted. Y ou know there' s only one thing you can do with a presentiment, don’t you?

Hawklan stared up a him, black and shining, flitting in and out of the roof beams and sunbeams. He
swooped down close.

‘Wait, dear boy. Wait.’
‘| supposeyou'reright,” said Hawklan. ‘ There is nothing elsel cando redly.’

‘Of courseI’'mright, dear boy,” came the echoing reply from the rafters. * Alwaysam. And I’ m right
about you finding awoman. Oh, excuse me, aspider.’

Therewas abrief scuffle overhead, and then Gavor glided into view again. He perched on a high window
ledge and looked out.

‘Now,” hesad, ‘talking of women. Look who's coming across the courtyard in ahurry. Hair rivaling the
sunshine, mouth like winter berries, and a grace of movement that not even my words can encompass.’

He sghed massvely. ‘I tel you, Hawklan, if | wereaman. .. or sheabird. ..’
‘Gavor!” sad Hawklan menacingly, interrupting hisfriend’ slecherousflow.

‘I know, dear boy. Proud father and all that. Gavor for the pot, etc, etc.’

‘Yes. And I’d help him pluck you.’



‘Moreingratitude. Well, | fear you're beyond my aid, so I’'m off tothe. .. er ... north tower, | think,
today. To. .. afriend. If anyonewantsme I’ ll be back later.” He paused and looked down at hisfriend
below, hishead on one side, asif listening to somefar off voice. ‘Wait, Hawklan,” he said. ‘ That’sdl you
can do. But watch your back.’

And then hewas gone, into the sunlit air; adwindling black spot againgt the many towers of the castle
and the blue spring sky.

Hawklan’s brow wrinkled dightly then he smiled and shrugged off the last of hismood. Outside, in the
corridor gpproaching the entrance to the hall, he heard Tirilen’ slight and confident footsteps. He
wondered why she was hurrying, and ingtinctively straightened hislong habit as he waked acrossthe hal
to greet her.

Chapter 2

Pedhavin was avillage of severa thousand souls, and as such was quite large by the standards of
Orthlund.

It was Stuated at a crossroads. The River Road ran east to west, starting as a narrow track wending a
weary way over the mountains from the Decmilloith of Riddin, before becoming awide road to sweep
across Orthlund, and eventually fade away near the banks of the Great River in the west.

The other road ran north to south, and skirted the western edge of the mountains. It was known smply
asthe Pedhavin Road; at least, near Pedhavin it was. Elsewhere it bore different names, dependent on
the whims of the loca population.

Aswith Anderras Darion, no one knew who had built the roads, or why; but dso like the castle, they
were made by a people with skills now lost. Innumerable small blocks butted together so tightly that the
joints between them could scarcely be seen, let alone felt under the feet. Joints so tight that not even the
most vigorous of weeds could find aroothold.

Not that these two roads werein any way unique. Almost al the roads that criss-crossed Orthlund were
samilarly built, and provided anetwork for travel far beyond the needs of the Orthlundyn. Only towards
the borders of the country did the roads begin to deteriorate, particularly in the west, near the Great
River. But the Orthlundyn rarely travelled, even in their own land, and such deterioration was of no
interest to them.

The houses of Pedhavin were, for the most part, two storeys high, built in stone, and crowned with
low-pitched roofswhich jutted out a eavesleve like so many resolute chins. They were scattered
indiscriminately about the dopes benegth the castle, forming arambling maze of little streets and open
sguares and courtyards, unadorned by tree or garden.

They dl boreasmilarity of style, but individualy were very different. Theinhabitants of Pedhavin were
mainly farming people, aswere most of the Orthlundyn, but their passion was away from the changing
mysteries of growth and decay, away from the yielding of grasses and soil. It was carving. Carving inthe
hard mountain rock, permanent and solid. Carving with subtle techniques nurtured and preserved by the
Carvers Guild, ameritocracy appointed by public acclaim, and the nearest thing the Orthlundyn had to a
public indtitution. Lintels, arches, thresholds, ba conies, walls and roofs throughout Orthlund al bore
testimony to this passion.

Intheir farming was their shared peace, their common wedth, but in their carving wastheir individudity,
strong and determined. There was an ancient and watchful patience in the Orthlundyn, and nowhere was
it more evident than in the carvings that festooned the houses of Pedhavin.



* * % %

One day, down the Pedhavin Road and into this quiet village, shadowed and lit by the spring sunshine,
came atinker, bowed under an enormous double pack, looking like a creature from legend.

While Hawklan st musing in hisdining hall, and Gavor sat drowsily on a high beam, thistinker was
entertaining acrowd on the green near the crossroads.

He was a strange-looking creature, dressed in atunic that had more coloured patches than original
materid, with asmilarly tailored cloak and a sharp nebbed hat sporting a prodigious many-coloured
feather. His odd appearance was further enhanced by his posture, with his neck craning forward, one
shoulder higher than the other and abending at thewaist asif he were eterndly preparing to pick
something off the ground. His head jerked thisway and that, as did his eyes, athough frequently head
and eyeswent in different directions. Hislong arms bore long hands with long bony fingers, and dl
twitched as much as hishead. Then histhin, tight clad legs would bend and flex in such away that
watchers wereinclined to put their hands over their earsin anticipation of the great cracking that their
gppearance indicated they might make.

With an eegant flourish he produced a shimmering cloth, and with practiced handslaid it out on the
ground, hopping round it jerkily and flicking out creases here and there. Then another and another,
pausing only to wink broadly at one of the silent, gathering crowd, and to expose two bright white rows
of teeth shining in hisbrown, wrinkled face. It was a smilethat few could resist.

Then he plunged into his voluminous pack and waited for amoment with hisarmsimmersed, sweeping
his smile across his entire audience. With adight movement of his head, he mimicked their own
involuntary craning curiogity. The adults reflected his smile knowingly back at him and the children
laughed, the strangeness of the man beginning to fade. The Orthlundyn were reserved, but neither
unfriendly nor inhospitable,

Abruptly, there were more flourishes, and even more frenzied activity, and al manner of things started to
appear on the three cloths. Asthey appeared, so the reserve of the crowd faded further, and as people
started to gossip and point, so the tinker started to underscore his actions with ajerky stream of staccato
chatter delivered in ahigh creaking voice that seemed to fit his creaking shape.

‘Here, ladies. Laces from the north and the south. Ribbons woven and dyed by the Eirthlundyn over the
Great River.’

He draped the laces around the necks of the women, and whirled the coloured ribbons high and twisting
into theair, as he twisted himsdlf in and out of the crowd.

‘“Not many Eirthlundyn Ieft now, but they know how to adorn their women,” he noted more confidentialy
to the men. * And, ladies. These perfumes’’

Smdll crystal bottles appeared from various mysterious pocketsin histattered tunic, and like the ribbons
and laces they were handed around indiscriminately. He looked pensively at one.

‘Such ajourney to bring these to you, dear ladies; such ajourney as you could not imagine. From rare
hot lands that burned and wrinkled my skin to its present delicate lesthery hue. And what it did to my
feet, | must walk on, but we need not dwell on. And my pocket. Ah. .. But | wasever foolishin such
matters, and their women kept so fair and beautiful in that terrible sun. How could | resst? Only the
women of Pedhavin areworthy of such treasures | thought, and here | am with the most subtle and
fragrant perfumes you will ever know.’



Then again, confidentidly. ‘With these, no man will be ableto resist you, ladies’

Asthe hubbub of the crowd grew and the women started to dab themsel ves with perfume and hold the
ribbons and laces against one another, heads cocked criticaly, the tinker deftly isolated the men likea
sheepdog cutting out sheep from aflock.

‘For the ladies, gentlemen, the finery and the frippery, but for you . . .* More plunging in the pack. ‘ For
you...

Chisds and knives and all manner of tools appeared.

‘Stedl such asyou’ ve never seen. Edges that even your Pedhavin ssone won't eadly turn. Careful, Sir.
When Derimot Findeel Dan-Tor says edge, he means edge. Y ou'll lose your finger and not even know
it sgone.’

‘Hawklan will put it back on for me,;” laughed the young man who was holding the knife, and hisfriends
joined in. However, he eased the knife back into its carved lesther sheath very carefully.

‘From Riddin g, the leather. The finest leather you could possibly find. No one works leather like the
Riddinvolk.” Then he rested his hand on the young man’sarm.

‘Hawklan, sr?Whoishe?

The young man turned and pointed up the hill to the castle.

‘Our hedler. That'shis castle up there’

‘Hiscastle? said thetinker, eyeswidening. The young man nodded.

‘Ah,;” said thetinker with agreat exhdation. ‘1 was going to ask you whether the great lord might alow
me in to show my humble waresto his servants, and you tell methat this splendid castle houses only a
hedler.” Hisvoice became aimost contemptuous. ‘A mixer of herbs and stitcher of gashes.” He shook his
head. * Orthlund is a strange place.’

An older man caught hiseye. ‘“We have no lordsin Orthlund, tinker . . . Derimot,” he said in afriendly,
but firm tone. *No man holds sway over another here. Hawklan had the key to open Anderras Darion
when he came, and he speaks nothing of his past, so we respect hiswish. He'samost exceptiona
hedler. And much loved.” Helooked significantly at the tinker who was il for amoment before bowing
his head and twisting it round to look up at the man.

‘Had the key when he arrived? he said quietly. The man nodded.

Then, like awave returning down the shore to the sea after lingering at the storm line, the tinker burst into
movement again.

‘I meant no offence, gr. I’m much travelled, and not dl healers are deserving of honours by any means.
In other lands, such a castle would house amost mighty Lord, with many servants, and . . . hewinked,
‘many needs’

So Derimot Findedl Dan-Tor flitted through the crowd gathered around histhree cloths, gangling like a
huge, amiable and multi-coloured spider. Chattering endlesdy, bartering and bantering, as soft hands
tested linens and silks, and soft eyes looked knowingly as rare perfumes were bought. Chattering, as
brown, experienced hands examined chisdls and sickles, and brown voices asked cautious questions,
carefully trying to hide the desires bred from the love of theland and the love of the carving that saw



fulfilment in the glitter of the shining tools.

But nothing was hidden from Derimot Findedd Dan-Tor. Least of dl thetal blonde girl who whispered
something to her large, brawny companion and then ran off towards the Castle Road, clutching thetiny
golden trinket she had just bought.

Chapter 3

Tirilen was the daughter of Loman, the castellan of Anderras Darion. She was born in the same year that
Hawklan had come out of the wintry mountains with Gavor in hisarms, and opened the long sedled
cadle.

Not astall as Hawklan, she was nonethelesstall for awoman, and tended to look even taller because she
stood at once erect and relaxed. Her long blonde hair was normally bound by a single ribbon, but
occasiondly it would fly free, and then she would subject it to an endless sequence of unnecessary
groomings, running it through her hands and teasing it thisway and that, before sweeping the whole back
with atoss of the head.

Her eyes danted dightly and their blue was like areflection of the spring sky, while her straight and rather
narrow nose overtopped astraight and rather narrow mouth. A mouth that could become tight and
resolute with grim determination, or peevish and pouting if she were caught in some misdemeanour that
perhaps provoked her father too far.

Now she was a quiet, dert young woman, but for most of her young life she had behaved like ariotous
twelve-year-old boy and had been the continual despair of the women of the village charged by Loman
with her education into womanhood since the degth of her mother. Tirilen looked and moved like
thistledown in the breeze, but in her time she had hitched up her skirts and waded into the river to tease
the dumbering fishermen, scrambled and run across the rocks like arabbit in rowdy games, and routinely
knocked the heads of any of theloca boyswho showed signs of becoming unusudly tender. Generdly
she had shown little inclination to behave in anything approaching aladylike manner.

Loman was astern and solid man, with a strong sense of justice and integrity which he shared with most
of the Orthlundyn. He had frequently castigated his daughter when taxed by the village women, but he
had had little heart for it, and Tirilen had only to smile and put her arms around him to ensure she could
carry on asusud. Since her earliest years he had recognized his own independent temperament housed in
hiswife' sframe, and he took solace from the knowledge that while she knew of hislove and affection
shewould cometo no great harm, nor do any, and he would keep her asafriend aswell as a daughter
when life eventualy eased them gpart. They had dways been happy with one another and were more so
now.

Only with Hawklan had Tirilen’s quieter nature appeared. He had asked Loman to be his castellan at
their first strange meseting, but Loman and histoddling daughter only moved into the castle some three
years later when, despite Hawklan'said, Loman’ swife died. Then Hawklan had helped with the
upbringing of the noisy, blue-eyed child as Loman pulled himsdf through the blackness that followed. He
was a second father to Tirilen, dthough their relationship was very different from that she had with her
redl father. Hawklan it was who received those confidences and confessions which Tirilen preferred not
to bring to her father’ s attention, but which needed to be excised by utterance. And Hawklan it waswho
guided her into looking behind the surface of the dour man to find the true father within.

Hawklan it was dso, who found she had no smal gift for healing, and who took charge of her ingtruction.
Thus when the mood was right, she had learned about the herbs and other healing plants that could be
found in the fields and among the rocks, and about repairing gashes and fractures. He could not teach her



how to spesk to the animals, because he himself did not know how he did it, but she was sengitive to
their silent distress calls and frequently appeared in Hawklan's workroom with some injured creature that
she had found because *onimpulse’ she had turned from her path.

* * % %

Like Gavor and Hawklan' s other close friends, Tirilen too had noticed his growing preoccupation; a
lessening of his gentle ironic humour and, she done noticed, an occasiond strange, distant expressionin
his green eyes. In conversation and everyday intercourse he seemed happy enough, but he was
increasingly to be found alone and pensive, and she sensed an unknown and mounting pain.

It was only Gavor who asked the question directly and received any semblance of an answer. And vague
though it was, he was pleased, because he knew that once question and answer began to appear in the
mind, then the inner conflict was beginning to be resolved. With the emergence into the light of this
dender bloom from the depths, Gavor deemed it advisable to leave lest their normd banter trampleit
underfoot, and he was pleased to seethe arriva of Tirilen, to whose hands it could be more safely
entrusted.

However, the bloom having appeared, it transferred a portion of its uneasy perfume onto Gavor.
Hawklan's powerful intuition was not lightly set asde and Gavor fdt dark clouds gathering distantly on
his own inner horizons. Hawklan's words began to crystallize ungpoken concerns of his own, though not
clearly. A changewasintheair, and not agood one. He croaked at himself disparagingly as he flew
above the rooftops of Anderras Darion. He had no intention of visiting his‘friend’ in the north tower.
Uncharacterigtically, he too now wanted to be done. Spirdling high above the Cadtle, resting on the
warm spring air rising up from the front wall, he looked down at the crowd on the green by the
crossroads, and at Tirilen leading Hawklan down the road to the village.

He started crosdy asasmall brown bird whirred past him at grest speed and disappeared in the direction
of the green.

* k * %

Not many could resist Tirilen when she chose to be persuasive, and, his heart lightened alittle by
gpeaking of his concern to Gavor, Hawklan made only atoken opposition to her invitation to seethe
strangetinker and listen to his chatter.

He had to stride out to keep up with her asthey walked down the road to the village. She, unusudly, was
talking incessantly.

‘He' s so funny, and he' sgot so many wonderful thingsin his pack, you' d wonder how he could possibly
get themdl in, let donelift it. And he seemsto know so much about everything —sewing, farming,
caving...

‘And emptying purses,’ said Hawklan dryly.
Tirilen smiled a him knowingly and then linked her amin his.

‘Look at this,; she said, carefully unwrapping the pendant she had bought. Hawklan looked at it
udioudy.

‘It sanunusud design,” he said, ‘ dthough there' s something vagudy familiar in the style. Gold too, by the
fed of it

They were dmost leaning on one another asthey examined the pendant and they strode out in step down



the last, steep part of the road. Hawklan rubbed the pendant gently between his thumb and forefinger and
wrinkled hisnose dightly.

‘What' sthe matter? asked Tirilen.
Just clouds on the horizon, thought Hawklan.

‘Nothing,” hesaid. ‘1 just thought | felt atiny sharp edge, but it must have been my imagination.’

* * % %

At the green the tinker was till in full flow and the crowd was even bigger. Most of the people they had
met on the way were either laughing or carefully examining purchases, and Hawklan had become
increasingly anxious to see this phenomenon that had landed so randomly on thevillage.

He soon found himsdlf at the front of the crowd asit wasin continuous movement, and the villagers,
invariably glad to see him, virtually ushered him through. Thetinker was at the edge of thelittle clearing
around hisladen cloths, busily expounding to someone the virtues of an intended purchase, but he turned
round the instant Hawklan appeared and made straight for him, or as Straight as hisjerky gait would
dlow.

His eyes stopped flickering for amoment and held Hawklan's gaze fixed.
‘Hawklan,” he said to himsdlf softly, asif sending the word to some deep part of his memory.

‘Hawklan.” Again with the same strange softness. Then, in hisnorma voice. ‘ Hawklan? Hawklan the
heder? Fromthe. .. ? A long finger unfolded in the direction of the castle.

Hawklan smiled and nodded. Thetinker clapped his hands, and hisfacelit up as he returned the smile.

‘Ah, what have | for ahedler? he said, screwing up hisface thoughtfully. ‘ Derimot Findedl Dan-Tor,
who has everything for everybody, must have something for aheder —especialy arich hedler like
yoursdlf!’

Thislast he said in aloud whisper accompanied by an enormous wink and a complicated nod of the head
inthedirection of the castle. Hawklan laughed out loud dong with many in the crowd.

‘I'm afraid you' Il starve to death waiting for my gold, Derimot. Although I'll happily give you some food
and drink if that becomeslikely.’

‘Takethefood, Derimot,” shouted someone in the crowd. ‘ Hawklan has no coffers, but he has the finest
kitchen in Orthlund.’

‘In that case | may accept your offer oneday,” said the tinker, bowing low, but creaking his head round
to look a Hawklan. ‘Loca knowledge is always worth more than gold.” And he sent an acknowledging
nod to his unknown adviser in the crowd. Then he turned his attention once more to Hawklan, looking
him up and down professiondly.

‘Look at my wares, Hawklan. There are things here that only | could obtain. No one—no one— hasthe
skill and knowledge of Derimot Finded Dan-Tor when it comesto trading. And dl of it isthe very finest.
When | leave, you may never see such thingsagain.’

Hawklan inclined his head in acknowledgement. * Thank you, Derimat, | shall,” he said, and he walked
acrossto the articles now scattered and disarranged by the villagers.



He awaystook an interest in objects from beyond Orthlund, in the hope that they might stir some
memory of the time before he found himself walking in the wintry mountains some twenty years ago.

Thetinker flitted away and gathered acrowd of children around him.

‘Now, children,” he said very dowly. *Your turn.” He put hislong arms around severd of them, and
crouching on thefloor brought them together in aconfidential huddle. His mouth pursed up into a
disparaging expression.

‘Fol-de-rols and fripperies are dright for the women, and tools and suchlike will quieten the men. But
what should atinker bring from far lands for the people who really matter, en?

He waited, eyes wide in expectation.
‘Toys,’ cametheready chorusin reply.

‘Toysindeed,” he echoed. * Sewing and carving are to keep the grown-ups out of the way, but toysare
the redlly important things aren't they?

Hawklan heard the laughter and squeal s of the children counterpointing Derimot’ s chatter as he looked at
the various articles laid out before him. He picked up one or two things and then laid them down again
gently with asmall twinge of regret. For some reason, it did not distress him that he knew nothing of what
he had been before he came to the village. He seemed to be full of happiness and light, and hefitted into
this peaceful, tolerant and wise community asif he had been born there. He doubted that he had ever
been anything particularly unpleasant.

But inevitably he was curious, and he was ever watchful for some flash of knowledge which might
illuminate that part of hislife. However, there was nothing here; even though dmost everything was new
to him and obvioudy came from distant places asthetinker claimed. For abrief moment hefet awarning
formingingdehim. ..

‘Look at this, Hawklan.’

Thetinker’ svoice gartled him and he turned round suddenly to find himsalf with hisface only inches
away from Derimot’ stwinkling eyes.

‘Hold out your hand,” said the creaking voice, with odd seductiveness.

Without thinking, Hawklan proffered his right hand and Derimot took it from undernesth in his|éft,
holding it like atiny bridge between their two faces. Then he sngpped the fingers of hisright hand and
placed his clenched fist on Hawklan' s extended pam.

‘Harha,’ he cried, and releasing Hawklan he brought his hands together with aloud crack.

Hawklan found himsdf gazing at asmall dall. It wasatiny soldier, and it was marching up and down his
hand. Apart from itsrather tiff-legged walk, it was remarkably lifelike. Every detail was perfect. Eveniits
tiny eyes moved, and Hawklan noticed that a button on the tunic had come undone, revedling an ornately
decorated shirt underneath. By its side hung atiny sword, which it proceeded to draw and usein an
intricatedrill, cutting glittering slver arcsin the bright sunlight.

Hawklan stared, spellbound. The Orthlundyn made ingenious toys for their children, but thiswasfar
beyond anything they could do.

Suddenly and without anything apparently happening, he found he was both cold and swesting. Thetiny



creature just inches from hisface moved hauntingly, hypnoticaly, but itseyes. . .

Hawklan felt an overwhelming urge to tighten his grip around it to stop its obscene, tortured performance.
Anurgeto hurl it onto the ground where he could ssamp it out of al existence. Hefelt agresat pit open at
hisfeet.

Thetinker seized thetiny figure with a swift movement, and Hawklan staggered forward with a gasp.
‘Hawklan?

He heard Tirilen’ s voice, concerned, in the distance.

‘What’ sthe matter? Y ou’ re white as a sheet.” The voice was closer now.

‘Waan't that aremarkable toy, then,” said thetinker, looking at him intently. For the briefest of moments,
Hawklan looked straight into the tinker’ s eyes. They werelit with asinister red glow; ared like the heart
of avolcano. And there was a doubting recognition in them. For that moment, Derimot Finded Dan-Tor
looked asif he was standing straight and terrible. Hawklan seemed to fed the earth rumble under hisfeet
and hefét hisleft hand clutching for asword scabbard that was not there.

Tirilenlaid ahand on hisarm, and helooked around, surprised. The chattering crowd had suddenly fallen
dlent and dl werelooking a one another awkwardly. Thetinker clapped his hands and laughed. ‘Ah. A
goose has walked over my grave,” he cried, and everyone laughed and applauded, the old saw cutting
through the embarrassment. The crowd became louder than ever.

‘Hawklan? Tirilen’svoice wasfull of concern. He amiled rather foolishly.
‘I'mfine, hesad. ‘Jug fdt alittle dizzy. Standing up too quickly probably.’

He moved between her and the tinker, who was holding awooden box containing the tiny doll, now
innocuous,

‘lan’t it amost incredible doll, sr? Mogt skilfully crafted,” he said.

Hawklan felt tiny ripples of unreasoned anger Hill flowing somewhere degp within him but his natura
courtesy and an unexpected caution kept them under control.

‘Itisindeed, hereplied. ‘A most unusud toy. I’ ve never seen anything likeit, and the locals here are not
without skill in making such things. Where did you get it from?

Thetinker looked sdeways at Hawklan, long-forgotten doubts and fears starting to bubble degp within
him. What had possessed him to bresk his journey and stop here? Here of al places? And in this, the
most ludicrous of hisguises, noisy and clamorous like some frightened child clattering and shouting to
keep night-bred terrors at bay. And what power had prompted him to test the sight of this. . . thishealer
with the mannequin?

Abruptly his doubts and fears faded as another, greater, spectre came to him and filled him with aterrible
pardysing chill. Could this be Ethriss? Lying watchful in this green-eyed, mortd frame? Ethrissthe
Terrible One, who had thrown down the Magter and His Uhrie into millennia of slent and impotent
darkness? His very presence radiated a profound healing knowledge. He had seen instantly the
corruption in the manneguin. But most damning of dl, he had the key to that sinkhole, Anderras Darion.
Anderras Darion stood open. Open! And had for twenty years according to these village oafs. Orthlund
was adreadful place. His chilling fear degpened and froze both his mind and his bodly.



‘Areyou dl right? Hawklan's gentle voice penetrated into the tinker’ s darkness like a sunlit dagger,
making him start. He disguised the movement with an angular twitch.

‘Just trying to recdll, Sr,” he said thoughtfully, clearing histhroat. * So many places|’vetraveled to.’

No. Ethriss awake would have felt his presence and swept him out of existence like dust in the wind. But
gtill, Ethriss he might be— dormant, as He had been, waiting only the Sign to rise again.

Then the black favour of his Magter loomed suddenly in his mind. Wasthis not perhaps the true purpose
of hisjourney? Wasit not He who had said he must go south through the darkness of Orthlund rather
than through Riddin as was hiswont? Riddin could be seen. Riddin was known. But the Harmony of
Orthlund blinded and deceived dl the eyes he sent into it.

A treacherous shaft of ambition entered his swirling fears. Bind him, it said. ThisisHiswill. Bind him
while he gill deeps. Bind him in adeeper deep for His delectation. But gently, very gently. It could not be
here — he shuddered inwardly — nor could he be drawn too near Narsindal too soon. There His presence
pervaded the very air, and would beyond doubt waken the dormant Guardian, if Guardian he be. Then

‘The Gretmearc, dr,” hesaid. ‘ That’ swhere it was. The Gretmearc at Altfarran. They have many such
toysthere. Many.’

Chapter 4

Something had changed. Theimage of the tiny marching doll wavered in Hawklan’s mind and troubled
him grestly, asdid the fleeting glimpse he had had of thetinker, tall and menacing. Something seemed to
be shifting deep ingde him, like moving pebbles presaging alanddide. And like those pebbles, it seemed
to be beyond control. He felt aneed to do something, but nothing had happened that warranted any
action. And yet, things were different. The dark clouds on his horizon were unequivocal.

Heleft Tirilen at the green and wandered dowly back through the village. Behind him he could hear
friendly cries of dismay asthetinker started to load hiswaresinto his pack, and the tinker’ s protestations
as he rductantly made yet another last sdle.

The sun was now quite low in the sky and beginning to cast long shadows, etching out the patterns of the
spring evening on walls and quiet streets. Hawklan nodded acknowledgements to the few people he met
who had come out to look at the shadows. There was dways someone, somewhere in Pedhavin, looking
at the shadows, for the carvers worked their stone not only to represent animal's and people and idess,
but so that they could tell other tales when the light of the sun, or the moon, or the stars, fell on them and
painted strangely solid shapesin their tenuous wake.

Some shadows would be large and grandiose, spilling out over the streets and houses, while others were
changes within the carvings themselves. Hawklan found himsdlf looking at asmdl frieze on which was
carved agroup of people gathered at the green he had just left. He knew the figureswere arranged in
such away that at a certain time of day they would apparently turn to look at the sun, while at another
they seemed to be looking at one another and to be engaged in deep conversation.

‘Not abad piece of rock spoiling,” came a deep voice from behind him. He recognized it and turned with
asmile. Idoman was Loman’ selder brother and he was standing in the middle of the street looking
criticaly at thefrieze. In hisarms he cradled ahuge rock effortlesdy. Although Hawklan was astdl as
Idoman, he awaysfelt dwarfed by the man’s massive frame and enormous strength.

‘Do you want any help with that”? Hawklan asked, knowing the answer. The grime on Idoman’ sface



cracked as he grinned.

‘No thank you, Hawklan. It'sonly apebblefor alady’ sbracelet,’ he said, swinging the rock up onto his
shoulder, and supporting it lightly with one hand.

‘Then | should prefer not to meet her,’ retorted Hawklan. Ioman bellowed his great laugh.
‘Areyou sureit wasn't awoman who lured you out of your castle today?

Hawklan nodded an acknowledgement. ‘Yes,” he said. ‘Much more of awoman than she was but
twelve months ago, and even more of amatch for both of usthan she used to be’

|doman was the third member of the triumvirate that |ooked after and doted on Tirilen. The women of the
village had little doubt why she used to behave the way she did, with no mother and three fathers.

The two men waked dowly up the street together, I oman pausing every now and then to examine some
grotesgue shadow he was making with the huge rock on his shoulder.

Hawklan liked the bluff openness of 1doman. He had a presence like the mountains themselves, honest
and direct; and as they walked, Hawklan welcomed his company, the companionable silence dispelling a
little the effects of the strange tinker and histiny, sinister doll.

By common consent, Idoman had been for along time the Guild' s First Carver and, as such, hewasthe
only villager who earned his bread by carving aone. No stranger, however, would have associated the
delicate and sengitive work he did with the rocklike figure he himsalf presented.

Reaching hisworkshop, 1doman dropped the rock back into histwo hands and, with agrunt, bent his
kneesto lower it to the ground. He gaveit an affectionate pat as he stood up.

‘It staken me weeksto find that. | could hear it calling, but could | find it? He shook his head ruefully.
‘Just look at it. 1sn't it magnificent?

Hawklan looked blankly from him to the rock and back again, and 19doman growled and clapped a huge
hand on his shoulder.

‘Ah. | forgot. You rerock-blind aren’'t you? Not being aloca.” Then, with agreat wink, ‘ Still, you're
useful enough when someone needs to be put together.’

‘That’sagreat rdief,” said Hawklan, rubbing his shoulder. It was an exchange they had had many times
before.

Idoman stripped off hisleather gpron and stained shirt, and then plunged his great torso into anearby
water butt. When he emerged he was blowing like a granite leviathan and he completed histoilet by
rubbing himsdf with a handful of small sharp pebblesfrom abox next to the butt. It was the dexterity with
which his huge hands manipulated these pebbles that offset for Hawklan the physica distress he felt
whenever he watched thisritual. Even so, he usudly had the fedling he was being skinned. He knew too
that I9oman enjoyed his discomfiture and would very soon start to laugh. And he did. He leaned back,
boomed his hands on his great chest and roared with laughter.

‘I'm sorry, Hawklan. | can’t helpiit. I’ d be the greatest carver in the history of dl Orthlund if | could
capture thelook on your facewhen | dry off.” Heraised afinger significantly. ‘In fact, | may well makeit
my life swork.’

‘Not if | have to keep watching you do that, you won't,” said Hawklan in mock aarm.



‘Ah. It sonly aknack,” said Ioman with achuckle as he rolled the pebblesin his hand. He looked
wigtful for amoment as he stared down at them. ‘I’ ve used pebbles like these on ababy before now.
Many atime, when Tirilen waslittle’

Hawklan nodded and smiled.

‘Comeon,’ said Idoman, pulling on aclean shirt. ‘I'll show you what I"’m going to coax out of that piece
we just brought up.’

Inside the workshop there was the chaos that only an artist could create. 19 oman shuffled through
sketches and sheets of writing and figures, talking earnestly and enthusiagtically ashe did. Hawklan
however, was logt, as usua. The sketches were inordinately complicated and wereworks of art in
themsalves. The scripts were in the ancient carver’ stongue, and [Ioman’ s explanation was full of
technica nuances which were utterly beyond him. Still, he enjoyed Idoman’ senthusiasm. It waslike
being bathed in sunlight.

Hefound himsdf absently handling achisd while lIdoman wastaking.

‘| see you made a purchase from our visitor,” he said during alull.

‘Yes’ sad Idoman, with adight frown, gently taking the chisd from Hawklan’ s hand.
‘Hm,” he muttered doubtfully.

‘Isanything wrong? Hawklan asked. Idoman shrugged dightly.

‘I'm not sure,” he said. * There's something peculiar about it that | didn’t notice when | bought it, but |
don’'t know what it is” He shrugged again and laid the chisal back on thetable. ‘| think that tinker could
&l anything. I’ ve never seen thelike of him before, have you? And we' ve had some characters come
through here on their way to the market fromtimetotime.’

‘The Gretmearc? said Hawklan.

‘Yes.
A tiny doll waked jerkily through Hawklan’s memory and made an invitation.
‘I’ ve never been to the Gretmearc,” said Hawklan, pushing the chisd with the end of hisfinger.
‘I"'ve only been acouple of times, said Idoman. He smiled at the recollection.

‘It salong way and not too easy through the mountains. But . . . He sat up and smacked his hands on
his knees. ‘ Everyone should go to the Gretmearc at least oncein hislife. Tirilen's aways pestering to go.
| suppose Loman or | will have to take her one day.’

Then helooked at Hawklan in some surprise. * It'sastrange place for you to mention, Hawklan. Y ou,
who've never been more than two days walk from the village. Are you getting itchy feet?

A smdll black certainty floated into Hawklan’s mind. He returned I oman’ s gaze.

‘It seems| haveto go, Idoman. | don’t know why, and I've only just redlized it; but yes, | haveto go.’
Hawklan’ stone was suddenly serious. Idoman’ s great square head tilted alittle to one side, his brown
eyesfull of concern and puzzlement. The sun shone in through the window and lit up grey flecks, like
stone, in his short-cropped hair. He could see into the heart of any rock, and into the hearts of many
men, but that of Hawklan was ever closed. And yet he trusted him completely. Rockblind the man might



be, but hisinner sight was beyond that of any other Ioman had ever known. Without hesitation or
further questionshe sad, * Shadl | go with you?

Hawklan smiled and patted hisfriend onthearm. ‘No, Idoman,” hesaid. ‘ It'sjust awhim. Y ou follow
the songs of the rocks. | must follow this song.” 1doman nodded in reluctant acceptance.

“Y ou can tel me how to get there and give me the benefit of your great experiencein travelling far and
wide,’ said Hawklan, to ease hisfriend’ s concern.

* k * %

Derimot Finded Dan-Tor pleasantly declined the hospitdity offered by the villagers as hefilled his
enormous pack and fastened it in agreat flurry of knots and tapes and splendid shining buckles.

Y ou've dready been generosity itsdlf to an impoverished wanderer, and I’ ve afriend | hopeto meet in
the next villagetonight.’

So he was escorted to the leaving stone by an entourage of laughing children.

Some way outsde the village he stopped, lowered his pack to the ground and straightened up. His
crooked form seemed to unfold for ever, until eventualy he stood very tall and very straight, and quite
free of the twitchings and twistings that had characterized him in the village. He looked up a Anderras
Darion, dill visble over the hillock that separated him from the village, and reddening now in the setting
sun. Thered glow from the Castle reflected in his eyes, and he averted his gaze asif in some pain.

Raising hisleft hand he snapped hislong, bony fingerswith a crack like asnapping twig. Out of the
deepening gloaming asmdl brown bird with blank yellow eyes gppeared and perched on the il
upraised hand. He lowered it until it was opposite his mouth. The bird tilted its head and the tinker spoke
toit long and earnestly. Then, as abruptly asit had appeared, the bird was gone, flying in astraight line
towards the mountains, itswingswhirring purposefully in the evening quiet.

Watching it, the tinker tapped hisfoot unthinkingly. The ground around it rippled like water and churned
up tiny dust devilswhich danced around him, asif in homage.

Chapter 5

Loman ran hisfinger dong asmall ledge as he waked down the winding corridor. He examined the dight
skim of dust on theend of it carefully, then brushed it idly with his other hand.

‘Scdlywags,’ he muttered.

The scallywags in question were the gpprentices of the Carvers' Guild who, amongst other things, were
charged with the cleaning of the Castle and who were adlowed specid days away from thefieldsto do
0. It had been Idoman’ sidea. He bdieved, in fact he knew, that the apprentices could gain nothing but
good from the close proximity to the countless carvings that were to be found throughout the Castle,
covering amost every wall and ceiling asfully asthey covered the Great Gate. And it would be asmall
repayment to Hawklan from the village for hismany services.

Loman however, had earthier reservations, asthe organizing of these * scallywags fell on hisshoulders,
and, ashe had said at the very beginning, some of them were far from being as diligent as they might be.
He went through the duty list for the day in hismind, and narrowing his eyes, fixed the gpple-shaped face
of the negligent culprit for later attention.

He grunted to himself as he went down ashort flight of sairs.



‘Worse than being a nursemaid sometimes. | could do the jobs mysdlf by the time I’ ve sorted those imps
out.

Hewasalittle out of sortstoday because of the disruption of hisroutine. It was a good routine and he
did not liketo changeit. In fact he did not like change at al very much, and today seemed to be full of it,
with Hawklan suddenly wanting to go to the Gretmearc. ‘ On awhim,” nolesst And Idoman more than
haf encouraging him. Then Tirilen dmost throwing atantrum like the old days because Hawklan refused
to take her. Now, thanksto his own zedl, he had to find him asword. A sword —for Hawklan! He
grunted again.

And that damned tinker with hisfancy tools. Loman was not only the castellan of Anderras Darion; he
was, unusualy for one of the Orthlundyn, aconsummate smith. As hisbrother saw into the heart of the
rock, so he saw into the heart of metals, and as his brother heard the song of the rock and drew a greater
beauty from it, so he did with metals.

The tools he made were part of agreater harmony, rarely spoken of but always understood by the
Orthlundyn. They did not tear shape from the rock; that would be destruction. They discovered it and
drew it out gently, parting it from its parent when the time was right, like the natura and painless dropping
of fruit from atreefor the benefit of both. That was crestion.

