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A WTCH WND, COUNTRY FOLK CALLED THE SUDDEN STORM

t hat plunged Maggiar fromautum into winter, that stripped the col ored | eaves
fromforest and orchard all in a night. Behind it cane an ice wi nd, edged wth
sleet and bitter col d—but that same winter brought a wealth of ganme the |ike
of which the old fol k had never seen. Hunters trekked honme over the drifts
with their pack ponies laden with meat and furs to keep old and young wel | -fed
and warnm and with anple stock besides for trade to the west: deer and badger
skins, marten and fox and ernmine, froma plenitude of game that never seened
di m ni shed. By midwi nter deer had stripped the forest branches | ow enough to
reach, foxes raided m ddens and storehouses, and the hunters could not shoot
or trap them fast enough. Deer took to farmers' fruit trees. Boar rooted after
Wi nter stores, and narten and erm ne hunted right up under the porches of

Maggi ar's isol ated steadings. The old folk said: It was never like this

bef ore.

Behind the deer and the marten canme the wol ves, well-fed, content, inclined to
lie about at first, but nore and nmore of their voices sang in the nountain

hei ghts, songs cold and keen as the winter wind, that set folk |ooking

anxi ously toward the shutters at night and asking thensel ves was the door

| atch snug enough and had they barred all the sheds?

At last and as suddenly came the nelting wind, a dark nighttinme stormthat
rattl ed doors and wi ndows, pelted the trodden snow wi th m ngled sl eet and
rain, and turned the fields overnight to hedge-ri med | akes. Farners sl ogged
about their spring chores in nud-wei ghted boots, attenpted

1

2 THE GOBLI N M RROR

planting in the high spots, and swore that they had never seen

so quick a thaw or so rmuch fl oodi ng.

In that season hunters began to find strange tracks in the woods, and spied
shadowy movenents flitting at the edge of the eye—a creature that |eft
beatii ke prints, wal king upright. The forest took on a dangerous feeling then
and the A d Fol k whispered that a troll might have noved in. As yet no one had
seen it, but the woodcutters and the charcoal burners cast anxi ous | ooks over
their shoul ders as they worked; while in lord Slant's keep, hunters old and
young gat hered and whi spered in sonber tones. Lord Stani's w zard, Karoly,
wore a |longer and | onger | ook, casting the bones often and listening with his
ear to the stone of the walls and the earth of the courtyard. Lord Stani asked
Karoly what he heard in the earth, and the hunters asked. At one such asking,
Karoly only muttered that many things seenmed bl essings that were not, and that
father Sun and nother Earth never gave so liberally wi thout a cost.

A deer was found at the forest edge totally blind and thin as a waith-hunters
killed it out of pity and let it lie and rot. That, too, they whispered about,
unsure why that single death so disturbed nem-but the truth was, once pity had
afflicted them a sense of guilt crept in, and nade themthink tw ce about the
pelts stacked so high in the storehouses. It nade them wonder for the first



ti me whether luck that cane so easily could be whol esone, or whether there

nm ght be somet hing wong in what they had gained too cheaply-as if they had
pl undered what was sound and | eft what was |ane to breed and increase.

Mast er Karoly waked the watch one m dnight swearing that he snell ed sonething
bur ni ng—Aot cookfires or rushlights, but sonmething Iike old straw set abl aze.

The watch failed to snell it, the night scullions railed to find it in the
ki tchens, and no nore discrimnating nose they roused could snell it at all
Still, when a wizard insisted, it seenmed only prudent to wake the lord and

| ady, so before all was done, lord Stani had his nmen and | ady Agni eszka her
worren searching the keep fromtower to deepest cellars, while ser-
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S vants scoured every outbuilding and haystack inside the walls *« and
near by for any hint of snoke.

But nothing turned up, after the hold had been in uproar

hal f the night. There was bl eary-eyed grunbling anmong the

! peopl e at breakfast that their w zard nmight be confused in his

f ol d age—eonplaint that fell silent once Karoly cane drag-

; gling into the hall, haggard and worried, and begging their

- pardons for his foolishness. Sonber |ooks followed his dis-

\ 't tracted passage through the room and fol k whi spered how

R wi zards sonetines had the Sight, though Karoly had never

had it: the bones gave himnerest hints about the future.

