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Chapter 1

Therain fell with sullen persistence to make one stravel cloak asodden burden weighing upon the
shoulders, even asfear can weigh heavily on heart and mind. Those among us who were smple and
unlettered, who had never stirred far from the fields they tilled or the herd pastures known to their
long-kin before them, muttered together of Glom the Weeper and looked upon the gray sky asif they
expected moment after moment to see her two welling, tear-filled eyes above us, her sorrow hanging as
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heavily asacurse.

Even those who were |ettered and learned could be disturbed by the thought of curses and condemnation
after thisexilecameto us.

Were our Bard-Sages right to use their knowledge so that when we passed through the Gate, household
by household, lord-kin by lord-kin, we not only left behind us our homeland, but also a part of dl
memory? Now we might question for awhile why we had come to ride this rain-washed, dreary land.
However that questioning diminished as we rode north. That the reason for our flight was dire we carried
ever in our minds. Not only did Sword Brothers ready for instant larm ride before usto scout this
grange land, but afull company of them were the last a the Gate as arearguard. With them were Laudat
and Ouse, whose singing had opened that world portal and who now closed it with the clack-clack of
their spirit-drums so that there could be no retreat, and perhaps, mercifully, no pursuit.

Those who rode in the van as our guides had met usthis side of the Gate. They had been near afull
moon-tally of days here, Spying out what must be faced. Their report was strange. They told of tal hills
and daes, once held by men—or e se some life-form which was near enough like our own to pass for
men—for our scouts had found the land now deserted, save for relics of that earlier race.

Not that the land was entirely safe. There were places here and there where other forces had been
awakened and lingered, which we must take good care to avoid. However, there was much clear land
waiting for the plow, hillsdesrichintall growing grassto feed our sheep, our cettle, the horseswhich
carried our packs and pulled heavily loaded wains.

Each lord-kin moved in company, possessionswell stacked, and the old and the very young riding either
on wagons or on the most docile of our mounts, while swordsmen and liegemen of each clan kept on
dettowdl themin.

Wemoved at adow pace. Sheep and cattle cannot be overdriven. Also, | think, the strangeness of this
land weighed upon us, perhaps because, as we went, we sighted certain pillars or structures here and
there and, too, the sun did not make awelcome warmth or light for us.

My Lord was Garn and our household was not equal to most in either wedlth of gear or strength of
liegemen. Our smdll flock of sheep were easily numbered and we had only asingle bull and five cowsto
watch. Rdlics of the old life we had brought with usfilled only three wagons, and some of the younger
women rode, many with a child before and another behind, holding to their girdles.

| was lord-kin, though not heir, being alate-born son of Garn’sfather’ s brother. Still | carried kin-shield
and there were four crossbow men who rode a my command—a very small company to be sure. | was
young enough to be serioudy concerned with my responghilities, and now, as | rode with my men strung
out behind meat intervals, | kept to theright flank of the clan, searching among the hillsfor sight of
anything that might move.

We had debated—or rather the Lords had, when they had come through the Gate—the advisability of
thisroute. Only the Sword Brothers had affirmed that it led straight through a deserted land and there
were none of the other peopl €' straces neer it.

It was, however, atrue road—running straight, the blocks of its making showing now and again through
the overgrowth of grass and plants. Our wagonsjolted along it with better going than we might have
found had we taken to open country.

Therain wasnot dl that veiled this new-old land from us. There were patches of mist which hung about
the crowns of some of the hills on elther side. In places, that mist was not the expected gray-white but



had a bluish gleam, or was darker, which gave one afedling of uneasiness.

One of the Sword Brothers spurred past me, heading from the rear guard toward the fore. | watched his
passage with outright envy. They were men gpart, owing no kin once they had taken Sword Oath, having
no clanties. Their skill with sword, bow, and short-spear was so well known that they carried much
authority without ever having to touch sted. However, they made no demands upon the kin, supplying
themsalves from their own flocks and herds which the foot-brothers tended.

To be accepted into their number was the dream of most of the youth of the clans. For most that dream
was never realized, for they remained always the same in numbers, adding no one except on the deeth of
abrother.

After the passing of the rider my own overlord, Garn, came at alesser pace, histwo sworn men &t his
back, checking upon those of uswho rode as aside guard. He was aman near as dour asthisland and
the weeping sky over us, not given much to talking, but with aquick eyefor any fallurein service, or
possible cause of trouble. Silence was the best praise aman could hope for from Garn. | felt my hands
tighten on the reins as his hawk face turned toward where my small company trotted. | had expected him
either to voice some digparaging comment on my deploying of that part of hisforces, or to check upon
the rear guard who were ordered by his son Everad. Instead his horse matched pace with mine, his
escort dropping back alittle, until he rode stirrup to stirrup with me.

| did not expect any comments from him about the land about us, the discouraging westher, or the past. |
merely waited, recaling hurriedly al | might have done lately that was not to hisliking. His head turned
dowly as his gaze swept from one ridge bordering the road to the other—though | did not think he was
trying to seetherear riders of the Household clan of Rarast which preceded us.

“Thereisgood forage.” | was astonished at hiswords, though | knew that Lord Garn was one to judge
well theworth of land and the uses it might be put to. | knew all those around me, | knew their likesand
didikes, their faults and virtues, and how we were dlied one to the other. | knew my own partinthe
kin-clan, the training in wegponry which | had had, | knew—everything but why we had come into this
other world and what danger we had eluded by coming.

“There shdl be acouncil a the night camp,” Garn was continuing. “ Then shall be decided wherewe
settle. The Sword Brothers have scouted well. Thisland iswide. Fortune may favor even those of us
who have not grown so greet in the past.”

| still sought the reason for this frankness of speech from him. It was asunlikely asif my plodding horse
had spoken. What Garn said began to sink into my mind past the surprise that he spoke so at al. A large
land—open for settlement. There were near ahundred clans, most of them far beyond usin numbers of
kin, stock, al which might put alord into the first consideration. Only no lord would want to spread his
meiny so thinly that it could not be easily defended. Thusthere was avery good chance that even so
smal aclan asours might comeinto land riches.

Garn was continuing: “ Those of the kin-blood will be present and there will be adrawing of lots. Thishas
been agreed upon—that there will be only one choice. Either for shore lands or for the inner ways.
Swen, Uric, Farkon, Dawuan have aready spoken for the shore. The rest of uswill have the choice. |
think,” he hesitated, “1 would speak with you, Hewlin, and Everad, also with Stig, when we halt for
nooning.”

My agreement was perhaps unheard, for abruptly he whedled his mount and rode to where Everad held
his place in our march. Heleft me still surprised. Garn made his own decisions; there would be no need
for any conaulting, even of hisheir. It was doubly startling that he would ask any advice of Stig, who was



the headman of the fidd workers, the non-kin.

What wasin hismind? Why had he mentioned the shore lands? We had had no such settlement in the
past. To turn aside from long custom was not in our way of life. Still—we had come into anew world,
which was perhaps reason enough to bresk with that custom and lead us into new ways.

| tried to remember how far we might be from the shore, which the Sword Brothers had explored only in
very small part. There had been talk of harsh dliffs and reefsleading crudly into the sea. We were not a
sea-going people, though those of the four clans Garn had mentioned were fisherfolk—or had been.

Themorning drizzle waslifting. Before nooning awatery, pallid sun shone. Under it the land shook off
some of the brooding shadow which had made it so alien to our eyes. We camped where we were on
the road, not pulling the wains away, the households strung out dong itslength like loosened beadson a
too-long string.

Those small braziers of coals which had been so carefully tended in the foremost wain were brought out
and charcod sparingly fed into them—enough to warm pots of the herb drink which strengthened the
traveler, washed down bites of journey cake. | hurried over my share that | might not keep Garn waiting.

He sat alittle apart on astool which had a so been taken from the gear and waved usto less|ofty seating
on adtrip of thick woven matting which had been unrolled at hisfeet. | noted that beside Everad and Stig,
was Hewlin, who was the eldest of hisguard, hisface near asgrim ashislord's.

“Thereisthe choice,” Garn began as soon as we were seated. “| have had word with Quaine who rode
the shore way thefarthest.” He took from his belt pouch astrip of skin which had been rolled into athin
tube, spread this out so that, leaning forward, our heads close together, we could seerunning oniit a
number of dark lines.

There was one heavy black line which curved in and out, and feeding into that from one side, three
thinner ways, dso uneven. Two indentations of the larger line were dready marked with athick black
cross, and to these Garn pointed first.

“Thisisthe shore as Quaine has seen it. Here and there are bays which are open and thisland will be
taken by two of those who have dready said they want only the sea.” Hisfingertip now moved on, il
aong the pictured coastland, until it tapped againgt amuch smdler indentation.

“Hereisariver, not as great astream as the others, but of good water and it leadsinland to awide dale.
A river isan easy road for traveling, for the carrying of wool to market—"

Wool! | thought of our sorry herd of sheep. What did we have to market? All that was ever shorn from
their backs was woven and worn by our own people and there was never more than enough for perhaps
anew kirtle, anew under jerkin, at three or four years time.

It was Everad who dared ask the question that wasin al our minds: “Thisiswhat you would choose, my
lord, if thelot comesto you and it isnot dready taken?’

“Yes” Garn said shortly. “ There are other things—" He stopped short and none of us had the courage to
ask what those other things might be.

| stared at the lines on the bit of skin and tried to imagine what they were meant to represent—land and
seq, river and wide dalesto welcome our plows, our smdl herds and flocks. Only they remained
stubbornly but lines on skin and | could not see beyond them.

Garn invited no advice or comments from us. | had not expected that he would. He had called us



together only that we might know hiswill and be prepared for the decision he was about to make if all
went favorably for him at the lot drawing.

That river he had indicated lay well to the north, beyond the bays which he had said would be the first
choices of the sealords. | wondered how long ajourney northward it would be, aso how many days of
foot travel it would take us. The time was spring, we should be getting into the ground the precious bags
of seedswhich weighed down haf of our last wain—if we expected any sort of acrop at dl thisyear.

Therewas no telling how chill the winter seasons might be here, or how swiftly they would come, how
short or long the growing tune could last. Too lengthy ajourney might bring us under the dark shadow of
winter want, a specter to haunt any clan. Still, the choice was Garn’sand no lord ever led his peopleinto
outright disaster if he could help it.

Thenight’s council was held at the midsection of our strung out line of march, near where Lord Farkon's
long parade of wains and folk wagons werein place. They had ready afire and around that the lords sat,
their blood kin behind them while Laudat and Ouse, both pulling their gray cloaks close about them asif
they felt the damp chill even more than any others, and Wavent, Captain of the Sword Brothersfor this
Ten Year, werein the center of that circle.

Both the Bards looked thin, tired, their faces nearer to gray in color. The opening and the closing of the
Gate might have worn them close to death, but they held themselvesto the task before them. However, it
was Wavent who spoke.

He described again the land ahead, saying that it was uneven, lacking any strength of plains. Rather, it
was ridged by hills and between those were dales, some wide and well covered with vegetation, some
narrow and stony. He also spoke of the riversthat were on Garn’s crude map and of the two well
shaped and open bays.

He had scarcdly finished when Lord Farkon brokein: “Y ou have said little, | note, Sword Captain, of
these strange places | eft by an Elder People—or of such people themselves. Do any linger—and if so will
they not take sword to defend their own lands as any lord will do?’

There was a murmur which ran fromlord to lord. | saw Ouse' s shoulders straighten, amost asif hewere
about to rise and speak in answer. Still he did not, but |eft that to Wavent.

“Yes, thiswasonce aland well held,” the Captain admitted readily. “ But those who held it have gone.
We have found things of theirs—but in most thereis no harm. In fact, there are places of peace and
safety which are welcoming. But there are others, and | do not deceive you, my lords, which are pools of
evil. Theseyou shall know by the very stench of them. Also, it iswell that you have no dedling with any
building or ruin which you may find. We of the Sword have quartered and requartered thisland and have
seen nothing but beasts, have found no trace of any land holder. It is empty now; we do not know why.”

Lord Rolfin shook hishead, the firdight flashing from the three bits of red gem set in hishedm just above
hiseyes.

“Y ou do not know why those others withdrew,” he repeated. “ Thus we may be facing an unknown,
unseen enemy here”

Again therewasagtir and murmur among thelords.

Thistime Ouse did stand, shrugging the hood of his cloak back so that his gray-haired head was fully
bared and al could see histhin, lined face.



“Theland,” he said quietly, “is empty. Since we have comeinto it we have sensed nothing which we may
term enemy. This night before you came to council, my lords, Laudet and | sang the warn words and lit
the torches of the Flame. It burned fair, there was no stir at our invocation. There are traces of old
power—of akind we do not know—but the Flame can burn nowhere when there iswar rising and evil
movingin.”

| heard agrunt from Lord Rolfin. He was ever apt, as all men knew, to go seeking menacesin each new
place, though he could have no answer to Ouse s reassurance. It was true that the Undying and One
Flame could not surviveif evil ringed usround, and | am surethat | heard severa sghsof relief at that

reply.

Now Wavent pushed forward with hisright foot abasin of bronze which Laudet had set out for him. The
Captain stooped and picked this up, holding it with both hands.

“Here, Lords of Hallack,” his voice becoming more formal, asif speaking ritual words, “are your choices
by lot. Inthe Light of the One Flame are dl kin-chiefsequd. Thusit wasin the past, so shall it be here.
Let each of you now draw by chance, for at midmorning tomorrow we shdl reach thefirst of the open
daesand one of you may there withdraw from our journey to take up a new home.”

Holding the bowl just above the eyelevel of the circle of lords, he then passed from right to left, pausing
before each man who reached up, scrabbling fingers among the strips of hide he could not see and
bringing out the lot which fortune dedlt him, though al knew that afterward there could be changes made
if both parties agreed.

Ouselet Wavent come well along before he followed with asmaller bowl, thisone being of slver
somewhat tarnished, which he offered to ahandful of lordswho had refused the first choosing. Thiswe
knew represented the chances of the seacoast. As he had told us he would, Garn refrained from drawing
from Wavent’ s bowl, a happening which appeared to make his near neighbors glance at himin surprise.
When Ouse reached him his hand went up forthwith and there was something of eagernessin hisaction
though no emation showed on hisimpassive face.

None looked yet upon their luck but waited until al had drawn. There were some dipsleftin Wavent's
bowl but Ouse, though he had few takers, turned his upside down before he was well around the circle
and went back to his own place.

It was only when Wavent aso returned to stand by the fire that each lord unrolled the scrap of hide his
groping fingers had brought him and looked down at the runes marked there—for the Sword Brothers,
together with the Bards, had made these for guidance even before we had come through the Gate, and
each carried clear directionsfor travelersand sttlers.

We were eager to know Garn’sluck, though he did not turn to show his drawing to hiskin as many of
the lords were doing. The hum of talk arose and aready there were those who bargained for exchange,
some wanting more pasturage, others more land for crops. We waited with what patience we could
summon until at last Garn did speak: “ The Flame hasfavored us. We have theriver land.”

It was apiece of fortune such as men seldom come across. That he should have drawn the very land he
had marked down for his own seemed dmost too well done, asif fortune (which isaways
undependable) had been thistime reinforced by amore powerful dly.

| saw one of the Sword Brothers coming through the shadows beyond the inner circleto which thefire
gavelight. It was Quaine, he who had first told our lord of this possible holding. Now he joined Garn and
asked: “What luck, my lord?’



Garn had arisen, the piece of hide stretched taut between histwo hands. He favored Quaine with one of
those piercing, near accusing glances by which he was able to reduce any man to instant
acknowledgment of hisorders. Y et Quaine was not of hismeiny or kin, but stood easily asif he spoke
but of pleasant weether.

Quainewas Wavent' s age, and he had been Captain inthelast Ten Time. Hewas, | thought, near Garn's
own years, though there was no gray in hishair and his body was dim asany youth's. He walked with
the grace of afighting man who waswell trained in the most skillful of svordplay.

“I haveit,” Garn returned shortly in answer to the question. “It isyet along journey.” He made no
question of that, still he continued to look at Quaine asif he waited for some other and more important
word from the Sword Brother.

Quaine made no comment and Garn glanced now from him into the flames beyond. He was a man whose
thoughts one could never read, though at that moment | wondered if he were not aswell pleased with the
result of the drawing as he might have usbelieve. | held to asmall shred of doubt that this fortune cameto
him by luck aone, dthough neither Wavent nor Ouse would have lent himsdlf to any arrangement of favor
for even the greatest lord among us, and Garn was one of the least of that company when it cameto
wedlth or ranks of kin.

“Itisbest,” Quaine continued, “that those for the shore take trail together. There is another road leading
east and then north, but it is much older and it may prove difficult passage. If you ride together then there
isad at hand should any accident occur.”

Garn nodded sharply, thrusting his drawing into his belt pouch. Then he only spoke four names, making a
guestion of them: “Siwen, Uric, Farkon, and Dawuan?’

“Also Milosand Tugness,” Quaine added.

Now Garn did sare a him, while| let hand go to sword hilt without my redizing what | did until my
fingers crooked hard about the metal. We might have had old memories erased as we passed the Gate,
but there were some which lingered. Among the Lords, Tugnesswas no friend to any of Garn's
household. It was an old feud which had meant bloodletting once, but now it was only that we did not
friend-vist with them at any season nor come to ahosting in which they had a part.

Again Garn made his question curt: “Where?’

Quaine shrugged. “1 have not asked. Y ourslies farthest north—the last dale we rode acrossin our
quartering. Doubtless he will settle south of that.”

“Wel enough.”
“We turn from the road near sunset,” Quaine continued. “1 will lead the Brothersfor the seaparty.”

Garn nodded, giving no farewell, as he turned on his hed and, with the rest of us, tramped back to our
own camp which was some little distance from the council place, saying nothing to us.

Though | waswdll tired by the journeying of the day—the everlasting matching of our pace to the dow
turn of wain wheels—yet as| drew my cloak about me and used my saddle pad asapillow, | did not at
once fall adegp. One could hear the smdl sounds of the camp. A child was crying in awesk, fretting way
where the women sheltered—yprobably Stig's grandson who ailed. | could hear, too, the movements of
our stock asthey grazed the tough, thick grass dready well above the earth’ s edge for spring, and now
and then the snort of adeeper or asnore. Garn had gone into the smdll tent which was hisaone. From



wherel lay | could seethe spark of adtrike light and then the thin gleam of alantern candle. Perhaps he
was again sudying the ot fortune had given him.

| had thought fortune too favoring and been wary, then | had heard of Tugness'sluck and believed that
thiswastheill part which | had sought to find. If our future holding marched with hiswe must learn to live
in a state better than an uneasy truce. Thiswas an unknown land from whence the former inhabitants had
withdrawn—the why we did not know. Though the Bards and the Scouts had stressed that there were
no enemies, till therewas alondliness, aland of withdrawa, which [, for one, felt the farther | rode. We
might well need to depend on neighbors even if such lived aday’ sjourney away. Thiswould be thetime
when al men of Hallack must stand together, old quarrels and enmities forgotten.

Thiswas not Hallack—that lay behind, lost forever. Those of our company had cometo cdl it High
Hallack, sinceit was a country of many hills. Thisit would be named in bardic memory from the hour we
crosedintoit.

Still deep did not come, though the lantern candle winked out. | turned my head to look up into the night,
seeking stars | knew. Then there was a coldness which crept across me, roughened my skin, and brought
aprickling beneath my hair. For none of those groupings of sarswaswhat | had known dl my life.
Where was the Arrow, the Bull, the Hunter’ s Horn? There was no tracing of any such to be seen.

Therain had stopped hours ago, and the clouds cleared. This sky was abackground for many clusters
and sweeps of sparkling light—but they were al new! Where had our journey through that Gate taken
us? To the sight, thisland about uswas just such earth, grass, bush and tree as we had aways known.
Only the stars were different. We were in aland which would support us, but we were very far from
where we had been bom.

| lay shivering at the Sght of the unknown stars which, more than just passing through the Gates (much as
we had been warned that those would influence us), brought home to me that we were indeed exiles and
that we had now only our own strengthsto carry us on, our own weaknessesto fight. Which lay the more
threatening before us? | thought of the sea, of Garn’s choice, and part of me felt excitement and awish to
explore the new. Another part of me searched for a shield against that same new and the dangersit might
hold—until | dropped at last from the chaos of my thoughts and fearsinto deep.
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Chapter 2

Behind uslay the wide valeys, which now held the people of Farkon, of Siwen, of Uric, Dawuan, and to
our right still pounded the sea as our company grew smaller and smaler. We could take heart only that
theland did remain empty, though there were in plenty the remains of those who had gone before us,
even at times stretches of ancient road which we followed with greater ease. Quaine and three of the
Sword Brothers scouted ahead, pointed out those places of the unknown; some they would counsel
avoiding, migtrusting the emanations.

There were towers, stretches of pavement surrounded by pillars, piles of rough stones, even monaliths,
about which we cautioudy edged. | was ever curious as to the manner of folk which had |abored to set
such stones one upon the other, wondering at the purposes which had led them to such labors.

The largest and most fertile of those sea-fronting lowlands were now behind us. We had been twenty
days on our northward crawl. Twice it had been necessary to strike inland for near aday’ sjourneying to
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find aford acrossrivers, which, to our thankfulness, were lazy enough of current—at least at that
season—to alow us safe crossings.

On the twenty-fourth day Lord Milos' s people left us, turning westward up the throat of a narrower
valley, one of the scoutsriding as guide. Thisheld no river and we were forced out upon the sed s sandy
shorein order to round two ranges of steep hills which guarded it. We called farewells, made promises of
future meetings come festiva time. Still | think thet in dl of us, whether we went forward or remainedina
sretch of new clan land, alondiness grew, the uneasy feding that one more tie with the old was broken
and that we might well ruethislater on.

It was true that we had drawn closer together during that long march because of the very fact that we
were donein astrange land. There remained, on the surface, none of any ancient enmity with Tugness
and his people. All of uslabored together to lighten wains as they crossed on the fords, to carry sheep
across our saddles there, whether they wore the ear brand of our House or not. Though at night we each
made our own camps, still there was visiting back and forth.

Whichishow | camefirgt to see that dim withe of agirl who rode a shaggy, sure-footed pony which
bore her and two fat hide bags without complaint, though her mount showed rolling eyes and yellowish
teeth when anyone else approached it. For al her seeming fragility of body, she was as strong asany lad
as she went about her tasks with a brisk independence which had none of the weary acceptance of a
field woman, and certainly no hint of manner of one used to the high tableinalord shal.

It was on the third day of our northern trek that | marked her as one different from the other women who
rode and were there to lend ahand, to the extent of their strength. She traveled besde asmaller
cat—hardly larger than thetilt carrier which afieddman would use to take his over-yield to market. To
thiswere hitched two more of the same rough-coated beasts as she rode, their gray coats the same dull
shade asthe cart itsalf. Though our people have long taken pridein painting their wains and carts, no
such decoration had been given this, so among our company it was more visible for that very reason.

It had a canopy, well lashed to Sde staves, of finely tanned and stretched hide, and it was driven also by
awoman, whose kirtle and cloak were of the same prevailing gray, and who | knew at first glance to be
aWise Woman.

The pair of travelers appeared to be by themsalves, attached to no lord’s company. | noted that Ouse
came once to ride beside the cart for a gpace and exchange speech with the driver, while the girl

dropped behind to give him room. That the bard chose so to single out this woman meant that she was of
note among those who had the Inner Knowledge, even though she went so poorly and quietly.

| had thought that they would turn aside with one of the great lords where alarger company would give
the Wise Woman full occupation tending ills and averting dangers of the spirit. However, a each
lessening of our company, the two and their cart remained.

One asks no question concerning a Wise Woman. They do not cal upon the Flame, yet men do not
guestion or raise voice againgt them for that. Their skillsareinner born and they are free to come and go,
asthey serve dl without question. Many afighting man, many awoman in child labor, has reason to bless
their shadows and give thanks for what they have to offer.

However, if one wishes any matter enough one can learn. Thus | discovered that the girl was named
Gathea and that she was afoundling whom the Wise Woman had taken for fostering and made her
handmaid and pupil. Thus she was set gpart and went her own way, not to be judged by the manner and
customs of either the field-people or those of the hall.

One could not call her comely. She was too narrow of body, her skin too brown, her featurestoo sharp.



But there was something about her, perhaps the freedom with which she walked and rode, her
independence, which lingered inaman’smind. Or at least it lingered in mine and | found mysdf once or
twice wondering how she might look with the long robe and tabard of afeast day over that dim body, in
place of ashirt jerkin and breeches which were akin to my own, with that long braid of hair wound so
tightly about her head shaken loose and interwoven with asilver chain of sweet tinkling bells such as
Garn’ s daughter Iynne wore upon occasion. | could not imagine lynne splashing through ariver with a
kicking sheep across her mount, one hand fast in itswool, the other beating the pony on its rump to urge
iton.

When the Wise Woman did not turn inward at Milos's choice | was startled, for | had not thought that
she was with Tugness s people. She and her handmaid did not camp near them at night, but rather kept
their own fire alittle gpart. Thiswas according to custom, for the Wise Women never lived completely in
any community of aholding; they sought their own place, where they might grow their herbs and follow
their ways, some of which were secret and not to be overlooked by those unlearned in their craft.

We found the beach difficult pulling for the wains and now we crawled even more dowly. That night we
camped on the shore itsalf, with our backsto the cliff. To most of usthe seawas strange and we eyed it
uncertainly. Only the children went hunting shells dong the edge of the waves and stood, their heads far
back, watching the screaming, swooping birds who hunted their prey within the waters.

Once camp was s&t, curiosity brought me down to where wave pursued wave, to lap and die upon the
sand. The air from over the water had a richness which made aman want tofill hislungs and breathe
deep. | gazed out over the darkening waters and wondered alittle at the courage of those who build
shells of wood to venture out on that immensity, following an art of their own, which was shield and
sword againgt any wrath of the waves.

| caught aglint of water between rocks and went on to discover that pools were cupped by the tall
stones, fed by the washing sea. Those pools had inhabitants—strange forms | had never seen, but which
surprised and interested me, and | squatted on my heelsto watch them for a space asthey darted here
and there or half hid under stones. For they were hunters al and each followed their own way of seeking
food.

A splashing roused me from my study of these wily hunters and their tricks and | turned to see Gathes,
her boots shed, her breeches |oose from their ankle thongs and rolled up above her knees, making her
way fromasmal reef of rock, pulling, with the full strength of her hands, alength of red, vindike stuff
from which hung greet leaves dripping water. The seavine seemed to be securely anchored, for, though
shedrained, it yielded only alittle to her pull.

Before | thought, | pulled off my own boots and, without stopping to roll up my breeches, | waded into
the wash of the water and set my hands on the dimy cord alittle behind hers, lending my strength to the
battle. She looked over her shoulder, a shadow of afrown at first between her sun-bleached brows.
Then she gave anod, acknowledging my offer of help, and we jerked mightily together.

In spite of the force we used that stubborn length would not give. Thus, after two such pulls, | loosed my
hold and drew my sword. She nodded again but held out her hand demandingly, so | found thet, in spite
of mysdf, | dlowed her to take the wegpon from me, splash farther out, and while | held the vinetaut,
she brought the steel down cutting the cord through in two swings. She returned to grasp the end of the
vine with one hand, with the other, she preferred my sword, hilt toward me.

“My thanks, Elron of Garn’sHouse!” Her voice waslow, alittle hoarse, asif she seldom used it. That
sheknew my name| found surprising, for none of our party had had speech with her mistress during the
journey. Nor was | noteworthy among my Lord’ s meiny. Not that Garn could boast of such a battle



force asafull war band.

“What will you do with this” | waded back to the beach and, though she neither asked for nor refused
my ad, | ill held to the vine and helped drag it after us.

“Theleavesdried and pounded,” she said as aman would discuss the setting of a plow into new ground,
“can enrich the soil for planting. Also it has other properties which Zabina knows. Thisisagood find,
taken at the best of its growing season!”

| surveyed the dimy length we pulled free of the water, sand now matting down itslong tendril leaves,
and thought that indeed strange things must be better than they appeared.

Then she was gone, without another word, towing the weed along behind her while | rubbed sand from
my legs before drawing on my boots once again. The evening shadows were well advanced and | went
back to our own camp to eat and wonder what the next day would bring and how much longer we
would travel on before we found the land of Garn’s choice.

As| held abowl of crumbled journey bread, softened with severa dollops of stew meat made from dried
meet, and spooned up its contents, | stopped, with the spoon halfway to my mouth, staring as two
newcomers cameinto the full light of our centra fire. Quaine, who had been stting cross-legged beside
Garn, waved them on, though Garn himself did not raise ahand and only regarded them with acold, level
dare acrossthe rim of hisdrinking horn.

Though I had seen Lord Tugness anumber of times during these last days of journeying, thiswasthefirst
time he had been so close that | might have put out a hand and flicked finger upon the end of his sword
scabbard.

He was a short man, heavy shouldered, since his favorite wegpon was the battle axe, and much practice
with that had given him the muscular strength which, in another man, would have been in sword arm or
thinned away by the need for agility. On horseback he wasimpressve; on foot he waked with a short
stride which made him appear top-heavy.

Liketherest of us, hewore amail coat over travel jerkin, but tonight he carried his great helm, the wind
blowing through histhick, ragged growth of red-brown hair. Unlike most of our race hedso had a
noticeable growth of facia hair, amatter in which he gppeared, against custom, to take pride, and thishe
had trained into afringe of beard about his wide mouth. Above that his nose was not much morethan a
blob of flesh so that his breath came congtantly in snorts—the broken and flattened cartilage the result of
afightin hisyouth.

Besde Garn he douched and |ooked far more like arough blank-shield hired for some dightly unsavory
task of secret rapine than alord of lineage aslong and as well songed by the bards as any House which
had come through the Gate.

Tdler than hisfather and much sparer of frame was his son-heir, who cameinto the full light astep
behind. He was a spear-shaft of ayouth who shambled as he walked, hisarms hanging. Of course, those
who knew him or had heard of him were well avare he was not the staring smpleton he looked. His kill
with the crossbow was amatter of comment. But he was asilent shadow of hisfather, having little to do
with those his own age. If one addressed him he was likely to stare round-eyed and answer dowly in as
few words as possible.

Lord Tugness came straight to the point, just as he would ride with axe ready against any opponent.
However, it wasto Quaine that he spoke, ignoring Garn, even hunching ashoulder alittle asif to shut out
the sght of hisold-time enemy.



“When do we get free of thisdevil’ sstew!” he demanded, kicking into the loose sand, sending bits of grit
flying to make sure that the Sword Brother understood his meaning. “My foreteam isaready
neck-galled from pulling and we have no spare beasts. Y ou have promised usland, Sworder, whereis
it?”

Quaine showed no sign of affront. He had arisen and stood facing Tugness, hisfingerslocked in thefore
of hisbelt ashe met the clan lord’ s stare.

“If the Hamefavorsus, Lord Tugness, we shal be within arrow flight of your land before sundown
tomorrow!”

Tugness gave one of his heavy snorts. | saw hisfingers curl asif they held an axe. His eyes, under the
brash of his heavy brows, demanded recognition from the Sword Brother.

“Wewould be on good land!” Again he stamped with his boot into the sand. “This stuff getseven
between aman’ steeth when he egts, down histhroat when he drinks. We have had our fill of it! Be
matters asyou say, Sworder!” Hislast words might dmost be athresat, as he swung his heavy body
about, sending sand spurting on those nearby. Behind, Thorg, his son-heir, trod with alightfootedness
which might amost be that of ascout in enemy land. Also as he went Thorg suddenly lifted hishead a
littleand | found him looking straight a me.

| was young and Garn recked me of little account, as| have well known since childhood. Still | am able
to see promises which men’ s eyes may hold, even though the rest of their faces give no sign of fedling. |
stopped in mid-bite when | caught that look from Thorg. My first reaction was surprise. Then | hoped
with al my might amoment later, | had not shown it. For why should the son-heir of Tugness, whom |
had never had any reason to crossin any way, show me black and deadly hate? | told mysdlf that | was
not—that | could not have been—his enemy except that | was of my House and he of his, but | could not
put aside the belief that there was more to hisfeding concerning me than any formal feud. Hislook, then,
troubled me.

There was amoon that night, fair and cold, and slver clear. Its beam helped to hide those starswhich
were not as they should have been. There are old tales that the moon plays a part in the lives of men,
Setting upon them itstouch in mind and heart, even as the sun can show its mark on skin by browning
with itsfire-heat. But moon power isnot for men, it isathing of the women and those among them
especialy who have the wise knowledge.

| had drawn alittle gpart from the row of men who were adeep, waiting to take their turn at night sentry
duty. | rested some distance from thewains. Thusit wasthat | saw in the moonlight the Wise Woman
stride, tall and with a hurried step, aong the sands. Behind her but a step or two came Gathea, abundle
in her aams held closeto her breast, asif she carried a child or some treasure which must be closdly
guarded, even from the moon’ srays.

North they went aong the sands and | knew that no sentry would dare to speak with them, or even
perhaps let them know that he saw them passing. For it was very plain that the Wise Woman was now
about some business of her own créft. Y et there was one who moved in the shadows, cameto aline of
rocks which werethelast bit of cover before the open beach.

| edged over on my side, pushed away the cloak which covered me. It was important to me, though | did
not question why, that | know who it was who had followed those two up the beach and now watched
their going from hisown hiding place.

Though I might not be as skilled as a Sword Brother, | had hunted game, yes, and taken much training in
the methods of fighting known best to us—a sudden surprise and quick attack meaning more than any



sustained battle. Now, on hands and knees, taking advantage of another upthrust tooth of rock, | found a
vantage point from which | could spy upon that watcher.

For what seemed like avery long time we remained so—hein hishiding, | in mine. Then he came away
from his pos—for the women were gone and there was nothing to be seen under the moon now but the
ever restlessinward sweep of the waves. | could not see hisface, but by hiswalk | knew him. Why had
Thorg followed the Wise Woman and her handmaid? He had broken custom and would have brought on
him swift punishment had he been sighted. Not perhaps from the men, but the women of hisown house
and clan might have set upon him, aswasther right. For in the things of women’ s knowledge no man
might meddle and their vengeance to protect that right was keen and swift.

He was gone back toward Tugness' s camp and | did not follow him. | was|eft to wonder why he had
dared flout custom. He could not have an eye for Gathea—the very thought of that was enough to
unsteedy one. Still—

| shook my head against my own wild thoughts and dozed until | was called to the last sentry go, when
dawn was not far away and | was able to seethe sunrise. It was an odd rising, for to seaward rested a
vast bank of clouds closeto the water, yet in the early morning those clouds looked solid, like anidand,
asfar asone could see, lying offshore. There were peaks and lowlands, and dl in heavy shadow so that |
would have sworn one could take boat and go out to set foot on aland freshly born in the night offshore.
Never had | seen such acloudbank and it held me amazed. Then when | heard afaint clink behind mel
had sword out before | swung around, and felt foolish to see Quaine standing there, his hands once more
hooked in hisbelt, staring as | had out to sea.

| resheathed my sword as he spoke.

“One would think that land—!"

“I do not know the seal” | said. * Perhaps that is common in the dawning hereabouts!”
He shook hishead. “No—it islike having the far sight. Look!”

Therewas urgency in hisvoice and | followed with my eyesthe hand he flung out. | had noticed that
there were mountains upon that cloud land, stark againgt the reddening sky. Now againgt the side of one
of those was defined more sharply than any of the other smooth contours of the cloud place, what was
surely very like akeep, asquare-walled fortress from which arose two towers, one afraction shorter
than the other. So complete and solid did that appear that | would have sworn the place existed. The
coming of thelight, though it faded the dark of the rest of the cloudbank, did not change the darkness of
that blot.

It had been solid, easy to see, then it was gone! Not wafted away by the dow change and drift of clouds,
but winking out, asif it were atorch of lamp which had been blown into nothingness. Still so clear wasits
outlinein my mind that | could have taken a stick and drawn its outline on the smooth sands.

| looked to Quaine, for | was sure that thiswas no freak of night but something strange, perhaps a part of
those wonders of thisland concerning which we had been warned. Also | had so strong afedling that
somewhere the keep | had seen did exist that | was moved by awish to search it out. | spoke part of my
thought doud:

“The kegp—it—it was red—!”

Quaine looked a me sharply, alook | expected mainly from Garn when | was at fault in a matter. “What
did you see?’ he asked and his voice was soft, like awhisper, which barely sounded above the constant



wash of the waves.
“A keep, double-towered. But how could such stand upon clouds—!”

“Clouds can form many thingsif one watchesthem!” he returned. | felt ashamed as might a child who
seesdl that liesin asongsmith’ stae taking shape about him, making monsters from rocks, and magic by
hisown inner thinking.

Y et Quaine continued to stand and watch the cloud idand until it wasfully reveded for what it was.
There had been no dark spot where that keep had been for along time, and | could hear our camp
girring into wakefulness. Then the Sword Brother turned away from the seaand gazed again at me asif
he sought in some way to search out my thoughts.

“Thisisadgrangeland!” Again he spoke very low asif he were sharing asecret. “Thereismuchin it
which we cannot understand. The wise man will leave such done. But—!" He hesitated and then
continued. “To some of us curiosity isgood. We have that in us which must learn more and more. Only
herethere are no trail guides and thefool may wdl vanishinto hisfolly. Wak you with care, young Elron.
| think that perhaps you are one with the Burden—!"

“The Burden?’ | repeated without understanding.

“Thewise, or those who think them <o, call it that. There are otherswho might nameit a‘gift.” Itishow
you useit or abuse it which counts—and how you learn what you must learn. | will say thisto you—do
not go recklesdy in thisland. It isdoubly perilous to those who have more than first sight!”

He strode of f abruptly even as he uttered that last word of warning—awarning against what | could not
tell. Nor did I understand why he spoke of a“burden” and a“ gift!” | wasonly avery smdl part of my
lord’ sfollowing, just as hisHouse was a very poor and weak one. What | had mainly were the clothes
on my back, the sword and mail shirt and helm which had been my father’ s before me, and athin pack of
possessonsin one of the wains: aballad book of old runeswhich | could puzzle out, though the runes
were different from those we used today; atunic of good wool for feast days; some body linen and a belt
knife, jeweled and fancifully hilted, which had been my mother’s. Certainly no burden—

Aswe moved out that morning | kept remembering that keep | had seen among the cloud mountains.
Had Quaine seen it lso? When he had asked meto tell him of my discovery he had not acknowledged
it, although he had drawn my attention to it at first. The Sword Brothers had their own form of
knowledge. They had explored this land before we had braved the Gate. It could be that something of
what they had learned they kept to themsalves, or shared only with the senior members of the council.

Stll 1 carried with me as| rode dowly on, matching the pace of the wains, two mysteriesto mull over:
first why Thorg had followed the Wise Woman and her maid asif he were aspy trailing some enemy;
second, what | had seen in the clouds. For a part of me stubbornly declared, past al calm reasoning, that
| had seen something which was different and to be noted only because we traveled aland steeped in dl
that was dien to what we had dways known.

Quaine wasright. We did come, at last, to another indentation among the cliffsand so out into adde
which, though its sea entrance was narrow and it had no means of acting as aport, widened out well into
abroad sweep of lowlands, now brilliant green with the grass of spring, such afair country aseven Lord
Tugness could not fault. There his people turned aside, one of Quane stwo men riding with them.

We made brief farewells since there was no friendship between us, only the fact that we were fellow
travelers from the same source. | heard our fieldsmen comment upon therich look of the soil, and
express their hopes that we would be served as well when we came to our own place. But what



mattered somehow more to me was that the Wise Woman aso turned her cart into the way marked by
Tugness s heavier wagons. | was sorry to see that she had chosen to remain here rather than go with us.

Our own train, now reduced, rolled dowly on. Once more we camped upon the beach and thistime the
moon wasveiled in clouds. Thistime| did not, when | took my watch in the early hours, see any cloud
idand offshore. Instead awind drove at us, Spattering salt spray at times, though we camped well about
the waterline. The next morning the rain was once more upon us. The wagons found heavy work of it.
Often we had to dismount and set our shouldersto the push, or fasten our mounts with extralead ropes
to add to their strength.

We were worn with the fatigue of that fight against the land itself when we rounded once more acliff wall
and found abay, much smaler than those farther south and menaced by reefs which showed brokenly in
ledges out to seq, so that it would give little welcome to any seefarers. But into it flowed ariver and | did
not need Garn’s hail to know that we had reached our abiding place.

The cart animals made alast pull, welifted sheep, drove cattle up along the riverbank which ran for a
short length between cliffsin which sea birds roosted, the rocks stained white with the droppings of many
years.

Those winged ones whedled angrily above us, voicing sharp cries which echoed even more loudly from
the stone walls about. Then we were at last through that passage and came out into aland which seemed
asfair a firg sght asthat which Lord Tugness had claimed. The sheep and cattle fdl at onceto cropping
the new grass and we pulled up the wains by the riverside, for the moment content to rest and rejoice that
wewere at last in what would be our own land—clan land for us and our blood forever more.
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Chapter 3

| had fought my way up a steep rise where the rock bones of the land had pushed through soil which
grew thinner until it only lay in pockets, sometimes enough to give rootage to coarse grass or
wind-twisted bushes. Not until | reached the top of that cliff and felt the keener wind of the heights about
medid | turn to gaze down into Garnsdale.

In the woods, which looked from here like alumpy carpeting of greenery (for spring passed swiftly and
leaves doubled in size overnight), | could see those openings where trees had aready falen to busy axes,
to be denuded of branches and drawn down to that place which Garn had selected for atemporary

keep.

Four of the wain horses were engaged in that transport. The other six were dready at plows used for the
heavy work of breaking thick sod to open ground for planting. There was constant labor to which each
man and woman lent their strength, whether of lord-kin or field clan. | wasfreethis day because it was
my turn at patrol along the heights. For, as open asthe land seemed, and as empty, <till Garn did not take
for granted that it lacked possible dangers. In addition those patrolling the heights were also named
hunters and anything they could add to the pot was welcome.

Quaine and histwo men had stayed with us for ten days and then had gone, heading back westward in a
genera sweep into the unknown. Even as| played sentry on the dale ridges, so were they to patrol the
whole of the western borders, they and their brothers, sentinels and guards for dl the new settled dales.
One of their duties was to seek out and map for us any remains of those vanished beings we had begun
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to cal the Old Ones, they who had l&ft thisland before our coming.

One reminder of them was placed above thisvery valey. Though it was unimpressve—according to
Quaine— compared to those seen esewhere, ill it was aplace each patrol warrior watched and made
himself familiar with— as | was about to do.

| went in mail, helmed, carried my crossbow aswell as my sword, amost asif | were indeed prepared to
meet attack, though certainly we could well have come into adeserted world for al we had seen. Now |
jumped acrevice in the rocks and turned westward to begin the prowling along what we al accepted as
the southern border of our new holding. So few were our party that Garn could only detach two fighting
men at atimefor this duty and we were expected to provide him with afull report upon our return.

Therewas animd life to be found here. The wild creatures were not too different, save perhapsin color
or sze, fromthose| had hunted al my life. A species of deer, very fleet of foot, had used the dalefor
pasturage until our coming; now fled and seldom seen. However, there was dso a creature which lived in
the upper rocks, nearly aslarge as anew-thrown foal, but heavy of body. It had wicked claws and fangs
and atemper to match so that one waswary in the hunt, but it was excellent eating.

Alwaysthere were birds, some brilliant of wing, bright flashes againgt the sky. Another specieswere
black and somehow unpleasant to look at. Those roosted in flocks upon the trees, screeching in rage at
our axemen. When they took to the sky, they winged westward asiif they sped to report the devastation
we wrought in what had been their stronghold. | saw them rise now and wheel once over the
forest—then speed away just above the height of theridge.

| kept close watch on what might come among these rocks. Roff had reported from histour of duty
yesterday that he had discovered odd tracks, deep printed in one of the pockets of earth, asif that which
had made them had come to the very edge of the ridge and perhaps spied upon us. Save that the tracks
were those of alarge padded paw, aswide as his own hand. It might well be that he had found atrace of
some native anima which was more dangerous—a hunter who would come hunting us.

Thus | had shed my boots before the climb, putting on rather the softer and almost shapeless foot
coverings which hunters used, through which my feet could fed the surface of the rock as | went, making
aslittle noise as possible. Theair was fresh and clean, and | believed that it did carry init the faint scent
of growing things, sometimes even atrace of what might have come from wind-stirred branches of
blooming trees or bushes.

That there were such here | discovered shortly, for there was adip in the westernmost part of the ridge,
and, advancing with caution to the rim of that, | looked down into a cup of land which held our own trace
of the Old Ones. Trees hardly taller than my own head, but old, judging by the gnarled trunks and
crooked branches, were set evenly spaced about a square of pavement.

Those treeswerein full blossom, their flowers being of acreamy pink-white, large and nearly flat, thetip
of each wide petal rimmed with adarker pink. Many of those petals, adready wind |oosened, had shifted
down to lie upon the stretch of stone paverment. Though the petalslay there no grass clump had taken
root, nor was there any trace of moss on the stones' surfaces. Inlaid in the center of the squarewas a
symbol in the form of amoon-shaped curve—this fashioned of abluish stone, quite unlike that about it,
which appeared to have ametallic sheen under the sun’ stouch. Each corner of the square was aso
marked by a column which rose to near my own height. These were topped by bold carvings. acircle,
and then half circle, quarter circle, and adark disc of another sort, dead black, though the others were of
the gligening blue.

Sincethis place had been first sghted afew of us had discussed it often. lynne, who had made a secret



vigt with her brother, had declared that it was moon magic of a sort and that the carvings denoted the
moon itsdlf initsfour phases. She had been most excited and had spoken severa times of how she
wished to see it under afull moon to test if some ancient power had centered there. That she would dare
such aventure of her own | doubted. Nor did | believe that any man would aid her init. Garn’s hand
would be heavy and quick to punish any such rank folly.