He stopped for amoment and raised a pensive hand to his mouth. He had not seen the tinker nor any of
his wares and he wondered why 1doman had bothered to purchase anything from him. And the other
people aswell. Why had they bought tools and implements they did not really need, nor knew the origins
of? They, above dl, knew that ill-conceived implements could rend and destroy. What blindness had
come over them? More change. And not for the better, he was sure.

Shaking his head, he strode out again, dismissing hisreveriesin favour of the busnessin hand. He moved
for some time along corridors and down stairways until, turning afina corner, he paused and clenched his
fistsnervoudy. Thiswas never easy and always he had to pause and take hisfear in hand despite the
familiarity of the route ahead.

Alwaystoo, as he stood here, asif as an antidote to the grimness ahead, he recalled the events of some
twenty years before. Events presaged by his brother bursting noisily into his workshop on the coldest
night of that long bitter winter.

Only recently returned from the horror of the Morlider War with itsterrible winter night-fighting, Loman
was brought to hisfeet by crudly learned reflexes and, seizing anearby hammer, he found himself facing
his brother wild-eyed and savage, hand poised for afearful blow, and mind uncertain for the moment
where he was.

Idoman screwed up hisface in self-reproach, seeing immediately the folly of hishasty intrusion. Briefly be
cast his eyes downwards.

‘I'm sorry, Loman,” hesaid. ‘I’'m so sorry.’

But then hisurgency overrode hisregret. ‘ Come quickly. Quickly. Thecastle’ And seizing his brother’s
arm, he dragged him out into the deep snow.

Loman swore robustly and stepped sharply back into the warmth to gather up his cloak. Fastening it
about himsalf with ascowl, he prepared to take his brother severely to task for his conduct, but Idoman
merely pointed up into the blackness that shrouded the mountains. Loman followed his gaze.

Where dl should have been darkness, asingle light shone out, soft and warm. For amoment he was



again disorientated, then. . .

‘It sthe Gate, he whispered in disbelif, his breath cloudy in the light from hisown door. ‘ The Gate's
open.’

He could never remember clearly what must have been aleg-wrenching walk up the steep,
snow-clogged road to the castle, but he remembered standing awe-stricken with severa other villagersin
front of thelong sealed Gate, itstwo greet |eaves now swung wide like awel coming embrace.

He remembered too, following the line of footprints that led him across the snow-covered courtyard lit
gently by lights whose source he could not see. Footprints that brought him to an open door and whose
melting remainstook him down along passageway and into alow-cellinged hdl illuminated by aflickering
fire

The cowled figure gitting in front of it with agreat black bird perched on its shoulder, might have been an
image of terror, but Loman’s heart told him there was no terror there. Only agreat peace. It told him he
had not known such peace for many ayear, if ever.

The figure rose as he entered and turned to face him. Before he could speak however, it turned to
Idoman and held out its hands.

‘You'rehurt,” it said.

Idoman’ sleft hand went involuntarily to hisright arm. It had been gashed by some poisoned Morlider
weapon and the wound had resisted all attemptsto hed it and was daily draining the big man’s strength.
Asif surprised a his own actions, he stepped forward, rolling up his deeve carefully ashedid so, and
offered the wounded arm to thefigure.

Thefigure slong hands, a once powerful and ddlicate, took hold of the bandaged wound and held it
dlently for sometime. Then the cowled head looked up and Loman could fed its eyes searching into his
brother.

“You'resorely hurt,” it said. ‘ But you have agreat harmony within you. | can help make your arm sound
again, but it will be along time before your heart isquiet again.’

Idoman withdrew hisarm and nursed it gently againgt himself. * Thank you,” he said softly.

The figure then turned to Loman and looked at him quietly. Y our heart aso will need timeto find peace.
Will you tend my castle for me? Such was the presence of the figure that Loman felt his eyeswater and
an achetighten histhroat.

‘Yes, hewhispered, the cry of his heart deafening hismind’ s questions.
But one of the villagers asked them in his steed.
‘“Who areyou? he asked. ‘Where have you come from in thisweather? How . .

Thefigureturned towards him. ‘1 know nothing,” it said, in atone that was gentle but irrevocably find.
The bird on his shoulder made what sounded like adismissive grunt and flapped itswingsimpatiently.
Then with aflick of its head it threw back the figure’ s cowl to reved the wearer’ slean face, with itsgreen
eyes and prominent nose.

‘I cdl him Hawklan,” said the bird, to everyone' s considerable surprise. ‘ He calls me Gavor. Wemet in
the mountains. He' s done wonders for my leg dready —look.” And it proffered amakeshift wooden leg



toits startled audience.

There was along silence and it cocked its head on one side. ‘Heredly isquite bright,” it added
reassuringly. ‘ Just abit shy. And we're both hungry.’

The memory of that night alone dways served as areaffirmation for Loman. | forget too easily, he
thought as he looked at the waiting columns. Forget too easily the darkness his presence done lifted from
me. Then he strode forward determinedly.

As hewaked into the sinister gloaming between the columns, the sound of his soft footsteps and the
creek of his clothes started to rise up ahead of him loudly and unmistakably, to warn dl around of his
presence. He knew from bitter experience that if he stepped from the correct path, those noises would
rebound on him athousandfold, as would then the increasing sounds of his desperate struggles to escape.
The noise would multiply and grow until, staggering blindly, he would crash into column after column,
heedless of pain and injury, pursued by his own terror until eventualy he would perish, crushed by the
sound of hisown screaming.

Thelabyrinth carried memoriesfar lesswe come than those of the arrival of Hawklan, for even with
Hawklan's patient help it had taken him along timeto learn the correct path, and twicein the early days
he had missed the way while unaccompanied. On both occas ons some destiny had brought Hawklan
aong, to quiet the mounting tumult with a soft word, but still it had taken many days of Hawklan's careto
restore Loman’s mind and soothe the wild-eyed terror from hisface. Even after dl thistime the noises
from the labyrinth echoed distantly in his darker dreams.

He paused. Around him he could hear faint whispers hissing and murmuring to and fro, their source
unknown and unimaginable. Whispers that were waiting expectantly for histread to fater and lead him
adray and into their maw. Waiting. Waiting and watching. He shuddered involuntarily, and the sound
rumbled into the dark distance before rolling back towards him like grotesque gloating laughter. It was a
terrible place. Unlike anywhere dsein the cadtle.

‘Thereis some darknessin the heart of dl things, however fair,” Hawklan had said.

Aswith so many other things, Hawklan himsalf had known hisway through the maze, and whenceit led,
but not from whence his knowledge came. ‘1 know nothing,” he replied gently to al his questioners until
they stopped asking. Stopped not out of frustration, but out of the redlization that he told only the truth.
Whatever mystery surrounded Hawklan, it was not hisfor the telling and he must be accepted for what
he was— agreat hedler and a strange bearer of light into the hearts of those who came near him.

Loman glanced around at the waiting columns again. Thiswasthe dark heart of the labyrinth itself, where
al avenuesfaded into the ominous gloom and dl wereidentical. Only faith could guide hisfeet for the
remainder of thejourney and he placed histrugt init until finally he emerged from the whispering horror
into ahdl bright with spring sunlight.

Thiswas carried dong amaze of its own by the mirror-bright stones of the creators of Anderras Darion.
Window-like openings set in the walls showed the village and the countryside below as clearly asif he
were standing on top of the main wall. But he knew hewasfar, far below that. Here, he was deep in the
heart of the castle, for this hal was the antechamber to the Armoury of Anderras Darion.

Taking alarge key from his pouch, Loman moved over to asmall wicket set in onelesf of apair of
massive doors, not dissmilar to the Great Gate in gppearance. It opened smoothly and he stepped inside.

Outside, the sun shone on forests and fid ds, rivers and mountains. In here it shone on row upon glittering
row of wegpons. Swords and clubs, axes and spears, lances, bows, arrows, shields and armour of every



description, al arranged asif for battle, and al immaculate. And in numbersfar too greet to count.

Loman stood and stared and reminded himsalf that it was hisideathat Hawklan should have asword.
‘There are bad people in thisworld, Hawklan,” he had said. * And for al your knowledge and hedling
kills, you're not well travelled. If you' re armed and carry yourself well, that's some protection initself.
But there are some funny animalsin the mountainsaswell.’

Hawklan was unconcerned. ‘Loman,” hesaid, ‘I’ ve no fear of animals. | mightn't be able to hear the
rockssinging, but at least | can talk to any animals| might meet.’

‘Dear boy,” Gavor had interrupted. Y our talking, and their listening are two different things—takeiit
from acarnivore. Listen to Loman’s advice. We d hate to think of you being eaten by a deaf bear.’

Gavor’slogic won the day.

Now however, this exchange was lost under the tide of ambivaence that ways overtook Loman when
he looked around this huge chamber. Fighting alongside his brother in the Morlider War had soon
dispelled any ideathat war was a glorious and ennobling thing. It was fear and horror and destruction,
and whileit had been necessary, and some good had come from it, thiswas only areflection of the spirit
of the people rising above the degradation, not ameasure of the value of war itsdlf.

And yet he had enjoyed the companionship and even some of the fighting, adthough the Morlider were
not like those who had come in the past. They were vicious and cruel, imbued with an evil spirit hitherto
unknown. While their forebears had plundered and looted the coastal regions of Riddin, the newcomers
moved much further inland, and added the crimes of murder, rapine and sensel ess destruction to their
record of infamy. So much so that the Muster of Riddin set aside their staves and cudgels and the
near-carnival atmosphere of earlier conflicts, sent messengersto Orthlund and Fyorlund to ask for help,
and took to sword and axe and grim determination.

Loman nodded reflectively. He could hear again the deafening sound of the last battle, when the Morlider
had been swept back onto their remaining boats and had fled out to their floating idands. Men roaring
and screaming. Animals bellowing. Sted hacking sted and flesh. Arrows hissing overhead. Flames
crackling. The excitement and the horror of it was still vivid in hismind, and he could never reconcile the
two. Hetook solace from the fact that, though tempted, he personaly had done little evil, and had even
prevented some by staying the hands of his battle-fevered comrades against excess over a defeated foe.
Even s0, he hoped that the lore of the Riddinvolk was true and that it would be many years before the
Ocean currents brought the Morliders idands so near to the shores of Riddin again.

Leaning forward, he picked up adouble headed axe from arack, and spun it in his hand, flickering
sunlight from the blade dl around. Here was the paradox enshrined in meta for him as he closed hiseyes
and listened to its song. That it had killed was all too clear from its mournful tone, but it had been made
by craftsmen whose understanding and skill exceeded his by far. Its balance was perfect, its edge
unassailable and the inner harmony of the metal spoke not only of great skill, but of alove even greater
than his own, though he found that hard to imagine.

Loman, probably the finest smith in Orthlund, felt like a gauche gpprentice when he handled any of these
weapons. He felt humility and awe, just as hisbrother did when he studied the castle’ s many carvings.

He turned round sharply as he heard the door of the Armoury close gently.

* * % %

Physicaly, Loman wasin many ways like his elder brother. He had the same brown eyes and craggy



square head, and he maintained the short cropped hair, though hiswas amost black and free from any
grey. Hewas, however, not astdl. Infact he was alittle shorter even than Tirilen, but he was stronger
than his brother by far, with his massive shoulders and arms, and his great barrdl of achest.

Stepping into the Armoury, Hawklan looked at him holding the axe and standing in the sunlight againgt the
rows of shining weapons, like areaper in acornfield. When he thought of the two brothers, theimagesin
his mind were coloured by their respective calings. Idoman reminded him of atower of rock —tall, open
and clearly visble—while Loman reminded him of a huge anvil —squat and solid. A darker and more
introverted personality, he was more apt to take hurt to himsdlf without comment than was his brother.

‘I'm sorry, Loman,” hesaid. ‘1 didn’t mean to disturb your contemplation.’

Loman grunted. ‘ Only daydreaming,” he replied, turning the axe one more time and then placing it gently
intoitsplacein therack.

Hawklan nodded. He could not hear the song of the metd, but he knew Loman could, and he knew what
this place meant to him for dl itstormented implications.

To ease the smith away from his darker emotions, he adopted an ironic tone. “Well, have you found a
suitable sword for meyet?

Loman caught the intonation and eyed him narrowly, then sweeping hisarms expansively around thetiers
of wegpons hereplied with equd irony. ‘ They'redl suitable, my lord.’

Hawklan chuckled but continued in the sameveain.

‘Magter smith,” he said. ‘“My needing asword isyour idea. Y ou're the metal-seer. The ex-soldier. Just
find me something that’ Il set your mind at ease and that won't weigh me down! | haveto carry thething,
don't forget.’

Loman'’sintended reply was halted by ametdlic clatter ringing through the stillness of the great room.
Both men started, and then Hawklan craned forward asif he had suddenly heard a distant but familiar
sound.

Without speaking, the two men ran quickly dong the wide, straight aidesin the direction of the sound. At
the end of the Armoury, several minuteswalk away, was agrest mound reaching up to and touching the
high ceiling. It conssted of weapons and armour, but of such different stylesand designsthet it was
apparent they had come from many diverse and distant lands.

Aswith everything elsein the castle, there was no clue asto the history of the mound, or why such
precious items had been stored so carelesdy. To Loman, though the styles might have differed, al
possessed the same inner harmony as the castle' s own wegpons — as he so classified those that were
racked — albeit in varying degrees. From this he concluded that they belonged to aliesrather than
enemies, but he could not imagine why they had been | eft there, heaped so randomly.

Asthey stood gazing at the mound, looking for the cause of the sound, it occurred again.

‘Look,” whigpered Loman, pointing earnestly and turning Hawklan around to face the mound directly
with apowerful grip on hisarm. ‘Look!”

Gazing upwardsin the direction indicated by Loman, Hawklan saw something diding purpossfully down
the mound towards him. He watched transfixed as the object clattered to the ground at hisfeet. It wasa
sword. A black handled sword in aplain black scabbard. He looked at it for some moments and then
dowly bent down and picked it up.



The atmosphere around the two men seemed to be charged, asif a storm were brewing in spite of the
spring sunshine flooding al around them. Both knew that speech was inappropriate. Hawklan stood up
and wrapped hisright hand firmly around the hilt of the sword. Ashedid so, he heard asound like a
distant trumpet. A faint, infinitely distant clarion cal from another age. For an ingant he felt asurge of
recognition, also from times past, but it dipped away like adream at dawn.

‘My sword, he heard himself say softly.

‘Hawklan? said Loman, amost fearfully. Hawklan breathed out — half gasp, half sgh —and shook his
head to assuage Loman’s concern. He turned and offered him the sword.

“What do you think of it? he asked.

Loman took the sword reverently, his eyes ill wide in amazement a what he had seen and fdlt. Carefully
he drew the sword from its scabbard. It too was black. For amoment he seemed to gorigid, asif every
fibrein him had been assailed in some way. Hawklan watched him, concerned, but did not spesk.

For severd minutes Loman scrutinized the sword intently, tested itsweight and balance, held it up into the
sunlight where it shone brilliantly, and looked dong it, turning it over and over. Very ddicately he touched
his calloused finger on its edge. Then he too breathed out; along whistling breath which seemed to carry
away some appaling tension.

‘Well? asked Hawklan.
Loman looked at him strangely.

‘Thisis craftsmanship like none |’ ve ever imagined. | Sit at the feet of those who made these” He waved
his arm across the waiting rows of points and edges. ‘ But they are not fit to Sit at the feet of the onewho
madethis’

His voice was strained and hoarse, and his breathing was shalow and nervous. His hands trembled

dightly.
‘“When you said “my sword”, did you mean it was or it will be'?

Hawklan shrugged dightly and made a vague gesture with his hands, but did not reply. Loman did not
press the question. Slowly regaining his composure he became businesslike,

‘The hiltissome kind of stone, and it has a device embedded in it though | don’t know what it means.
We |l haveto ask Idoman about that. The workmanship . . " His craggy face became amost rapturous.
‘The workmanship needs a poet not asmith to describeit. And look at thisedge.’

Helifted aloose hair from Hawklan's shoulder and dropped it on the upturned edge of the blade. It
parted without fatering in itsdow fdl to thefloor.

‘And the black meta? asked Hawklan. ‘I’ ve never seen anything like that before.’

Loman’s composure wavered again. He seemed to be struggling with some powerful emotion. Eventualy
he shook his head and without looking at Hawklan, said softly, ‘It s beyond words. Even the finest poet
couldn’t describeit. It hasaharmony in it that nothing could sully. And it’ skilled many evil things. Many.’
A slencefdl between the two men.

‘A happy chancefind then? said Hawklan. Loman looked at him and shook his head.



‘I'm no sage, Hawklan, and | waystaketravellers taleswith amighty pinch of iron. But there sno
denying there are strange forces in this world. Some good, some bad, and most of them beyond the
understanding of ordinary men. Over the years |’ ve spent many hoursin here studying these wespons
and nothing’ s ever tumbled down of its own accord like that before — nothing. Nor have | felt the
presence of such acreation asthis, assurely | must have donehad . . . something not been hidingit.
Chance never lad thisat your feet.” He swayed alittle. ‘ Thisis something from your past. Take an old
soldier’stip . . . watch your back.’

‘How strange,” said Hawklan. ‘ That' s what Gavor said the other day. But no one would want to attack
me. I'monly aheder.

Loman replaced the sword in its scabbard gently and handed it to Hawklan. His hands were shaking.

‘If this sword sought you out then you have some great need and the enemies you could face will be
worse by far than any an unlucky traveller might sumble acrossin the mountains.

Hawklan looked at Loman in silence, his dour, down-to-earth castellan, whose only concerns seemed to
be his smithing and the day-to-day running of the Castle. He had never heard him spesk in such away
before, and the seriousness of the man chilled him. He shuddered in the spring sunshine.

Without realizing what he was doing, Hawklan siwung the bdlt of the sword around hiswaist and fastened
it. Loman watched him silently. The movement was practiced and familiar, and the belt fitted perfectly.

Chapter 6

The ease with which Hawklan had donned the strange sword did not move Loman asit might have done
but minutes earlier. The onset of impending change crystdlized in Loman’ s heart as soon as he saw the
black sword diding down the great mound of wegponsto land at Hawklan' sfeet. The very movement in
that huge, familiar and infinitely still room had unnerved him more than he cared to admit, but the brief
touch of the black metal had dwarfed hisfirst reaction by plunging him into another world: aworld of
perfection and singing voices, of wisdom that spread through every particle of his smith’s soul and told
him tales and epic sagas of times and worldslong gone. Of evil victorious, of evil conquered, of terrible
prices paid and great rewards regped, of courage and cowardice, fiddlity and treachery.

He could scarcely bear to touch it again. It made everything around him insubstantia and inadequate.
Even the mountains became dreamlike. Only Hawklan till seemed solid. More solid indeed than the
sword itsdlf.

It was the same too for Idoman when hefirst held the sword. Loman took it to hisworkshop to seek his
opinion on the strange black stone hilt. He handed it to him with a brief warning.

‘Take care, brother,’ he said, looking into Idoman’ s eyes. |Idoman returned the gaze, and felt the word
“brother” reaching through the encrusted layers of affectionate chafing that separated them in their daily
liveslike ashield protecting avulnerable breast.

Hetook the sword gingerly and, holding the scabbard in hisleft hand, gently laid the hilt in the open palm
of hisright. As soon as the black stone touched his hand, his eyes widened and he drew a breath that
seemed to last forever.

Concerned, Loman took hisarm and whispered his name urgently.

Eventudly, 1doman lifted the hilt from his hand and Stared &t it intently. Then helooked at Loman, his
eyesadmog closed asif he were having difficulty in seeing him. Laying the sword on atable, he put both



his handsto histemples.

‘Where did this come from? he asked.

Lomantold him.

Idoman sat down on hisfavourite stool and stared out into the spring sunshine.
‘What didyou. . . . learn, from the hilt? Loman asked after along silence.
Idoman opened his mouth but made no sound, then he shook his head.

‘Soitiswiththeblade,’ said Loman hoarsdly. ‘Where hasit come from, Idoman? Who could have made
such athing? How could it have lain so closeto usfor so many years and we not fed it?

Idoman shook his head again. * And it sought out Hawklan? he said.

Loman nodded. ‘ Rattled and clattered down that mound like any old piece of tin, to fal right at hisfeet.
And he felt something when he took hold of it I'm sure, but hewouldn’t . . . or couldn’t say what.’

ISoman nodded. ‘ This sword is beyond our words, Loman, and he sees deeper than you or | ever will.’
‘Hejugt said, “my sword”. Very quietly.’

The two brothers sat for along timein silence, with the black sword lying on the table between them.
Sowly asense of normdlity returned as the sound of children playing outside wafted into the room.

‘What' s the device embedded in the hilt? Loman asked eventudly. Ioman picked up the sword again,
and lifted the hilt into the dugt-laden sunlight streaming through the window. Twinkling in the inner depths
of the black stone were two intertwined strands which seemed to stretch into an eternd void filled with
countless stars. Briefly hefelt the urge of float forward into that grest harmony, but a sense of unfulfilled
need came over him and kept him earthbound.

Helaid the sword down and stared at it. Then something occurred to him and heraised hishand asif to
halt the memory before it moved on.

‘Just amoment,” he said, and he walked over to the end of the workshop where he kept his collection of
books; al manner of dissertations and commentaries and |ore about carving. Strictly speaking the
collectionwas not his, it wasthe Guild's, he being itstrustee as First Carver until one more worthy came

adong.

His craggy block of ahead nodded up and down dightly ashisfinger tapped its way adong the old spines,
and he put out histongue likea'do not disturb’ sign.

‘Aha’

He reached down an ancient tome and, after blowing the dust from it, began gently turning the pages.
Without looking up from the book he motioned to Loman.

‘I thought | remembered,” he said. ‘Look.” Loman gazed at the book blankly.

‘Thisisavery old book, Loman,” Idoman explained neediesdy. ‘ And it’ swritten in atongue and astyle
which | can bardy understand. But look . . .” His heavy finger tapped adiagram lightly. Loman squinted
at it and frowned.



‘It means nothing to me, ISoman,” he said. ‘ It’ sone of your carvers drawings.’

‘Uh-uh,” muttered Idoman to himsdlf, engrossed in the page and not hearing his brother. ‘ Asfar as| can
make out, it saysthat following the Riseof Six . . . someone or other, before the Age of the Great
Alliance, | think, and long before the Golden Age, certain weapons were forged . . . or re-forged by
Theowart . .. Sph . .. Sphaeera, and . . . Enartion, with earth, water and air taken from the Places of
Gredt . . . that might be, or Old, Power. And they were blessed by Ethriss. . . and consecrated to life.’

He nodded hishead in satisfaction.
‘S0? queried Loman.

‘So,” said Idoman. ‘ Thisdiagram . . .” He prodded the picture in the book. ‘ This diagram shows a sword
likethat.” He pointed to the sword on the table.

Loman looked intently and disbelievingly at the diagram. ‘ Does it say anything else? he asked.

Isoman scanned the page again. ‘No,” he said. ‘But, as| said, it'savery old book, and it talks about
times that were ancient when it was written.’

Neither spoke for along time and the sound of children playing in the distancefilled the room again. Very
softly, Loman began to speak about things they had not discussed for many years. There were no
records of Anderras Darion ever having been open, other than in children’ staes. In the past, the skills of
generations had failed so totally to open its Great Gate or gain accessin any way, that dl attempts had
long since been abandoned, and public wonder at the castle had been confined soldly to the Gate. Then
Hawklan had come out of the mountains one bleak winter when al paths were impassable, and opened it
with akey and aword. A man with no memory, who knew the castle asif he had lived there dl hislife. A
man who was a healer, not aprince or awarrior as might be expected. And now this mysterious sword
had sought him ot.

‘Who is he, Idoman? And what does all thismean? Y our book doesn't tell us much. We know that this
sword isfar beyond our understanding. But it seemsto presage danger. Danger for Hawklan, danger
perhapsfor usal. What shdl we do?

Idoman answered without hesitation. ‘Nothing,” he said. ‘We can't do anything but wait. If Hawklan
needs help and we can giveit then wewill, won't we? Something' s happening which we can't begin to
judge. But I know this, and so do you —there’ sno evil in that sword, and no evil in Hawklan. And | trust
Hawklan's sight without question.’

Returning to the castle, the two brothers found that Hawklan had taken I oman’s advice to find clothes
more gppropriate for the long journey to the Gretmearc than hislong |oose habit and soft shoes.

Asthey entered hisroom with the sword, Tirilen was eyeing him criticaly and making small, pecking
adjugmentsto hisunfamiliar garments.

‘lan't helovely? shesaid, acryptic expression on her face. She took him by the elbow and turned him
round to face them. Hawklan looked faintly embarrassed. Loman and Idoman exchanged brief glances
athough neither spoke, nor made any other outward sign of what they had seen. Each knew the other
had noted Hawklan' s remarkably changed appearance.

Loman covered their awkwardness by stepping forward and looping the sword belt around Hawklan's
waist. For amoment helooked like afaithful squire attending on hislord.

‘What did you find out about it? Hawklan asked.



‘Nothing definite, said Loman. ‘1doman thinksas| do. It'svery old and it's done somerare deedsinits
time. It was made by craftsmen of . . ." He paused, at aloss. ‘| doubt afiner weapon existsin the whole
Armoury . . . or anywherefor that matter.’

Hawklan turned directly to Idoman, trying to ignore Tirilen till moving around him making find
adjustmentsto hisclothes. ‘ And the hilt? he asked.

‘It hasthe quditiesthat Loman tdlsme arein the metd. They'requite. . . overwhelming. | certainly don’t
understand them fully and | doubt | could explain them to you even if you weren't rock-blind,” said
Idomen.

Hawklan nodded. ‘ What about the device in the hilt? Did you recognize it? he asked.

Idoman told him of the old book and its obscure references to timeslong gone. At the names Theowart,
Sphaeera, Enartion and Ethriss, Hawklan seemed to hear again the distant note he had heard when he
first handled the sword, but it dipped from him just as before.

Helooked at histwo friends, dominating the room with their massive presence. They were looking at him
strangely athough patently trying not to. Tirilen too, had an uncertainty about her as she stood back to
examine her handiwork.

‘What' sthe matter? he asked. Both the men seemed to Sart alittle at the question.

‘Oh nothing. You just ook different in your travelling clothes,” said Loman with adightly nervous amile.
Hawklan knew they were keeping something from him, but he did not press them. They would not
deceive him in any serious matter. He probably looked rather foolish in the clothes that Tirilen had found
for him and they were too embarrassed to tell him. That would be typicd of them.

But it was not that. Quite the contrary. Hawklan wore the clothes and the sword as if they were anaturd
part of him. The brothers saw before them the man they knew asaheder: agentle, dightly innocent man,
full of gtillnessand light. But his hedler’ s cowled robe had been laid aside and, standing armed, breeched,
and booted, in ameta-buckled jerkin and with along hooded cloak over his shoulders, the wholein
black, his bearing was purely that of awarrior and leader. A warrior and aleader the like of which could
be seen in the thick of battlein many of the carvingsthat filled the Cadtle.

* k * %

Before heleft, Hawklan asked Loman and 19 oman to teach him some basic sword skills, but, strangely,
they both refused.

‘If | try touseit I'll probably cut my foot off . . . or worse,’ he protested jokingly. ‘I’ ve never handled a
swvord inmy life’

But the two men did not respond to hislevity. They shook their heads. ‘ That sword’ sfar beyond our
understanding, Hawklan,” said Idoman soberly, amost reverently. *We can only learn fromiit, not teach.’
Then, asif reluctant to deny afriend such help, ‘But | doubt you'll be ableto draw itinanill cause. You
must do aswe must. Learn from it. Trust itsjudgement. It sought you out, not you it. Havefaithinit.’

Chapter 7

Hawklan was gone. Off on his strange pilgrimage to the Gretmearc. It thusfell to Tirilen to repair her
unde.

Idoman had spent the whole day in atowering fury —his hand gashed by his new chisd and, worse, far



worse, his precious, long sought rock tortured by the rending scar the chisel had made when it dipped
from hishand.

‘Monthsthisrock and | have searched for one another,” he fumed, as Tirilen treated and bound up his
bleeding hand. * And for thisto happen. To meof al people’” Heleaned forward and put hishead in his
handsin distress.

Tirilen had been businesdike in treating the hand, athough the cut had an unpleasant qudity about it, but
shewas at alossto contend with this uncharacteristic outburt, following asit did hisequaly
uncharacterigtic rage. After amoment, she put her arms around him hesitantly and held him amogt asif he
had been ahurt child. Eventualy he sat up and looked at her.

Putting hislarge hand againgt her cheek, he said quietly, “ Y ou' re very like your mother, Tirilen. In many
ways. I’'m sorry I’ ve been such an old woman. | shouldn’t have burdened you with my carelessness and
its consequences.’

‘Don’'t bedlly, uncle shereplied. ‘It wasan ugly cut. You couldn’t haveleft it.” Shefrowned alittle.
‘That tinker was like abad wind. He threw dust in our eyes, and whatever he was, we couldn’t see him
for it. I’ ve set asde the pendant | bought from him. Look what it did.’

She lifted up her chin and showed him asmadl but angry red mark where the pendant had rested againgt
her. * And it was S0 pretty when | bought it.’

Idoman scowled and clenched hisfists menacingly. Tirilen became busnesdike again.
‘Wher€ sthe chisel now? she asked before he could speak.

He answered alittle shamefacedly. ‘I . . . threw it away when . . . Heindicated his damaged hand.
Tirilen stopped winding up abandage and looked at him, her face amixture of concern and surprise.
Nothing was ever ‘thrown away’ in Orthlund. Everything had itsuse and itstime, its place in the Greet
Harmony.

‘Threw it away? she echoed in atone of disbdlief.

‘Yes I'm afraid so,” Idoman replied, looking even more shamefaced. Tirilen laid the bandage negtly inits
placein her box, and took his hand.

“You must go and findit, uncle, shesaid firmly. ‘ Straight away. Who knowswhat harm it might do left
lyingidly?

‘“You'reright, he said. Then looking at his bandaged hand he nodded and, standing up, gave her akiss
on theforehead. *You' ve done afinejob on this; he said briskly. * Hawklan would be pleased with you.’

“You werevery lucky,” shereplied. ‘It came very closeto doing you an injury that even Hawklan would
have found difficult to mend. Y ou could have been crippled for life. Now go and find that chisdl right

away.’

Idoman pursed hislipsregretfully. ‘1 don't know what came over me;” hesaid. * Y ou don't have to be
young to be foolish, do you?

Ashewasleaving, Tirilen spoke again.

‘Uncle. You can't work properly today. Both your hand and your heart are too hurt. Go round the
village and see what other harm has been done by thistinker’ swares’



Idoman, his huge framefilling the doorway, looked at her steadily. She was so different now from the
boisterous child she had been. More and more she’ s growing like her mother, he thought, and an old hurt
throbbed briefly.

Histour of thevillage turned into adark pilgrimage of his own as he wended hisway round the clean
sunlit streets and sharp-edged houses. People came out and, without speaking, gave him things they had
bought and now rgected. Inthe end it was four or five of them, heavily laden, who |eft the tinker’ swares
in apile outsde the leaving stone of the village, marking it with the ancient sign for * Unclean’ asawarning
to passers-hy.

Doubtfully, Tirilen laid words on it to protect any plants and animasthat might light onit. She wished
Hawklan were here. She did not have thiskind of skill.

Idoman looked down at the tools, fabrics and jewellery, even toys, and shook his head sadly.

‘Isthisdl we can do with them, Idoman? asked Ireck, hisfriend and an Elder of the Guild. Idoman did
not answer.

‘What else canwe do,’” said Otaff, another Elder of the Guild. ‘ They’ re tainted in ways we cannot read.
Who can say what blinded us into accepting them. Perhaps when Hawklan returns he'll know whét to
do. For now we must hope that the signs and Tirilen’ swords protect the unwary and the innocent.’

Helooked sadly at the pile. ‘ This must remain here. Outside the village. To mark our shame.’

No one dissented from this unhappy conclusion, and the group dispersed dowly without any
leave-taking.

* * % %

Tirilen sat on awide ledge in aroom high in the castle, staring out across the countryside. Her blonde hair
hung loose, shining in the bright spring sunshine. She pressed her nose againgt the window.

‘What' s happening, Gavor? she said to the raven, currently examining somefruit in abowl on thetable.
Hewalked acrossto her purposefully and then flitted up on to her shoulder and peered earnestly in the
direction she was looking.

“Y ou’ re steaming up the window, dear girl, that’ swhat’ s happening,” he said after amoment. Tirilen
glowered sidewaysat him.

‘Sorry,” he said.

Aninsect collided drowsly with the window and lurched off into the cleer air erraticaly. Tirilen curled up
her knees and, wrapping her arms around her legs, rested her head on them.

‘Steady, dear girl,” said Gavor, tottering at this unexpected manoeuvre. ‘1I’m used to abigger perch than
thisyou know.’

Tirilensmiled. ‘Yes. A lot of usare missing Hawklan in oneway or another.’

Gavor did not comment. He hopped off her shoulder and started walking up and down the room fretfully.
He too was unsettled by the feding of impending change that seemed to be pervading the castle and the
village. Not the changes wrought by the coming of spring, but something more eusive and subtle;
something darming.



He tapped hiswooden leg thoughtfully on the floor and mumbled to himself. The Strangetinker and his
gppalling wares. Idoman injured and demented, abeit briefly. Hawklan gone. He, who never went more
than afew dayswalk from the village. Gone on awild trip across the mountains for no reason that he
cared to state. And without him too. And that sword!

Gavor fet the clouds on his horizon. Whatever was happening emanated from thet tinker surely? But the
change centred around Hawklan; hisfriend. His friend who had gone on done. They had never been
apart before.

Temperamentaly however, Gavor was not given to brooding. He regarded himsdlf asabird of action
when timesrequired, and thiswas such atime.

‘Rrukkk,” hesaid.
Tirilen looked at him coldly. Y ou should et less” shesaid.

‘| shal ignorethat remark, dear girl,” hereplied haughtily. ‘ That wasjust an gjaculation. A punctuation
mark in my thoughts asit were. I’ve made up my mind.’

Tirilenwasdlent.

He continued, dightly discomfited. ‘I’ m going after Hawklan. The poor boy’ s sureto get lost in those
mountains. Epecidly with the directions Idoman has given him.’

Tirilen' seyeswidened. ‘ But he did say he wanted to go alone,” she said, unconvincingly.

Gavor bent hishead. ‘1 know. But | can’'t leave him. HE sgoing to need someone. | canfed itin my
pinions. HE sso naive’

Tirilen frowned thoughtfully, and then abruptly stood up and threw the window open. The warm breeze
blew her hair about her face.

‘Yes. You'reright,” she said, extending her arm for him to jump on. * Go and find him. Look after him.
Watch over him.’

A tear ran down her face as she held her hand out through the window. Gavor |eft his perch and soared
off mgedticaly, hisblack wings shimmering in the sunlight.

Swooping back, helay for amoment on the air rising up the tower wall.

‘Don't cry, dear girl,” he shouted. * Gavor to the rescue.’

He extended his wooden leg and made feints and thrustswith it asif it were atiny sword.
‘Oops!’

Hisantics cost him his baance, and he dropped out of sight suddenly. Tirilen thought she caught aword
she was unfamiliar with rising up from below, and then he flgpped into view again.

‘And I’ll be ableto practice my nightingale impressonsin some privacy. Away from the scorn that greets
me here, he said with grest dignity.

Tirilen laughed and waved to him, and then wiped her eyes on her deeve, briefly thelittle girl she had
once been.



As she watched Gavor disappear from view, she could hear him whistling awkwardly, and then clearing
histhroat and coughing.

Chapter 8

Two days after leaving the village, Hawklan was well into the mountains. As Loman had teased, it was
further than he had ever been before, but he felt he was being urged forward rather than being drawn
back, which was the fedling he had had in the past whenever he travelled any distance from the Castle.

Hewas on theline of the River Road, which passed through the village and went sraight into the
mountains. It had ceased to be aroad as such, many miles back, and was now only arough track,
though gill well formed and quite easy walking.

Coming to the top of along steep incline, he paused for amoment, and took off his pack. Looking for a
suitable place to Sit, he turned round and saw spread before him the rolling farmlands and forests of
Orthlund. It was an impressive and beautiful sight when seen from Anderras Darion, but here he was
much higher and the air was wonderfully clear from arainstorm earlier in the day.

He had been plodding relentlessy uphill for some considerable time and had not once looked behind.
The sudden sght overwheimed him and the Great Song of Orthlund, rich in spring harmonies, flowed up
the valleys and filled him with such joy that tears ran down his sweset-stained face. From somewhere
deep insde came the thought that he would fight again to defend such aland, such apeople, sucha
balance and harmony.

The thought was s0 alien to him, and such a paradox, that his head drooped and tilted to one side asif he
were trying to hear from where it had come. Without redlizing it he rested hisleft hand on the pommel of
the black sword. Hisforehead wrinkled in puzzlement as he mouthed the words, *fight again?