In one rainy md-afternoon soon after, Karoly asked a passing serving naid
what child was hurt; but the maid heard no crying child at all. Karoly stopped
nore than one servant, upstairs and down, distressedly asking did they not
hear sone child? And that report sent nmore chills through the keep. A ghost,
some muttered. 11l luck, the servants began to say. The cooks obsessively
feared fire, and parents kept an anxious eye to their children

"What do you see?" lord Stani asked Karoly that night. ' 'Is there sone
danger—of fire? O flood? O is it some other thing?" There had been peace in
lord Stani's land for all his lifetime, except the ordinary bear trundling out
of the forest after easier pickings, and once, twenty years ago, an incursion
of bandits. So lord Stani asked the questions the hunters had asked, as a nan
who had known peace all his life, and feared now, as the hunters feared, that
his run of luck nmight have been too rmuch and too long. "I need |l eave," Karoly
said for reply, "to visit my sister over the nountains, and , ask her what she
sees. My dreams worry ne."

Lord Stani (the servants who witnessed it reported so) asked very cautiously,

"So what do you dream Karoly?" :. Karoly was silent a nonent, gazing at
the wall. Finally ,-- he said, "Wzards' dreans are all true and al
treacherous; : and if we knew al ways what we dreaned, we'd be no wiser. \

| put no trust in ny dreanms. | beg you, let nme go." ; No one had known
Karoly had a sister—that news flew | quickly about the halls, |ikew se

Karol y's saying that,
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that lord Stani was reluctant for his old tutor to | eave, especially now, but
saw no way of stopping him none, at least, that Karoly would regard. It was
fool hardy to ignore Karoly's advice, that was the consensus on the scullery
stairs and in the smthy: sone disaster boded, that Karoly sought to head

off at its source.

So Stani called his two el der sons, Bogdan and Tamas, and bade themtake
Karoly through the nountains and bring himhonme again as soon as possible.
"It may be an old man's notion," lord Stani told them "or it may be
foresi ght -he al ways was wi se before. Don't let his horse throw him don't |et
hi mgo cold or hungry—and above all bring himback in one piece. Wodcraft
was never his best point; and he has no seat at all. If his horse so nuch as
caught wind of a bear, he'd be afoot withit."

The brothers |aughed, restless with the spring rains and delighted with the
proposal . Bogdan said, "So much worse for the bear," and Tamas, the younger



said, "We'll take good care of him papa.” No one of their generation had ever
ventured over the nmountains. They had di stant cousins and uncles in that I|and,
t hey supposed. They knew of places |like Krukczy Straz and Hasel, Burdigen, and
Al baz, where their grandnother had had brothers and sisters—a |and, the gran
had told them of beautiful waterfalls and tall pine forests. They knew al

the nanes of them the |and over-nountain was their own | and of once upon a
time, and to ride out on their father's orders, to find this unguessed and
surely witchly sister of naster Karoly' s—for the rescue of Maggiar, if the
.runors were true—all this, and to have a winter full of their own tales to
tell when they got safely back again? This was the chance of their young
l'ives.

Their nother took a far dimrer view of matters. Lady Agni eszka went storm ng
to lord Stani's chanbers and servants pressed ears agai nst the doors and
listened wi de-eyed to the shouting inside for half an hour; while the youngest
of lord Stani's three sons, Yuri, aged fourteen, declared to his friends that
Bogdan as heir should by no nmeans put hinsel f
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i n danger; he should be the one to ride w th Tamas—whi ch opi nion he bore to
lord Stani, hinmself, hard on his nother's icy retreat.

But to no avail. Lord Stani infornmed his youngest son in no uncertain terns he
was the sacrifice to his nother's good graces, the piece held in reserve

agai nst fate and accident; lord Stani said no, and no, and no.

After which, N kolai, the master huntsman, his feet propped in front of the
kitchen fire, told the pastry cook, "Trolls, that's what it is. Truthis, I'd
rat her not have the boys along. And come to that, I'd rather not have the old
man. Send us up in the nountains and |l et us singe a few hides, |I'd say, and

| eave the youngsters out of it. But the boy's of that age. "

Bogdan, he neant. Bogdan, who was lord Stani's own image, dark haired and
broad shoul dered, the first in every game and every hunt; lord Stani foresaw

t he day Bogdan would be in his place, and wanted his heir to gain the

| evel headedness and di e experience of border keeping a | ord ought to have.
Bogdan shoul d see the | and over-nountain and maybe, lord Stani had confided it
to Nikolai in private, cone back with a grown nan's sober sense, |ess tenper,
and less interest in girls and hunting.