In fact, his orders were that no one of us must even venture foot into that pocket of land. We wereto
view it at least twice on each sentry go, but leave it inviolate. Which was prudent.

But prudence was not dways avirtue of the young, and | longed to go down to seeiif those symbolsand
carvingswere inlaid metd which had survived the eroson of time and weether. Also there was nothing of
athreat here. Instead, even as| stood above and watched petals gently fall upon the stone, | felt akind
of peace and astrange longing, | could not have said for what, save that it wasin me. Thus| shook
mysdlf, asif another put hands on me to awaken me sharply to my duty, and moved on, though it seemed
that there aso moved with me the scent of the blossoms, even afaint tugging, asif the unknown would
hold me back.

| wasnot, | had aways believed, one who was given to fancies and dreams. Such could not have lasted
in Garn’s house without dteration of his own ways of thought. To my lord al which dedlt with feding was
suspect. Now, since | had come through the Gate, | knew restlessness. | was plucked by adesireto
stride out across thisland without any ties, asif | were a Sword Brother, free to learn both its good and
evil. | dept badly, had to fight that unease and longing, to set my hand to the work before us with strong
sdf-discipline. It was no labor for meto patrol; rather | looked forward to my duty day with alight heart
and asurge of pleasure which | was careful not to mention.

The rounds of the dale walstook al of the day, from the morning sun to the long twilight of summer, and
one could not linger on the way. Now | set forth at my best walking speed, keeping to the track | aready
knew.

To the south the ridge was very wide, its coating of rocks bare of any growth, dark gray and somber.
Thiswilderness of wind-worn stone could be crossed to come into Tugness' s hold, but none of us went
that way. To the west the ridges bordered the stream to form a second narrow throat where cliffsrose
even higher, leaving asheer drop into the water both on south and north bank. So broken were the stone
wallsthere that one went with caution. There was no crossing of the river from above so there were two
of uswho patrolled—one to the north and one to the south—usualy making rendezvous at the stream
cliffsand waving to one another across the chasm.

Hewlin had dternate duty this day and such was his authority | had no desireto belate in reaching the
point of meeting, though afterwards we would eat our rations at our pleasure, and consider the prospect
of ahunt before we returned, to descend to the valey floor.

Hewlin was alittle before me, leaning back against a postlike rock. He raised ahand and | answered his
saute. Also | noted that he had better luck than I, for by hisfeet lay one of the rock beasts, cleaned and
ready to be turned over to the cook. | waved to himin agesture of congratulation, to which he made no
answer, dour as ever. Then he picked up hiskill and went off. | lingered where | wasto eat my ration
and drink the warmish water from my canteen.

There was another flight of the black birds, winging down the passage carved by the stream, so low |
could see them easily from my perch. Their eyeswere abrilliant red, and there was raw lapping of red
flesh about their strong black bills so that they had a diseased ook which added to their unpleasant
appearance. Two of them broke from the flock as they approached, to circle directly above my head,
their coarse, harsh cries breaking that peace | had felt ever since | had looked on the Moon Shrine.



One swooped gtraight for me without warning. As| flung up my armin haste, its claws actualy tore at the
leather deeve of my jerkin. | drew my sword and scrambled to my feet asthe two continued to circleina
manner | had before never seen birds use against aman.

Theglint of their red eyeswas bright, their open bills continued to loose cries. Again one swooped. |
swung at the bundle of feather. It eluded me easily. The other now was aready on itsway down to
attack. For thefirst time | was uneasy. My defense could only be clumsy, | had no red way of avoiding
those claws and beaksiif they continued so. Unless| found cover. | glanced quickly around to sight a
leaning stone, which should give me protection if | set my back to it, even though that would force me
into ahunched postion.

Those two winged furiestied me into that scrap of cover. Though the rest of the flock were gone, it
would seem that these were determined to carry to the finish whatever quarrel they fancied they had with
my kind.

The shelving rock protected my head and shoulders. If they would come at me now they must fly low

and in, where | could meet any such attack with a calculated swing of sted. So | waited. However, it was
amos asif the flyers had the power of reasoning and were too wary to give me any advantage. Instead
they continued to keep me besieged.

My anger grew. That two birds could so use aman, dmost playing with him (or so it appeared to me at
that moment) fueled that anger. My greatest uneasiness for some time was that their congtant cries might
bring areturn of the entire flock. While it seemed out of al reason that birdswould attack—would be
able to overpower an armed man—I began to believe that these could well do so. Certainly they could if
| werein the open giving them room to fly asthey pleased.

| tried to think of my next move. My crossbow was sung on my shoulder but its bolts were never meant
for the hunting of birdsand | did not believe that | could make good use of such aweapon here. How
then was| to break out of hiding, for they showed no sign of withdrawing? They might have arranged to
hold me at bay awaiting reinforcements to move in, even as those hounds which the greater lords bred for
the chase did with some quarry too large or dangerous for them to pull down by their own efforts.

They till swooped and circled about my rock refuge and then—so suddenly that they |eft me near of f
balance—they both shot up into the sky uttering squawks which sounded different from their hunting
cries, more asif they themselves were under attack, though | could not see what would send them so

away.

| waited along moment. However, the birds were definitely gone, winging off still squawking, to follow
the vanished flock. In spite of that, | kept stedl in hand as| emerged from my refuge, for | could not put
asdetheideathat they had been driven off by no effort of mine but by something else that walked here.

Inamoment | saw her.

Gathea, the Wise Woman' s handmaid, stood on ataller rock so that | must look up at her. Her hands
were held high as her fingers wove patternsin theair. | saw, too, that her lips moved, but | could hear
none of thewords.

So | saw her and behind her—

| cried aquick warning, readied my crossbow to take am. Then my finger frozeto thetrigger asif | had
been suddenly encased in the stone about me. | saw her right hand point to me and redlized, with arush
of sheer fear, that some power | could not understand, something this girl could use even as | used bolt
and sword, held me prisoner.



Still—behind her— She must be warned!

| shouted then and perhaps my fear, mingled with growing anger (because she had mastered me so)
made the shout echo back from the dliffs.

Behind the rock on which Gathea stood showed the furred, fanged head of agrest cat. It arose on
hindquarters, planting wide, well-clawed paws on either Sde of the girl’ sfedt. Its head lifting so that it
could stare yellow-eyed around her legs directly a me. It snarled and those huge curved fangsin its
upper jaw looked aslong and sharp as atable dagger, and much more deadly.

Gathea turned her head to look down at the beast. Thistime | saw no movement of her eyes, only that its
head moved so that their gazes met and held for along moment. Then it dropped back on the ground and
padded around, to stand between us, still eyeing me, but with those gaping jaws closed. | could not
doubt that in some way (perhaps the same way that she had controlled the birds) she aso had dominion
over thisformidable beadt.

Her hand gestured. | was free. But | was aso wise enough to lower my wegpon, offering no threat. Still
the strangeness of this meeting held mewhere | was, dmost asif | ill were bespelled. The cat wasa
thing of wild beauty. | waswilling to acknowledge that. Its coat was asivery gray-white with afaint
mottling of darker silver along the back and haunches. | had never seenitslike before.

“He—heistame—!" | found words which were neither quite statement nor question. Thisanima had not
traveled with her certainly, thusit was abeast of the daes. How had this girl discovered it in so short a
time, bentitswill to hers?

“Not tame!” She shook her head firmly. “For that would mean that hiswill is broken to that of man. Such
isan abomination with hiskin-kind. He recognized that | mean him no harm—that | am a seeker.
Perhapslong ago hiskind knew other seekers and were friend-kin to them. Thisisalandrichin
much—!" Her handswent out in asmall gesture asif she would gather to her something proffered which
was her lifedesire. | saw excitement and longing in her eyesthen, yes, and aland of joy which waswild
and free. “If we do not take it harshly then we shall be repaid many times over. Only—!” Now her eyes
turned asfierce asthe cat’ s—"it seemsit is not the way of men to do anything but pit their strength and
imposetheir will wherever they go!”

“Y ou—what did you do with the birdgl” | did not want to argue with her. Also, | was till angry—alittle
because she had seen no harm in bending me to her will, though she denied that she would use an animdl
s0, more at the fact that she had brought an end to an attack | had seen no way of countering in so easy a
faghion.

“I—no, that isnot for the telling, Elron of Garn’sHouse. Let it be that those who live at peace with all
living things and do not drive to make them daves and servants have in turn certain authority they may
cal upon at their need!”

“Thebirdsare hardly servants” | retorted.

“None of ours, no. They are servants, | think, of ancient evil. Perhaps they were once sentries. Thereisa
covey of such aso in Tugness s dae—though Zabinais seeking to discover why they watch and where

.tl,W go_”

| was caught by what might have earlier ssemed to meto be sheer fancy. Could birds be trained to spy,
to report? If so, to whom did they carry news? Should Garn be warned? | thought | could see already his
look of scornif | advanced such atheory to him.



“Your Wise Woman!” | said, “if she discovers—will she share such knowledge?’

“If it would be necessary for the good of al, yesl” Gathea hodded. “We have seen them watch and fly,
but before thisthey have never tried to attack. What did you do to awaken their rage?’

| wasirritated that she would immediately assume that | was the provoker of that very one-sided
engagemerntt.

“Nothing but stand here—watch them fly west. They sit most daysin the wood to spy upon the loggers,
before they scream and fly.”

“So they have done also in Tugness sdde. It may be that now they would try their strength. | would
warn those you know to take care. They could well worry sheep, even cattle, to their deaths. Take an
eye from aman.... Look to the mark you bear now.”

She pointed to the deeved arm | had raised to protect mysdlf at thefirst attack. The leather was scored
and torn.

Before| could answer, she legped lightly down from the rock on which she had taken her stand. The cat,
who had been blinking deepily, arose. His head was near to her shoulder and she dropped one hand on
the thicker fur which nearly formed aruff at hisforequarters.

“Do you go adone? There may be worse than evil birds—" | knew even as| spoke that my words
sounded not at al firm as| had intended but rather as aweak warning which shewould be likely to meet
with the same scorn as Garn might show at my bird story.

“I amin search of that which is strong for what we need!” she answered obliquely. “ Zabina has used the
Sight, but here there are veilings so one cannot work too much with the Talent for fear of awaking that
which is better left to dumber. Thisland is, in many ways, atrap. We may not have had much choicein
our coming, but now we must walk as one does between two armies, both of which are our enemies.”

In pite of mysdlf, sheimpressed me. We did not remember what had driven us through the Gate (it must
have been fear—some disaster which had given us no other choice). Now in spite of the Sword
Brothers reassurance, | accepted that this land might also have, as she caled them, traps, dements that
even those scouts and warriors had not yet chanced to discover.

Still we were here and there was no going back. What came to uswe must face, with stedl if need be, or
perhaps by bdlieving in such messages as this Wise Woman' smaid had just given me.

Shewas moving on, and, since her path ran theway of my patrol, | hurried after her. The cat, coming to
its feet, padded soft-footedly ahead, pausing now and then to sniff a one of the rocks, though | could see
no reason for such interest.

“Haveyou any of the Old Ones placesin your dale?’

She had her head up, turned away from me, to gaze straight ahead, and sometimes she paused, looking
to her right, her nogtrils expanding asif, like the cat, what she sought she could first scent.

“No—nor isit our dalel” she returned with asharpness which | would not alow to quell my curiosity, or
my need to learn more from he—and of her. “We are no clan-kin of Lord Tugness—nor othersl” She
frowned. “ There was a need, thus we went with his people. Whether we remain!” she shrugged, “that will
be for the future deciding. Ah—!"

She flashed ahead, darting around tumbled rocks, streaking across open spaces with the fleetness of the



gray deer which our coming had driven out of the dale. Before her bounded the Silver cat, overleaping
some of the obstructions she had to round. Because | must discover for mysalf what had sent her off so
eagerly, | pounded after, dropping well back, unable to match her pace, weighed down as| was by my
weapons and gear.

Then | realized in what direction she moved. She was heading straight for that small hidden valley of the
Moon Shrine. Remembering Garn’s orders, | pushed my pace. None were to enter there, he had
warned. We were not to explore whatever was made by those who had long gone. But that | could keep
Gathea away was avain hope.

| called out twice. It was asif both she and the cat were deaf; neither turned head nor dowed their pace.
By thetime | reached the edge of that hidden place, the girl was standing between the two treeswhich
fronted the square. Her hands were pressed tight to her breast, her eyes flexed upon the pavement, asif
it enshrined some great wonder visibleto her done.

Behind her crouched the cat, thistime its eyes were not half closed, but dert, aso watching.
Gatheatook a step forward.

“No!” | raised my voice, tried to leap over therim, to forestall her before she ventured onto the
pavement.

| tried to leap, only to sprawl backward in atumble of limbs and body, the crossbow flying awvay, mysalf
kicking to regain my balance as might a beetle which has been turned on its back.

| scrambled to my knees, flung out an arm ahead. | might have driven my fist against awal of the same
rock aslay all about. There was a barrier there—one | could neither see nor force. Now | used the
fingertips of both hands, feding up and up until | stood once more. Both my hands ran across
something—something which held me out yet appeared to have let Gathea past.

When | looked down | saw her standing just on the edge of the square. To her right waslifted on the
pillar that dark disc, to her left one of brilliant blue. Her eyeswere till fixed in that stare and | watched
her lips again move in soundless speech.

Slowly she went down to her knees, her hands sweeping out, her head bowed forward, asif she paid the
most forma of homage to some greet lord. Petds ill drifted through the air; severd fell to lie upon her
head.

Her hands moved once more as she gently swept some of those which lay upon the pavement, gathering
them into the hollow of her right palm. Once more her head lifted so | could see her face. Her eyeswere
closed and she had alistening look asif she heard some message of import which she must remember
and deliver to another.

Again she bowed, but thistime she held againgt her heart the palmful of petas. Then she arose, and, at
the same tune that she turned away, like one who had completed atask, the surface against which my
hands had been pressed vanished.

| pushed again farther on—to encounter nothing. Still 1 did not legp down into the dell as| had planned to
do.

Here, that would have seemed more than discourtesy—an outrage of asort. | shook my head, trying to
freeit of such fancies. Only | knew that these were no fancies, that what | thought wasredl. | dared not
intrude upon the Moon Shrine, though there was no thresat of evil, merely the redlization that it was not for



such asme. Tramping in, | would bresk some beautiful thing which was precious beyond my imagining.

Now | lingered for Gatheato rgjoin me and it was not until she was some distance away that |
understood she was headed south. Apparently she had no intention of sharing a path any farther. The cat
followed her for aspace, while | stood and watched her, uncertain of what to do or say.

Then that silver body again flashed up into the air in agraceful leap asthe cat |eft her, heading westward
and south, apparently seeking its own way aong the rim of the other dale. | remained aone as Gathea
walked steadlily forward, and not once did she look back or speak any farewell.

When | finally realized that she was on her way back to her mistress | started my patrol once more. How
much of what had happened would | report? Never before had | thought to conceal from Garn any part
of what | had seen. Only thistime| had afeeling that what | had just witnessed had not only been no
business of mine, but also it was not for Garn’ s prying. For he might possibly order perhaps even the
destruction of the Moon Shrine (yes, that crossed my mind). He detested, | well knew by now, all
elements of the unknown that could not be met by physical force, and he would be angry that Gathea had
manifestly found something here of power. | had, too. That invisble wall which had held for awhile was
certainly no dream.

The birds, yes, of those | would tell him. For it might be as Gathea had warned, those could turn against
usand our animals. So we would have to be forewarned and forearmed against that danger.

Thus| was carefully building up my report as| made my way back down to the dde. At the sametimel
also longed to know what had been present in the moon shrine Gathea had paid homage to—and what
other things might be found in this land—of good or ill—if one was free to go seeking such.
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Chapter 4

Though | wasfirst to meet the hodtility of the birds, | was not the last. Aswe cut degper into the wood,
brought out more trimmed treesto be used for the building of along hall to shelter our smal clan for at
least a season, the birds gathered more thickly about the scene of our labors. Then the children who had
the herding of our few sheep raised shouts of darm, and went in, flailing with staffs, to keep deadly beaks
from six newborn lambs upon whose lives depended much future promise.

Findly Garn had to withdraw men from necessary labor to use hunters' bows and keep watch with the
herd. The birds gppeared to have uncanny skill in avoiding even the best of our marksmen. Thustempers
grew ragged, Garn's cold displeasure ever present, as what had seemed a petty thing grew into a
congtant thresat

It was not until we had thinned the trees which were the strongest and the most likely to serve as good
building material that we found at |ast what was perhaps the reason for that baffling attack. For when one
morning agiant fell beneath our axesit took with it amass of creeper dready well in legf, flattened thick
brush, to show us that the Moon Shrine was not after al the only rdlic of the Old Onesin our chosen
dde.

Agan pillars stood, having avoided the flattening of whatever had screened them, asif they had power to
hold away the tree. There were seven of these, near the height of Garn himself, placed closdly together so
that perhaps only ahand might be dipped between the column of one and the next.
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Unlike the rocks of the ridges which formed our boundaries these were of adull yellow stone, oddly
unpleasing to the eye. Also their surfaces had a smooth look in spite of what must have been long
exposure to plants, wind and rain, reminding one of afoul mud frozen into shape. Each of them bore,
halfway down one side, an incised pand on which was carved asingle symboal, dl differing one from the
other.

When our clearing exposed these to the sun there was an instant boiling up of the birds whose cries and
circling of the workerswere so threatening that Garn gave an order to fall back, leaving our laborioudy
axed tree lying where it had falen for thetime being.

Luckily, aswe thought then, the birds kept up their clamor, their low flights, only for ashort time. Then
they flocked together, winging their way west, paying no more attention to what had been wrought. Nor
did they return. Thus after three days of freedom from their noisy company Garn ordered the treeto be
brought out by the aid of our horses. He did not need to warn any against going near those pillars, nor
did we cut any morein that direction. We dl by now didiked the sight of such rdlics.

The heavy work of plowing the first fields was complete, our carefully hoarded seed sown. Still we,
fidddmen and kin dike, were not easy in our minds until the first sprouts showed, proving that what we
had brought with us had indeed taken root in this alien soil. Now, sparing disasters only too well known
to those who till the fields, we would not lack for a crop this season, small though that might be.

Some of the women, under the eye of Fastafsa, the Lady lynne sold nurse, now keeper of the house for
Garn, sought out other growing things. There were berries beginning to ripen, and certain herbs which the
women recognized as Stuff fit for the pot. Those stars over our heads might be strange, but this country
seemed in some ways like the land from which we had come.

We had thewalls of the hall raised—not of stone, rather logs dressed to the best of our ability. Thisfirst
shelter was one long building, which was partitioned to serve the families of the clan: awide central space
where we might ezt together asdid dl kin and clan, at high and low tables. There were wide fireplaces at
either end of the building and athird at the side of the hall, these cunningly constructed by Stig’' s orders
from specialy selected stones taken from the stream bottom where water had washed them smooth.
When the roof of poles, cut and well fastened to three long centra beams, supported within by firm
pillars, was complete, we had a smdll feasting to cel ebrate the completion of our first shelter. Stigg's
youngest son was chosen to climb and fasten to the roof peak that bunch of lucky herbs the women had
prepared.

For the flock and the herd, their numbers being small, we set up pole shelters. Asyet we did not know
how severe the ice months might be in this new land. Meanwhile, the building being over, those of uswho
had hunters' skillswent out daily to bring in what we could of meet to be smoked over fires carefully
tended for that purpose. There were fish to be taken, too, and enough were netted to fill severa barrels.

In that tune of steady labor we saw no others except those of our own clan. | had half expected the
Sword Brothersto return. Y et none came, nor did any of Tugness's people make the journey across
ridges to see how we might fare. Still, each time | patrolled in the heights—as Garn till continued to have
us do—I would pause by the Moon Shrine and search for some sign that Gathea had been there.

The blossoms of spring were long since gone, and the trees about that pavement grew leaves strange to
me. These were of adarker green than usua and very, very glossy; aso they were vined with a color
which showed as blue in the full sunlight asthe symbols eft by the long-vanished builders.

Twicel surprised lynne there, gazing into the shrine asif she sought something. Each time she appeared
sartled by my coming. At the first such meeting she begged me not to speak of her seeking thisplace. It



was wrong but | obeyed her wishes, not because Garn’ s daughter was any | might look upon as
heart-lady, for we were too close kin and had been more as brother-sister for most of our lives.

Stll, her secret vidtsto this place bothered me. Firgtly lynne was not such as went adventuring. By nature
she had always been ashy and timid girl, one who found quiet pleasure in women’ stasks within the

keep. Shewas very clever with her needle, and near as good as old Fastafsa herself at brewing and
baking, the ordering of a household.

| knew that Garn had sworn her hand to the second son of Lord Farkon. An excellent match, one which
would bring Garn and al the kin a strong backing. Though as yet the time for Flame and Cup had not
been set. We of the kin did not wed by choice, rather to further the good of our House and it was much
amatter of fortune how matters went after we had come to the marriage bed.

Thefield people were freer, though still there was sometimes hurt and suffering because one sireor
another would arrange a union to make sure that there was some small advantage for both households.
Onceor twice | had seen lynne at the handfasting of somefield girl, watching intently the smiling face of
the bride. Did she ever think of thelong journey down coast which would come in due time after which
she might not ever see again thisdae which her father governed?

Wedid not talk of such things; it was against custom, but | believed that lynne's sweet face and quiet,
competent ways must earn her afavored place in any keep to which shewould go. | had seen Lord
Farkon’s son—atdl young man, comely enough, having both hisfather’ sfavor and his brother’ sliking,
an unusua combination among our people—so | believed she should be one of the fortunate onesin the
end.

Why she now broke with al the rules of our peopleto steal away secretly to this place she did not tell
me, though | asked. All she would reply wasthat she had to. Then she was confused and near weeping
so | did not push her further, though | warned her against danger and tried to make her promise that she
would not venture so again.

Each time she did so, swearing so vehemently that | believed her. Still 1 would find her there crouched at
the edge of the pavement as though she were at the door of achamber she would enter but had not yet
the courage to attempt. The second time | told her that | could no longer believe her promise, that |
would speak to Fastafsa to make sure that she was warded within the dale and could not dip away
without the knowledge of the women. That day she cried, dowly and pitifully, as onewho is bereft of a
treasure for which there is no subgtitute. She did obey me, but so drearly that | felt abrutal overlord,
though what | had done was to protect her.

The bite of fall wasin the air soon after we completed the keep. Together kin and clan labored asoneto
hurry the harvest. Our seed had donewell in thisvirgin soil. Stigg beamed at an ingathering which was
more than he had hoped, as he said again and again—already making plansfor the breaking of new fields
in the next planting season.

Hewlin, during a hunting expedition at the far western end of the dale, came upon, at about the same
time, athird sign that this land had once had other lords and people. For he followed the thread of our
stream between those high cliffs, to discover a second and wider stretch of open land. There he had
found trees heavy with fruit— what the birds and atype of wild boar had not aready harvested. There
was no mistaking that these had been planted, for they stood in order, with here and there a gap where
one had died, leaving only aworm-eaten stump.

Wewent in aparty to harvest what was | eft of that crop: Fastafsa and her women, Everad, |, and three
of the household armsmen. lynne did not chooseto join us, saying that she did not fed well. Fastafsa left



her bedded in one of the kin rooms of the keep.

We made atwo-day journey of it since the passage up the cliff-walled stream was not too easy. In
spring, if the waters arose as they must do, thisway would be totally closed, | believed, noticing the high
marking of past floods onthewalls.

Once there we worked steadily. The armsmen ever on guard, the rest carrying and emptying baskets
while Everad and | made short explorationsinto this second dale, seeing land which held excellent
promise for our own future, advantages which would come if we could persuade Garn to expand our
holding inthisdirection.

Savefor that orchard of the past we found no other sign of the Old Ones, which was reassuring. Neither
were there any hirds here to raise grim warning. By the morning of the third day we were up early, ready
to return downstream, each taking a hand with the loaded hampers, so that there were always two men
free with sword and crossbow. It would seem that in us there was dways a degp uneasiness, no matter
how fair or pleasant or open this country—asif we dwelt on the border of some enemy land. | found
myself wondering why thiswas so. Except for the venture of the birds—and those were long gone— we
had come across nothing threatening here. Y et we went asif we ever expected a surprise attack.

We returned to trouble, asif that which we had unconscioudy feared had at last gathered force enough to
grikefull and hard. Hewlin came spurring his mount straight for us, well armored and in full war gear. At
the sight, we men drew together, the women huddled behind us, suddenly silent where moments before
there had been light laughter and Singing.

The marsha of Garn’ sforce drew rein, his sharp eyesflickering over us asif he sought one who was not
there.

“The Lady lynne!” he pulled up before Everad, “ she has not been with you?’

“No—but shewas ill—she said—Fastafsal” Everad turned his head to the house mistress who now
pushed forward, her eyes wide, her face pale beneath the usual ruddy color.

“My lady—what do you say of her?” She elbowed past Everad, spoke to Hewlin with force and
fierceness. “ She was in the keep—I gave her adeep draught before | went. With Trudasto sit near and
seeto her. What have you done with her?’

“Sheisgone. Shetold the maid that she felt better, asked her to get her awallet of food and said that
they would both take after you. When the girl returned—our lady was gone!”

At that moment my own guilt stung me. | could think of one place where lynne might have gone. But if
she had vanished just after we had |eft, then she must have been lost for anight and aday! | had only one
duty and that was now to tell what | knew and take the consequences.

When | faced Garn | knew that my life rested in his hands—yet that was as nothing when | thought of
lynne exposed to such asthe cat which Gatheamight choose as atrail mate but which my cousin could
certainly not hold in mastery. Thus| spoke clearly of what | had seen—of the Moon Shrineand lynne's
seeking it out secretly.

| saw Garn’ sfist rise, encased in ameta reinforced glove. And | stood unresisting the blow which sent
me sprawling, the taste of my own blood in my mouth. His hand flashed to his sword. He had that half
drawn as| lay before him, making no defense. It was hisright to dit my throat if he desired that in
payment. For | was foresworn to my lord, and had broken bl ood-bond—as everyone who circled about
us knew. Duty holdsto one’ slord and is our strongest law. To bresk that makes one kinlessand



danless,

Heturned on hished then, asif | were not worth the killing, bellowing orders to those who were ill his
household. They left measif in that moment | had lost existence, as, in amanner of long custom, | had.

| levered mysdlf up, my head sill spinning from that blow. Y et worse than any blow which Garn could
give with his hand, was that which had come from my own treachery to my lord. Therewas no life here
for me anymore; | could expect none to acknowledge me.

When | pulled to my feet | watched them Start for that dope climbing to the Moon Shrine. Somehow |
was a0 certain that they would not find lynne there. Though | was foresworn and now clan-kin-dead
there was one smdl thing left for me.

Nothing would return meto lifein Garn’s eyes, or in those of the clan. Still | lived, though | would rather
that my lord had taken the lesser revenge and killed me, as his face showed that he had first thought to
do. No, I could not turn back time and do as | should have done, but there was perhaps one way | could
adlynne

| had, in my blurting out concerning the Moon Shrine and her secret vigtsthere, said nothing of Gathea,
being too full of my own cardess and disastrous action. If | could now reach the Wise Woman and her
maid (they knew far more of the shrine than any of us, of that | was sure) there was athin chance | might
discover atrail tomy cousin.

Nameless, kinless, | had no right to anything, even the sword | still wore. Garn had not taken that from
me and | would keep it; perhaps | might il useit for a purpose which would—not redeem my
betrayd—»but at least aid lynne.

Thusonfoot | turned my back on the cliff and the people who followed Garn. Rather | moved seaward,
planning to enter Tugness sdde by the other way and find the Wise Woman. My hdm with itsHouse
badge | Ieft lying whereit had falen from my head at Garn’ s blow, and with it my crossbow. Bare of
head, empty of hands, staggering because my head rang, my eyes seeing sometimes two images of what
lay beforeinstead of one, | started downriver.

| spent the night on the shore. To aseapooal | crawled and bathed my aching face in water which stung
likefire. One eye was swollen shut and the pain in my head was a pounding which made it hard for meto
hold any thoughts—save one, that | must find the Wise Woman— or her maid—who knew most of the
Moon Shrine and what power lay there.

| might well be a hunted man, once Garn found no trace of his daughter. Somehow | was sure that would
be true—that there would be no trail left to follow among the rocks of theridge. Yes, Garn’s hate and
vengeance might flame high. Any one of my own clan who brought me down would have hisfavor. If |
wereto stay aivelong enough to do lynne any service | must take care. Save that my head let thoughts
dipinand out crazily, and | kept rousing to find that | had fallen in the sand, or was cregpingina
mindlessway dong where waves dashed upward to wet my face, bringing me to consciousness again.

Night and day, | caught at what strength | had to battle my way on. At times| thought | heard shouts
behind me. Once | wheeled about, waiting to see the sword raised again to cut me down. But there were
only the seabirds crying in the sky.

Somehow | found my way to that place where Tugness swains had turned from our road. There| leaned
againgt arock and fought for a clear head. To go openly into the dale was to court disaster at once.
Though hewas no friend to Garn—or rather because he was no friend to Garn—he would take pleasure
in offering me up to any who had followed me. It would be a sweet morsdl to roll upon the tongue for



Tugness, that one of Lord Garn’s own close kin had played him false. An outlaw wasfair game for any
man, but | would be more vauable as a prisoner to be returned to shame those whose name | had once
borne.

Thus| must use what craft remained in my aching head, such skill as| had, to avoid any of Tugness's
people and search out by stealth the Wise Woman. | could not even be sure whether she would give me
ad, dl | had was the knowledge that those of her calling did not dways hold by kin and clan custom, and
that she might, in her role of healer, take pity enough on meto point mein the direction whereby | might
servethelady of Garn’sHouse as | had not donein truth.

| do not know how | won into the dale. Some ingtinct stronger than my conscious self must have aided
me. | was aware of fidds, of adistant log-walled building or rather acluster of three such—unless my
eyeswere again playing mefdse. | think that part of the day | lay within a cup of rocks unknowing,
though | had a confused dream afterward of a black bird which swooped to peck sharply at my face so
that the pain of his assault stung deep. But that may only have been a dream. It was deep dark of night
when | awoke with araging thirst, my skin as hot to the touch asif | were clothed in burning brands.

| kept closeto the edge of the cliff, where the ridge rise was steegper even than it wasin Garn’sland. A
sngle thought held me to my path, that it was along here somewhere Gathea had found her way up, and
perhaps so | might elude anyone on watch around the holding buildings and fields, and a so come across
some trace of away to the Wise Woman's place. For, remembering how she had held apart during our
journeying, | wasfirmin the belief that she would not have become one of Tugness s household.

After awhileinthe dark when | fell and rose again moretimesthan | could count, that fever which
possessed me was victor; | took alast sstumble which brought me down with such force that it not only
drove the breath out of me but also sent me into a dark which was not deep but something deeper and
less easy for body and mind.

Thusit wasin the end that those whom | sought found me, for | awoke by unhappy degrees, seeming to
fight that awakening, to look up into alow roofing of poleswoven and tied together with dried vines so
that the whole looked like afield which had been harvested and only the dead stalks | eft. From this
dangled bunches of drying ssems and leaves, fastened together to form akind of upside down garden,
autumn killed.

My heed still ached dully; however that fire which had burnt into me was gone, though when | tried to
raise my hand it obeyed me only dowly and | felt such aweskness as sent asmall thrill of fear through
me. Now | strove to turn my head. The ache became a piercing throb but | was able to see, yet only
one-eyed. What | saw was that the bed place | occupied was againgt the wall of ahut which wasfar
removed from the stout building of Garn’ s keep. Nor were there more than stoolsto st upon and the
hearth, on which asmall fire smouldered, was of stones dabbed with baked clay. More stones had been
used to form standards for boards laid across to make shelves. There were crowded with more bundles
of dried things, aswell asanumber of small clay jars and pots and boxes of wood.

The air wasfilled with many scents, some spicy and good, some strange and distasteful. Onthefirea
large meta pot sat three-legged, bubbling and giving out ill another odor, which made my stomach
suddenly fed as empty and aching as my head.

There was movement just beyond the range of my vison until I managed to turn my head afraction again,
to see, inthe haf gloom of the room (for the only light filtered through two very narrow ditsin thewalls
and from adoorway), the Wise Woman. She glanced in my direction and then came directly to me, her
hand touching my forehead where once more pain flashed and | must have flinched, though | tried to hold
back dl sign of what torment that lightest of contacts had caused me.



“Thefever isbroken!” Her voice waslow but it somehow held anote close to that of Garn’s harshest
voice. “That isgood. Now—!" She went to the fire, ladling out of the pot adipper of dark liquid which
she poured into arudely fashioned clay cup, adding thereto some water from a bucket, then two or three
pinches of dried stuff she took from her array of pots and boxes.

| saw that, though during our journey she had worn the decent robes of any clan woman, now her kirtle
had been shed for a smocklike garment which came no farther than her knees. Below that she had
breeches and the same soft hunters' footgear | had worn on patrol.

She was back beside me, her arm beneath my heed, lifting me up with an ease | had not thought a
woman could manage, holding the still hot contents of the pannikin to my sorelips.

“Drink!” She ordered and | obeyed, as any child would obey the head of the house.

The stuff was bitter and hot, not what | might have chosen. Still | gulped it down, refusing to show any of
my distaste for what | was sure was a healing brew. When | had thelast of it and she would have risen, |
managed to bring up my hand and tightened my fingersin the edge of her deeve, keeping her by mewhile
| spoke thetruth, knowing that | must do this now that | was myself again in clearness of thought, for not
to speak would be a second and perhaps worse betrayal.

“I am not-kin—!" My own voice surprised me, for the words which formed so easily in my mind came
out with halts between asif my tongue and lips were weghted.

She lowered meto the pallet, then reached up and loosened my hold.
“Youareill!” shereturned asif that fact could excuse asn no matter how dark. “Y ou will rest—!"

When | tried to speak again, to make her understand, she set her fingersfirmly across my lips so that
onceagan

| flinched from the pain in my swollen and distorted flesh. Then she arose and paid no more attention to
me, moving around her house place as she counted those bundles and boxes on her shelves, now and
again pulling one out and placing it back in another place asif there were aneed that dl bein acertain
order.

Perhaps it was her brew which made me deepy for | discovered that | could not keep my eyes open.
Oncemorel fdl into astate mercifully free of dreams.

When | awoke the second time it was Gathea who stood by thefire. The pot still seethed there and she
was gtirring its contents with along-handled spoon so that she could remain at alittle distance. Which
waswell, | noted, for now and then that liquid sputtered, and a spatter of its contents flew out and down
into the low fire which blazed in answer. | must have made some sound of which | was not aware, or else
she was et to watch me, for my eyes had not opened for more than afew bresths before she looked to
me, withdrew the spoon which she laid on one of the shelves and came over, having brought another cup
with her.

Thistime | levered mysdf up on one elbow, not wanting her help, and found that what she had to offer
was clear water. | drained the full contents of the cup and never had anything tasted so good as that cold
draft. When | was done | brought myself to make plain what her mistress had not seemed to understand:

“They have made me non-kin—!" | kept my chin up, my eyeson hers. The shame was mine, but lso
how | boreit wasmineand | could do that well or ill. * Lord Tugness shdl find profit in sending me back
to Garn. He may hold your Wise Woman at fault if she does not reved wherel am—!”



The girl interrupted me and she was frowning. “ Zabinais no kin-blood to Lord Tugness. What he will or
will not do isno matter of hers. Y ou are hurt, you need her help—that is according to her craft and let no
one question her concerning that!”

| felt that she il did not understand. Among our people onewho is not-kin is cursed and those who give
shelter to such can aso raise trouble for themsalves. Henceforth no man or woman would speak mefair.
| was the undead walking, and who would company with one who was nameless, clanless?

“It isbecause of the Lady lynne—!” That which had brought me here—not to beg their tending—filled
my mind. “ She went to your Moon Shrine. | found her there severa times but | did not tell Lord Garn.
Now sheisgone, perhaps drawn into some evil spdl of thisland!”

“We know—" she nodded.

“You know!” | struggled to sit up and managed that somehow, though my heed felt as heavy asif helm of
doubleiron now weighed it down. “Y ou have seen her!” The thought that perhaps lynne had
encountered this girl and maybe even shdtered with her—though why she would do so—

“Y ou talked when the fever wasin you.” Thus she dashed my first smal hope. “Also Lord Garn came of
himsdf to the daein hunt. They rode westward afterward for there was no word of her here.”

“West—!" | echoed. Into that unknown country which even the Sword Brothers treated as aplace to
beware of—what would have taken lynne there?

“She may have been cdled—!" Gatheasaid asif shelifted that question from out of my thoughts. “ She
went to the shrine at moon’ sfull and she was one who had no shield or protection!”

“Called—by whom and to where?’ | demanded.

“Perhapsit was not your right to know that. Zabinawill decide. Now!” she had gone to another shelf and
brought me awafer of bread fresh baked, with it abowl of fruit stewed into asoft masswhich only
caused me dight pain when | ate, “fill your ssomach and grow strong. Thereis perhaps aroad for
you—and otherdl”

Leaving the med in my shaking hands, sheleft the hut and | had no one left to question save mysdlf. And
| had no answers,
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Chapter 5

| fought against weakness, striving to make myself strong enough to leave this place. For | till knew thét,
Wise Woman or not, Zabina courted trouble by sheltering me. Lord Tugness, | was certain, was not one
to be ruled by custom when it wasto his advantage to move otherwise. Though al | knew of him came
by rumor only, sill in the core of such dwaysliesahard grain of truth.

My head till ached with dull persstence but | could see now through the eye earlier puffed shut, and my
fingers, touching my skull gingerly, found that tightly clothed by abandage. | had, in spite of waves of
dizziness, managed to draw on my breeches, dide my feet into the softer trail boots and was picking up
my linen undershirt (which had been fresh washed and carefully folded over my other clothing) when the
Wise Woman returned.
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She straightway crossed the small room to stand before me, frowning.
“What would you do?’

| pulled the shirt down over my head, tensed againgt the wince which came in answer to even such dight
atouch on the bandage about my head. “Lady.” | could not dare to bow, but | gave her courtesy of
address, “I would be out of your house with what speed | can. | am kinless—" | got no further when she
made an abrupt gesture to silence me before she asked aquestion of her own:

“Do you know what ill tie lies between Tugnessand Garn?’
“Not between them.” She surprised the answer out of me. “It isan old feud between the Houses.”

“Yes. Oldindeed. . . . Why do foolish men cling to such matters.” Her tone was one of impatience. She
made another abrupt motion with one hand asif she so swept away what she had deemed foolishness. “It
was darted long before Garn’ sfather came from the womb—being marriage by capture.”

| sat very till, making no more move to press the shirt under the belt of my breeches. Though my head
still buzzed, 1 was not so lacking in wit that | could not guess what she meant.

“Tugness sson.”

That lynne' s disappearance might be asmple—or smpler—meatter of human contriving had not crossed
my mind until that moment. Now it wasfar easer for me to accept that my cousin had vanished because
of some stedlthy act on the part of our old enemies than that she had been rift away through forces|oosed
in aforgotten shrine. But, this being so, how much morewas | the guilty one! To achieve such an act
Thorg must have spied long—lan in wait for the coming of 1ynne—watched her movements until he
could make sure of her. Whilel, who had been sent to patrol the heights, had not even suspected that we
were under hiseyes. | had been foolish, supidly too interested in the strangeness of thisland to take
thought of old trouble.

Theidea she planted in my mind grew fast. Out of it was born strength so that | was on my feet now. |
might not have been able to face with success a battle with the unknown (though that would not have
kept mefrom trying), but | could bring down Thorg. Give me only stedl in hand to do so!

Now | said with authority that | might not have used moments earlier:

“Y our handmaiden spoke of the force of the Moon Shrine; now you push my mind toward Thorg and old
gruggles. Whichistheright?’

Her frown grew darker and | saw that she had caught her lower lip alittle between her teeth asif to hold
back some impatient or betraying words. Then she said:

“Thorg has volunteered many times through these days to go hunting. He has passed by on hisway to the
heights, but it would seem that his skill fails at times, for two days out of three he returnswith empty
hands. Also, heis not trothed to any maid. There were none who would accept Tugness s offer on his
behdf. | have had to give him warning when | found him looking too often after Gathea. Heisonewhois
hot now for awoman. It isaquarrel some family and few can say good of their house for three
generations or more. Also, there was Kampuhr—"

“Kampuhr?” | could readily accept al that she said save that last allusion which held no meaning &t dl for
me

She shrugged. “It isof no matter, savethat it liesin the past. But it was enough to make men wonder



where Lord Tugness truly stood on a certain concern that was of importance in its day—uwhich is now

Her eyes caught and held mine asif by her very will she would how impress upon methat thiswasto be
forgotten, that she had made adip she regretted—or had she? Somehow | believed that Zabina was not
given to such errors, that perhaps she had uttered that name as atest for me—though | could not
understand why.

“And Thorg?’ | waswilling to let the matter of her reasons be. It was far more important to think of the
present than to delve into the past at this moment. “He now sheltersin the Keep House?’

She shook her head. “He went forth with yesterday’ sfirst sun; he has not returned. Before that he was
gonefor afull day dso.”

So he had had a good chance to do even as the Wise Woman suggested, either meet with lynneand in
someway win her favor, or else make sure that he knew her ways, liein wait, and carry her into some
hiding place of which there were far too many in this untracked land. Y es, that was dl far easier to
believe than that Garn’ s daughter had been spirited away by the unseen.

Thorg wasaman and, in spite of any hunter’ s cunning he might possess, | believed that | could maich
him. Though | knew nothing of his skills and had seen him only afew times during our trek north, till he
was human only and therefore human wits could bring him down.

What he had done was once the custom among our people and many were the feuds which grew out of
it. So many, that, years past, before my own birth, there had been a solemn covenant made that the
youths and maidens of the Keep-kin be early betrothed. Then any man seeking to break such abond
was at once kinless.

Had Thorg believed that because we were in anew land and there were few maids (also Farkon’s son
being far avay) he might do thisthing without pendty? | knew very little of him but that could well be so.
It would take days of riding for any of Lord Farkon’s host to come, and Garn had only a handful of men,
none of them knowing much of the broken lands to the west. Lord Tugness might make ashow of joining
with them just in order to set up subtle delays, insuring thus his son achieved his purpose. For, once
Thorg lay with lynne, then she was his by bed-right, though her kin would be considered foresworn to
Lord Farkon and he might levy on them any bride price he desired.

| could see two dales—perhaps three—locked in abloody battle, and because of me. Had | not made it
possiblefor lynneto seek out that shrine, had | not gone blind myself while our enemy dunk and
spied—then thiswould never have cometo pass. Right indeed had been Garn’ sjudgment of me.

There was nothing for me now but to seek out Thorg' strail asbest | could. He would not yet be aware |
waskinless. Thusif | chalenged he must answer. | could—I must—xkill, washing out with hisblood this
insult to our—no, Garn’s House.

“Lord Tugness knew.” | had settled my shirt in place. Now | picked up the quilted under-jerkin which
cushioned my shoulders againgt the weight of mail.

She shrugged, saying: “Y ou are kinless—”

“Thorg does not know that.” | answered, schooling myself to accept my disgrace. “If | can reach him
firg—"

The Wise Woman smiled but there was nothing pleasant in that strength of lips. | owed her much—the



tending of my wounds, my return perhaps to health, weak though | felt. Still 1 did not believe she tended
me because of aliking for astranger. No, it was because of her craft, to which she was pledged, as dll
men knew. The sooner, perhaps, | was out from under her roof the better shewould likeit.

“Y our head needs fresh dressng—" She turned away to her many shelves, taking up a pot of salve here,
some powdered stuff which lay within abox there. These she set on the lowest and widest shelf, and set

to working the powder into agenerous ladling of the salve, mixing them with her fingers before spreading
the result acrossa strip of cloth in athick smear.

“Y ou werelucky.” she commented as she came back, holding the bandage from which arose a scent of
herbs, fresh and clean. “Y our skull was cracked—Garn must have aheady fist indeed. But thereisno
damage within or you would not be stting here.”

“That knock was not my lord’ s doing—it camewhen | fell. Thiswas of hishand.” | touched my swollen
cheek with acautious fingertip. | remembered my helm left back in the meadowland of Garn’sddle. It
was my only gain that he had not stripped my sword from me then, as he had every right to do. Perhaps
his anger had made him forget the find degradation due me.

She said nothing, unwinding the old bandage from my aching head to put on the fresh. Then without
warning she caught my chin with afirm hand and held me, searching into my eyes.

“Do you see double?’ she demanded.
“Not now.”

“Wél enough then. But | warn you—go upon thetrail before you arefit and you will end adead man,
accomplishing nothing.”

“Lady, it isbecause | accomplished nothing when | should have, that | am here. If | can follow Thorg,
then | am returning to Lord Garn asmall portion of what my folly cheated him of these past days.”

“Fally.” she made an impatient sound. “Carry your burden of unneedful guilt then. Each man walksthe
road which is appointed to him—that may take many twists and turns. He thinksthat he rules hislife, he
does not know that some threads were dready tightly woven before he came to work upon the loom.”

| got again to my feet. “Lady, you have my full thanksfor al you have done for me. Thereisacal-debt
now between us—if akinless one can be dlowed to acknowledge such. But | have an older oneto Lord
Garn. | may no longer be of hishouse, but | can ill move in this matter.”

“Go your own way, asal men do. | warn you to take care—but again you will be moved only by your
own desires.” Sheturned her back on meas| reached for my mail shirt.