Then he shook himsdlf and wiped his hands over hisface, transforming tears and swest into grimy
streaks. He sat down on arock to look again at the view. He saw from the line of the path ahead that it
was unlikely he would see such aview again as he went deeper into the mountains. Idly he took out the
black sword and examined it. He knew the sword must be his, and that it must have come from atime
before he had wakened so abruptly to find himself walking in the mountains twenty years earlier. But no
memory cameto prompt him. Not the faintest flicker.

The black blade and hilt shone brilliantly in the bright sunlight, and when he held it up, the device in the hilt
flickered and twinkled endlesdy. It was so familiar and yet so strange. And what was in its making that
rendered the bluff and hearty mason dmost speechless and made histaciturn brother e oquent?

Somewhere deep inside he felt an unease — a distant roaring darkness— but it dipped from him as he
searched for it. Theloss seemed to numb him in someway and he sat unthinking for along timein the
quiet sunlight. Then, dowly, hismood lightened and he stood up and carefully sheathed the sword.

Swinging his pack onto his back he turned away from the view and sirode out along the path, which, he
noted thankfully, wasrdlatively level for some way. Looking ahead, the snow-covered mountains
dominated the scene and he was glad of the advice he had received from I oman about the route he
should take, and how to keep warm should he find himself having to travel at or near the snowline.

Village legend had it that the mountains had been formed when a great god of the earth had driven one
country into another to trap aterrible and foul foe. The Orthlundyn took no grest interest in old tales, but
they had afund of them to tell their children: tales of heroes and gods battling with greast demons and
powers of evil. And around their firesides, especidly at festival times, for dl they were arationa people,
they would talk mysterioudy about the strange creatures that till existed in the mountains, remnants of



timeslong gone.

Certainly the mountains made at once a heroic and mysterious sight, solid and deep-rooted, and gleaming
whitein the spring light. Food enough for the dullest imagination, thought Hawklan. Then he remembered
Gavor’' s remarks about animals, and wondered what he would do if he met one to whom he could not in
fact talk — or one that would not listen. His confidence was not now as greeat asit had been back at the
Cadlle.

Suddenly there was a scuffle and araucous cry from the rocksto his right. The noise startled him, coming
asit did after such athought and after severa hours of dmaost complete silence.

A smdl brown bird flew rapidly out of agap between two yellow-lichened rocks, and with whirring
wings hurtled straight towards the mountains. Momentarily shaken, Hawklan watched it until it
disappeared from sight and then turned to look again at the place from where it had come. A familiar,
fruity voice intoned an oath, and Gavor stalked into view on top of the rock.

Helooked down at Hawklan.

‘Dear boy,” hesad, infeigned surprise. ‘ Do forgive the intrusion, but | was just passing. Got afriendin
the area, you know.’

‘Gavor!” exclaimed Hawklan with some menacein hisvoice,
Gavor ignored the tone and peered purposefully in the direction the brown bird had flown.
‘| say. Little beggar’ sgot afair turn of speed, hasn't he?

‘Gavor, | told you to stay at the castle. | haveto makethisjourney done,’ said Hawklan, though not very
convincingly. He had dready begun to misshisold friend’ sirreverent chatter.

‘Nonsense, dear boy, nonsense. Y ou' re too innocent for the world yet. Y ou need Gavor’s more
experienced eyeto guide you round its pitfals.’

‘Jaundiced istheword I’ d have used, rather than experienced,” replied Hawklan.

Gavor snorted and, unfolding his great black wings, glided down to land on Hawklan’ s shoulder. He
winked at him as he landed. Then histone became more serious.

‘I’ll watch your back for you, dear boy,” he said.
Hawklan started to walk aong the path again. ‘What do you mean? he asked.

‘What | say, dear boy, what | say. I'll watch your back. Infact I’ ve been watching it for sometime
dready.

Hawklan turned his head and looked at him.

Gavor continued. ‘ Did you know that that little brown . . . bundle of featherswith the ghastly eyes has
been following and watching you?

Hawklan' s face showed disbelief, but he did not speak.
‘Wdl it has,’ said Gavor. ‘ And I've never seen abird likeit until that tinker came’

‘l don’t understand you,” Hawklan said. ‘1t looked like a perfectly ordinary little bird to me.’



The affectation left Gavor’ svoice.

‘No,” hesaid. ‘No norma bird can fly that fast, or has eyeslike that. There were two or three of them
nosing around the village while the tinker wasthere, but | didn't think much about it. But when he went,
they went. They’ve dl gone. Not atrace. Until | saw you, and there was one of them skulking behind the
rocks and watching you.’

Hawklan dowed his gtride asthe path rose up asmall incline.

“How can you be sure it was watching me? he asked. ‘ There are dl manner of birds and animals up
here’

‘Notherearen't,” said Gavor categoricaly. ‘Not thishigh. | watched it for an hour. It kept pace with you
al thetime. And not once did it pauseto eat or drink anything —not once. Digtinctly unnatural .’

Hawklan did not speak, and for awhile they moved on in silence. He was disconcerted by this strange
revelation, if only because of theway it had affected Gavor.

‘What did you do toit? he asked eventually.

‘Nothing, regretfully,” said Gavor irritably. ‘ Little beggar heard me gliding in before | was anywhere near
it. | don’'t understand it. I’'m known for my subtle gpproach.’

‘“What would it want? asked Hawklan, ignoring the last remark. “Why should abird follow me?

‘I’veno idea, dear boy, noidea But I'd risk aguessthat it's a messenger. Someone wants to know
where you are and what you' redoing. I’'m glad | came now, in spite of your rather churlish greeting.’

Hawklan knew that, in spite of Gavor’ s news, he could only go forward. His mind pushed Gavor’s
strange reasoning to one Side.

‘I'm glad you’ ve cometoo, Gavor,” hesaid. ‘I’ ve missed your company. And I'll feel much happier
indeed with you at my back after what you' ve just said.’

‘Dear boy,” camethereply. ‘You'rejust too kind.’

High above, on anarrow pointed spur, two small brown birds sat and watched the two travellers through
blank yellow eyes. Nearby, asucculent insect chewed itsway luxurioudy through aleaf, unhindered and
unthreatened.

Chapter 9

The Lord Eldric sat square in hisornate chair at the head of the table. He was staring straight ahead and
his hands were gripping the carved animal heads that decorated the ends of the chair' sarms. He was
abnormally till. Only apulsein histemple and hiswhitened knuckles gave any measure of histhoughts.

A firewas burning in the large hearth and itsflickering lights offered the only movement in the room. Even
the house dogs had stopped their ceasdess prowling up and down among the guests, and the guests
themselves were Stting as still astheir Lord, every eye, without exception, watching him. Apart from the
crackling of thefire, the only sound in the hdl was the breething of the newly arrived messenger, standing
stock-till by the Lord, but still bresthless from hislong and frantic journey.

One of the dogswhined alittle. Eldric bresthed out a sigh of resignation and turned to the messenger.

‘Youare...? heasked quietly.



‘Hrostir, Lord. Second son of the Lord Arinndier. Serving with his High Guard.’

Eldric nodded in acknowledgement and turned his gaze forward again. The tension seemed to have gone
from him alittle, but the pulse dtill throbbed in histemple.

‘I recognize you now, Hrogtir. Y ou' ve grown agreat ded sincel last saw you. How isyour father?
‘Well when | left him, Lord, but that was some time ago. I’ ve been on Palace duty.’

Eldric nodded, then his face twisted momentarily into a spasm of distress, and his hands tightened once
more on the wooden heads of the chair arms. Leaning forward, he took up the document that Hrostir had
given him, and looked at it for the second time.

“You' vedonewel, Hrogtir,” he said, his deegp voice regaining its norma tone of command. *Very well.
Y our father can be proud of you.” He raised his hand and indicated the table. * Join our meal. Take what
you want, then rest yoursdlf. I’ll need to talk to you very shortly.’

‘My horse, Lord,” said Hrodtir.

‘It sbeing tended, Lord,” volunteered the servant who had brought the ingstent messenger into the hall.
Eldric nodded to the servant and then again to Hrostir, to indicate that he could now eat with aclear
conscience. Hrostir bowed and made hisway to one of the empty seats that were aways | eft at the
Fedtivad table.

Eldric rested hishead on his hand thoughtfully for amoment and then beckoned the servant. The man
bent forward to receive hisingructions and then |eft the hall quickly. Eldric turned his attention to his
guests, his bearded face amixture of anger and sudden weariness.

‘My friends,” hesaid. ‘It'ssaid to be agood omen when an unexpected guest arrives at the First Feast of
the Grand Festival. And | consider it particularly auspicious that the guest isthe son of my old friend.
However, we' rein need of such an omen, for he' sbrought . . . grim news. His disturbance of our feast is
our pleasure, but | fear the paper he' s brought will disturb usless pleasantly.’

He paused asif reluctant to say the words out loud. Then, sensible of hisduties, and like aman who must
kill awounded horse, swiftly and cleanly, leaving the mourning for another time, he spoke.

‘The King has suspended the Geadrol. The Great Council of Lordsisto sit no more.’

Histone was amixture of defiance and resignation, and its cutting edge severed thetenson inthe hall. A
hubbub of disbelief, anger and shock rose up from his guests. Eldric sat back in his chair with hishead
bowed until the babble faded away as one persistent voice spoke al their questions.

‘What doesit mean, Lord?

The questioner was Tirke, afriend of Eldric’s son Jaldaric, currently seconded, like Hrogtir, to the King's
sarvicein the capita of Fyorlund, Vakloss. Eldric did not like Tirke. He considered him to be impatient,
rash and arrogant, and his assessment was indeed accurate asfar asit went. However, for his son’s sake
he tolerated him, awarethat if he forbade the friendship it might continue clandestindy and the guilt of this
would probably bring Jaldaric further under Tirke' sinfluence.

He remembered avulgar barrack-room epithet about it being better to have someoneinside the tent
‘looking’ out rather than outside ‘looking' in, and the thought made him smile unexpectedly. The smile
coloured hisview of Tirke. Hewas, after dl, only ayoung lad, and we al do foolish thingswhen we are

young.



‘It means, Tirke, what it says. The Geadrol is suspended. The King will rule without the benefit of the
advice of hisLords’

‘And restraint, said avoiceto hisleft. Eldric nodded aworried acknowledgement.

‘Hecan't dothat,” burst out Tirke, banging his hand on the table. Severd voiceswereraised in
agreement. Eldric picked up the paper and brandished it.

‘He has doneit,” hesaid. ‘I’'m no lawyer, but | imaginethisedict islega and within the Law. Rgoric has
had many troublesin hisreign and much persona sadness, and not dl his actions have been of the wises,
but I'm sure he' d do nothing that wasn't legal nor in the best interests of the country, however it might
appear to us a the moment.’

Tirke made a contemptuous noise.

‘He' sbeen working for thisfor years. Chipping away at the rights and power of the Geadrol bit by bit, al
withthisinmind.

Eldric opened his mouth to speak, but Tirke continued. ‘1I’m sorry, Lord Eldric, but | must spesk as|
think. Y ou know I’'m right. He' s steadily reduced the effectiveness of the Geadrol over many years, and
he picks now to do this. Not just the Festival of the Four Guardians, but the Grand Festival, when
everyone saway to their estates. Only once in six years does this happen.’

Eldric was beginning to become angry. Though whether it was Tirke s unpleasant, hectoring manner, or
because hefelt inclined, againgt his Oath of Fedlty, to agree with him, he could not have said.

‘“Tirke, these are times of change. Troubled times. The King isn't blessed with the good hedlth that most
of usarefortunatein ...’ Helos histrain of thought and shook hishead irritably. In any event, he
doubted he could plead too well on behaf of the King.

Somewhat at aloss he said. “Why would he want to rule without his Lords, Tirke? Why? It sdifficult
enough even with advisers’

Tirke looked at him impatiently and leaned forward on the table.
‘The King wants dl authority in his hands’

‘Authority? queried Eldric. ‘ Authority. What isauthority, Tirke? It snot athing that can be seized likea
... goblet.” He picked up aglassin demongtration. * Authority can only be given, and freely given at that.
Given by the people to the Lords and the King. And it’ s hedged about by our ancient Law, for the
protection of al. You can’'t seize agift. And anyway, who' d want to seize such aburden astherule of al
Fyorlund?

His age seemed to have falen from him and his voice was strong and firm, but Tirke was not daunted.

‘Lord Eldric, with respect, you speak of things asthey should be. | speak of them asthey are. You
speak from agood and just heart, aheart that can’t see evil in people.’

Eldric’ seyes narrowed.

‘Take care, Tirke. Y ou abuse your friendship with my son, and the Festival hospitaity. Your talk is
nearly treasonable’

But Tirke was not listening. His excitement and anger carried his thoughts beyond his discretion.



‘1 mean no disrespect to the King, Lord, but he' sasick man. Even with the Lords' advice, it' sdifficult
for him to fulfil the duties of Kingship. We heredl know that Dan-Tor isthe red Kingly authority, and
has been for years.’

Hewrinkled hismouth in distaste at the name of the King's chief adviser and physician.

‘Enough, Tirke,” said Eldric loudly. Thelad wastdling the truth, but Eldric could not alow the King to be
impugned. ‘Lord Dan-Tor, Tirke, isthought of most highly by the King. He' s brought him great comfort
and solacein hismany troubles’

Then, to try to cam the young man, he continued, ‘ Although | admit he’ snot to everyone sliking. We
should be thankful for what he’ s done for our King.’

The dight softening of histone did not have the effect he sought. It released amonumental outburst from
Tirke. He banged hisfist on the table again and jumped to his feet.

‘Lord Eldric, areyou blind? That . . . devil’s spawn out of Narsindal has our King strung like a puppet.
It shewhowants. ..’

‘Enough!” Eldric’ s voice thundered down the table and stopped Tirke in mid-sentence. The sudden
impact made him step back and he reached down with one hand to hold his chair to prevent himsalf from
stumbling over it. Suddenly sobered, hisface went white. Eldric too had stood up. He was quivering with
rage and his normdly ruddy face waslivid. His grey beard and hair seemed amost to be bristling.

‘Enough. | told you before that you abused my son’ s friendship and my hospitaity. Now you impugn the
King and his advisers and you mention the name of that land at my Festival Feast.” He pushed his chair
back angrily and strode around the table until he stood facing Tirke.

Tirke stood very ill, looking at him, his mouth tight and his eyes fearful.

‘Go to your quarters, Tirke,’ said Eldric, unexpectedly quietly, but with abarely controlled rage. * Reflect
onwhat you've said and dlow camer judgementsto prevail. I'll atribute your indiscretion to the fine
winewe ve had tonight.’

Tirke nodded an awkward bow and turned hesitantly asif to address the watching guests. Then he
turned back to Eldric and atremor passed over hisface as he fought to control himself. He opened his
mouth to speak, but Eldric’ s eyes froze hiswords, and he turned away stiffly and marched to the
doorway of the hall, his shoulders hunched high with tension and hisfists clenching and unclenching.

Eldric watched the empty doorway for some time and then dowly returned to his seet. He dumped down
on it despondently asthelast of hisanger suddenly left him. Hefelt dightly repentant. Tirke had been the
recipient of the fears and shock that had arisen in him with the arrival of Hrogtir and the Edict. He looked
up a his guests sitting uncertainly about the table laden with the remains of the Festival Feedt.

‘I'm sorry, my friends,” he said, * but the lad went too far, Festival or no.’
Therewas agenera murmur of agreement.
‘I think his heart’sin the right place, but his mouth’ s another matter.’

Thelittle jest eased the tension around the table and Eldric, sitting back in his chair, raised his hand to
prevent anyone speaking.

‘I’ve dready sent to the Lords Arinndier, Darek and Hreldar, and asked them to attend me here so that



we can discussthis matter,” he gestured towards the paper, *and decide what to do. If necessary we'll
goto Vakloss and ask the King for an accounting. I’ m sure that some sound reason lies behind this deed,
and that asmple asking will dicitit.

No one offered any comment. Mot of them wereinclined to agree with Tirke, if not with his manners,
but no one felt inclined to argue with their Lord that night. Eldric stood up and smiled.

‘I'm afraid I’ ve disturbed our humble celebration and | apologize. However, I've done all that | can do
about our news until my friendsarrive so | see no reason why our festivities shouldn't continue.’

He clapped his hands loudly and the hal was suddenly filled with light and cheerful music. The cloudsthat
had gathered disappeared as servants and guests alike hastily cleared the tables and began the traditional
dancing and singing with which the beginning of the week-long Festiva was dways celebrated.

* * % %

The Geadrol wasthe King's Council of Lords. It advised him in dl matters and was an ancient ingtitution.
It had no leader; not even the King himself when he chose to attend and join in the debates. Nor did it
have any formal spokesman to take its considerations to the King; thistask was allocated according to a
grict rota.

The debates were governed by a gtrictly observed precedent. One Lord would speak, and would be
alowed to say his piece fully, then another would spesk smilarly, a scribe taking note of dl that was said.
After awhile, one Lord would, if hefdt able, summarize the various arguments, referring as need arose
to the scribe or to the Lords themselvesfor clarification. If his summary was accepted by the main
participants, then the matter would be thrown open to further debate, and he would act as Gatherer until
asatisfactory conclusion had been reached.

Necessarily, the task of Gatherer tended to fall mainly to the older and more experienced Lords, though
by no meansdways.

The conduct of the Geadrol wasthe envy of houses of government in many distant lands, but its success
was due mainly to the stern discipline of the Fyordyn and, as an indtitution, it did not travel well.

By tradition, the Lords in Geadrol were aways dressed and armed for war, but voices were never
raised, and interruptions were made only by the scribe or Gatherer. All had an opportunity to Sate their
case asfully asthey wished, and discussion continued until awide agreement had been reached. The
matter would then be laid before the King, whose acceptance was usudly aformality.

Only when the nation was threatened could this procedure be modified, and then only dightly. The
Geadrol would appoint asmall group of its more experienced members to handle matters. They, together
with the King, would use the same principle of thorough debate, but with lessformality and grester

urgency.

No one could say that the Geadrol was aform of government suitable for making rapid decisions, but
under normal circumstances, the qudity of the Lords debates, their judicious though not davish regard
for precedent, and their innate tolerance, ensured that such advice as was given to the King ensured in
turn a society that was, for the most part, free from those disturbances that made rapid decisions

necessary.

The whole was governed by the Law. Like the Geadrol, thisrelied heavily on precedent and it could only
be altered by the King and his Geadral, ‘ The greater part of the people freely consenting'.



* * % %

When the guests had departed to their rooms, Eldric sat alone, surveying the scattered remains of the
feast. The sight of hisnormally spartan hall so happily dishevelled, with its pandlled wals and elaborately
moulded ceiling lit by the traditiona many-coloured torches, and everything decorated with winter and
spring blossoms, never failed to induce amellownessin him that he relished. Hisfather had been agreat
celebrator of the Festival and its joy was rooted deep in Eldric’ smemories.

He nodded to himsdlf. In spite of the sombreinterruption, it had been alively affair, afine honouring of
the First Day of the Grand Festivd.

There would be more events through the week: more feasting and dancing, bonfires, pageants, games
and above all, traditional masgues portraying the greet events of Fyorlund' s history, with splendid
arch-villainsto be hissed, and great heroesto be cheered. It was ahappy up-ending of al the normal
socid disciplines and Eldric knew that the traditiona momentum of the Grand Festiva would alow his
gueststo continue their celebrations largely unclouded by the news of the King' s actions. But he himself
was lessfavoured. Now, for thefirgt time since the Morlider War, matters of sate responsibility would
dominate his thoughts through this happy time, and drag his oldest friends from their own celebrations.

He frowned and leaned back in hischair. Ashedid so, hiseye fell on the small shrine of the Four
Guardians. It was standing in its place of honour againgt the north wall of the hall where it had been
placed with dl due ceremony to mark the opening of the Festiva. Around it were candleswhose light
glittered from the ubiquitous Fyordyn symbol that topped the shrine—a polished iron ring.

The shrine was asmple, old-fashioned piece of work. No one even dared to suggest to Eldric that he
replace it with one of the more modern representations that came from Dan-Tor’ sworkshopsin
Vakloss. In hismind he knew its every detail. The figureswere old and worn, and bore only intermittent
traces of their origina paintwork. They and their shrine had been in hisfamily for many generations, and
he remembered the fedling of comfort and security that they used to give him when hewas achild. He
smiled as he thought of it, and wondered if his own son, Jaldaric, would in turn look back on such a

memory.

Heaving himsdlf up out of hischair hewaked, alittle shakily, acrassto the shrine. Then crouching down
as he used to, he brought hisface closeto it and peered in at the scene. Apart from the warmth of the
nearby candles on his cheek nothing from the outside world impinged on his senses.

Aswastraditiona, three of the Guardians, Sphaeera, Enartion and Theowart had their backsto the
watcher, and were gazing out across the black waters of Lake Kedrieth, where Sumerd, the Enemy of
Life, had sunk from thisworld of men after aterrible battle with the Kings and Peoples of the Greet
Alliance. Somewhere hidden in the shrine, Eldric knew, would be afigure representing the fourth
Guardian, Ethriss, the Guardian of Life who vanished from the field at the very moment of victory. It
would bewdl hidden by the makers of the shrine because to find it would be abad omen, asign of the
Second Coming of Sumerd.

The saga of the defeat of Sumeral was agtirring alegory of the conflict between evil and good that must
be fought continudly in &l men. No one knew the redl, time-shrouded, origins of thismyth, or why it
should hold such strong sway in the minds of the Fyordyn. Nor why it should be celebrated with yearly
revelsleading up to the Grand Festival every sixth year, with itsintangible but powerful sense of
regffirmation. That it wastherdlic of ancient celebrations of thanksgiving for the passing of winter seemed
to Eldric to be apeculiarly vapid explanation.

Eldric looked past the Guardiansinto theinky depths of Lake Kedrieth, and felt again his childhood



wonder at the kill of the artist in the snister qudity imbued initsdark, glistening surface.

Heamiled, alittle ruefully. That had been along time ago. Times were smpler then. Now, Fyorlund's
King waswesk and ailing. Therewas no heir from hislovely queen to continue the royd linethat had
been unbroken for centuries. Lords on the northern borders had been declared rebels smply for
opposing hiswill in the matter of quite reasonably extending their High Guards. And now this—the
sugpension of the Geadrol —an dmost unbelievable act. And over dl stretched the gaunt, enigmatic figure
of the King's persond adviser and physician, Dan-Tor.

Eldric looked deep into the little modd of Lake Kedrieth. Itslifeless surface seemed to ripple dowly and
ominoudy, asif something far below it were sirring. He shuddered and stood up, resting hisweight on his
cracking knees. He grunted at the sound. He did not like becoming old. Its sole consolation wasthat it
had given him the experience to better use the witsit had left him. And he would need them. People
would be looking to him for some response to Rgoric' s action.

He turned and beckoned Varak, the Commander of his High Guard.
Chapter 10

Hawklan was distressed when he heard Gavor’ stale of the happenings at the village since his departure —
Idoman damaging his hand, the tinker’ swares being cast out of the village. Strange and worrying events.
He nodded his satisfaction at Gavor’ s account of the villagers' actionsand of Tirilen’ streatment of
Idoman’sinjury and her laying words over the abandoned wares, but the healer in him was not moved to
return. Still hefdt himsdf impelled away from Anderras Darion, or rather, drawn by some force towards
the Gretmearc; aforce that became stronger as he moved further from the village.

He was quite proud of the progress he was making. Thiswas due in part to the good westher, but aso to
the fact that he knew where he was going. Not once did he need to consult the elaborate instructions that
Idoman had painstakingly written for him in the florid script and formal grammar of the Carver’ swriting.

This knowledge was a phenomenon with which he had been familiar ever since he had walked out of the
snow-blocked mountains to open the Great Gate of Anderras Darion. He had recognized each thing as
he cameto it, but it was arecognition without memory. None of the castle€' s countless roomswere
grangeto him, nor any of the miles of corridors. Even the mysteries of the terrifying labyrinth that
guarded the Armoury became familiar as he moved into it. But nothing carried so much asawisp of the
past initswake.

So it was now in the mountains. He knew the route as he took it. He knew mountain lore when he
needed it — more even than I1doman had told him — how to read the weather signs, how to pace his
walking, how to travel on the treacherous snow he might reach at the height of hisjourney, where and
how to shelter —dl werefamiliar.

And yet, he was not curious except insofar as he was intrigued by his own lack of curiosity. He had
treated people who had lost their memories and he knew he exhibited none of their symptoms; no
shape ess didiress, no fretful questioning, no haunting eusive familiarity in thethings around him, no
sudden flashes of recollection that gradualy became longer and longer. It was like nothing he had ever
seen in anyone e se. The knowledge was there. It dways had been. But it did not announce its coming or
itsarrival in any way. He felt no more reaction to the unending revelaions than hewould if helooked at a
chair and knew it for achair. It puzzled him alittle— but only alittle. Something in his makeup was above
such concerns.

On thefifth day out from the village, Hawklan woke and crawled out of hissmal shelter into acold mist
that obliterated the view in every direction, reducing vishility to asmal circle of snow-covered earth of



which he was the centre. He stretched and took a deep cold breath then wrapped his cloak tight around
himsdf and drew its hood over his head. Out of the corner of his eye he saw glistening pearls of moisture
forming on the edges of the fabric.

Heate alittle food and dismantled and packed his shelter, the snow crunching under hisfeet as he moved
around. The sound made him pause. The mountains were normally quiet, but there was dways a
background murmur echoing around the valeys. amixture of wind on the rocks and in the sparse
vegetation, distant streams starting their busy journeysto the sea, countlesstiny birds, insects and other
creatures pursuing their daily rounds. Now, in the mist, however, there was a different silence. Standing
very dill as he gazed into the greyness and watched his cloudy bregth, the only thing that Hawklan could
hear was the sound of his own pulse gently throbbing in his head. He found it peculiarly restful, and stood
for quite atime before breaking the saf-induced spdll.

Helooked round for Gavor. There in the snow were his characteristic footprints— one claw mark and
one smdl hole. He was abouit to cal out when asudden cry startled him. It came from the directionin
which Gavor had gone. Hawklan caled out hisfriend’ s name, but hisvoice fell dead in the damp migt,
and seemed hardly to leave his mouth. An equally muffled reply returned to him.

‘Here, dear boy.’

Hawklan waked dong thetrail of tiny prints towards the voice and soon reached Gavor, looking alittle
the worse for wear and walking unsteadily round the motionless body of asmall dead bird.

‘Gavor,” he said in some annoyance, ‘| wish you wouldn't kill things when I’ ve food enough for both of
Llsl,

‘Dear boy,” said Gavor, ‘I’'m well aware of your dietary eccentricities. Y ou know | wouldn't dream of
offending your delicate sengbilities. This one wasn't on my breskfast menu | can assureyou.’

Hawklan looked at him suspicioudy. ‘What was that noise then? he asked.
Gavor cleared histhroat.
‘Me, dear boy, | must confess. Me. Crying out in some considerable alarm.’

Hawklan waited, expecting some el aborate rigmarole to excuse this gratuitous killing, but Gavor offered
none.

‘| was pottering around, looking for sometasty . . . er . . . ledf, to start the day, when thisthing fell out of
the sky.’

Hawklan's suspicious ook darkened. Gavor continued.
‘Fell, dear boy. | assure you. Nearly hit me. Gave me quiteastart | cantell you. I'm il alittle shaky.’

Hawklan bent down and picked up the dead bird. It was exactly like the one that Gavor had chased out
of the rocks.

‘Do you recognizeit? he asked.

‘Yes’ said Gavor. ‘It sthelittle beggar who was watching you. Or itsdouble.” Then he flapped his
wingsexcitedly.

‘Ah, that’sit,” hecried. ‘ The noise. The noise. | recognizeit now.’



‘“What noise?

‘The noiseitswings made. That whirring sound. | remember.” Then, angrily. ‘It sbeen following usal the
way. I've heard it flying about and didn’t redlize what it was. Scruffy little beggar.’

Hawklan looked down at thetiny figurein his hand.

‘Well, it'snot following now,” he said, turning it over. ‘1 wonder what killed it? | can’t seeany injury. It
looks hedlthy enough.’

‘ Apart from being dead,” chuckled Gavor, before adding, insincerely, * Sorry.’

Hawklan held the bird close to hisface to examineit more thoroughly. He put hisfinger gently under its
head and lifted it dightly. Abruptly its eyes opened. They were yelow, and they glared malevolently at
him. Before he could react, the bird wriggled out of his hand and flew off at great speed.

Gavor rose up asif to follow, but the bird had only flown alittle way when it uttered a strange cry and
crashed straight down onto an exposed dab of rock standing above the thin snow. At the sametime,
Gavor cried out and fdll to the ground, rolling on to hissidein the snow.

So fast did these events happen, that Hawklan was gill standing with his palm extended. He looked at
the stricken bird and then at Gavor.

‘Gavor, what'sthe matter? he cried out, kneeling down by hisfriend.

‘I'madl right,” said Gavor, struggling to hisfeet, wings flapping awkwardly and throwing up flecksand
sprays of snow.

‘Look, look,” he said excitedly, thrusting his head out urgently, pointing into the mist. Hawklan turned
round and followed his gaze. The morning sun was beginning to colour the mist and for a brief moment he
thought he saw two tiny figuresfading into the yellow haze. As he blinked to focusin the disorienting
mistlight, they were gone. Gavor opened hiswings and skimmed off in the same direction.

Hawklan stood up and brushed the snow off his cloak. He walked over to the brown bird lying
motionless again on therock. Picking it up warily, and holding it well away from hisface, he gently lifted
itseydid. The eye was pae ydlow and quite devoid of life. With gentle fingers he examined the bird
carefully. There were no signs of injury, nor equaly, any sgnsof life. And yet somehow it did not fed to
be dead. He frowned uneasily.

Gavor appeared out of the mist above and settled on his shoulder.
‘Nothing,” he said. ‘Not asoul, dear boy. And I’'m sure | saw two of them. Little people. Like children.’

‘Sodid |, Gavor,” said Hawklan. ‘It was probably the mist swirling. It plays funny tricks on the eyes.
There’ sno one up here. We ve met no one since we started, and anyway they’ d have come to see what
the noise was about by now.’

‘Maybeyou'reright, said Gavor inaresigned tone. ‘But I'm sure | saw something.’
‘Areyou dl right now? asked Hawklan. ‘What happened? Why did you fal when that bird fell down?

Gavor put hishead on oneside. ‘I don’'t know,” hesaid. ‘It waslikeanoise. A strange noise, astrange
anging.
His voice changed and became very distant.



‘It was akilling song. I’ ve read of them on the Great Gate. And | was on the edge of it. It was akilling
song for that brown bird, and they had to sing it twice.’

‘Gavor, what in the world are you talking about? And who are “they” ?
Gavor’'seyeslit up inamixture of darm and excitement.

‘I strue, hesaid. ‘Redlly true’” He wastalking as much to himself asto Hawklan. * A killing song. |
could tell. But it wasn't for me. It wasfor that. It' sthe Alphraan. They'rered, and we saw them.’

Hawklan had never heard him gabble on so before.

‘Wdll | heard nothing,” he said. *And I’ ve never heard of an Alphraan, let alone seen one, o perhaps
you'd careto tell what you' re talking about.’

Gavor collected himsdlf. ‘ The Alphraan, dear boy. The Alphraan. It'sall on the Gate. Y ou must have
read it. High up, over on the right hand side. Tiny people who livein cavesin the mountains.” He spread
hiswings. ‘Miles and miles of caves. They make carvingsthat Sng and they use songsto hide themsdaves
and even to fight with when necessary. We' d better leave. They' re very discerning, they’ re not keenon
... humans’

Hawklan looked at hisfriend scepticdly. ‘ Gavor, I’ ve never seen anything about them on the Gate. And
sanging carvingsarejust avillagetae. All that’ s happened hereisthat alittle bird, which you happen not
to like for some reason, has died suddenly. Probably of . . ." He looked skyward for anidea. ‘. . .
exhausgtion maybe.” Then, defensvely, as he caught Gavor’ sexpression, ‘ And we saw the mist swirlingin
the sun and casting shadows, not magical cregtures from some old carver’stae!’

Gavor looked at him with undisguised scorn.

‘Look at it dear boy,” he said, nodding his shining black head at the body in Hawklan's hand, and
shaking ashower of dropletsloose. ‘It'sasfat asaripe apple. | don’'t know how itswingslifted it. That
never died of exhaustion. They had to sing their song twiceto kill it, that’ s how exhausted it was. | heard
them. It'snot my fault you' ve got cloth ears. And that was no swirling mist we saw. That wasthe
Alphraan.’

Hawklan grunted dismissively. ‘Very wdll. If you say so. But | think you' re going fey. It' s probably the
dtitude. Comeon.’

Helooked hesitantly at the dead bird. ‘We should find somewhereto leave this. It must return to the
earth.’

Gavor jumped down onto Hawklan's arm and examined the body. He shuddered.

‘Put it in your pack, dear boy. Nothing’ s going to et that. It doesn’t belong to the earth. It s repel lent.
I’m surprised you can't fed it. We must keep it with us until a suitable time for its disposal presentsitsdf.
It'll only do harm if weleaveit lying here’

Hawklan looked intently at hisfriend, puzzled by this enigmatic speech. He wanted to ask him what he
was taking about, but his ears were ringing oddly in the mist-damped silence and hefdt impelled to
move on quickly.

‘Come on then. Let’sbe on our way, he said, swinging his pack onto his back and dropping the small
brown body casuadly into his pocket. ‘ Maybe you'll recover your wits when we get out of thismist.” His
voice echoed peculiarly and menacingly in hisown ears, and for an ingtant he felt asthough he were



congtrained to acertain path asintangibly and yet as definitely asif he were in the labyrinth guarding the
Armoury at Anderras Darion. Beyond the path lay aroaring death, without a doubt.

He shook his head to dismiss the notion, then strode purposefully forward towards the sunlight glowing
through the migt.

Chapter 11

Hawklan began to notice achangein himsdlf. A broadening, an enlarging of his awareness and
knowledge. These were the only words he could find to describe the fedings within him, but they were
not very adequate. Asmore of hislatent knowledge quietly manifested itself, he felt as though he were
emerging from achrysdis; the world began to look very different, and he knew that he too was different.

He had sat off from Pedhavin apparently on awhim. Not exactly alight-hearted one, but equdly, not a
doom-laden compulsion. Now, as he and Gavor paced out the long londly miles through the mountains,
he redlized that what was moving him forward was not an idle whim, but astern resolve.

He was surprised to encounter within himsdlf both stedl and flint and their sparks drove him on, though
why he should be so driven he could not have said. He knew only that he must find the source of that
gppaling doll and perhaps now, since Gavor’s news, he must find aso the source of all thetinker’'s
wares. It was hishopethat in finding these, dl questions would be answvered.

Just as he had once awoken to find himsealf wandering in the mountains, unaware of who he was or how
he cameto be there, so he began to redlize that he must be awakening again. But with thisredlization
camethefedling that the past twenty years would prove to be but a short episodein hislife—abrief
respite. Twenty yearsin the Great Harmony of Orthlund and in the sanctuary of Anderras Darion.
Twenty years of lightness of touch, of healing and bringing contentment to people. Twenty years—
resting? —waiting?— preparing?

“You'relooking very pensive, dear boy.” Gavor interrupted his thoughts.
‘That will be because I’'m thinking, Gavor,” Hawklan replied, alittle more tartly than he had intended.
Gavor drew in along hissing breath and then clicked his black tongue reproachfully.

‘Not agood idea, dear boy,” he said. ‘Humans don't redlly have the brain for it. It' sawell-known fact.
Wearsit out, you know.’

He hopped onto Hawklan’ s head and tapped the top of it lightly with his beak.
‘What are you doing? said Hawklan, waving his hand vaguely over his head to didodge the bird.

‘Just checking, dear boy,” replied Gavor, nimbly jumping up and down to avoid the flailing hand, and
kesping hisbaance by soreading hiswingsalittle, pinions gently flicking theair.

‘Y es, thought o, he said. ‘ Digtinctly hollow sound developing. And our normd placidity and equanimity
aren't what they could be, arethey?

‘Of coursenot,” said Hawklan. ‘Nor would yours be if you' d some demented bird trying to peck its way
into your skull.

Gavor swooped off Hawklan’ s head and then soared up into the air with alaugh. Hawklan ran his hands
through hisdishevdled hair.



‘I can livewith most of your bird impressions, Gavor —just. But I’ m not too keen on your woodpecker.’
Gavor turned over and over in awarm updraught. Thejoy of it made him laugh out loud in sheer ddlight.

‘A true artist must live his part you know, dear boy. It's an endless struggle for perfection,” he shouted.
Then he performed hisinadequate nightingae briefly, and cried, ‘ Come on up. Thear’ ssplendid.’