As for the younger son, Tamas, just past his seventeenth w nter—shy,
too-gentl e Tamas, prettier than any girl in the keep—the boy was a fine
hunter, if he could hit anything he'd tracked; a fine bowran, against straw
targets; a serious, silent |lad who would sit for an hour contenplating an

ant heap or picking a flower apart to find out what was inside. Alittle
sloww tted, N kolai sumred himup, a little girlish, decidedly different from
Bogdan' s headl ong rush at life. And this was the boy lord Stani sent in his
charge, likely to hunt trolls?

Because that was what was really behind this flood of game, lord Stani hinself
had said as much to N kol ai when he had charged himpick the nen for the
escort and see that both the boys and the w zard got back with a whol e skin.
"Don't speak of trolls," the pretty cook said, naking an averting sign
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"Il bring you a tail," Ni kolai said. He was courting the cook. And not
lying: a troll-tail he had taken, once upon a tine, and given it to a silly
mai d he had been courting then. But Zofia was horrified. The kneadi ng of bread
had grown furious.

"You keep those boys safe,"” Zofia said.

' '"Keep Tamas safe. That's why nmilord sent young wander-wits: to put a rein on
mast er head-f or enpst Bogdan. "

Zofia frowned. The dough changed shape and fol ded again, hi Zofia's strong,
floury hands, a fascinating process. ' 'The scullions heard a thing hi the
eaves last night,'' Zofia said. "Skritching and scratching and beating with
its wings. And nmaster Karoly said yesterday—he was sitting just where, you
are, having a sip of tea—he said we should do w thout rmushroom pi cki ng, not
send the | asses out, not go in the woods. And | says, Why? What's out there?



and he says, Just don't be sending the youngsters beneath the shade of the
trees. Why? | says again. Is it trolls? And he says-he takes this long sip of
tea, like he's thinking—but he says sonething odd, then, like: There m ght be
atroll, but it didn't want to come here.—Fhat's just the way he said it. \Wat
do you nmake of it?"

"That it's exactly what | said to mlord upstairs, a fat sumrer in the high
country. A fat summer, a bad winter, too many deer. They strip the woods and
they're straight for the orchards, it's as sinple as that."

"And the trolls?"

"The wolves and the trolls, they go where the pickings are. But now that the

bears are waked up— Ni kolai re-crossed his feet on the bench, so the fire

warnth reached the sole of his other foot. "They "Il put master troll back up
the mountain in short order. Then they "Il be rattling the shed doors and
sifting the nmidden heaps—so you can | ook to hear trolls under every haystack
half of themwith cubs and all in a bad hunor.'

"It's not lucky to make fun. Zofia licked a floury thunb and nade a
gesture toward the witch-knot on the rafters, garlic and barley stalks. "You
wat ch those two boys, you
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hear, don't you be letting them do sonething foolish, and don't you and Karoly
do it, or the lord and lady won't | et you back again.—You!" Thunp of the dough
on the table, and a scullion froze in his tracks. "Fetch the m |k upstairs,
and don't be slopping half of it.—+ swear, the help is all scatter-wits this
eveni ng. "

But N kol ai, thinking about the lord's two sons, said, half to hinself, "The
boys with trolls is one thing. Over-nmountain is another. See his sister, the
old man says. Wiy hasn't he seen his sister before this, is what I'd like to
know, and where did he get a sister and what's he to do with her of a sudden?
He' s never been back over-nountain that | know And | ask |ord Stani about
this sister business and he says Karoly insists and we should go."

"dd Jan says he'd cone and go over-nountain."

"Upon a tine, you nean."