As| made afumbling job of putting that on (for | vowed | would not ask for her help and it would seem
that she had done with me now even as Garn had done with me earlier) | saw that she had taken up from
that lower shelf abowl—not of wood or of clay—Dbut of silver, burnished and bright. She held that in
both hands, looking down into the cup of it for along moment before she raised her head to glance once
more at me. It was asif she strove to make some decision which was of importance. Whatever that might
be she cameto it quickly, setting the bowl back inits place.

Instead she now picked up awallet such asatraveler might carry dung over one shoulder. Into thisshe
began to fit things. There was the remainder of the salve which she had put on my bandage, then she
made quick choices among some of her other small boxes, dipping each within, as| tightened my sword
belt about me, loosening the blade, pulling it out alittle that it might move the quicker.



In addition to the boxes she had stored within the wallet she now packed aso journey cakes, though she
added no dried sticks of meat, and | remembered that those of her calling did generally not eat flesh.
Therewasatwigt of hide also which held dried fruits. Last of al she picked up awater bottlewhich |
recognized asthe one | had carried on my last trip down the stream gorge.

“Fill this at the spring. It is good water—moonblessed.” Both the wallet and the bottle she dropped on
the palet by my side. | felt oddly done. It was asif here, too, the curse Lord Garn had set on me held.
For al her care of me, it would seem that she wanted me gone. Nor could | blame her.

Still, though | was on my feet now, and had beaten back that weakness which strove to put me down
again, | could not go without more acknowledgment of the debt between us. There was only one way
that those of my caling could take the full balance of payment upon them. Now | did my sword al the
way from its sheath and, grasping the blade, held it out to her hilt first. Though | fully expected her to
spurn what | offered, since | was of the undead who had no right even to speak to such as she.

Zabinalooked at the blade and then once more at me with that searching, measuring gaze. But, even as|
had thought, she did not touch the hilt, refusing me even o little a heartening of spirit

“We do not deal with sted and sword edge.” she said. “Nor do | take homage. But what lies behind
your offer, Elron—yes, that | shall accept. Perhapsin time there may come the day when | shal claim
your services”

| sent the blade back into my scabbard, feding an even greater burden for an instant or two. Then that
faded and | graightened my back, pushed aside whatever filled my mind. The Wise Woman was no lord,
no clan leader, but she had meant what she said, and to her at least | was not totally outlawed and of the
undead. | picked up the wallet and gave her thanks, though my deeper thanks were for what she had just
done.

“There are things for wounds within.” she pointed to the pouch. “Their uses are marked on thelids of the
boxes. Do not leave off the salve and the cover for your head wound until the full acheisgone. And go
with blessing—" Zabina shaped a sgn which was not of that sacred Flame which the Bards guarded.
However it was plain that to her this symbol was a potent one. Again | bowed my head in thanks.

| would have liked to have had speech with Gathea d so—thank her for her part in taking care of me.
Only shewas not there and | knew that | had now been dismissed. There was no reason for meto linger.

It was past midday by the look of the sun when | came out of the Wise Woman'srough-walled hut. |
could seeto the east the fields and the wood-walled keep of Tugness. The Wise Woman's dwelling had
been built back againgt therise of the ridge and | thought that not far above must lie the Moon Shrine
which lynne had so foolishly visited.

Certainly there was the best place to begin atracing of any trail. Garn’s men must aready have combed
al thetop of theridge. Did they suspect aso the hint the Wise Woman had given me—that no
supernatural thing or previous dweller had taken my cousin, but rather she had been made captive by our

ancient enemy?

If s0 there must now be sentries above ready to loose abolt at any coming from thisdale. They would
like nothing better than to make me part of their bag.

| filled my water bottle at astream which legped vigoroudy down from the height to form abrook near
the hut. Then, with the weight of that on my hip, | made my way along the foot of theridgerise. There
was atrail of sorts, made perhaps by Gatheain her comings and goings. That the shrine was of
importanceto her | well knew. | stood at the beginning of that and looked back, out over what | could



see of thedale.

There was aflock of sheep at graze to the west. Men worked in the fields. | saw no riders and the aspect
of the land was one of peace. Could | accept that as meaning Lord Tugness had no suspicion of the
activities of hisson? Or wasthisquiet all asham, meant to deceive any who might be spying? It could be
either answer and | knew o little of Lord Tugness. | must go on as one againgt whom would be turned
every bolt and sword point were he to be seen.

Though it would perhaps have been better to begin my search when twilight veiled mefrom any inthe
dale, still there was aso the need for light to view any traces Thorg had |eft. For it was now firmin my
mind that indeed Lord Garn’ s old enemies had moved, since that explanation of lynne' s disgppearance
wasfar morelogicd.

Accordingly | took that upward path, sure that there was no better place to begin my search than the
shrineitsdf. Had lynn€e s preoccupation with that been wholly because of its strangeness? Or had shein
fact been meeting Thorg secretly?

| found that suggestion presented me with afar different picture of my cousin than the one| had dways
had. Meek, compliant, wholly absorbed in the matters of the household—a colorless, timid girl who
abided by the customs of our people—was sheredly just that? Or had such “virtues’ been only acloak
which she had thrown off readily when she found anew freedom in the Dales? L ooking back now there
waslittle of lynnethat | discovered | knew. That astonished me as much asif atree suddenly opened a
bark mouth and spoke. She had been part of the background of my life since we were both small
children, but after that, by kin customs, her life had been lived in another pattern altogether. What |
recalled seemed to make her a colorless stranger.

What had it meant to her that she was promised to an unknown man without any reference to her own
choice? That was custom, but until thisday | had not thought much of that. For lynne, such adecision
might be another matter—athing to fear. Had she taken some didike to her betrothed which Thorg could
play upon to get her to flout all the rules of our people? lynne was coming divein my mind, shaking off
the shell my past way of thought had cast so tightly about her.

| won up to the top of theridge, though | found | must take that climb dowly. Not only did | study al
which lay about me as| looked for any sign that this path had been recently in use, but also my lingering
weskness forced meto rest several times during that climb.

The only traces of any before mewhich | saw was a single track which could only have been left by that
great cat which had accompanied Gathea, a paw-mark deep printed in a pocket of earth. | dipped from
one bit of cover to the next, using my periods of rest to listen, though | could hear nothing, only now and
then abird call. If there were any waiting in hiding above they were keeping the silence of an ambush.

To approach the Moon Shrine from this side was easier for my purpose for there were anumber of large
rocksto afford cover. Whether they had been purposefully set for shelter | did not know—obut their
stone had not been worked.

Finaly | reached the last one, from which | could plainly see the trees sheltering the Sgn, now so fulll
leafed that they near hid pillars and pavement. Branches had been ruthlessly broken from one of the
nearest of thosetrees asif to forceaway. Y et only afew had been torn aside so wantonly. | believed
that whoever had wanted to come at the shrine itsdlf had lost that desire before they had summoned
courage enough to achieveit fully.

For long moments| listened and waited, even raising my head high to sniff the breeze which blew from
the direction of Lord Garn’s holdings—north to south. There was no taint which | could detect in that. If



any lay in hiding herethey were very well concedled.

Then | tensed, for from between the tree which had lost itslower branches and that next to it, moved a
light figure. The great cat pushed into the open to stand sentry. Its head swung about deliberately, then
paused asit looked in my direction. Whether it could indeed see me by virtue of that keener sght which
isgiven to those wearing fur, or whether it scented me, | could not tell. Only | was very sureit knew that
| was there.

However, that it was here was a so reassurance for me that there had been no guard placed on this spot
by Garn; | was certain that the beast would never have stood so boldly in the open if it had had to face
more than one man. Now | aroseto my full height, moving away from the rock behind which | had taken
cover. If the cat was here—could | then expect that Gathea would a so appear? Or if the animal was
alone, would it allow me to approach and search for the traces of Thorg and his captive, or his enticed
companion?

| wasright in my first guess. Zabina s handmaiden dipped, with the same silent ease of the cat, from out
of thetrees' shadow. As she had on thetrail, Gatheawore the leather and heavy jacket of afar traveler,
and her hair must have been bound tightly about her head, for she had drawn over it atightly knit cap of
the same brown-gray as her clothing. Now she stood away from the trees, aso facing in my direction.
Nor did she seem surprised to see me, rather it was asif she had been awaiting my arrival, impatient that
| had taken so long in coming.

Asl did, she carried awadlet bulging full, even alarger one than mine, and awater bottle. Only she bore
no weapons, at her belt was just the sheathed knife one would use for eating or small tasks of a.camp.

She watched me approach soberly, giving no greeting, asif between us there was no need for that. The
cat wrinkled an upper lip, but if he meant awarning it was a soundless one.

“So you came—"

| found her words alittle puzzling. Had she thought that | would not? | might never redeem mysdlf in the
eyes of my kin, but for my own belief in mysdlf there was only the onething | could do, and that take any
trail which would lead meto lynne.

“If thereisatrall, it should begin here” | made short answer. “Thisiswhere | found her—where he must
have met her—or somewhere nearby. There would have been no other way for them to—"

“He—they—" sherepeated, interrupting me sharply. There was puzzlement on her face.

“Thorg.” it was my turn to be impatient. “He would play old games—gain awife and put dishonor on a
House enemy.”

“What has Thorg to do with this?’ she wavered without turning her head, indicating the tree-hidden
dhrine

“He must have seen lynne here, led her into folly, or elsetook her bodily. She was easily frightened.” |
was not atogether sure of that, but for the honor of Garn’sHouse | hoped it was the truth—that my
cousin had been taken againgt her will.

Gatheamoved forward a step or two. Asthe Wise Woman had regarded me earlier that day with that
searching stare to read my thoughts, so did her assistant now aso study me.

“Why do you think thisof Thorg?’ she asked.



“Your own mistresssaid it so—"

“Did she? Areyou sure?’ her voice came even sharper, quick and emphatic enough to make me recdl
what words | had had with Zabina. Had she actudly said Thorg had done thisthing? | put remembered
word to word. No, she had not said it—she had only asked a question or two, made a statement of
things past, and the rest had been my own interpretation.

Gathea must have read that conclusion in my expression as quickly as| reached it. She nodded.
“Zabinadid not say that.” the girl stated flatly. “Y ou have put wordsinto her mouth.”

“What she said led meto think so.”

“Sheis not responsible for the thoughts of one who wishesto find an easy enemy.”

“Which | was not looking for—until she spoke so.” | countered hotly. “When | said that | would trail him
shedid not deny that | had reason for my belief.”

“Why should she? What difference would it make to her to have you embroiled with another of your
kind? If trouble cameit would spread only from your crooked thinking, not draw in that which isnot
yours, could never be—"

| took along stride forward, angry at the growing belief that these two women were playing with me.
They had tended my body well. But that was of their way of life and came not, as| knew well, from any
liking or interestin me as| was mysdlf. When | was near hedled they wanted none of me. Zabina had but
subtly sent me packing on atrail which lead nowhere and this girl was openly hostile. Y et, why had she
not agreed readily with her mistress' s suggestion and not disowned it so readily? She could well have
cozened me on into the western wildernesson afasetrail until | waslong lost

“WhereisLady lynne?’ | thought thiswas no longer atime to be mistaken about what might or might not
be. Therewas only oneform of action left for me—that wasto repair my folly in leaving my cousin prey
to whatever had taken her, whether it was some man of the dales or € se something worse and more
feared which lurked here, an exile from an earlier and to be feared tune.

“l do not know.”

| believed her. Only—she might not know where lynne was, but that she had some knowledge of what
might have happened to my cousin, | was still convinced.

At that moment | was prepared to shake the truth out of her, so strong was my rising anger, the belief
that | had been played with, pushed out of their way. However the cat snarled, bared fangs, so |
remained where | was.

“Shewas caled.” Gathea spoke dowly. “For | watched her, and she did not come hereinidle curiosity
asyou believed. No, within her awoman’s degpest ingtincts were rising to the full. She was—is—of an
age when the Gresat Lady summons womankind to ripeness. Even such asyour lynnewho hasal her life
dwelt by man’slaws and customs, will answer to women’smagic, if that be strong and full enough. So
shewas drawn to a place in which moon-touch lay potent still. However, because she was not armored
with the strength we know, she lay too open to the full flow of that.”

“I do not know what you mean. She went to the shrine. Well, then what happened? She could not have
vanished into the air, sunk into stone, been carried away save by aman—Thorg.”

To my surprise Gathea laughed. “ Shut your mind doors and bar them as you and your kind dways have.



So lynneis gone and you would hunt her. Well, enough—if you have the courage. There are mysteriesin
thisland; seek them out and perhaps you will find athread which will lead you properly—perhaps you
will not—you can only try.”

She shifted the wallet strap higher on her shoulder and turned away, the cat still between us, padding
along beside her. She headed west with the confidence of one who knew exactly what she would do.
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Chapter 6

| watched her go, certain that | would get no more out of her than she had dready said. Still | knew she
believed it was not Thorg who had gone wife-raiding. Convinced in part, | turned to the shrine. | came
only to that thin opening between the trees which guarded it when | was shocked by the knowledge that |
could not enter.

Once more | was met by awall with force enough to shake my whole body. This place did again have
invigble barriers, adefense which | had no power to breach. Though I tried, yes, | put forth al my
strength to fight that which stood between me and that square of pavemen.

It was not in my past training to understand such athing. The clans swore by the Flame, paid homageto
the Everburning at the proper festival. We listened to the words of the Bards who had the
record-keeping of our past, and who sang of men who won battles or went down to defest. Y et never
had any one of our blood, asfar as| knew, met the unseen force against which perhaps even theriders
of an entire clan could exhaust themselves or be easily defeated.

At that moment | was not awed, only angry—with my own lacks, with my ignorance, yes, and with
Zabinaand her Maiden. For | waswell assured that they knew far more than they told—if they had told
me anything except to midead and mydtify.

So | could not force my way into view closer aplace of empty stone? Well enough. lynne was not here.
She had not returned to Garn’ s holding, therefore it remained that she was somewhere. | swung around
to starein the direction Gathea and her beast had taken. It could be that 1ynne had, in some way, made
common cause with this arrogant pacer-of-unknown-trails, for what purpose | could not say. | only
remembered the wdll-filled wallet the girl had, and | thought of a supply of food being carried to someone
in hiding. | could see no reason for such action on my cousin’s part, but it was not given meto
understand the mind of amaid, and it might well be that she had been dazzled by Zabina steaching.

Wise Women—I searched my own memory for what | knew of them. They were hedlers, and had also
(according to rumor) the use of certain powers. Those they were pledged to use only for good, so that
no man ever raised hand against them and they went where they would asthey chose. Each picked her
OwWn successor, to be trained and fostered. Once such amaid was chosen, she was Straightway clanless
and kinless, no matter what name or House she had been born with and into. But | have never heard of
any woman taking two such followers. What would Zabinawant with lynne when she dready had
Gathea? Also such assstants and hand-maidens were chosen when they were still small children, not
when they were grown and ripe for the marriage bed.

However | was certain that Gathea, at |east, knew more than she had told me, and that if | wereto find
Garn’ s daughter, it would only be through her. | turned to follow thetrail she had taken, keeping close
watch for the cat, since | had an ideathat she might use the beast as arearguard to make sure that |
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would not uncover any of her secrets.

Therewas no digtinct trail. Still, from timeto time, | found afresh paw mark of the cat, set dmost
ddiberately asif to luremeon. That trail did not run far dong the ridge, rather dmost aoruptly it
descended into anarrow cleft, much narrower than avalley or adae, in the rock providing ahidden
way. Then | came upon amark which was eft so flauntingly clear | began to question my own decision.
Surely shewhom | followed would not have left such an open guide. | reached out and pulled from a
thorn-studded limb of asmall bush abit of veil—thin stuff such as| had seen lynne often use to shield her
face from thefull rays of the sun.

Firgt the paw marks and then this! They must believe me an utter fool! Only thefact that | had no other
trail and | could not quite believe that the Wise Woman would dly hersdf and her maid with Tugness's
son kept me going.

| made another discovery, that this narrow way had niches of tepssetinto it asif it wereagtair. Old and
worn, the tread very narrow, these were surely steps chiseled out of rock for a purpose. They were too
regular to be any fresk of nature sbuilding.

Earth had shifted over them in some places and on those, in clear marking, were first the prints of trall
boots, then, overlaying those, the paws of the cat. Thusit was no wonder that Gathea had vanished so
quickly from sight, she had dropped into thisway down from the ridge.

She must have moved with speed for | did not catch sight of her ahead. Now | increased my own pace,
becoming more and more surethat if |1 could only catch up with her | might learn enough to find lynne

Speedily.

The crude staircase did not descend very far, ending in anarrow way where there were two deep
symbols cut in the walls, one on either sde of the final step. Onewas a pair of upward pointing horns and
the other afantastical curving of lineswhich could be some runic word or sign in alanguage which was or
must be long since dead.

| had put out my hand by chance as | reached the last step so my fingers brushed across the horns. My
cry of astonishment echoed hollowly down the way ahead as | jerked back. For there had been such
heet there it was asif | had tried to pluck aglowing coa from the heart of afire' sblaze.

Infact | examined my fingertips, haf expecting to see blistersrising, so intense had been that pain. |
sidled on, trying to keep asfar from what looked no more than barren, gray rock, as| could.

Now | did sght Gathes, for no growth cloaked thisway. She was well down dong it, though into
shadows. Shortly after one left the end of the stairway the sides of this runway doped inward, mesting in
places for a space and then opening again in a crack which gave asmall measure of light.

“Gathea.” | dared to call, even though | guessed that my summons would do no good. Asit did not, for
she neither looked over her shoulder nor dackened her swift pace. Nor did the cat behind her pay me
any atention.

Thus| was|€ft to follow asthe inging in my hand died away, and my determination to have astraight
answer from her grew.

The way of the cut was lengthy, yet the girl ahead never shortened step. Nor was| able, even though |
lengthened pace, to catch up to her. Which became another puzzle, adding more fuel to my anger.
Always there was the distance between us—though she did not run and my strides were closeto atrot.



Therewas more light ahead. | thought perhaps we were coming to the end of this hidden way. Would it
bring us out at the far end of Tugness sland, or into Garn’s dale? Either way | would have a second
difficulty added to thefirst. Not only must | keep Gatheain sight, but | must also watch for any search
parties as might be out.

Gatheaand her cat were gone—into that opening. Now | did run in truth, fearing that they might vanish
so completely that | could not find them if they entered open land ahead. We did face that, | discovered
moments |l ater.

| did not recognize what | saw before me as any part of Garn’s dale. Here was no spread of grass, no
easy doping away. Ingtead the land was stexile of any growth, rock-paved, with spurs of tall stone
standing. These latter were set, grim, unworked, solid stone, in acircle with, beyond the outermost fringe,
asecond inner circle of dightly shorter stones, and within that athird. They had not the finish of the pillars
| had seen a the Moon Shrine, but certainly, like the carven staircase behind, this arrangement was a
work of intelligent purpose, though what purpose | could not guess. It could never have been intended
for any defensivefort, for there was a man-wide space left open between one stone and the next.

| plunged forward. At the same moment there legped from among the rocks to my right agray-white
body, bowling me over so that in amoment | lay flat, the heavy forepaws of the cat planted on my breest,
pinning meto the ground, while itslong fangs were very near my throat. | fought againgt the weight,
gtriving to get my hand to my sword hilt, even to reach my belt knife, but the beast held me helpless. Y et
it did not follow up that leaping attack with any swoop of thosejawsto tear out my throat.

Out of the air sounded acall, aword perhaps, but none | could understand. The cat wrinkled lipsina
dlent, warning snarl. Then it raised the bulk of itsweight from me, though it did not back away, instead
crouched asif well ready to pull me down a second time should the need arise.

| could get my hand on sword hilt now and | was aready drawing blade when Gathea stepped from
among the same screen of rocks where the beast had lain hidden to survey me disdainfully.

“Am | Thorg, warrior, that you hunt me?’ Her voice was scornful. “Do you think that | am hiding your
Lady lynne—to her dishonor?’

“Yes” | returned flatly, and then added: “perhaps not for her dishonor, but for some reason of your
own.”

She must have fet safein the presence of her furred liegeman for she laughed. And, as she stood there,
hand on hips, watching me, my anger passed from hot to cold, asit has ways done, making me now
very sure of myself and of what | must do.

“Put up your stedl.” she ordered, ataunting amusement now at the corners of her mouth—wide and
thin-lipped. “Be glad that you were stopped from the folly of plunging into that.” With ajerk of her chin
sheindicated thefirg circle of the standing stones.

“What harm liesthere?’ | remembered how the symbol on thewal had burnt my fingers, and uncertainty
broke through my anger. How could one guess what dangers lay hereabout?

“Y ou would find out soon enough—"

| thought she was trying to evade me. With awary eye on the cat which watched me unblinkingly, | got
to my feet to front her, feding better in command of mysdlf when | could do that.

“That,” she said brusquely, “isatrap. Come here and see for yourself.”



She reached out and caught my jerkin deeve, drawing me with her to the north side where there was
clear sght into the center of this stone whed. In there aman sprawled out face down. He lay unmoving,
but when | would have gone to him Gatheatightened her hold, and the cat dipped in between me and the
rocks of thefirst wal, snarling.

“Heisdead.” she said without emotion. “One Tamil of Lord Tugness smeiny. He followed me—as
Thorg has d so done—because he was hungry for awoman and he deemed mefit prey. Once within
those circles he came not out again. | think some madness struck him, for he ran about and about until he
fdl and then hedied.”

How much of that tale could | believe? No man raised hand against one with the Wise learning. But then
Zabina had dso hinted that Gathea had been sought by the Lord' s own heir. She must have seen my
doubt for she added:

“Y ou know not Lord Tugness and his ways. Among those who ride for his House are oath-breakers and
worse. They—" She shook her head. “1 do not think, nor does Zabina, that the Bards were wise when
they alowed the Gate to hide so much of our past. It would seem to me that something of our own evil
crept through to flower here. If so, Jamil learned that there are forces even he could not front.”

Again| did not doubt that she spoke the truth as she saw it. The thing which had been that dead man’'s
intent was a monstrous act which no sane man could have conceived. Asfor the Gate—I, too, had
wondered if anew life without certain memories had been atogether wise. | questioned that the more
now after hearing her story.

“Whet killed him?’

“Power.” she answered somberly. “Thiswas a place of such power aswe cannot understand. Gruu here
can tread those ways.” Her hand dropped to fondle the ears of the cat. “1 have seen other living things
crossit without concern. But for my life's sake, and for the sake of that inner part of mewhich ismore
important than thelife of my body, | would not venturein there. Do you not fed it at al?’

Since she watched me, and | needed to recover from the fiasco of my capture by Gruu, | moved closer
to the stones, stretching out my hand. Perhaps there was no invisible wall there, but | was ready to
discover one. There was not, but my flesh began to tingle as| neared the outer circle. Not only that, but
there arose within me afeding of sudden danger, that | must leap forward into thet circle which wasthe
only safe shelter from an ominous shadow | could not put name to.

So forceful became that drawing that once more | was jerked to a stop by Gathea s grasp, by the cat
pushing againgt my knees making me stumble backward. | felt my anger dtiffeninto achill of sheer fear.
For that pull upon me, until the two who were with me urged me back, was such acompulsion that |
wanted to fight them, free mysdif, fly into the safety of the circle—

“Not safety—never there” Could she read my mind or had some experiment of her own made her
understand what moved me?

| waswell back now, away from the influence of the stones, free—and very much shaken.

“lynne.” | could think only what might have happened had she comethisway. Therelay only one body in
the center of that monstrous trap but now that | stared more closdly, | saw that Jamil did not rest done.
There were bones there, gray-white in the day’ slight, which was beginning to fade. | do not know how
many might have been before him, but there was enough evidence that what abided there still held its
captives.



“Shewas never here.” Gathealoosened her hold on me. “Asl told you, she was drawn by another
megic—"

| pointed to her wallet. “Y ou have her hidden, you take her food. Does she hide from Thorg, or have you
witched her with your ways so she would become like you?”

“Likeme? Y ou ask that, warrior, asif you find me less than akeep lady with her imprisoned mind, her
soft body, her willingness to be driven to the marriage market as an ewe is driven to be sold to the
highest bidder.” She flashed back. “No, perhapsin your soft little lady there lies a spark of the talent so
overladen by years of being a keep daughter that she never redized what dumbered within until she
found a place of power and that hidden part of her stirred to life, awakened from alifetime of deep. | do
not hide lynne and steal away to give her food and comfort. She has gone—but | cannot tell you where,
though | shdl try to find her. For what she discovered was wasted on her.” Now there was some of the
same scorn she had shown me coloring her tone. “1—I would have known how to weave, and bind and
tie. | was not there when thelife of the shrine returned. She was taken when | was meant to be the one.”
Now there was anger, as cold as my own, in her voice. “ Shetook my birthright and what she will make
of it, being who and what sheis, that | cannot guess. | go now not to rescue your little lady, warrior, but
that | may repair the damage her curiosity has caused.”

“Where?’

“Where?" she repeated, her chin lifted. “There—" Now she swung out one arm, pointed west. “1 follow
no trail such asyou would understand. My guide lies here.” She touched her forehead between the eyes.
“And here.” And thistime that pointing finger dropped to her breast. “1t may be that | have not the power
| hoped for, ill | can try—one can dwaystry.”

“You bdievethis” | answered dowly, “that lynne blundered into ensorcellment and was taken, that you
may be ableto find her. After seeing that,” | motioned to the stone trap, “how can | say that anything may
or may not be true in this country? But if thereis achanceto find my lady and you can act as guide, then
dol goaso.”

Shefrowned at me. “Thisiswoman's power.” she said dowly. “I doubt that you can follow where | may
leed.”

| shook my head. “1 know not one power from another. | do know that it islaid on me as a debt of
honor that | go where there may be achanceto aid lynne. | think that your Wise Woman knew this of
me.” | continued. “ She may have thought to midead me with her hints of Thorg, but she gave methis,” |
motioned to the wallet 1, too, bore, “and she did not warn me away from what | intended.”

Gathea smiled with a certain stretch of lips. | didiked that more each timel saw it.

“Thereis one thing Zabina understands, that many timesit isuselessto argue when amind s, closed.
Doubtless she read that yours was—tightly.”

“Asisyours, perhaps.”

Her frown grew sterner. Y ou guess too much.” Sheturned. “If you win push into such peril asyou
cannot begin to dream, kinless one, then come. Night isnot far away and in thisland it isbest to find
shdter.”

She gtarted on, without another glance at me, skirting carefully about the edge of the circles, acrossa
country which was rough going. For here had been many dides of stone, some running nearly to touch
the standing pillars. Those we scrambled over (for | was close on her hedls) with care, lest some tumble



of them carry usout into the influence of the trap.

The cat went ahead, much to my relief, for | did not trust him, no matter how he served my companion.
We had passed that ominous set of circles, were in the rock-covered country beyond, before we found
him waiting for us under an overhanging ledge at the edge of wilderness country where afew splotches of
green showed, but which was mostly rocks and upstarting ridges in a chaotic mixture of broken stone.

There was no wood for afire. Nor would | have wanted to light one in thiswilderness, drawing to
us—what? Garn’s men, or things far more dangerous even than that lord in hisrage? The sun seemed to
linger, asif favoring us enough to alow me at least to mark every approach to the shelter Gruu had
discovered. The big cat had vanished into that wilderness of rock, intent, | was sure, on hunting. Gathea
and | ate sparingly of the food we carried and drank only scant mouthfuls of water. | had seen no trace of
any stream in the land ahead, unless one of those splotches of growth agoodly distance away marked
some spring or rain-catch bagin.

We did not talk, though there were questions enough | would have liked to have asked. However she
turned a shut face upon me, making it plain that her thoughts were elsawhere, so that for stubbornness of
will I would not bresk the sillence which lay between us.

Instead | continued to study the land lying ahead, attempting to mark the easiest path among those sharp
upcrops and ridges. It was as desolate, and, in itsway, asthreatening aland as| had ever seen. That it
had ever held life surprised me. Unlessthat circle trap had been built as abarrier against some coast
invader, only the first, perhaps, of deadly surprises.

“Thisisnot Garn'sland.” | said at last, mainly to hear my own voice, for her continued silence built the
barrier higher and higher between us. If we were to go on together we must work out away of
communication so that we might front the dangers| was sure lay before us together as
companions-of-the-trail at least and not as enemies standing well apart.

“Itisnot Tugness seither.” Gathea surprised me with her answer. “ Thisland lies under another rule. No,
do not ask me whose—for that | cannot tell. Only here we areintruders and must go warily.”

Was she in those words obliquely agreeing to a partnership? At least there was no impatiencein her
voice and she no longer wore afrown. The sun banners were fading fast from the sky. Shadows reached
out from the rocks before us asif they were hands to grasp and hold anything venturing near.

“Thisisacursed land, and we' rethefoolsfor taking lordship of it.” | burst out.

“Cursed, blessed, and dl manner of such in between. Still we were meant to come, or that Gate would
not have opened to us. Therefore thereis a purpose and areason and it isfor usto discover what those

rTW m”

“TheGate.” | said dowly. “I know that the Bards sang it open, that aso it wiped from our mindsthe
reason why we came. Why wasthat done unless—" My thoughtsturned direly in anew direction.
“Unlessthat was s0 that we might bend al our wits and strength to front new enemies hereto deal within
the future not the past. Y et | wonder why we came—"

She had put awvay more than half her journey cake, made fast the loop latch of her wallet.
“Ask that of the Bards—but expect no answers. Thisland may be more blessed than cursed—"

She hdted, for asound aroseinto the evening air. | caught my bresth. They say that the Bards, if they so
wish, can sing the soul out of aman, leaving him but an empty husk. | had thought those but theidle



words of men who try to add more to any story. Now the sound which arose and fell acrossthe stone
world before us was such singing as | had never heard in my life—not even when the Arch Bard Ouse
sang a midsummer feadting.

Nor wasthis any man’ svoice, but rather the soaring voices of more than one woman, reaching notes as
high asany bird could carol. And it came from behind udl

| was on my feet and out from under the ledge, looking back along our pathway, only dimly aware, so
bemused was | by that singing, that Gathea stood beside me so closaly now that her shoulder rubbed
againg my own.

It was ahymn of praise—no, it was asong for lovers, beckoning. It was atrilling of victory, welcoming
to safe homes those who had fought well and dared much. It was—

| could see them now. Women, yes, though their faceswere mostly hidden by long hair, which stirred
about them asif blown by awind | could not fee here. Wasit only long flowing hair which covered their
dender bodies—or wore they robes asthin and frail asthose locks which blew through the air? Silver
wasthat hair, Slver their bodies. They were far from me and yet as each one paced, Snging, facing me, |
thought that | caught sight of bright eyes, fire-bright, for they were the color of ruddy flames, which held
Seady sght in spite of the veiling of their hair.

Hand in hand they went, yet with a space between each of them asthey circled—and there was another
circle behind them and beyond that. Three circles! | uttered asmall sound of my own.

Where the stone pillar of the trap had stood, that was where these singers now trod their way. Did | ill
seethepillars, or had twilight shrouded them? The silver bodies, the spuming hair, had alight of their
own, thin and wan—

Stll they wovetheir way singing. Peace and happiness, love, longing fulfilled, life everlagting, but life of a
new kind—awondrous kind. One needed only to go to them and al thiswould be given. Swester,
lower, more enticing became that song. | moved yet | had not willingly or conscioudy taken those steps.
But | must go—

Again | wasthrown with painful roughnessinto rock, thistime rolling over with the force of the blow
which had sent me down. Then a second body joined me and we struggled together in atangle of arms
and legs until alarge and heavy furred weight landed crosswise, pinning us both to the earth.

| smelled the strong breath of the cat, heard the rumble of agrowl, so low it was more avibration through
his body than an actual sound. The singing held high and true, but our strugglesto throw off Gruu were
usdess.

Then | heard Gathea s voice through that heartwrenching singing. Her face was so close to mine that her
breath was warm on my cheek as she spoke.

“Fingers—in—ears—ure—’

| felt her squirming, and guessed that she was doing just that, thrusting her fingersinto her earsto block
out that sound. Half dazedly, for my head was beginning once more to ache woefully after this second
assault, 1, too, loosened my arms, though | did not struggle to free mysdlf, so seding out that Snging with

my ringers

Gruu however did not stir, nor did Gathea attempt to free herself from where she lay haf over me, the
beast pressing us both down. | could smell the scent of herbs, sharp and clean, which must come from



the hair which had shaken alittle loosein her fal and now lay with the braid end closeto my nose.

Guessing that thiswas a second part of the stone trap, and that it was an even more dangerous lure than
thefirgt, | strove to shut out sound, to concentrate on other things, such as how soon we might get away
from this ever-present peril, and how many of such plague spots we might be apt to meet in this unknown
land.

Very fantly | could il hear the sSinging, and it dragged at me, making me want to squirm free, to seek
out those singers. Then, dowly, it died away. Perhaps we lost oursalvesin adaze, for | cannot remember
well what happened until there was the chill white of moonlight across us.

Gruu heaved himself up at last. | felt bruised and sore from being flattened so againgt the stone and was
dow in drawing to my knees, S0 Gathea arose before me. She faced into the full rays of the moon and |
saw her hands movein what could only be the gestures of someritud.

It was avery bright moon, making the stone around us either silver or dead black, as shadows dictated. |
dropped my hands from my ears. The night was so quiet | could only hear awhisper of sound from the
girl as she recited words not meant for me to understand. | drew alittle away from her and stood to ook
back at the circles of stone. They looked very far away, just asthe singers had seemed so much closer.
And they were only that once more—stones set on end for a purpose which | did not like to consider.
The singers of the evening were gone, only the moon hung over us as Gruu pressed close to Gatheawith
arumble of purr louder than her whisper voice.
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Chapter 7

“More of your trgps?’ | demanded, shaken in spite of my efforts to appear well in contral.

“Not my trgps.” However her tonewaslight. | believed | saw a shadow of excitement on her moonlit
face. “ Sirens—yes—and meant to lure.” Now she flung her aamswide. “What wonder lingers here?
Who wrought such spells and sorcery? What they must have learned—beyond the simple knowledge we
have aways thought so great.” She asked those questions not of me but of the night. It was asif she had
come eagerly to an abundant feast table and could not begin to choose what was to be the first sweet or
gppetizing taste on her tongue.

Perhaps because she was dready touched with learning beyond the control of rules and customs, this
wasindeed for her the opening of adoor. Only for meit was otherwise. Savethat | could not deny that
my wariness of mind, my uneasiness of spirit, aso held within seeds of curiosity.

We heard no more in the night and she had set Gruu on watch, assuring me that the greet cat was far
more likely to detect any danger than the most acute of human sentries. | had to agreethat it was his
quickness which had saved me once, and perhaps a second time, long with her, from the trgps. Thus|
did deep, and if | dreamed no memory of that dream reached past my first awakening, to find the sun
aready throwing beams across the sky.

Gatheawas seated crosdegged alittle beyond, her back to the sun aswell asto the dales where our own
kind strove to shelter. Her head was up as she studied the broken land ahead, and | read into the tense
angle of her shoulders the same dertness aswould grip ahunter before he started on awarm trail.
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Under the sun the land looked even more barren than it had when the moon had laid the silver of light, the
dark of shadow acrossit. There were smdl gulliesriven in the bare rock, aswell as stretches which were
as smooth as pavement. However, | was very glad to see, no standing stones which were more than
those nature hersalf must have set on end and then smoothed through long seasons of sand blown by the
wind.

Thisforsaken land was so empty that | doubted Gatheal s quest, unless | had been right and she knew
well enough just where lynne hid because she had aided her to that hole hersdlf. However, | knew
enough to keep il on that suspicion and lend mysdlf to the devices of the Wise Woman's girl, even if
she meant only to confuse me, though some stubbornness within me argued that Gathea was more intent
on traveling on into the unknown for her own reasonsthat she wasin lynne s plight or my own partin
that.

| wondered, too, if the Sword Brothers had ridden thisway during their exploration. If so they had
certainly madeit safely past that trap of the standing stones.

“Which way dowe go?’ | asked in acarefully neutral voice as| sat up.

Gruu had vanished again. Much as| mistrusted the beast, for | was not used to companying with an
animd out of thewildsthat manifestly had some form of communication with my companion, at the same
time he could offer defenseswhich | believed we might need.

“Westward.” shereplied. Nor did sheturn her head, but spoke amost absently, asif her mind aready
ranged well ahead of her body.

Once more we broke our fast in sllence, and then arose to cross that broken land. At midmorning, asfar
as| could guess by the sun, we came upon one of those cups of green among the stones which did
indeed house a spring—a boon, for two others we had earlier investigated had no water. Here water
rippled forth, ran for a short distance, and then waslost in a stone hole into which water poured.

There were two trees of reasonable size here and anumber of bushes, from which started birds and
some furred things which streaked across the ground so swiftly that one could not catch good sight of
them. The bushes had been their reason for showing, for the branches were heavily laden with
fruit—larger than any berry which | knew. These wererich, dark red in color and some had burst open
from the full strength of their own swest flesh, or had falen to the ground where they had been pecked
and gnawed.

Gathea broke one of the globesfree, lifted apiece of its skin with afingernail, sniffed long at the inner
flesh and then set the tip of her tongue to the break. A moment later she drew it dl into her mouth and
was chewing lustily. While |, depending on her knowledge of growing things, followed her example. After
our long journey across the broken lands and the sun-heated stone nothing tasted so good. These
provided both food and drink and we hel ped oursalves until we could eat no more. Then we gathered
handfulsto be carried with us, cradled in leaves which Gathea pulled from a plant that grew at the border
of that very short stream and fastened together with small thorny twigs. | took both her water bottle and
my own, emptied what little remained in each, rinsed and filled them until there was only room to pound
intheir stoppers.

We had passed no more relics of the unknown people during the morning. The farther we had withdrawn
from the circles, the emptier thisland appeared, the more my spirits recovered. When | had finished
replenishing our water supply | hitched my way up to the top of an outcrop which helped to shelter the
pocket of the spring and, shading my eyesto the sun’sglare, stroveto pick out ahead the easier of the
ways which might be offered us.



During the morning the distant line on the horizon had not only risen but grown still more sharply outlined
againg the cloudless sky. | thought that it marked heights—perhaps even mountains. But my inner
uneasiness grew. | did not care how long a head start 1ynne had had, surely she could not have come this
way without any suppliesor aid. Had | been deceived when | had been in amanner hired away from my
first belief that she was taken by Thorg? No one who was not well hardened to thetrail could have
beaten usthisfar. While lynne had been much shielded dl her life—even during our trek north when she
had spent dl her hours of travel within that wain which had been made the most comfortable for her
aone. Garn was not in the least soft of speech or manner, but he valued his daughter, if for no other
reason than for the dliance her eventua marriage would bring to his smal house—he would risk nothing
concerning her.

Having decided that she could not have comethisway done, | determined to have plain speech once
again with Gathea, and did down the rock, pushing through the brush to where she was washing her
handsin the running water.

Shedid not ook up at me but she spoke, startling me:

“Y ou turn again to thoughts of Thorg. Y ou bdievethat | do not know—or care—what happened to your
Keep lady. Not s0.” Now she did raise her head to stare at me, afiercelight in her eyessuch as| have
seen ahawk wear when it surveyed its own hunting territory and thought of the swift flight, the final
pounce, which wasto come. “1 know this: There was power in the shrine which would be an open
door—at theright time. Why do you think | sought it? I—I was meant to take that path! Y our lady
gathered up aharvest which wasto be mine! Sheisafool and will not know or understand what she had
chanced into. But she shall not have the good of it—no, she shdl not.”

“I know she could not have comethisfar alone.” | pushed aside her hest of voice. “ She was not one who
could trail so. Thus—I must have missed some sgn or—"

“Or you think | have mided you? Why? She haswhat ismine. | will haveit! If you can take her
back—then | shdl rgjoice. | tell you she meddled ignorantly and we have yet to find the end of atrail
which may never touch on the ground of thisland at dl.”

Gathea arose and shook the water from her hands, then ran her damp palms across her face.
“There were no sgns of any mounts—" | held stubbornly to my own thought.

“There may be here such mounts as you cannot begin to dream of.” she snapped. “ Or other ways of
travel. | do not think that the door she found open gave on thisland before us—but that its source does
lieahead.”

Because | had no answer for mysdf, | again had to take her word as we went on. There was no sign of
Gruu. If the cat still accompanied us, he either scouted before or ranged at some distance beyond our
sghting. However we were not far along from the cup of the spring before we came to away which was
somerdief againgt the straight beams of the sun whose glare on the rocks struck back at uswith aheavy
heet likethat of an autumn fire.

There was another cut in the broken lands, thisanarrow valley. No water ran here, but as we dropped
into it we found that in places the stone walls arose to arch across the way and there was cooler air,
which now and then puffed full into our faces, asif awind deliberately chose to make our way easer.
Also the floor of this cleft wasfree of any fals of stone from the rim and ran dmost as straight as aroad
westward. | searched carefully for any sgn that this had been made by intent but there were no markson
the stone to suggest that man or some other intelligence had wrought this.



Gathea strode forward as if she knew exactly where she was going, and there was a need for haste. |
went perhaps more dowly, keeping not only an eye on the edges of the cliff well above our heads, but an
ear to listen for any sound which was not made by the pad of our own trail boots.

Perhaps because of that extraawareness | sighted what | might not have noticed had | trod in the dales
or dong thetrail we had come from the Gate. It was neither sound nor sight, but rather uncurled within
me, as might athread of thought which | had not conscioudy summoned. It isdifficult to describeinner
awareness that has no visible existence.

Had | walked under the sun | would have thought that | was dazzled by the heat, my mind affected
enough to see those mirages which travelers are supposed to view in desert lands—often to their
destruction if they are beguiled to leave thetrail. Only there was not enough heet here. In fact, the farther
we advanced, the more the cliffs above drew together to shade us and the oftener those wandering puffs
of air cameto cool our bodies.

Still—can aman form picturesin his mind alone? Scenes which were not bom of memory or from some
tale he had heard many times over so that the descriptions which are apart of it take on redlity? 1 did not
know—save this, which began to linger in smal quick snatches of inner sght, was from no dream of
mine, and certainly not out of memory.

Twicel closed my eyesfor the space of three or four strides. When | did so | knew that | did not walk
on naked rock in adesolate land. No, | marched with purpose along away well known to me and there
was an urgency upon me that some task hard set must be carried through, lest evil come. Nor did walls
of rock rise on either hand. | saw, from the corners of my eyes (or seemed to) brilliantly colored buildings
among which people moved— though | had only aflutter of shadow to mark them. When | opened eyes
again | wasin the cleft—and—still—that other haf-sght was aso with me.

Whether Gathea experienced that same strange overlay of one with another | did not know. Nor did |
want to ask. There was sound in my closed-eye place also. Not the sweetness of evil such asthe singers
in the night had used to draw, rather thiswas aland of whispering—if one could hear distant criesor
ordersor urging to action as whispersinstead of shouting.

| think | was caught in that maze of one world upon another passage for along time. For suddenly, when
| roused, there was no longer the other scene about me; the sun was well to the west and our cleft
opened out into awide valley as green and open as the dales behind, appearing to be aland in which
enchantment had no place.

Animals grazed some distance away. One, on the outskirts of that herd, raised ahead on which branched
horns glinted with asheen asif they were coated with burnished silver. It was larger than the deer we had
seen inthe sea-girt dales, and its coat was paler, aslver-gray, marked with lines of a dark shade about
theforelegs.

It gave abellowing cal and then was gone with agreeat leap, the rest of the herd dashing after it. But not
swiftly enough, for out of thetall grass flashed afurred hunter that could only be Gruu. He brought down
ayounger buck, onewith far less of the horned mgesty of the herd’ sleader, killing it by asingle
well-placed blow.

Thus, aswe came up to the cat, he waslicking eagerly at the blood, raising his head to stare at usand
growl.

There was agoodly amount of meat and | found myself eager to set knifetoit, to build afire and toast
strips which would be better eating by far than the dry journey cakes. However | knew better than to
dispute with Gruu over the prey he had himself pulled down.



So | hesitated but Gatheawent forward quickly, the cat allowing her to come near. She stooped and put
her hand on the head of the dead creature, touching it lightly between those silver horns, as she spoke
doud:

“Honor to the Great One of the herd. Our thanks to That Which Speak for the four-footed that we may
eat—we take not save that which isfredy given.”

Gruu raised his head also and sounded forth aroar asif he added to her words. She turned and
beckoned and we did share Gruu’ s kill—taking only that portion which we would egt that night and
leaving therest for the cat. Nor did | attempt to hide thefire | built, collecting wood from some trees
nearby—for there was afeding here that the night would not hold danger.

Gathea opened the second pocket of her wallet and brought forth a small bag fastened with adrawstring.
Into the palm of one hand she cautioudy sifted some of the contents with such care that she might be
measuring sigils meaning great good or ill. Then, with asudden toss, she threw what she held into the
midst of thefirel had fed into asteady blaze. There was a puff of smoke—bright and searing blue—and
with it a strong odor which was of some herb, though | was not schooled enough in such mattersto be
ableto nameit.

Having dropped the retied bag upon her knee, the girl leaned forward and, with small waves of her hand,
sent that odorous smoke wafting first in one direction and then another, until it had blown, obedient to her
coaxing, north, sough, east, and finaly west. She had, as we searched for dead wood under the trees,
stopped often to look upon bushes and trees il dive, and had findly cut from one shrub alength near as
long asmy sword. As| had gathered my spoil to put my spark snap to it she stripped the leaves from her
trophy. Now she picked that bare wand up, to passit back and forth through what smoke still lingered.