Hawklan shook his head and smiled broadly, his green eyes bright. There were times when Gavor
seemed to have a boundless capacity for glee. Watching the black shape twisting and turning high above
him in the blue sky, Hawklan admitted to himsdf asmal twinge of envy. Thedight taint of thisemotion
did not however, mar the enjoyment he felt in watching hisfriend’ s happiness, but it brought to his mind
theincident inthemig.

Theinert body of the brown bird felt heavy and anxiousin his pocket. ‘ Don't know how those wings
could carry it, Gavor had said. And then the strange figures. He was as sure as Gavor that he had seen
something, someone, two tiny figures. But he had not wanted to pursue them for some reason. Hismind
had seemed to be full of sounds urging him away from the mist and the high ground.

He was about to shout up to Gavor and ask him more about the Alphraan, when Gavor called out,
‘Visitors coming, Hawklan,” and dropped down to perch on anearby rock.

Thevigtors proved to be villagers from Pedhavin returning from the Gretmearc: Jareg with hiswifeand
children. Mogt of the Orthlundyn threatened to visit the Gretmearc at least oncein their lifetime, but few
actually got round to it; there was aways some more pressing matter at home. Jareg however, was an
exception. He was dways thought of as being rather restless by his neighbours. ‘It showsin hiswork,’
they would say. ‘Hisfather wasthe same. Hasty. Touch of Riddin blood in the whole family, if you ask
me.” And asif in confirmation, he had actually packed his bags and taken hisfamily on this great
adventure.

They dl greeted Hawklan warmly asthey came together on the narrow path, the children embracing him,
and thewife gtaring at him with open, laughing admiration.

‘Didn’t recognize you, Hawklan, dressed like that. Swword and al,” she said with teasing irony. 'Y ou look
like agreat warrior, not our healer. What are you doing here? Hawklan kissed her on the forehead and,
acknowledging her comment with an embarrassed smile, looked for something to deflect the conversation
from both his appearance and the reason for hisjourney. It was not difficult, for Jareg had with him a
large, black horse, walking listlessly behind his two packhorses. Hawklan fdt the pain radiating fromiit.

‘Bought yourself apresent | see’ he said in some surprise, indicating the anima. The Orthlundyn rarely
bought horses, usualy being able to meet their few needs from their own stock.

‘Yes,’ said Jareg doubtfully. ‘But I'm not so sureit was agood idea. Helooked al right at the market,
and he' safine creature— Muster stock. | thought he’ d be good to breed from. But something seemsto
bewrong with him.’

Hawklan took the horse' s handsome black head in histwo hands, and spoketoit.
‘Areyou dl right? heaskedit.

The horse made no reply, but showed the whites of its eyes and |ooked for amoment asif it might shy
away from him. Hawklan spoke again, gently, laying his hand on itsforehead. * Don't be frightened. Tell
me what' sthe matter.’

The horse till looked fearful, and did not answer.



“Y ou bought this at the Gretmearc, you say? Hawklan asked. Jareg nodded.

Hawklan was puzzled. Animalswere as subtle and sengitive in their feglings as humans, not infrequently
more S0, but they were usualy much more straightforward to dedl with. He began to wonder if indeed a
Riddin horse would spesk a different language from an Orthlundyn horse, but that was nonsense. He was
sure this one understood him and chose not to reply . . . or could not. And it wasin somekind of pain.
Hetried again, but again there was no response.

‘What' s the matter with it? Jareg asked. Hawklan' s lean face showed his doubts.
‘| don't know,” hesaid. ‘It won't talk to me’

‘It saMuster horse, but that should act initsfavour,” said Jareg. * They work them hard but they look
after them very well.” He patted the horse anxioudly. * Thinking about it, there must be something wrong
withit. | don’t think the Muster normally sell their horses. But . . ." he laughed good-naturedly. ‘ Those
Gretmearc people would sdll you your own shirt, and send you away fedling you' ve got abargain.’

Hawklan nodded. He had heard of the Riddin Muster from Idoman and Loman. It was ardlic of some
ancient time but it was now deeply embedded in the culture and hearts of the Riddinvolk. At the
appropriate command, an eaborate and rapid system of messengers could bring thousands of people
riding to the defence of the land, working in highly organized and trained groups of anything up to twenty
thousand riders.

The Muster awaystrained regularly, adtrict rota of duty and work sharing ensuring that the disruption of
the norma working lives of the people was minimal. And everyone —men, women, and even children—
participated without exception. It wasits continua state of readiness that enabled it to hold off the
Morlider raiders until help came from Fyorlund and Orthlund some twenty years or so ago when the
Morlider had attacked with such suddenness and such unprecedented viciousness.

In more peaceful times, its meetings were full of ceremony, hectic merrymaking, and displays of
horsemanship, but never at the cost of basic effectiveness. The down-to-earth Riddinvolk always
assumed that the Muster had been formed to deal with the Morlider in the distant past and never lost
sght of that fact. Folklore however, took its formation back into legend and amyth, and linked it with
great warsin times beyond remembering, when aterrible evil had arisen and had been defeated only after
many years of bitter and bloody dtrife.

The quaity of Muster horses was legendary. Hawklan nodded. ‘It certainly seemsto bein excdlent
condition,” he said, as he walked quietly around the horse, stroking it soothingly and fedling its responses
under hishands. ‘Yes. Excdlent. But .. .

He stepped back, hisface furrowed into an uncharacteristic frown. Healing involved, amongst other
things, entering into the pain of the sufferer, and when Hawklan felt asnister, strangling, restraint deep
within him, he recognized it as belonging to the horse. His green eyes narrowed.

‘| thought it was just shocked in someway,” he said thoughtfully, asif to himsdf. ‘But it fed s asif
someone has laid agtifling hand on its heart to slenceiit.’

He seemed puzzled by his own words. The ideawas horrific and a spasm of pain passed over hisface as
he turned away from the horse. ‘Y es. That’ swhat’ s happened,’” he said, laying a hand on the horse again.
‘There’ s something deep ingdeit that | can barely reach, let done move. Who would do such athing?
And how?

A cloud passed over the sun briefly, echoing the fedling of darkness that Hawklan's concern had brought



to the group.

Hawklan reached up and, putting his arms about the horse’ s neck, rested hisforehead againgt it and
closed hiseyes. For seemingly endless minutes, the group stood still and silent, like the mountains
themsalves. Sowly the horse' s great head sank lower and lower, and it began to breath noisily, in unison
with Hawklan’s own breathing. Then, abruptly, it jerked upright and whinnied dightly. Hawklan stepped
back, his eyeswide and watering tearfully, hisforehead glistening.

‘What have you done? said Jareg anxioudly.

Hawklan shook his head, and wiped his eyeswith akerchief offered to him by Jareg’ swife. *I'm not
sure; hesaid quietly. ‘1 think | might have helpedit. It don’t think it'll get any worse, and it may be better
ableto hdp itsdlf now; it' sapowerful anima in every way.’

‘What should | dowithit? Jareg asked. Hawklan smiled and patted him on the shoul der.

‘Just look after it asyou have been doing. I’ ll be back in acouple of weeksor soand I’ll ook at it again.
I'msurel’ll be ableto help it some more. Don't worry. It' safineanima.’

His reassurance restored everyone' s good spirits and they spent some time showing him their giftsand
purchases and talking about the excitement and wonders of the Gretmesarc, before eventualy continuing
on their way.

Hawklan watched them thoughtfully asthey Ieft.
Gavor spoke. ‘“What did you seein the horse, Hawklan? he asked.

Hawklan shook hishead. ‘I don’'t know,” hesaid. ‘I’ ve never felt the like. But it was nothing naturd,
that’ sfor sure. It felt primitive—very old. It was horrible” He shuddered.

Gavor cocked his head to one sde at this untypica response. * If it wasn't naturd then it was unnatural
he said. ‘Who would do such athing, dear boy? Come to that, who could do it?

Hawklan pondered. Idoman, aFirg Carver, dipping with achisd. A tinker with unclean wares that
deceived the sght of the Orthlundyn — and disturbed hisown equilibrium. A fine animal ruthlesdy
invaded. He stood silent for amoment, then he smiled ruefully. ‘I don’t know that either, Gavor, but |
fear we' re being mani pulated and that we' re destined to find out why at the Gretmearc.’

Gavor nodded. Hawklan had told him al that words could offer. ‘Very well, dear boy,” hesaid. ‘Il
continue to watch your back.’

Hawklan turned round to look at the departing family. They were on the skyline and they turned to wave
before dropping out of sight. He saw the horse throw its head back, and he bent forward to catch the
faint, distant sound.

‘What did it say? Gavor asked.

Hawklan frowned asif in pain. ‘It said, “ Take care at the Gretmearc — old enemies are abroad.” ’
Gavor turned abeady eye on him. ‘ That’snot much use,” he said.

Hawklan looked a him crossly. ‘No,” he said. *Buit it cost that horse dear to say it.’

He rested his hand on the pommel of the black sword, and the spring sun sparkled in atear than ran
down hisfacein memory of the pain he had felt in the horse.



Old enemies, hethought. And I’ m waking — being drawn?—towards them. | wonder if I’ll know them
when | seethem?

Chapter 12

It was with somerelief that Eldric welcomed the last of the three Lords he had summoned following
Hrostir' s news of the suspension of the Geadrol.

Lord Darek rode into the courtyard with hissmal, yellow-liveried escort, and dismounted siffly.
‘I'm sorry,” were hisfirst wordsto Eldric. ‘1 cameasquickly as| could, but | don’t ridelike | used to.’

Eldric smiled warmly and took his hand. ‘ Nonsense. Y ou're here agood day earlier than | thought you'd
be’ hesad. ‘It'salongjourney. I’'m only sorry you' ve had to make it under such circumstances, and at
thistime of dl times. Y ou must rest awhile beforewetak.’

Darek shook hishead. ‘No,” he said. ‘ Let me attend to my men and then we'll talk right away. | couldn’t
begin to rest with dl the hares your news set running around in my head, and | presume you' ve dl been
pacing thefloor for at least two days waiting for me. And being none too charitable about the delay.’

Eldric raised his hands and shrugged in mute confession and gpology. * Y ou dways were too sharp,
Darek,” hesaid with aamile. ‘ Comeinsgde. My men will attend to your escort and the horses, and we'll
join Hreldar and Arinndier straight away.’

Leading his guest through a blossom-decorated doorway, he added wryly, * Y ou'll not decline alittle
Fedtivd farewhileyou'retaking, | trust? Darek alowed abrief smile of acknowledgement to light up his
thin, dour face.

Within minutes they had joined the othersin one of the rooms of Eldric’ s private quarters. It was smply
decorated and well-lit with ample comfortable furniture, and Darek sat down in a capacious chair with an
auraof consderablerdlief.

Thefour Lords presented a considerable contrast. Eldric, bluff, solid and open-countenanced; by a
month or so the senior in years, but by far the most senior in the eyes of the people and his peers.
Arinndier, somefive years younger, but bigger and stronger and with the demeanour of amuch younger
man. Darek, thin and wiry, with aqui€t, rather scholarly manner. And finally Hreldar. A redl Festiva
Lord, as Eldric described him. Round faced and jolly. A man much given to easy and infectious laughter.

For al their contrasts however, they were bound by long ties of affection and loyalty. Tiesforged mainly
during the years they spent fighting shoulder to shoulder in the Morlider War, and subsequently tested
and tempered by their long service together in the Geadral .

Ironicaly, for four Geadrol Lords, their conference was remarkably brief.

Hrogtir had little to add to the news he had brought. Leaving Vakloss at the end of hisroutine
secondment to the Palace, he had come across the edict aimost by accident, so quietly had it been
posted. It came as no great surpriseto any of the Lords that there had been no public outcry a such an
edict. For dl itsvirtues, there was no widespread interest in the affairs of the Geadrol and, at that time,
the Grand Festival dominated al horizons. Few things were deemed so serious that they could not be | eft
until ‘ after the Festival’. Taking a copy of the edict, Hrostir had ridden post-haste to Eldric with the news
rather than to hisfather because his estate was the nearer and because of his seniority.

He looked alittle uncertainly at hisfather as he concluded, but Arinndier nodded his approva. ‘Y ou
heard no rumours, no palace gossip, before this happened? he asked. * Noted nothing untoward?



Hrogtir shook his head. *Nothing, Lord,” he said. ‘ The Lord Dan-Tor is away somewherewith asmall
escort, | believe; but he never celebrates the Festival anyway, asyou know. Everything e sewas normal.
Everyonewasfull of preparationsfor the Festiva asusud.’

Following this, there wasllittle any debate could yield but conjecture and concern, and after awhile this
became abundantly clear.

‘We'rejust getting bogged down,” said Eldric, eventudly.

He stood up and paced over to the window. The spring sun was warm and pleasant on hisface. He
could see some of his guests on the lawn below performing an impromptu and accel erating round dance
to the accompaniment of a pipe and drum. Others stood watching, encouraging the dancers with clapping
hands and shouts. Laughter filled the air as the dance headed inexorably towards chaos. ‘We must leave
for Vaklossimmediately,” he said after along pause. Then, catching Darek’ seye, ‘ Or at least, first thing
tomorrow. We can talk on the way and perhaps clarify our thoughts further, but we'll neither learn nor
achieve anything until we ask the King directly why he' sdonethis’

* * % %

The Lord Eldric’ s castle was not Anderras Darion. It was afine building raised with great skill and
understanding, but though much younger than Anderras Darion, it looked older despite the Festival
decorations currently adorning it. Its crendlations and corners had been smoothed and rounded by
countlessyearsin the cold, harsh winter winds that blew across Fyorlund, and its one walls were pitted
and blotched with lichen. Thick ivy clambered relentlesdy up most of the towers, actudly reaching the
roofs of some of the smaller ones.

A lesser building would have seemed to be decaying but, likeits Lord, the castle had aquiet, solid
dignity, showing only dightly theimpairments of old age, and demongtrating arobust grip on lifeand a
capacity for continuing for some time to come.

Commander Varak stood on one of the lower levels of the castle watching the four Lords and their party
dwindleinto the distance as the dawn sun broke through a streaky troubled sky and filled the scene with
long obscuring shadows. Idly he loosened a piece of damp mossfrom ajoint in the top of thewall he
was leaning on and flicked it over the edgeto fdl erraticaly through the early morning air into the dried
moat below. Screwing up his eyes he peered into the distance, but the new light, with its harsh contradts,
had swallowed hislast view of the pennants of the entourage.

He stood up and cleared histhroat asif about to speak. It was a characteristic sound, much imitated by
the cadets—when he waswell out of hearing. Like the Lord Darek he was thin and wiry, but his
movements were brisker and more precise thanthe Lord's.

Varak was aclassica example of aHigh Guard Commander. His subordinates both feared and loved
him and the loyaty he received from them he passed ungtintingly to hisLord. Helived ahard, spartan life
and expected the same from his men, though it was a point of honour with him that he would never ask of
them what he would not do himsdif.

If he had aweaknessit was that he could be too rigid and narrow in histhinking and reluctant to change
his ideas once they had been established. It wasthisrigidity that was making itself felt at the moment, as
the conflicting loydties of hisLord affected him.

The King's action in suspending the Geadrol was without precedent, and presented problemsthat even
he, asmple soldier, as he liked to think of himsdlf, could see. The Lords swore their Oath of Fedlty to
the People and to the King astheir Protector, ruling through his Lordsin Geadrol. Now the King had



suspended the Geadrol, by what right did he rule? Where then should the Lords place their [oyaty?

He was not however disposed to dwell on these problems. They were beyond any action he could take.
If he’ d been asked, he' d have told the Lords that they’ d only find out what was happening by asking the
King to hisface; but he hadn’t been asked, and it had taken them half aday to seethe obviousasa
result. He cleared histhroat and frowned alittle at his own insubordination.

Turning away from the battlements, he pulled histunic straight and brushed from hisarmsthe grit that his
leaning had lifted from thewall. Thusdid Eldric’ s castle shrink.

Walking through the castle he reviewed the task ahead of him. It might have taken Eldric sometimeto
see the obvious, but he had shown hisold military ingtinct at the very outset.

Following Hrogtir' s news at the First Feast, he had told Varak to find the old plans for removing the
entire household to the mountain stronghold. Varak’ s surprise had shown.

‘Have aquick look at them, Varak. Just refresh your memory. Seeif there are any obvious
improvements needed.’

His manner had been apparently offhand, but he had spoken in the Battle Language, something he had
not done since the Morlider War, except on forma occasions. It was an involuntary action and Varak
had been both moved and disconcerted.

He paused as he walked aong a ba cony overlooking the hall where most of the Festival Feasts had been
held. The dawn light was growing stronger and seeping into the room, illuminating the servants who were
just sarting to clear the remains of the Final Feadt.

Watching them he saw that one or two were till alittle the worse for drink, and quite alot of whispering
and giggling rose up to greet him. Mogt of it seemed to come from the direction of the north wall where
two men were staging amock sword fight with some bedraggled boughs of blassom. Inevitably one of
them lost his balance and, as he sought to recover it, he bumped into the Shrine. Theimpact was dight
but an abrupt and unexpected silence fell over the room and the man, suddenly sobered, hastily inspected
the Shrinefor damage. Hisfriends gathered round, anxious at thisinadvertent assault on one of their
Lord streasured personal artefacts.

Varak shook his head knowingly, and dlowed himsdlf abrief smile. He was about to turn away when the
little cluster broke up suddenly, leaving the original culprit isolated and reaching awkwardly insdethe
Shrine to adjust something. Asthey stepped back, several of the servants scribed a circle over their
hearts with extended forefingers. The ancient Sign of the Ring. V oices reached up to Varak in muffled
dam.

‘Thefourthfigure. ..

Varak sarted. The hidden figure of Ethriss must have been jolted loose and falen into view. He found his
own right hand reaching up to echo the responses he had just seen and he restrained it only with an effort.
Stepping back from the balcony rail, he cleared histhroat in some embarrassment at having falen victim
to such asuperdtition. Then, sternly, he brought his mind back to the more urgent matters|eft to him by
hisLord.

The casud ingtruction of afew days ago had just been made chillingly purposeful. Prior to leaving, Lord
Eldric had given him quite specific orders.

‘Commander, whilel’m away at Vakloss | want you to move the entire household to the mountain



stronghold. It'sjust an exercise of course, but everyone will need shaking up alittle after the Festival;
there sfar too much inclination to turn a seven day celebration into afourteen day one. My fellow Lords
will be doing the same, and we' Il see who' s managed the most effectively when we return. Probably ina
couple of weeks!’

Varak had saluted.
‘No questions, Commander? Eldric asked.
‘None, Lord,” Varak replied, hiseyesexposing thelie.

‘Good.” Eldric nodded gratefully. Then again, in the Battle Language. ‘| rely on you absolutely in this
meatter.’

Into our mountain strongholds like rebels, was Varak’ sfirst thought, but it passed dmost immediately, to
be replaced with agenuine regret.

Eldric’san old man, he thought reproachfully. He shouldn’t have to ded with thingslike this. And those
other three aren’t much use. Well, Arinndier’ sal right, but the other two . . . He made a contemptuous
gesture with hisright hand. Thank the Guardians this house kept the old values dive. Kept aproper High
Guard, well trained and disciplined. True, Arinndier kept his up to scratch, but he could not understand
how someone like Lord Darek, with his quiet shrewdness, could join in the current trend to turn High
Guardsinto ceremonid rather than combat troops.

No one threatens us, went the specious wisdom. A bit of discipline sgood for the lads, but no need to
risk them in mountain training, patrolling in Narsindd, doing endless tedious duties a the blesk fortress of
Narsndavak . . .

The argumentsrattied irritably in his head. It was dl wrong; hefdt it in hisbones. Darek’ sHigh Guardsin
their yellow liveries|ooked like abunch of spring flowers, and Hreldar’ s beggared description with their
multi-coloured liveries and braids and laces. A good breath of mountain air would blow them on their
backs, let dloneareal traning exercise.

Then, the unusud introspection and his congderation of the inadequacy of the High Guards of two such
important lords, seemed to shake loose many old thoughts, and stray piecesfell into placeto givehima
sudden fearful ingght.

The King had long since stopped The Watch — the rotation of the various High Guards as duty garrison
at the great tower fortress of Narsindalvak. For generations they had maintained a continuous watch over
Narsindal, both from the tower itsalf and through their regular patrols. Now that was no more! True, the
conditionsin Narsnda wereinvariably appalling, and no patrolsin Varak’ s memory had ever seen Lake
Kedrieth because of the mists that surrounded it and the ever-changing shape of the marshes that marked
its edges. However, the patrols had kept the men in good fettle and, although they had grumbled, it had
given them afedling of continuity with the greet traditions of the past, and a certain dignity.

But Varak suddenly saw the end of The Watch and the deterioration of the High Guard as part of a
corruption. No one these days could believe in Sumerd and his defeat by the four Guardians and the
Gresat Alliance, or that he might one day rise again from the depths of Lake Kedrieth. That wasfoolish
superdtition. But Narsindal wasindisputably abad place. Men had been lost there regularly. Its
predominant inhabitants, the Mandrocs, were bad enough: man-like, dog-snouted savages, but there
wereworse things lurking in those perpetud mists.

Varak shivered dightly. He had taken many patrolsinto Narsndd in the past and felt in his bonesthat



myths or no, it waswrong not to keep watch on it. Somewhere in those old stories was a hard kerndl of
truth that was not wisdly ignored.

Theword corruption lingered in hismind, and Tirke' s outburst at the First Feast rose before him —
Dan-Tor, that devil’s spawn out of Narsindal, has our King strung like a puppet.

Then old habits reasserted themselves. These were not problems he could do anything about other than
speak his piece when the time came. He pushed them aside vigoroudy, straightened up, and strode of f
down the sun dappled corridor, the echoes of his clicking hedshanging in the air like dust motes.

Chapter 13

Hawklan enjoyed the remainder of hislong journey through the mountains, despite some of the
leg-wrenching dopes he had to contend with. On more than one occasion he chose to leave the path to
climb some nearby peek, just for the sake of Sitting quietly in therich stillness and calm that the ancient
rocks exuded. Gavor too seemed to bein his natura habitat, spending most of histime gliding in wide
circleshigh overhead.

They met no other travellers, but Hawklan gradually learned of the many plants and creatures that
discreetly thrived there. Only thelittle brown birds occasionaly disturbed their peace. Hawklan would
see Gavor spirdling slently downwards towards some rocky sope or cluster of vegetation, then one of
the birdswould burst dlarmingly from cover and fly rapidly into the distance, itswingswhirring peculiarly.

‘l don’t know how they can fly so fast,” was Gavor’ s predominant comment. ‘ Or how they know I’'m
coming.’

At such times, Hawklan felt impelled to look again a the small burden he was carrying. It was
unchanged; no sign of either stiffness or decay. Dead and yet not dead. It felt dmost as though the tiny
body had been temporarily vacated — left empty for some reason. He shared Gavor’ s puzzlement.

Before he left the mountains, they offered him onelagt gift, just asthey had done at the beginning of his
journey.

He was nearing the top of along steep dope which led towards ahigh ridge. Perspiring fredy in the
warm spring sunshine, he sat down on arock and looked back at the green valley he had spent the
morning clambering out of .

| can see why 0 few Orthlundyn actually get round to making thistrip, he thought ruefully, massaging his
legs. But he dtill felt no urge to return, only the urge to continue moving forward.

Gavor’ sfruity chuckle interrupted hisreverie.

Turning, he saw that hisfriend was sitting on asmall outcrop of rock at the top of theridge. ‘ Come on,
dear boy, do hurry up,” camethe provocative cry. ‘ My legs are getting tired standing waiting for you.’

He danced up and down waving hiswooden leg asif to ease acramp. Hawklan looked a him
malevolently, but did not answer. Then, levering himsdlf to hisfeet, he started up the last part of the dope.
Gavor chuckled again.

When at last he reached the top of the ridge, Hawklan found it was broad and grassy, and he paused to
revel for amoment in the cool breeze that was rising up from the other sde. Gavor glided down to greet
him.

‘Come dong, dear boy, come dong. Don’'t dawdle. Come and see your first view of the Decmilloith of
Riddin.’



Hawklan followed Gavor across the springy turf.

Just as, days ago, he had suddenly seen a great swathe of Orthlund spread out before him, now he saw
Riddin. The view burst on him after he had walked alittle way past the top of the grassy knall. He
continued forward until he came to the edge of a cliff which fell away suddenly in asheer drop.

Riddin looked very different from Orthlund. It had forests and farmlands like Orthlund and it had a
harmony of its own, but it was not the Great Harmony of Orthlund: it looked busier, more hectic. It was
criss-crossed by hedges and ditches, and roads — so many roads and pathways that Hawklan could
hardly believe his eyes. Then there were countlessisolated houses and little villages, far morethan in
Orthlund. He fdt vigour and excitement in the harmony of Riddin and wondered what its people would
belike. He stood motionlessfor saveral minutes, then he opened hisarmswide asif to embrace the
whole country. Gavor spread his greet shining wingsin asimilar gesture and, laughing out loud, launched
himsdf into the void.

For the remainder of that day, the track they had been following led them down through softer, rolling
countryside, becoming wider asthey passed farms and the occasionad smdll cluster of houses. Such few
people asthey saw looked at them uncertainly, but responded pleasantly to Hawklan'ssmileand

gredtings

Finaly, rounding abend at the top of asmall dope, they found themsel ves looking down on the road that
would lead them north to Altfarran and the Gretmearc. Hawklan hesitated.

‘What' s the matter, dear boy? said Gavor, sensing his uncertainty. Hawklan did not reply.
Gavor followed his gaze down to theroad. * Ah,” he said after amoment. * Too many people, eh?

Used to the scarcdly frequented roads of Orthlund, and following hislong journey in pleasant isolation,
Hawklan felt amomentary reluctance to join the people he could see on the road below. Gavor flapped
hiswings, ruffling Hawklan's hair and ending hisbrief reverie. *Wait until it gets busy, dear boy,” he said
brusguely. * Y ou’ll soon find out what acrowd is’

‘Thank you, Gavor,” Hawklan replied, with heavy irony, as he started forward. ‘I really don’t know
where I’ d be without your support and encouragement.” Gavor laughed gleefully.

After alittle while however, Hawklan began to find the presence of so many other people asinteresting, if
not as restful, asthe quiet of the mountains. People were riding and walking, some alone, somein groups,
some empty-handed, some carrying packs on their backs or on their heads or in panniers. Therewas an
indescribable variety of carts—handcarts, carts pulled by horses and other creatures, even ornate
whedled houses, something that Hawklan had never even heard of. At each junction in the road, people
joined and people l&ft, but on the whole the road became busier.

‘It'snot Orthlund isit, Gavor? concluded Hawklan after awhile.

‘Ah, dear boy,” said Gavor wigtfully. ‘ There snothing like Orthlund in the entire world. It' sa specid
place. Very specid. But the odd trip away will make you appreciateit alittle more.’

Generaly the many travellers on the road were friendly and courteous, athough occasiondly the air
would be rent by abuse and vilification as the sheer press of numbers, where the road took them through
avillage or past some smdl roadsde market, resulted inevitably in friction between some of the many
disparatetravellers.

“You great donkey!’



Hawklan started at the sound of an impact and the none-too-dul cet cry that immediately followed it; the
proximity of both leading him to imagine he was in some way responsible for the former and the intended
recipient of the latter.

Turning, he saw that the owner of the voice was asmal, sout old woman. She was brandishing an angry
figt at ayouth who, despite the fact that he towered head and shoulders over her, was retreating and
raisng his hands defensvely. Incautioudy, Hawklan smiled at the Sght, just asthe old lady caught hiseye.

“You,” she shouted, making acommanding gesture, ‘you with the crow on your shoulder. Stop grinning
and giveahand with this’

Gavor’s head shot round as if he had been stung, and looking over the top of Hawklan’s head he
glowered at the old woman.

‘What did she call me? he muttered disbelievingly under his breath.
‘Shush,” said Hawklan urgently, as hislegsinvoluntarily marched him towards the beckoning woman.

The cause of the disturbance was adight collision between the woman’ s cart and the youth's, which had
left them with their whedlslocked together. Looking at the two protagonists, Hawklan had reservations
about the old woman' simmediate declamation of the youth’s guilt but, exchanging aquick look of
understanding with him, he decided not to pursue the matter.

It took only afew minutesto separate the carts, after which the youth was summarily dismissed and
Hawklan conscripted to hold the horse' s head while the woman checked her |oad.

“Y ou on your way to the Gretmearc? she cried, from the far sde of the cart.

‘Yes,' replied Hawklan, stroking the horse’ shead. It was afine, strong-spirited animal that radiated
well-being.

‘I'm going part of the way mysdlf,’ said the woman, bustling back purposefully to take the horse from
Hawklan. ‘ The horseisrested now so you can ride with me. It'll save your legs. And you won't mind,
will you, horse? She patted the horse' s cheek solidly and Hawklan felt the warmth of the animd’s
response. ‘Besides,’ she continued, glancing up a Gavor. ‘It' || be someonefor you to talk to. Y ou must
get lonely with only your pet for company.’

‘Hawklan . . ." began Gavor menacingly.
‘Oh, cried thewoman. ‘It talks.’

‘1t hissed Gavor under his breath. Hawklan threw him a pleading glance and with wilful awkwardness
Gavor hopped over his head and on to the shoulder farthest away from the woman. ‘ In deference to our
position asvistors here, Hawklan, hewhispered, ‘| shal refrain from entering into any badinage with this
old. . . horse-person, but do at least advise her that this it isa he. | can assureyou | am anything but
neuter.’

Hawklan smiled and, reaching up, tapped Gavor’sbeak. ‘Don't worry, I'll defend your honour,” he said
quietly. ‘But | don’t think you and the lady are going to get on too well. Give your feet arest.” And
Gavor was gone, his powerful wingslifting him high into the spring sky.

The woman watched him as Hawklan climbed up onto the cart. ‘I hope | didn’t frightenit,” shesaid
anxioudy. ‘It'll come back won't it?



Hawklan nodded. ‘ Don’'t worry. He Il bedl right.’

The woman grunted then flicked the reins gently. * Where are you from? she asked as the horse started
forward. Hawklan settled himsdf to the cart’ s gently swaying rhythm.

‘Orthlund,” he answered.

Shelooked at him in some surprise. ‘Oh,” she said. “We don't get many Orthlundyn over here. Quiet
kind of aplacel’mtold.’

Hawklan glanced at the busying traffic al around them, and nodded. ‘ Quieter than this, for sure,” he said.

The old woman laughed pleasantly. Y ou shouldn’t travel the Altfarran Road if you want peace and
quiet,” she said. Then she clucked at her horse, and fell silent.

“Y ou're not going to the Gretmearc? Hawklan ventured.

‘Blessyou, no,” the woman replied. ‘I’ m taking somethings up to my sister’s. Shelivesjust thisside of
Altfarran.” Then, after apause, ‘Mind you, | might look in there. It' salong time since I’ ve had agood
wander round, and | might find something for the Line's celebration.’

TheLine, it transpired, was her local Muster group, and the celebration was an annua event in honour of
itsfounding.

‘Redlly,” she confessed confidentialy, ‘ no one knowswhen any of the Lineswere founded. It'sjust an
excusefor aparty and abit of showing off.” Then she laughed again. ‘Mind you,” she added, more
serioudy, ‘we might have the Ffyrst with usthisyear.’

‘Ffyrst? queried Hawklan.

The woman'slook of surprise returned. ‘Urthryn,” she said, and then, casting her eyes upwards. ‘|
forgot. Y ou Orthlundyn don’'t have aFfyrst do you? Or aKing? She shook her head. ‘1 redlly don't
know how you manage over there without someonein charge”

It was aquestion that Hawklan could not begin to answer. ‘Wejust look after each other,” he said,
vaguely, but the words sounded oddly inadequate as a measure of the great respect that each Orthlundyn
held for his neighbour’ sright to pursue hislife unhindered yet not uncared for.

‘Horsesfor ploughs, horsesfor battle,” she said, shaking her head and frowning dightly, her tone
suddenly more serious. ‘It’ s not redlly for meto talk. Y our people pulled their weight when the Morlider
were here, and that’ s not forgotten, but a people need someone to lead them. What would you do if
someone like the Morlider suddenly attacked you out of the blue? Started destroying your farms and
your homes? Slaughtering your friends? Fight them one at atime? Shelooked at him purposefully.

Hawklan offered no comment. The thoughts were dark and grievoudy at odds with both the bright day
and the motherly figure sitting next to him. They had never occurred to him, but something deep seemed
to moveingde him. The woman continued. ‘ Still, as| sad, it’snone of my business how you run your
country. Y ou were good neighbours when you were needed.” Then, looking at him appraisngly,
‘Besides, you're afighting man, | can seethat. Y ou know you' ve got to have someonein charge, don't
you? However you pick them. We choose our councillors and they choose the Ffyrst —first among
equas. Up in Fyorlund they’ ve got their King Rgoric and their . . . what isit? Geadrol? Her voicetailed
away and she sighed. Hawklan felt her mood dip into sadness.

‘What' sthe matter? he asked, partly from concern, partly to lead the woman away from this oddly



disturbing topic.

Thewoman shrugged. *Nothing,” she said. ‘ Just mentioning Rgoric reminded me of Urthryn’slass,
Sylvriss. | was at their wedding, you know. Head over heelswith Rgoric she was, and he with her. They
were so happy. But . . .’

Her reminiscence was interrupted by Gavor who dropped out of the sky onto Hawklan’s shoulder,
making her gart.

‘There’ s some kind of commotion aong the road behind us,’ he said softly.

‘Commoetion . . .7 began Hawklan, but before he could continue, he caught a distant sound. It was
peculiar —like asingle word being shouted by different people one after the other. He turned to the old
woman to ask her what it might be, but she too was craning her head to catch the faint sound.

Then, abruptly, she turned away from the sound and roared, ‘Muster!” in the opposite direction.
Hawklan winced at the force of her voice, but noted that the call wasimmediately taken up by others. It
was soon echoing faintly aong the road ahead of them.

‘Hahal First Hearer again,’ the woman said, smiling broadly, and before Hawklan could ask what was
happening she clicked at the horse and it negotiated its way over to the side of the road and stopped.

‘Come dong young man, down you get, and sharp about it,” she said briskly, and with remarkable
gprightliness she jumped down from the cart and signalled Hawklan to join her.

‘“What' s happening? he managed eventualy, as the woman positioned hersdlf in front of him and gazed
back aong the road, screwing up her eyesin an attempt to see further.

‘Mugter,” she said, without elaboration. No wiser, Hawklan looked around and noticed that the road had
been amost completely cleared. What had been abusy, rambling crowd seemed to have been swept to
the sides of theroad asif by agreat brush. It needed no heightened perception to see now who were
Riddinvolk and who were strangers, for the crowd fell clearly into two parts. Thosg, like the old woman,
standing purposefully at the front, forming afriendly but complete barricade, and those like himself,
standing somewhat bewildered at the rear. For dl itsinformaity, it was an impressive display of
discipline

‘Mugter? Hawklan inquired.

‘It'll be here soon,” she said with abeaming smile of pride lighting up her round red face. “Won't be long.
Ever seen it before?

Hawklan shook his head.

‘Mogt strangersfind it very exciting,” the old woman continued. She rubbed her hands together glesfully.
‘I do. Even now, after al thistime.” She patted her horse’ snose. ‘Not asgood asriding in it though, isit,
old friend? shesaid quietly.

The good-natured firmness of the Riddinvolk, together with natural curiosity, sllenced any reproaches
from visitors about this unexpected interruption to their progress, and an unsought stillnessfell over the
waiting crowd. It was punctuated only by the odd figure scuttling rapidly across the road to seek a better
vantage point.

Then the sound of cheering and shouting reached them and, presaged by afearful rumbling which grew in
intengty until many of the strangers began to look adarmed, the Muster burst upon them.



Hawklan estimated there must have been about Sixty riders, athough he had little time to do more than
gasp and take an involuntary step backwards. He had an impression of crouched bodies— men and
women both — urging themsalves forward, of long heads and necks reaching out, of flying hair and manes,
of gleaming eyes and eated and determined faces. And of noise: the noise of hooves striking the hard
ground, of riders shouting, tackle rattling, and the crowd shouting and cheering. He noted that even the
old lady was bobbing up and down with excitement, and clapping her hands.

Then, as suddenly asthey had arrived, they were gone, and a shuffling silence descended on the watchers
asthey stood uncertainly in the settling dust. For amoment it was asif the force that had just swept
through them had taken their will to move for its own need.

The old lady turned round. ‘ There you are, young man,” she said. ‘Only asmall group, but &t full galop
on atraining run. And going well too,” she added with a knowing condescension. ‘What did you think of
that? Shedid not walit for an answer, but dug her elbow in hisribs. * Something to tell the folks back
home, eh?

Hawklan agreed readily. The whole thing had made a deep impression on him. The skill of theridersin
travelling at such a speed aong the comparatively narrow road, so close to onlookers. And the discipline
and speed of thelocasin clearing the busy road ahead. He found that his heart was beating rapidly and
powerfully, and his breasth was fast and shallow.