"When he and the old I ord was pups, long before you or I was bora." Another
folding in, another cloud of flour. "Od Jan was sayi ng how Karoly was al ways
out and around, in those days, off in the woods, up in the hills ... the old
lord, too—er least as far as old Jan renmenbers. So there could be a sister
over-mountain, could be a horde of sisters, for all anybody knows. And how did
the old lord find the | ady gran? W all know she at |east cone fromthere."
The dough thunped down onto the table, whunp. "Lady gran used to come down
here and stir the pots herself. 'Mre salt,' she'd say, and me mum and she'd
be going round and round about the pepper and the spice. . . ."Wack. "She
used to get herbs fromKaroly. Karoly'd go pick at the right of the noon and
the old lady'd say, Wich side of the tree did you dig it fron? And Karoly
woul d say, snippishlike, The right one. | 'nenber that, plain as plain, I'd be
stirring the pot, me standing on a step stool, | was so little, and they'd be
arguing. And me mumsaid | shouldn't listen, the old | ady .had strange
practices, that was what me mumcalled it. *Strange practices.' The |lady gran
died and they still hang charnms on the grave. Don't they?"

It was true. And it was certainly not the first time N kol ai
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had heard witchery and the I ady gran joined in one breath—along with the
observation that Karoly had been the guidi ng hand behind the young lord, Stan
havi ng been about Yuri's age at the time the old |lord went over his horse's
neck and never wal ked agai n—and the | ady gran had had her way with the | and

until lord Stani was toward twenty and nine, with the god only knew what
arrangenents (or doings) between her and Karoly.
"Don't they?"

"They do that," he said. Wnmen's business and witches. It was bad enough
Karoly wanted to consult a witch: N kolai wanted no part of the lady gran's



busi ness. The lady was in her grave and stayed there, thank the god; trolls
wer e enough trouble for any man.

Cook gave a shake of her head and nounded t he dough into a bow, threw a towel
over it. "Over-nountain isn't where |'d like to be right now, with strange
doi ngs and things flying about a' night. Ask yourself what was trying to get
inwith the scullions last night, eh?"

The boy was clunping up the steps with the mlk pail. He came in white feced
and hasty, all ears. N kolai |ooked at the boy, who set the pail down and
said, "ls that all, danme Zofia?"

' '"Be off,'' cook said. And when the door was shut:' "They don't want to go
into the barn, don't want to go to the sheds in the dark. | don't rightly

bl ame them "

"There's no troll in the courtyard. They don't go where there's this nany
peopl e.'

"If they eat themone by one there's not that many people, is there?" Cook's
voi ce sank to a nmutter. "I don't like the store roomneself, and that's the
truth. Karoly said keep all the latches tight. And what did he nean by that;
and what was that snell of burning, I'd like to know. So he's running off to
over-mountain, to the lad> gran's relatives as well as his, if you ask ne—and
lord Stani sending the boys with him... at whose asking, | want to know. His

lady certainly didn't want it; and lord Stani wasn't listening to her at all
that's what the maids heard conme out of that room'
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That was what the men were saying, too, down in the courtyard and in the
stabl es and the barn. The groons were saying other things, how the barley
sheaves above the stable door had fallen down in the wind, the doors had cone
open, and sonet hing had scared the horses |ast night, the same maybe as had
scared the scullions.

O maybe the wi nd had been what had themall upset. The old man snelted snoke
and heard | ost babies, rumors of it traveled fromvillage to farnstead, and
you could stay in the kitchen listening to tales until all the world outside
seemed dark and evil.

But N kol ai had a lonely walk out to the tower tonight to reach his quarters,
and on the way up the twisty, narrow tower stairs, where the light he carried
up fromthe doorway made rippling giant shadows on the stones, he found

hi nsel f thinking about the upstairs shutters and wondering if he'd left them
| at ched or open on the night.

Fool i sh notion. An open wi ndow had never bothered hi mbefore. There was
nothing to fear—hothing that wouldn't have a better chance at hi mtonorrow

ni ght, when they were sl eeping under the stars. But there was sonethi ng about
old piles of stone like this, that had seen | ords and servants conme and go,
that they accunul ated shadows and odd sounds, and creaks and sighs of wind;
you could well expect to neet the lady gran or old |lord Ladislaw on the
stairs—and it was no good thing to think of, on the eve of going troll-hunting
and wi zard-shepherding: the lady gran m ght be safe in her grave these | ast
ten years, but he had to open the door of his room and probe the shadows, a
grown man, for shame! who did not Iike to find the shutters open on the night
and the light blow ng precariously in his hands.

He went and pulled the shutters closed. In that instant the | anp bl ew out and
t he door slanmmed shut, thunmp! plunging the roominto dark and echoi ng through
the tower like doom It actually took courage to turn again and calmy latch
the shutters, to renenber his way blind through the dark of his own chanbers,
feel after the door, and open it.