Having so held her switch into the vapor aslong asit might be noticed &t al, she got to her feet and
began to move around the fire, marking out in the soil, for | had chosen a bare place near some rocks
(perhapsthe last remnant of the hard land through which we had come) on which to establish our camp.
Gathea drew acircle and beyond and enclosing that, she made the sharp angles which formed astar. Into
each point she shook adrop or two of blood from the butchered deer, adding a pinch more from her
supplies, in the form of some withered bits of leaves. Having so wrought she returned and sat down
acrossthefire, planting her wand upright like the pole of alord’ s banner—save that no strip of
emblazoned cloth fluttered fromitstip.

| would ask no questions since it had been increasingly irksome that, each time | had done so after this
journey of ours had begun, she had been condescending and spoke asif in her way she wasfar more
learned than | could ever hopeto be. Thus| accepted in silence that she had once more used someritual
of her craft to put safeguards about us, though it puzzled me, for, snce we had come into this open and
goodly green land, | had felt no alarms, rather that we trod in safety. Thiswasto prove once morethat |
indeed walked blind among open pitfalls.

Night drew in as | watched the sun disgppear behind that line of heights which was now even more
manifest to the west—their upper crowns forming sharpened points againgt the sky.

Since Gathearemained slent, | did the same, though | was startled into an exclamation as Gruu sprang
upon us suddenly, seeming from out of nowhere, taking shelter dso by thefire.

| had earlier cut and smoothed a number of spit sticks and on these | skewered sections of the mest,
Setting them so to roast at thefire' s edge, the juicestrickling down to bring smal bursts from the flames.
The smell of the roast was mouth-watering and | waited impatiently for the flesh to be seared enough for
usto taste, tending my spits carefully to brown well on dl sides. Thiswas an old hunter’ s ploy taking me



back to the days before the Gate—though my memory was misty.

At length | handed my companion one of the sticks with its Sizzling burden and took another, swinging it a
littlein the air to coal it enough to mouth, though Gathea sat holding hers asif she had no grest interest in
it, after dl.

| thought at first that she watched those singularly jagged looking mountains, and then | redlized that her
gaze was limited to a point nearer at hand. Asfar as| could see nothing moved out in that open valley
sncethe deer had fled at Gruu's attack. Not even abird crossed the night sky.

Stll I would ask no questions, but ate stolidly, chewing the meet with that relish which comes best when
one has not tasted such for too long atime. Gruu lay at ease on the other side of the fire, his eyes near
closed, though he il licked now and then at one paw. If anything moved beyond he had no interest init.

The dark came very quickly after the sun had vanished, that last striping of the sky overspread by dark
clouds. | thought astorm might be on the way and wondered if we would not better search for
cover—even so limited shelter asthat stand of trees from which we had brought our wood. | was about
to say that when | saw Gathea' swhole body go tense. At the same tune Gruu’ s head came up, his eyes
went wide as he, too, stared outward—and westward—into the twilight.

There was no singing, no weaving of silver shadows this night. What came upon us did not entice, it
hunted on soft feet—if it had feet a al—moving in over the open plain. Gruu's hair stiffened dong his
spine. Heno longer lay at ease, but drew hislimbs under him asif he prepared for a crouch to spring. His
lipswrinkled but his snarl did not sound aoud.

| do not know what my companions saw, but in my eyesit was asif sections of the shadows split one
from the other, fluttering, some even rising from the ground asiif they leapt upward and landed on the
earth again, unable to take to the air asthey desired to do. They were only darker blots against the
twilight, which came so quickly. However, it was plain that they came, in their queer legping way, closer
to our fire, and never had | felt so naked and defenseless.

Intruth | had drawn my sword—though what use that might be againgt these formless, half-floating
things, which appeared to well up from the grass-covered earth itself, might be | could not sensbly say.
However, my action brought for the first time quiet words from my companion.

“Wél done. Cold iron is sometimes a defense, even though one cannot use directly its point, or
sharpened blade. | do not know what these are—save they are not of the Light—" And the way she said
“Light” made meredlize that what she spoke of was not amatter of seeing but of feding—true as
weighed againgt fdse.

Gathea reached out and laced fingers around the wand she had set in the earth, though she did not pull it
free of the soil, rather waited, even as| did, holding my sword hilt. The dark looked very thick to me. |
could no longer distinguish movement by eye. Only, in aqueer way, new to me and frightening (had |
alowed it to be s0), | sensed that outside our star-girt circle there was that which paced menacingly,
strove to press forward, and was denied.

What did reach usfirst was akind of hunger backed by confidence, asif what dunk beyond was as
competent as Gruu in bringing down whatever it had cornered. Then impatience followed, asit met a
resstance it could not master—surprise, growing anger that anything dared to stand againgt it. | knew it
wasthere, | could have turned my head at any moment to faceit, asit—or them—made the round of our
protected campsite. Still | had no ideawhat form these besiegers took, nor how dangerous they might
be.



Oncemore | was dartled, as, into the outer edge of the firdight there flashed for an instant a hand—or
wasit aclawv?—withered, yelowish flesh stretched tightly across bone. It could have been either, as|
sghted it only for an ingtant before it jerked back. The sight of it aroused al my ingtinctive fear for, unlike
the slvery singers of the night before, this clearly advertised itsevil by itsvery look.

Gathea pulled the wand from the earth with one easy movement. She dropped the far tip to point to the
sar angle directly before her where she had sprinkled the blood and placed the broken bits of dead leaf
or herbage. At the same time she spoke, not to me, but commandingly, inwords | could not understand.

There was movement from the spot to which she had pointed. It seemed to me that the ground itself
began to spin, shooting upward part of its substance. As she began to sing, louder and faster, so did the
whirling become atwirl of movement, apillar of flying dust particles growing solid.

Then there crouched in the point of the star afigure which in acrude way was human. At least it had two
legs, two arms, atrunk of body, around ball of head perched thereupon, though it was such athing asa
child might fashion out of mud in play, crudely done. When it stood erect, Gathea brought down her
wand in asharp dap againgt the earth and uttered asingle loud cry.

That thing which had come out of the ground ambled forward, sumping on feet which were clumsy andill
shaped. However, it was able to keep erect and move with more speed than | would have believed that
such anill-wrought body could show.

“Quick.” Gathealooked now to me for thefirst time. “Y our knife—cold stee—to secure the

doorway—" Her wand twitched across the ground to indicate where that must go.

| unsheathed my knife. Still kegping my other hand fast on sword hilt, | tossed the shorter blade asiif |
played some scoring game. It thudded true and stood quivering, hilt uppermost, set well into the earth at
the very spot which that shambling figure had just |€ft to go into the dark.

Gatheanow seemed to ligen—and | did likewise, finding mysdlf even keeping my own breathing as
noiseless and shalow as| could so that | might hear better. No night bird called; there was nothing to
trouble the silence beyond our circle. But | sensed that that which had earlier tried our defenseswas
gone—if only for aspace.

Thegirl did not relax. Taking my cuefrom her, | did not either. The cat at last gave asigh and blinked.
But if Gruu was satisfied my companion was not.

“Not yet—" It was asif she admonished hersdlf, refused the comfort of believing that her sorcery was
successful.

“What you made—" | felt that | could go no longer without asking at least some of the questions nagging
at me—"did it lead away what waited out there?’

She nodded. “For awhile it may play the quarry for those—but it may not last long. Listen.”

Perhaps this was what she had been wailing for. There rang through the night, echoing asif wewerein
some great cavern and not under a cloud-filled sky, acry, awailing, so filled with malice and the promise
of evil anger to come, asto bring meto my feet, sword point out, ready to fight, though | could not see
what enemy had sounded that cdl of fury.

“Do nat, for your life,” the girl said, “go beyond the circle. It will return—and fooled once, it will betwice
asireful.”

“What isit?’ | demanded.



“Not athing which can be brought down by that,” she nodded to my sword, “though sted isrightfully its
bane. But only as adefense not aweapon for use. | do not think that it can be sent on a second fruitless
hunt. Asto what it truly is—I cannot put any nametoit. | did not even know it might come. My
precautions were taken because thisis a strange land and we had spilled blood. Blood islife—it draws
the Dark Ones where they areto be found.”

“Youusadit to sed usin.”

“Asl said, blood islife, from it can be conjured counterfeits, though those would not move or have being
inthe day. They, too, draw from the dark. Now—"

Her wand came up once more, pointing even as did my sword. Those things which prowled were back,
weaving back and forth where we could not see—only fed them.

Twice claw-hands siwung in at the edge of the star point where my dagger stood, only to jerk back again.
But they could not passand | felt raised against me the growing heet of an anger as hot in my mind asthe
fire was upon my body. That emotion pressed, sought, battled to reach uswith adark and ugly hunger
flowing as ahigh warning of what we might expect should it win inward.

Gruu arose, threw up his head, and gave such aroar as made my head ring. | thought at first it wasan
echo of hiscry | heard, until it was repeated from afar. Then | could not mistake thering of it asit
sounded a second time. | had heard such before but never asfull toned and holding the notes so strongly.
So did any lord’ s marshd sound hiswarn horn at the edge of aneighbor’sland!

Out in that blackest of the night there was another now—and he sent forth his challenge.
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Chapter 8

For thethird time that horn rang. | believed | could hear, under the edge of its echoing, another sound
which was between a bay and a squawl—certainly made by animal. Gruu answered fiercely. He patted
first one clawed paw against the earth and then the other, asif he were leashed and wished for
release—to be freed to attack in the dark. Gatheatook a step forward to rest her hand on the beast’s
head. He looked up at her, showing his tongue between his openly displayed teethin adiregrin.

Though the horn did not sound again, | saw aflash of light through the night, and heard acrackle asif
someone had harnessed the power of lightning itself, had fashioned it into aweapon. The dark was so
thick that flash came and went before | could catch any sight of what lay about. The flash hit again, and
again, asthe clamor of what might be a hunting pack drew closer.

| could not see, but | could sense. Whatever had besieged us was now at the back of the circle,
cowering with us between it and what coursed through the night, using awegpon of flame, urging forward
some hunting “hounds.” So it continued to cower until Gathea took a hand. She faced about. Her wand
arose once again aswith itstip she wrote upon the air.

Symbols appeared, curved up and down—green those were—and yet blue—as water mingles such
shades dong the shore of the sea. Out spun the Signs, not fading, rather flying as might smal birds
released to be free. They gathered outside our defense linesto hang inthe air.

There was no audible snarl of rage but asense of burning anger strove to strike us. Then that was gone,


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide7.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide9.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide8.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide10.html

as suddenly asif adoor had opened and closed. That which had striven to reach us was now shut away
from our world.

We heard arushing in the night which sounded asif acompany had divided, one part going to the north,
one the south of our defense. Then that, too, was swallowed by slence. | felt an emptiness, through
which one could hear the clear, clean rustle of wind across the stand of grass but nothing else. Gruu
settled down—thistime dropping his head to rest upon one curve of leg. Gathea, her wand il in hand,
curled beside him, leaving to me the other side of thefire. The girl pillowed her heed onthe cat’s
shoulder, her eyes closed asif she—and we— had nothing moreto fear. Still | sat, reliving dl that had
happened this night. It seemed to me that when | had staggered out of Garn’s dale—no, even before
that, when | had first looked upon the Moon Shrine—my life had begun to change; | was no longer the
same Elron who had ridden through the Gate, liegeman to aclan lord, knowing nothing much beyond the
duties of my place and the security of my standing with my fellows.

| should have been stricken more deeply by Lord Garn’s blow, which had not only marked my body but
had cut me off from all the clan. Now that act appeared of little consequence. | had come not only into a
country that those of my blood had no knowledge of, but there was apart of mewhich said: See, | am
kinless, yet | am not anothing; | have walked with danger and faced squardly that beyond reckoning.

Y et no skill of mine had saved us. That, too, | must face. Gathed stalent had come again and again to
stand between both of us and disaster. Such an admission was not a pleasant thing—or an easy one—for
me to face honedtly.

Perhaps my discomfort arose because | was used only to the women of the keeps—the clan maidens
whose skillswere in the ways of common living which | knew inginctively that Gathea scorned. Shewas
unlike any maid | had ever known, as| had realized since our first meeting by the sea. One could not say
to her: Thisisnot your battle, let me stand forth to defend you asisthe rightful custom. I knew akind of
shame because | knew | did not want to grant al due her or admit that in our journey so far she had
borne the brunt of action.

Gathed s desire to reach the west, the hint that she had given me that 1ynne had somehow intervened
between her and what was rightfully hers, power connected with the Moon Shrine, that | now accepted.
Much in thisland one must accept blindly, even though it was beyond al man’s experience, perhaps even
aBard'stde.

| wondered what hunter had moved in the dark out there to bring us aid. Had he answered Gathed' s
summons? Or was he aready afield seeking that evil which had crawled about our camp? Man, | felt, he
was not. Why did | even think “he” savethat my training said thet the chase aswell as battle were for my
sex alone?Heor it—

Such things | thought—or tried to arrange in some pattern—as | fed thefire, though | had to let it diea
little for lack of fud. | kept watch because those thoughts so troubled me, and | played ever with the hilt
of my sword, for the solid fed of that gave me a sense of linkage to that other me who had been so sure
and certain, before thisland of many mysteries had engulfed our people. How much time passed | do not
know. The sky remained heavily clouded, though no ram fell nor storm arose. There was not even one of
those strange stars to be sighted. We had our smdll fire and the circle. Beyond that lay athick darkness
without abresk—curtaining us securely in.

| heard a soft sound and glanced at the girl and the cat. Gruu's eyeswere open, regarding mein his
searching, weighing manner. Then he blinked, turned to look once moreinto the dark. Thusit cameto me
that the beast was signaling in his own manner that he would now take sentry duty, leaving meto rest.



So | stretched out, though | kept my sword bared, the hilt under my hand, using twists of grass which we
had brought for kindling for apillow. The bandages | had worn over my wound seemed tight and the skin
beneath them itched. Sleep camein spite of that minor discomfort.

| awoke asif | had been called. Yet | did not know who did the summoning, for Gathea still lay with her
head pillowed againgt Gruu, and the beast’ s eyes were open, watching. Our fire had burned away, but its
light was no longer needed. Thelighter gray of predawn let me see, as| sat up, what lay immediately
about.

There was movement out therein the grass, grazing animas. The deer made lighter patches againgt the
growth on which they fed. Farther yet from them larger beasts a so fed, none approaching us. | got to my
feet, sheathing my sword. Curiosity now stirred in me. | wanted to see what tracks whatever had
besieged us might havel€eft, so | might guess a its nature. Also—I wanted to know if the hunter in turn
had |eft any readable sign of his passing.

| went to that star point where my belt knife still stood and pulled it free, wiping the blade on awisp of
grass before returning it to the sheath at my side. Then | stepped out boldly beyond the protection
Gathea had woven, to look around.

There was a dark mass some strides distant, toward which | first turned—lumps of earth, moist enough
s0 they clung together after afashion, but not enough to give the heap any true shape. | stirred the mass
cautioudy with the toe of my boot and the lumps shifted, breaking apart. This must be what was | eft of
that earthen image which Gathea had called up to fool the attacking evil. Nothing but earth; | could not
understand how it had been given not only shape, but semblance of life. What had she said? That blood
waslife. Therewas our familiar ceremony of thefirst fal hunt when acertain portion of the kill washung
in the open to drip and dry and remained untouched save by the birds—an ancient rite of offering we of
the here and now no longer understood.

| squatted near that mound of earth, searching the ground about for tracks. There were severd
indentations that | measured with aforefinger as| tried to imagine what manner of thing had left them. |
thought | had seen either aclaw or awithered hand attempt to reach us over the barrier last night. The
clearest of those prints was more like that of aclaw, if such afoot or fore appendage possessed five
distinct toes.

Also | believed that it had gone on two feet. The creature must have been of considerable size, for not
only wasthat print larger than the hand | stretched just aboveit, but it was deep pressed into the earth. |
followed the trail and found here and there enough other printsto assure methat the thing or things (for |
could not tell whether this sign was left by one or more) had indeed encircled our camp.

Now | cast farther out, seeking any track left by those others—the hunter and his pack. Of those there
were no traces, even though many stretches of bare earth lay in the direction from which that horn had
sounded.

So puzzled was | by that lack of trail, that | continued farther and farther away from our campsite,
searching the ground. Thus| came upon an unsavory thing. Insects, even thisearly in the day, had found
and were buzzing about what |ooked to be abloody lump of flesh. | stooped close enough to see that
what lay there was part of aclawed appendage such as| had seen in the firelight. There were only two of
thelong claws till attached, asif the thing had been badly mangled, and both ended in talons as sharply
pointed as my knife. The remains of the covering skin were ayellow-white and shriveled. | didiked the
sight of it so much that | tore loose aclump of grass, planting its roots and earth on top of the trophy. It
would seem that our hunter had had some luck in his sport after all.



“Hron.”

Gatheawaved to me and | went gladly enough—ypleased that | need no longer force mysdlf to go hunting
other traces. Nor did I mention my find when | reached our campsite to discover she had dready started
upon amed, including some of the cold mest from the night before, and had set out my wallet for meto
do likewise. Asusud she had little to say. | wanted to choose among many questions—for to reved my
own ignorance irked me more and more. If she had knowledge which was of valueto us, | reasoned,
then she should share it without my constant probing.

Thus | walited, chewing irritation along with my food. The supplies Zabina had given me werefast being
exhausted. | trusted that the herds on thiswide valey land would continue to provide usfood, though it
might bewell if we halted long enough after some killsto smoke mest for future use. There must be water
nearby and that was even more important than meat. Perhaps Gathea was also preoccupied by such
practical matters.

Shelifted her head to stare out dong the deep grass until afurred head arose into sight—Gruu, licking his
lips, along green feether caught upon hisruff asif he had varied hisdining thismorning. The girl and cat
met eyeto eyein an exchange | could not share. Gruu began to trot away in agenerd line moreto the
north as Gathea caught up her wallet, taking also the wand from the night before.

“Thereiswater—that way—" She broke sllencefor thefirst timeas| fell in, alittle behind her, she
trailing the cat. Here the grass grew near waist high, hiding most of Gruu, so we marked his passing
mainly by thewild waving of that cover. Therewerebirdsin theair. | watched those warily. Could that
claw-foot-hand have come from awinged thing? | was sure that our besiegers had indeed covered the
ground by limited attempts at flight when they had closed in on uslast night. Also there were those other
unwholesome black crestures which had caused trouble in Garn’s dale and which might well lair or nest
near here.

But those | saw in the sky here were true birds, drab of color. They appeared intent on circling above the
grazing beasts. Perhaps they fed on insects which the trampling of the herds disturbed from the grass. The
way Gruu took suddenly became ared trail, deep dotted and marked with hoof prints—undoubtedly a
much used way to water. Thisfooting was rough but we were no longer whipped by the grass, some
blades of which had edges sharp enough to cut the skin. It was not long until we cameto the top of a
steep walled declivity in which ran astream of river size, the mid-current of which, judged by ripples,
flowed quite swiftly. Thisflow probably originated in those heights which hedged the western sky, and it
swirled with alacing of foam around rocks.

We descended cautioudy to make good use of the abundance of water. | 1eft Gatheawith Gruu by a
clump of brushes, going downstream to a stand of rocks jutting out into the water. There | stripped
eagerly, splashing the water over my body. The bandage about my head grew wet and | dragged it off,
touching my cheek and forehead gingerly, though | was sure that much of the swelling had gone and my
wound waswdl| on the way to hedling. | washed and wrung out the bandage, being prudent enough to
roll it carefully, certain that in thisland it might proveto have future value.

Gathea greeted me upon my return with adight frown and ademand to let her see the cut upon my head.
Having surveyed that searchingly, she admitted it was now closed and healing so I might go without a
cover over it. She had made achange in her own appearance, for her hair, still wet in spite of what must
have been vdiant effortsto wring and tossit dry, hung in along, lank tail down her back, and she had
bound it back with abit of lesther thong.

Wewould have liked to have used the stream bank as our path but the waters were swollen enough to
wash the banks high, sending us climbing back to the grasdands above. However we did then parale



our march dong the cut inwhichiit ran.

Gruu, having led usto water, drunk hisown fill, disgppeared. | was certain that my companion had some
means of communicating with the cat even at adistance and could summon him at need.

Those clouds which had masked the moon and stars from uslast night had not been much dispelled by
the sun which had arisen, only to be visited with alowering mist which hid dl a adistancein ahaze. The
herds kept well out on the grasdands. Perhaps they had their regular time of day for seeking water, for
none approached as we tramped through what |ooked like awilderness country. But | had learned ever
to be on guard here.

| noticed that Gathea dtill carried her wand, holding it in her |eft hand asif it were asimportant to her as
my sword was to me, even though it was only astraight branch cut from athicket. At length the
continued silence between us grew as oppressive as the day under those clouds, and | broke my
resolution to leave any communication to her to ask:

“That which bayed at usin the camp—that which hunted—you have heard of their like before.”

She shook her head, asingle sharp jerk. “1 do not know what either was—only that the nature of one
was of the Dark. Thusit could be met by those devices which are a protection against evil. Of the
hunter—" she paused so long that | thought she would not continue before she said: “ Perhapsit was aso
of the Dark, but it was no friend to that which strove to reach us. Its nature—that | could not read. We
deal with both Light and Dark, but there may be those in this country that are neither, or that can be both
at will. I know—so little.” There was unhappinessin her voice. | wondered if she meant her words for
meat al or if they were only acry against her own lack.

“Oh, | have ameasure of thetalent.” she added, “ otherwise | would not have been trained from first
childhood by Zabina. Like knows like even if one looks upon ababein the cradle. Also | know that |
have in me more than Zabina can bring to flower or fruit. | learned of her in the same way that you, who
know yoursdlf to be a swordsman, were once put to fence with wooden blade among the younger boys.
She has called meimpatient, afool, and foreseen dire disaster for me because | push and push to know
more. But the moment | came through the Gate—then it was asif | had set foot on ahomeward path
which | did not know before could exist—there lay ready to my hand such wonders asthose of Zabina's
craft have only touched upon in dreamd! This,” Gathea flung forth her aamswide, on her face afierce
pride and hunger, “thisisaplace which | have dreamed of though | knew it not. | went to that moon
shrinefor thefirg timeasif | had waked its path al my days. What was there wel comed me as daughter
and handmaiden. Therefore,” and the fierceness of her voice matched her 100k, “can you not see what
your dainty keep maid has robbed me of ? She, who has none of the talent in her—or e seit isfar buried
under training of custom and of House—reaped where | was meant to harvest! Much good shdl it do
her.”

“Y ou have spokeninriddlesdl dong.” | returned with matching sharpness. “What has happened to the
Lady lynne?’

She glanced a me over her shoulder, for she always kept astride or so in advance, asif impatient.
Around her sun-browned face there were |oose tendrils of hair which had dried and now blew free,
giving her aless severe and remote look.

“A gate of sortsopened.” Her reply wastense. “ Oh, not into another world, like that Gate which brought
us here. Rather it isaway of finding another and more powerful shrine € sewhere—in the west—for the
places of power left here arelargely emptied, or whatever oncefilled them is much enfeebled and
drained. To the Moon Shrine | brought knowledge which was akey, but the lock was old, it had not



been turned for perhaps hundreds of seasons. | worked the ritual—I called down the Moon—I—" She
raised her free hand and laid it between her breadts. “1 did this! Then | was delayed on the night when
there should be an answer and your reckless lady walked in where she should have feared to set so much
asthetoe of her dipper. Thusshegained, and | lost—"

| thought of Lady lynne caught in some trap—for it must seem so to her—ensorcelled in adistant place.
Though how she might have been so transported | till did not understand. Fear must have caught her—it
might be enough to strike her witsfrom her. Redlizing this| turned on the girl with me.

“Y ou knew that she was visiting the shrine, still you did not warn her.” | accused.

“Warn her? But | did! Only there are calls against which no warning will hold unlessthe hearer isso
trained, so staunch in spirit, that he or sheisarmed and armored. lynneisawoman, amaid, so she, asdl
of the clan folk, was and is Moon’ s daughter. Moon magic risesin all women, though most deny it. Or,
feding it, do not understand that one must work with it and not againgt it. She has been so shdltered, so
bound about by al the shall nots and do nots of akeep that she answered that call in spite of hersalf
every tune she stole away to look upon that shrine. Y ou might have kept her in bonds, by door locks, but
the quest already worked in her and her first vigt there locked her inits power.”

| glanced about at that wide plain of the valley, at the hills beyond which were hidden now by mists, so
that now and then adark bit of them loomed against the sky, only to be hidden once again.

“Y ou believe you can find her.” | did not make a question of that, for | was sure that she thought she
could.

“Yes. For itismy magic that she dabbled in and— ook you.”

She paused then, turning to face the north. On her out-held palm lay balanced the wand, and she stared
at it with atense concentration there was no mistaking. | looked from her fixed eyesto the wand and then
| sawv—

That tree branch, lying on her flattened palm where in no way she could control it by sometrick of hand,
began to move. It had pointed north and south, now it swung dowly but unmistakingly so that the narrow
tip of the wood length indicated the misty heights westward.

“You see” shedemanded. “ That which | summoned and worked so hard to gain has grown within me. It
pulls me on, so that | may be truly whole as | was meant to be! Where | go—there will she be.”

| had seen her do so much, | did not doubt she believed entirely in what she said. Perhapsthiswas no
different from the other strange thingsin thisland—that | should follow amaid who was certain she
sought high magic, and that it had the strength, not only to cal her, but to take another to it.

We found no traces of any other powerswithin that valley, only the herds of animalswhich kept their
distance. It took ustwo daysto cross that expanse and each night we cleared a patch of earth for Gathea
to make asafe camp with circle and star. There were no visitors out of the dark. On the second night the
moon was clear, the clouds were gone. Gathea had stood then in the full light of slver glow and
sang—though | could neither understand the words nor remember them after. Between us an unseen wall
grew thicker. Thiswas no place for me, aman and awarrior; | was her companion on thetrail by
sufferance only.

At midmorning of the third day we entered the foothills of the heights. Now Gathea picked her way
dowly with hatsto allow her wand to point the way. There was no mistaking its swing, enticing uson into
abroken country where the tall grass disappeared and outcrops of stone, gray, sometimes veined with



dull red or afaint yellow, were more common. Though we had |eft the river behind us asits source lay
farther north, we discovered mountain springs—or rather Gruu nosed them out, just as he hunted and we
ateof hiskills. I began to fed that we had traveled for seasons across land which was barren of any but
animd life

Now we discovered avalley leading back into the hills where there was more vegetation, stands of dark
trees, which | thought curioudy stunted and misshapen and which | did not like thelook of. That night
when we camped Gatheawas 0 dive with excitement that she could not St till. Time and time again she
was on her feet, staring up that valey way, muttering to hersdf, dipping the wand back and forth through
her fingers, asif to remind herself of what must be accomplished soon. Gruu, too, was uneasy, pacing
around thefire, hiseyesturned in the same direction asthe girl’s, asif he searched for apossible source
of trouble.

“Fed it.” Gatheathrew back her head. She had not bound her hair in the tight braids again since we had
left the river; now | witnessed a strange thing. Those loose tendrils about her face lifted of themselves, not
blown by any breeze (here the air was heavy and weighed upon me). Perhapsit was otherwise for
Gathes, as, in turn, the ends of her longer strands of hair stirred aso, asif her whole body soaked up
some force which then manifested itself so.

She held out thewand, and, | will swear the Blood Oath of the Flame, | saw upon itstip astar of light
dance for an ingtant.

“Here—I| am here!” She shouted asif standing before a deep gate where she had every reason to cal for
entrance and could not be denied.

Then—

Gathea began to run. So startled was | that, for amoment or so, | did not move. Then | caught up our
two wallets, for she had dropped hers, and started after her. Gruu had bounded ahead, asilver streak,
weaving a path among the trees where she had dready vanished. Into the night | pounded after, though it
appeared that, though | tried to keep directly on Gathed strack, | had not chosen well. Trees low
branches made me duck and swerve (they had not obstructed the progress of those other two). | ran into
onetrunk which | had not seen even amoment earlier, nearly stunning mysdf, and bringing afresh ache
to the old head wound.

Branches caught at me, tripped me up, struck me hard blows, until, afraid to lose Gatheaiin this place and
never to find her again, | had out my sword, dashed and cut to clear the way asbest | could.

The crash of my own passing covered any other sounds. Intruth, | was afraid to stop and listen for fear |
would beleft so far behind | might never catch up with her.

There were things roogting or living in those trees which added raucous squeakings and hootingsto the
disturbance | made. Twice something flew directly into my face, once scoring my bruised cheek with
either bill or talons. | tried to protect my face with my arm as| chopped a path. Swest flowed down my
face, plastered my too-well-worn undershirt to my body. It was stifling under those trees and | gasped
for breath, yet | fought on.

A fight it was. | began to believe that these trees possessed an awareness of who and what | was and
were determined to prevent my invasion. | fancied | heard faint cries, asfrom adistant battle. | was near
overcome by the heat and my own exertions. Still | kept on because something in me took command and
sent meforward, until at length | sumbled up alast hard dope, nearly losing my baance, bregking past
the last thorn-studded limb of atree into the open.
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Chapter 9

| had reached the crest of aridge bare of any growth, thus could look some distance ahead. There was
no sign of either Gathea or Gruu—only bare rock. Not too far away acliffsde led upward again. |
listened, wondering if cat and girl still struggled as| had to fight away free of thetreesand if | had
outpaced them. There came no sound to tell me that was so. They might have been snatched up bodily or
perhaps vanished through one of those “Gates’ | had cometo distrust.

Sowly | advanced across the open. The moon was on the wane; it offered just light enough to seethe
ground, where | tried to pick up sometrack left by either girl or cat. On thisledge of sonetherewaslittle
hope of that.

So | approached the cliff’ sfoot to see what had not been visible from afar. Deep cut into the surface of
the stone was a series of regular holes large enough for hands and feet. However, | could not believe that
Gathea had taken this path with such speed asto be out of sight completely before | had reached the end
of thewood. Surely, | would have seen her Hill climbing!

Like ahunter who haslost thetrail, | cast about. If she were yet in the wood, then to go on would serve
no purpose. Findly | had to accept that she wasindeed beyond my finding—unless| tried that rude
darway.

Slinging the straps of both wallets over my shoulders, making sure that my sword and belt knife were well
anchored in their sheaths, | began to climb. It was not easy, for | discovered that the spaces between
those holds had been designed for someone taller than myself, so that | had to stretch to reach each hold.
How Gatheamight have managed this ascent confused me.

Doggedly | kept on and up, testing each fresh hollow before | shifted my weight. My fingers scooped
deep into dust filling those pockets, so | become convinced that the girl had not come thisway.
However, | determined to get to the top and from there gain awider view of the countryside.

Breathing hard, | pulled myself over thelip of that cliff, to Stare ahead at what faced me. Thiswas not the
top of the rise—rather aplatform ledge which had been leveled by the work of someintelligence.

What dominated that space towered so above me, that | had to hold my head well back to view itin
entirety. Great skill had goneinto its making. At the same time the very finish of that skill suggested that
whoever, or whatever, had conceived such a portraiture had been of an alien turn of mind, perverse,
ill-tuned to consort with my own kind.

The represented form, which had been cut from the cliffs face so deeply that it was enclosed in an arched
niche, stood erect on hind feet. However, it had only its stance in common with human beings, for it was
clearly avianin form, and just as clearly female—blatantly so. It went unclothed, unlessawide and ornate
collar could be considered covering of a sort.

The dender legs were stretched far gpart, and its hands were outstretched from the ends of upper limbs,
reaching forward, while the face beneath an upstanding crest of tall featherswas barely like my own.
There were two eyes, but these were overlarge and set danting in the skull; also they had been inlaid with
red stones, perhaps gems, which glowed in the dim light asif they carried at their core a spark of burning
fire
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Those reaching hands were claw-fingered, taloned. Looking upon them | thought of that lump of torn
flesh | had buried back on the plain, though these were not mere skin and bone as that had been.

The expression the unknown carver had given the face agreed with the menace suggested by those
claws, for most of it was agreat beak, dightly open asif to tear, while the whole of the upper part of the
body stood framed by wings which drooped, only aquarter open, behind each thin shoulder.

Between those arching legs adark hole had been |eft as adoorway into the cliff. As| crouched where |
was, staring, from that black archway wafted an odor which was rank and foul. Some beast of unclean
habits might well lair there. My gaze kept, in spite of me, returning to those red eyes. | had agrowing
uneasy feding that something watched me.

| did not accept that Gathea had gone into that hole. Thiswas no Moon Shrine with afedling of peace
and well being. No, thiswas as threatening as the Silver Singers, or those crawlersin the dark who had
menaced usin our first camp ontheplain.

Sowly | arose, and, with ared effort, broke the bond of gaze those eyes had laid upon me. | would not
take that door the thing guarded. There must be another way ahead.

It wasthen | discovered | was averse to turning my back on that carved figure. The sense of awaiting
intelligence had been so well caught by the sculptor | could believe that, stone or nat, it only remained
here at its own choice. Thus | moved aong that wide ledge crab fashion, so | could both search for
another path and yet keep awary eye on the leering bird-female.

Here were no more carved handholds to aid my escape. At the northern end of the smoothed ledge there
was, however, abreak in the cliff which might afford me away to climb beyond.

| had no more than reached that promising crevice and was giving alast wary look to the figure when
there was a stirring within the dark hollow between itslegs. | swung swiftly about, my back to thewall
and my sword out. Therewas arustling, and then aloud hoot.

Into the wan light crawled a thing misshapen and hunched. It crouched for amoment before pulling
upward to stand on clawed feet. Unlike the figure which guarded itslair it was amale and much
shorter—near bone thin, still it possessed the same taons, the same beak.

The head turned on crooked shoulders (it appeared to be deformed when compared with the
statue—and closer to the dien even than that). Only its eyeswere asred and glowing—and utterly evil!

Those wings sprouting from its shoulders did not open to the full asit came about to face me squarely.
The creature seemed to useits pinions asabaance asit leaped at me, making for me, talons outstretched
and ready. At the same moment it let |oose a deep scream.

Now fanning the wings, it attacked. | was ready with my blade. Whether the thing had ever been fronted
by a determined fighter before | could not tell, but it Ieft itself open to my counterblows asif it had
expected no opposition at al.

The cutting edge of my sword struck true, between the rise of onewing and the thing' sthroat asitstalons
shredded the straps of the wallets, grated and scraped dong my mail.

That head flopped onto the other shoulder as great gouts of dark stuff sprouted high, some drops hitting
my hand, to sting my skin like fire. The creature sumbled back, striking fruitlesdy into the air with both
armored forepaws, wings now fully extended and begting hard so that their activity lifted it from the ledge
and it was actudly airborne. | thought that blow must bring desth when it fel just as| amediit, but it



gppeared far from ending our dudl.

The head now dropped onto its chest, attached still to the body only by astrip of flesh and cartilage.
Blood spouted fountain high about it asthe creature came again a me. | might haveto hew it to piecesto
stop its attack.

Once more| struck, thistune bringing the blade down across one of those raking forepaws. The edge
again cut through, so that the claw fell to the stone before me. Only—from the corner of my eyel saw, as
| prepared to face the monster’ sthird rush—that severed hand now took on life of its own, crawling
toward me asif the fingertips were legs of some noisome insect.

A grest gout of blood from the severed wrist (which the thing till held out beforeit asif it yet possessed
the missing talons to rake me down) spattered on my sword hand. Again flames not only licked my flesh
but seared deeply. | kept hold of sword hilt by sheer will, through the path which continued to eat at me.

Perhaps this creature which would not die sensed or dready knew my torment for it whirled its maimed
amintheair (kegping its body beyond my reach) spattering the dark blood outward. Flying drops stung
my cheek; more brought flaming agony to my throat where there was no helm guard to protect me. |
feared for my eyeswhen atthird gout struck high on my cheekbone.

Stll, in spite of my seared fingers, | atacked once more, coming in low so that the next shower of blood
fell on my mail-covered back and shoulders. Protected thus, | struck upward into the belly of the thing,
then legped back, its blood running down me, living fire where it touched flesh.

There seemed no way of killing it. That ripping blow which had opened its body from ribsto crotch only
added to the blood flow, asif | had broken through afilled water skin. | could not believe that the thick
liquid which flowed so steadily, which spouted afar, would so long continue to drain from that thin body,
asif, beneath its outer hide, this cresture was hollow, filled only with blood. For its attacksit visbly
depended more and more on wings for support. | must dare the spouting poison from its hurtsto dash at
those. Then | nearly lost my balance, skidding forward into the dippery pool of blood. Furioudy | struck
down at what had so near tripped me, caught on the point of my sword the living hand, to flick it away,
even asthe creature moved in, ams il outstretched, though surely, with its head dangling so upon its
breast it could no longer see me.

Inaway that attack by the crawling hand had saved me by sending me off to the side. For the thing
fluttered to my right, near enough for meto risk ablow &t the other wing. Again stedl sheared Straighter
than | dared hope.

My attacker fell away, Hill flapping the maimed wing, the other one fanning air with great sweeps. That
onesided effort dashed it into the sde of the cliff, and it went down, sprawling forward. | leaped to strike
the second wing, then stabbed downward between its shoulders.

A moment later, breathless, | reded back againgt the dliff mysdf, watching in dull horror asthat mutilated
thing strove to rise, to come a me. While the full tide of its poisonous blood spread out and out and |
cringed away from the deadly pool.

| thought the thing was helpless now. However, had it been the only one of itskind in the Statue-guarded
hole? There was no movement within, but if this cresture was nocturnd its fellows might be aready afield.
The sooner | was away the better, though to try to climb the cliff with more winged mongters arriving to
pluck at mewasrisky. | could only hope to be alowed to reach the top without another fight.

Letting my fouled sword hang from my wrist by its cord, not daring to alow the blood near my flesh, |
wiped my blistered hand hastily against my breeches. The splashes which had struck my cheek burned



agonizingly.

Catching up the wallets by their sheared straps, | knotted them to my belt, turning with al hasteto the
crack in the cliff’ s surface. Fortune had decided to favor me, for, not far above, the crack widened out
far enough so that | might edge my body into it, leaving very little chance for any other winged attacker to
grasp or tear. The creature | had wounded was not dead. Still it flopped about, asif it would come at
me.

The sight and the sound of that floundering body gave me fresh strength for escape, made me forget the
painin my hand as| hunted for holds to draw me up. My need to escape, to find some better defense
than thistissue in the dliff face offered, lent me both the strength and speed to win to the very crest of the
heights

Here was a second gift of fortune. For on the plateau was a stand of trees. Toward those | went at a
stumbling run, sure that the winged things, if more of them came, could not reach me benegath that roof of
branch and lesf.

Even as| had forced my way through that wood below, so now | thrust forward into this one, eager to
win under cover. At last | hunkered down between two trunks, grabbed handfuls of leavesto cleanse my
sword asbest | could, before opening my wallet to hunt out those salves which Zabina had packed for
me. Breathlesdy | rubbed sticky stuff first across the back of my hand and then along cheek and jaw.

Gradually the pain eased, and | only hoped to be free from the creature’ s poison. Of that | could not be
aure, for | began to shiver with a cold which was certainty not of the night. Also | retched and retched
again, so shaken with nauseathat my head whirled. Nor could | hold myself upright without clinging to a
tree.

Maybe that poison also reached my mind, for | kept dipping to adaze during which al | saw wasthe
cleft, scuttling up it that severed hand, il trailing blood, sent ahead like ahound to hunt for its magter.
Then | would become aert and aware, knowing dimly where | was. Y et | looked about me for that
crawling thing, listening for a scrabbling sound announcing its coming.

| must have drifted in and out of such horrorsfor alengthy time, for when | roused from alast dreamin
which the hand confronted me and | was too weak to draw my sword against it, day had arrived to lay
patches of sun here and there on the ground, for these trees were not so tightly banded together asto
shut out that welcome light. Thirst made an achein my throat, and | drank from my water bottle, which |
held with shaking hands.

The stench of those now dry stains which covered much of my mail front and back again brought sour
bilerisng in my throat. When | tried to get to my feet | discovered | must cling to the tree. My hand bore
abrown brand across the back, which cracked when I moved my fingers, making me grimace with pain.
| had no ideaof wherel would go, savethat | must find water to cleanse my clothing and mail and see
againtomy hurts.

Wherein thiswilderness | could find any spring or stream | did not know, but maybe fortune would not
turn her face from me now.

I nsects buzzed out of nowhere to plague me, drawn, | supposed, by the odor which clung to my clothing.
| staggered from one tree to the next, lingering at each to hold for amoment or two, fighting for strength
to carry meon, until, at length, | wavered into the brightness of the full sun at the edge of that copseto
stand blinking, gathering more energy to forge ahead. | was somehow sure that the creature | had tried to
day, or itslike, was of the night, and that the day would favor mewhile | could put distance between me
anditsledgelair.



There were more heights to the west, but | had headed north to keep under the cover of the trees. Now |
hesitated, till steadying mysdlf againgt the last treeswhile | sought to map out a new path which would
not tax further my remaining dregs of energy. Grass grew herein ragged patches between bones of rocks
that pierced the earth. The dope was upward and did not look too hard to climb. Thus| took that way,
for | wassurethat | could not gather strength enough again to fight acliff.

| was some distance from the trees before | noticed that | walked on what could only be pavement,
smoothed blocks of stone set with such skill that even the earth could not be seen in the cracks between
them. Thistrace was not wide enough to be aroad such as would accommodate one of the wains of the
clans, but it would have provided easy riding for mounted men. For me now it was another stroke of
luck. I fill went dowly, having to pause now and again, resting out those dizzy spells which struck
without warning, causing stabs of fear.

This paved path—I did not name it “road*—ran north for aspace. Then, like the land to my left, the
western heights, arose higher and higher, into a gap between two pinnacles which towered, sky touching
high, on either hand.

The shadein that cut soothed my aching head, though there seemed no relief for my burning throat. In
Spite of the heat of the sun | had been shaken dl during that journey by waves of chill, sometimes so
strong that | had to halt and steady mysdlf against some convenient rock until they passed.

This gap way was wider, though only the centermost portion was paved, a clearing open on either hand
S0 that none of theloose rocks neared any portion of the block strip. Had it been tended as a precaution
againgt ambush by those who might travel here? Thinking thet, | became dert to what lay about. There
might well be more of the winged things soying on me from some crevice doft. Thus| pushed my strength
to carry measfar as possible for aslong as daylight held.

| no longer thought of Gathea or Gruu. Having my own danger to face, | needed to concentrate on the
here and now.

Again my lost road doped upward, but so easy wastheinclinethat | could keep to ahurried pace. Also
aclean, cool wind blew here, pulling away the stink of the dried splotches | wasforced to carry with me.
| came at last into what was undoubtedly a pass, and so could look down at what lay behind the first
bastion of the western heights.

The descent |ooked far more rugged than the ascent had been. But there was one boon: those who had
made thisway had marked the summit of their road with abasin of stone into which spouted a steady
stream of water. | sumbled rather than strode to it, going to my knees and stretching out of my handsto
let the sharp, snow-cold liquid wash across my seared skin.

Nor could | withstand further temptation. Though | laid my sword ready to hand | freed mysdlf from my
mail shirt and under jerkin, rubbing both down with handfuls of wet sand from the bottom of the basin,
dipping up more water to lave my face, to wash away all the Sgns of battle. The raw places on my face
and throat stung and burned. | anointed them again with the salve—trugting that | was doing right. The
brownish scab on my hand doughed away, leaving ared band like abroad scar where the skin il pulled
as| flexed my fingers.

Having rid mysdlf of the poison stains | had been forced to carry, | was able at last to somach some
food. Once more | rinsed and refilled my water bottle, sitting cross-legged by the basin and studying, as|
drank deeply, the world before me.

Below lay an odd patchwork of land. Parts| believed to be desert for they showed harshly yellow and
white under the sun, with no rdlief of green to rest the eye or promise better traveling. The road marked



out asaribbon of lighter rock turned south, hugging the side of the heights asit descended, following
what might have been aledge hacked back in the cliff side. The sheer labor of such an undertaking
impressed me. | knew what difficulty it was even to prepare a packed-earth way for travel from onedae
to another—a plan discussed among the lords on our way north but dismissed because it would require
more manpower than even the largest of our clans could hope to muster. Y et here the sde of asmdll
mountain had been routed out and those blocks laid with anicety beyond the skill of any but amaster
builder. How long had it taken, and what lord or ruler had had need of such athing that he could
assemble enough men to carry through the task?

The road ended once morein apatch of trees of which | could only see the tops as a billowing of
greenery. Not having adistance glass, | could not tell if the way broke free from those on the other side. |
debated as | rested whether | should go on or stay where | wasfor the night. Was| still so closeto that
dangerous cavern that | might expect more of the winged people to search me out? Could | even makeit
al theway down that long road to the trees? And what of treesin this unknown country—could they not
a0 shidd new dangers?

At length the thought of a possible attack by the winged onesin greater force spurred me on. My rest by
the spring and food and drink had strengthened me. If there was moon tonight, even awaning one such
as shone the night before, it would be my ad. | looked to the horizon in dl directionsto seeif there was
any hint of clouds and saw none. Surely | ought to be able to camp at the edge of that wood below.

With amuch firmer step and asense that | had made the wisest decision, | set off down that long incline.
As| went | thought of the Sword Brothers, wondering if any of them had chanced thisway, and what
they had made of the creature | had fought, or of the Silver Singers—the hunter in the dark—\What
wonders had they chanced upon that they had not spoken of, or only learned of after they had led usto
the lands dong the sea? Once, | had envied their chance to explore, to search out the strange in new
lands. Now, aone, | found the exploration far different from my wistful dreams.