What aformidable fighting force, he thought. They must be able to handle dl but the most highly
disciplined infantry. Then amost immediately he wondered where such athought could have come from.
He had an unnerving sensation that, more and more, such dark and strange images were gathering at the
edges of hismind.

Who am 1? he thought, unexpectedly.
Chapter 14

Inasmdl clearing in awood about aday’ sride to the north of Pedhavin, the bright spring sunshine shone
down on agroup of young men. Some of them were cleaning weapons or tackle, and one or two were
reading, but the mgority were lounging about idly.

Their camp was clean and orderly as were the men themsalves, but from their various postures and the
vigour, or lack of it, with which those working pursued their tasks, it was apparent that they had been
there for some time and, despite the spring weather and the pleasant ease of their location, they were
ceasing to relish an enforced leisure.

‘Has he told you when we' re going to move yet, Jal? one of them asked, brushing an insect off hisnose
as he stared straight up into the blue sky.

The recipient of this question was awell-built individud sitting on agrassy knoll and leaning againg atree.
He had fair curly hair and around, rather innocent face. Looking up, he eyed his questioner narrowly and
then furrowed hisbrow asif searching hismemory.

‘I makethat the. . . twenty-fourth time you' ve asked that question in two days, Idrace,’ he said after a
while

‘“Twenty-fifth,” came avoice from somewhere. Someone e se clapped leisurdly and Jadaric raised an
acknowledging hand.

‘It could well be,’ he conceded wearily. * It could well be. But the answer’ s still the same!’



The questioner levered himself up and leaned on one elbow. He was dark-haired, with a hooked nose
and powerful deep-set eyes. ‘Wl then,” he said, with exaggerated shrewdness, ‘that meansit must be at
least two days since you asked him about it, mustn’'t it, Captain?

Jaldaric looked round idly for something to throw at histormentor, but finding nothing suitable, he stood
up awkwardly and stretched. Orthlund was a beautiful place, but thisinaction was beginning to be
soul-destroying.

‘Thank you, Idrace,’ he said, with mock formdity. ‘I shall attend to my lack of diligence immediately. |
shall dso retail your anxiousnessfaithfully to the Lord Dan-Tor. I'm sure he Il be most impressed by your
eager zed.’

‘No, no,’ Idrace replied magnanimoudly. ‘| ingst you retain the credit for yoursdlf, Captain.’
Jdldaric dropped grass on hisfriend s head. ‘Whereis he then? he asked.

‘Usud place,” said Idrace, shaking his head and indicating the direction with aflick of histhumb ashe
resumed his supine vigil under the spring sky.

Jadaric brushed the grass and leaves from histunic and, circling his shouldersto rdlieve their giffness, set
off down anarrow winding track.

It wasin fact four days since he had inquired about when they would be bresking camp and continuing
their southward journey, and he judged that another careful inquiry now would not be too presumptuous.

Normally he did not have any greet problem in dealing with the Lord Dan-Tor, though opinions among
the Fyordyn generaly were divided about him, often quite markedly. At one extreme, hewastheKing's
saviour and good right arm, cutting through old and fusty ways and leading Fyorlund into a newer,
brighter future. At the other he was a destroyer of long, cherished and vauable traditions, and aman
whose influence on the King was wholly pernicious.

For Jddaric himsdf, there was, admittedly, some qudity in the man that made him fedl uneasy. Something
he felt he could not see, like a shadow in the corner of hiseye. But asa Captain in the High Guard,
seconded to Palace duty, he had to judge the man by his actions, and hitherto, in his day-to-day dealings,
he had found the Lord pleasant, courteous, clear in his orders, and generaly thoughtful about the men
and animals. He' d served under far worsein histime.

After hislonevigt to that village though, Dan-Tor had changed. He made asingle statement on hisreturn,
and the tone of its transmission had brooked no questioning. * Our journey is delayed, perhaps even
abandoned. We must wait here until | receive news.” Since then he had become quieter, even abruptly
irritable on occasions. And he had taken to spending most of histime away from the camp, deeply
preoccupied, just staring out over the countryside.

Jadaric made aleisurdly progress along the narrow path. 1t took him through soft burgeoning grasses and
under natural arbours decked in scented blossoms. All around him birds were singing, and he could hear
gmal animals scurrying away busily at his approach. Eventudly it took him out of the dappled shade of
the trees and onto a smdll rocky outcrop overlooking the rolling Orthlund countryside.

He paused for amoment to allow his eyesto adjust to the sudden brightness, then following the path
around the rocks, he came to the place where the Lord was most usually to be found. Today was no
different. Thetal, lank, figure was standing motionless against the skyline, looking northwards. Not for
thefirst time, Jaldaric wondered how the man could stand so till for so long.



‘Captain?
Dan-Tor’ s voice made him start. He had not sought to approach secretly, but histraining made him both
naturdly slent and aware of hisgait and he had made no noise that he was aware of .

‘Lord, hereplied. ‘Am | disturbing you?

Thefigureturned dowly and looked at him for amoment, then abrilliant white smile cracked open the
lined brown face. ‘Not at all, Captain,” he said. * Y ou’ ve been remarkably patient. | presume you' ve
cometo ask when we' ll be restarting our journey.’

Jaldaric let out adiscreet Sgh of relief and returned the smile. ‘Indeed, Lord. The men are getting alittle

‘... bored.” Dan-Tor finished the sentence. * And you' re not finding it too exhilarating yoursdf are you?

Jaldaric avoided the question. ‘ Perhapsif you could tel uswhat happened in the village, Lord, it might
help,’ he offered. Dan-Tor did not reply, but turned away to look northwards again.

Therewas along silence. Jadaric did not wish to press his question and, having intruded, wasloth to
move away without being formally dismissed.

‘Don’'t be deceived by thisland, Captain,” Dan-Tor said unexpectedly. ‘Nor by the people’
‘Lord?

There was another long pause, then, * Terrible things have come from thisland in the past, Captain, and
may yet againinthefuture’

‘Lord? Jadaric repeated, stepping forward. ‘1 don't understand you. Thisisabeautiful country, and
such people aswe ve met have been . .

Dan-Tor' s hand went up sharply and Jadaric fdl slent. “ Y ou have neither my sght nor my knowledge,
Captain,’ he said, histone suddenly sharp. Jaldaric waited cautioudy. Once again, the Lord’s mood had
changed abruptly. ‘ Thisland is not what it seems, and its people are deep, devious, and dangerous.’

Dangerous to whom? The suddenness of the thought caught Jaldaric by surprise and only aconscious
effort prevented him from speaking it out loud.

‘Set themento their drills’ Dan-Tor continued curtly. ‘ Remind them that but afew yearsago they’d
have been serving in The Watch at Narsindalvak and that would have been amost sdlutary lessoniin
boredom and futility for them. We'll be here until | receive news. It may well be sometime. Dismiss’

‘Lord.

Chastened, Jadaric saluted and set off back down the narrow track. Once in the shade, he scowled
dightly at the rebuff he had just received. The Lord’ s comment however, was apt. He would indeed have
to bend his mind to keeping his men properly occupied. Thisidleness was becoming corrosve. It was
only amatter of time before the Lord’ sarbitrary irritability began to affect them al and then there would
be problems, so far from home.

As Jddaric waked away, Dan-Tor fixed his gaze implacably northwards. The interruption had irritated
him. Like some buzzing insect. What did these so-called soldiers know of waiting, of boredom?
Boredom. A fitting word for this merest blink of a penance. What word existed to measure the unending



eons he had been bound in the darkness?

He grimaced. Orthlund was afearful place, and lingering here with matters unsettled irked him
immeasurably, clouding histhoughts and judgement and twisting like an ancient knifein his heart.
Especialy so near to that snkhole of a castle, Anderras Darion.

Anderras Darion. Twenty years open and he had not known; his spiesimpotent in this accursed land.
But had He? What other eyes did He have?

Or had he, Dan-Tor, been sent like some expendable lackey into the darkness, to be His eyes because
al othershad failed? What tremor had He felt those twenty years ago? The implications made hisflesh
crawl.

A cloud moved infront of the sun, and his dark thoughts ebbed away dightly. At least his presence gave
hisbirdsther sght here. And wait he must, now. Wait until they told him of the binding of Hawklan by
his servant at the Gretmearc. Then he could abandon his southward journey and return with his
triumphant newsto Narsindal.

At that very thought however, doubts surged in upon him. What train of consequenceshad he setin
motion with hisimpulsve decison? Had thisland blinded him to make him take such arisk?

Blinded and perhaps blighted.

Still, the deed was done. If Hawklan were not Ethriss, then no harm could arise. He was still an enigma, a
man with a strange history and strange skills that could beyond doubt be used againgt Him in the fullness
of time. He must be examined, perhaps even turned to the true way. Many before had been so

persuaded, and been of greet value, rising high in His service, not least himself.

But if he were Ethriss, what then? Ethriss awake would see dl; would rouse the Guardians and sweep al
before him more crudly than before.

The chill horror of hisMaster’ swrath pervaded Dan-Tor as he stood in the warm Orthlund sunlight.

And yet the trgp, though new-made, was of an ancient and well-tried form. One of Hisdesigning intimes
gone. No one could seeit for what it was without the insight of the Old Power, and certainly none could
escapeit without great skill in the use of the Old Power. No. Thetrap could not fail. It was subtle
beyond any human imagining. And it would be well laid. His servant there was able and well skilled.

But ishe? The doubt rankled relentlessly. Can he safely use the Old Power againgt such aprey? What if
heis opposed by a powerful will? Will his patry human frame and spirit not shatter under such aburden?
Is he not dready unsound?

Dan-Tor drew in along hissing breath of rage as histhoughts took him on a seemingly perpetua and
unbreskable cycle of dation and terror. What rewards would come to him who bound Ethrissfor His
pleasure? What horrors would be bestowed on him who jeopardized Hisintent through an impulsive
whim?

The Lord gazed steadily northward, but his eyes were unseeing. His every fibre listened for the approach
of hissniger flying messengers.

Chapter 15

Then they werethere. Altfarran, where three rivers ended their tumultuous journeys from the mountains



and formed the swirling head of the River Endamar. And there was the Gretmearc; the massive, rambling
market that sprawled either side of theriver, itstwo halvesjoined by a huge, many levelled and
ramshackle bridge which seemed to be permanently full of people, animas, and vehiclestravelling in both
directions.

It was abrilliant spring morning when Hawklan parted from the old woman but it was | ate afternoon by
thetime he arrived at the Gretmearc. He was quitetired, having tried to wak too quickly through the
increasing crowds, but his heart lightened at the sght that greeted him. The Gretmearc was a blaze of
colour and movement. Itstents and stalls and booths, its rambling buildings, its people, everything,
flickering and shining in the sunshine. Itsnoises rose and fdll like the sound of waves on ashore, and
everywhere there were pennants and bunting and flags, countless flags. The flags of countries, of towns
and citiesand villages, of great houses and of individuas and companies, dl cracking and fluttering noisily
inthe brisk breeze.

Although he had grown used to crowds and bustle on hisjourney after leaving the mountains, Hawklan
found that the presence of so many people and so much noise and activity disorientated him alittle at
first. Gavor however, kept laughing raucoudy and flapping hiswings.

‘Look at al thosetrees,’ he cried, indicating the forests fringing the market on the far sde of theriver.
Hawklan did not understand immediately.

Gavor explained. ‘Where there are trees, dear boy, there are nests. Where there are nests, there are. .
‘... friends’

Hawklan finished his sentence resgnedly.

‘Exactly,” confirmed Gavor, tapping hiswooden leg in emphasis and anticipation.

Hawklan shook hishead. ‘| should have recognized the tone of voice by now,” hesaid. Then, sternly: ‘I
haven't come al thisway to end up treating your deservedly pecked behind, Gavor. Just concentrate on
looking for anything like that tinker brought with him.” Gavor dumped sulkily.

Despite histiredness, Hawklan began his seerch immediately, though as he began walking around the
Gretmearc’s many aides and walkways, he realized that his strange prior familiarity with places had been
fading since he | eft the mountains and was now apparently gone. For amoment he felt uneasy, but his
alarm soon passed in the bright sunshine and happy crowds.

All around him, people were shouting and peddling their wares.
‘Now, ladies, ladies. Y ou know me. I’'m aways here. | wouldn't . .
‘I’'m not asking twenty for this. Not eighteen. Not even sixteen ..’

‘Trust me. No, no. Don’'t. Go and see for yoursdlf. If you can’t find these same up the posh end at twice
theprice, I'll ...

Jewelery shone and glittered; dishes and plates, apparently unbreakable, were rattled and clattered
casualy from skilled hand to skilled hand; clothes and ribbons were waved and flourished, held out into
the sunlight and against bosomsfor critica ingpection.

Then, out of thedin, ‘. . . the very finest crafted toys. . .’

Nearly didodging Gavor, Hawklan looked round hastily for the owner of the voice. Hiseyelit onasmall,



round bal of aman with alaughing face. He was behind astal overflowing with al manner of children’'s
toyson thefar side of acrowded aide on the level beow where Hawklan was standing.

Not seeing astairway near a hand, Hawklan followed what seemed to be the common practice and,
climbing over the guard rail, swung down to the lower level.

As hereached the stdll, the little man craned his head back and looked up at him with mock
exaggeration. ' Y es, young man,” he began, a peculiar though not unpleasant nasal rasp in hisfriendly
voice. ‘Looking for presentsfor your children?

‘I'veno children,” said Hawklan unthinkingly, caught by thelittle man’ sfamiliarity.

‘Never mind, sir. A wdll set up lad like you, plenty of time. Perhaps something for the nephews and
nieces? Herolled round and riffled hastily through amound of toys at the back of the stall. Turning back
he brandished two ornate toy swords under Hawklan' s nose and made aferocious face. ‘Morlider and
Muster sets, sir. Always popular.” Then, prodding himself with one of the swords, ‘ Guaranteed harmless,
ar. Gretmearc guaranteed,” he added significantly.

Hawklan, laughing at the man’ s antics, shook his head and looked at the bewildering array of toys
displayed before him.

‘Do you have any tiny dolls? he asked. *Walking dolls— soldiers perhaps?

The little man’ s arms opened to indicate the miraculous justice of afate that had brought Hawklan to this
very stdl, and rolling round once more to his multi-coloured stockpile he emerged with asmal box.

Opening it ddlicately, he reached inside and produced atiny figurine. Placing it on the wide counter he
snapped hisfingers, and the figure started to march.

‘Expendve, dr,” camethelittie man’svoice. ‘I’ ll not deny that. But marvellouswork, sir.’

Hawklan bent down and watched the tiny figure carefully. It was indeed amarvellous piece of work —
walking up and down, asthetinker’s had, even executing alittle sword drill. But it was sincerely made,
and without corruption. With mixed fedings he stood up and, thanking the stalholder, rgjoined the
crowd.

Asthe afternoon wore on he examined many articles on many stals, but he found no hint of the
corruption that the tinker’ sdoll had borne. He soon learned that the toy seller’ s nasal accent was that of
the permanent inhabitants of the Gretmearc. It stood out distinctly among the wide range of accents and
didectsthat filled the air incessantly. He noticed too that the loca s talked louder and faster than anyone
else, with asharp and ready wit which could be very abrasiveif they thought they were being trifled with.
It surprised him alittle at first that this accent should be so different from the sngsong lilt of the
Riddinvolk; then he remembered the old woman telling him that the Gretmearc itself was not technically
part of Riddin but aseparate, self-governing enclave.

Hewasalittle disconcerted by the attention he himsdlf attracted, with his commanding presence, his
Black Sword and, not leadt, the till sulking Gavor on his shoulder. Only one person redlly troubled him
however, aweasd-faced man who latched onto him as he was passing awespons stall, and who kept
making ludicrous offersfor the sword.

Hawklan refused the man politely severa timeswhile Gavor dowly emerged from his sulk to watch the
man’ santics. Finaly he whispered in Hawklan's ear, and at the man’s next gpproach, Hawklan spun
round, his cloak hillowing, his green eyes blazing, and his hand on his sword hilt.



‘I'll give you this sword where you' d least gppreciateit if you don't go away,” he thundered.

Gavor, with his sense of the theatrical, hopped on to Hawklan's head and spreading hiswings wide so
that helooked like some ferocious helm, hissed menacingly a the man, hisblack eyesglinting and his
black mouth gaping wide.

The man stumbled backwards and fell over under theimpact of this assault, then scrambling to hisfeet he
fled into the crowd. There was laughter and scattered applause from nearby stallholders, and some
jeering after the fleeing man.

One gtalholder threw Hawklan alarge piece of fruit as atoken of appreciation. The weasd-faced man
was obvioudy well-known. Theincident cheered Gavor up considerably, though Hawklan was alittle
subdued by the effect of his own mock ferocity.

For somewhilelonger he wandered around but, coming unexpectedly across one of the formal deeping
areas, he decided to abandon his search until the next day.

The chegpest and smplest section of the deeping area wasfilled with open-sided shelterslooking like
great, wide-canopied mushrooms, each with a plain timber floor raised alittle above the grass.

Hawklan flopped down into the first free space he saw, gratefully ate the fruit the stallholder had given
him and, wrapping his cloak around himslf, fell adeep dmost immediatdy. Gavor cast aglance towards
the distant trees then, after some hesitation, took up a post by Hawklan’ s head. Soon, he too was
apparently adeep, but to the keen-eyed, aglint of starlight could be caught in his shining black eyesfrom
timetotime.

Towards the middle of the night, Hawklan awoke, dightly darmed, asif disturbed by some noise.

‘Sorry, dear boy,” whispered Gavor gpologeticaly. ‘ Tummy rumbles. Must have missed amedl today.’
Hawklan’ sface creased into asmilein the moonlight.

“Y ou never missed amed inyour life. It s probably someone you ate. Some unsuspecting insect having
itsrevenge.’

Gavor snorted, and Hawklan stretched himself carefully to avoid disturbing his neighbours. The air was
punctuated by a hissing cacophony of snorts, whistles and wheezes and, lifting his head, he could seethe
areawas completely full of deeping peoplelying in every conceivable posture. Some were lying by the
dying embers of an open stove that had been lit to protect them from the cold night air. Hawklan was
glad of the cloak that Tirilen had found, which had kept him warm in the snows and cool in the hot sun.

Helay back and stared out at the sky. Most of the stars had been obliterated by abrilliant full moon that
slvered the black void. He asked himself again what could have drawn him here so compulsively after
twenty years of quiet contentment in Pedhavin. But no answer came. No reason, no logic took him from
cause to effect. Just the drive that had said he must come here. Just the tinker’ svoice. ‘ At the Gretmearc
a Altfarran. They have many such toysthere” Toys! He shuddered at the memory of the prancing
mannequin.

But what was he to do? All that he could do was look around. If he came across any sinister item such as
those the tinker had sold, perhaps he would know what to do next. Would he have to trace these things
back further to amore distant source? And then what? Who or what could be making such things, and
why? And again, why was he being driven, or drawn towards them?

The thoughts tumbled to and fro in his mind, chasing one another around and around as he drifted in and



out of consciousness. He could not exorcise them, so he left them aone, |etting them flit about asthey
wished. Eventually hefell into a degp and untroubled deep.

Thefollowing day it rained. High grey clouds had blown in from the north, and they lingered over the
Gretmearc to deposit their contentsin along steedy soaking stream that showed every intention of
staying for the day. Fires appeared in the mushroom-shaped shelters and other places, and most booths
and stdls became drying centresfor the squelching crowds. Hawklan remarked that athough there was
no conspicuous sign of anyonein authority over the Gretmearc, things seemed to get done with
remarkable speed and efficiency.

‘Sdf interest, dear boy,” remarked Gavor. ‘We re some way north here, and the weather’ s more often
bad than good, so — keep the customers here by keeping them comfortable, and make atrade of it at the
sametime. These blighters pray for bad weether you know,” he concluded with an airy wave of hiswing
enveloping abusy lineof gdls.

‘I"d no ideayou were so cynical, Gavor,” replied Hawklan. Gavor pooh-poohed the suggestion.

‘Not cynical, dear boy. Wouldn't dream of being cynical. It' s no different to the Pedhavin farmers
sharing their crops with one another, or making Idoman their First Carver and then giving him food
because he won't be able to grow his own. Sdlf interest. They want his carving and his knowledge, so
they look after him. Same here. They need these people, so they ook after them.’

Hawklan conceded the point suspicioudy. He was certainly glad of the numerous opportunities he would
have to get warm and dry if need arose.

Gavor however, was less enchanted. ‘ Thisis ruining my feathers, dear boy. I'll realy haveto ask you to
excuseme. Seeyou later.” And then hewas gone, in aflurry of feathers and spray, before Hawklan

could spesk.

Inwhat promised to be aweary repetition of the previous day, Hawklan found himsalf wandering again
through the myriad winding aides and different levels of the Gretmearc, looking for something he hoped
he would recognize. The rain streaked down in asteady, unremitting vertical stream, but in spite of it, and
in spite of the grey leaden sky, the Gretmearc seemed to be asfull and as busy asever, and only
margindly less chearful than it had been the day beforein the pring sunshine.

He pulled his hood further over his head and wrapped his cloak around himself. He was quite glad that
therain dlowed him to do this as it made him fedl less conspicuous and hid the Black Sword that had
attracted such attention yesterday.

Towardsthe end of the day, he was beginning to reconsider the worth of the intuition that had brought
him there. True, it had been an interesting journey over the mountains, and the Gretmearc itsdlf was
indeed well worth avisit — he promised himsalf he would persuade Loman to alow Tirilen to come here
in the summer, or perhaps next year — but he had neither seen nor felt anything untoward once he had
become used to the rather frenetic atmosphere of the place. An excess of it, he knew, would not be to
histaste, but it seemed to be free from corruption. And al the goods he had |ooked at had been free
from any taint that he could note. Many of them were poor in quality by the standards of Orthlund, but al
were sincerely made and without maice. Indeed, some items had been made with a skill and inner
knowledge that would have earned praise even in Orthlund. Bowls and glasses, pictures, tapestries,
jewdlery, carvingsin many materias, objects brought from far distant places, things of great beauty and
harmony.

Thetinker must have lied, Hawklan concluded eventually. It was obvious on reflection. If the man knew
the nature of the goods he was sdlling, and he surely must, then he would have no desire to have the



source of such articles discovered.

Rather disconsolately, Hawklan went back to the rest area. Sitting with his back to the centrd pillar, he
gared for along time out through the open wals at the till busy market.

Shortly before sunset, the rain stopped and the cloud broke alittle. Evening was heralded by a deep red
sky and the plip-plopping of the last raindropsfaling off leaves and gutters. The air was fresh and cool
and clean, and Hawklan could hear the gurgling of water running along in places he could not see.
Gradudly he felt his despondency ease alittle.

Gavor appeared from nowhere, looking very pleased with himseif.
‘Ah. My faithful body shield,” said Hawklan, raising an eyebrow. Gavor was only dightly abashed.

‘Dear boy. | did keep an eye on you for along time, truly. Then | met an old friend, and wefdl to talking
and..’

‘I know,” said Hawklan. ‘ Spare me the detalls. Y our inability to resst the lusts of the feather islegendary.
One of these daysit’ll get you plucked. | thought this place would be too much for you as soon as you
showed me those trees.’

Gavor contrived to ook injured.

‘Dear boy. Youredly aretoo severeon an old friend. Truly I've had you in sight al day. Well . . . most
of it anyway. And damp and dull it sbeen | cantell you. | presume you' ve not found what you' re looking
for, hence this odium stored for poor faithful Gavor.’

‘No. I'm afraid not, Gavor. | fear thetinker smply lied, and I’ ve been following ahope not anindght. I'll
look again tomorrow and then we'll set off for home.

Gavor cocked hishead on one side, but said nothing.

They shared amed with afamily that had come up from the far south of Riddin. The husband wasa
lestherworker whaose skin was burnt and bronzed like the materid of histrade, while his much younger
wife was plump and homely. They had come to the Gretmearc to celebrate the wife' s acceptance into
her husband’ s Muster Line, and they had a contentment in one another that made Hawklan think he was
aready back in Orthlund.

They spent a pleasant evening talking about their respective homes and trades, and regaled one another
with the things they had seen around the Gretmearc. Later, when the couple had lain down to deep,
Hawklan sat for along timelooking at the glow of the fire shining on their relaxed faces.

When findly hetoo lay down, he found it difficult to get to deep in spite of being tired with the mileshe
had walked during the day and the quiet, warm and drowsy evening he had spent with the now deeping
couple. He looked out at the bodies lying al around, and at the occasiond figures wandering through
them, slhouetted againgt the lights of the Gretmesarc. He listened to the mounting chorus of snoresand
whistles mingling with the dying crackling of thefires, and the occasond fal of araindrop nudged out of
itsleafy hollow by astray breeze.

At last however, as he worked out what part of the Gretmearc he would explore the following day, he
fell adeep.

* * % %



He hardly seemed to have closed his eyes when they were open again and he was wide awake.

Something moved, only inchesfrom hisface. He blinked to clear hisvision, and found himself looking into
two baeful ydlow eyes, each bearing an image of his own startled face and the glowing embers behind
him.

Chapter 16

Eldric wrinkled his nosein distaste as the party rode into the elaborately paved square that fronted his
housein Vakloss. Arinndier smiled a Eldric’ sinvoluntary commentary, and spurred hishorse dongside.
Hemimicked Eldric’svoice.

‘Ha. Courtesy of Dan-Tor. Daytime at night no less.’

Eldric looked at him and smiled. * Y ou may mock me, young man,” he said, ‘ knowing | won't box your
earsin front of the Guards. But these things are an abomination, and you know it.” He gesticulated
contemptuoudy with hisriding whip towards the globes that floated high above their heads and filled the
sguare with alow humming and abright blue-tainted white light.

Arinndier’ s face became more sober. The globes were one of the many changesthat Dan-Tor had
wrought in the City under the guise of improvements, but while the argumentsin their favour seemed
sound enough, there was an intangible quality about both the arguments and the improvements themselves
that left him and many others decidedly uncomfortable.

‘They do provide a better light than our old torches,” he offered tentatively.

‘Better for what? retorted Eldric without hesitation. ‘When we were young, we' d no need to assault the
night with this.” He gestured again with hiswhip. ‘ No deeds were done under the old torchlight that
couldn’t be done in broad daylight. These things make more and deeper shadows than the onesthey
dispd —like the man himself,’” he added bitterly.

‘Times change,’ said Arinndier flatly. Both men sensed that the banter was on the point of turning sour.
Eldric growled, and jumped down from his horse. Another voice chimed in.

‘Hahal Y ou two warriors bemoaning the passing of the old gloom again, eh? It was Darek, who had just
trotted up with Hreldar.

Eldric growled again. ‘ The old gloom, asyou call it, served our fatherswell enough. And many before
them. And. .." He stuttered to a hdt as his friends began to laugh. Looking for away to conclude the
debate with a modicum of dignity and good humour he joined in the laughter and shouted, * And it didn't
make you look purple’

Asthe others dismounted, he put hisarm around his horse’ s neck, patted it affectionately and thanked it
for carrying him so well and so faithfully. The horselifted its head and shook it from sideto Sde, its mane
flying in the buzzing air. Eldric looked at the harsh shadow of the horse dancing over the ornate paving
and shook his head sadly. Still, there were more urgent matters to hand.

‘Comedong, my friends,” he said soberly. ‘“We ve much till to discuss and our horses must be tended
firg.

They had not intended to reach Vakloss a night, but an urgency had pushed them forward and they had
gained over haf aday dmost without redizing it. The early arrival however, did not affect their plans. In
fact, it would give them an opportunity for further discussion in more comfortable and, Eldric regrettably
had to concede, more secure surroundings.



They had talked on the journey, but although the Lords of Fyorlund did not hold themselves high above
the people, the close proximity of their High Guards and servants both when riding and &t their staging
camps made it advisable to avoid the more delicate aspects of the King's suspension of the Geadrol.
Whatever the outcome of their meeting with the King, it would not be aided by the gossip that could
gpring from someincautious remark by one of their retainers.

Thefour Lords were respected and experienced members of the Geadrol, each having served on many
occasions as Gatherer, but they were at alossto know how to act in thelight of the King's
unprecedented action. Such brief discussions as they had had on the journey had yielded no greater
inspiration than those they had had at Eldric’s castle, and they were till reluctantly obliged to concede
that their only choice wasto go to the King and ask him directly to justify his action before the Law.

It was not a prospect that any of them relished, least of al Eldric, asthe most senior. He knew that
Tirke soutburst at the First Feast not only represented the fedlings of many of the ordinary people of
Fyorlund, but contained agreat dedl of truth.

The King had been asick and tormented man ever since he had returned from the Morlider War with
Dan-Tor at hissde. Eldric had origindly, and for along time, attributed the King' s conditionto a
combination of misfortunes. To his coming too soon to the throne following the premature death of his
father a atime of great unrest, the Riddinvolk just having sent requestsfor aid againgt the Morlider. To
his subsequent marriage to Sylvriss, the beautiful daughter of Urthryn, the Ffyrst of Riddin, producing no
heir to the throne.

But now? Now he did not know what to think. That Dan-Tor was becoming the real power behind the
throne was indisputable. His boundless energy and considerable abilities had taken many of the King's
burdens from his shoulders at times when illness had struck him down, but these were not returned
subsequently. The King had less and less to do other than fret and ponder how it should be that he, in
generations of Kings, should be so ill-fated both in hishedth and hislack of an heir. More and more he
turned in on himself, becoming bitter and arbitrary in hiswhims.

That Dan-Tor was manipulating the King to dowly erode the power of the Geadrol might indeed be the
case, but why? Eldric, so used to the patient, interminable listening and sfting of the Geadrol, so used to
the counter-ba ancing weights of authority and responsibility, could not answer this, could not bring
himsdlf to believe that one man would want to take al authority to himself without regard to the
respongbilitiesthat such an achievement would bring. It was adiseased idea. 1t could only flit nervoudy
at the edges of hismind, never coming clearly into the centre where he could face and deal with it.

* * % %

‘He does come from Narsinda you know.’

Eldric spoke haf to himsdf asthe four men sat in hisroom. They had falen into an uneasy silence and the
memory of Tirke' soutburst had returned to Eldric’ smind and sent it spinning back acrossthe yearsto
the time when Dan-Tor had first appeared.

Thefour of them had been there, returning with the army from Riddin after the Morlider had finaly been
driven away. They had used the eerie, blasted Pass of Elewart for the sake of speed, instead of taking
the much longer, though less daunting route through Orthlund. The Pass led them into Narsinda and they
were obliged to travel dong the edge of the mountains that formed its southern boundary for some
considerable distance.

The progpect of an early return home after avictory well won however, prevented the dank cheerless
atmosphere from damping their spiritstoo much, and the torchlight now dancing in the carvingson his



golden cup reminded Eldric of the clatter and rattle of horsemen and equipment colourful and cheerful
even in the murk of Narsinddl.

Hefdt alump comeinto histhroat as he remembered the young King Rgoric, who had fought with so
much courage and led with such flair and inspiration, riding up and down thelong train, talking with the
men and cheering them on, especidly the wounded. Laughter, that was what came to mind — laughter.
What aKing he could have been.

Then, quite suddenly, King Rgoric waslaid low. A minor arrow wound, almost healed, unaccountably
deteriorated and he devel oped a severe and intractable fever which none of his physicians could ease.
Thetrain hdted and the gloom of Narsndd started to settle into the hearts of the men. The physicians
were divided. To movethe King wasto risk hislife, but to leave him in that place was equaly hazardous.
Then, while they were debating, atall lank figure appeared from nowhere, claiming to be atravelling
physician who hed lost hisway.

Intelligent, cultured, genid and patently relieved at having been rescued, he was reedily accepted by both
Lords and men, and was soon offering, discreetly, his adviceto the physicians on the King' sillness.

And that had been that. The King recovered and returned to Vakloss in triumph but, as Dan-Tor had
intimated, the fever returned from time to time, and as he was the only one who seemed to be ableto
relieveit, the King's dependency on him grew and grew.

‘“What do you mean? said Arinndier cutting into Eldric’ sthoughts.
‘Dan-Tor,” Eldric replied. ‘He came out of Narsindal.’
Arinndier shrugged. ‘Hewaslogt,’ he said.

‘Logt,” sad Eldric vicioudy. ‘Who getslost in Narsindd? How can you wander into it accidental ly?
Twenty-odd yearsand | don’t think any of us have asked the obvious question, we were so relieved
when he cured the King. Where does he come from, and what in Ethriss' s name was he doing in
Narsndd inthefirg place?

No one seemed inclined to offer an answer.

‘What areyou trying to say, Eldric? asked Arinndier after awhile. Eldric puffed out his cheeksand
shook his head.

‘l don’t know, Arin,” he said. * Too much seemsto be happening for me to Gather it properly.” He
paused asif reluctant to continue. ‘ But everything that’ s gone wrong in this country seemsto stem from
thearrival of Dan-Tor.’

‘That could equaly be dueto the King' sillnesses. They started at the sametime,” said Darek, his
legaligtic mind seeking round the suggestion to test it.

Eldric nodded to concede the point, but his expression rgjected it, and even Darek’ s thin face showed no
conviction in hiscomment.

‘True,” said Eldric. ‘But | don't think any of us believe that, do we? He looked round at hisfriends, tired
and subdued from their journey and their fruitless debates. There was no denid. Eldric entwined his
fingers and rested his head on them.

‘Look at our country. It has changed. And for the worse. We' re not just playing the old men’sgame, are
we?—"“Things were better when | wasalad.” Things are actudly deteriorating.” He sat back and,



holding up his hand, enumerated the points with hisfingers. ‘Narsindavak deserted. No patrolsaong the
bordersor into the interior of Narsindd. Lords, The Watch was atradition that had been unbroken for
generations. Why are we so wise that we can discard it so lightly? Then we alow the King to make more
and more decisions without proper debate in the Geadrol —al for seemingly good reasons— his poor
hedlth, whatever — but still without proper debate. And not twenty years after they saw actual combat,
our High Guards are gradudlly being turnedinto . . " He caught Hreldar’ seye. Thiswas no timeto get
into that debate. He left the comment unfinished.

‘And little things like those damned globes. All manner of thingsthat are supposed to makelife easier for
someone but always seem to bring some poison in their wake. A craft lost, and craftsmen embittered.
Some stream choked or land blighted . . .’

He paused and closed hiseyes. A chair creaked as Hreldar shifted his position. Eldric continued.

‘It' sasif something’ s been corroding our whole society — our whole way of life” He opened hiseyes
and looked at Darek.

That’smy inner fedling. | offer it without reasoned argument | admit but, for what itsworth, | believeit. |
can't seewhy it should be thus, but | can’t chase it from my mind, and | can’t chasethat silly young
man’ swords from my mind ether. He called Dan-Tor that devil spawn out of Narsindal .’

Darek chewed his bottom lip pensively and |ooked down at his hands.

‘l understand, Eldric,’” hesaid dowly. ‘| think we probably al fed something Smilar now you' ve put it
into words. But without facts and proper argument, how can we convince anyone else? \Who can we
accuse, and of what? And who would we want to convince anyway? We re not intending to become
rebels, are we?

Eldric brushed the remark aside.

‘That’ sadifferent matter, Darek, and you know it. Evison and the othersin the north have a case that
can be argued. They’ ve been abit hasty perhaps, but the King had no right to forbid extension of their
High Guards when they were suffering from Mandroc raids.” He became brisk. *Good grief. Between
oursalves| think their reply wasamodd of moderation. | know what I'd have said if I’ d had Mandrocs
raiding my lands and the King had said, “No, you can’'t have more Guards.” ’

Arinndier smiled broadly and Darek’ sthin mouth alowed itself adight curve. Only Hreldar, plump and
jolly Hreldar, with his multi-coloured, laced and braided High Guards, did not smile.

‘Mandrocs,” he said quietly. ‘Narsinda again. Seeping through the mountains.” The atmospherein the
room changed perceptibly, asif the mists of that grim country had crept in and suffused the air. Eldric’s
bright torches did not seem to be able to dispel it. The men looked at one another in silence again. Into
Eldric’ smind camethe picture of hisfamily’ s Festivd shrine and he felt himsdf approaching the edge of a
great chasm. He leapt.

‘Here are somefactsthen,” he said quietly. ‘ Dan-Tor came out of Narsindal. Our society has decayed
since he came. Our King has been broken. Our great Geadrol has been progressively demeaned and
now finally cast asde. And lastly, but perhaps most significantly, our ancient duties over Narsindal have
been wilfully neglected and, for the first time in generations, our Northern borders are plagued by
Mandroc attacks.’

Helooked distinctly embarrassed, but grimly determined to continue.



‘I think ... 1think .. .that Dan-Tor is of Narandal. I think that it'shishomeland.” Then, hestantly but
digtinctly, ‘I think . . . that he’ san agent of Sumerd . . . aherad of the Second Coming.’

Arinndier and Darek both looked up sharply. Only Eldric’ s seriousness and self-imposed discomfiture
stopped them from laughing outright, as at some dubious jest by their friend. Hreldar’ s expression did not
change. He nodded.