A very little Iight cane up from bel ow, not enough to |ight
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the steps. He found the lanp on the table and felt his way downstairs again to
light it—ot the first time the door had played that rotten trick, with the
wi nd coming out of the south; not the first time he had trekked down the steps
to relight the | anp—but he had never had a heart-thunping panic like this,



god, not since he was nine years old, and he'd dared ne bogle in the hay-Ioft
t hat the nei ghbor boys refused to face.

It had known better than to meddle with him and fled with a great rustling of
straw and a clap of wings.

He it the lanp. He clinbed the stairs and on that last turn half-feared that
the shutters in his roomwould be open again, or that something would be
waiting hi the shadows, or behind the door. That was the price of listening to
stories, and he was a fool to think about them Zofia was probably snug hi her
own bed, forgetful of all her notions.

But he thought not. He sonehow thought not, tonight. And even with the
shutters shut and the |anmp burning bright, he |onged for the norning, when
they could be under the sky and out fromunder vaults of stone and nenori es.
Trolls and wolves isn't all that's wong, he thought to hinself, suddenly, for
no good reason. He renenbered over-nmountain, at |east the glinpse of it he had
had fromthe heights, the year of the troll. He renenbered a green | and under
a strangely gol den sky, and a feeling he had had then of secrets beneath that
green and witchcraft thick as leaves in that country. He had cone fromthe
north, followed the soldiers at fifteen, through wars and fami ne and the

doi ngs of w zards and witches—but that place had had a spooky feeling to it
even that long ago. He had closed his nmind to it, then: put away the nenory
until it was nudged by a rattling shutter and talk of the lady gran

Karol y? Karoiy was a dabbler, a pot-w zard, a weather-wi tcher. Think of Karoly
and you thought of wheaten charns and jars and jars of powders for toothache
and the gout. Karoly was sunny fields and winter firesi des—

(But hi the lady gran's day Karoly had gone off for days on end, that was so.
One wondered where. O why. Assig-
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nati ons with some sunburned country lass? Karoly was a man. And the | ady
gran—

The lady on the stairs, dreadful in the |anplight—she had not been old. Her
hai r had been bl ack. He renenbered it as black, the year he had cone to

Maggi ar. ' 'Wiose are you?'' she had asked. "Whose are you, pretty? And what
are you doing on ny stairs?

Shutters rattled with the wind. Forget the pretty cook, her pastries and her
stories. Forget the lady gran, the stairs and the | ong-ago dark. Lord Stani's
mast er huntsman | onged for sky above him for the sighing of | eaves—the forest
had no nenory such as stones acquired, when nmen piled themup and dwelled in
them and nade walls and bolts to keep thensel ves safe from each ot her inside.
2

THE WHTE BITCH HAD WHELPED IN THE N GHT-SOFT

nosed, was nudgi ng the newborn pups against her belly to nurse in the norning
chill.

No few of themwere yellow Yuri was quick to point that out; and Tamas rubbed
the ears of the gawky yellow hound that thrust its head under his armto have
a |l ook at the puppies: Zadny, they called the ugly stray, who desperately
wanted to pl ease, who was good-tenpered and keen to do what a body want ed.
Sonebody had | ost a fine dog, in Tamas* estimation, the day Zadny had sl i pped
his |l eash: he had arrived in the ice wind, starved and foot-sore, refusing
every hand but Tamas' own, from which day he was Tamas' dog, and fastest of
all the dogs Tanas used. In case wanderlust took himaway this spring, Tamas
was delighted to see the puppies.

But Tamas came to the kennel in arnmor this dawn, with grandfather's third best
sword bumping at his side, breakfast uneasy in his stomach, and the stark
realization in his mnd that he could not be here, that Yuri must inherit the
puppi es—to see themwal k, and tunble, and play. Yuri had run up | ooking for
hi m and Bogdan as if nothing el se were going on in the yard: Bogdan was busy
at the stables, in the deepest throes of packing; but |amas had excused

hi nsel f and come for Yuri's sake; and, laced with changes that woul d pass

wi thout him was suddenly beset with apprehensions.

Yuri lifted up a puppy and showed himthe face. "It has to be his, doesn't



it?"