Theroad carried me at agood pace, never dipping too steeply, running asif designed for traffic that
needed steadiness of foot. Thusit led for quite adistance south again, taking me well past the cliff | had
won my way up earlier. The rock was the same as | had seen elsawhere—gray broken by red and
yelow veins. However, the pavement was of different stone atogether and must have been brought from
elsawhere, for it was of agray white and thus stood out sharply againgt the darker shade of the cliff.

| had descended perhaps athird of the way between the pass and lower country when | noticed that
those blocks over which | trod were no longer smooth. Instead, set upon or in each onein such away
that the foot of the traveler must fit square upon it was a symbol. Some of these were black, athick, inky
black which reminded me unpleasantly of the color of theflying creature’ s blood in the moonlight; others
were afaded red, again not unlike my blood had it been shed and soaked into the stone.

The symbolsthemsdves were very intricate and | found it difficult to view themin detail. Once one's
glance was caught by some portion of the pattern, the eye was held and one' s gaze carried forward, in
and out, around about. | jerked my attention swiftly from them, avoiding their complexity. At the same
time | had the odd fedling that the reason why they had been so set was to establish the strength of those
who used thisway, and that they might tread underfoot some signs of power which they found wrong and
evil. But that may only have been afancy and | tried not to alow my imagination to roam too far.

It was enough that the color was distasteful and | did not want to be reminded of what it represented, so
| soon kept my eyes resolutely away from those patterned stones. Not al the stones were so marked.
Often there were long sections of clear blocks and it was on those that | paused now and then to rest, to
look down at the treetops, which appeared to remain obstinately well away from me.



That clean wind which had been refreshing in the passwas lost here. Once or twice a breeze did reach
me—blown over, | believed, that section of land which was desert, since it was hot and dry. When | did
head west once again, | made up my mind, | would avoid that portion of the country.

Head west? With Gathea gone and no guide, where was | heading? For thefirst time (1 had so
concentrated on escaping from the place of the winged things) | redlized | had not thought of what would
come next. If Gathea had redlly the secret of the Lady lynne sfate, she had given meno clue. To
flounder around in thiswild country seeking atrail which might not even exist was sheer folly.

Still, what else was left for me? Westward was the only hint | had, and westward | could go. For me,
nameless and clanless now, what other fate remained? | chewed on that bitterness as | walked another
gpace of the symbol-set blocks and then—because the twilight was closing in—I broke into atrot which,
at last, brought me to the end of the descent where the road spun on into the wood. | hesitated, trying to
make up my mind as to whether | should continue on into that shadowed place with night so near.
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Chapter 10

| prepared my campsite with care, breaking off branches, which | leaned againgt stout limbs | had driven
into the ground, fashioning so aroof to hide me from sight of flying things. Whether the winged crestures
could track by scent like other hunters | could not tell—but | would light no firein this country to attract
any prowler of the dark hours.

Remembering what Gathea had said concerning the power of cold iron againgt the unknown, | drew my
belt knife and et it upright in the earth before my shelter, while my bared sword lay ready. Thegirl’s
wallet | put to one side; my own | explored for food, which | must ration carefully.

My headache had returned and the pain of my burns, though the salve had assuaged that somewhat, was
gtill enough to keep mewakeful. | watched and listened.

Thewood near my camp was not silent. There were small noises, athin chegping now and then, the
rustle of leaves and brush asif the life sheltered there had come awake by night and was now going about
affairs of its own. Once, there came a hooting from the sky and my hand tightened quickly about my
sword hilt. However, if one of the winged people passed he or she had no interest in me.

Always my thoughts were busy now with what had happened since the night before when Gathearan into
thewilderness. | was convinced that in someway | had missed whatever path she had followed, forcing
myself to accept the fact that it would only be by fortunate chance that | might ever pick up her trail

again.

In spite of my struggle to keep awake | dozed, awoke with agtart, only to fall into anew snatch of deep.
Stll I listened and held guard, eyes and ears dert.

What | would do inthe morning | did not know. To return up that road to the passwas not to betried. |
had been highly fortunate in my first encounter with the winged people. | could not hope for more luck in
asecond. My best chance was perhaps to journey aong the foot of the heights seeking traces of
Gathea—or perhaps of any Sword Brothers who had earlier ridden westward. My spirits hit a desolate
low asfor thefirgt time since Lord Garn had exiled me from the clan and House | redlized what it meant
to be utterly alone. There was no worsefate, | decided in those night-dark moments, for any man. My
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hope of reaching the Lady lynne was, | made mysalf accept, a dream which bore little chance of
redlization snce Gathea had vanished.

Stll, I remained stubborn enough to vow that my search would not be over until | was dead—for | had
nothing dseleft tome.

The night was long, my broken rest was short. However, nothing approached my lean-to, asif | were
invisble to anything which prowled or hunted in the dark. With the coming of dawn | ate again, only a
few rationed mouthfuls, mended the carrying straps of both wallets, and, dinging those upon my back, set
out once more, my guide il the blocks of the road.

Those led me into the wood, where the branches of trees met overhead to form a ceiling, keeping out
much of the sunlight. Once more the blocks were clear from encroachment of growth. In fact, so bright
were they that they appeared to give off adull radiance of their own. Nor were there any here which
were marked with those disturbing symbols.

The road, however, did not run straight; rather swinging right or Ieft from timeto timeto alow full growth
spaceto taller and thicker trees. Their bark was smooth, of ared-brown, while their crowns were lifted
high, with few branches below.

| came agood way aong before | noted that those trees a so differed in other ways from their fellows.
For, when | skirted about them, their leaves (which were abrighter green and seemed asfresh asthefirst
tentative sprouting of gpring) began to rustle—though no breeze blew. At the third such reaction to my
passing | halted to look up. No, | had not been wrong. Those leaves immediately above my head were
more and more in motion—amogt asif they formed mouths by rubbing together, calling or else
commenting on my presence.

Had the poison which had struck me yesterday disordered my wits?| tried to think that was so—far
more believable than that trees talked, were sentient beings.

| felt no fear, only adull wonder. Nor did | move on, though had one of those mighty limbs come
crashing down it would have meant my death. Still more violently the leavesrustled. | began to truly
believe the sound was indeed speech—though dien to my own.

The rustling now, | decided, sounded impatient, asif my attention had been sought and | had not made
the proper response. So deegp was | caught in that fancy that | spoke aoud:

“What do you want of me?’

The leaves above twirled on their stems, rustling asif agale had closed about thistree, sendingitinto a
frenzy. Even those weighty branches swayed as a desperate man might toss up hisarmsto attract the
notice of some heedless duggard.

There was ashimmer in the leaves as they tossed, giving me aqueer sense that they were not leaves any
more but flames of greenish hue such as might spring from athousand candles al set dight. Green they
were, but they also now sparked blue, and yellow—and a deeper violet—until 1 stood benesath aweb
woven in an unknown pattern which hung above me as might afine tapestry in somerich Keep.

That light flowed downward, or did it drop from leef after leaf asthey might fal with the coming of
winter? | found that | could not look away as they—or the pattern of light which they emitted—swirled
about me.

| was no longer in the wood. Where | stood then | could not have said, save it was aplacein which my



kind had not walked and was unknown. The bright swirl of color wove tighter about me. | felt no fear,
rather awethat | could seethis, which | understood was never meant for eyes like mine. Then that web
parted, drew to either side like a curtain, and another faced me.

One hidden part of me knew aflash of uneasiness such as comes whenever aman facesthe utterly
strange. Y et the rest of me was waiting, wanting to know what was expected of me. There had been a
summons of asort, of that | was aware.

Shewastall and dender, thiswoman whom the leaf colors had now revealed to me, clothed ina
shimmering green which | could see was formed of many small leaves which never lay Hill but flowed
about her, showing now her dender limbs, now asingle small breast, now her shoulders, or thickened
again until she was hidden from throat to ankle.

Her hair hung free but it did not lie still upon her shoulders, long asit was. No, it played outward in a
nebulous cloud about her head, swaying and twining, loosening and tightening, even asthe leaves of her
clothing moved. It was also green, but of a pale shade touched with threads of red-brown here and there.
Red-brown aso was her skin where and when it showed in contrast to her garment, smooth—

Againg that, her great eyes, which overshadowed the rest of her features, were a brilliant green like those
gems cherished by our wedlthiest lords. As brilliant, and of aharder luster, were the nals on the hands
which she raised now to tame the weaving of her hair.

She had such beauty, strange though it was, as| had never believed could exi<t, as| had never dreamed
of—even in those dreams of the body which cameto any youth when he passesinto manhood. Yet |
could not have reached for her with any desire fiery in me, for there was no bridge between usthat |
might cross. | could only look upon her as awondrousthing like aflower of perfect blossom.

Those huge eyes reached into me and | had no defense against such sorcery, nor did | want any. | felt the
touch of her mind, far more intimate than any touch of hand or body.

“Who are you who travelsthe old way of Alafian?’

Not speech, but thought. Nor did | shape any answer with lipsin return. Rather it was asif her asking set
my memory dert and | found mysdf recaling vividly, with detail which | thought forgotten, dl that had
chanced with me since | had comeinto Garn'sdale.

By no will of my own did | remember. Somethings | wished | had truly forgotten—but of that there was
no chance. | remembered and she learned.

1] E;O ”

My mind seemed sucked dry, though | did not even resent that she used me so. Inadull, dimway it
seemed only right that | thus vindicated to her why | intruded in aland which was hers, where there had
long been peace, where my very coming had broken a dumberous, happy rest.

“Thisisnot your place, hdf-man. But your seeking will driveyou ill. And—"

Her thought withdrew for amoment, leaving me strangely empty, feding even more that burden of
londinesswhich lay onme.

“What you would do—that will drive you. Y our need isnot of our choice, nor can such as me mar or
mend. Seek and perhaps you will find more than you now expect. All things are possible when aseed is
well planted. Go in peace, though that is not what you will find, for it does not lie within you.”



Again her thought withdrew. | wanted to cry out for her not to leave me. But aready the shifting curtain
of light closed between usto movein adizzying pattern, breaking into sparks which flew apart with a
burgt of light which left me blinded for what seemed along moment

Once more | stood benesath the tree, my feet planted on the ancient road. No leaves rustled above me.
Thetreewas quite asif thelife which had filled it had withdrawn. Lying & my feet wasasingleledf,
perfect in its shape, abright green, as gemlike asthe lady’ s eyes. About its edge ran aline of red-brown
like the trunk of thetree, or like her body which had shown so fair.

Some vision borne out of bodily weakness? No, that | did not believe. | stooped to pick up that one
perfect legf. It was not atree leef, or at least not like any | had seen or fingered before. There was weight
and thicknessto it, aleaf which had been carved out of some precious stone my people did not know, a
leaf which would not wither, powder at last into dust, as do those which fal in an ordinary woods.

| loosed the pouch fastening of my wallet and carefully set that leaf within. For what purposeit had been
givento me (for | believed firmly that it was a gift) | might not yet know, but it was atreasurewhich |
would ever carry with me.

For awhilel could not go on. | stared into that tree, until my longing &t last died in the redlization that
what | had seen would not come again. Horror | had met on the ledge of the winged creatures; herel

had met beauty, a vision which tugged at me powerfully and might never now be satisfied. In thisland one
swung between fear and awe, with no safe middle path.

Stll, I went on down that road which wound in and out among those trees, but now no leaf voices called
to me. | wanted to be away from them, for even to sight one made me aware of alosswhichwasan
ache, not of the body, but of someinner part of me.

| did not stop to eat, though | hungered, only kept doggedly on, until, at last, | emerged from the wood
into open land again. Therel left the road, for that till held northward and it was westward | believed |
must go. Not too far away another line of heights reached skyward, while the land before me was
overgrown with brush and scattered trees. Beyond the fringe of growth something caught my full
attention.

A Keep—here?

Stone wdlls, atower—the building was so much like those which even the Gate' s power had not erased
from my past that | could believe | had returned to the land of my birth, save that no lord' s banner
flapped in the wind above that tower, no sgns of life were to be seen about itswalls.

| wondered once more what had led the Bards to open the Gate for usinto thisworld. Had indeed
people of my own kind once before come thisway? What had we fled? Why need the knowledge of that
be erased from our memories when so much else was allowed to remain? This| looked upon now might
well be the hold of any of the greater lords; it was moreimpressive certainly than Garn’s. If it had not
been built by those of my own blood then it had been the abiding place of some o like usthat we might
find dlieshere, kinin part.

The very familiarity of that fortress-hall drew me. | set afaster pace to push through the brush. There had
once been fields here. Stone walls, some of them tumbled into mere scattered rubble, cut through grass
and shrubs so that in my headlong path | had to climb, seeing what could have been stunted patches of
grain dready sunwarmed to ayelow for harvesting.

| caught a handful of the bearded heads and rubbed them in my palm, then chewed them as | had done
with the harvest of fields| had known since childhood. They had afamiliar taste. How close werethe



worlds which the Gate had bound together. At least this untended harvest would testify that seed grains
which our landsmen had brought with them would grow here, promising better for the future—if the dien
lifedid not battle against us, for invaders and strangers have no homestead rights.

As| chewed on that mouthful of grain | walked on toward the building ahead. The closer | got the more
it appeared to be one of our own homesteads. | believed as | studied it that those who had built here had
also had need for defense, since there were stout walls, windows which were narrow and well above the
ground.

Only, the massive gate was not only open, but had broken free of one hinge, haf of it hanging askew,
alowing free entrance, making it plain that this was a deserted place. The sone from which it had been
built was not native to the heights behind me, for it was of aplain rose-red displaying none of the somber
veining of those rocks. Also it glinted here and therein the last rays of the sun (fast being shut off by the
gtand of highland beyond) asif bits of burnished silver were entrapped to give it dien beauty, belying the
plainness of the structure into which it had been wrought.

Over the gate where that door hung open was a panel which flashed with even greater brilliance. Just s0
might theinsigniaof a House be set in the grander Keeps of the clans, save that thiswas wrought into the
form, sharp againgt its background, of acat, aslver and white cat like Gruu himself. The creature did not
snarl defiance againgt any assault as one might expect by its placement—rather it sat upright, itstail curled
about so that thetip lay snug over the forepaws.

Green eyes (as brilliant as those of my lady of the leaves) had been set skillfully in the head so one could
not escape the half belief they had life, that this beast surely saw al who passed under its niche. Why, |
could not tell, | brought up my right hand in awarrior’ s salute to that motionless sentry who had kept faith
for solong.

| pushed under the cat’ s perch to alarge inner courtyard. Directly facing me stood the bulk of the
structure, topped by the tower, which would certainly house, not only the great hall for the assemblance
of al who sheltered here once, but aso the private apartments of the lord, the armory, and the specia
storerooms, while around the inner side of the wall were clustered smaller buildings—stables,
storehouses, and some which must have been for dwellings of landsmen and servitors, barracks for my
lord’smeiny, and thelike.

There was no sign (save that drooping door) that time had rested any heavy hand here. From the
outward show, one of our clans might well have marched within to make ahomein greater comfort than
they would certainly know for a score of yearsin the sea-girt daes. Always supposing that they did not
bring down upon them such enemies as the winged ones—or those Siiver Singers of the night.

| went boldly. Perhaps because this was so like adwelling of my own people, | did not have the
uneasiness which had ridden me ever since | had followed Gathedl s guidance into this sorcery-shadowed
land. The door to the tower structure was wide open and there was a banking of blown earth and
winter-withered leaves againg it to tetify that it had been more than one season since any had sought to
closeit.

Over the arch was a broad band of smooth stone, ahaf circle, on which there stood out, with the same
boldness of the gateway cat, a series of runes. Warning? Welcome? Clan name? | might guess but |
would never know.

Again | passed oninto the great hall. What remained of furnishing there was aso stone. There wasthe
dais with high-backed seats of honor—four of them—each of adeek green stone, their backs carven
with anintricate design, the details of which | could not distinguish from adistance. There was atable of



the same stone, and then, running partway down the hall to make that upper table a bar acrossitstop, a
second board—this of rock matching the walls.

The placelay mainly in shadow, since the windows were high set and smdl. Still, near thetables | could
see amassive hearth, smoke blackening up its chimney throat, nearly of asize to take a section of one of
those giant forest trees. Thiswas topped with an over-mantel supported on either side by sitting cats
which out-topped mein height. That was again carved with runes which glinted brightly in spite of the
lack of full light.

Curiogity, together with that odd feding of familiarity, kept me exploring. | found chambers above,
reached by astairway set in the wall behind the chairs of honor. Those were bare, though two had
fireplaces with carven mantels and rune signs. Perhaps once hangings had veiled thewalls, but there were
none left. Nothing lay on thefloors but dust in which my trail boots | eft the first marking perhaps for
years.

| found the kitchen, again furnished with stone tables set out for the convenience of long-vanished
cooks—the wing holding this running out to join the wall on the other side of the towered inner keep.
Heretherewas acleverly sat pipe spouting water into along trough, something no building of my own
people had ever had. | tasted the stream, found the water cold and sweet, and drank deeply. Then |
returned to the hall, determined that here | would camp this night.

With the coming of dark another wonder was reveded. | had earlier noted that the runes above the
fireplace had seemed over bright in the genera gloom of the long hall. Now, asthat grew darker, they in
turn grew brighter. When | examined them as closely as| could (for the pand was set far above my
head) | could see there were small scenes carved in and among those, coming to life with the runes.

| made out pictures of hunts. Still, there were no hunters who might be termed men. Rather cats crept,
legped, brought down the prey. And such prey! | had no difficulty inidentifying the winged thing | had
fought on the ledge. And that was the least strange of the enemies pictured there. To look upon them was
warning enough againgt venturing on into this country. Unless passing years had brought some end to
them.

There was a serpent (or at least onefirst thought “ serpent until | saw the thing better) with ahorned and
tusked head reared high enough to prove the head was not mounted on areptile’ s supple length, having
instead a human torso, diding into scales once again where aman’slower limbs might join hisbody. Its
outstretched hands held two blades with which it menaced the cat seeking to attack it, asif it werea
swordsman well versed in battle craft.

Again another cat fighter reared its own head in victory, its mouth open to give vent to what | thought
might be just such aroar as| had heard Gruu utter. Under his mighty forepaw, pinned flat, asmdler
creature which looked to be amass of bristly hair leaving one rootlike arm which still stroveto bring
knotted talons of fingersto bear on its captor—or dayer.

That these representations were accounts of real past battles| believed. | considered the recklessness
withwhich | had set out into aland which still abounded perhapsin such mongtrosities. Also |
remembered both Gatheaand my lady Iynne at that moment, though there was nothing that | might do to
help ether, until | could come upon some clue asto ther path.

There was no wood herethat | might light afirein the vast cave of the hearth, but | sat upon its toneto
alow mysdlf that smdl portion of food | had put aside for the next medl, thinking that tomorrow | would
doubtless find good hunting. For surely any animasthat grazed would be drawn to the fields to cull that
gran. At least | might drink my fill of water and thet | did.



Having eaten, | once more went up the length of the hal which was now filled with shadows, so that |
drew aside now and then from some darker clot, as| would for people gathering to talk and await the
coming of thelord, hissignal for the evening meal. In pite of the dusk it wasto me agoodly place, one
which | would have been full proud to make my own—were | alord with aclan to house and an old
proud nameto hold in honor. But | was kinless, nameess—and my life was aslike to be as empty of al
such in the future as this hall was now, ashadow clan wasall | might ever hope to head.

Y et when | had cometo the high table | stepped boldly onto the dais and passed aong the row of chairs
seeking those four set in the middle. The openwork on the backs of those bristled with no horror scenes
of catsand prey, but rather was formed by mingling of fruit-bearing semsand tall grain stocks, each
bordered by flowers. Those made methink again of my leaf-clad lady and wonder of what manner of
folk shewas. Or had it been the spirit of the treeitsalf which had so confronted, weighed, and judged
me?

Bold again | pushed to the fourth of those chairs and seated mysdlf, discovering that indeed they had
been fashioned for someone like me physicaly. Hard though that stone was to the touch, yet it did not
seem uncomfortable to sit upon. When | placed both elbows on the table and supported my chin on my
hands to look down the length of the hdll, | saw that here, too, there had been symbols set into the
surface of the table itsdf, gleaming enough so that | could make out their curves of design. | dropped my
right hand, on which still showed the brand the blood of the winged thing had |eft upon me, as, with
fingertip, | began to trace theline of the symbol which was before me, my flesh running smoothly and
swiftly dong the curves and sharp angles to another curve again. Idly so, and why | could not havetold, |
traced that three times—

Threetimes—

The lines grew brighter. Perhaps my action had cleared them of clogging dust. | could see other sets,
each of which lay before one of the High seeats, but none of those was as clear asthis.

Somewhere—from out of the very air itself—came sound. It was like the deep note of ahorn. Y et there
wasadsoinit the beat of adrum. Or wasit acal of many voicesjoined together into asinglelingering
note? | only knew that | had not heard itslike before. In spite of myself | shrank back from the table,
braced both hands now on the carved arms of the chair, staring out into the hall (for that had grown very
dark), hunting the source of that sound.

Threetimesit was repeated. Thelast time | imagined that an echo, or areply, had followed from farther
away. Thedark (I could not even see the gleam of those pictures above the fireplace now though their
radiance had fought the genera gloom from the first) closed in deeper, thicker.

| had agiddy feding that the whole building into which | had dared intrude was in a state of change, that,
though | was now blinded, strange things were happening al about me. My grip on the arms of the chair
was o tight that the edges of carving cut crudly into my hands. The dark was thick—complete. | was
fdling, or flying, or being drawn, into another place—perhaps another time from which change there was

No escape.
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Chapter 11

If that blackness was some witchery, then what | awoke into was not a dream, though | wanted to
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believeit was. | was il in the chair of honor at that table but | |ooked down ahal which was dive with
company—enough to fill it, vast asit was. Still, when | tried to focus clearly on any of that throng they
gppeared to vell themsaves againgt my direct gaze. Thus| could only make out but ahazy outline of a
form, perhaps the muted color of arobe or jerkin. Never did | seeaface clearly. Also | wasleft witha
strong impression that, while many of those formswere like my own, diensmoved easly and
companionably among them—some beautiful, some grotesgue.

It was plain they feasted and that this was an assembly for areason of importance. This| sensed rather
than heard. There was sound in the hall but so muted, so far removed from my own hearing, it was more
of the murmur of seawaves bresking on distant shore.

| leaned forward, striving to center upon just one face, hold that in my sight until 1 could be sure of the
features, but there was always that velling. Then | turned my head to the right, to see who occupied the
chair at my hand's sde. There was indeed one there, awoman whose robe was the amber of ripened
grain. But her face, the rest of her, was only ablur. When | looked to my left | was sure that my other
neighbor was a man, but more than that | could not have told you.

Stll holding tightly to thearms of my chair, | waited for them to mark my coming, perhaps for the sorcery
either to break into nothingness, or else change, to reved them fully. Y et neither happened, save that
those hazy forms moved, sat, ate, raised goblets to drink, spoke in murmurs, and remained within a
world of their ownwhich | could not enter, only watch.

Onething only gleamed in sharp brightness—the runes on the tabletop directly before me. They were
fully in my world and my eyes kept returning to them as| became more and more confused by thevision
into which I had been plunged. By agrest effort | loosed my hold upon the arms of the chair, stretched
forth both hands to touch those symbols. If they had ensorcelled me into this state of being, then perhaps
they would free mefrom it again.

| had to summon up my will power to straighten my forefinger, hold it once more above that | ettering. Just
50 had | traced the runes, mark by mark. Three times. What would happen if | wrought so again?| set
my teeth and began. Under my touch that inscription was cold asif | had plunged my finger into the water
of amountain spring. So—and so—and so—

Once, twice, threetimes, | made the gesture, keeping my attention fully on what | did. Then my ears
opened—I heard voices—no longer as adistant hum but loud and clear. Though what language they
spoke—it was none of mine.

| dared to look up. The hdl, dl those within had been dso given redity, emerged from shadows to full
substance. There were men and women, feast-day clad with arichnesswhich | had never seenin any
lord's hall among my own kind. They did not wear emblazoned tabards such as my people kept for
occasions of state, rather robes and jerkins of soft, clinging stuff colored as brightly as meadow flowers.
There were gemmed girdles, broad jewe ed collars, the flash of rings on moving hands.

Their hair was dark, and that of the ladies dressed high and decked with jewel-headed pins, or coronets
s0 begemmed it was asif they had drawn the stars out of the skiesto bedeck themsdlves. Circle
crownlets the men wore also, but those each bore asingle large gem over the forehead and were of gold
or slver, or ared metal | had not seen before,

Among them were others, even as | had thought. | saw near the high table awoman who was surely of
the same race as shewho | had met among the trees. There was aman—or so | thought him—who wore
no jerkin. But there were two begemmed belts crossing on his breast, and covering each shoulder with a
wider span. His skin wasfurred, his features were covered by a soft down, while from hisforehead there



curled up and back horns of ared shade which matched the glint of hiseyes. | was surethat | saw the
arch of furled wings standing above the head of another farther down that board. But as| tried to catch a
closer look at what | feared might be one of the monsters, | was startled by atouch. A hand rested upon
mine

“Has the spring wine bemused you, my lord? Y ou stare as one who has not feasted here before.”

Her voice was S0ft, yet it carried easily through the louder sound of al other voices. | turned my head
dowly, to see clearly her who sat a my right, who had spoken wordsin my own tongue.

She was dark of both hair and skin. Even againgt my sun-browned flesh hers showed darker till, and |
was sure that her coloring owed nothing to the touch of heat or wind. Tal she must have been, for | had
to look up afraction to meet her eyes. Those were brown aso, the ruddy brown of that amber whichis
50 highly prized by my kin. But her brows were black and straight above her eyes. She possessed the
authority of onewell used to command. The amber which | had noticed through the haze was amantle
which she had flung back now that she had put out her hand to mine. Under it was arobe of the yellow
shade of ripe-to-cut grain, fitted to abody which was generous of breast, but narrow of waist. Between
her full breasts rested a pendant which was aso of amber, though the chain which supported it was of
black and amber beads dternating. The pendant was formed like ashock of harvested grain, bound
together by avine from which had burst fruit in lusty ripeness.

Her hair had been brought up in a coronet of braids, and, instead of the gem flashing crowns or pinsthe
otherswore, there was only over her forehead another amber piece, larger but of the same design as her
pendant, supported by acirclet of ruddy gold.

| was 50 bemused in looking at her—yes, and in feding in myself aresponse such aswas certainly not
fitting for thistime and place—that | had not answered. She was—I could not find words as my thoughts
flitted in acrazy fashionto avision of afield prepared for sowing (also other and lessinnocent things as
my body responded to agrowing excitement).

She smiled and her smilewas an invitation that drew me so that only my will held mein my seet. Nor did
she take her hand away from whereit lay on mine. It was ateeth-setting determination to keep from
seizing upon her fingers, drawing her to me.

Her eyes changed and there was surprise in them. Then more than surprise, recognition. In that moment |
was sure she saw me aswhat | truly was—not one of their company &t al, asiranger caught in some
sorcery and so brought among them.

Now | could not have moved even had | dlowed mysdf the wild drive for action which tormented me.
Those amber eyes held me. Shelifted her other hand to clasp the pendant at her breast. | waited to see
her anger grow, to have her claim me impostor, enemy—thief of some heritage which could never be
mine

Instead she only studied me. There was now speculation in her eyes. Her fingers, touching me, moved,
closed about my wrist in agrip which | do not believe that | could have thrown off without full exertion of
strength. | would not have believed that any woman could hold me so.

She spoke, her words again reaching me clearly under the cover of the babble about us, with a snap of
order which | could not have disobeyed.

“Drink.”

There was agoblet a my left hand. Since she did not release the hold on my right | perforce raised that



to obey her. The goblet, oddly enough in that place of such wedlth, was carved from asolid piece of
dark wood. In high relief upon the side was the head of aman, or one close to aman—though the eyes
were danted and there was awry kind of amusement cleverly suggested by both those eyes and quirk of
the lips above a pointed chin. The head of curling locks was crowned by acirclet in the form of deer
horns, while the cup wasfilled near to the brim with liquid which, as| raised the goblet, began to seethe
and bubble. Still I could not escape doing as she bade, and | drank.

Theliquid was not hot as | had feared from seeing the action within—rather cool. Still, asit went down
my throat it soread warmth—warmth and something more. It fired my blood, strengthened my desire.

| had kept my eyes on my companion above the rim of that cup as| drank, and | saw her smile dowly
and languoroudy. Then shelaughed alittle, her right hand continuing to stroke the pendant between those
breasts which flaunted more and more their ripeness, their firmness—

“Wel met, well be.” She spoke again. “ Thereis some power aready in you, man from years ahead, or
you would not come among us.” She leaned closer. From her body, or garments, though | was sure that
scent arose from her firm flesh itself, came afragrance which made my head spin dizzily. For amoment |
found | could not put down my cup, nor loose my other wrist; | was held fast prisoner while she played
withme.

“Itisapity.” she continued, “that our times do not truly lay one upon the other so that you could redlize
that present desire of yours. But carry thiswith you, straying one, and give it to the proper one at the right
time and theright place.”

She kissed me me on the mouth. Thefire of that touch ran into me, even asthe wine had filled my body
with another kind of warmith, | knew at that moment that no other woman could be to me what this one
might have been—

“Not s0.” shewhispered as she drew alittle away from me. “Not so. In your own time there will be
one—I, Gunnora, do promisethis. She shall come and you will know her not—until the proper hour.
Y ou have drunk from the Hunter’ s own cup. Thus shal you seek, until you find.”

Her hand on my wrist moved my fingers now. | was retracing those runes, whether or no, but
backwards. Threetimes| did so. Once more she was but ahaze, ill | could not shake off her hold.
Three times more. Then again the dark and my passage was ended. Had that been through timeitself, or
Space?

| still sat at thetable. But the hall was cold and till, and the dark of night was heavy. | held something in
my left hand and | could see by the diffuselight of those shining runesthat | held agoblet. The runelight
awoke agleam of slver onitsside. Out of that other place | had brought back the Hunter’ s cup. My
body aso knew well the need which had been avakened in me, and for which there was no answer in
the here and now.

“Gunnora”

| said her name doud. The sound of it carried emptily down the hal. Therewas not even an echoin
return. Then | pushed the cup aside impatiently, laid my head forward on my folded arms, my cheek
pressed against the runes, knowing, without being so assured, that these would not work for me again.

Threedays| stayed in the keep, deeping before its hearth, sitting now and then in the high seat of honor
trying to recdl every small moment of that time when | had been alowed to look into the past. | had
never had awoman, though | had heard in many tales of Garn’s meiny much concerning such experience.
It was our birthright that this need did not comein early youth. For that reason perhaps our familieswere



small and it was easier for clan lords to make marriagesto their own advantages and that of their heirs.

Now | wasridden by new dreams, and, knowing that | must go unfulfilled, I fought to turn my mind to
other matters. Hunt | did, and managed to snare creatures coming to feed upon the grain. That, too, |
harvested in arude fashion, ground awkwardly between stones, and sifted into gritty meal to storeinthe
box Zabina had used for journey bread. The meat | took | smoked asbest | could, preparing suppliesfor
when | moved on. For | knew | must leave this place, even though part of me wanted to linger—to try
again to magter the runes.

| desired nothing so much in my whole life asto join the feasting again, thistime for good. Savethét |
understood that even with the aid of sorcery | could not so bridge time. During those days | thought very
little of my quest for lynne, my hunt for Gathea. Both seemed far away, asif acurtain had falen over that
part of my past, severing me from life before, from the person | had once been.

On the fourth morning, however, | roused, knowing, aswell asif my amber lady had ordered it, that it
wastimefor meto go. | could moon no longer over what might have been. Though | held very little by
her promisethat | would be eased of my hunger by any now living. She wastoo vivid, too much within
my thoughts.

Reluctantly | left the keep soon after dawn. West must be my way still. However, after | was well
beyond that deserted keep, | suddenly changed. | might have been caught in afeverish deep and was
now hedled of my distemper. Again that old urgency cameto life—the need for finding some clue asto
where Garn’ s daughter had gone, and where Gathea had aso vanished.

Once more the land was wild and held no trace of any former dwelling, not even aroad beforeme. |
took as aguide a sighting on one peak of the continuing heights, one which resembled a sword blade
pointing upward into the sky. Toward that | made my way with such caution as| could summon, for now
that | was away from the deserted keep | was unsure of every standing stone, every cluster of brush
which might conceal an ambush. Y et there were only birds high againgt the sky, and the ground under my
feet bore no sign of track. Thismight be aworld free of any life save that which grew rooted or winged.

On the second day | cameto the first dope of the peak toward which | had marched. There was food of
asort to ration that | had roughly smoked or brought with me from the forgotten fields. | had come
through a patch of bushes heavy with berrieswhich | had found both food and drink. Gatheal swallet |
had not opened, still | bore it with me asif | were to meet her within each hour that passed. My own
grew much leaner.

Haze gathered about the peak, not far from sundown. The mist descended like adowly lowered curtain,
wiping the heights from sight asit fell. With that in view | decided to camp for the night and not attempt to
win beyond until | had the aid of the morning’ s sun.

Thus| searched for shelter until | chanced upon a pocket among rocks where | could crowd in, my back
well protected as| faced outward. Nightsin this eerie |land were periods of endurance which | faced
unhappily. Though | had heard nothing during the past ones since | |eft the keep to suggest that any
hunters prowled. Still | dept in snatches and it seemed that my body ached for achanceto rest the full
night through with no care for any sentry duty.

Though there was dead wood tangled among the bushes and the trees which grew here and there, | set
no fireto be abeacon. Rather | half sat, hdf lay, my back againgt the rock, staring out into the gathering
shadows. Asever when | let down my guard there crept vividly into my mind the picture of that keep hall
as| had seen it asadream of that long ago feasting time. Why had they gone, those who had gathered
there? What blight had fallen to leave their fine hal an empty ruin? | had seen no signs of war there. Had



it been aplague, athreat from afar which was so potent asto send them into flight?
| started, gasped.

Had | heard that with my ears? No, that cry had been an invasion of my mind. I hunched forward on my
knees, striving to draw from the fast coming night a clue asto who had so summoned help and where
they, he, or it might be.

Again tha plea shuddered through me. From behind—from the mist-veiled mountain! But who? 1 pulled
around and up to my feet, staring up that wall of rock. Therewasawink of light now visblein the night,
though it was but aformless splotch through that mist. Fire? It did not have the color of true flames. A
trap with that as bait? | could remember only too well those silver women and their wooing song among
therock circles.

For the third time came that frantic, wordless summons. Caution told me to remain where| was. But |
could not shut out that plaint by covering my ears. It found itsway to my very bones. Nor could | stand
agang it—for it seemed to me that strange though it came, it was acry for help from one of my own
kind— Gathesa, lynne—? It could be ether or both, a power that had come to them out of this sorcerous
country.

| 1eft my frail suggestion of safety and began to climb. The wind came down dope, gtriking againgt me.
On it was an odor—not a stench of evil nor yet the musky sweetness which | had associated with
Gunnora, with the Moon Shrine, and its palid flowering trees. This| could not put nameto.

Though | knew that | was afoal to venture thusinto the night, <till | could do no less, but | could go with
caution, and awary eye and ear. So | did not hurry blindly, but set my feet as carefully as| could, waiting
tensely between each step for another of those pleasto reach me.

The splotch of light held but there was nothing €l se now. Nothing unless one could give some nameto
that sensation of awaiting some sgnificant action, some demand which grew stronger and stronger with
every step | won up sope.

Luckily there were bushes herewhich | could grasp when the dope became steeper, using them to haull
myself farther and higher. | reached the outer edges of the mist and that clung as aclammy cloak about
my body, settling in drops of moisture on my face. Y et it had not put out that light in the center of its
curtan.

| stopped short every few steps | won, to cast about. | was blind, but | was forcing my earsto serve me.
Therewasachill to thisfog asif it wereindeed deet of |late autumn instead of anorma mist. It seemed
aso to deaden sound for | heard nothing.

The light neither dwindled nor grew, but remained as a beacon—a beacon to summon—what? Me? |
might well be only caught in the webb meant for another. Yet | could not bring myself to turn aside, even
now when that call no longer reached me.

Then—

Out of the very ground at my feet there arose aform near aslight asthat ghostly fog. It reared tall and |
could not mistake that soft rumble of growl. A mountain cat—Gruu?

| paused again, hand reaching for sword hilt. Thislurker was surely aslarge as Gruu, and, if it werea
nocturna hunter like many of its breed, then even sted and my best efforts might be very little to hat any
attack.



Once moreit growled, then it turned and was gone into the mist which swallowed it ingtantly. Gruut!
Surely that had been Gruu or | would not have gone unchalenged. Which meant that Gatheawas up
therel

| madetherest of that climb in ascrambling run, wanting to call out her name, but fearing thet if she were
introuble | would dert whatever held her captive or besieged. Again the white-slver cat awaited meas|
plunged oninto acircle of light.

That radiance arose and spread out from an object resting on bare rock—aledge level enough to have
been cut from the mountainside by purpose. | could not see what made its core. At that moment | was
more intent upon the form which lay limply besideit, over which the cat crouched, using hisrough tongue
gently across a cheek.

Gatheait was. Something had dedlt harshly with her. The stout trail clothing which she had wornwasin
tatters, so that her arms, showing the red marks of deep scratches, were bare near to the shoulder, and
even her breecheswere shredded into strips which were held together by knotting one rough length onto
another.

Her hair was awild tangle around her head, matted and twined with bits of stick and dead leaf. While her
face was only skin laid thin across the bones, and her hands, braised and scratched, were as keletdl as
those claws of thewinged thing | had fought.

| knelt beside her, my fingers seeking out the pulse of life, for so limply did she sprawl that | thought
perhapswhat | had caught had been her death cry, and that she was gone before | had reached her.
Gruu drew back alittle and let meto her, but his green eyeswere steady on me, asif hewould chalenge

my tending.

Shewasdive, yes, but | believed that her heart fluttered weakly and that she perhaps had come near to
degth. | needed my supplies. There was water, and that | dripped first upon her face and then, steadying
her head against my body, | forced the edge of the smal pannikin | carried between her lips and trickled
what | could into her mouth. Looking about that eerie pillar of light | could see no sign of supplies, but
remembering Zabina singdructions| crumbled some dried leavesinto the pannikin and swirled weater
about with them. The aromawhich came from the mixture was fresh, pungent, with a clearing rush of
sharp scent. Again | steadied her against my body and was able to get amouthful of the herb liquid then
another into her. Her eyes opened and she looked up a me.

There was no recognition in her gaze; she was one who saw into other worlds, beyond me, through
me—SXill 1 got her to drink al of the restorative, then | crumbled a handful of coarsaly ground grain into
more water—making alumpy grud which, using asmal horn spoon, | got into her and which shedid
chew and swallow. Y et never did she seem to see me, or even appear to realize that someone tended
her.

For thefirst time | raided the wallet which had been hers. In one box | discovered more save with which,
working as gently as| could, having lain her down by the light, | ancinted the worst of the
blood-encrusted scratches so deeply lacing her arms and legs.

Gruu watched meintently as ever. Before | was quite done, he arose and faced outward into the night,
his head up, asif he either listened or scented some peril. Restlessy he began to pace back and forth,
keeping, | noted, between the two of us and the mist curtain which hedged in the small clear pocket
about the flame.

Then he voiced one of those roars with which he had challenged the creatures of the night. Before | could
move, he legped out to vanish into thefog. | could hear the sounds of a mighty struggle, grunts, shill



cries, which certainly had never broken from Gruu’ sfurred throat, last of al agurgling.

| stood over Gathea, my sword out and ready. Y et nothing came through the mist until Gruu himself
paced back. There was a dark spattering down his chest, and more blood dripping from hislarge fangs.
He sat now, unconcerned, by the light and started to clean his coat of those traces of battle, licking and
then hissng with disgust. | at last took that folded bandage | had carried with me and wet it with my
water.

Approaching the cat | ventured to wash theworst of the thick clotting from his ruff wherealong trickle
had matted deeply into hisfur. He suffered me to do this, and | did not wonder at hisdisgust at hisown
attempt to clean himsdlf, for what | sponged off did not seem like true blood, was instead athicker,
noisome stuff with so foul asmell that | nearly had to hold my nose as| ministered to him.

Gathea did not regain full consciousness—at least she still did not appear to note that | was with her.
However, | was ableto get more of the grain gruel into her, spoonful by spoonful, and | made certain that
her many scratches, though deep and red and angry-looking, were not real wounds. How she had won
thisfar without supplies and what was the nature of the light which glowed by usremained mysteries. |
began to bdlieve that she had collapsed from sheer lack of food and exhaustion. Y et that strange
summons which had brought me to her had been of such anature that must have been more than just
weakness of body to make her cry for aid.

With Gruu as sentry | felt more at easethan | had since | had | eft the keep. The cat lay now by thefire,
licking his paws, seemingly wrapped in hisown concerns. Y et | was sure he could be trusted.

| made the girl as comfortable as| could, her own wallet for apillow, soreading over her thetravel cloak
| had kept as aroll across my shoulder. Shaking the water bottle beside my ear | guessed | had used its
contents freely and I must find amountain spring by morning—perhaps Gruu could help.

Stretching out an arm’ s distance away from Gatheal alowed fatigue to claim me. Thelight still burned as
high asever, but it did not dazzle the eyes. There was a softnessin its gleam which did not shinetoo

grongly.

| wasin thelight, the very core of it. There| awaited an unfamiliar intelligence. First it chalenged me;
there came an abrupt demand—unvoiced. From whence had | come and what would | do? At that there
flashed into my mind in answer (though that was not of my caling) the symbol my amber lady had worn,
the sheath entwined with fruitful vine.

My unseen chalenger was startled, so much that mind picture alone might have struck atelling blow. Y et
there was nothing in me which wanted battle between us. | felt no enmity toward that which had so
peremptorily demanded my right to be where| was. This ability to build in such detall amind picture was
new to me, yet it seemed right. No longer was my vision only the pendant, that atered, to become atrue
sheaf of harvest, the fruit wound around the stock possessing redl life, so that | could have reached forth
ahand to pluck each globe from the burdened vine. Though | could not see her, | believed that behind
me at that moment stood my lady of the keep. Though | longed mightily to look and seeif that were so,
gill I could not turn my heed.

That which thefirein the mist represented gave way. An impatient arrogance which had filled it when it
would not only weigh me, but would judge meto my fate, faded. Instead there was a questioning—tinged
with astonishment—not because of me but for the coming of her who was so standing to sponsor my
actions.

| felt forces sweep around me, through me. Questions were raised and answered, and | understood
nothing. Save that, in some manner, | had been made free of aroad, though the power behind thefire



was gtill resentful and grudging. Then | was given, at last, the boon of degp deep which my aching body
craved.
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Chapter 12

| looked up into an unclouded sky, pulled out of adeep so deep that my body felt stiff asif | had lain so
for atoll of seasons upon seasons. That which had drawn meinto wakefulness continued.

Speech clear and strong, then aperiod of silence, asif the speaker waited for an answer. Followed by
gpeech once again. The strange words singsonged with that rhythm our clan bards used upon formal
occasi ons when either House history or some fragment of the Laws were recited. However, | could not
understand one of those fluting sounds which must be words.

| turned my head. Gatheano longer lay as| had left her, but sat cross-legged in sunlight. It was she who
spoke, addressing those unknown wordsto the air, though even Gruu had vanished leaving only
emptiness.

A fever may plunge anyoneinto acondition of seeing, speaking or acting so. That was my first thought,
that shewas held in astrong delusion. Nor did she turn her head when | sat up abruptly. Was she
fevered indeed or trapped in some new witchery?

Before her, as she sat S0, was that which must have provided the guide fire of last night. As| looked
upon it | wanted to scramble up, away, drag her with me—if | could. For there, wedged between rocks
holding it upright, was what could only be a portion of the wand she had fashioned under my own eyes
from atreelimb.

A third of it was gone. Even as | |ooked another small section broke away—became afluff of ash carried
off by apuff of breeze. There was no other fuel—nothing save that fire-eaten rod.

Still Gathea sat and spoke, waited for an answer | could not hear, then spoke again. At times during
those waiting intervals, she nodded asif what she done heard made excellent sense. Once or twice she
frowned, seemingly in concentration, as she strove better to understand an admonition or advice. So red
were these actionsthat | could well begin to believe the fault lay within me, that | was deef, just asthat
Spesker remained invisbleto my eyes.

Though | wanted to reach out to her, my hand was stayed by a strong impression that thisindeed was no
illusion. Or if S0, it was mine not hers. At last she gave asigh and the angle of her head changed. She
might now be gazing up to someone who had been seated on alevel with her, but had now arisen. One
of her handslifted in asmall gesture of farewell. Still her eyesfollowed the invisble onewho left us.

Only then was| ableto move. When | caught her lightly by the arm, she started in red surprise. However
the eyes she turned to me were knowing—they saw me, knew me.

“Gathea—" | spoke her name.
Her frown became a battle flag of risng anger as she jerked back.
“Y ou have noright spying—" sheflared.
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That impatient gesture she had made to free herself from my hold sent my wallet swinging. The clasp,
never strong since my battle with the winged creature, burst open, and therefell out, to roll acrossthe
ground, that cup of Horn-Crowned man which | had brought out of the deserted keep; from itsinterior in
turn the gem-leaf of the tree woman since | had put these two marvelsin kegping together.

Gathed s eyes dropped from meto that cup which came to rest againgt her own boot, the horned head
uppermogt, to the leaf bright in the sun. They widened into astare of sheer astonishment, then centered
upon that head asif it were dive.

She retreated farther, still staring at the cup as | reclaimed the leaf. | saw thetip of her tongue appear
between her lips to moisten the lower one. There was no anger in her face now. What | read there was
surely the beginning of fear. In avoice hardly above awhisper she asked:

“Wheredid you find these?’

“They were gifts” | answered deliberately. “The cup given me by agreat lady who read for me
something of thefuture”

Gathea did not raise her gaze from the cup. Beneath the sun-browning of her face a pallor spread.