Arinndier tried to steer hisfriend away from this embarrassment. His tone was gently humorous.

‘Eldric. You ve been reading Festival tdesto the children. Sumerd, the Guardians, the Uhriel —fairy
tales. Or, at best, some ancient grain of truth distorted and embellished over theyears” Hefdt atwinge
of unease. Recent happenings might have started to unhinge hisold friend and it entered hismind that it
might fal to him to confront the King if Eldric wasindeed failing.

But Eldric did not look like afailing old man. The spesking of hisfears seemed to have lifted yearsfrom
him.

‘No, Arin,” hesaid firmly. ‘I’'mright. And the more | think of it, the more certain | become.” Helevelled
afinger a Arinndier. * Y ou' ve forgotten what that place used to fed like when we patrolled there. It'snot
just miserable and cold — our own mountain training equipped usfor that. It'sevil, and it dways has
been. Our old legends contain much more than agrain of truth I’ m sure; and Dan-Tor is part of it.’

‘Rubbish,” burgt out Darek, with substantialy lessregard for hisfriend’ sfiner fedingsthan Arinndier. “I'll
go aong with your intuition about Dan-Tor being amenace. But children’ s ogres? Never.” Repenting
dightly, he became conciliatory. ‘ Sumerd is probably aresidua race memory of some old bandit
chieftain, or some bad Mandroc trouble once. We' rerational people. ..

‘No, Darek.’

Hreldar interrupted him, and laid ahand on hisarm. *We ve dl been friends for along time, and none of
uswould clam Eldric was gifted with agreat imagination.” Eldric smiled dightly and the uneasy tension his
strange proclamation had produced, lessened alittle. *1t's cost him dear to say what he'sjust said and I'll
trust hisintuition al theway. Y ou’ ve only to think back to your grandparents to remember how they
thought about Narsindal and Sumera .’

Darek scowled. ‘No, I'm sorry,” he said. ‘| respect your sincerity, Eldric, and yours, Hreldar, but what
you're saying isnonsense. If it were anyone ese I’ d say their brains had addled with being too long in the
saddle. We're an old people, strong in tradition and respect for the past. We' ve our legends and sagas,
but we mustn’t confuse them with redlity, for al our grandparents’ superstitions.’

To hissurprise, Arinndier heard Eldric chuckle at this rebuke. He himsdlf felt alittle disorientated by this
incredibleturnin their discussion and was quite willing to let the otherstalk while he collected himsdlf. At
the moment he had to agree with Darek but, equaly, he could not lightly put aside anything that Eldric
sad. Hreldar was right. Eldric had indeed preciouslittle imagination or flare for the romantic, and it could
not have been easy for him to say what he did.

‘I'll give you some more factsthen, Lawyer Darek,” said Eldric, ill chuckling. ‘ Do you serioudy
maintain that our great body of literature — so coherent, so cons stent — has come about just because of
some old mountain bandit? Or our military traditions— so practica —the Riddin Muster, our High Guards
—so well trained, so numerous— were intended to deal with afew marauding Mandrocs or Morlider?

Hewaited until Darek was about to speak, then he leaned forward and spoke earnestly.



‘And do you serioudy maintain that Narsindavak, that enormous, towering fortress was built because of
those same Mandrocs? Built in amanner we can't begin to duplicate, | might add. No, Darek. Mandrocs
are anuisance, and have been a serious nuisance a timesin the pagt, Il grant, but never amenace. We
arewhat we are, and Narsindavak iswhat it is, because long ago something massively evil came out of
that placeor . .. wasimprisoned init.’

He stood up. ‘Isn't it part of our very Law? We ' re the Watchers of Narsinda. The Protectors of the
Orthlundyn and the Southern Lands. The Riddinvolk with their Muster guard the Pass of Elewart —the
only other exit from Narsindal —and they kept their Muster well up to scratch even before the Morlider
turned nasty. The more | think abouit it, the more | remember what Narsindal used to fed like, the more
I’m convinced that something evil’ s afoot, and when it’ sready it'll come out of Narsindd, and if we do
nothing, Fyorlund will fal like arotten tree’

Histone had suddenly become sombre, and when he sat down he looked grim. Darek’ sface wastight
and anxious. Arinndier recognized that he was exercising the discipline of the Geadrol, and thinking well
before he spoke, but it was obvioudy proving an effort. He sei zed the opportunity.

‘Lords, let usbeforma, he sad firmly. The others bowed in acquiescence and somerdlief at this
traditiond call. The King might have suspended the Geadrol but its ways were sound and practica and
should be applied here before they went to see the King, otherwise they would spend the evening in
fruitless and wandering discussion, perhaps even acrimony, neither reaching conclusions nor making
plans. Arinndier spoke again, clearly and steadily as at aFirst Gathering.

‘The Lord Eldric hasraised for discussion the suggestion that the Lord Dan-Tor isan agent of an
unknown enemy in Narsindal, and that he has worked assiduoudy to destroy our ability to stand as
effective resstance to thisenemy.” Helisted the points that Eldric had raised and finished equdly
formally. ‘Lord Darek, continue’

Darek raised hishands asif to speak, then he lowered them, and folding hisarms, leaned back in his
chair and looked down pensively.

‘Lord Darek? Arinndier prompted.

Darek spoke very quietly. ‘1 can only treat your Gathering as being acceptable.” He paused reluctantly.
‘A childish memory has just reminded methat Sumera had many human servants and they were granted
immortaity. | must add to your Gathering that Dan-Tor |ooks no different today than he did when wefirst
saw him.’

Despite the discipline of the Geadrol, aflicker of distaste passed over hisface.
‘ Accepted, Lord Darek,” said Arinndier. ‘ Lord Hreldar, continue.’

Hreldar moved hisright hand across his body from left to right, palm downwards, in acutting motion. He
had nothing to say.

‘Lord Eldric, continue’

Eldric made the same gesture.

‘All the evidence is thus accepted as being adequate as First Face?
They al nodded.

‘This being accepted then, we each know it is our duty to seek further evidence on this matter as



circumstances permit. | raise for discussion next, the matter of what action should be taken to protect the
King, the Lords, and the people, should the King' s accounting be found wanting or should his behaviour
enhance thisFirst Face evidence!’

It had been an ingpired move by Arinndier to formalize their discussion after Eldric’ s extraordinary
suggestion. In addition to preventing the night being wasted in angry argument, it also gave some shape,
however apparently absurd, to the nameless and vague unease which al knew had been growing for
many years. Now they could focustheir attention on theimmediate problem of what practica action they
should take when they spoke to the King the following day and, still maintaining their forma procedure,
they spent several hourstalking away the frugtration of the last few days by deciding their detailed tactics
for theimmediate future—insofar asthey could foretell it.

* k% k% %

Outside, the Lord Dan-Tor’ s globes wavered alittle in the night breeze, buzzing as they shonetheir garish
light acrossthe square. The heat from them twisted upwards and wasted itsdlf into the night asif in
fruitless homage to the stars whose light they hid. Occasionaly afigure would walk acrossthe square,
and fedling exposed in the brightness would move rapidly for the darker shadows at the edges.

One such was an old torch-maker. He looked longingly at a stone he had caught with hisfoot, and then
up at the globes, with an expression of distaste that verged on hatred. Past experience had taught him
however, that the globes were too high and too hard to be damaged by such amissile.

Hiswhole craft had been destroyed dmost overnight by Dan-Tor’ s globes and he and his Guild, though
provided for after afashion, wereleft without any purpose. They knew, more than anyone, that the
globes were an abomination, though few would listen to them. Their skillswere ancient and yet they
would die out totally within afew years. Their torches had filled the night streets of Vaklosswith yellow,
clear light, with softened shadows that blended with the moon and the starlight, and in which people
could walk and talk in the reflective quiet of the night. He looked vainly for the moon and starstonight,
blasted out of existence by Dan-Tor’ slights. And people skulked and talked in whispers these days.

And the waste! He shuddered. Thetorches held and used the very sunlight itself. But these things! What
horrors fed them? He kicked the stone hitterly and turned towards his home. The word abomination did
not seem strong enough for what he felt. With their very brilliance, the torches oppressed the city. It
seemed to be full of foreboding these days.

* * % %

From awindow high above, Eldric watched the man fade into the gloom. The four Lords had finished
their discussion and were taking leave of one another when the lone figure had caught Eldric’ seye.

Scarcely had the man disappeared when agroup of liveried men marched in atight formation acrossthe
square.

‘“Who arethey? heasked. ‘| don’t recognizethat livery.
The othersjoined him in the curved window acove.

‘I'venoidea’ said Arinndier. ‘But I’ d like to know why they’ re marching in formation at thistime of
night.

The others expressed their ignorance also. A servant, who was adjusting the torches, glanced out of
another window.



‘Lords,’ hesaid, ‘they’rethe King' s High Guard.” He raised his eyebrows significantly.
Thefour men turned as one.

‘The King has no High Guard,” said Darek. ‘Y ou know that. He has a palace retinue drawn by rote from
the High Guards of the Lords. They wear the Regal Sash over their own livery.” Histone was amixture
of admonishment and inquiry underlain by darm.

The servant shrugged. ‘I’m sorry, Lord Darek. They' rethe King's High Guard. They appeared afew
days after the Geadrol was suspended. The proclamation said they were needed because of increasing
disorder inthecity.’

‘Proclamation? Disorder? exclamed Hrddar.
The sarvant nodded. The four men were silent.

‘The rote Guards were stood down as usual for the Grand Festival so that they could return to their
Lords. Then these people suddenly appeared,’ the servant continued.

Eldric let out anoisy bresth. ‘ Thank you, Alar,” he said, laying a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘Leave
these few things, we' |l attend to them. Get to your bed.’

The man bowed and |eft the room.

Darek drove hisfigt into the table in an uncharacterigtic display of passion. When he spoke, he could not
keep the anger out of hisvoice. ‘ The suspending of the Geadrol iswithout precedent, but it's an arguable
matter. It may or may not be acceptable depending on the circumstances. But the King is expresdy
forbidden hisown High Guard. It’' sthe exclusive right and duty of the Lordsto maintain them. Thisisan
illegal act beyond al doubt, beyond al argument.’

With his shoulders hunched high he levered hisweight on to histwo fists on the table. Then he dropped
back and brought the flat of his hand down onto the table again with aresounding dap accompanied by
an oath.

The others watched him. It was their habit to tease him and cal him Lawyer Darek because of his
scholarly ways and interest in the Law. They dl knew that the formation of aKing' s High Guard was
directly contrary to the Law. A grave and serious offence. But no single act since they had heard of the
suspension of the Geadrol had chilled them as much as this passionate outburst from their staid friend.

Eldric gazed out into the darkness in the direction the men had marched. He could not avoid the thought
that he too would soon be walking into the shadow, and possibly many otherswith him.

Chapter 17

Gavor was suddenly wide awake. Something waswrong. Looking round in the dim light of the dying fire
he could see no Sgn of anything that might have disturbed him, until his gleaming eyefell on the place
where Hawklan had lain. It was empty. He blinked and shook his head, but no image of adeeping
Hawklan formed in the empty place to indicate he might have been dreaming. Flapping hiswings
anxioudy he began to hop round and round on the pack where he had been perching, peering intently out
into the night.

Through the high hedge that surrounded the deeping area he could see that the Gretmearc seemed to be
asbusy asit had been during the day, if not busier; al manner of lightsflickering and shining astraders
vied for the attention of the passing crowds. The harsh shadows and the many strange colours that



formed as these lights mingled and washed across the crowded pathways gave the scene adightly
snister, unred agppearance in Gavor’ s eyes.

But no familiar Slhouette etched itself againgt this background. All was till around the deeping area, in
contrast to Gavor’s mind, which was beginning to whirl & the behest of some unseen and growing aarm
that reason could not dlay.

A nearby figure mumbled something and turned over.
The proximity of the sound overlying the muffled hubbub of the Gretmearc made Gavor Sart.

‘Shush, dear boy,” he whispered unthinkingly, and then hisbody chose action asaresponseto his
mounting fears.

Had the fretful deeper opened his eyesto examine the owner of the soothing voice that exhorted him to
rest, he would have seen asilent shadow flying swiftly out of the shelter as Gavor took to the air in search
of hisfriend; wings, blacker than the night, sweeping the air aside purposefully.

Gavor’ sfearstook him up up up desperately, through and into the darkness, until he found himsdlf resting
on acool breeze and high above the glittering turmoil. Gliding dowly in wide, wind-swishing circleshe
began to grow at once calmer and more concerned. Concerned that hisfriend had |eft the shelter without
wakening him, and concerned about the panoramabelow him.

From hislofty vantage he saw that the Gretmearc was much bigger than it had seemed during the day, as
al the tree walkways around the western edge were lit and their twinkling lights penetrated deep into the
forest. Also, many of thelarger buildings, dull and still during the day, were now teeming with activity.
Most even had rooms below ground from which light and sounds cascaded up into the air through open
windows and stairwells. Worse, not al the sounds were those of merrymaking. Angry voices floated up
to him occasiondly, and the sounds of fighting aso. It did little to ease Gavor’ s concern to redize that the
Gretmearc of the night was not the same as that of the day.

Heflew alittle higher.

‘“Where ve you gone, dear boy? he said, asif the sound of his own voice would keep at bay the
redlization that his chances of finding Hawklan were remote.

Whereto gart in those two great pools of light, joined by the dender glow-worm thread of the bridge, its
lights edged by turbulent reflections from the water below? He closed his eyes and rolled over and over,
tumbling as he did s0. When he opened them he flew Straight towards the first lights that caught hiseye, in
awind-whistling dive that arched the tips of his feathers upwards.

The Gretmearc held and sold many truths, but in its day-to-day intercourse it was not aplacein which to
seek out the literd truth. 1ts people thrived on gossip and rumour and wild fanciful taleswhich came and
went asintangibly as midges on asummer’ s evening. It was therefore some credit to Gavor that hisantics
on that night formed the main topic of conversation among the locals for dmost aweek and eventudly
took asmall but interesting part in the Gretmearc’ sfolklore, to be brought out at festive moments and
retold and embelished until they finally took their place as one of the Minor Taes of the Gretmearc.

‘Nearly had heart failure when that black bird came swooping down the passageway straight a me.’
‘Wings besating like atent in astorm — blew two of my torchesright out.’

‘Bowled Jearl right over just as he was coming out of the ae parlour. Right down the stairs he went —
never touched adrop since.” Laughter.



‘And your gtdl, Sarti. All those laces and ribbons and what-not. It flew out with half your stock around
its neck — better dressed than your wife.” More laughter, though not too much from Sarti.

‘And that woman’ sfancy hat.” Universal and loud laughter &t this height of the tdlling. The discomfiture of
an outsder ways hasthat extrardish.

‘And not forgetting Pytr.” Applause and mock cheers as Pytr stands and pushes back his hat to reved
the dark scar in the middle of hisforehead made by Gavor’ s beak when Pytr legpt high into the air and
seized him by theleg.

‘I"d have wrung the beggar’ sneck . . .’

‘If I'd held him,” comes the chorus, and Pytr grins and rubs hisforehead ruefully.
‘Never came again though, did it? The mood beginsto fade.

‘Wonder what it was after?

‘Came with that queer fellow with the fancy black sword | heard tell. The one who saw old weasd-face
off. Never saw him mysdlf though.’

‘Probably left when he heard what his pet had doneto Sarti’sstal. It would' ve taken Sumera himsdlf to
frighten Sarti for aweek after that, let done ablack sword.’

Theremark isinjudicious, and while thereis somelaughter, it isnervous. Narsndd, with its dark legends,
isamountain range away, but it istoo close to the Gretmearc to be too ready a source of humour. One
or two of the older onesreflexively circle their forefingers over their heartsin the Sign of the Ring, and
look nervoudy towards the north. The spirit of the gathering has been destroyed by that name.

* k % %

Gavor, flustered and exhausted, and il dightly beribboned, settled on atable outsde asmall tent near
the edge of the Gretmearc, his heart pounding and his crop heaving.

‘Oh, Hawklan dear boy, where are you? he muttered. Then, in self-reproach, ‘ Fine protector you are,
you feathered clown.’

Hefdt asif he had flown down every aidein the Gretmearc a hundred times, and peered into every
conceivable cranny. Knots of desperation and anxiety balled up in him and threatened to choke him. His
claw opened and closed fretfully, scarring the coarse grain of the wooden table.

‘Would you like something to drink?

Gavor started and spread hiswingsin readiness for flight. He had had one of these yoke s nearly pull his
leg off tonight and had let him off lightly, but he wasin no mood now for another. Thisonewould get a
right belt, asthelocaswould say.

He turned round and saw alittle untidy old man with bushy grey hair and abeard to match. He had an
ovd, strangely youthful face made dightly disreputable by abroken nose. Looking at him with his head
on one sde, Gavor decided the youthful qudity in hisface came from the little bright eyes which gleamed
like ababy’s. He was wearing along, much-stained robe which was secured at thewaist by an equally
tired cord.

‘I'm sorry,” said the old man quietly, ‘I’'m afraid | startled you. My name' s Andawyr. I'm ahedler, after



my own fashion. You, | presume, are the gentleman who' sresponsiblefor dl that.” He waved hishand in
the direction from which Gavor had just arrived. A distinct uproar over and above the noise of the
Gretmearc generally, marked where he pointed. Such acommotion had followed Gavor dl that night.

‘I’ve been listening to your progress,” he said, chuckling, then he pottered off into the tent to return after
amoment with abowl of water and some fruit which he placed on the table in front of Gavor. He stood
well back. Gavor eyed him suspicioudy and the old man returned his gaze with an amused twinklein his

eyes.
‘I"d consider it an honour if you'd join mein my modest medl,’ he said, sitting down. Gavor decided.

‘That’smost kind of you, dear ... er...old...sr. Most kind. Thank you. | am rather jaded at the
moment. Singularly humourless, some of theselocas’

Hetugged at asmall string of beads that had become entangled in hiswing feathers, and the thread
snapped, scattering the beads across the table: coloured dots each reflecting atiny image of thetent’s
flickering torchlight up from the stresked brown table.

‘Do excuseme,” said the old man, and stepping forward cautioudy, he reached out and pulled alength of
ribbon off Gavor’sheed. Laying it ddicately on the table, he said, * Fine workmanship that. Marshlanders
probably. But not redlly your colour.” Then his chuckle broke into alaugh, and Gavor could not help
himsdf but joinin.

‘May | ask your name? said Andawyr.

‘Shertainly,” said Gavor, who had begun to drink the water very noisily. ‘Itsh Gavor.” And afine spray of
slver drops spread across the table to join the twinkling beads.

‘May | also ask the reason for your hectic journey across the Gretmearc?

Somewhat to his own surprise, Gavor told him. The old man had an aura of trustworthiness about him,
for al his shabby appearance. He could well be aheder. He had qualities about him not unlike
Hawklan's.

‘Ah,” saild Andawyr when he had finished. Y our loyaty and concern do you credit, but perhaps your
friend has smply gonefor awalk in the night air and lost hisway. The Gretmearc at night can be very
bewildering.’

Gavor shook hishead. ‘No, no,” he said. ‘He' d been walking al day, he was very tired. Besides, he
wouldn't have left without waking me’

‘Perhapsalady? Andawyr volunteered tentatively.
Gavor croaked dismissvely. ‘ Definitely not. You really don't understand my friend.’

Andawyr pondered for amoment. ‘ The Gretmearc can be awild place at times, at least parts of it, but
it'snot normally dangerousfor anyonewho is't looking for trouble. Y our friend will bedl right, I'm
ure!’

‘No, Andawyr.” Gavor repested hisdenid. ‘1 can’t explain. Something’ swrong. | must look for him
again. Thank you for your kindness, but | must go.’

Andawyr looked at him intently and then raised hishand. ‘A moment if you will, Gavor. It'snot often|
meet someone asinteresting as yoursalf, and you' ve given me great enjoyment listening to your progress



through the night.” He chuckled again. * Please let me help you look for your friend.’

His voice was unexpectedly deep and soothing, and Gavor felt the fatigue ease from hislimbsasa
warmth spread through them. The urgency of his concern lessened.

‘Tel medl about your friend,” the voice continued. And Gavor did. All about Hawklan and his memory,
and Anderras Darion, the tinker, the strange finding of the black sword, the trip across the mountains,
and the birds and the figuresin the migt.

The old man had pulled his hood up over his head and was Sitting very gtill. Occasondly he asked a
guestion in that same soft soothing voice, and occasiondly Gavor saw his eyes catch the lights of the
Gretmearc and flash brilliantly. He seemed to be very interested in the tinker and the birds.

‘| redlly must go now,” said Gavor eventually.

“Y ou mugt dlow meto help you find your friend, Gavor,” said Andawyr. ‘| indst.” Heraised afinger to
indicate hewould hear no refusdl. * From what you say, | fear you may beright. | think your friend could
bein great danger, and many others besides. And | doubt he' sin any position to defend himsalf. Just
excuse me for one moment.” And he turned and went into the tent.

Gavor heard him talking to someone, then he regppeared, smiling and rubbing his hands. Gavor stared at
him awkwardly. He had no wish to return his kindness with rudeness, but thislittle old man wasn't going
to be much use.

‘Andawyr,” hesaid. ‘1t smost kind of you to offer. But you don’'t even know what Hawklan looks like,
and you can’'t possibly travel asfast asl can.’

‘“True,” replied Andawyr. ‘But | know the Gretmearc —amogt its every nook and cranny, and you don't.
Believe me, you' ve barely begun to get to know it. Y ou couldn’'t cover it in seven such nightsasyou've
spent tonight. Ten, even. And we healers must stick together, mustn’t we?

Chapter 18

Dilrap puffed and flustered his way down the stairs and along the marble floored corridors of the Palace.
Theforma robes of his office seemed to have been specidly designed to accentuate his waobbling shape
and hisfluttering concerns: long, wide deeves eternaly having to be hitched back so that he could use his
hands; afull length and voluminous gown hanging down from his ssomach and, when not threatening to
trip him, snagging on some nearby object; a neckline totally unsuitable for such doping shoulders
requiring the amost permanent use of one hand or the other, and aceremonia hood which invariably fell
infront of his eyeswhenever disarray in his garments required attention.

Luckless heir to the traditiondly hereditary position of King's Secretary, Dilrap fought a perpetua and
losing battle to live up to the dignified standard et by hislate father. He had much of hisfather’ sintegrity
and fineintellect, but he was dso burdened by afair portion of his mother’s more hysterica
temperament, and this, coupled with years of coping with the arbitrary wilfulness of King Rgoric and the
searing contempt of Lord Dan-Tor, had effectively reduced him to ajumble of bewildered reflex

responses.

Hisattire sgnaled the same message relentlesdy. Even when standing ill, he was apt to look asif he
had been caught unexpectedly in astrong breeze, so many and varied were his jerks and twitches.

Today, he was worse than usual. The King' sfey and wayward mood persisted still. Too long parted
from the minigtrations of Lord Dan-Tor, Dilrap concluded, though in the past, he had to admit, the King's



first adviser had been absent for far longer periods without the King becoming so.. . . unsettled.

Then there were dl these unsavoury new Guards cluttering up the place. They seemed disciplined
enough, but without exception they radiated a peculiar viciousness, and, when off-duty were, for the most
part, ill-mannered and uncouth. Ethriss aone knew where most of them had been collected from.

And now these four grim-faced Lords with their warlike forma dress! Dilrap nervoudy flicked the
shoulders of hisrobe as he pursued hisreluctant errand.

He had tried to tell the King that the suspension at the Geadrol was at best unwise and at worst illegdl.
Tried to suggest that perhaps he should wait for the return of the Lord Dan-Tor. But al to no avail.
Receiving nothing for his pains but a stinging rebuke, he had chosen to say nothing when these snister
new Guards appeared, to replace the seconded High Guards who had been stood down for the Festival.
To say nothing, even though he had known full well that such a guard, independent of the Lords, was
indisputably illega and would further enrage those who, Grand Festival or no, must surely be coming,
angry-eyed, to confront their King over his suspension of the Geadrol. Asfor calling them hisown High
Guard, that merely added calculated insult to the deed.

Dilrap’smind shied away from everything that had happened recently, not least the implications of how
such alarge and organized force could suddenly have sprung into existence. The whole mess stank of
Lord Dan-Tor’ s scheming prematurely implemented by the king to appease who knew what fevered
whim. Hewanted none of it. Let the Lords dedl with the King, if they could. Let the King explain
everything to hisLords, if he could.

And here they were. Two black clad Guards opened apair of double doorsfor him, and as he felt them
close behind him, Dilrap leaned back briefly before stepping around the elaborately decorated screen
that hid the door from the rest of the room. He wished, as he wished dmost every day, that he wasfar
away, tilling soil, or tending cattle— just doing something ese—anything ese, infact.

With atwitch of the head, and hitching the right shoulder of his gown into aposition of temporary
equilibrium, he prepared to address the four Lords.

The room waslarge and el egant, though its wooden panelling and paintings of past Kings and past tales
were thrown into adusty shade by the spring sunshine flooding in through the tall arched windows that
ran down one side. The four men, dressed formaly and fully armed, as was the tradition, looked out of
place among the ddlicate tables and chairs, even though their attitudes showed no belligerence. They had
been sanding in sllence for sometimein different parts of the room, and Dilrap watched them asthey
turned and quietly converged on him like predators finding prey.

He had known them dl for many years. Eldric, a solid, old-fashioned Fyordyn Lord; paternd,
compassionate and just, with apersona auralikearock. Arinndier, taler and physicaly moreimposing
than Eldric, but giving theimpression dmost of being his elder son. Hreldar, well-rounded and jolly. In
Hreldar, Dilrap saw aphysicdly kindred spirit, though the Lord' s easy and pleasant disposition was far
removed from his own nervous clamourings. And findly Darek; lawyer Darek. Thin-faced, lean, and
generdly coldly formd. Dilrap dways had the feding that Darek found him distasteful, though his conduct
wasinvariably punctilious. Ironically however, Darek had consderable respect for the Honoured
Secretary’ slegd and adminidrative skills, and no smdl sympathy for the man.

Now however, Dilrap’slong acquaintance with them told him nothing. Eldric seemed concerned and
uncertain. Arinndier looked amost nervous. Hreldar was uncharacterigtically grim, and Darek had alook
of fierceregtraint in his eyesthat Dilrap could not meet.

He bowed.



‘Lords,’ hesad, hitching up adeeve, ‘the King has consented to receive you, athough he would have
preferred that you wait until the Lord Dan-Tor was here as heis suffering from arecurrence of hisfever.
He fedsthat because of his condition he may not be able to sustain too long a conversation; honoured
though heisby your presence’

“How long will it be before the Lord Dan-Tor returns, Honoured Secretary? asked Eldric.

Dilrap twitched and shrugged his shoulders. ‘ He' s been gone for some weeks now, Lord,” hereplied.
‘He doesn't normaly leave the King for too long if he fedsthat hisfever islikely to return, but | fear he's
migudged the matter thistime. | fear aso that wherever heis, he knows nothing of the King's condition
or he’ d have been back by now.’

Knowing the answer, Eldric asked. ‘ And you don't know where heis?
Dilrap hitched up hisgown again then, looking at Eldric squarely, shook his head.

“You know the Lord Dan-Tor, Lord. He comes and goes as he pleases, and tellsno one, least of all, me.
I’ve no ideawhere heis or when he'll return.’

Eldric nodded.

Darek spoke unexpectedly. ‘ Regrettably our business can’t wait. We must see the King now. Take usto
him.

Hisvoice was cold and severe and caused a cascade of twitchingsto envelop Dilrap. Eldric turned and
looked at Darek sternly. He did not speak, but his expresson madeit clear that Darek should reinin his
anger moretightly. Darek’ sface did not change. Eldric turned again to the Secretary.

‘If you please, Honoured Secretary. Our businessisindeed urgent, asI’ m sureyou' re aware. Will you
conduct usto the King?

As Dilrap bustled back through the winding corridors of the Palace, he was acutely aware of the four
grim men restraining their stridesto keep just behind him. The click of their hard-shod heds on the
marbled floor and the creak and clatter of their leather clothing and weapons punctuated the continuous
hissng of hisown robes and his anxious and noisy breathing.

They paused only once on their relentless march, when afamiliar figure emerged from asmal
ante-chamber. Tal and straight, with black hair and searching brown eyes, Rgoric’s queen wasa
beautiful woman, for al the strain of her husband’ slong illness would haunt her face on occasions. A
rider in the Muster, daughter of Urthryn, the Ffyrst of Riddin, Sylvriss exuded a presence that drew all
eyesto her, and she was loved and respected universally by the Fyordyn.

Clad in along smple robe, she dominated the group more than any man could have, but other than to
acknowledge their forma greetings, she did not speak. It was obvious why the Lords were there, and
facile small-talk between them at that moment was asinappropriate as serious discusson wasimpossible.
But she held Eldric’ sgaze for along moment, in aslent reaffirmation of her loyaty both to what he
represented and to her husband, and an acknowledgement of al the complex redlities that that implied.

Betrue, the gaze said.

Then with abrief bow, she was gone, and the group continued its way, though alittle more dowly, their
stern resolve tempered now by sadness.

“Honoured Secretary, where are you taking us? Thisisn't the way to the Audience Room,” said Eldric as



Dilrap turned unexpectedly into awide, lavishly decorated passage. Hitching hisrobe back onto his|eft
shoulder helooked awkwardly at Eldric out of the corner of hiseye.

‘Lord, the King holds council in the Throne Room these days,” he replied, then he bustled ahead quickly
asif to avoid questions. A hiss of anger reached him which he clearly identified as Darek’ s and, without
turning round, he knew that Eldric would be once again admonishing hisfriend.

With an dmost audible sigh of rdlief he reached the doorsto the Throne Room. They were guarded by
two black-liveried men. The Lords exchanged glances. They had continually encountered Guards
wearing thislivery since arriving at the palace. It wasthe livery they had seen the previous night being
worn by the marching troop that the servant had identified as the King's High Guard. Hitherto they had
not spoken to any of them, but as one of them turned an icy and insolent gaze towards them, Eldric could
not forbear.

‘“Which Lord do you serve, Guard? he asked. ‘| don’t recognize your livery.’

The man did not answer, but turned away and put his hands on the ornate handles of the double door.
Eldric’ seyeswidened and hisface became livid. Dilrap intervened swiftly.

‘They’re only alowed to spesk to their superior officers, Lord. The man means no disrespect. Doubtless
HisMgesty will explain when you speak to him.’

Eldric seemed disposed to pursue the matter, but the guard had opened the two doors wide, and was
ganding in hisorigina position, staring straight ahead, eyes gpparently unfocussed. Eldric looked a him
and then dong the stretch of carpet leading into the centre of the Throne Room. Dilrap was dready
wobbling dong it into the distance, to announce their arrival to the King, and no time could be spared to
ded with thisupstart and his silent impertinence. Clenching hisfists, he gave the guard amurderous scowl
and then strode forward to meet the King.

The Throne Room was the largest hal in the Pdace and was normaly used only for ceremonia occasions
and large banquets. It had two wide bal conies running along each side, the upper one being the larger,
and the lower one being supported by awall perforated by aline of arches, forming agloomy corridor
which gave the appearance of a series of acoves.

Spring sunshine flooded in through asingle large window &t the end of the hall, but it mingled unpleasantly
with the unnecessary glare of Dan-Tor’ s globes. Rows of arms and armour lined the hal and glinted
coldly inthe unhedthy light.

Thefour Lords marched the length of the hall in that purposeful and measured tread that could carry the
Fyordyn High Guardstirelessy over miles of the harsh Fyorlund countryside. None gave any sign that
they had seen the lines of black liveried guards standing motionless around the hdl, their full numbers
being hidden in the gloom of the arches.

The Throneitself was set on a stepped dais so that its foot stood at about the height of atall man. It was
agreat sone creation, undecorated, but highly polished, and it glistened with a myriad coloured mineras.
Once, under the subtle touch of the traditiona torchlight, it had radiated colours as from an inner glow.
Now it glared garighly.

One of the many reasons the Throne Room was not used for small audiences was the fact that the
Throneitself was monumentally uncomfortable. This gave riseto two theories concerning its manufacture,
namely, on the one hand and somewhat mundanely, that it was indeed intended only for occasiond
ceremonia use, while on the other, moreirreverently, that it was made for a King who had spent much of
hislifein the saddle.



Thislack of comfort wasimmediately apparent in the posture of its present occupant. Eldric dwaysfelt a
twinge of distresswhenever he saw the King, the memory of what he had been always being closeto the
forefront of hismind. Thetall, proud bearing hunched into permanently rounded shoulders, the lean
handsome face turned cadaverous, the keen eyes now shifty and the strong mouth peevish and pinched.
Oddly however, what distressed him most were not these visible features, which at least carried an echo
of the former man, but the touch of the King's hand. Once warm and firm, it had become cold and
flaccid, like adead thing.

Asthefour Lords gpproached, the King weearily shifted his position, and resting his elbow on the stone

arm of the throne, cradled hishead in his hand. He acknowledged their dight formal bow with acursory
nod of his head and gestured towards Dilrap, now quivering by the side of the dais and trying to appear
inconspicuous.

‘Lords,’ he began, hisvoice weary, ‘ my Honoured Secretary tells me you have urgent businessto
discusswith me. Business so urgent that you must disturb me when my hedlth isagain far from perfect.’
Briefly, hisface became petulant. * A King should look for more concern from hisLords!’

‘Mgesty, sad Eldric, ‘you know of our concern for your well-being, and that we would not lightly seek
to disturb you. But as members of your Geadrol we. .

The King leaned forward and looked straight into Eldric’ s upturned face.
‘The Geadrol is suspended, Lord Eldric. Y ou’ ve seen my edict have you not?
Eldric returned the gaze seadily. Therewasalong silence.

‘Majesty, we have indeed seen your edict. It's one of the reasons why we' ve asked to seeyou,” he
replied quitly.

‘One of thereasons,’ burst out the King. * Do you then have a catalogue of complaints, Lords?

Darek took haf apace forward asif to speak, but Hreldar laid arestraining hand on hisarm. Eldric
looked again directly into the King' sface, searching for the truth behind what was happening, searching
for away to reach the real man who lay behind the petulant, almost crazed eyes. He continued in the
same quiet tone.

‘We have no complaints. Mg esty. We seek only to find your reasons for your suspending the Geadrol
and for your forming your own High Guard.’

The King seemed to waver between a passionate outburst and amore conciliatory reply. Eldric'scam
presence prevailed and Rgoric anxioudy threw out a hasty reassurance.

‘Lord Eldric, | have no High Guard. Y ou know the Law forbidsthat. This High Guard, he gestured
around theroom, ‘isthat of the Lord Dan-Tor.’

Before Eldric could reply, Darek spoke harshly.

‘The people know these as your High Guard, Maesty. Where would they get such anideafrom, if not
from you? Besides, Dan-Tor isentitled Lord out of courtesy and respect for the serviceshe' srendered
to you. He' s not Fyordyn and can never be atrue Lord under the Law, thus he may not be granted the
right to raiseaHigh Guard.’

The point was vdid, but the manner of its expresson unfortunate. The King's manner reverted and hislip
curled contemptuoudly.



‘Ah. Lawyer Darek. Y our dilettante dabblingsin the Law are well known. Doubtless your knowledgeis
adequate for discussions across the dining table, or for settling quarrel's between stable hands, but isit
appropriate here, | ask mysalf?

Thefailure to address Darek as Lord was a consderable discourtesy, but to call him by anickname, and
in such amanner, was amassive and cdculated insult. Darek’ sface froze in disbelief. Eldric spoke
quickly before Darek’ s rage found tongue.

‘Majesty. Lord Darek’ s anxiety expressesitsalf hastily, but amore trustworthy and honourable Lord you
will travel far to find, asyou know. We'redl of us concerned to hear the reasons for the suspension of
the Geadrol and the forming of these new High Guards. The oneis an act without precedent and the
other, at First Face, appearsto be a serious breach of the Law.’

Either Eldric’ stone, or the redlization that he had indeed gone too far in insulting Darek, swayed the King
away from afurther caustic reply, and he took refuge inill-hedlth. He put his hand to hishead asif in
pain. Then he gesticulated vaguely.

‘Lord Eldric, you tax me. My fever has returned of late, as |’ m sure the Honoured Secretary told you. |
rely on the Lord Dan-Tor to determine lega niceties. The details of my actions are as prepared by him.
I'm sureyou'll find that al isin order. He has agreet respect for the Law. He' d dlow nothing that wasn't
correct. If you could await hisreturn, he'll explainit far better than | can.” He became dmost jovid. ‘I
wastrained asawarrior, not alawyer, Eldric, asyou may recal,” he said with an uncertain smile.

Eldric found the plaintive heartiness repdlent, but he kept hisfaceimpassve.

‘“When will hereturn, Magesty? he asked. The King shifted on the hard throne and looked down at his
hands. They weretrembling dightly.

‘Soon | hope,” he muttered, haf to himsdf. *He' s off on some expedition. With your son | believe.
‘Jaldaric? Expedition? Where? Eldric exclamed, surprised by thisreveation.