“She had aname—this giver of cups?’ That whispered question was even thinner. Her uneasewasplain
by the way she turned swiftly to seize upon what was left of her wand, holding that asaman might hold a
sword when fronted by an enemy.

“Her namewas Gunnora” | replied. Sometrait in me was satisfied by seeing her so shaken. Asif, in her
present state, | could reach her—whereas before she had been far removed from mein spirit, even
though she was only ahand’ s distance away in body.

Once more her tongue crossed her lips. Now she glanced from the cup to me. There was a beginning of
caculationinthat look, or so | read it. She might earlier have dismissed mewith little concern. Now | had
taken on anew value.

“What is her 9gn?’ That was no whisper. She rapped the question out asif she had aright to demand a
quick answer.

“A sheath of grain bound by afruited vine.” | never would forget anything which was of that lady who
had sat beside me in another time, and perhaps even another and stranger world.

Gathea nodded. “That is so, but—" she shook her head like onewho isat aloss. Then she raised her
eyesfull to mine. Therewasthat in them which searched, yet was till rooted in unbdief. “Why—why did
she givethisto you? And where did you find her? There was no shrine—" The hand holding the wand
aroseto her breast asif she hugged, like ashidld, that reduced symbol of her own deding with the
unknown.

“I found her in no shrine.” | repested, picking up cup and lesf, putting one within the other again. “There
was akeep, old and deserted. Through some power | feasted there with those who once held thisland.
My amber lady was one of them, but she alone knew me for what | was, and gave me this.”

“But shedid not tell you—" Gathedl s eyes narrowed. Her awe and wariness were fast fading. If | had
been of importance to her moments earlier, | was now losing that stlanding. “No, it would seem she did
not. Still you have the cup, even if you do not know how to use it—and that has meaning in itsdlf.”

| wasirked by her swift return to her usua assurance, to that domination she had held, or sought to hold,
over me since we had come into thiswestern land.



“She gave me one other thing.” | said. “Which | am to usein the proper time—"

Gathed s gaze traveled on to the wallet into which | wasfitting the cup once again. It was my turn to
shake my head.

“No, it is not the leef—though that | had aso of alady who had power of her own. Y ou have your
secrets, these | hold asmine.” Nor did | ever then intend to tell her of that kiss and what my amber lady
had said concerning it. | was no wooer of thiswitch maid. Whatever dream might have sprung, or would
gpring, from out of my memory | would not share that! Instead | moved on to make my own demands:

“What have you learned concerning lynne or your moon magic dealing? With whom did you speak just
now?’

Gathea gave adight movement of the shoulders which was not quite ashrug.
“What | seek—" she began, but | interrupted her with new confidence:

“What we seek. | will find my lord’ sdaughter if it can be donein thisland of many surprises and mixed
magic. Have you any word from your invisible friend asto where our path must run?’

| was sure that she wanted to deny me, to turn and walk away. Y et | was as certain that she could no
longer treat me so. | might not know what power issued from the goblet which | carried, but the fact that
itwasmineat al plainly made her reluctantly consder me asatrail companion she could not ruthlesdy
leave behind.

“Past the mountains beyond—"

| looked ddliberately at the heights before us, my head moving so | could view those lying to the south on
to the onesrisng in the north.

“A wideland for searching.” | commented. “ Surely you are able to narrow our wandering better than
that.”

For along moment | believed she was going to refuse. Her frown was back, and she held the wand
amogt asif shewould liketo lay it across my face. Such arush of anger reached methat it was asif the
blow had truly been dealt. A moment later wonder started in methat | had been able to sense so clearly
her emotions. Though acts of anger such as Garn’ s blow (which had made me as nothing among my own
kind), were open, ill | had never before fet within me anything like this understanding of another.

| undung the second wallet—her own—which | had carried for so long, held it out to her.
“Yours. You will find al untouched within. The strgp has been mended.”

My action gppeared to digtract her anger for amoment. Gatheatook the wallet, holding it dmost asif she
had never seen it before. A deep score was cut across its surface where one of the talons of the winged
cregture had dashed.

“That was done by aflying thing.” | made my voice casud.
“Flying thing—the Varkd Y ou have fought withaVark.”

“After afashion. Though | wonder if they can betruly killed, at least they take aded of killing if they
are” | recaled that severed hand which had crept toward me like some monster possessing separate life
of itsown. “It would seem you have learned more of thisland since we parted. Enough at least that you



can give name to that—and what else?’

Once more her face was unreadable. “Enough.”

Enough? Wdll, | would push her no more now. Instead | continued briskly:
“Where do we head across these mountains?’

“Still duewest.”

Gathea gave alow whistle and Gruu dipped into place between us asif shewould go only so under his
escort. Shelooked sullen, and, had 1 had my will 1 would have turned on my hedl and left her then and
there. Only shewas my guide to lynne. And, for my own inner honor, | must do what | could for one
who carried the blood of my own House—sincein part it was my carelessnesswhich had led my lord's
daughter into danger in the beginning.

We climbed in silence, Gruu inthelead, asif the great cat knew exactly what path to take, though | could
detect no sign that there had ever been away here which had been followed by more than perhaps his
own kind. The mist had cleared entirely. | could look back upon the land below, stretching out even to
the edge where the deserted keep stood. | wondered if Gathea had passed through there; if so what had
been her experiences, though | wasin no mind to ask her. She had raised afirm barrier between us, and,
for now, | was content to have that so.

Steep asthe dope wasit did not tax us asthat first height on which | had found the lair of the Vark. Now
and again | did glance up into the sky to seeif we might be observed by such an enemy. However the
day was bright and clear and nothing moved above.

We did not try to scale the sharp-set peak, rather Gruu brought usin away around it, through acrevice
S0 narrow at times that we had to turn sdeways to win beyond. Then once more—at nooning | judged
by the sun’ s height—we came out upon another ledge able to look down and out upon anew land.

What lay behind uswas amixture of desert and wilderness, a harsh and desolate country. What lay
ahead was richly green. There was no mistaking the distant glimpses of what could only be towers, the
dim white markings of roads. Gathea stood surveying this before glancing a me over her shoulder.

“Thisisguarded land—"

| grasped her meaning. She was declaring that she aone might have the power to continue. Well, that |
would test when the time came, though the rich look of that territory ahead suggested that if 1ynne had, in
someway, found arefuge here she might well bein better case than | had feared.

Now my companion swung farther around. “Do you not understand?’ Her tone held a hisslike the sound
Gruu might make in warning to any who thought to take aliberty with him. “Y ou are not prepared, there
are barriers here you cannot hopeto cross.”

“But oneswhich will fall easily before you? Perhgps manned by theinvisble”

She tapped the wand she had clung to during al our climb againgt the flattened pam of her other hand.
Her gesture was one of impatience and irritation. Then, seeming to come to some decision, she added:

“Y ou cannot begin to understand. It would take years—long seasons of time for you to unlock the doors
between you and the proper knowledge. | have been schooled from childhood. Also | was born of stock
which had held certain powers from generation to generation. | am awoman and these powers are
entrusted alone to those who can stand under the moon and sing down the Greet Lady! Y ou are—you



have nothing!”

| thought of Gunnora, of my amber lady, and of the cup which plumped the wallet hanging from my
shoulder and my jeweled leaf. Thus| did not accept the belief that only awoman might be akin to what
ruled here,

“Y ou think of steel—of asword—" Gathea continued so swiftly one word near broke on the next. “ This
place has weapons you cannot begin even to dream of. | tell you thereisno place for you! Nor can | aid
you. All my strength | shall need for mysalf—to carry through what | must do. Y our kin-lady took from
me what was mine, what | have birthright to! | shall get it back.”

Her eyeswere asfierce asthose of an untamed hawk. | saw that she gripped that wand so tightly her
knuckles stood out in pallid knobs.

“Thereisatimefor swords, aso for other weapons. | have not said that | do not believe in your
powers—or in the strangeness of thisland. | have had my own contact with that.” My hand went then not
to sword hilt but to the bulge in my wallet.

She laughed. There was scorn in the sound. “Y es, the cup of the Horn-Crowned One, but you do not
even know the true meaning of that. By ancient tradition he who wears the Horn Crown holds power
only for aseason or S0, then his blood, hisflesh, go to enrich thefields, to be afair offering to the lady—"

“To Gunnora?’ | asked and did not bdieve her.

Gatheastared. “Y ou—you—" It was asif so many words boiled in her throat that they choked her into
slence. Then she turned, began to descend with such reckless speed that | hurried to catch up aswell as
| could, lest she dip to end on rocks below. While Gruu flashed past me, crowding in ahead of her a
last, to stand rock till keeping her where she was until | joined them.

“Shall wego,” | asked her, “together?”’

| knew that she longed to deny me, to continue that headlong dash as she had done when she had lost me
before the crossing of the other range, save that the cat would not move and she had no room to push
past hisbulk.

“On your own head beit.” she snapped. Once more there lay silence between usuntil | brokeit, since
had decided that thiswarring of words was of no serviceto either of us.

“It may betruethat you shdl find welcome here. Was it with one of the guardians of thisway that you
held speech with air only before you? Only | am pledged to find Iynne, sincethat isakin debt. That |
shdll endeavor to do with every bit of strength | can summon. Perhaps a sword is no answer, | do not
know. But | am only awarrior—"

Why had | said that? For nothing else had | ever chosen to be. Y et now | felt another need beginning to
movein me. What had been said to me concerning a seed planted—uwhich would grow? | was no Bard,
that | knew. So, what did move in meto reach forward eagerly, longing to test the secrets of this green
land ahead? More than just the search for lynne spurred me, | redlized. | had adesire, athirst for learning
what lay here—what | might of such people as| had seen during my vison in the lost keep.

“You areaman.” She made of that statement an accusation.

It was true that Wise Women had no dealings with marriage. They were known to hold to virginity lest
some of their power be lost in coupling. Perhaps deep in them they harbored a contempt for all males,
such as| read into her voice now.



| laughed. “That | am.” Again | remembered the rousing warmth of my amber lady’ skiss. But if this
lean-flanked, sun-browned girl thought that | lusted after her, having seen Gunnora, she was very wrong.
“Inyour learning you would deny everything to me because of that?'Y ou spesk of the Horn-Crowned
One and his sacrifice—how isit that | have heard nothing of that in al my years?If it was once the way
of life, it certainly has not been for seasons uncounted now. Among the kin—"

“Thekin.” sheflashed. “We are not among them. Y es, much has been forgot. | did not begin to dream
how much, until | passed the Gate. Then | was like one being let out of atight prison into an open world.
| have begun to learn, but | am only on the first part of the path—a path you cannot think of walking. Go
back, kinless one—you cannot hope to stand—"

“We shadl seewhat | can or cannot stand.” | returned, as sharply. She had flung that last insult at me
knowingly, meaning to wound, reminding me once again of the need for restoring my own pride. More
than ever | knew that | must continue or be damned in my own eyes.

| wanted to know what invisible presence she had met with on the mountain land. However, if shewould
not tell me | could not forceit out of her. As| faced her squarely | saw the fiercenessfade alittle from
her eyes, then she looked down at her wand, twirling what was left of that about in her hands.

“Why will you not let mattersbe—" she asked in alow voice. “Y ou push, you pry, your very presence
here may lead to defest. | could turn thison you—" The end of the wand flipped afractionin my
direction. “Only if | use my gift so, then the force would strike back a me. | cannot send you away, |
only ask that you go. | have spokeniill of your Lady Iynne, but accept this: when | find her | shdl do dl in
my power to free her from atangle, which sheinvited in her foolishness, and return her to her own life. |
can do this, being who and what | am. Y ou cahnot—"

“Because| anwho and what | am?’ | asked. “I may surpriseyou till. Shall we go?’

She shrugged and started the descent again, thistime at amore sober pace to suit the roughness of the
way. For on this side the peak was far more precipitous than had been the other. Here were places
where it was necessary that we aid one another in finding hand-holds, or steadying over drops.

There was no more speech between us, but our hands met reedily enough when it was needful. Finally
we reached better and easier ways which brought usinto that green land. Here there were a number of
those same trees that had been in that wood which had seemed to harbor the spirit woman | had met.
There was no brush growing benegth them, only patches of moss. In pockets of sun, flowers
bloomed—mostly white, faintly touched on petd tip with either rose or agreen-yedlow, so perfect one
might have thought them fashioned from gems.

Perfume hung in those sunlit glades which Gathea did not cross directly. Rather she passed about the
edges, being careful not to touch or disturb any of the flowers. While | was content to copy her example.

However, | noticed that she made such detours hurriedly and never looked at the flowers directly. Once
when | fell alittle behind she turned and beckoned me on. Pointing to the flowers, she said:

“They are dangerous—to us. Thereisadeegp lying ready in their scent to drug the traveler, give him
strange dreams.”

How she knew this| did not understand, for their like I had never seen. But a Wise Woman has much
knowledge of growing things and perhaps Gathea could sense from her training what carried danger
within, even though she had not seen them before.

Gruu had vanished, speeding well ahead of us after we had found our way down the last dope. We had



not stopped for nooning meal and | knew that what lay left in my wallet was not enough to carry usfar. |
was hungry and | began to cast glances about us as we went for either game, or some growing thing
which would fulfill our needs. Save that there were neither to be seen in that wood.

At length we came from among the tall trees and their attendant glades of flowers, into aforest more
natural to me, for these trees seemed closely akin to those | had known on the other side of the Gate.
We had not ventured far within that section before we chanced upon agametrail on which were the fresh
hoof prints of deer.

Still Gathea made no moveto halt, but | was heartened to think that when we did camp we might have
fresh meet to roast over afire. As she continued a pace as swift as the obstructions of the wood would
alow, | becamerestive, and, at last, broke that silence which seemed to be of her choice.

“I havefood of asort,” | said abruptly. “It would be best to eat.”

| believed that she had been so busied with her own thoughts that my words came as astartling surprise.
Now she did pause and her hand went to the latching on the wallet | had brought her. She looked
around. Nearby lay amossy trunk of atree that she chose as a seat. | dropped beside her and brought
out my bag of grain now three-fourths empty, and asmall portion of smoked mest.

She had unlatched her own supply bag and had ahandful of dried fruit, two very stale, dried journey
cakes. How had she fared during those days we had been apart? Had Gruu hunted for her or had the
trail shefollowed been better served with fruit?

“None of that.” she shook her head a the mest | offered. “1 do not eat much flesh within thisland. And if
you are wise you will not either. Infact, it would be better by far for you to bury that.” shelooked upon
the meat with aversion. “ Things—hunters—can be drawn by the very scent, old and dry asitis”

| considered what she had said. It was true she must know far more of this country—perhaps through
some report from her invisible friend—than | did. Thusit would be wiseto be governed—upto a
point—by her advice.

With asigh, | grubbed ahole in the soft earth beside that 1og, dumped in my mest, and covered it over. |
made do with part of a cake and some pieces of the fruit she had offered me, setting aside my coarse
ground medl for the future. It was peaceful here and, now that we had settled and there was no longer the
sound of our passing to act asawarning, | began to hear the smal noises of the life which must inhabit
thisplace.

Down one of those trees flashed a creature with aplumed tail to act asabalance. It had along narrow
head, and very keen eyes which kept upon us asit came. The thing squesked in a high note and
appeared to have no gresat fear of us.

Gatheamade asmadll twittering noise. The animal retreated up the trunk for ashort space, then halted,
peering down a her with an intent stare. From the wesdlth of teeth it showed, | believed that it certainly
had no fear of hunting and it must do well for itsdlf asits body was plump, itsfur shiny and soft.

Again it squeaked. | could not put aside abdlief that it had answered, in its own way, my companion.
Againit flitted down the tree trunk, legped alast portion, to land on nearby, then ran fearlessy to the girl
who held out apiece of dried fruit. The forepaw with which it reached was more like ahand than a paw,
and it used that appendage with as much dexterity asaman might use hisfivefingers.

It chewed at the morsdl, swallowed. Then it squatted, itstail flaring back and forth, sngpping from sdeto
sde, and loosed avolume of squeaking. Plainly it wastalking after its own fashion, and | rapidly changed



my esimate of itsintelligence.

Gathea twittered and then shook her head regretfully. Whatever news or message the creature had
brought was plainly not to her understanding. At least she did not know everything about thisland. Its
squesking ended in asquea which held anote of darm. Then it was gone, ared streak back up into the
branches of its chosen tree.

The wood became still—too still. Gathea swept the remaining food back into her wallet, latched that.
Then sheleaned forward alittle, plainly listening. | could catch nothing but the silence, but that in itself
wasawarning. | would have liked just then to see the silver head of Gruu rise above the bushes, being
very willing to trust the cat’ s sense concerning enemies. That someinimical force was now moving within
the wood | had no doubt at al.

| got to my feet asquietly as| could, then tensed. There came aloud call—and that | had heard before,
It was the croaking of those evil-looking birds which had plagued usin Garn’sdae. They could not
penetrate the cover of the treeswhich roofed us over; ill, | was very certain that they knew we were
here. Also they did not comein to attack, but rather waited like hounds a hunter has loosed on atrail.
We had been discovered, we were about to be the prey of someforce, and an evil oneif those birds
obeyed his, her, its commands!
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Chapter 13

Gathea stood beside me, her head held high. | saw her nostrils expand asif, like Gruu, she depended
upon sense of sméll. If she picked up such awarning it was denied me. Rather | listened to the calling of
those birds and then | gazed dong the aides between the trees. Of the great cat there was no sign, though
| wished that he had remained with us.

Because | needed some hint for our possible defense | rounded on my companion, determined to get a
draight answer from her.

“What do those call? Them | know and have seen before and they are surely evil.”

She met my demanding gaze and | could see she was shaken.

“TheWingsof Ord.” Her voice reached me nearly overridden by the clamor from the skies.
“And thisOrd?’ | pressed her.

Gathea shook her head. “Heis, | think, one of the great Old Ones—I|—" Her eyes dropped to the wand
which she till held, and then once more shelooked at me. “ Thereisthat | can do—for my own
safety—but whether it will dso hold for you. . . . Bring forth that cup.”

So sharp was her order that | obeyed without stopping to think. The face of the horned man looked up at
me. Sometrick of thelight shifted in here by the leaves gaveit achange of countenance, made it appear
for amoment or two asif those slver eyes had cometo life, regarded me measuringly.

“We should have wine—" She looked about her asif acask might suddenly appear from the air itself in
answer to her need. Then she scrabbled within her wallet, brought out several small pieces of fruit which |
recognized for long-dried grapes, hard and black.
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“These—into the cup.” She held out her hand and | scooped up those dried balls (there were seven of
them | noted) to drop into the hollow of the goblet. “Now water—no, it must come from your flask.”

Upon the dark balls | doshed what might have measured three mouthfuls of water, wanting to save our
supply since | did not know when | could replenish the bottle.

Some new sense arose abruptly within me. | was grasping the cup with both hands, near level with my
chin. So holding it | dso turned it, that the liquid it held washed back and forth across the long-dried fruit.
A poor substitute for wine, perhgps—only, maybe afirm desire in such straits would equal the lack.

“Look at him.” Gathea svoice wastaut. “Think of him! Think of wine, atoast to the Hunter. His pledge
cup has passed to you. Perhaps that means that you have favor. But thisis a sort which no magic raised
by awoman can summon. Think of wine—the taste of it—pledge your service to him. Do it—and

Speedily.”

| did look at that face under the stag horn crown. There wasthat in it which was not human, yet herewas
enough of mankind to make me hope that perhaps whatever magic she believed might be woven by this
would cometo our aid. Though | had never tried to make my mind command my sight, | had learned
enough to believe this might be done—whether or no | was taught in the mysteries of Power.

The silver face stared back at me, that aienness, which had at first appeared so marked, was growing
less. There was power here. This represented a high lord, onewho dealt justice to his people with one
hand, and defended them againgt dl ill with the other. To ride among the household of such aone would
be enough for any man.

| raised the goblet yet higher, closed my eyes, and set in my mind that what washed within was not water
and bits of dried fruit. No, rather | prepared to taste such adrink as had filled it on that night when | had
sat at the feast board at Gunnora sleft hand. Setting the rim to my lips| drank.

And—| shdl dwaysswear by dl | hold in my heart asright and strong—what | sipped was indeed wine,
spiced, mellow, such avintage as had not stood in the casks of any keep | knew. | pledged with those
mouthfuls my service—I who was kinless, and had no honor among my own any more.

We of the clans swear our strongest oaths by blood and stedl, and by the Flame. Though the latter isa
faroff thing which only the Bards and a handful of believers ever mention. | svorerather by thewine
which | drank, by that within me which drew meto thislost lord whose face | looked upon as| turned
the goblet upside down asis our custom for honor pledge. There dripped from it (yes, thistoo | swore
to) not water, not knotted ball of sun-dried grape, rather wine light as the sun, yellow and clear. Those
dropsfel into forest mould and were gone. | threw back my head and shouted aloud wordswhich | did
not know but which had come easily into my mind:

“Ha, Kurnous, Ha, Hie Wentur.”

My cry swelled, echoed among the trees, repeated over and over again. About us leaves shook asa
wind rushed upon us, wrapping us around. We stood without hurt as branches snapped free and hurtled
by us, pieces of the leaf mould underfoot were scuffed up and sent hurtling off.

Aninflow of new strength swelled within me. | felt in that moment that | was greater than any man, filled
with something | could not name but which made me more divethan | had ever fet beforein my life. |
could have drawn sted and stood againgt the open attack of awhole clan, laughing as| fought to victory.
Or | might front such acat as Gruu with none but my own two hands, and it would be the cat that would
firg give ground!



Above the rushing of the wind we could hear the hoarse cries of the birds. They were screaming, calling
to whatever had sent them for aid. No help came to them. | saw the air toss branches of the treeswhich
had sheltered us, and between those whipping limbs, that beat wildly here and there, began to fall bundies
of ragged feathers, limp bodies of battered birds. Some till struggled feebly asthey struck the ground.
Their red eyes were glazed, but one or two sill gazed toward us and their furious hatred was plain.

Thewind swirled, appeared to gather itsalf together asif it had just formed awide-flung net and was now
being once more compacted into abundle. Then it was gone. Only a scatter of torn leaves and the dead
birds remained.

My exultation had swept with that wind. | drew a deep, ragged breath, looked once more at the Horned
Hunter. Theface on the goblet held no hint of any life now. Infact adulling crept acrossthe slver so that
it looked both old and worn, asif avirtue had departed out of it. | held it gingerly. What | had wrought
by itsaid had left me shaken. Now | wanted to stow it away—to think out what | had done and why |
had been ableto doit.

However, as| placed it back inthewallet, | glanced a Gathea. She was farther apart from me, her back
set againgt atree, her eyes wide. Between us she held up the wand, asif to ward off blows she half
expected | might aim at her.

“He came—" Her words were low, shaken. “He truly came—to your calling. But you are aman, aman
of the clans, of the House of Garn, how could you do thisthing?’

“I do not know—nor even what | did. But you expected it—you told me—"

She shook her head. “I only had some hope—because you possessed the cup. Now you have done
what even aBard would not dare to try—you summoned Him Who Hunts and have been answvered!
Thisis—I must think on thisl Now, et us go before that which sent the Black Ones can seek usagain.”

She began to run dong one of the more open aides of the wood, leaping over falen branches here and
there. | followed, catching up just as we came out into the open.

| expected that some of that vile flock might have survived the killing wind to spy on us. Therewas
nothing to be seen there except one winged thing (too far to say whether it was bird or something far
worse) flying at speed away from thewood. So, relieved of any need for immediate action, | turned to
Gathea, caught her arm and held her by main strength. The time had come for answersto my questions.

“Who isHe Who Hunts? The Black Ones? Ord? Y ou will tell me now what you know.”

She twisted in my hold, and she was strong, stronger than | thought awoman might be. Still | held her
and when she half raised the wand | promptly struck out at her wrist as| was only too wary of what she
might do. | had never so roughly handled awoman before, nor did | likethistria of strengths between us.
However | was through moving blindly when | believed that she had knowledge which might save us both
from new and unknown perils.

Gathea glared at me, though she stopped her struggle. | saw her lips move, though they shaped no
gpeech | could understand. So | swept her closer to me, clapped one hand over her mouth for | believed
she might be summoning up some new aild—agang me.

“Youwill talk.” | said into her ear as| held her prisoner against my body. “I have gone your way too
long—you have drawn me into sorcery—and | will have answers.” Shewaslike abar of sword ted in
my hold, though she no longer fought for freedom. What further steps | might take to make her answer |
could not imagine.



“Youarenofool.” | continued. “To go farther into this land without knowing how we may arm
oursalves—that isfolly past believing. | do not want your secrets—but | am awarrior asyou know. | will
not go blindif you can tel what will ad me. Do you understand?’

| thought that her stubbornnesswas going to continue. If so | did not know what | could do, for | could
not hold her prisoner forever. When she would not speak, another idea came to me, even as had that
invocation which had entered my mind. | spoke again and did so in avoice which demanded an answer':

“By Gunnoral ask it.” For | felt that to invoke whatever power had answered the cup ritua would not
make her yield. She spoke so much of women’ s knowledge and of things which were not of aman’s
world at al—proud in the fact that this set her gpart. Gunnora had been al woman and | was surea
person of no little power—in her own time and place.

| was certain that | had done rightly when Gathea made alast plunge for freedom without warning.
However | was ready for such aploy and gave her no chance. Only | repeated:

“By the power of Gunnora, | ask this.”

She as suddenly went limp in my hold, her head bobbing against the hand which gagged her. | released
her then and stepped away, but | kept awary eye on the wand. She was grasping it tightly, the burned
part down, and she did not face me even now, only her voice, cold and hard, came:

“Y ou meddle still. Once you shdl go too far, and then you shal learn what comes to those who invoke
what they do not understand. Y ou arethe foal.”

“I would rather be alivefool, than adead one. And | think you know enough to let both of uswalk this
land with some weapons besides stedl to hand. Y ou know where we go—"

“Wherel go.” Gathea corrected me. Even now she kept her face turned away asif she had been shamed
by my handling and was thus lessened even in her own eyes. But | kept rein on any sympathy—I had
treated with her fairly from the first, she could not say the same and be honest.

“Where we both go.” | corrected her calmly. “ Also, you have a guide—one unseen—I saw you spesk
with such aone. Isshe—or it—here?’

“These are Mysteries, not to be spoken of by those who stand outside.” she retorted.

“I have been involved in them. | have spoken to Gunnora. | have called upon the Hunter—and did he not
ansver me?’

She still would not look at me, rather her eyes went from side to sSide as a cornered anima might search
for some hole of escape. “I have given oaths. Y ou do not know what you ask—"

Agan| wasvisted by inspiration. “Call upon that which cannot be seen—ask then of it whether | should
be left blind among the sighted. | demand thisin Gunnora s name.”

The wand quivered. “ She—why do you speak of her! Sheisno voice for aman’s hearing.”

“Sheisfor thisman. | sat at afeasting board at her left hand and she spoke to me with far better grace
than you have ever known. The cup was her gift—"

“1 cannot tdl—"

“Then summon what can.” | pressed her. “Your invisble one.”



Now she did look a me and there was aflame which could be either rage or hatred in her eyes.

“On you then be the consegquences.” She drove the wand butt down with avicious push into the ground
a her feet, stepped back a pace or two to settle herself beside the charred branch cross-legged, her gaze
now concentrated on the half-burned wood.

My own hand fell to thewallet in which | had put the goblet and | pictured in my mind my amber lady as
she had been, full of life, asripe and bountiful asthe symbol shewore.

There was agathering chill, though the sun had been warm on my helmless head only moments eaxlier. |
felt asif the breath of the Ice Dragon was spreading outward from the half-consumed rod which meant
S0 much to my companion. Every passing moment | expected to seethat light fan out to hideit. Only that
did not happen. Just that cold grew gresater, asif to banish me. | ssood my ground and thought of
Gunnora, and the cup | carried. Also | fumbled in my wallet and brought out that gem-leaf. Perhaps, as
once it had been agrowing thing, it would prove now ataisman.

Gathea spoke, in that other tongue which held asingsong cadence. She could be reciting some bardic
invocation. The chill increased. | might have been encased inice from head to foot, only under that hand
which lay upon the wallet and within the hand which closed upon the leaf there was warmth which spread
outward, fighting that chill which perhaps could be deadly. Whether Gathea ddliberately summoned harm
| had no way of telling. Perhaps what answered her had its defenses againgt the interference of an
outsider.

| heard no voice out of the air. However Gathea stopped her chant, to speak directly to the source of
that cold. Again | summoned to my own mind my most vivid memory of Gunnora. That began to fadein
spite of my efforts. Another face took on substance in place of her amber and golden beauty. Thiswas of
ayounger woman, one | had never looked upon. Her hair was held straight back by a band with the new
moon in slver mounted over a brow which was austere, remote, where Gunnora had been well
aware—and forgiving—of human frailties. The eyes beneath this other’ swide brow were gray aswinter
ice, holding no more warmth than that. Night black as any winter sky was her hair, and the robe which
was girdled about the straight figure of avery young girl waswhite asthe light of the burning wand.

There was no humanity in her. She had been frozen away from every warmth known to my kind. Still
therewasin thelift of her proud head, about her face atrace haunting of memory. | did not question that
thisvisonin my inner eyeswasthat of the entity Gatheahad summoned, and that there was nothing in her
which would move her followersto seek out aught but sterile knowledge which would serve to wal them
yet further from their own kind.

There was no escape for me from her inspection. | sensed akind of impatient contempt—not for measa
person—but because to her no male was of consequence.

“Gunnoral” Had | thought that, or had | cried the name aoud?

The saying of it broke the calm. She did not frown, she did not draw back, yet | sensed that, in some
way beyond my comprehension, she was disturbed, shaken. There might well be afeud upon another
plane of existence which touched thisland, in which power strove with power. | had chanced upon one
such power, Gathea had found another, and they were far from alied.

That | had thought before the change began. The white garment took atinge of color, the girl’s body
benesath it ripened into curves, the crescent moon of her diadem grew into acircle, the same sign at itsfull
zenith. That hating resemblance | had haf seen—thiswas dso Gunnoral But in another guise. Maid,
woman—both the same, but possessing different gifts.



The cold which had tried to freeze me warmed. | could smell scents of full summer, that of ripened fruit,
the dusty aroma of grain falling to the harvest. Two natures! That which abode in Gathea had summoned
one, that which lay dormant in me had drawn the other.

Only for an ingtant did | see my amber lady. Then she winked out of my mind’ svison. However as she
left | felt that | was indeed accepted by her and that there were more gates open to me, giving on
stranger lands even than the one | now walked. | need only reach for what | wished with the full strength
of my mind, and my desirewould come to me bit by bit in answer to the force which | exerted.

“Gunnoral” | called as she vanished, my whole being longing once more to hear the richness of her voice.
My lips burned again, asthey had when | had received her kiss.

“Diand” My own cry was echoed by another name. Gathea reached up into the air, asif shewould catch
and hold theintangible. For | knew that we were now aone. The Power she had called up had answered
me aswell asher.

Her voice had adesolate ring asif she had called upon near kin who were leaving her forever. Then her
hands fell down upon her knees, her head drooped forward.

| did not moveto her, for | knew at that moment she would resent bitterly any touch of mine. But |
spoke:

“ She was Gunnora, maid—wife—"

“She was Dians who knows no man! Shewas—" Gathealifted her head. Thetearsin her eyes
astounded me as much asif one of the tree trunks about us wept. “ Sheis—the Moon Lady.
Then—then—" Again that hawk fierceness shonein her eyes as sheraised her head to look at me.
“Gunnoraisfor women aso, but only for women who put off their maidenhood to follow the path of
submission to someman.”

“Submission?’ | countered. These was nothing in my Amber Lady to suggest submission. “I think not
so—unless the woman so desires. Sheis of the harvest, the coming together of those who would
produce new life. Sheiswarmth—your Diansall cold—"

Gathea shook her head dowly. “It istrue that Gunnora answered your thought-call. | do not know why
or how shelendsfavor to aman. Her Mysteries are not for you. But it seems, past dl bdli€f, that she has
indeed chosen you for some reason. Only—it isto Dians s shrine that we go and that is another matter.”

| noted that her “1” had become “we.” However, | was wise enough to make no comment. She arose
dowly, asif that invocation had worn her hard. Now she plucked the wand from the ground to lay it
across her pam which she held out well before her.

Though | could detect no movement of the flesh on which it rested, the wand did turn, pointing to her left,
out into that green land. Gathea nodded.

“We have our guide, let usgo.”

That thisland wasinhabited | was sure and | had no mind to meet with any in possession until | learned
more of what we might expect. The coming of the birds was warning enough to tread with caution and
keep well away from what we did not understand until we could judge it good or evil.

Those who had withdrawn from the dales were, | suspected more and more, of many different species. |
remembered the glimpses| had had in that feasting hall of those who were far from human in their
seeming. Though al had been in harmony there, much time must have passed. Having been raised among



apeople who were often torn by clan feuds, | could understand that some such disputes might well have
rent gpart the dwellers here.

“Y ou spoke of the birdsas Ord’'s.” Now that | had broken through Gathed s barrier against explanation
| determined to make the mogt of it. “Who then is Ord?’

“I do not know—save heisaDark Master—and those are |oathsome things which are hunting prey their
magter wishes.”

“That winged thing which | strove with in the mountains?’ Swiftly | told her more of that battle and of the
strange statue which had guarded the entrance to the foul hole from which it had crawled.

“Evil, yes—but twisted from another way long ago. There was some great warring here once. Thosewho
chose the Dark were changed. Then there are the ones who made no choice, who withdrew. They
changed in another way—drawing farther gpart from either good or ill into a state where they
acknowledge the power of neither and cannot be summoned to aquarrel.”

“You havelearned alot.” | commented.

“Do you not understand even yet.” she asked. “I was born knowing that | had in me powers, talents,
which | could not use because | lacked the key which would unlock them. | came here and there were
keys! Zabinawanted meto walk dowly, to creep as a babe who has not yet found the way to rise upon
itsfeet. | am young, but my years do not stretch so far ahead that | can wait, and wait, and accept
humbly scraps of knowledge when | know thereisafull feast provided for those who dare seek it! The
Moon Shrine—that gave methe key. Through it | would have been ableto fly where now | stumblefoot
over foot, dthough the magic which lay there came only now and then. Before | could draw upon it your
keep girl blundered in. | hope shewill or haslearned what it meansto sted another’s hopes.”

She spoke with atwist of lip which made methink that she would rather have framed acurseto hurl at
lynne.

“I know Gunnora—sheis another phase of your Moon Lady—though she goesin guise of sun warmth.
Who isthe Hunter who cameto my caling?’

“What his nametellsyou. In awoman liesthe right to hold the seed, to nourish it, to watch it grow, to
harvest whenitisripe. Inaman lies hasty action, the seeking for prey, the hand on sword, the readiness
to cut down growth. The Horn-Crowned One hunts—and days—"

“Soheisevil.”
| could read in her face adesire, or so | thought, to agree. But, at length, she answered reluctantly:

“All things must baancein any world. Thereislight and dark—moon and sun—life and death. For the
mogt part oneis neither better nor greater than the other. The mother sows, the man regps, she giveslife,
he grants death when the proper hour turns on the everlasting whed. To her dl the harvest rooted in
earth, to him dominion over that which runs four-footed, flies two-winged, unlessthe baanceis disturbed
and there arise those strong enough to challenge the proper order of things and bring about pure evil. For
that isthe true nature of evil—it is power which is used to pull gpart the smooth weaving of life and the
world.”

“So the Hunter isthe opposite of your Dians, of Gunnora, yet he has his place.”

| thought of the fact that she assigned death as the task of the Horn-Crowned Man and that | did not like.
Even though it was part of the scheme of life. For my blood mostly look upon Deeth with dread—unless



life has besten them so cruely that they do indeed welcome him asafriend. That | had summoned Degth
incarnate to our help made me now uneasy and | longed to throw from me that unlucky cup—perhaps
the leaf dso—and have nothing more to do with them. But Gunnora had given methe cup, and if she
stood for the abundance of life why would she present me with the visibleimage of death? Unless (the
woman of the forest had also life courang in her, strange though that might be—I could not believe her
leaf apromise of ending) unless there had been adire message in both gifts.

Only never would | admit to Gathea my doubts of the Amber Lady and what she stood for. Since | was
bred afighting man | should not shrink from the idearthat | had indeed cdled upon Death asan aid. In
that moment | decided to live for one day only. What came | would face without flinching. If Gunnora
had meant that cup as awarning—no, that | would not believe. She had spoken of afuturefor me, and |
would hold fast to her prophecy.

Gathea could not read my thoughts. Now she frowned. Not asif she held meto fault, but rather as she
faced apuzzling task.

“The Horn-Crowned Oneis not the opposite of Dians.” Her words came dowly, her frown grew more
forbidding. She plainly spoke againgt her will. “Heis honored with the Maden, and the Mother—heisin
turn, brother, and mate—even son to the Old One—"

“And thisOld One?’

“The Wise One, shewho finisheslife asthe Maid beginsit, the Dark Moon we cannot see. Yes, the
Horn-Crowned Oneistheir equal. Save that he does not answer to the Shrine—he has his own place.
Ar] Ci ”

What more she might have said she never added for there came a silver flash through the air. With one
leap Gruu was again with us. Behind the cat coursed something else. To meit looked like a streak of
black lightning—if one can conceive of lightning as being thet, instead of the brightness which we know. It
cracked in the air as might the lash of awhip—

The lash of awhip! That waswhat it was! Out of the countryside rode at a gallop three robed figures and
one of them was redling back, as he came, ablack lash, both hands busy with that while his mount,
unguided, came forward, its huge fanged jaws agape, its scaled legsin such motion as | thought no living
creature might achieve. For these were no steeds of the common world which the three riders bestrode,
rather they raced upright on ponderous hind legs, their shorter and thinner forelegs dangling asthey came,
while their riders balanced on saddles strapped upon those mighty shoulders.

| saw that black lash coiled, ready to comeflying out at us. Gruu had turned at bay once he reached
Gathea s9de, hisfangs showing white and sharp as heroared. | drew stedl and thrust mysdlf before the
girl, knowing that there was no time for usto flee back into the forest. Degth-bringer indeed. | had
summoned the Hunter and now | was faced with his price for playing agame | could not understand.
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Chapter 14

Our attackers made no attempt to close with us, rather they set their monstrous steedsto circle, penning
usin. | pivoted to watch, while Gruu crowded back against us both, his head up, snarling, histail lashing
inrage. Thelizard things these dark strangers rode hissed, shot out forked tongues asif to impale us.



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide13.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide15.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide14.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide16.html

Why thetrio did not ride us down straightway | did not understand.

There was no time now for any invocation such as| had used back in the wood. Nor could | even be
certain at this moment that the threat faced had not been drawn upon us because | had called on a power
| had no ability to order.

At length the three of them cameto ahalt again. Their faces| could not see for they wore hoods after the
manner of my own peoplein winter, and those were drawn so far forward as to concedl their features,
though | caught glimpses of pallid skin on sharply pointed chins. One stopped his davering mount on the
right, matching hisfelow to the left. While he who had first used the lightning flash was directly before us.

They have said that the best defense is sometimes attack. | knew in that moment without being told that
such an act would avail me nothing. Why they did not smply cut us down with thoselines of flamel did
not understand.

In spite of my attempt to shield her, Gathea had moved out, her shoulder near touching mine, even though
she held no sword, just the shortened wand. We waited, the only sound now being the rumble of Gruu's
growl, the hissng now and then of one of the mounts.

| remembered what my companion had earlier said—that iron in itsalf was a menace to some forms of
Dark life. Could it be my sword that they feared, not because of any skill of minein using it, but because
it waswrought of that metal? If so—then perhaps attack might still be possible—

From the very air over usthere came avoice, deep asthunder in itsway, so startling that it shook my
attention away from our captors, making me look up to hunt its source.

Save that there was nothing there.

No! That wasnot so! There was atroubling of theair, like unto aripple which apebble might causeina
pond. If sounds could have visible substance. . . . And those did! There weretrails now of something like
the thinnest smoke. These did not vanish, rather curled and circled over our heads asthe riders had
encircled us. While we moved to the ordering of that near invisbleringintheair.

| struggled hard to counteract the compulsion which sent me walking forward, even to use the sword |
had in hand. My body was no longer under my control, | was a prisoner within my own flesh and bone,
Both Gruu and Gathea must have been the same, for they, too, moved in adiff, jerky fashion, asif they
were being pulled dong by invisble ropes.

Hewho directly faced usturned his scaled mount, heading outward into the open land, with us drawn
behind him, paced on either hand by the other riders. Though there was sun above us and the land ill
looked fair and green beyond, till it was asif we walked prisoner within ashell which was subtly foul.

We crossed aroad, but he who led did not turn, kept rather in astraight line over open fields, while
awaysthat faint circle over our heads continued to hold.

“What do you know of these?” How degp Gathed s knowledge of thisland might run | had no idea, but
any hint which she could give me might be of service—had to be of service! | might be hel pless now
againgt some witchery, but there could also come amoment, achance—

“They are of the Dark.” she answered me shortly. “Their master isastrong one. It ishisvoice which
holds usin spell. Save that they are the enemy, | can tell you no more.”

She had pressed both hands against her breast, the wand resting between her palms and her body asif
she would somehow shelter that thing of power. | did not sheathe my sword as| was urged onward. It



was better that | go prepared.

Thus we were taken captive, and thus we passed over green and pleasant lands to come into another
rip of country. The growth was as luxuriant here, perhaps even more free and full. Still it seemed
unpleasant, darksome. There were flowers which looked like avid scarlet mouths ready to fasten greedily
upon anyone who passed too close, others stood pale, possessing ugly-looking stamens of green-yellow
which caught and held struggling insects, and from which spread a charnel reek. The trees were twisted,
with lumps upon their trunks which were like masks of dread, or rather the heads of men and women
who had died in agony and despair. While their leaves were few, the green of them was overlaid with
ashy gray asif disease had so marked them.

The ground was aso gray-dark and with each step we took there arose a stench of mouldy decay. Fungi
grew in patches, looking like the doughing flesh of things long dead but not decently buried.

Thingslived here. We could hear rustling in that mass of growth. Now and then eyes peered at us and we
caught short, very flegting glimpses of stunted misshapen creatures which could be animastwisted by
some strange magic from their proper forms—animals—or worse!

On this blighted ground stood awood of trees, so interwoven and matted that | did not see how any
living thing could force away through. Still from the midst of those dark trees arose atower.

The stone of itsfashioning was adull black, making asmear against the clear sky to outrage nature. It
was toward that tower that our captor rode, we being forced along in hiswake.

| saw no opening of path but, as the rider approached, that wood, so much of abarrier, thinned, drew
back. It, too, could have been of smoke or anillusion. Yet | somehow knew that it would prove very red
to any who had no dominion over the power which had st it there.

Thusthe rider moved within its boundaries without any halt and so did the three of us march after him,
compelled still by what had taken command of our limbs, if not our minds. | glanced from sideto Sdeas
we went on into that dark and more noisome place. There were grest thorns aslong as my belt knife on
branches. In other places gray flowerswith red veining across their petas, like the veins which brought
life through atrue body, dripped from their hearts duggish yellow drops | was sure were poi sonous.
Strangeit was, but aso there was about it adaunting auraof evil and of vilelife. | made mysdf face my
own fear and ride aboveit. Sight and smell and sound—these had been used, yes—and witchery
worked in them. Only insdel still was mysdlf and that | must hold to in this place. | might be hel pless of

body, but my mind—

Why it was necessary to remember that at this moment, | did not understand. Save that thought was the
only way remaining that | could fight, holding out againgt my captorsin o little.

We came into that opening in the wood where the tower itsalf stood. There was no outer wall, no other
building of any true keep—only that upward pointing black pillar. In the side facing us opened a doorway
which gaped darkly, no barrier sseming set in it to deny any entrance.

Our mounted guide came to a hat before that doorway, raised the staff from which hislightning lash had
shot in asalute. He did not speak. Now even the hissing of his mount and of those other two ceased. It
was very quiet in that tower-centered clearing—hot, oppressively so, and the air so filled with avariety of
stenches that no lungful one drew seemed to satisfy the body’ s craving for air.

No voice spoke at thistime, but the rider, asif he had received an order we could not hear, drew his
mount to one side. He did not dismount though | saw his cowled head turn asthat which controlled us
now pushed us on, straight into the waiting, open door.



The dark appeared to reach out for us. | had been in unlit rooms, in the dark of storm-clouded nights.
Y et nothing could equal this complete and utter absence of light. Even as we were marched through the
arch we were encompassed by it and lost in athick black.

Lost—I strove to command my hand by even this much—that | could reach out and touch either
Gathedl sflesh or the fur of the cat. Only no command | used to signal that action reached my muscles. |
might well have had both armstightly bound to my sdes. The dark itself was smothering so that | heard
my own gaspsfor bresth, knew within me atir of panic.

We no longer—or at least I—no longer moved. Nothing of the day’ s light penetrated here. Nor could |
even guess where we now were, for | had astrange sensation that in passing within that doorway | had
entered no hal but avast space of another existence, that there were no walls about me—only long,
unseeable distances.

How long did | stand s0?1 will never know, for in this other place there was no measurement of time.
That had been suspended. There was only the here and now, the crushing dark which wasforcing, with a
dow, sadigtic pleasure, the spark of my life into nothingness which would leave meforever caught like an
insect in the sticky gum of afruit tree, trapped and encircled.

My speciesfear thedark. That isbornin us. Still isit dso bornin most of usthat we must fight fear lest
we vanish into nothingness. No man of the clans might have faced such an ordedl asthis before, ill |
found, alittle to my astonishment, much to my heartening, that | could hold the fear at adistance—for this
moment, and the next—counting time by the breaths | drew as shallow gasps. If | could do it for this
instant, then | could do it again, and once more, and—

The dark—there was a change in the air ahead—the stenches of the humid hotbed behind us no longer
tormented our nogtrils. Instead there was a puff of scent, heavy, musky—not entrancing—rather with a
sweet hint of the beginning of decay.

That was accompanied by afaint, very faint lighting of the complete dark. A spot of the same smoky gray
as had formed to take us prisoner grew dowly there, hanging in the air equal with our heads. Paleit was,
in this utter gloom glowing wanly.

It enlarged from adisc into an oval, spreading downward and its gray became a sickly white—tinged
with yellow—as the flowers we had seen without. Now it resembled the surface of amirror, though it
reflected no part of the three of us. Completein its growth it remained forming a second doorway, though
the force which had compelled us here did not now move ustoward it. No, rather that which had its
being on the other side gpproached.

Just as the doorway had grown so did this come dowly—first a shadow on the oval, then deepeningin
substance into ablurred figure which was like usin form. Only about it there was ahint of ill-shaping—of
distortion. Therest of it came with arush. In the blink of an eye it wasthere sharp and clear.

| saw awoman, her skin pale, her hair long and dark, loose and flowing nearly to her knees. Her body
was as ripe as Gunnora s and she stood flaunting it in away which a part of me understood and
responded to, just as | had responded earlier to Gunnora s womanhood.

Only—

Was my mind playing tricks? When | thought of Gunnorain connection with thisfemaetherewasa
blurring for an instant of that perfect body, the eyes which had been green-yelow, like Gruu's, had held a
red spark. | had sensed a small flash of rage.



Still 1 took astep forward in spite of mysdlf. | was aroused now, as | had been by Gunnora. | was not
awarethat | could move fredy until | found mysdlf diding my sword back into the sheeth; | wanted my
hands, my armsfree, | wanted—

My swinging hand scraped across my bulging wallet. Again the figure awaiting me—promising
me—blurred. The cup—

She might well have read my confusion. Now she held both armsto me, and lustful hunger amost
overwhelmed me until | was on the verge of taking those steps between us, reaching out my handsto
stroke that satin smooth skin, to caress, to possess. . . . Shewas all aman could want in awoman and it
was me she wooed! She was—

Something moved before me. Gruu flashed into the air in one greeat legp. | cried out, hurled mysdlf after
the cat Thefigurein that ova of light blurred again. Somehow, as | siwung my wegpon—I must save her
from the beast if | could—I brushed against the wallet. Brushed, no, my hand clung to the leather above
the bulge of the cup, fastened there, in spite of my violent effortsto freeit. At the same moment | did not
seethe dark lady savaged by the beast as | had thought. Rather Gruu rolled with another cat, one which
matched him. | heard him cry out and saw him bowl over the newcomer. There was no woman, only the
two cats.

Then Gruu and the other were gone, the woman stood there again, her enchantment reaching once more
for me. Only there was awrongnessin her image. It Sroveto fit itsdf into the pattern it had made earlier,
yet it continudly flowed beyond the bounds here and there. So at length | knew—thiswas anillusion.
What awaited me there was no woman but something which used witchery to bring its prey peacefully
intoitshold.

| pressed my hand harder against the wallet. If there was any power radiating out of that | needed it now!
The Horn-Crowned One! Gunnora! | grasped at fragments of memory, sought to weavethoseinto a
shidd.

There was awoman—there was swirling substance—there was awoman—>back and forth the struggle
of the Dark One who ruled this nest of evil went. Perhaps she—or it—was not aware at first of what
amall defense | had. Thelurewas il strong, my body pulled me forward, the lustful heat in me arose
high and higher. | fought both myself and that illusion, tearing mysdlf gpart with afear that | would never
be able to find wordsfor.

Oncel was on my knees, crawling like the animal which more than half of me had become, toward that
light and her who had managed to wholly materidize there for alonger period. Only there was no woman
there—that | held to, asadying man holdsto the last spark of life. For | truly believethat had | been
conquered by my body then, | would have been dead after afashion which istoo evil to think upon!

The Horn-Crowned! Kurnous—Kurnous—! | had no wine to summon him; | had nothing but a part of
me and memory. To summon Gunnorain my thoughts—no! Hadtily | walled that away. Gunnora, hersdlf,
had asmall part of thiskind of magic. To think of her would open the door again. The Hunter—the
Kille—the dayer—

That figurein the light changed. No woman postured and beckoned there now. Instead there was aman,
tall, well favored, and wearing on his head a crown of interlaced antlers. He had the calm, proud face of
agreat and well beloved lord, and he held out his hand to welcome me. Me, the kinless, the clanless.
Never doneagain. | need only take that hand and | would not be just liegeman, but sword brother, close
kin! Thiswas not Garn, but oneinfinitely above him, alord one would follow eagerly on great quests,
joining to rid the land of the shadow which lay uponit, to servein glory! Thiswashel had caled uponin



ignorance, now cometo meinal his—

Stll, with my eyesfastened on him, | fumbled with the lashings of my wallet, to take that cup
forth—provethat | was one pledged to him! Thiswas how he had saved me again from the prowlersin
the dark. Thiswas—

| had the wallet open. My fingers reached in and touched the cup, my forefinger dipping into the bowl.
The man wavered. No! Not to go! | could prove—I could—

Once more he wavered. Then | saw her—that girl—she was pushing ahead of me. Her hands were up,
out, shewas reaching....

There was no man, no Horn-Crowned warrior. There was awoman, not she who had nearly drawn me
into her net, no, thiswas agirl, dender, lithe, her body partly covered by amoon-silver tunic which
fastened on one shoulder and came to mid thigh. On her head she wore the crescent of the new moon.
She was gone. The man began once more to form.

| had pulled loose the cup, held it benesth my chin, awkwardly. What ancient wisdom had come out of
the past to make me aware that thiswas what | must do? There was nothing in that cup, till there came
to my nogtrilsfrom itsinterior asharp, clean scent—the leaves of certain trees, under the morning sun, the
sharpness of herbs crushed beneath foot.

It was asif aveil had been swept away and | really saw!

Cloud bubbled and frothed within the ovd, veiling and then reveding the form of Gruu, who lay on his
sde unmoving. There were streaks of red in that murk, darker shadows, asif small things wavered back
and forth through it. Still Gathea moved toward it, her hands outheld. She had aready passed me.
However, that hold upon us which had kept us from any movement was broken now. Still cradling the
cup closeto mewith one hand, | threw mysdlf forward and flung out my other hand across her path when
she came closeto that coiling meatter.

Her face wasrapt, her eyesdl for the frothing within the ova. At first she smply pushed against my hold
asif shedid not expect or know what it might be. | knew that thus, one-armed, | could not hold her
back. | dropped my arm, laced fingers of my left hand instead in her belt, jerked backward mysdlf, so
brought her with me, even asatendril of the mist reached for her.

Shetripped and fell and | went with her, my body rolling over her as she began afrenzied struggle for
freedom. | do not think she even knew me for who | was, but rather only as a barrier between her and
what she must have. With figt, tooth and nail, she fought me, and | could but use my strength to pin her to
the ground, attempt to dodge those raking nails. For | knew that the cup was my savation and only while
| held it to me, and breathed in that strange scent which il arose from it, would my head remain clear
and that weaver of illusions could not take meto its seif.

Somehow | held, and then hoping that it would serve her asit had me, and because | felt alittle safer with
my back to that ova of light, | forced the cup itself closer to her face where her head turned from sideto
Sde and she snapped her teeth asif seeking to tear my arm, as Gruu himsdf might do in afrenzy.

Wewere dtill caught in that struggle when—

My grip on Gathea became desperate, my held on the cup even more. We no longer lay on the pavement
of that place of darkness. Therewas cold so sharp that | believe no living thing could have stood it for
more than the instant. Then we werein light again, ared light which legped and flamed. Asthe cold had



struck at us, so now did heat lick out to sear our bodies.

Gathealay ill, her eyesclosed. But | could fed the quick rise and fall of her breast under gasping
breaths. | raised mysdlf to my knees and looked around. The heat was so intense it seemed that every
breath | drew must black and char my lungs. There was rock under us—that, too, blistering hot, o |
hastened to pull Gathea up fromit, hold her against melest she burn. | smelled singeing of hair and as|
turned my head | saw Gruu, still stretched motionless nearby.

We were surrounded by awall of flame which burned red and yellow. Now and then, asif blown by a
breeze we could not ourselvesfed, it sent long tongues reaching for us. The firewas bright, itswall held
no breaks, so | could not see what lay beyond it. All I could think now was that our defiance had
angered the tower presence so that it had abruptly banished us through some mastery of power into this
prison which was like to complete the matter by reducing us swiftly to fire-blackened bones.

“Dains.” Gathea opened her eyes. They till did not focus upon me, but searched beyond. | was sure she
sought whatever vision the tower presence had formed for her beguiling. She frowned as gpparently true
sght returned. Then shelooked a mewith an anger that would send me hurtling into that blazing wall if
shecould amit rightly. “Dains—she wastherel She cdled me—at last.”

She raised both hands and fended me off so sharply that | was indeed pushed too near thefire, had to
jump away and to my feet. The cup | kept held of with afierce grip.

“Itwasananilluson.” | retorted. She had claimed to know so much of sorcery, why had she not seen
that for hersalf when Gruu had been drawn, when twice | had faced what was intended to bind me aso
tothe dark?

“What did you see?’ | continued, fronting her and speaking with the heat which was not of any flame
wall, but arose out of my own spirit. “ Gruu went to another cat | saw first awoman—" | was not going
to gointo detail there—"and then the Horn-Crowned One. Y ou—did you see your goddess—your
Moon Daughter?’

| think that Gathea had no mind to listen to me at firt, that she was still S0 bemused over theillusion that
she had only anger for me and used it to drown out my voice. Sheraised her hand, baled into afist, asif
shewould beat me, and then as she took a step, she snagged her boot on Gruu’ slimp body and fell
forward, sprawling over the cat

“Gruu!” Her cry wasloud. As shelifted hersdf, she gathered the cat’ s head into her hands, stared into his
half-closed eyes. | wondered if he had died, hislife sucked out by whatever lure that thing had set for
him, “Gruu.” She was smoothing the fur about histhroat. Then her eyeswide, and with dl the
bemusement gone from them, she looked up a me.

“Heis—no.” She added, her fingers dug deep into the fur at histhroat. “Heisnot dead! Y ou—" Still
cradling the cat’ s head against her breast she gazed at me again.

“Y ou saw Gruu—what happened to him.”

That she had not seen the cat legp into that enticement should not have surprised me. | had aready
reckoned that the presence had set for each of usthe most suitable temptation. Gruu had gone to another
cat, doubtless afemae of hisown species. | had fronted that which had beckoned to mefirst for the
body, asif my senseswere like Gruu' s—and then touched on amore subtle line.

“Hewas drawn to that thing by sight of another cat, afemae.”



“Dains—Dainswasthere.” The girl shook her head asif till she could not rid herself of that dream. “|

had found the shrine—I was—" Then she stopped, though her hands still caressed the head of the cat.
“Y ou did not see her. Y ou saw others—" Gathealooked at the flames now which sent waves of heat

againgt my back, not at me.

“Onewho dedsinfdseillusons.” She shivered asif her own fear chilled her enough to banish those
flames. “ And one of the Dark! But why—? And Gruu—" She looked down at the quiet head pressed
agang her.

“How did we get here?’ she asked after along moment, her voice steady now asif she had accepted
what had happened as fact and then put it behind her, ready to face what might come.

| told he—of the cup and how the scent from it had banished all illusonsfor me, that | had prevented
her going into the light and then we had been transported to this place. Shelistened. | believed she not
only understood what | said, but was able to build upon it alittle from her own strange knowledge.

“Threeof us.” shesaid dowly. “It had to control three of us at the sametime. That spdl whichits
liegemen brought to us—yes, that could be held. For it was set to control our bodies together, and the
wills of the three riderswould help feed it. But when we fronted it done, that control no longer worked.
Poor Gruu, wise as heishe would have no understanding of aspell of illusion, therefore he wasfirst
trapped. And you—you were guarded in away it did not suspect.”

“Y ou did not see what it fashioned for me?’ | asked as casudly as| could. Why had she stood so silent
and aoof while al that had been pictured for me? Or had her vision of Dains been produced at the same
timeasmine?

“I saw ashrine—aMoon Shrine—with thelight full on the dtar. | waited, for | knew that she would
come—that that was the place | have searched for. No, | did not see what was made for you. Only, that
spinner of vison could not hold two illusions steedy, one for each of us. When you defeated itsaimswith
your cup, then it wrought Dains—as | waited for her. It could not hold for the three of us at onetime.

Y our cup power shook it, and you were freed, enough to free me—

“But,” she gave asweeping glance which took in the flamewall, “where did it banish us when we would
not yied?’

“Into some strong evil of itsown.” | returned. “1 do not know where anymore than | know how. If there
isany way to win out of here we had better seek it before we are dried and cooked and so barred from
al hunting entirdy.”

Gathealaid her cheek againg the cat’ shead. “1 no longer have thewand,” she said. “My learning is
nothing here. Nor can we hope to reach the Light if we are deep in the realm of the Great Dark, for there
IS no passage between the worlds of the two. They meet at boundaries and there they struggle one with
the other. Only | think that here we are well past that debatable land and no moon magic will cometo my
cdling”

| could not believe that she was resigned to whatever fate awaited her. | had learned, | was sure, that she
would not give up, no matter how high the odds against us. That we had defeated in part something
which seemed to have power far beyond my imagining at least heartened me.

Gathea was busy now, loosening the latching of her wallet. She brought out a packet of dried leaves.
Sorting out seven of them she put them into her mouth and began chewing quickly and thoroughly.

“Wha—" | began aquestion.



She shook her head and pointed to her mouth, signalling that she could not speak. Then her hand went
once more to Gruu’s head and | redlized that what she strove to do was for the sake of the cat.
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Chapter 15

Gatheatook a pat of paste from her mouth, and pressing the cat’ s eyelids down gently, she spread the
mixture across the closed eyes. When she had finished she touched fingertips of both handsto Gruu's
skull between the ears. The girl appeared to take no note of the flame wall about us. The bregath of that
was, | believed, growing stronger. | strove to win some measure of sight through the play of the red
tongues, but they seemed to stretch solidly.

Flame has been man’ stool for years uncounted, but it isaso hisbane. Now | felt that that space about

us might a any moment narrow to consume us all. While Gathea sat supporting the head of the cat, her

eyes aso closed, usng someinner power of her own to summon back whatever life essence our enemy
of the tower had forced fromitsvictim.

Gruu moved a paw, unsheathed claws. A mewing such as might issue from a bewildered kitten came
from his mouth, which hung open to diplay his formidable fangs. Gathea caressed the fur behind hisears,
rubbed dong theline of hisjaw.

“Itiswdll. Heisweaking.”

“Towhat?’ | retorted. “If he escaped this,” | waved toward the flame, “through illusion, why summon
him back?’

My mouth was dry; | longed for along pull at the water bottle hooked to my belt, except that | had no
mind to waste the small store of liquid it contained. Sweat plastered my hair to my skull, ranintrickles
within my clothing, making both linen and quilted jerkin ding tightly to my skin.

“Illuson.” Gathearepeated. She till soothed the cat. “ 1t would seem that the weapon of this Power lies
therein. And—"

She looked beyond meto the play of the flame wall. There was no need to put into words what thought
had comeinto her mind.

“Perhgpsthat isanilluson.” | conceded. “Y et it istight woven and | think we cannot break it—"
“Asabove, so bdow—" she said then, and the meaning of her words | did not understand.

“Illuson,” she continued, “ meansthe drawing of thought from an enemy’s, or victim’smind, building upon
it. Then one summons from another plane the substance of that which is most feared—or desired—and
the subject transposesit into life himsdf.”

“Y ou mean, we feed thisflame.”
“Aslong aswe believe we seeit, then our beief feedsit.” She nodded.
“Andif you are not right, if we have indeed been dropped into ared place of fire?’

“Even redlity can answer to Power. What can be summoned can aso be dismissed. Have you not
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aready proven that?’

| saw thetrickle of sweat down her own cheek. Then Gruu' s head raised from her knee; the smears of
dried herb paste cracked and fell away as his eyes opened; his gaze centered on her face. Hemade a
sound between purr and growl.

Yes, | could accept the changes | had witnessed for myself aswell-woven illuson—but thiswas
something else again. For | wassureif | put out ahand those flames would sear my flesh to the bone.

My companion closed her eyes again and the great cat seemed content to stay where hewas, asif he
drowsed. In thered light I saw movement of her lips, though now no words were spoken aloud.

This playing with mindsl No wonder my clansmen had fought shy of the ways of the Wise Women, much
asthey had depended upon the fruits of such delving into the unknown. | wanted no more at that moment
than an opponent | could see, onewith asword in hisfist, ready to do battle in away which was open
and of my own world.

| was not even sure that where we were now pent wasin theworld | knew at al. Certainly we had been
snatched herein away that suggested travel through a space not meant for those of my species. Even if
we conquered the flames by whatever sorcery Gathea could summon—uwhat then? If we were not in our
own place—or time?

She opened her eyesto stare straight a me. “Y ou hinder,” she accused. “Y ou withhold unbdief! Oh!”
She made afist with one hand and pounded it against the hot rock of the floor on which she had
hunkered asif that were spring cooled. “If | but had one who wasfitted to thistask! Y ou—you fight me
with your belief in thewrong things.”

Her emotion passed into the cat. He lifted his heavy head well up for thefirst timeto snarl at me.

| was stung by her words. She owed me alittle. | had kept her from answering to the false Dians, had |
not? Once more | felt for the cup and raised it, hoping that | could again sniff that coal rich air which had
served and saved me. There was nothing there now. Gathealooked at what | held and her eyes
narrowed. There came afault changein her expression; she might have been looking a some object she
could put to better usage.

“If you only knew more—"

“Tell me, then.” To my sght those flames which sprouted from the firewall were moving closer.
Gathearaised her hand to push back the hair plastered against her forehead.

“What you ask isimpaossible. Y ou cannot compress years of learning into afew words here and now.”

Then she gave ajerk as aflametongue nearly licked her hand and | saw the shadow of fear arisein her
eyes.

“We may not even havetimefor afew words,” | pointed out grimly.

“Those who have the Power,” she answered hastily, “are said to be able to transfer objects from one
plane of existence to the next. They look into the thing and see itsinnermost self. For each thing, born or
made, was once only athought, thereforeit remains partly athought. That thought being the substance
we on the plane can see, does exist elsawhere in another form. A mistress of the Mysteries can seek out
such athought, reduce the object once more to its beginnings. Thisiswhat we are taught—"



“Y ou have seen it done”

Sowly Gathea shook her head. “It would take one who knew much to see the innermost heart of athing
and souseit.”

“But you have said that if | knew more,” | persisted, “you could help us. What should | know?’

She shook her head again dowly. “We do not know the innermost being of the force that sought to
entrap us. And—"’

“This—" | pointed to the flames again flaring inward at us. | was sure that the circling walls were coming
closar—"isfire. Fireisborn of fue—wood—some liquids which burn fast if astriker spark ignites them.
Whét isthen theinnermost part of fire—that which it feeds upon.”

Inthisfirel could see no sign of either wood or atrough for the oil we used for long-lamps.

“That which it feeds upon—" Gathearepeated thoughtfully after me. Then an expression of excitement
began to grow on her thin face. “ Y es, it could be that the food for the fire exists el sewhere.”

A statement which did not seem helpful to me, but which appeared to awaken new life and purposein
her.

“Come.” She reached upward, holding out her hand to me. “ The cup—have you ameasure of water to
pour into that?’

“Avery little”

“It must do. | cannot do thisthing, for the cup isyours. Only you can evoke the power it exerts. Pour
water into it—hold it steady. Then link hand with me. Perhaps Gruu aso can give us of his strength, since
his own bespelling is broken. Do this—it may be our only chance! For my power cannot rise done.”

| allowed atrickle of water to moisten the bottom of the cup, hardly enough to be seen. Holdingitina
grip tight enough to cramp my fingers, | sat on my hedls, my left hand firm clasped in hers.

“Now, closeyour eyes. Thereisafire, it is burning—from wood—just asit would on a keep hearth.
Thereiswater, agpring of water anditisrising, riang. Seethis You must seeit!”

There was urgency, forcein her words. Y et when | closed my eyes, my mind rebelled, | could not build
such apicture. When | tried it was a pa e thing which winked out of mind asthelack in me alowed it to
vanish.

Somewhere avoice was to be heard—but far off, sounding in such need that | strained to hear better.
No, it was thefire picture not the voice—not anything but afire burning in the pocket of aforest clearing.
A fire, laid on wood as might bein any hunter’ s camp—alfire!

Something built within me, a strength of will which | had never known | possessed. It was asif theforce
of thewater and thefire had themsdlves transformed their substance, and al the energy which both held
now filled me. My week and fluttering picture of thefirefirmed, | could hold it longer. There werethe
rocks of abasininto which the water of a spring flowed. Fire and water—ancient enemies!

Thet fire, that basin of water, became the world. Nothing lay beyond them, no action mattered save that |
hold them in mind’ s eye as steady and clear as| could. Fire—and water!

Into me continued to flow that strength which made clear my sight, which now alowed me not only to



visudizethefire, the stream from the basin, but enabled me to use that stream, to draw the water higher
and higher inthe basin. No, it was afull well of water, very deep. The water which filled it to the brim
overflowed—toward thefirel

Thefireflared, was gone. | held firmly to my thought-picture. It wasthere! And once moreit was. The
water had fallen away as| had concentrated on thefire. No, up water, up—over—down—I saw therise
of it like awide seawave, issuing forth from the mouth of the well, splashing, flowing heavier. Again,
when my picture wavered, there was arenewal of the other strength so that | could catch and hold.

Down poured the water, it lapped at the wood, then engulfed it. The flames sputtered, fled to far ends of
the brands which wereitsfood; the water advanced upon those dso. Therewas alast flicker of my
picture asif thefire | watched knew itsforce wasfailing. Only I held, and the water flowed onin full
flood. There were no flames | eft. | released the flood. It was gone. But had it, for amoment, mirrored a
head crowned with horns? | could not be sure. | opened my eyes. The head was there, shining on the
sde of my cup. For therest it was dark, we were no longer surrounded by the blistering heat of that wall.

| blinked and blinked again. The only source of light came from the dim glow of the head on the gobl €,
and that was dowly fading. If there had not been the firm stone under me | would have thought we had
been whirled out of lifeitsaf. Astheinterior of the tower had been so was this blackness thick enough to
swallow one, pressing againgt the body with agtifling hold. | heard asigh from the dark and knew it came
from Gathea

“It—it worked.” | found my tongue. “Thefireisgone. But we are not yet back—or isthis till the
tower?’

Somehow | did not believe that. There was an otherness which was like the Dark, pressing in. Now that
we had lost the fire which had held my mind, | redlized that one step could not mean ajourney. Out of
the thick black came Gathed s voice to awaken my unease yet further.

“Weare dill trapped.” she said. “ Thisis not of our time or place.... And—"

What she might have added | will never know for at that moment the darkness changed. There was no
ovd of light piercing it—rather we were being sucked, pulled through it at such a speed asto nearly tear
my breath from me, so | gasped and fought to fill my lungs. My hold on Gathea shand was visetight. At
that instant | feared more than anything that we be separated, each whirled to adifferent fate.

My body seemed weightless, asfragile asaleaf caught up by thewind’ sblast. | even closed my eyes, for
the pressure of the dark through which we were drawn seemed painful against them, asif it would strike
me permanently blind. We were drawn and that which drew us gathered strength, lapping us aslightly
about asif we were encased in anet of ropes which drew tighter and tighter across and around our
bodies.

Then—that fedling of rushing through the air vanished. We hung, gill prisonersin the dark, for | ventured
to open my eyesto see nothing. There was apurpose; | could senseit. Within me something marveled at
how quickly | was able to sense the unknown. | had no teaching, as Gathea had pointed out. Then what

had awakened me to this knowledge of things-which-were-not and the patterns wrought by Power?

Wehung, as| say, helpless, waiting the need—or the pleasure—of a pressure so beyond my
comprehension that | could not begin to guess at its nature. All that linked me to the real was my hand
interlocked with Gathea' s. | wanted to ask questions, my words were smothered before they reached my
lips by the heavy pressure of the black upon my chest and throat.

| think that | was not far then from retreating out of mysalf, seeking even desth asa shelter, if one' swill



can carry so far asthat. The faint light which had outlined the face on the cup had vanished, perhaps
blown from us during that wild journey. | could till fed it, know that, like Gathea s hand, it waslocked
to mefor good or ill.

There was another wrenching, we were on the move again. Once more | experienced that icy cold, that
sensation of blasting through some unbelievable barrier. Now there was light—dim—gray—yet ill
enough to cut through the curtain, make me blink. It was below, asif we were aoft in the sky, but it grew
larger, brighter, and we were faling toward it being wafted downward, upheld by will—whose will and

why?

There was a shock, wrenching my body with such force that | wastorn loose from Gathea. That power
which imprisoned me carried me away at another angle. Now | might have looked through the eyes of a
bird or some winged thing which held itsdf aoft by swiftly beating wings.

Below stood acircle of stone, silver bright, for there were moon’ srays acrossit. In the center wasa
block of shining white, so vividly aglow inthislight thet | would have hidden my eyesfromitsglare had |
had the ability to raise my hands. Again no part of my body would obey my will. On the sonelay
someone, awoman. Her hair was outspread behind her head, flowing back over the edge of the stone.
Shewore no clothing and at first | thought that she might be dead, for | could determineno sign of lifein
that quiet shape.

Now | saw that there were four pillars set at the four corners of the pavement, each bearing amoon
sgn—even asthere had been in the shrine among the da e hills. Under each of these wavered athin form
which seemed ungtable, wraithlike, weaving in and out of human outline. They thickened, became more
stable the closer | was borneto their stations.

Asbare of body as the woman they were plainly masculine. Each held a staff within his hands, and they
did not stand steedily, but changed from one foot to another constantly, asif they marched or danced,
il keeping their places. There was a shadow of excitement building here, it reached out to me, sought to
enter my mind, my body.

Out of the shadows beyond that place of gleaming silver came afifth shadow, dark, abody like ablack
blot which soiled the silver, tarnished the fresh cleanness of the moonlight. In my handsthe cup came
dive, it waswarm, growing hotter. It might have been filling with anger, with outrage.

| wasto be atool, aweapon in the hands of the Dark to forge aneeded spell, to turn Light awry. And |
could not fight againgt the pressure.

That black shadow wavered and weaved in a dance which led from one of the pillar men to the next,
hating for amoment before each one to throw skeletd arms high in some invocation, while each this
shadow s0 visited became more and more red asif fresh and powerful life weredrawninto it. Still dl this
time the woman lay on the dtar bespelled or in degp dumber, knowing, | believed, nothing of what
chanced.

Downward the compulsion which had pulled me here forced me now. | was close enough to see thelr
faces—all save that of the moving shadow who made the circling about, raising the power. That | could
fed, sreaming about me like aswift current.

If the dancing men saw methey gave no sign of it. | had reached the ground now, my feet were on the
pavement, those moon silver blocks by the dtar. | looked down and saw—Iynne!

Gone was the girl who had ridden in Garn’ strain. She was changed in amanner which | did not
understand. Her lips, dark against the pallor of her face, showing not red, but black inthelight, curved in



adight smile. | could believe that she was dreaming, finding in degp some great happiness never
experienced by thetimid maid | had aways known and who shrank from others, perhaps so cowed by
her father’ s strong possessiveness that she dared not lift her eyes unless he might order it so.

lynne! A—sacrifice. | needed no oneto tell me that. Whatever was being wrought here was no act of the
Light, rather of evil—of aDark as black asthat place from which | had been drawn.

| stood, the cup between my hands, fedling its growing heat. Its meta heart might have been filled with
leaping flames, so did it burn my flesh. Thiswasits defense againgt what would happen here. That Slver
face on the Sde blazed, from its eyes shot brilliant spears of light—white as the moon above us—yet in
their way different.

That dancing shadow, still formlessin its many swaddlings of night black, save for the skeletd arms,
turned from the last man and came jigging and prancing toward me. The head was hooded; | could catch
no sign of aface within that shadow. Still | knew that this one was aware of my coming, that it wasin
league with the presence which had sent me here.

Once more those arms were flung up and out, the wide deevesfel away from armswhich were skin over
bone—ancient skin, ancient bone—to uncover them near to the shoulder. The crooked fingerswhich
might be of extreme age, long of nail, knobbed and twisted, swooped down, reaching at the cup across
the deeping girl. | held to that fiercely, knowing that in my hold onewasthistalisman safe.

| set my will, not againgt that which brought me here, for | believed that opposed to that | would have no
chance a dl. Rather | strove to center what strength | had upon continued possession of the Horned
Man'sgoblet. Tothat | bent every effort.

Fingersdrove nailsinto my flesh and | jerked free. Perhaps | had taken by surprise whatever power had
sent me here as a captive, perhapsthe goblet | held, and determined to go on holding, roused in me
strengths | did not know that | had.

The thing which would grasp the goblet made a second attack. Now its efforts loosed the full cowl over
its head. The materid fell awvay. Another woman—atravesty of her sex. She was very old and her aging
had not been by good and well-sought ways. Thus her deeply wrinkled face was amask of ancient
hatreds, imprinted by vices beyond reckoning. Across anearly bald skull straggled afew wisps of greasy
white hair, and, as she opened her mouth to spit and curse at me, | saw but one or two yellow teeth,
more like Gruu’ sfangs than those grown in any human mouth.

She was malevolent and she was powerful. What she desired to do moved her to greater strength than |
would have thought possible, judging by her bony body. Having failed in her first grab at the cup, she
rounded the dtar on which lynne dept, coming straight for me, her eyes pits of rage, born of both cunning
and madness, her crooked hands out to rip my face to tatters.

To move againgt the power which had sent me was like struggling through thick sand. | could not avoid
her leap a me, nor would | loose my hold on the cup. | strove to lessen her attack, take the force of it
against my shoulder, my raised ams.

There was pittle at the corners of her mouth as she shouted forth strange words. To my amazement |
could see those words. They were both red and smoky in the air, swirling up and about my head,
pressing down asif they would scorch meliketruefire.

It was then that | flung up my head and once more cried aoud.

“Hal Kurnous—BY the Name of the Horng!”



She might have run full againgt awall, for she staggered back one step and then two, striving to keep her
footing. Her mouth worked, spit dribbled down her chin. Now her hands moved, sketching out signs.
Thoseg, too, carried the red-black of the Dark weaving inthe air.

The cup within my handswas almost too hot to hold; still | brought it level with my own mouth asif |
were about to drink down what it held—though it was empty. From those eyes on the side the beams of
brilliance were like the heads of spears et to bring down the charge of enemies.

They struck at that black-robed crone, met resistance, sprayed sideways, lapped across the dtar stone
and the deeping girl. | might have loosed afountain of light, for thisradiance did not fade. Insteed, the
beams mingled with the moonlight, grew sharper, brighter.

The crone, with an agility which | would have thought beyond her years, hurled hersalf backwards once
again, withdrawing from the outer wash of that light. She screamed, and the sound of her voice within my
head made me cringein turn, for it was pain such as| did not think | could bear.

Y et | stood my ground. The pressure which had brought me herewas gone. | could if | wished have
thrown aside the cup with its torment of fire, run from that confrontation. But in my heart | knew that |
would not do. What strange battle was mine | could only guess. But | held as the light washed on and
farther out.

The crone stumbled back and back. She stood now on the very edge of the pavement. There she halted
asif determined to make alast stand. | well knew that she was summoning up the full force of her power.
Though | had been long the prisoner of something beyond my comprehension, | was till warrior trained.
| caught that small motion of her head, saw that, for amoment, her eyesdid not hold on me, but had
flashed to thegirl.

It was my turn to attack. | so discovered that | had not lost al the ways and skills of aswordsman. An
instant and | was between the crone and the girl. Also | shot aglance at the nearest of the men—would
those four now move in upon me at the service of this sorceress? They were bare of body and had no
wegpons | could see, save those saffs they held. However, who might tell what other arms they might
have which were not of my knowing at al?

Thetwo | could see had not moved. Still they stood by the pillars, dancing from foot to foot, their eyes
not for me, nor for the crone, but facing inward, though | could not be sure whether they watched lynne
or not—

A balt of light flashed a me. | again swung up the goblet. Not only from the eyes of the Horned Lord did
the answering radiance stream now, it welled from within the cup itsdlf, fountaining into the air, sparking
outwards, forming aveil between me and the crone. While on the pavement the flood of light dso swirled
outwards. It reached the bare feet of the nearest man. For the first time he awakened to what was
happening. He twisted, his gaze breaking as he looked down at the stream now about his ankles.

Handsome he had been beyond the common; now his features writhed and moved in a sickening manner.
Hisfine body might have been caught in afurnace of hest, shriveling, becoming stunted. He cried out like
awordless beast in agony as his Saff turned into aslver flameignited by the flood. He hurled it from him.

No man stood tall there now. Rather there crouched at the foot of the pillar ahairy, crooked thing with a
great toad-wide mouth, amixture of beast and reptile. He strove to hop or throw himself away from the
flood of light thet held him full captive.

| looked to the other man. He aso had been wrought upon. What struggled in the morass overflowing
from the cup | held was part bird, such abird lived in no land | knew, tall as the man had been, rapacious



of beak—bearing resemblance in part to those black fowl which we had seenin Garn’sdale, save that
thiswasagiant of their species.

The crone—she retreated another step, off the moon-drenched pavement. The creegping flow of light
hated at the edge of the stone, did not reach her. Shewasin ahadf crouch asif trying to overlesp that
rippling spread of light, still coming at me. For, though | might have baffled her for the moment, | knew
that shewasfar from defeated. Nor was she done with whatever game she had attempted to play here.

Her mouth worked as it had when she had thrown at me those fiery curses. Only thistime there were no
words to be seen. Instead she brought her two hands together, and the sound which followed that
gesture of flesh meeting flesh was asloud asaclap of thunder.

She was gone!

| backed againgt the dtar. The two things at the bases of the pillars could not move in spite of their
struggles. | swung around to view the other two. The radiance was cregping in their direction also. But it
was not to reach and entrap them. Though they showed no sign that they could see the danger seeping
toward their feet, they both suddenly snuffed out as had the crone.

Leaning back againgt the altar stone, | tried to view what lay outside that silver square. That | had been
borne out of the other place where the Presence in the tower had sent us, | was sure. Thiswas my own
world—though what portion of it | could not begin to guess. Thiswas certainly not that shrinein the hill
above Garn’ sdde. While Gathea and Gruu—where were they? Had they been | eft behind in that nothing
place? If so—how might they be brought forth?

Therewas asigh from behind me. | swung around.

lynne' s eyes were open, she was waking up, that shadow smile still on her lips, her eyeslanguorous, asif
she had come from such adream as no true maiden might hold in her mind.
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Chapter 16

“lynnel”

That we must get from this place filled with aplay of unknown forceswasthefirst thought in my mind.
The cup | clutched had cooled, no longer giving forth its own glare of light. Even the face on it wasfading
back into the dulled markings which concealed the power it wielded, in spite of my inept handling.

Thegirl pulled hersalf up on the dtar stone, her motions still the dow ones of a person aroused from so
deep adegp—s0 far aventure into dreaming—that she did not wholly focus on what lay about her.

Her hands stroked down over her body to lie below her waist, clasped there asif they pressed againgt
her some treasure past dl believing. She began to croon softly, her eyes never lifting to mine, a soft
murmur which spun me across years and distance. Just so had | heard long ago in my first childhood
remembrances lynne’ s nurse soothe her charge—a deep-song for a babe.

“Done—" Still shedid not appear to see me, her gaze was ether turned inward or flew out beyond this
place, to fasten on a promised future richer than the moonlight, which was dl that clothed her dender
body. “It isdone! The god has cometo meand | shdl bear hiswill. A child who shall be greater than any
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lord—greater—qgreater—" Her voicetrilled awvay once more into that croon of acradle song.

Were her wits utterly cleaved from her? | placed the cup carefully on the ground, shuffled from my
shoulder theroll of travel cloak which had been buckled about the wallet cord. Shaking thisloosel
dropped it around her shoulders as she sat still on the dtar stone, smiling so gently, her hands protecting
the new life which she believed must lie within her body.

“A son—ason who will rideforth in time to summon Great Forces, who will draw power into histwo
hands and make of it what weapon is needful for the hour. Greeatly have | been honored—"

“lynnel”

| made her name as sharp acall as| could, wanting to shake her into awvareness of where she was and
that | waswith her. Now her head jerked, turned in my direction. | saw her eyeswiden and knew that
theilluson which deegp had left her was breaking.

“Elron.” Recognition at last. Her hands went to the cloak, wrapping it about her swiftly. “But—" She
stared around her, asif looking to see who had accompanied me here. Then she must have seen those
monsters who still writhed, if now feebly, in the hold of the cup’s overpour. | saw her shock. She
screamed, her voice shrill and highin the night.

“Elron! What are those.” Contentment was wiped away by alook of fear and loathing mingled. “There
is—" | saw her nogtrils expand, her head lift alittle—"evil here! | must not be touched by that. | bear a
god—a son of power within me.”

She scrambled down from the altar to draw back, away from the creatures who snuffled and uttered
cries, not of an entreaty, rather of bafflement and weak rage. | eyed the dark beyond the borders of the
Moon Shrine. Though the crone had vanished from sight, | could not altogether believe that she had been
S0 eadly bested. Anything might lurk out there.

“Elron.” lynne held the cloak close about her with one hand, now seized upon my arm with her other.
“Get meaway.”

“Presently. When | am sure there is nothing out there waiting for us.” 1 could not shake off the grip of her
fingers. Holding the cup before me as | would a sword—for in this place perhapsit was a greater
wegpon than any blade, | edged still farther away from the atar, striving not only to keep in sight the two
struggling beast things, but aso to make sure that those who had stood by the other two pillars did not
return to deny us passage.

Therewas an odd feding of lightness, of emptiness, here now. Wasit that | had won freedom—if only
for aspace—from the sorcery that had sent me to make apart in these labors? | could only hope that
thiswastrue.

Though lynne kept till her hold on me, she moved without urging to match her paceto mine. We
reached the edge of the shining pavement without any interference. | took one backward step, drew her
safely with me, and then half faced around to Stare into the darker ways of the night.

It took amoment or two to blink the glare of the Moon Shrine from my eyes, to see what lay in the softer
light where those silver rays did not focus so brilliantly. Unlikethe smdler shrinel had seeninthedde
hills, thiswas not surrounded by trees or growing things but pavement, though not of the slver-white.
Raying outward like the spokes of awhed werelow buildings aso of stone.

| haf expected to find life there, gathered to watch the cererony my own coming had so abruptly ended.



Nothing stirred. Thiswas a dead place—along-deserted place—in which only the shrine had life or
purpose |ft.

For the first time lynne dragged back, twisted away. It was my turn to take her in hold.
“Raidhan?’ shecdled. “Radhan? Whereis she? Why is she gone?’

“Keep quiet.” | did not like the way her call was echoed hollowly back from those silent buildings about
us. That wewereredly free of any company | could not quite believe, and my wariness was warning

enough.

“Let mego! Raidhan!” Again she cdled, and, short of stuffing one end of the cloak in her mouth, | did
not see how | could slence her. The cup | must till keep in my hand; 1 was beginning to trust it al the
more than any ordinary weagpon. Also | feared if | freed lynne now she would run from me. | had no
desireto hunt her among those dark and empty buildings this night.

“Sheisgone” | madewhat answer | could. If that was the name of the hag | had driven out of the shrine
with the Horn cup’ said, then that wasthe truth. “Listen,” | shook her alittle, to gain her full attention.

“Y ou saw those monsters by the pillars, did you not? Well, their like may prowl here. We cannot draw
themto us”

Her answer camefretfully: “1 do not understand you. What are you doing here? Raidhan said that the god
would take me, that his power was meant to be born again from my body. The Moon Shrine drew me
here for no other purpose. That istrue! The god came—he took me—"

| had to choose and quickly. “Y ou dreamed. They must have drugged you and you dreamed! Therewas
no god—the Moon Shrineisnot his—" | could only hope that what | said wasthe truth. What had
happened before | had been thrust into the midst of that ceremony | had no way of telling, but | believed
that it had not been carried to itsintended ending. Had those monstersin the temporary shape of men
been summoned by the Dark to father on this girl some greater and more evil thing? That appeared to me
to be thereason for therites.

“Let mego!” Shewastwisting like aserpent in my hold. *Y ou cannot know the truth! Raidhan told

”

me—
Luckily she wasless strong than Gathea. Even with one hand | could hold her.

“If Raidhan was that black-cloaked bag of bones back there.” | retorted, “then sheisgone. | would like
to hope to some distance! It isbest that we do also—"

She fought me hard; | wasforced to thrust the cup beneath my belt and use both my hands. Then |
managed to turn her, spitting and crying out against me as she was, and march her down the nearest open
way, hoping with &l my heart that her continued cries would not bring upon us some attack.

The road we followed was paved, while the buildings set dong it were low, one story only, and small,
with gaping, dark doorways, but no windows. Also the way under us danted upward, past the length of
thirteen buildings before we came to open ground.

lynne had fallen silent at |ast; she was crying, sobs which shook her whole body. | could not think but
that she wasfrailer than | had known her. Her body in my hold seemed to be dighter, and | thought that
her dragging steps now were not from her desire to remain but rather because she was weak and tired.
Then she slumbled and fell against me, so that her head came against my shoulder asit drooped, and |
fdt her golimp.



Thismight be aruse. But | needed a chance to get away from this place of in omen. So | swept her upin
my arms, and went on, climbing up the road at the best pace | could hold to. We reached the rim of the
valey and there | wasforced to rest, letting lynne from my arms but keeping her supported against me as
| looked back down into that strange place.

The gleam of the Moon Shrinewas il bright But | could no longer make out the two caught againgt the
pillars. Nor were there any other lights, or stirring, in al of that town. The buildings squatted dark and
heavy and the roads running between them were open and free. Nothing moved.

lynne' s heavy sobs had become sighs, she hung in my grasp asif al will and strength had gone out of her.
| moved dowly, bringing her with me, to see now what lay beyond.

The road we had followed ran out and on, adim white line, into the distance. There was moonlight
enough, now that my eyes had adjusted from the greater glare in the shrine, to see that the country round
about was well covered with vegetation. Trees formed copses, even asmal grove or two. Therewas
brush which cast pools of shadow | eyed with growing didike. Too quickly my imagination could conjure
imagesit was better not to see at all

Though the road might be watched by evil forces, yet at thistimeit was safer, | believed, than striking of f
into the open land.

“Canyouwak?’ | demanded of my charge. To go on carrying her, unable to use my handsfor any
sudden defense, wasfolly. Nor had | the least desire to remain where we now were, so closeto the
drine

“You had noright!” She struck out at me and the cloak haf dipped from her body. She gave agasp and
caught at it clumsly, huddling it around her. “Raidhan will come—she will not permit you to take me!”

“Canyouwak? | dismissed her warning, for that concern was dready on my own mind.

“Yes” her assent was sullen. But if shethought that | would release her so that she might lude meto flee
back to the shrine, she was mistaken. | kept one hand heavy and tight upon her shoulder, pushing her a
little before me down that road.

For atime we went in silence. Since lynne now gave me no trouble, | paid more attention to the fields
dretching on elther Side, dert as| could be to any movement there. So far there was none, save that
brought about by the wind which brushed the trees and swept across the ground growth in asteady

whisper.

“Why did you come?’ The question from my unwilling companion surprised mealittle. | had cometo
think of her as aburden which must be borne, and not aliving person.

Why had 1?1 had never aimed for this place. | had swung off into the unknown because | ill owed Lord
Garn adebt, repayment for my own folly. That | had found lynne had been none of my own doing. Nor
did I understand why the forceswhich | perhaps could never truly understand had summoned me here.

“I amkinless, clanless,” | answered. “Rightfully my lord has judged me. Had | not kept silent when you
sought the hill shrine you would not be here.”

For along moment she was slent. Then, when she spoke again, her voice was very low.
“Thus you have come to clean your honor—as aliegeman would say.”

Her speech was not that of the lynne | knew. It was sharp, quick, withady sneer init.



“I am no longer liegeman, and, as you know, for the kinlessthereisno honor. | failed at my guard—there
isno erasng that.”

“Y ou think to take me back—back to those who do not ook beyond the labor of their own hands, who
have no power and do not know what witlingsthey truly are.”

Her voice was becoming louder, more shrill. “I am not abond maid to be pushed here and there asiif |
had neither wit nor desire of my own. | am—" Shefdl slent and | was caught enough by her sharp
protest to ask:

“Y ou are what then, Lady lynne?’

She surprised me with alaugh, again there was dyness, a sneering note in her voice: “Wait and see,
kinless, clanless one. Y ou have meddled with matters you cannot touch no matter how far and how high
you would reach. | bear within me now—yes, | avirgin—carry achild! A child of power, and such
power aswill make him ruler of thisworld. | was chosen—I am fulfilled! Y ou cannot win me out of this
land—try and see! | am apart of its greater force now—"

| thought of that crone and her evil mouthings, of the two things the cup flood had reveded at the shrine
pillars. That these were dlied, if not in acommon bond, then in genera spirit, to the Presence of the
Black Tower | did not doubt. That Iynne would regjoice in such evil possessing her was athought | could
not hold. She must be truly englamoured; she had not openly chosen the Dark.

Now | dowed pace and taking from my belt the cup, never far from my hand, | held it out before her,
turning it so she could look upon the Horned Man' sface. In the moonlight that was bright enough, asif
the cold metd of its fashioning somehow sensed what | would do and would aid mein the doing.