The King grimaced and wrapped hisarms around himself to till asurge of pain. His action was patently
unfeigned and Eldric stepped forward anxioudy.

‘Magedty, areyouill?

TheKing grimaced again. ‘Y es, Sumera damn you. Of courseI’mill,” he shouted with unexpected
violence. ‘ Dan-Tor’ s been too long away, and how you harass me with your petty questions. Therealm
isunder threst from within and without, and al you' re concerned about is your debating house.’

He wiped spittlefrom hischin. “You lordlingsare dl the same. Y ou care nothing for your King or for
Fyorlund.’

Eldric took a pace backwards, stunned by this outburst.

Arinndier spoke. ‘Mgesty, that’s unjust and untrue, and is your illness speaking. If Fyorlund is under
threat, tell usthe nature of it. The Law providesfor the defence of the realm. Precedents are established
and are of proven worth.’

Rgoric craned his neck forward so that his head was dmost lower than his shoulders. He looked like a
great bird of prey as he pointed an angry finger at Arinndier.

‘I'll tell you the nature of the threet, Lord Arinndier,” he began. ‘We have rebd Lords on our northern



borders” He turned suddenly to Eldric. * One, aneighbour of yours, | believe, Lord Eldric.’” Then turning
again to Arinndier. ‘ The Orthlundyn are preparing for war againg usin the south, and my so-caled Lords
can do nothing but come bleating to me about their precious Geadrol. That’ sthe nature of the thresat.
Treachery to the north, aggression to the south and such faint hearts from those who should support me
that I’ m obliged to carry the entire burden done. Smdl wonder my hedlth isbroken.” He clutched at
himsdf again.

Arinndier haf turned and cast asignificant glance at hisfriends. Even Eldric was having difficulty keeping
the concern out of hisface and voice.

‘Mgesty,” he said, with the aura of alast attempt, ‘the Lordsin the North are, a wordt, in error, but they
represent no threst or didoyalty. Their conduct can and will be accounted for in due course’

Hewalked alittle way up the steps towards the King, who kept his eyes cast down. His voice was gentle
and concerned. * And the Orthlundyn. Mg esty. They’re aremnant race. Y ou know that. A handful of
artists and farmers tending their own lands. A gentle people, devoid of ambition. We' re their Protectors.
It'slaid down so in the Law. What would it benefit them to make war on us? They’re few and their land
isso lush and fertile that much of it liesfalow from year to year. We re many and our land is harsh and
rocky, abeit more than adequate for our needs.’

Therewas along silence. The King did not move.
‘Magesty? prompted Eldric eventualy.

Without lifting his head, the King spoke. *When did you last visit Orthlund, Lord Eldric? Hisvoicewas
fla.

Eldric shrugged vaguely. ‘Many yearsago, Magesty, but . .

‘But nothing!” thundered the King, standing up suddenly. Eldric stepped back hastily and missed his
footing on the dais steps. Arinndier caught him as he staggered back.

“Y ou know nothing, Eldric. Nothing. Dan-Tor knows. He has been there. He has heard their plotting and
scheming. He has seen the engines of war they’ re making, the armiesthey’ re gathering. He doesn’t talk
and squabblein front of me. Helooksto my real needs and the needs of Fyorlund. He goes among my
enemies and learns their ways the better to plan their downfall.’

Hisface became amask of uncontrollable rage. “What do they want? 1’1l tell you what they want. They
want the metal's and fuels from our mines. They seek to possess our land because they think I'm too sick
to oppose them, and they know you’ re too concerned with your talking and debating to realize what's
happening.” He brandished hisfist menacingly towards Eldric. ‘Wéll, they'll learn otherwise, aswill you.
Aswill dl my enemies’

Arinndier stepped in front of Eldric. hisfacegrim.

‘What mines? he demanded.

The King fatered and some of his control returned. * Don’t presumeto question me, Lord,” he said.
Arinndier was unmoved. ‘What mines? he said again, even morefirmly.

‘I'll not be questioned,’ cried the King, hisvoice amixture of rage and fear.

Eldric spoke, hisvoice soft with redlization and horror.



“Y ou’ ve opened those ancient hell pitsin the northern mountains’

A chill ssemed tofill the entire hal, damping even the warmth of the tainted spring sunlight. The four men
fdt themsdvesfrozen in an eternd momen.

The response of the Lordsto this pronouncement seemed to shake the King further out of hisrage, and
his uncertainty increased. He cast abot.

‘I need the minesif I’ m to prosecute awar against my enemies. Lord Dan-Tor says. . .” He stopped.
Eldric bowed his head and put his hands over his eyes.

‘Magesty.’ It was Hreldar. His voice was soft and considerate. ‘Mgesty. Lord Eldric may not have been
to Orthlund for many years, but | have. Not two years ago. The people are unchanged: gentle and kindly,
well contented with their ways. They’ re not preparing for war. They’ re concerned only with their crops
and their carvings. They've no usefor our hard land. Asthe Lord Eldric said, most of their own lies
falow and resting.” His voice became grimmer. * And no one has need for what might come out of those
mines. Mgesty, you' ve been grosdy deceived.’

During this speech, the King shook his head from sde to sde repeatedly. At first dowly, then
accelerating asif he were desperatdly trying not to hear Hreldar’ s soft insistence.

‘No,” hesaid, in ahaf-strangled voice, ‘I’ m not deceived. It's you who' ve been deceived. The
Orthlundyn have laid traps for your unwary eye. They’ re asubtle people. Y ou lack theingght and vision
to seeinto their hearts.” He paused and alook of cunning cameinto hiseyes.

‘Or,” hesaid dowly, ‘you'relying to me. Y ou’ retrying to deceive me. Y ou’ rein league with them.
Traitorg!’

Rgoric screamed thislast word, but Hreldar did not flinch. Sowly he looked at each of histhree friends
inturn. Astheir eyes met, each nodded.

The King had not moved since his declamation. He sat frozen, his hands clutching the sone arms of the
throne. But his eyes, staring wide, followed this silent exchange.

Of the many thingsthe L ords had discussed, thiswas the one that had given them the greatest difficulty
and pain. But, looking at the King, and weighing hiswords, there was no aternative.

Hreldar spoke. ‘ Rgoric: by the authority of the Geadrol under the Law, the Rights and Responsibilities of
Kingship are hereby removed from you until such time asthe Lordsin Geadrol shall meet and decide.’

Stll the King did not move, but hislook changed to one of unhinged triumph.

‘Traitors, hewhispered, ‘you'll remove nothing. Did you think | was unaware of your treachery?
Unprepared for you? Why else should | have my own High Guards? Heraised hisleft hand. * Look to
your backs, Lords. See my true friends.’

Asthefour Lordsturned to follow his gaze, the watching Guards spilled out slently from the Sdes of the
hall and surrounded them like agreat black cloud.

Chapter 19

Hawklan started at the sight of his own deep-drawn face staring back a him out of the two yellow eyes
and lifted hisarm asif to protect himsdf from ablow. Ashe did s0, the eyes moved away from him and
he found himsalf focussing on their owner: asmall brown bird, companion to those that hed followed him



through the mountains and to the one that lay dead in his pocket.

It was hopping back in response to his sudden movement and its eyes were flaring with ayelow and
unhedlthy glow. In spite of this, Hawklan’ sinvoluntary response wasto reach out ahand in reassurance.
He spoke softly to the bird to avoid disturbing his deeping neighbours, but though it opened its besk it
made no sound. Ingtead, Hawklan heard a confused whining jabber ring through hismind, asif many
voices were speaking Smultaneoudy in astrange and repellent tongue. He grimaced; the sensation was
disturbing.

The eyesflared again briefly, and then became a vacant, unpleasant yellow. Levering himsdlf up onto one
elbow, Hawklan stared at the watching bird. Birds were never easy to communicate with, their language,
liketheir lives, being short and frenetic, but he had never encountered anything as strange asthis—or
quite as unpleasant.

Abruptly the bird lifted its head twice in a clear message of invitation, and Hawklan heard the whining
jabber again. He thought he felt anote of encouragement in it and, narrowing his eyes suspicioudy, he
dowly sat up.

He made to waken Gavor, sound adeep on top of his pack, hisgood claw reflexively clutching itsframe,
and hiswooden leg pushed into an eyelet for stability. But the raven was working steadily through a
whole gamut of snores and whistles and Hawklan knew that to wake him now would be to waken the
entire area. Nonethel ess, there might be danger in this strange little bird. He reached out again to waken
Gavor, but an impatient whine from the bird made him move his hand instead to his own temple.

Almost againgt hiswill, he abandoned hisidea of waking Gavor and, standing up, carefully made hisway
through the deepers towards the waiting bird.

Asheneared it, it hopped away again. Some part of Hawklan noted that it judged its distance nicely,
keeping just beyond where he could reach it with asingle step and asword cut. It was a strange thought
and reminded him of those he had had about the Muster, but he shrugged it aside and, wrapping his
cloak around himsdlf againgt the cold night air, he followed the bird out into the bustling Gretmearc
crowds.

It became quickly obvious that the bird was indeed leading him somewhere, asits behaviour was
grotesquely unnaturd. It fluttered and hopped innocuoudy from gtdl to sdl, but each timeit landed it
turned round, blank eyes wide, to check that Hawklan was till there.

Hawklan tried again to talk to it but received again only the whining jabber. It rang unpleasantly in his
head till sounding like many voices spesking a once. It so had adigtinctly unhedlthy fed about it and,
to hisannoyance, Hawklan found that now he could not close hismind againgt it.

For amoment the noise seemed to become coherent, asif something deep inside him understood it and,
without redlizing what he was doing, Hawklan gripped his sword with hisleft hand. Hisface became grim
and the lights of the Gretmearc cast harsh shadows over hislean features, turning it into the face of a
terrible fighting man. The bird increased the distance between them and Hawklan felt people making way
for him nervoudly.

Another harsh thought came unbidden into hismind —day it now, it’s an abomination — but yet another
stopped him. Somewhere behind this unpleasant little creature must presumably lie the source of the evil
that had plagued the village of Pedhavin with its unclean wares, and had sent the devilish doll withits
mocking corruption to horrify him. Evil came from adisturbance in the baance, in the harmony of things,
and it had to be corrected. He was a healer. Who better suited to the task? Involuntarily, and in contrast
to his hedling thought, he gripped his sword harder, and his stride lengthened.



Gradually the bird led him away from the crowds and into darker, less frequented aress of the
Gretmearc. But he did not notice. He had eyes only for the tiny hopping form, while his mind sought to
deal with the persistent jabber that pervaded it. He did not pay attention to where he was going, nor ook
for the smdl landmarks by which he could find hisway back from a strange placeif need arose.

When eventually he looked around, he found he was completely donein apart of the Gretmearc he had
not vidted during hislong search. There were severd large buildings that from the Sgns on them housed
grain and foodstuffs, and timber and other building materias. They were dl shuttered and dark however,
there being little or no call to dedl in these items during the night. There were afew smdl tentsand
booths, but these too were al sealed and dmost al of them presented a dilapidated, deserted
appearance.

The sudden awareness of his solitude startled Hawklan. He could not recal how he had come here, or
when he had | eft the crowds behind. Occasiondly an odd shadowy figure passed him muttering a muffled
greeting, asif surprised to see anyone el sethere.

He could gtill seethe bird faintly in the glow from the relaively distant Gretmearc, and itsyellow eyes
flashed asit turned round every few paces. For the first time since he left the rest area, he thought about
the danger he might be courting. What did he expect to find? Certainly nothing good. And not dl evils
could be cured by dl heders, somekilled you fird.

Hawklan stopped. It had been amistake not to wake Gavor, but he had not anticipated such awilful and
winding luring-on, for that, he knew, was what was happening. Why should anyone want to lurehim
anywhere? Who would want to harm an innocent healer? He redlized he was gripping the pomme of his
sword violently in hisleft hand, and the thought of the sword brought Loman’ s voice back to him. * Thisis
something from your past —watch your back.’

He had an unpleasant sensation in his ssomach and his mouth was dry. It came to him that this was fear:
an emotion he could not remember having felt before. He had seen it in others and eased it away but,
experiencing it for himsdlf, hefound it to be singularly wretched, and far less easly cured.

Heturned round nervoudy. There was nothing there except the glow of the Gretmearc visible through the
gaps between the hulking silhouettes of the tents and buildings. Silhouettes that seemed to be watching
and waiting.

The whineingde his head made him turn back again. The bird had come close to him and was pacing up
and down fretfully. Hawklan felt hisfear ease alittle. He had no idea how to use the sword he carried,
but on the testimony of Loman and Idoman, it was a sword beyond compare and would play its part if
required. Evenso...?

‘Carry on,” he said to the bird, hisvoice loud in the silence and rather hoarse. He could not see too well
in the dark, but he had the distinct impression that the bird sneered a him.

The strange procession continued forward through the darkness, and Hawklan' s fear refused to abate
any further. He found he was listening for sounds behind him, looking for darker shades within the
shadows. Involuntarily hisfootfall became softer, and the bird turned round more frequently to seeif he
was gill there. It too, seemed to be becoming more and more agitated.

Suddenly Hawklan found himself in an open space. The bird gave alittle hop and, with awhirr of its
wings, flew off a atremendous speed. Hawklan lifted both hands to his temples as the incessant whining
jabber stopped abruptly.

Inits place came alow soothing hum and, for amoment, Hawklan felt alittle dizzy. Before he could



recover fully, the areawas suddenly filled with light and he found himsdlf staring at astrange pavilionin
the middle of an open clearing between severd large buildings.

He had grown quite used to unusual spectaclein hisbrief stay at the Gretmearc, but thiswas by far the
mogt brilliant he had seen. All manner of lights shone from and around it. Every colour he had ever seen,
and more. Someflickered rapidly, some dowly, merging, changing, separating, lingering briefly to make
hauntingly beautiful tableaux. Some flowed sinuoudy around and over the building asif they done carved
it out of the night darkness. In and out of the haze they went, chasing and changing. Now the building was
sharp, digtinct and crygtaline, now shining, shimmering and glistening uneasily like achild’s sogp bubble,
now ashapeless cloud of multi-coloured nothingness. Hawklan had never seen such adisplay.

After hisanxious pursuit of the bird, the whole sght was warm and inviting, and relief flooded over him.
No harm could cometo himin this place, it felt too good. The bird must have abandoned itstask aslure.
Perhaps itsincreasing agitation had been at his own growing awareness of danger and finaly the
unexpected sight of this obvioudy new building had put it to flight.

He had to admit that hisrdlief at the bird’ sflight outweighed his curiosity to seek out what might have
been the cause of hisentirejourney. He had not known what to expect, but he did not relish finding
anything untoward in an area as dark and as peculiarly lonely asthat he had just come through.
Tomorrow he would return in the daylight with Gavor and they could search together. He svayed
dightly, still dizzy. He must betired. He would go back to the deeping area. . . after he had looked at
thiswonderful pavilion that had so fortuitoudy interrupted his search.

Looking down, he saw at hisfeet anarrow stream of moving light which made aglittering flowing
pathway that could carry him to the entrance of the building. It was enchanting.

Gently he stepped forward, and the lights surged up over hisfeet like the summer sun sparkling off an
Orthlund stream. He could fed the warm, caressing urging of mountain-bred waters swirling around him
and pushing him forward. He smiled.

As he moved aong the path he could not lift hiseyesfrom it, so fascinating wasit. But he felt there were
people coming out of the pavilion, laughing and shouting, some of them greeting him asthey walked past.

Then, without redlizing he had walked the full length of the path, he found himsdlf in an entrance areallit
even more brightly than the outside. The light was so intense that he could not focus properly and he il
felt the need to keep his eyes lowered. He became aware of someone coming forward to greet him.

Before he could say anything, theindividua had taken him gently by the arm and was speaking to him
and leading him somewhere. Hawklan felt drows ness overcoming him —waking up in the middle of night
after walking round the Gretmearc dl day, and then doing the same thing again, following that silly bird —
smal wonder hefelt tired.

Hisfriendly guide seemed to agree with him but Hawklan only caught snatches of what he was saying.
His voice was a one moment distorted and distant, and at another, soft and comforting inside his head.
He recognized words, but could not remember what many of them meant.

Theintense light pressed down into him and hefelt unableto lift his head to look at anyone or see what it
was the place was sdlling or showing. The voice talked on and on, ebbing and flowing through his head
like waves breaking on ashore. Hawklan knew he was being wel comed, athough he did not know what
he was supposed to do.

Gradudly he gathered enough of hiswitstogether to ask a question of hisguide, but before he could, the
hand on hisarm turned him dightly, and, softly but quite clearly, the voice said, ‘ Y ou're very tired. Sit



down here. I'll be back soon and then we can tak.’

Hawklan found himsdlf gitting. It was agreet relief. Hisfeet and legs seemed to be getting heavier and
heavier, and he knew in amoment he would drift off into deep. The seat was indescribably comfortable,
and everywhere was so warm after the cold moonlit spring night outside.

Therewas astrange, subtle fragrancein the air, and he became aware of alow, al-pervading humming.
He had the impression that many people were making him wel come and were moving round him very
quietly to avoid disturbing him. Hetried to quieten his own breathing to maich theirs.

Y ou rest there quietly, you' ve had along hard journey, now you shal have some of the comforts of the
Gretmearc,’ said the soft voice somewhere. ‘Here sadrink to refresh you.’

Hawklan mumbled thanks and looked at the gobl et that had appeared in his hand. Like the building —
wherewasit he' d seen that building?—it swirled and flowed and welcomed him with ashifting
kaleidoscope of colours. The soporific humming continued. It ssemed to beright insgde him now, like his
own heart, and the fragrance was becoming stronger, heavier. Hefelt his hands sagging. A gentle grip
took the hand holding the goblet and turned it upright maternally.

‘Not yet, Hawklan,” the voice said, kindly. ‘Not yet. Look at your drink.’

Hawklan screwed up his eyesto focus on the goblet. The surface of the liquid was smooth and inviting,
and the gobl et seemed to beinfinitely deep, he felt he was looking across the universe. Figuresformed in
it—smiling figures. Through his half-open eyes he could see them: Tirilen, Loman, and then ISoman
gtanding over them both. They were smiling and Tirilen was beckoning to him. The fragrance risng up
from the cup was now amost overpowering, and Hawklan could do nothing to stop himself falling, faling,
fdling into dark depths benesth him to meet hisfriends. He felt Idoman’ swelcoming grip on hisright arm.

Then he became aware of afaint ripplein his cam. Something about the figuresin the goblet was strange
—wrong, even. Hismind tried to reach out and identify the sour note that had crept into thismagic
harmony. It wasfamiliar. Sowly, likeicy raindropsfalling on an upturned face, he felt flashes of
wakefulnessjolting him.

The eyed
What were hisfriends doing in awine goblet?

An dien sound penetrated through the drowsy haze that enveloped him. He made afaint effort to stand
up but Idoman’ sgrip on hisright arm urged him comfortingly back into the chair.

The strange noise perssted, and for amoment came into focus. It was someone Singing and shouting.
Someone. . . drunk?

Hawklan fdt confusion swirl about him.

These kind people who were helping him — he wanted to tell them that hisfriendswerein the goblet —
that something was wrong — but there was now a sense of urgency around him. He became vaguely
aware of people running about, and the clamour was growing, breaking through to him with increasing
clarity.

He felt the goblet drop from his hand and heard it splash onto the ground.

Sowly turning his head to gpologize, he saw three figures struggling: one of them asmall, scruffy
individud. As he watched and tried to focus on this strange interruption, he felt the warm euphoria that



had pervaded hislimbsturning into aleaden weight, and cold chills of fear began to form insde him.

A noisedrew him away from the dow, dow, struggling figures, and he looked down at hisfeet. Inthe
poal of spilt wine he could see the caricatured figures of hisfriends reaching out to him, their hands
clawlike. Gleaming eyes and gaping mouths transfixed him. He could fed thetiny hands seizing hisfoot.
Hetried to moveit, but it would not respond.

‘Wannashee wot’ s gppening,” came the garbled cry of the small struggling figure. * Gorraright.
Gretmearc rules. All shstalsh to be open to everyone — shee?— everyone.’

Hawklan turned again and tried to cal out to the men struggling with him to leave him aone, but no sound
came. Thelittle figure saggered and with ajoyous shout fell to the ground taking one of his lants
withhim.

‘Shorry,” hecried in ajovid sng-song voice.

Staggering to hisfeet he sent another man sprawling, and then he lurched into atable which fdll over,
crashing noisily into alarge and elaborate display of somekind. Thelightsingde the pavilion went wild,
flickering dementedly.

Thelittle figure laughed infectioudy and gave acheer of gpproval.

Hawklan smiled at the man’santics and tried to rise so that he could intervene. But the grip on hisarm
tightened, and the scrabbling at hisfoot grew more frantic. Hetried to call out again.

Suddenly, through al the flickering commotion and the noise of the happy destruction being wrought by
the drunken man and his pursuers, asolid black shadow flapped into the pavilion and flew over
Hawklan's head.

Hawklan heard asickening and vaguely familiar thud behind him, followed by acry, and someof his
leaden stupor eased. Then afamiliar grip tightened on his shoulder and an equaly familiar voice, now
urgent and fearful, said, * Get up. Hawklan. Get up.’

Hawklan struggled to obey. Black wings beat in hisface and the cry was repeated. Thistime the voice
was dmost screaming. It was atone he had never heard before.

There was another crash as the drunk continued to career around the pavilion.
‘Gavor,” mumbled Hawklan. ‘ Gavor. Help me’

Hefelt another presence at his back and Gavor was gone again. His mind groped for consciousness now
asadrowning man grivesfor air. The knowledge that hisfriend might be in danger acted on him more
effectively than did any awareness of hisown peril, and he exerted what will he had |eft to try to stand up.

He was partly successful, but hisright arm was still gripped tightly, and the scrabbling at hisfoot persisted
and grew horribly. Without looking, he raised hisfoot and droveit down fiercely. The impact seemed to
shake hisentire body and he heard tiny cries of fury and hatred swirling off into the distance.

Hisvison was clearing, aswas hishead, but everything till seemed to be moving very dowly. Heturned
and saw Gavor deliver apitilessblow to thetemple of astrangdly liveried individud who fell likea
sricken tree and lay till. Gavor flapped desperately for amoment to recover his balance and then
looked across at Hawklan' s right hand.

Hawklan followed the wide-eyed stare and looked down in horror. He could fed hishand, but not seeit.



His arm stopped just below his elbow. The hand and forearm had been absorbed into the chair, and he
could fed it pulling him further in.

Theremains of his stupor fled and he became coldly and frighteningly conscious. He pulled desperately
on hisarmto try and freeit, but nothing moved. Hefdt asif he wastrying to lift an entire mountain, and
worse, the grip on his arm tightened menacingly. Gavor was about to land on the chair and assail it with
his beak, but Hawklan waved him away.

‘Don’'t touchit,’ he cried. Then dmost without redlizing it, he seized the hilt of hissword in hisleft hand
and pulled it from its scabbard like agreat dagger. He fet astrange surging power run through him, and
the grip of the chair eased momentarily, before tightening again, and drawing himin further, irresstibly.

Here was an obscenity that could be hedled in only oneway.

Arching his body awkwardly, he drove the sword down into the chair with al his strength, athough, more
correctly, the sword seemed to leap forward of its own accord, like ahound after prey.

Therewas adreadful choking sound from the chair and the grip tightened on Hawklan’sarm until he
began to fed hisbones being crushed. Abruptly hewasin adark and tormented place, assailed by
clamour and desth from al sides, and so full of unending despair that hiswhole being wasfilled with a
dreadful killing frenzy. He heard his voice screaming both in pain and rage and, withdrawing the sword,
he plunged it repestedly into the horror that would have bound him.

Thegrip on hishand findly dithered away and the choking sound rose up into a howling scream. Freed,
Hawklan staggered back and, hisfrenzy still on him, seized the sword with both hands and swung it
downinawhigling, pitilessarc.

The blade seemed to pass through the terrible chair, leaving it intact, but Hawklan fdt it cutting through
something, and hisflesh crawled at the sensation. He lifted the sword high again, the action harmonizing
with hisgill mounting fury, then with aroar of murderous anger that mingled with and overtopped the cry
risng from the chair, he struck again.

Theimpact seemed to shake the very earth beneath hisfeet, and he knew he had struck some evil to the
heart.

The screaming rosein pitch, arasping shriek, becoming louder and louder, until Hawklan felt that the
very sound itself was solidifying about him. For an instant it seemed that the seat and the back of the chair
were the maw of some dreadful beast spewing forth hatred in its desth agony.

Then, it was over. The screaming dwindled into aloathsome gurgling, and everywhere was suddenly
slent. Hawklan was equaly suddenly spent. He gazed around shakily. The two men who had been
struggling with the drunken little man were staring, thunderstruck, at the chair, which seemed to be rotting
away asthey watched. Besideit, the liveried figure was tirring and groaning.

The little man legpt to his feet and ran over to Hawklan, remarkably sober.
‘Run, man, run. We' ve been lucky so far,’ he said, hiswhole manner urgent.
Then, eyeswide, as he stared at the remains of the chair, he muttered, * Thisis unbelievable. Appalling.’

Hawklan hesitated and the man pushed him in the chest with unexpected sirength, sending him staggering
backwards through the doorway and out into the night.

Chapter 20



In the far north of Fyorlund, on its bleak border with Narsindal, stood the grest tower fortress of
Narsindalvak. Built on top of ahigh pesk with itsroots set deep into the ancient mountain rock, the single
circular tower tapered high into a sky invariably leaden with low cloud.

The base was unprotected by any wall, but was a solid and massive extension of the tower’ sflaring
taper. It blended into the rock in amanner that atravelled observer would have likened to the
congtruction of Anderras Darion.

Narsindalvak dominated the surrounding land for many miles and its sheer Szeimposed arespect and
awe on even the most hardened of its occupants. But for dl its soaring magjesty the towering fortress
atracted little affection, for inddeits great sprawling roots lay the extensve barracks that had housed the
generations of High Guards who until relatively recent times had maintained The Waich, the Fyordyn's
ancient and traditiona duty to guard their borders againgt the Second Coming of Sumeral.

In token of this duty, rings of windows peered out of every leve of the tower like countless staring eyes,
and a the top its sweeping sides flared out again to form the huge high-domed Watch Hall, the weary
guard post for those same generations of High Guards.

Situated at the end of along, weary and claustrophobic valley journey, Narsndavak offered nothing to
entice avigtor but a continualy howling wind and an unending view of the monotonous greyness of the
plainsof Narsinda, misty and miserable at their best; dank, sinister and dangerous &t their worst.

For the High Guards, the dreary hoursin the Watch Hall, staring through the polished stones that brought
distant objects so near, were punctuated only by the long patrols aong the southern borders and into the
interior of Narsindd.

Theformer were to discourage M androcs from establishing camps in the mountains from which they
could raid the northern estates of Fyorlund for food and livestock. Very rarely however, were Mandrocs
seen, athough occasionally apatrol might come across the remains of arecent camp.

Figures bedded deep in Fyordyn lore, the Mandrocs were supposed to be the remains of hosts that had
followed Sumera, now confined forever to Narsindal because, unlike other of Hisfollowers, they were
corrupted beyond redemption. Kindlier souls saw them as nomadic savages, vicious, admittedly, when
provoked, but who would not be, scraping for surviva in the midst of such harshness. None loved them
however, and few inquired into their ways.

The patrolsto theinterior were ostensibly to examine Lake Kedrieth where, legend had it, Sumera —the
Enemy of Life— had built his stronghold, Derras Ustramel, and had been there destroyed by the
Guardians at the Last Battle. However, while conditions around Narsindalvak and the southern borders
generdly, were unpleasant, in the interior they were gppalling, and no onein living memory had ever
actually seen Lake Kedrieth because of the ever present mists and the shifting, treacherous marshes that
formed its shores.

Scarcely ayear went by however, without one or two High Guards disappearing while on patrol inthe
interior, and this had helped make the gradual reduction and final abandonment of The Waich essier.
There was afaint uneasiness amongst the Fyordyn about the loss of thisancient tradition, but it found no
focus, no clear voice and, apart from some of the older High Guards' officers who saw the Narsindalvak
tours asimportant training for their men, few cameto its defence. Fewer Hill claimed to be sorry to see
this ancient anachronism quietly discarded.

Now, to the Lords and most of the Fyordyn, Narsindalvak stood empty, deserted, and nearly forgotten.
However, in thisthey were deceived, for asthe High Guards had abandoned the gresat tower, another
force had replaced them. The Mathidrin, the black liveried Guards formed and nurtured by the Lord



Dan-Tor and now pervading Rgoric’'s Palace. They did not keep The Watch.

* * % %

Captain Urssain handed his exhausted horse to aguard and, stretching his aching limbs, stared up at the
dizzying perspective of the tower, clearly visble today against a sky whose thin cloudswerelit by a
watery sun. Briefly he gazed around at the view. The dreary landscape faded, as ever, into the misty
distance and, free now from the pounding clatter of hisjourney, he became aware of the moaning wind
that eterndly serenaded Narsindalvak.

Good to be reminded of what I'm missing, he thought ironicaly. Paacelife suitsmefine.

He marched quickly up the wide ramp to the recessed door now being held open for him, acknowledging
the attendant Guard with acurt salute. Despite his considerable fatigue, he knew that his approach would
have been noted days ago and that any delay now would find little favour. Within afew minutes he was
standing looking down at his Commander, making every effort to keep the nervousness from hisvoice
and manner.

Commander Aelang stared at the papersin front of him for what must have been the fourth time then,
swearing, sood up. Hewas alittle shorter than Urssain but more heavily built and with amenacing
physical presence. Short-cropped red hair and a heavy-jowled jawline framed a sallow face that housed
red-rimmed, pale grey eyes, abroad nose, and an incongruoudy voluptuous mouth.

He began pacing the floor. Urssain watched him carefully. Commander Aelang was not aman to be
trusted. He was not only adevious, ruthless, and ambitious schemer, he was capable of considerable
personal viciousness when the mood so took him, and his mood now |ooked decidedly uncertain.

Abruptly he turned, and snatching up the papers from his desk, waved them in Urssain’ sface.

‘I"'m supposed to act on these? he said savagely. Then, reading, * “Commander Adlang. Y ou will take
the new deep penetration patrol and arrest the traitor Jaldaric of the House of Eldric — Rgoric, Protector
of etc etc.” Just likethat? As he spoke he reveded the discoloured teeth and prominent canines that had
earned him thetitle‘Mandrocsson” amongst the Mathidrin troopers.

‘They’ re the King' sdirect orders, Commander,” Urssain replied reluctantly. ‘| don’t see any dternative’

Aelang dropped down into his chair again, and motioned Urssain to do the same. * Relax, Urs. Sit down,
you look exhausted.’

Gratefully, Urssain lowered himsdlf into anearby chair, quietly resolving that under no circumstances
would herdax.

Aelang rested hishead on his hand. Recent events had moved o rapidly that he had had little opportunity
to think matters through. It occurred to him that thiswas all some devioustest by Lord Dan-Tor. Or
perhaps even the King. But nothing seemed to ring true. What was going on? What did the King know
about the deep penetration patrol? Was he, Adlang, Commander of Narsindalvak, being used asa pawn
in some power struggle between the King and the Lords? Aelang curled hislip. He was no man's pawn,
he was a player, dbeit aminor onefor thetime being.

Helooked up and caught Urssain’ seye. ‘Didn’'t you try to dissuade him? he said.

Urssain returned the gaze steadily and shook hishead. ‘No,” he said, without hesitation. ‘ He never asked
my advice and | wasn't going to volunteer it. | was content to remember yours. Keep your mouth shui,
your head down, and your ears open.’



Adang waited.

Urssain continued. * “Lock the Lordsup on my signd,” hesaid. So | did.” He shrugged. ‘It was so
sudden | didn’t even have anywhere to hold them. I’ ve had to put them in some old servants quartersfor
thetime being. Then when | got back to the King, he was muttering something about the wolf and his
cubs, and he just handed me those and told me to bring them to you persondly, straight away.” He
indicated the orders. * Persondly, mark you, no messengers. | was going to ask himwhy, but . .. He
shifted uncomfortably and leaned forward. ‘1 didn’t think it would serve anyone' s endsto get mysdlf
arrested for questioning his orders, however stupid. And that’ s what would have happened.” He lowered
hisvoice. ‘To be honest, | think he' sraving. | was glad to be away.’

He sat back to watch the effect of hisreport.

Aelang'sface however, wasimpassive, and there was along silence before he spoke, *What about the
other Lords families? he asked eventually.

Urssain shook hishead. ‘1 don’t know,” hereplied. ‘ He said nothing about them to me!’

Adang nodded and idly fingered the papers lying on the desk. Urssain was his man. He had taken
considerable pains to have him placed in charge of the Paace Guards when the Garrison was suddenly
moved to Vakloss at the King' s behest. He too was a devious and ambitious man, but he knew where
his best interests lay. And his assessment of Rgoric was remarkably unequivocd. Aelang wondered if its
very smplicity might not indeed cut through al the convoluted possibilities and uncertainties that were
vexing him.

The Geadrol suspended, troopers were transferred to Vakloss dmost overnight, and then called the
King’'sHigh Guards, of al things. Lords arrested, and now this! Could it be some unexpected move by
the King againgt Lord Dan-Tor? That would be contrary to everything he had ever learned about the
King. Could it be Dan-Tor using the King to precipitate some crisis? That was possible. Everything had
thefed of Dan-Tor. But too much was happening too quickly, and too cruddly. No. It was al too fadt,
too soon. Dan-Tor would surdly never have sanctioned such crude action againgt the Lords. Certainly he
would never have sanctioned the use of this particular patrol for asmple arrest. Perhaps after dll, this
was some aberration on the King' s part. Perhaps Dan-Tor had migudged the King when he went off on
oneof hisjauntsand the King had dipped hisleash and was running wild, implementing schemeslong
planned for alater time. It seemed to beincreasingly probable.

Aelang let the papersfall dowly back onto the desk. And yet to disobey this, adirect and personal order
from the King. There would be plenty of people happy to profit from his making such amistake; plenty to
take his place, one of them sitting opposite him now. And, for al hisjudgment of the matter, he could
well find himself the recipient of the Lord Dan-Tor’ sanger if he disobeyed adirect order from the King.
He swore again softly. Urssain was right; there redlly was no dternative.

If thisissomefolly of theKing's, then I’ll bejudged by the way inwhich | put this order into practice, he
concluded. Besides, practicalities dways made opportunities of their own.

‘Whereisthis Jadaric? he asked brusquely.

Urssain looked at him awkwardly. ‘He' sin charge of the patrol that’s escorting the Lord Dan-Tor.
According to the King they’ re heading south through Orthlund on some mission or other.’

Adang'scrud face dmost smiled a theincreasing folly of it al. Thiswas getting worse and worse. He
had put the right man in VVakloss. The King must indeed be raving.



‘“When's he due back? he asked, knowing the answer.
Urssain gaveit with ashrug. Y ou know the Lord Dan-Tor better than | do,” he said.

Aelang stood up and moved over to amap hanging on thewall. He stared at it for sometimein the pdlid
sunlight that was washing into the room.

‘So we have to move the patrol right across the country and down into Orthlund of al places. Keeping it
out of sght al the way. Then we haveto takeit through Orthlund, till keeping it out of sight. Looking for
the Lord Dan-Tor, who could be anywhere, but who doubtless will be moving quietly along the very
roads wherewewon't dareto travel.” Helooked significantly at Urssain, but the Captain neither spoke
nor moved.

Keeping your head down till, Urs, Aelang thought. Well, I’ ve got a better use for you now.
‘Thisisgoingto be. . . ddlicate, Urs, he said pengively. ‘You'll have to comewith me.’

Urssain' s eyes narrowed briefly as old ingtincts came into play. Rgoric’ s order meant trouble for Adlang
and he did not want to betoo closeif it happened. On the other hand, Aelang was aso a consummate
survivor. He cut through his own debate by reminding himsdlf that there was no way in which he could
reasonably oppose his Commander, so he contented himself with a token resistance.

‘Y es, Commander,” he said. ‘But what about the Palace? There salot happening there, the King being
theway heis. And Vakloss. There sdready some serious rumblings from the people about the King
having his own High Guard. That’ s bothering them more than the Geadrol being suspended.’

Adang turned his pale eyes onto the captain and bared histeeth in agrim smile. ‘Captain.” He
emphasized the word to remind Urssain who had won him his promotion. *With dl this. . . activity, going
on, it'sin our best intereststo find the Lord Dan-Tor as soon as possible, isn't it? The comment
summarized dl their problems succinctly. * And | need someone by methat | can rely on to handle that
patrol. We |l send arider with asealed messageto try to find the Lord Dan-Tor and persuade him to
head back, while we obey this order and follow — as dowly aswe dare— with the patrol .’