“Do you know this, lynne?’

“Yes, it isKurnous—the Hunter. But what have you to do with him, Elron?’ | caught sheer surprise
breaking through the former harshness of her speech. “He is the warden, the protector of the Moon
Lady. It was she who summoned me, whose bidding made me thus—"

No, that memory, foul as any stench upon the night air which | had only partly understood, had certainly
not been of Gatheal s Dians, nor of Gunnora, nor of the Horned Lord. Someone had perverted arite to
ensnare my companion. How deeply she was caught within that net | must discover, perhapsfor the
safety of us both.

“Dians summoned you.”

“Dians?’ Sherepeated that name asif she had not heard it before. “Who is Dians? It was Raidhan—she
who isthe Elder, the ruler of the moon’s shadow. Sheis the Wise One, the one who would bring the
Great Lord to life, caling meto form abody which he can use”

“And Gunnora,” | tested yet further, “has she aso spoken?’

“Dians, Gunnora.” The petulant tone was back in her voice. “Names which mean nothing—where did
you learn them, kinless one? But more important, why do you carry the Horned Hunter’ s cup?’

“It was agift to me. Listen, lynne, you have been used by Dark Ones. Dians—Gunnora—they are the
rightful ladies of the moon. It istheir power which this Raidhan of yours has usurped. Could you not tell
when you looked upon those monsters back there that you were dedling with the Dark?”

“Your witsare awry.” Once more her tonewas shrill. “You are of the Dark—not I! | tell you, | was



summoned—I was chosen. | have dept thisnight in the arms of the Great One. | am hisbeloved—his
chosen vessd—"

Almost she won free of me then, for she swept about and clawed at my face so suddenly | was not
prepared. | wasleft holding only folds of the cloak. Then | lunged forward, pinning her arms, holding her
s0 closely to methat | could see the expression of fear and loathing which distorted her face.

“I will not argue with you.” | knew that at this moment she could not be touched by any reason which |
might offer. Gathea—Gruu—at that moment | would have given the sword a my side to have them with
me. That they could till be caught in that place of complete dark gnawed a me now that my struggle at
the shrinewas over. “What remainsisthat we are donein aland which isfull of ensorcelments and we
must stand together or we shd| be pulled down.”

Her hands, which had been attempting to fight me off, fell to her sdes. Shelooked from right to left and
the moon was bright enough to show me that the shadow of ahunted creature had fallen upon her.

“I was safe—| am safe—Raidhan shdl find me!” Only that did not ring as confident as she might have
wished it to.

Still she seemed to be through fighting me, and | had no desire to stand in suspect openness on aroad
which ran directly into a place which, Moon Shrine or not, was befouled by evil. Thus once more, hand
on her shoulder, | urged her on and she went without astruggle.

| needed some sanctuary. Everything behind me, dreamlike though some of that seemed to be now, had
drained my strength. If | could find atemporary campsite, could | be surethat | might keep lynne with
meif | dept? Perhaps | must go to the limit of binding her hands and feet, thus making sure of her. Nor
did I seeany wrong in that consdering what | had witnessed at the shrine in that forgotten town.

The road took a curve ahead and, out of the land, casting some very dark shadows, stood a series of
hillocks which, to my mind, bore an unpleasant resemblance to grave barrows such as the clansmen will
raise to alord whose rule has proven safety in the midst of great disaster. If these were such memorids,
the lords of renown here had been many indeed.

The wind, which had caused that constant whispering in the grass and among the leaves of the trees,
changed its pathway. Now it came once more from my right hand which | star-judged to be the west. It
brought with it ascent which waslikethat | had once found refreshing in the cup—Kkeen, clear, and clean.
Ingtinctively | faced in that direction, seeking what might promise somelink (for so bemused by dl that
had happened was | that | would accept even scent as aguide now) with the Horned Lord.

A dim track broke away from the road, winding out among the barrows—westward. With no more
promise than that scent on the wind should we take that way? It was dappled with shadows as | brought
us both to ahalt and looked down itslength, for the barrows threw their half dark acrossit

Again lynne showed resistance.

“Where do you go?’ she demanded. To meit seemed that she was two persons—sometimesthe girl of
Garn’ s House, biddable, meek, but more often the other who was no friend to me and who lusted for
strangeness and freedom of another land.

| was right, the scent | sought was heavier down the vale between the looming mounds. Daring to loose
my two-handed hold on lynne, | brought out the cup and on impulse turned the face of the Horned Man
to facein the direction of the path.



| had my answer, and, so accustomed had | now become to things outside my knowledge appearing to
help or hinder, | was not too surprised when there was again an awakening of light in the eyes of the face.
A twin st of faint beams picked out the direction which lay on into the heart of what might be avast
memoria to long-vanished lords—perhaps even armies who had battled here and buried the dain within
theland for which they had struggled.

| heard a swift intake of breath from lynne, but she made no more objection when | brought her with me
from the smooth pavement of the road onto the besten earth of the side way which wasfar morelike the
trails | was used to.

A shadow swept above us. | pulled her up short and against me, looking to the sky. There was awinged
thing there, large—that Vark which | had fought and which would not die came into my mind. It passed
above us, seeming not to pay attention to anything below it. | could not make out its shape clearly; Hill
there was an ominous suggestion that it was no true bird. Though it had been flying straight, it swerved
suddenly directly above abarrow ahead, made a quick flapping turn northward. It might have runinto
some obgtruction invisible to us. But the fact that the thing had been so deflected gave me heart, even
though | could not be sure that was what had happened. When it had winged some distance away ina
burst of added speed, | brought Iynne along asfast as she would follow, though she complained that
there were stones which hurt her feet, and that we had no need to hurry.

In and out among the barrows wove that way which had plainly been made since the earth mounds were
raised. Now aswe passed | could see that great stones crowned some of these. From those there
streamed skyward a thin bluish haze, though not enough light to aid us on our way.

| knew that we must find arefuge soon. My thirst was great, and aso my hunger. | did not know whether
lynnewasin alike state, but | felt her falter, and it was past my powersto carry her.

At length we came to a barrow which topped the others, stone-crowned, with the bluish radiance rising
from the four corners of that stone asif candles stood there, as was done among the kin, set at the four
corners of the burial bed for our lords. Looking up | could find no other place where safety might be.

From that crown we could well view the land about, and there was akind of rightnessin it. Hewho lay
there might be long dead—but he still had his protections, and those who were of alike heart with him
could well cdl upon suchintheir time dso.

lynne objected to my suggestion that we seek acamp place on the barrow, saying that it was well known
that the restless spirits of the dead resented encroachment on their find resting places. Y et when the cup
swung in my hand as she strove to pull free, and those twin beams of radiance not only turned toward the
mound but grew stronger, she cowered and pulled the cloak tighter around her body, asif it were armor
st againgt some stroke she feared. She said no more but, at my urging, began to climb the dope.

We found the top of the mound had been squared away, with the stone set in the middle of sodded earth
likealow atar. As| camethose candles of light bent like flamesin the wind, pointing toward the cup.

lynne cried out, failing to her knees and hiding her facein her hands, her tangled hair about her likea
second cloak. But | stood tdl to listen. For there came sound out of the night. | heard the ring of sword
upon sword, the clash of blade meeting shield, shoutings, very distant and faint, some of triumph, some of
despair. Then, aboveit dl, rang the notes of a horn—a hunter’ s horn, not such asakeep lord carried as
abattle sgna. Excitement fired in me; my weariness of body, my hunger, my thirst, were forgotten. With
one hand | held high the cup and with the other | drew my sword, not knowing why | did. | was not
prepared to face an enemy. No—the enemies here were long gone, and only the triumph remained, clear
and steady asthe lightswhich lit the barrow tops. Rather my blade came up in asalute such as| would



give an overlord to whom | was aliegeman, the hilt touching my lipsas| held it so.

To what—or whom—I pledged mysdlf then | did not know. Only that thiswas right and fitting. Around
me the blue light swirled and spun, and the cup blazed sharply bright, though no liquid flowed fromiit.

Then it was gone. Swept away perhaps by awind which was not chill, which carried with it the scent of
the Horned Lord swine. | felt aloss, apulling & me—adesire as strong as pain to pass on, to find those
who had shouted, him who blew the Horn. Though my time was not yet, so | waseft behind.

Sowly I let my sword dide once moreinto its scabbard. The blue of the candle flames had thinned, only
the faintest trace of them remained. lynne raised her head and stared a me. Her eyes were wide, there
was both awe and fear on her face.

“What are you?’ she asked.

| answered her with the truth. “1 am Elron, the kinless, though—" My voicetrailed away. The bitterness
of being an exile—it had somehow been leached out of me by dl | had met since my feet had been set on
the path to the west. | looked back at that Elron and he seemed very young and very empty of mind.
Though | knew but little more than he now, still | was aware of my ignorance and that was a step
forward.

lynne pushed her hair from her face as | hunkered down beside her and brought forward my water
battle, thelittle food which gill remained in my walet. She ae hungrily, making no comment that the food
was stale, the water tasted more of the jar than fresh from any spring. We ate together therein the night,
the moon and the grave candles giving us wan light. Each of us had our own thoughts, mine turning once
again to Gatheaand Gruu.

So when | had done took the cup once more into my hands, brought it breast high and stared down into
itshollow asif that were awindow—or amirror. | fastened my thoughts on the girl who had been with
meinthe Black Tower. Thistime| strove with dl my powers of concentration to bring her to lifeina
mind picture, as| had the water and the fire of our ordedl in that other world.

It was so hard to hold the picture of her face. She was here and then it faded and was gone. | had
finished the quest | had set mysdlf in the beginning. lynne was with me. Gathea had chosen her own way
of her freewill. I had no ties upon her nor had she any upon me. Not so! cried another part of me. There
will be no rest for you until you are sure that sheisagain in thisworld—that sheisfreeto reach for her
desire. No rest—yes, that wastrue.
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Chapter 17

“BEronl”

At fird that cry arose out of my own memories—I never had heard that notein lynne svoice. My
companion was on her knees, staring out over that land of barrows lighted with their thin and scarcely
discernible grave candles.

The moon was well down the sky, its clear light muted, Iynne pointed to the west. In amoment | caught
sight of them, too. Shapes were flitting among the barrows, only to be sighted asthey sped from one
patch of shadow to the next. | grew tense for it seemed to me that perhaps as many asalord’ smeiny
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might be purposefully encircling us.

They remained remarkably difficult to see, even dlowing for their love of the shadows. Thus| could not
get any clear ideawhether they were some hunting pack of large anima s—men—or another unpleasant
and dangerous life form loosened in this wilderness, perhaps by that Presence which had aready played

apatinmy life

“I see” | returned in awhisper. Though asfar as| might determine the closest of those moving formswas
still well away from the barrow where we sheltered, yet | had no desire to make any sound which ears
perhaps keener than my own might hear.

The girl moved closer to me, her shoulder brushed against my thigh as she knelt beside the great stone. In
this subdued light she looked older, drawn and pale. Girlhood and that human aspect which was her
birthright might have been rift from her during these past hours. Now she stared & me.

“You see—" therewasamalicious glitter in her eyes.

“They comefor me! I—" Her hands came together on her belly, protecting, covering, what she declared
shecarried. “1 hold the future lord—and they know it! Run, kinless one, save yourself while still you can!
Not even my words can stand between you and their vengeance.”

Painly, she believed thisto be the moment of triumph for the forces with which she had so mistakenly
dlied hersdf. | had no intention of running. Nor was| as certain as she that what dunk through the night
werethe Dark minionsin their might.

The cup moved in my hands. | would have siworn that my fingerhold on it had been tight, that it could not
have shifted so by chance. It bent backwards; its hollow no longer displayed. Rather | looked down to
see the face again uppermost. While the eyesin it—they saw! They caught and held methough | felt it
was dangerous to turn my attention from the drawing in of those who came among the barrows.

| had believed that | had changed in amanner, was no longer the raw untutored youth who had failed his
lord and been sent into exile. Now—now indeed | was becoming—

No! | stroveto cry that denid aloud, to break the compelling gaze of eyeswhich must be—must
be—only metd. Cunningly wrought so that they looked dive, yes, but still meta—not redl, not reaching
into my mind, fashioning a place—aplaceto hold what?

Strength was pouring into me. Not strength adone, but something more—an intelligence which strove to fit
itsidentity into mine. Savethat | was not the vessdl it expected, it needed. Thereremained abarrier. To
that small wall of safety my own person, whatever remained of Elron, clung, alast defender, determined
to dierather than yield his post to astranger unknown.

Whatever will sought so to encompass me and found that it could not enter in asit would, made the best
of what | was forced to abandon. | waswell aware that | now housed a power which | could not
understand but which was determined that | serveits purpose. Or was it another that was prepared to
servemine? | distrusted that last thought. Such might be only an insidious second attack launched by this
invader. | was no sorcerer, no Bard, who could open his mind, surrender hiswill to the unseen.

lynnewas on her feet in aquick sideways movement which took her farther from me. Before | could
move, she flung aoft her arms and, facing where those hiding shadows appeared the thickest, she cried
doud:

“Holla, moon-born, light-bearer, | am here!”



| thrust that bewildering, dangerous cup again into my belt, reached for her. Thistimel did not try to
spare her, rather threw one arm about her just below her throat and dragged her back against me, while
once more she became one with Gruu’ s clan, clawing, spitting her hate, striving to reach me with her
fingernails. Thuswe fought awild battle until my greater strength triumphed. The cloak had dipped from
her during that struggle, catching at our feet, so | tumbled backwards over the dab of bluelit stone, ill
holding to her flesh, now dippery with the swest raised by our battling. | did not let go, nor was she able
to break my hard held embrace enough to turn full upon me. Thiswaslike holding a maddened thing, for
my prisoner was no longer the lynne | had thought | knew.

A wind bore down upon us even as clouds closed overhead so that the only light was the ghostly beams
of the“candles.” Twicel redlized she stroveto cal again, and only aquick shift of hold to her throat
choked off that summons.

| must have rendered her near unconscious, for findly she went limp. Then | released my hold afraction
to seeif shewas playing tricks. She did not move so | scrambled up, drawing her with me. Her heated
body gave off astrange, heady fragrance asif her skin had been anointed with oil. She was panting,
drawing deep, heavy breaths, asif she could not get enough air into her lungs.

Above that heavy breathing | heard something else. Far away the sound of ahorn | had heard once
before when | had been pent with Gathea and death sniffed about us—thefirst time | had sought the aid
of the cup. High and clear that rang out.

The clouds above began to loose aburden of chill rain. | jerked lynne to her feet, stooped and caught up
with one hand the cloak to thrust it upon her.

“Cover yoursdf,” | commanded harshly. That soft and fragrant flesh in my hold, it brought back that
temptation which the thing in the tower had striven to use as awegpon against me. Werel to loose a
man’ s hunger here and now—that would indeed open adoorway for my opposition.

The horn sounded closer. | tried to measure the position of the shadow force below us. All one could
sght were the blue lights of the barrows—and not al of those werelit either. That which had flowed into
me when | looked upon the cup, which had, for the moment, left off its struggle to become me, supplied a
bit of knowledge. Those gathered below would not dare to climb the Har-Rests. For good or ill 1 had
made a choice when the cup cameinto my hands. Theforcel had so dlied mysdlf with—mainly
unwittingly—had protections as well as dangers. We stood on ground which had its own defenses and
those were not of thisworld.

lynne was sobbing again, morein anger, | beieved, than for any other reason. She snatched the cloak,
dragging it around her, turned from me, crouching down by the stone again, peering into the dark, her
body tense with expectation. For the third time the horn sounded—still afar. The wind-driven rain pelted
usfurioudy.

Garn' s daughter lapsed into sullen silence. | could not seeinto the dark valleys between the barrows buit |
had sensed that the menace there had withdrawn in part. It could be that she also knew. In spite of the
clouds and the rain the sky was growing lighter, morning was coming. The candles became fainter, were
gone. Now | could see that there were deep graven markings on the stone by our camp—runes beyond
my reading, far different from those of our clan records. On the upper end of the stone toward the
east—where it might even be above the heart of him who was buried here, there was the outline of a cup.
In shapeit was like my gift from Gunnora, save that there was no head upon it. However, above the
picture of the cup there was dso set in the stone the antler “ horns'—these plainly formed the crown of
some ancient lord.



“Dartif Double Sword—"

| raised my hand, palm bare and out, as | would to onewhom | followed into battle, even though we
knew little of each other.

“You nameaname,” lynne, huddled deep into her cloak, looked a me, till dy and sullen.

“I nameaname, | greet agreet lord,” | replied, knowing that that greeting, that naming, came from that
other within me. “Thiswas Farthfell.” | looked out over the crowding of the barrows. “When the Dark
Onesfollowing Archon came down from the north and the war horn cdled in dl of the Light, there was
here abattle of the last days. They dew—they died—their world was finished. From that warring came
no victory—only memories of abetter time—"

Those words arose out of me, yet | did not understand them until | spoke. Now | bowed under adeep
sadness such as | had not felt before—a faraway sadnesslike that which can be summoned by askilful
Bard when he plays upon the thoughts of men and sings of great deeds and great defeats which lie hidden
in the past, building so the belief that men of other times were stronger and better than any who now
walk, giving us heroes by which to mesasure oursel ves—goal s toward which to sirive.

For men must have such heroes, even though they look about them and see only lesser men, mean and
petty things. Yet if they can beled to believe that once there was greatness then many of them will seek it
again. That iswhy we can listen to the Bards and some of usweep ingde, and othersfed dour anger that
lifeisnot what it once was. Still thereis|eft the core of aroused memory to strengthen our sword arms,
make us ready to fight when danger arises even in our own day. It isthe gift of the Bard to tie the past to
us, to give ushope. | wasno Bard, | listened to no hand harp here. Still | looked down upon the
semblance of that Horn Crown, knowing that | was far less than he who lay below, yet | was not
atogether overshadowed by him for | was another man and | must have within me the seeds of some
amdl gift of servicewhich was mineaone.

The gloom of the morning lay heavy, but we could see out over Farthfell and nothing moved among the
barrows. What had crept upon us under the cover of the dark was gone. | reached a hand down to
lynneto help her to her feet.

Wherewewould go | was not sure. The horn had cried from the west and something pointed mein that
direction, though it was eastward | should have turned to return lynne to the dales.

“Where do you go?’ she demanded, refusing to move until | set hand on her arm and drew her with me,
half expecting that | might once more have to straggle with her and not liking thet idea.

uwa_n

She looked beyond me, seeming to consider the land around Farthfell, which was open enough, though
there were groves of trees here and there. “Have you thrown the luck stonesfor the trail?” she asked.

“I have not yet heard my name caled in the battle morn,” | returned onefolk belief for the other. “Thus|
do not think that thisday, at least, | shal die. And while aman lives, then anything ispossible.”

“Y ou do yourself no good by holding me. | have those waiting for me and for the child now within me.
Let mego. | am no longer Garn’ s daughter—I am she who will mother greater than any man now living.”

| shrugged. That she nursed some delusion the hag had set upon her | could well believe. That indeed she
was no longer any maid—might also be thetruth. | only knew thet, for good or ill, our fate lineswere
woven together for aspace. And that | would surrender her back to the forces | had fought in the Moon



Shrine | would not do.

When we descended from Dartif’ s resting place | found deep tracks al about the winding path which had
brought us there. Some were of cloven hoofs, some of great paws, more were misshapen—humanlike
but with the imprint of long claws extending beyond, or even booted, yet al so deeply pressed it would
seem that these had been | eft behind as awarning—or athreat, insolent in its very openness.

Wefollowed on the path until we came to a stream and there we stopped and filled the water bottle, ate
alittle more from my fast-shrinking supplies. | would have to turn to hunting thisday if we wereto have
any relief from gnawing hunger.

Farthfell was awidely open stretch between two ranges of heights. | thought that those to the east might
be the ones | had crossed before the adventure of the Black Tower. Viewing the western rises, | did not
relish the thought of another such passage ahead with no more purpose or guide than an inner fedling that
this was the road we must take.

Therain lightened into adamp drizzle which plastered clothing to the body but did not beat on our
uncovered heads. Though shelter was offered by any of the copses of trees | had sighted from the
barrow, gill | wanted to remain in the open. | had met too much peril within just such stands.

When | shouldered the water bottle and got to my feet Iynne appeared in no haste to push on. Her hair
lay in wet strings across her head and shoulders and she looked like afetch out of an old tale. | wished |
had better to offer her in the way of clothing, but one could not conjure arobe, or a shorter riding dress,
out of grass and brush.

“Fally.” Her hands, tight curled into fists, beat together. “Let me go! Y ou achieve nothing, only raise their
hate againgt you—"

“| do not hold you now,” | answered in weariness, for this struggle had become such that | would have
gladly turned and walked away from her, save that | could not.

“Y ou hold me—with that in you now, you hold me.” Her voice soared. “May the Death of Kryphon of
the Dart be upon you—and it.”

Asonewho istired to the point of limbs heavy and body worn, she arose dowly, faced westward, and
began to walk, her white face set in the grimace of one being herded againgt her will.

We had not gone more than a short distance from the stream which we had splashed through before her
stooped shoulders straightened, her head came up, turned alittle to the north. There flowed back into
her, so strongly that | witnessed its coming, new energy. Dropping the cloak asif the covering of her
body meant nothing, lynne broke into arun, her dender legsflashing at asprint like ahorse' sgallop.

| paused only to catch up the cloak and then pounded after her. It seemed that whatever purpose moved
her gave her energy past my own, with the weight of mail and heavy sword belt upon me. Still | kept her
in 9ght and, now and then, even gained on her alittle. She kept to the open, luckily, for | feared that she
might dodge in among one of the stands of treesto hide until | had passed her. Rather she appeared now
to have forgotten me atogether and | could only believe that she was again in anet of whatever had
entrapped her from thefirs.

The ground was risng again. lynne took the dope easily, even leaping now and then across a pocket of
earth to the top of arock and then ahead. Over the crown of that hill shewent as| ploughed doggedly
after. When the other side of the ridge cameinto sight | nearly stopped short as| witnessed what awaited
usalittle below.



Therewas that dark-robed crone who had been working her spellsin the Moon Shrine. She was
partnered, not by any human kind. Rather one of the flying mongters such as| had fought by itslair sood
on her left—this being afemae and much taler than the crone, itswingsfanning the air lazily, but its
clawed feet firm planted on the ground. To her right was another figure—and at the sight of that | dowed

pace.

It was both man and beast in an evil mixture of theworst of both. The body from the waist down was
covered by abrigtly pelt, the feet were hoofed like those of abull. Huge and bull-like so wasiits
masculine organ, so fully visiblethat it would seem it flaunted its sex, or was prepared to useit asa
weapon of sorts.

Abovethewaist that bristle hair thinned, though it still grew thicker on chest and adong the shoulders and
upper ams. The arms themsdlves were overlong, its huge hands dangling low. But it was the head and
face which had startled me into dowing pace.

There was aresemblance, ahorrible and fearful resemblance to the face on my cup. That representation
was noble; thiswasvile. A single being might have been split in two, al good in its nature to one Sde, the
evil pulled to the other. This man-beast was the reverse of the Horn Lord—and he was not crowned. No
entwined antlersrode on histhick tangle of curly hair.

His head was thrown back, and now he mouthed aroar which was part abeast’s cry, part laughter of
cruel triumph. While the crone by hissdeflung high her arms, her fingers moving like aweaver’ sshuttle.
Thewinged woman thing smiled, her lips parting to show fang teeth.

lynne, seeming to see no threat in those before her, was till running eagerly toward them, though she
dowed when she nearly tripped over astone set in the grass. | wastoo far away to reach her. Taking a
chance | flung the cape after her, aming aswdl as| could with that roll of the dank cloth.

It uncoiled intheair, and | saw that | had done better than | had hoped | might, for it whipped over her
head, then dropped about her. She took only one more stride; then, blinded and startled, she fdll
sorawling, till well away from the waiting three. | spurted to her Side as she dtill fought with the cloak.

The laughter of the beast-man died away. What rent the air—each word she uttered was like tearing
open the very sky over us—was the chanting of the crone. She called on Powers, that much | knew.

The beast-man stood, grinning now, hiswide fists resting on hishairy hips, about him al the confidence of
abully, avictor in many battles. His confidence was very sure and hiseyes held aglint of red fireasif
there were no natural orbs within those hollows, rather some other means of seeing the world and
bending what he saw to his own purposes.

Back and forth the winged woman teetered, rising now so that only her toes were fast upon the ground,
her wings begting with longer and stronger strokes. | felt she was about to launch herself sraight at me
and | drew sted!.

Seeing the blade bare in my hand moved the beastman to more open laughter. | had thrown my left arm
about lynne, held her astightly as| could. If shewent to them, if that hag laid hand upon her, | knew that
shewould be utterly log, that thistime no power | could summon would bring her free again. All that was
gtill good, clean, and human in her would die and what was |eft was far better dead. Death itsdf might be
the greatest gift | could give her now—when | sensed that they could take her at then: pleasure. Better far
to draw the edge of my blade across her throat—

“Doit, young fool.”



| saw the beast-man’ sflare of flame within his eye pits. “Give her to usin blood—we shall take her more
gady s0.”

So their power could reach beyond clean and sudden death. That was anew and chilling thought. | kept
glancing at him, though | willed mysdlf not to. Hewas so like in part to the Horn-Crowned One, yet so
dark and logt. It is human nature to be a mixture of good and bad—perhaps what was better in me had
been drawn one way by that image in the cup. Now the lowest inclined to this being.

“True—you think straight and true, fool. You aremine, do | desireit so.” He gestured.

Fire burned in my loins. | was caught up in just such awave of lust as| had been when the Presence of
the Black Tower had faced me. To toss aside the cloak—to take this girl | held to—! | clamped my hand
50 hard about the hilt of my sword that the guard brought sharp pain. It wasthat smal pain which
aroused me. | was able to tear my gaze loose from the hold of his stare.

There was a pulling about me, what the crone wove, that net of her sorceries, was closing about us both.
| would go to death—if | waslucky. lynne to much worse.

Then that strength which had come to me among the barrows moved. | could accept or deny it. There
would be only thisonetime of choice at last. If | accepted what it was | must do so fully. But | wasa
man. Asahuman | went my own way. To allow mysdf to become atool of any power—good or
evil—was| not then surrendering al that made me what | was?

Time—I wanted time! But therewas no time left. | flung up my head, looked up into the dull cloudiness
of the sky which closed usin asif we stood in adungeon of akeep. Even dl the land about us had taken
agrim overcoating of gray which denied even the fresh green of the growth, al that | knew aslife.

| moistened my lips with my tongue. For amoment more—just one moment—I held onto the Elron |
knew—the Elron | had dways been. Then | cdled: “Hi, Holla, Kurnous.”

It waslike being caught up and twisted in amighty hand, my blood sent to run in another fashion, my
bones dtered in atortuous grip. | wasfilled with an overpowering sweep which shook me from sideto
Sde, asif buffeted by the greatest wind of any storm. Still | did not fal. There was asharp, agonizing pain
inmy head. | could only think of aplace with many doorslong closed, al being battered inwards—or
outwards—at once. So that which had been hidden behind them was freed and came flashing out.

What was 1?1 could not have said. | saw and heard things for which no man of my race had words,
could have given nameto. Thetearing, the rending grew less. How long had it lasted? It had seemed to
my tortured smdler sef to have gone on for days out of time.

Then | was standing and lynne crouched beside me, looking up at me with dazed eyes, athread of spittle
running from her dack, open mouth, while those other three il fronted me. Only, the winged one had
lost her amile, the beast-man no longer laughed. Rather, he too, showed snags of teeth, and there was
such fire blazing not only from his eyes, but the whole of him, asto set the grass about him blazing, save
that it did not.

While she who lynne called Raidhan stood with her hands upraised, yet her fingers had stopped their
weaving, hung limply downward, asif al strength had been drawn out of them. Whét the three saw in me
| could not tell. Only my heart warmed and legped. | had thought that in this surrender | would lose dll.
Rather al had been drawn to me. | must make haste now, forget my wonderment at the richness | had
been shown which had been locked within achild (for al men no matter what the tale of their yearswere
children if they knew not their strength). There would be time now to savor al | had gained—Iater.



Oncemore| looked into the curtained sky and called:

“Holla, Kurnous.” Those talents which had been body bound linked within me, so more than my voice
rolled acrossthe land.

My answer came—the fluting of the horn—not in search, but in apeal of triumph, asif aquarry was not
only sighted, but had been brought to bay. Though | was no questing hound, rather the sword of the
hunter.

Then—

He came out of nowhere. No, not out of nowhere, but from the other place which marched beside this
world, and which in time might become mine aso. Hewas astall as Garn, but his mail was a coat of
shifting light which glowed about hisbody in green, and brown, and blue. | had been right—though the
head on the cup was but avery dim imagining of what the Horn-Crowned Lord was—4lill hisfeatures
were not too far from those of the beast-man. There were the Light and Dark. And | rememberedina
flash then something Gatheahad once said:

As above, so below. Each Power must have its light side and the dark—they were balanced. Save when
that balance was disturbed and one grew the greater, then the fates—the need for dl things being
equa—took ahand. Therighting of the balance might be bloody and dire, dill it must come within all
exising worlds

The three before us gave no ground. Instead they began to swell, to take on stature, more and greater
substance—striving to balance even now againgt the Horn-Crowned Hunter.

There was ancther disturbance of air.

Longing caught at me even to look upon her. Rich gold and amber light made her garment as she fronted
the crone, her head high as alady of power giving judgment. Y et—there was that in Raidhan which was
awithered, far-off remnant of the same bountiful richness my amber lady wore as the body she had
chosen now to assume.

A third coming—there was another winged one. But the brightness of this hurt the eyes. | could not look
at her directly. The air raised by her wings blew against me, bringing the clear scent of small spring
flowers, among last year’ s dead leaves.

“Asabove, so bdow.” | said softly. There was movement beside me. lynne pulled upward, her hand
groping out asif she sought some support. | took her fingersinto mine. They were cold and she was
shivering as one who stood beset by high drifts of winter’s snow.
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Chapter 18

Thusthey fronted each other—Light and Dark. Though lynne and | were not part of thismeeting, |
understood, through that path to the past which had opened within my mind, that thiswas no new
struggle. In this haunted land there had long been aswing of the balance, favoring now the Light, again
the Dark; and | knew that the coming of my own people might well set it once more &tilt and so bring
forth such warfare as man of the kin could not conceive.
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Gunnora—her spell held for me; | would ever, | redlized, cleave to that which she ruled—for she had
brought part of medive. Part of me—the rest—that was liege to Kurnous, the Horn-Crowned Lord. |
was sworn to him by my own desire, and did not regret that choice. In him there gppeared that quaity
which | had seen in the Bard Ouse, opener of gates, and in the Sword Brothers. At that moment | began
to wonder if al our journey had honestly been a matter of choice, or had we, in some manner, been
summoned into thisworld, that we might supply the opportunity to rebaance again the immortal scales.

How did the gifts and talents of these who confronted each other appear? Did they indeed need others,
outside their own kin and kind, outside their knowledge, to bring about the proper time and place, the
action for rebaancing? Thiswas largely aforsaken land; had the numbers of the Old Ones become so
few that now they would struggle against each other for possession of those of our own blood?

Asl| thought this there was speech between them. | put my arm about Iynne, for she had half falen
against measif her legs could no longer support her; her strength might have been sucked away to feed
the greedy need for power that abided here. Raidhan’ s bony arms dropped to her sides, hidden in the
black deeves of her robe. The winged woman’ s grimace became more pronounced. She spat and the
spittle landed close to the feet of the shining figure who was her opposite—whose brilliance was too
much for morta eyesto pierce.

“It isagain the hour—"

Did that ring in my earsor, rather, did the words marshd within my head? Kurnous spoke as he moved a
pace toward the beast-man. “Y ou have challenged, Curtif—so | answer. Y our gate is not about to open

agan.”

His opponent snarled. “ But you have opened gatesin plenty, wearer of horns. Now you bring othersinto
the game—was that not forbidden of old?’ He pointed directly a me. “Because the blood has grown
thin, the heroes have dl died, you summon these lesser ones and strive to fashion new liegemen. That is
againg the Oath—"

“Agang the oath? When you would have made use of him—or your companion would have. Who
summoned him with the cup—to put that to afoul purpose? We shall have no devil child bornin Arvon.”
It was Gunnora who spoke before her tall companion. “And you, Raidhan—your trap is sprung, your
victim has been brought forth out of that bondage of deceit you wove. Sheisgtill amaid, in spite of your
enchantments, and no vessd for evil.”

From the shining one came lilting notes, like the clear song of abird—awondroustrilling which made the
heart glad to hear. She who was the gross parody of that presence hunched her shoulders, alowed the
tipsof her wingsto trail among thetall growing grass.

“Y es, the gates have opened,” the Horn-Crowned Lord said camly. “When there comes atime for the
shifting of forces, then we must summon those who can be aroused. From these so called there may be a
new beginning. We have been long aonein adeserted land. Not al can we deal with—but thereis
adwaysfertile ground waiting for the right seed. They shall be given their choice, and that shdl befredy
mede, asistheright of dl living things”

“That girl has chosen.” Raidhan pointed a bone-thin finger & lynne.
| tightened my grip more on Garn’ s daughter. She was not going to that infamous three.

“Not fredy, not with true understanding,” countered Gunnora. “Do you think | do not know how you
entrapped her? She has not within her that spark which should have flared of itself for areal choice.
Look you, isthat not so?" She turned alittle toward the two of usand held out her hand.



| felt such ahot desirethat | thought | might sway as| stood. But Iynne cried out as one stricken by a
sharp blow, dipped about in my hold, to press her face againgt my shoulder. She might be turning from a
sght she could not bear to ook upon.

“Y ou would have used her—not by her true choice.” There was pity in Gunnora s eyes. “Y ou would
have brought about the Great Secret coupling between your evil forces and an empty one—debased that
whichisof theLLight.”

Once more she looked to the crone. “Three we are, nothing in the Lore binding can make it otherwise.
But also we are pledged, you, |, Dians, to keep the faith—or there will be areckoning.”

“Once before,” Kurnoustook up that attack of words, “there was the strife of Light and Dark—there
followed desath, in spite of deeds for good. Harm and destruction rent wide this land and we were near
spent—near banished because of it. Freedom of choice must remain.”

“I have my place, my power, you cannot deny me,” flared the beast-man.

“Have | denied that? Freedom of choice. Those you can openly win—they shal be your liegemen, for
there shal be that within them which can only answer to your cal. These two have chosen—"

“Shehasnot! You yourself have said it,” Raidhan snarled a Gunnora.

“In her way she has. Sheisnot of those who can be touched because their minds closed to us.
Ensorcellment is forbidden; those who come wish it more than their other lives. Cal her now without
those spells,” ordered Gunnora

The crone' s expression was as thunderous as the heaviest of ssorms. | saw her deevesflutter asif her
arms moved, but she made no ritua gesture. Perhaps she was forced to accept the truth of what my
amber lady said.

“You see.” Therewas an odd note in Gunnora s voice—could it have been atinge of pity? Did shefed a
little warmth for thistwisted, wasted, ugly fema e creature? “What was done, must now be
undone—Now.”

There was aforce about her, adegpening of the warm gold light which | saw outline her figure. A point
of this swept out like awell-aimed dart. | saw the crone stumble back astep. Her face wastruly
venomous. Her mouth twisted asif she wished to spit poison in return.

Then her shoulders drooped. If she could have taken on aheavier burden of years, she would have done
S0 a that moment. Her hands arose, jerkily. | could sense her own will fighting a stronger force she could
not withstand. Thiswas not Gunnora s doing—the division lay within hersdlf, bringing her back into
balance againgt dl her greed for more power of her own.

She spoke, four words—those rumbled, thundered. | felt asif both earth and sky answered with a
shifting, asif two worlds overlgpped for the space of a bregth. Then we were once morein asingletime
and place.

| held—nothing! lynne was gone, leaving empty space between my arm and my body. Then | cried out
and Gunnoralooked to me quickly.

“Have no fear for her, she has been returned to her own people. Nor will she remember. That she does
not carry within her adread child which would have been abanefor al of us—that is because you stood
firm. Beglad.”



“Y ou have not won.” The beast-man roared, his voice promising blood and savage death. “Thisis not the
end—"

Kurnous shook his crowned head. “Neither of us can ever win. Y ou will continue to try through the years
to gain your will, but there will, in turn, dways be one to stand against you—the balance will remain.”

“Not forever.” The beast-man swung his arm across his body in afurious gesture of repudiation.
He was gone!

The crone showed astraggle of yellow teeth in a sneer. “Not forever,” she repeated in turn. Her black

deeveswhipped about her body asif there were awind blowing, though | did not fed it, and it did not

even ruffle the grass where she stood. Enwrapped in the blackness which covered her spare body, she
dwindled until shewaslike asere leaf which that wind carried away with it into nothingness.

Now the winged woman gave a harsh cry, unfurled her pinions, and legped high into the air. Then shetoo
gped away acrossthe sky, the shining oneflying after her.

The other two turned to face me fully. Enough remained in me of the earlier, more youthful, unfinished
Elron sothat | asked:

“The Dark isthen loosed to work itsway here? What then, will be the fate of the clansmen?’

“No landisal light without dark. For if thereis no dark how could the light be judged and desired?’
Kurnous asked in turn. “Asit has been said—thisis anear-empty land. There will be born among those
who came with you some who are open to us—light and dark. Choices will befully theirs. Others shdl
remain unknowing, for they will be of another kind and not seekers—"

| thought now of the presence in the Black Tower and it seemed to me that good might well be termed
evil if such wasdlowed to haveitsway with itsfoul lures—without hindrance of those who might help.

“Not without hindrance—"

| began to believe that there was no need of speech between us. Thiswasthelord | had chosen indeed
and by that choice would live from thishour on. Still there might come timeswhen | would be troubled,
when it would seem that good could do much and yet did not.

“Power—it rests upon the balance of power,” Kurnous continued. “Do you not understand that whoever
gatherstoo much power, beit of the Light or the Dark, tipsthe scales and only chaoswill fill the land?
Welearned that lesson long ago—and found it hard learning. This land was once great and strong until
the balance was upset. Rebuilding will take very long—and many timesthat will seem beyond the
grength of those who attempt it. They will try—for in your people lie the seeds. Y ou will grow beyond
your own belief that such can be achieved.”

Some part of me knew the truth of his speech. Y et human impatience remained.
“My lady lynneistruly safe?’

“Shewill awake in the same place from which she was taken. Raidhan laid there a snare at the coming of
your people. But her purpose was defeated because when she summoned the cup, you, who had set
your mark aready upon it, came dso. For thislifetimeit isyours,” Gunnorasaid. There was adifference
about her. That overwhelming impact which she had on me appeared to have ebbed. | could ook upon
her and fed content, happy in away | had not known before, but that fiery longing no longer moved me.
| saw her amile.



“Not now—that isahunger you shal know, yes, but in the proper tune and with the proper one who will
shareit.”

“Gathea—and Gruu.”

There was no smile on Kurnous sface. Rather he looked at me asif surveying aliegeman about to go
into battle, to make sure that his man was properly armed, well prepared.

“The cup isyours, the rest must lie with you. Again free choices—for you both. Do you chooseto facea
trid knowing that may be denied? Or do you accept what will come—good or ill?’

| did not understand what he would tell me. But | had an answer for what | wanted most mysdlf.
“Gathea—Gruu—they may need me. | would go to them.”
“Very wdl, so you have chosen. Go then and do what your heart tells you to do.”

It was no whirlwind which bore me away, nor any wings set on my shoulders. Rather there came a
moment of dark when | believed | was back with the Presence—in that place where no light ever
reached. Then came light—moonlight once more, asif the day wereleft behind.

Before mewasaMoon Shrine. Not that of the dales, nor that sinister place in which Raidhan had tried to
muster her helpersfor foul witchery. This had abrightness of pure light—perhaps another part of the
balance—standing to equa that other shrine where lynne had waited defoulment and death of spirit.

Shewhom | sought was before the atar stone, and her body was silver white, for she had thrown aside
al clothing, bathing in the radiance, drawing to her the power diveinthisplace. Inthear abovethe atar
stone hung acolumn of brilliance, velling afigure | could hardly see.

Arms upheld, Gathea worshipped, her eyes closed, yearning open and avid in her face. My fingers went
to buckles, to latchings. | put from me, first the trappings of war and degth, and then all lsesothat |,
too, had only the light, the light and the cup, and with it, as memory stirred and impulse ordered, that |eaf
of the forest woman.

As| moved to the shrine the light gathered thick before me. | felt it resst me, that resistance so
attacking my mind—offering a sharp protest, adenia of what | carried, of what | would do. There arose
out of the light, where he had been lying across the space between the two pillars before me, the silver
body of Gruu. Hislipswrinkled back in a soundless snarl of warning.

Then hiseyes, asbrilliant asany gemsin that strong light, rested on the cup, before again meeting mine.
Out of what had awakened in me | spoke to him mind to mind, reassuring that cat, who was more than
cat, hisplacein that life which would be oursfor the future.

“Thisismy right—and her choice.”
So Gruu moved asde and | entered into the Moon Shrine.

So much power! It beat against me, | could feel the cool pressure of it against my skin. My flesh prickled
asif tormented by thorns. | felt an urge to hurl mysdlf forth, but | took one step and then the next. The
cup | held at the height of my heart, the leaf warm in my other hand.

Gathea turned suddenly, asif somewarning or uneasiness had struck through the serene sorcery which
filled thisplace. | saw her eyes widen. She raised ahand to ward me off.



But | knew what wasto be done, | had made my choice—herslay yet before her. | dropped the leaf into
the hollow of the cup. It lay solid for only asecond or two, then it melted, swirling down and then up, to
near fill the cup—the bounty of nature hersalf summoned to blessthis hour.

Asaliegeman might do in high ceremony before hislady | went down on one knee. Wasthere adight
fedling of pressure on my head? Light indeed—yet | was ready for the crown—though that would not be
of my summoning.

Gathea pointed afinger at me.

“Go.” Therewasforce, wasit also colored by afaint fear. That command heightened the pressure on
me. If shehdd firm | could well be siwept from this place, and neither of uswould ever be whole. Always
we would know alack to keep us hungered until we passed through the last Gate of al.

“Diand” When | had not obeyed, Gatheaturned again to the dtar, to that pillar of light aboveit.

| could see, but not clearly (I do not think any man would ever seethat presence as she was). But there
was the shadow of a dender maiden there. The face shewore, misty asit was, had akinship to
Gathed s—closed, proud, keeping to vows which held against the fullness of life.

“Diand” thegirl cried again.

Theface grew colder, showing aghost of enmity. | remembered out of my newfound knowledge that
Dians could kill aman who tempted or forced one of her maidens againgt that maiden’ swill.

| caled upon nothing, no one. Thisstruggle | must win for myself.
“Dians?’ Wasthere a questioning rather than aforeboding in Gatheal s voice now?

There formed above the cup, spirding upward from the leafs bounty, a golden mist—the color of
Gunnora s harvest robe. Then that became amber and there was a heady fragrance to fill the space
between us.

“Dians—" Gatheadid not cdl; she murmured. Now she hdf turned from that silver figureto look a me. |
spoke and my words came from aritual older than atime any of my race could reckon:

“Thefield awaits the seed, the Power of the Lady opensthefield to the seed. There comesthe other to
whom is given the duty of awakening—that the harvest may follow—that it may be for the nourishment of

body, mind and spirit.”

Gathea came to me, one reluctant step and then another. The struggle was plain to read in her face. | held
the cup, waiting. Choice, the choice was hers—I would not bring it to her, she must cometo
me—willingly.

For along moment she stood so close that | might have stretched out my hand to touch her soft flesh.
Only that was not the way. Y es, the power passed from man to maid—from new-made woman back to
man. Only when the pattern was done so would the whole be greater than the parts. Still, the choice was
Gathed's.

“Dians—" afleeting whisper. Around usthe silver light pulsed, now hot, now cold, asif the struggle
which was within Gatheawas measured thus.

She was looking deeply into my eyes. Nothing passed between us. | do not know what she sought to
see, or if she could indeed find it. Sowly her hands arose from where they hung by her sides,



and—Would she dash the cup from me? Or was her choice otherwise?

Above mine her fingers curled around the bowl of the goblet, curled and held. Then shelifted it out of my
grasp. Asshetook it, | stooped alittle more and touched her white feet, the old words ready on my

tongue:

“Those who seek shal dso find, and rich shdl be the treasure found. In the Maiden liesthe Queen, and in
the Lady’ snamedo | salute her, even as| sdutethee.”

| railsed my hands and laid them to where her dender thighsjoined her body:
“In the Maiden awaits the fulfillment of the harvest. In the Lady’ sname so | salutethee.”
Rising to my feet, | touched her smdll, firm breests.

“In the Maiden stands another who cometh forth when the tuneisripe. Inthe Lady’snamedo | saute
thee”

Gathea held the cup level now between my lipsand hers. In her eyes there was an awakening
wonder—a change.

| drank from the cup she proffered, and then she drank also. Between us the cup was empty and she
tossed it from her. 1t did not fall to the pavement, rather was carried through the air to stand upon the
dtar. That pillar of Slver light there was degpening, changing, into rich gold. | took Gatheainto my ams
and thekiss| gave her, even as Gunnora had promised, was to seal my fate and open the last barrier.

The golden light—the warmth—we forgot dl else. What remained was priestess and Lady, man and
Horn-Crowned Lord. From their union would come power with which much could be wrought. As|
took one who no longer would follow the sterile path of Dians, | felt that weight settle upon my
head—the crown. Liegeman | had been, in thishour was| Lord. Kinless—clanless—and crowned!
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