Chapter 21

Under the unexpectedly powerful impact of Andawyr’s blow, Hawklan, svord in hand, found himsalf
staggering backwards out of the pavilion for some distance. Even as he struggled to recover hisbaance,
hefelt the cold night air at once waking and quietening both his mind and his body.

Infront of him the pavilion flickered and shone dementedly, no longer athing of fascination or
enchantment, but something unpleasant and unnatura, and now, seemingly increasingly uncontrolled.
Looking around him he noticed that for dl the glare of its many-changing lights, and thelight it threw in
the clearing, the pavilion cagt no illumination on the surrounding buildings.

Screwing up his eyes, he peered into the entrance, now dazzlingly bright. In the haze, he could make out
aconfusion of movement. They were struggling figures. He stepped forward, anxiousto aid his rescuers,
but before he had taken two paces, there was adull thud and a gasp and the little old man ran out into his
arms, followed by Gavor, black and purposeful againgt the brightness.

Andawyr looked at Hawklan angrily.

‘What are you till herefor, you blockhead? he shouted. ‘ Get away, man, get away.” Then seizing
Hawklan’s arm he spun him round and began dragging him across the clearing, now garish and swirling
under the hystericd lights.



Gavor made an unsteady landing on Hawklan's shoulder. ‘ Dear boy,” he gasped. ‘What on earth’s
happening? Y ou’re just not safeto let off on your own. Oh. Thisis Andawyr. He found you. He. .’

Gavor did not finish his sentence. Before they reached the waiting darkness, the light around them took
on anew quality. It steadied and became a cold green colour. Hawklan felt his progressdow, asif he
were under water, or asif athousand tiny strings had suddenly seized him. Turning, he saw that Andawyr
aso0 seemed to be having difficulty.

Hisface wastorn with anger and fear and he was muttering to himsdlf. * Ethriss give me strength. I’'m not

ready for this’

‘Hawklan.” A soft soothing voice sounded in Hawklan’smind. ‘Don’'t be afraid.” The voice carried the
memory of some long-forgotten sweetness. ‘ Thisturmoil isbut adream. Set it asde. Journeying so far
from your home has wearied your very spirit. Come and rest. Come and be easy. Hawklan felt awarm
restfulness pervading him again, and dowly started to turn back towards the pavilion.

‘No.” A harsh, angry voice rent through his peace. It was distorted and ugly but it tore away Hawklan's
euphoriaasif it had been asuffocating vell. He was again in the cold night air, but his movements were
gtill clogged by the eerie green light. Andawyr was speaking, hisvoice till distorted and oddly distant.

‘Fight, Hawklan, it said. ‘ Fight your way to the darkness and then flee for your life.’

Hawklan opened his mouth to speak. He would not |leave the old man, but he could not form the words
of refusal he wished to use. Andawyr’ s eyes showed understanding.

‘No. Go, now,” came hisvoice. ‘| must face thisone. He sfar beyond any skill you' ve yet mastered.’

Then he stlaggered asif struck, and Hawklan felt as though the green light around him was solidifying, so
difficult wasit to move. A small spark of hisrecent frenzy flared briefly, and he tightened hisgrip on his
sword. The greenness wavered and his movements became alittle easier.

Sowly heturned round. The pavilion was now ablur of insanely dancing light. It seemed to exist in some
other place, the entrance to which was like ajagged tear in the fabric of redlity and from which emanated
the baeful glare now sweeping over the three escapees.

Silhouetted black againgt thislight was a single figure. Hawklan could not make out its shape clearly nor
digtinguish any details of its gppearance except for its eyes which seemed to be like holes through which
the green depths behind it were pouring.

‘Hawklan, lay down your sword, and rest,” came the voice again, soothingly. Hawklan hesitated and the
green light glowed welcomingly.

Then again Andawyr was by hisside, leaning heavily on him for support, asif he were being assailed,
though Hawklan could see nothing. The old man' sface was damp with effort and only agrim
determination was keeping some fear at bay.

‘Obscenity,” he gasped at the waiting figure. * Who taught you thus? Where did you find what was
needed for . . . that? Andawyr’ sfinger jabbed through the green light towards the interior of the pavilion.

Hawklan sensed uncertainty in the ominous figure, but it made no sound.

“You'll gain scant thanks from your teacher for this night’ swork, apprentice,” said Andawyr. * Others can
use the Old Power. And without this corruption. Go your way. Leave us.” Then, dmost pleadingly.
‘There are other, wiser ways. Seek them while you have the chance. Repent your folly.’



The green light dimmed perceptibly, and the figure moved. Then the light flared again and Hawklan heard
ahissng breath exuding rage and frugtration. A wave of appaling malice swept over him and hefelt his
own face contorting into awide-eyed snarl in response. Slowly he began to raise his sword to strike
down the menacing figure.

‘No,” cried Andawyr desperately. ‘He' s corrupted the Old Power and hisfailure to bind you has
unhinged him. He' s beyond all control now, don’t add your own darker nature to his madness, you'll
destroy usadl.’

Thewordsrolled off Hawklan unheard as he felt hisanger lock with thefigure's.

‘Hedler, he'stoo frail for hisburden.” Andawyr’ s voice rang out powerfully. The compassionin the
words cut through the swirling malice and hatred and dispelled Hawklan' srage asif it had been no more
than autumn smoke. Turning, he saw the old man unwind the waist cord from his stained smock.

‘Ethrissand my teachershelp and forgive me,” Andawyr said to himsdlf, then taking the cord in hisright
hand, he flicked it towards the figure. It shone, white and dazzling, and Hawklan felt the myriad tiny ties
release him. Thefigure seemed to struggle againgt an unseen force, but Hawklan could fed itsrage and

malice growing for someterrible blow.

‘No,” cried Andawyr, hisvoice dive with concern. ‘| beg you. Thereis aways another path. Even for
you.’

Thefigure' seyesflared briefly, and abruptly it released its blow. It seemed to Hawklan that someone
else was looking through his own eyes. Someone who saw awave of wrongness surge from the figure to
envelop the waiting Andawyr.

With an unexpected camness and grace, the little man gently opened hisarms asif to welcome the
assault, and Hawklan felt the wrongness surge around the motionless figure then, subtly changed — righted
—return to its creator.

Abruptly the inner watcher was gone from him, and Hawklan watched as, with aterrible cry, thefigurein
the gaping green doorway staggered backwards and disappeared from view. He had abrief glimpse of a
hand vainly trying to protect atormented and al too human face from some blinding light.

Hawklan turned to Andawyr. The little man’ s face was both regretful and triumphant. * One more thing,
he said anxioudy, twirling hiscord. ‘It'll give usalittle moretime.” He edged Hawklan to one sde and,
with histongue protruding dightly, he flicked the cord. A ring of white flame sprang from it and floated
acrossthe clearing, growing in Sze and intensity asit did. Andawyr nodded with workmanlike
satisfaction.

The glittering ring hit the pavilion and Started to spread over it. Asit approached the lights, they danced
franticdly asif to avoid its enveloping whiteness, but its progress was rdentless and each light in turn
crackled and sghed into extinction asit reached them. Slowly the whole Structure sank silently to the
ground and faded into nothingness.

Hawklan became aware of acool night breeze on hisface and moonlight filling the strangdly misty
clearing. Then the distant sounds of the Gretmearc impinged. He turned to hisrescuer, once again alittle
old man in astained smock fastened by an old cord.

A thousand questions burst over him, but Andawyr cut across them. ‘Come on,” he hissed urgently. ‘We
must get away. Follow me. Quickly.’



Chapter 22

Hawklan strode out to keep up with Andawyr’ strotting gait as they moved through the darkness that
fringed the edge of the Gretmearc. They passed abewildering array of rest areas, store-houses,
dwellings, and closed gtdls before findly reaching Andawyr’ stent.

Onceingde, thelittle man made a pass with his hands over the threshold of the entrance and then relaxed
visbly. He patted his hands on his chest asif to dust something off them.

‘It should be alittle while before they recover, he said. ‘But | fear we ve not got agreat dedl of time.
Anyway that will keep most prying eyesout.” Hetook hold of Hawklan'sright hand. ‘ Come dong, we
must attend to that right away, whatever e se we manageto do.’

Hawklan looked down at the hand and saw that it and a portion of hisforearm had turned white. Not just
pale, but an gppalling deathly white asif the flesh had been under water for along time and wasjust
about to start putrefying. He flexed it and found no pain or stiffness, but the sght of it moving made him
fed nauseous and dizzy. Andawyr’ s unexpectedly strong grip prevented him from faling, but he sat down
heavily on achair by thetable.

‘Sorry, young fellow,” said Andawyr gently. ‘I’ ve never seen this before, but | know what it is. | cantend
it for you.’

‘What' s happened to it? asked Hawklan, recovering himself dightly, and being heartened by Andawyr’s
confidence. Andawyr did not reply immediately. He was busy examining the arm in greet detail, and
muttering to himsalf. Then he stood up and started bustling round the tent, still muttering.

‘“Where smy bag. Dar-volci? Have you moved it again? he said irritably.
‘What? came abad tempered and deep voice from a side room somewhere.
‘| said, have you moved my bag again? shouted Andawyr.

There was silence for amoment, then what sounded like asigh, and, * Of course not, you old fool. What
would | want with your bag?

Andawyr shrugged gpologeticaly at hisguests. ‘An. . . old friend, he said.

‘We'll leaveif we' re going to cause trouble for you,” said Hawklan, concerned at the tone of the
conversation. Andawyr was dismissve.

‘Takeno notice of Dar-volci,” he said very loudly. ‘He s just an uncouth mountain dweller with no idea
how to behavein civilized company.’

The object of thisjibe ignored it, but retorted in an oily voice. ‘ Found your bag yet, Andy?

Andawyr stood up very sraight, hisfists clenched, his mouth taut and the start of atwitch flickering along
hisjawline,

‘Dar-volci,” he growled warningly. A low chuckle came from the other room. *Have you looked in your
cupboard yet, old friend?

Andawyr snorted and, spinning on his hed, stalked off into another room. He returned amoment later
carrying a huge double-handled bag which seemed to be amost as big as he was. He dropped it on the
floor next to Hawklan, opened it and started rooting around insideit, making agreet clatter amongst the



contents.

Gavor gave asmal flgp of larm when it looked at one stage asif the little man was going to disappear
intoit entirely.

Eventudly he stood up, rather flushed, with alength of cloth in hishand.

‘“Thisshould do it,” he said, triumphantly. ‘ Give meyour arm.” Gingerly, Hawklan offered the seemingly
dienlimb. Andawyr took it and quickly and expertly wrapped the cloth around it, singing softly and
rhythmicaly to himsdf ashe did so. Hawklan tried to follow the movements of Andawyr’ s hands, but
they were so deft that he soon lost track. When he had finished, Andawyr’ s forehead was damp, but he
looked up a Hawklan and smiled, hislittle eyes shining.

‘Not familiar with thistechnique, areyou? he said.
Hawklan shook hishead. ‘I’ ve some hedling in my voice, but your weave means nothing to me.’

‘No reason why it should,” said Andawyr. ‘It'safairly . . . specialized method, used for fairly specidized
injuries.” He made adight adjustment to the bandage. * There. That should do it.’

Hawklan looked at his arm. The bandage covered the whole of the damaged area and was wrapped
individually around each finger. To his surprise however, he found he could move hishand and fingers
quite easily. Looking closdly at the bandage he saw that it was without texture, and apparently without
edges. Nor could he see any sign of how it had been fastened. He looked at Andawyr and was about to
gpesk when thelittle man raised his hand.

‘One day when we've moretimel’ll explainit to you. All you need to know now isthat the bandage will
fdl off in afew dayswhen your aamiswell again and, in the meantime, you should be able to use your
hand perfectly normaly.” Helooked a Hawklan strangdly. ‘1’1l be honest though. | don’t know what
saved you from that trap. It certainly wasn't just me and the bird. There’ s more to you than meets even
my eye. Wemust talk urgently.” He seemed to cometo adecision. ‘ Come over here,” he said, serioudly.

Over here proved to be yet another room, the door of which appeared when Andawyr made a
movement with his hands against the wall of the tent. Hawklan ducked through the low opening and
turning round was surprised to see Andawyr closing a heavy wooden door. Again, in anticipation of his
curiosty, Andawyr spoke.

‘My persond quarters,’ hesad, asif that explained dl. *Only atravelling modd I'm afraid, but fairly
secure” Then looking a hisguest’ sface, ‘I'm sorry if al thisis bewildering, Hawklan, but we do have a
great dedl to talk about and not agreat deal of time. | must make the most of what we have before we
haveto leave. My little trick on the tent door will keep most ordinary searchers away, but whoever set
that trap for you will open it with no trouble, and they’ |l be after me now aswell. Either for revenge
because I’ ve done them a hurt they didn’t expect, or because I’ ve seen too much. Either way, they’ll
want to know who | am just as much as | want to know who they are, and now we' ve no longer got the
element of surprise, they’ ve the greater strength.’

He put his hand to his head.
‘But you destroyed that pavilion,” said Hawklan, trying to follow the little man’ s conversation.

Andawyr shook his head and laughed grimly. * Destroy. Would | had. Would | could. By some miracle
you dew itsheart and | managed to throw dust in its keeper’ s eyesto stop him running completely
amok.” He shook his head. ‘But he' salmost totaly out of control now. Who could have given him such



Power? Taught himto useit likethat? he said to himself.

Hawklan could contain himself no longer. * Andawyr, what on earth’ s happening? | thought I’d no
curiogty in me, but this evening has shown me otherwise. Who are you? What wasthat place | wasin,
and what wasthat gppalling . . . chair? He shuddered. *What happened to mein there? And to my arm?
And how did you find me?

Andawyr lifted both his handsto ward off further questions.

‘In amoment young felow, inamoment. | can only tell you afew things, and I'm afraid I’'m going to
have to spend our time asking questions, not answering them. Will you please trust me?

Hawklan looked into the man’ s eyesfor along time, then glanced at Gavor. The raven nodded.
‘Yes, hesaid abruptly.

‘Good,” said Andawyr. ‘Now sit down and make yourself comfortable’

Hawklan looked dubioudly at the various chairs scattered about the room.

Andawyr amiled. ‘It'sdl right, he said. ‘None of these chairswill harm you — besides, you' re better
armed than you redlize’

Hawklan sat down cautiously on the edge of avery hard upright chair and Gavor hopped onto his
shoulder. Andawyr chuckled.

‘Fair enough,” he said. ‘| can understand your concern. But that was no chair you were Sitting on in that
... place. Still, another time maybe.” Then he became very serious, and hisova punchbag face looked
searchingly into Hawklan's. Occasiondly as he spoke, Hawklan thought he saw a bright white light
flickering through his stained old smock, so that he looked like aworn cover over abrilliant lantern. And
aways, Hawklan sensed abarely controlled excitement in the little man. Excitement mixed with doulbt
and fear.

‘The question,” Andawyr began, ‘isnot who | am, Hawklan, but who you are. But I’ [l answer some of
your questionsfirdt . . . briefly. Don't interrupt. I'm Andawyr, leader of the Cadwanol.” Helooked
carefully at Hawklan to see hisreaction to the name, but there was none, although Gavor bent forward
intently. “We reagroup of . . . teachers. Dedicated, amongst other things, to studying and preserving
ancient lore. It' savery old Order, and we' ve accumulated much knowledge and many skills over the
centuries. | was here just to buy supplies, but I ve had afeding there’ s been something amissfor along
time now and the Gretmearc' s such a hotchpotch of aplace there' s always some useful gossip to be
picked up.’

Hawklan shifted on his chair, struggling to contain his patience. Andawyr continued.

‘Asfor where you were, that was dl too easy to find once they started.” He leaned forward and put his
head in hishandsasif in pain.

‘Areyou dl right? Hawklan asked.

Andawyr nodded. ‘Yes’ he said, looking up and smiling dightly. ‘I'm alittle shocked that'sall. | didn’t
think thismorning that I’ d ever be caled upon to face such atria asthat . . .’ Hisvoicetailed off and his
face became thoughtful. Hawklan waited.

After amoment, Andawyr straightened up. ‘ The dowest apprentice couldn’t have missed them. They



positively shouted their whereabouts to anyone with the earsto hear. And the pavilion? Wdll . . . put
smply, that was atrap —an appalling trap for a consderable prey. And that brings us back to the real
question. Who are you that so much effort should be expended on your behaf?Why are they so
frightened of you that you have to be so bound?

He peered deep into Hawklan' s face again. * Show me your sword.’
Hawklan drew it and laid it gently in Andawyr’ s extended hands. ‘ Careful, it’ svery sharp,” he warned.

The old man did not move, but stared down at the sword, dowly moving hiseyesadong itslength. Then
he let out along dow bregth.

‘When | heard Gavor'stae, | couldn’'t believeit,” he said, softly. ‘But it' s here. Actudly here. In my
hands. | ill can't believeit.” Helooked up at Hawklan. * Y ou don’t know what thisis, do you? he said.

‘It savery finesword | believe, Hawklan offered, tentatively.

Andawyr shook his head in amused amazement. ‘ A fine sword,” he echoed to himsdlf. Then hisvoicefdl
to awhigper asif thewallsthemsalves should not hear. * Thisis his sword. Ethriss s sword. Left at
Anderras Darion when he went to face Sumera at the Last Battle. Small wonder it dew the heart of that
... trap, and protected your arm.’

Abruptly, hisface broke up asif hewerein grest pain or about to weep uncontrollably. Gavor flapped
hiswingsunessly.

‘“Why me? said Andawyr. ‘Why me? Why now?

Hawklan watched him uncertainly, then carefully lifting the sword from the still outstretched hands,
replaced it in its scabbard.

‘What’ sthe matter, Andawyr? he asked.

The painin Andawyr’ s face faded into some kind of resignation and he bowed his head away from the
gaze of the green eyes.

‘Everything’ sthe matter, Hawklan. Y ou may be our greatest hope, but at the moment I’ m your greatest
hope, and you, ong with everyone else, are in great danger.’

Despite Andawyr’ s obvious distress, Hawklan' s impatience broke through again. * Andawyr, what are
you talking about? Tell mewhat’ s happening. I’m asimple heder; who would want to harm me?

Andawyr started at Hawklan’ s unexpectedly authoritative tone and, leaning forward, took hold of his
hands.

‘ Someone who appears out of the mountains— impassable mountainsin mid-winter if | recal Gavor's
tale correctly. Someone with no memory. Someone with the key and the word to open Anderras Darion.
Ethriss s own castle. Someone who knows the castle as he walks through it, even the passage through
the labyrinth that guards the armoury. Someone who sees an ancient corruption in atinker’ stoy, and then
has the Black Sword of Ethrissfal at hisfeet. That someone is more than asmple healer, Hawklan. Isn't
he?

‘Who am |, then? Hawklan amost shouted.

‘Closeyour eyesand relax,” Andawyr said, abruptly and decisively. ‘ Trust me.” Hawklan hesitated, but



Gavor closed his claw reassuringly on his shoulder.

Hawklan nodded and closed hiseyes. Ashe did so he thought he glimpsed again the flickering white light
within the old man. Andawyr reached up and placed the pams of his hands on Hawklan' stemplesthen
he too closed his eyes.

The room was very quiet; not avestige of sound from the Gretmearc penetrated into it. Gavor fidgeted.

Hawklan fet himsdlf floating freein agreat spacefilled with countless swirling images and whisperings.
Occasiondly, tiny portions of the sounds and the scenes would come together and make sense, but they
dipped away before he could catch them, like morning dreams. Then abruptly he was standing on
something solid.

Andawyr’ svoice said, ‘ Open your eyes, Hawklan. Y ou' re quite safe. Don’t be afraid. Just tell me what
you see!’

Hawklan opened his eyes. He could till fedl the pressure of Andawyr’ s hands holding histemples, but he
could not see him. Instead he found he was standing in the middle of an gpparently endless plain. Looking
around he could see no distinguishing features at dl. The ground benegth his feet was smooth and flat and
unblemished in every direction. And everything was slent and still. He described it to Andawyr.

‘The ground you' re standing on, what’ sit like? came the question.

Hawklan looked down and tapped hisfoot. The sensation was strange.

‘It fedsvery solid. Like. . . rock perhaps. . . only moresolid . . . more permanent,” he said.
Hefelt Andawyr sigh. ‘| feared s0,” he said. * Close your eyes. I'll bring you back.’

Then he wasfloating free again through the shifting scenes and sounds until Andawyr said, * All right.
Open your eyesnow,” and the pressure went from histemples. He was back in Andawyr’ sroom.

‘What was al that about? he asked rather irritably. Andawyr’ s face was screwed up with doubt and
disgppointment, and he was squeezing the remains of his nose between his thumb and forefinger

pensvely. Hejumped dightly.

‘I'msorry,” he said, scratching his head, but he offered no answer.

‘Sorry!” Hawklan spoke heatedly. * Andawyr, you' re acomplete stranger to me and I’'m in your debt.

Y ou' ve saved me from something extremely unpleasant — probably even saved my life. Y ou destroyed a
man and a building with aflick of your hand.” He looked at his bandaged hand. ‘Y ou’ ve trested an
injury, thelike of which I’ ve never even seen. Y ou bring usto aroomin atent that fedsasif it'sinthe

very heart of acastle, with itstimbered ceiling and stonewalls. You say, “Trust me,” then trangport my
mind who knowswhere. Then you say, “sorry”.’

He stood up suddenly, and banged hisfist down on anearby table. *What's going on, Andawyr? he
shouted.

Gavor cleared histhroat. ‘ Steady, dear boy.’

Andawyr looked up at the green eyed figure towering over him. ‘I don’t know whereto start,” he said
plantively.

Hawklan bent forward, amost menacingly. ‘ Find a beginning, then. Somewhere. Anywhere. And start



there. Tl mewhat’ s happening in plain smple language that aplain smple hedler can understand,
without any more conjuring tricks or mysterious commentaries.’

Although not spoken, Hawklan'sfind cadence said ‘' Or els2' quite unequivocally.
Andawyr continued staring up a him thoughtfully for some time, then motioned him to St down.

‘I'm sorry, Hawklan,” hesaid. *As| said, I've had atria of my own today, a severe one, and I’ m caught
inamaze of questions at least as bewildering asyours. | can't tell you everything that’ s happening,
becausefor dl my knowledge, I'm afraid | don’'t know.” He shrugged apologeticaly.

Hawklan’ s eyes narrowed, but Andawyr returned his gaze sternly.

“Hawklan, | understand your impatience, but you' reaprincipa player in this, and your naiveté and
ignorance are weapons in the hands of our enemies. Just lislen while | do my best.’

Hawklan bridled at the word ‘ignorance . Something lurched inside him.

‘Thereis no more voracious, destructive and shadow dwelling creature than ignorance,” he said, hisvoice
strange. He leaned forward and took Andawyr’ sarm in apowerful grip. ‘It must aways be destroyed,
but only the light of truth can do it —only the light of truth —no matter what horrorsit exposes.’

Gavor cocked his head to one Side, ligtening intently. Andawyr looked into the piercing green eyeswith a
mixture of fear and awe.

‘Have you studied the Great Gate of Anderras Darion, Hawklan? he asked, rather hoarsely.

‘No, said Hawklan. ‘I know some of thetalesfrom it, but | doubt alifetime would be long enough to
study even thevisible part of it, let done those parts that the blind can read or, according to village
legend, those partsthat sing in the wind. Gavor knows more of it than | do.’

Andawyr sighed. ‘ Thisisgoing to take sometime,’ he said. ‘ Try not to get angry with me again, please.’
Hawklan' sface was neutral.

‘Do you know the history of Sumera, Hawklan? The Great Enemy. The Corruptor. The Enemy of Life?
‘The name sfamiliar. HE s some evil demon out of legend, isn't he?

Andawyr shook his head. * Ah, the poor Orthlundyn,” he said sadlly. * Such aprice they paid.” Hefdl
dlent for amoment, hiseyes distant asif in the past. Hawklan waited.

‘He' snot amythica character, Hawklan, nor isthe Great Gate arepository for children’stales. It'sa
history. A history of theriseand fal of Sumerd. Of Hisrise while the Guardians dept, of His power
spreading forth across the world, destroying the Great Harmony of things that the Guardians had created,
then finally corrupting Mandrocs and men and sending them out as al-conquering armies.” He sighed
heavily. ‘ There was a great and terrible shadow on the world then.’

Hefdl slent and pensve again.

‘Then in His pride and arrogance, He woke the Guardians, and they stemmed His surging greed. But His
shadow had falen on them too, because they knew that they would have to teach His corruption if they
wereto defeat it. They knew that even asthey sustained the righteous courage of the Kings of men, they
were weakening themsalves irreparably and sowing the seeds for His Second Coming.’



He looked hard at Hawklan, now beginning to feel somewhat contrite after his outburdt.
‘Y ou believe in powers beyond yoursdlf, don’t you? he asked.

Hawklan nodded. ‘Y es, though belief isan odd word. They'real around like the wind and the sky. | fedl
and direct them in my hedling. | hear them in the miracle of every living thing, and my friends hear themin
the rocks and mineras of theland.’

‘Good,” said Andawyr. ‘ And good and evil power?

Hawklan frowned, the question made no sense. ‘ The spirit that flows through thingsis neither good nor
bad.” He gesticulated vaguely. ‘It' s like fire and water. It can be used to create or to destroy. It hasno
will of itsown.’

Andawyr nodded asif satisfied, then abruptly changed the direction of the conversation.
‘Let metell youwhat I’ ve learned about you,” he said, pulling his chair closer to Hawklan.

‘“When | took you into your own mind, you passed through your memories of the past twenty years, then
you found yoursdlf on afesatureless landscape. What you saw as abarren, hard plainisthe barrier
between you and your earlier life. It sfar beyond my skillsto penetrate such abarrier. It s been put there
by amighty power, and only that or some great pain can removeit. Who you are, or rather, who you
were, will not lightly be discovered, so we must use such sgnsaswe have.’” He hesitated. ‘ Those signs
tell methat youmay be. .. He hestated again, until the reluctant words blurted themselves out. ‘Y ou
may be Ethriss himself. The first among the Guardians. The Guardian of Life, and Sumerd’ s grestest

enamy.
Hawklan looked at him in embarrassed dishdief.

‘Andawyr,” he said, gently. ‘ Orthlund isaland of smal villages peopled by quiet farmers, carvers. It'sa
civilized country, full of peace and harmony. We' ve neither Lords nor Kings, let done mythical gods.’

Andawyr grimaced. ‘ Thisisno use,” he said angrily. ‘I can't do anything here. I’ ve neither the time nor
the resources. If you are Ethriss, dormant yet waked, then He too has wakened. Terribletimeslie ahead
if wedon't act.’

He paused, struck by a sudden thought. ‘ If He isindeed awake, and His servants are peddling their
wares, then . . . the Uhridl too must be awake.” He took Hawklan’s arm urgently. * Come with meto the
Caves of Cadwanen. To the Council of the Cadwanol. There’ll be able to explain things properly.
Grest forces have aready been set against you, and greater will follow. Y ou need protection until you
can be taught about yoursdlf . . .’

Andawyr was interrupted by the urgent voice of Dar-volci filling the room.
‘Andawyr. Danger. We're discovered.’

Chapter 23

‘“What' s happening, Dar-volci?

Andawyr’ svoice rang out, dthough his mouth did not move. Hawklan redlized that the sound wasin his
own head. So too wasthe reply.

‘There’ s been agroup of unsavoury characters wandering about for some time, but now the door sed’s



failing. Someone who knowswhat’ swhat is attacking it
The room shook with an ominous rumble. Andawyr looked round in darm.

‘They’ re attacking us here aswell. Directly,” hisvoice said. ‘How could they have found us?It’ s not
possble Unless. ..

He spun round and stared at Hawklan angrily. His manner was so grim that Hawklan started back and
reached for his sword, knocking over his chair in the process.

‘What did you bring from that pavilion, Hawklan? Andawyr’stone was commanding.
‘Nothing,” said Hawklan, darmed at this sudden power from the little man.

“Y ou' ve something of theirs. Some corruption. Y ou must have. This place couldn’t be located without
that, let alone attacked.” He put his hands to his head desperately, then snapped hisfingers.

‘Have you any of thetinker’ swareswith you?
‘No,” replied Hawklan earnestly. ‘| didn’t know they were corrupted when | left.’

A booming impact interrupted him and the room shook violently asif it had been struck by agreat
hammer. The two men staggered and Gavor flapped into the air with araucous cry. Papers cascaded of f
the table, books tumbled off shelves and an ominous crack appeared in the ceiling.

Andawyr looked at the crack, the darm in hisface changing to terror. * Ethriss protect usif they’ re that
srong,” he said. ‘We'relost before we can begin.’

‘The bird, Hawklan,” Gavor cried suddenly.

‘Bird? What bird? said Andawyr.

Hawklan looked vaguely at Gavor.

‘“The brown bird!” Gavor shouted impatiently. * From the mountains.’

Hawklan nodded and, digging into his pocket, retrieved the corpse of thelittle bird and held it out to
Andawyr.

Andawyr’ s eyes opened widein horror, and asif mimicking him, the bird’ s eyes opened, abaeful blazing
yellow. Beak gaping, it flew directly at Andawyr’ sface with ashriek that sounded like athousand voices
screaming in triumph and hatred. Hawklan lifted his handsto his ears, but, like Dar-volci’ svoice, the
appaling sound seemed to beinsde his head.

Andawyr let out acry of terror and caught the bird with theflat of hishand as helifted it to protect his
face. Therewas ared flash and he staggered back, grasping hishand in pain, while the still shrieking bird
flew crazily into afar corner of the room, colliding with the walls and floor severd timeson the way.

Andawyr lifted hisuninjured hand and levelled it & the bird asit prepared to fly at him again. Hawklan
turned hisface away as abright whiteness shone from the extended hand and engulfed the bird. It
thrashed franticaly in the corner and its screeching became demented with rage, but it could not escape.
Swedt started out on Andawyr’ s forehead.

‘Thisisthe onethe Alphraan downed, Gavor? he said breathlessy. Gavor nodded.



‘A powerful Sgn, Hawklan, the Alphraan protecting you. They'velittlelovefor hum. ..

He staggered and Hawklan caught him. Thelight holding the bird wavered and its screeching and
thrashing became even more frenzied, asif it were drawing power from some unseen source.

Hawklan' sface waslined hard and grim by the glaring light. He looked a Andawyr. The man wasfailing
vishly.

‘What can | do? he shouted.

‘Nothing,” gasped Andawyr. ‘ This creature’ sbeyond me. It's part of agreater whole. But it must be
bound. I must go to the Council by aroute that you can’t travel. If | survivethat, | fear | must go to
Narsindal to seek . . . He paused and gasped for breath. Another violent shock rocked the room.
‘Dar-volci will help you escape the tent. FHleefor your life. . . your soul. Return to Anderras Darion now,
asquickly asyou can. Learn everything you can from the Gate, and from the lore of Orthlund. I'll try to
reach you if | can, or send another. Above al, Hawklan, be on your guard. Watch the shadows, your
days of peace are ended. They'll try to bind you again. Be on your guard. Go quickly now.’

Hawklan moved to help him, but Andawyr waved him to the door with hisinjured hand. Hawklan
ignored the gesture and looking into the old man’s pained eyes, laid his hands gently on his head.
Andawyr closed his eyes and some of the pain left hisface. Then he opened them abruptly, and nodded
desperately to the door.

Hawklan lifted his hands from the old man’s head, ran to the door and pushed it open. However, instead
of walking through it, he found himsdlf pitched forward headlong asif an enormous hand had pushed him
squarely in the back. Gavor joined him in an equally undignified manner.

Asthetwo rolled over, there was a great echoing boom and the bird’ s frantic screeching stopped
abruptly. Turning, Hawklan saw the hole in the tent wall disgppear, and he had afleeting vison of the
room he had just left dwindling rapidly into the distance, sparking white with Andawyr’ sflickering light.

Before he could gather hiswits properly, there was a raucous shout from outsde the tent, ‘ They’re’ ere;’
and along knife blade was thrust through the tent wall. With one swift rasping siroke, the entrance was
rent open to reved abulky figure standing dark againgt the early morning sky.

Behind him, Hawklan glimpsed other figures milling around. Their leader seemed to beaman with a
ragged bandagetied over his eyes. One hand was gripping the shoulder of another man so powerfully
that he was grimacing in pain, and the other, claw-like, was swinging from sdeto sde.

There was atimeless pause as the figure in the entrance hesitated. The healer in Hawklan reached out
ingtinctively to the blind man, but some other part of him was repelled. The blind man cocked hishead on
one side as though he had heard something familiar and, dowly, his sightless gaze turned towards
Hawklan. Hawklan recognized the face he had seen redling back into the pavilion, but now itslook of
horror had been replaced by one of madness.

Then the swinging hand levelled itsdf a him like a quivering compass point, and the man’s mouth opened
widein atriumphant snarl. Hawklan fet his unspoken command.

The man in the entrance moved forward and, without thinking, Hawklan stepped low in front of him and
then stood up. With agreat cry the man flew into the air over Hawklan's back and crashed heavily onto
the floor. Even asthe man wasfaling, Hawklan extended hisright hand towards the face of another
approaching attacker. Although the hand did not touch him, he too crashed to the ground as hetried to
avoidit.



As he moved to face yet another, Dar-volci’ s voice intruded. ‘ Never mind these,” his deep voice
bellowed. ‘ Run for it. Out of the back.” Hawklan turned round but there was no one there. He hesitated.
‘Shift, you great lummox,” came the powerful voice again, from asideroom. ‘I'll be out inaminute. | can
handle these once Andy’ saway safe.’

A hand grabbed at Hawklan’ s shoulder and, without looking, he swung hisfist back into the groin of its
owner. There was agasp and the grip vanished. Hawklan sensed more attackers behind him.

‘1 don’'t know where you learned those tricks, dear boy,” said Gavor, jumping up and down agitatedly.
‘But | redly think the man’ s offering us good advice’

Hawklan nodded. He spun round and laid out one more individual with an open handed blow under his
chin, then ran towards the back of the tent. Ashe did so asmall brown sinuous anima ran between his
legsin the direction of the assailed entrance.

Drawing his sword, Hawklan dashed an opening in the tent wall, but before he stepped through it, he
turned to see where his pursuers were. He saw onetrip over the smal anima, which ran on unhindered
to the next man, stood on its hind legs and opened its mouth to reveal amassive and formidable set of
teeth. 1t sank these into the man’ sleg, and there was a sound of breaking bones that made Hawklan
wince. The man let out agreat scream and collgpsed on to hisfelow who was just getting up.

‘Come on, dear boy,” Gavor flapped urgently. ‘If that's Dar-volci’ s pet, | shudder to think what he's
like’

And with that he was gone, flying off toward the crowds and noise of the Gretmearc. Hawklan followed
him, listening for any sounds of pursuit. But dl he could hear was Dar-volci’ s stentorian voice swearing
roundly and filigreed about with thuds and screams.

* * % %

Within the hour, Hawklan had gathered his pack from the rest area, purchased afew supplies, and was
making steady, inconspicuous progress down the road that would lead back to the mountains and to
Orthlund. Gavor was flying watchful, high above him.

There had been no signs of pursuit after they had left Andawyr’'s led tent, and the Gretmearc crowds
had absorbed them into anonymity as effectively asamountain mist, athough part of Hawklan had
wanted to draw the black sword and return to face those who had seen fit to so assault him and seek his
downfdl.

A deeper, darker voice sounded within him however. These people are unknown to you, it said, and
would have bested you like a child, but for Gavor and good fortune. Those who know them better told
you to flee. To return might be to make vain any sacrifice they have paid.

Reuctantly Hawklan had bowed to thiswiser counsd.

Gavor had had less sombre reservations. ‘ Dar-volci’ |l be dl right,” he said confidently. ‘ Judging by the
noises that were coming from that tent he sounds asif he' stwice the size of Idoman. And did you see
that rat thing —with the teeth? Histone was awe-stricken, and he hopped involuntarily onto Hawklan's
head to be further from the ground.

Hawklan nodded, and grimaced at the memory of those bone-crunching teeth. ‘ That wasnorat,” he said.
‘I've never seen anything likeit before. It must be somekind of aguard animal.’

‘Well, if he sgot that thing on aleash, at least we' Il have no difficulty recognizing Dar-volci if we ever



meet him,” Gavor concluded.

However, their journey was for the most part silent. Each was rapt in his own thoughts. In contrast to his
peaceful journey from Pedhavin, Hawklan now found that his mind was troubled and his perceptions
darker. He redlized he was searching the faces of passers-by for sgns of treachery and enmity. Running
feet or hooves behind him would see his hand move gently to his sword hilt. A glade of trees
overshadowing the road, beautiful though it was ill, would become a so a possible place of ambush, and
part of him would peer into it, seeking out lessinnocent shadows.

Hedid not relish this new sight and he became increasingly anxiousto be back at Anderras Darion, back
amongd familiar surroundings with familiar faces and sounds around him, back amongst light and
openness. But Andawyr’ s voice kept returning to him.

‘Watch the shadows. Your days of peace are ended.’

* * % %
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