"No question,' * Tamas said, rubbing the blunt puppy nose 12
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that had Zadny's yellow fur. "Only lighter. But puppies are, you can't tel
yet." He had conme here to nmollify Yuri's offended sense of inportance; now he
felt unease, and a sense of loss he could not define. It pronpted himto say,
"Take care of them If anything should happen—

* "It won't happen!'' Yuri scow ed and set the puppy down against its nother
"No reason | can't go, I'"'monly two years behind you, but no one sees that."
It was three. But shading on two. " 'Anything can al ways happen,’ Tamas
qguoted Karoly, and reached out to squeeze Yuri's sullenly averted shoul der.'
"Maybe it's nothing, all this business, maybe it's just a bad year and it's a
fooli sh goose chase, over-mountain. It nmight be. It's not what goes on there
that I'"mworried about, it's what happens here."

There was a wet-eyed angry |l ook from Yuri. "Nothing happens here. Nothing ever
happens here!™"

"So it's your job to see it doesn't. Hear ne?" H's brother |onged after

i nportance. Tamas offered what romance he could. "Noises in the stables,
scratches at the w ndows . "

"Birds," Yuri said sullenly. "That's all, it's birds. It's springtinme, naster
Karoly says so, what do they expect?"

"Just take care. And don't go off alone in the woods and don't |et your
friends go. There could be a troll, and | don't want you to find it.""'

"I thought there was a troll. | diought you were supposed to kill it on your
way. '

"If we neet it on our way. We're supposed to ride over-nountain and back
that's all we're supposed to do. Master Karoly isn't happy witii things here,
that's why we're going to talk to his sister, isn't it? It's no good if we get
t here and sonet hi ng dreadful 's happened back here, if the house has burned
down or sonething. So watch out for things. Keep an eye on every thing—don't

l et your friends be stupid, don't go into the woods. Don't |et sonething go
wrong. You're . taking Bogdan's place in the house. —-And take care of Zadny
for me. Al right? The houndsmaster doesn't like him he threatens to | ose him
in the woods, and | want you to watch
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out for himand see he's all right while |I'm gone. Prom se ne."

There was not nuch time. Men were mustering in the yard. And talk had only
broken the dam Yuri glared at himwth tears brimm ng, tenper and shane

equal ly ruddy in his cheeks. "You get to do everything. Bogdan ignores ne.
It's not fair!"

"It's the first time, | promise you, it's the first time |Ve ever gone
anywhere—and next tine, you will go. You'll be tall as | amin another year.''
"It won't do any good. The baby has to stay honme if the rest of you get
killed. For the rest of ny life they' |l say, 'Sonebody has to stay hone .

"Take care of Zadny. Keep out of trouble. Prom se ne?"

"I promise." Sullenly. Tearfully.

"Cone on." He tousled Yuri's hair and Yuri batted at his hand.

"Don't treat nme |like a baby. Don't do that."

"I prom se. Never again." This norning seened an onminous time for Never

Agai ns. He skirted around that thought, into irrevocable decision. ' 'Come on
Walk me to the yard.'

Yuri got up in glumsilence and dusted hinmsel f off. Zadny cane waggi ng up
brushed his cold nose agai nst Tamas' hand, and got in his way—Zadny was
roundly cursed for that habit, by cook, by Taddeuscz the houndsmaster, by
Bogdan, especially since the day Zadny had gotten shut upstairs and chewed
Bogdan' s best boots. Zadny had a way of crossing one's path on stairs, or in
doorways. Zadny chewed on things. He was |ost, Tamas was wont to argue on his



dog's behalf. —He likes to be close to people. He hasn't grown into his feet
yet. He hasn't had anyone to teach hi m manners.

He t hought of Zadny underfoot in the yard, with the horses, or the very likely
chance of Zadny follow ng them down the road. "Yuri," he said, "we have to tie
him" and Yuri agreed, and got a rope.

It was a betrayal. He got down on one knee and tied the knot tight, getting
dog all over himin the process, and a wet kiss of forgiveness in the face.
"Be good," he told Zadny.
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"Stay, mind Yuri." After which he got up, w ped his face and his | eather
surcoat, and went with Yuri out of the kennels.

Bar ki ng pursued themthrough the gate, onto the tranpled earth and fl agstone
of the larger courtyard, where horses and groons mixed with stray goats and a
handf ul of agile pigeons. The escort was gathering, with relatives and

wel | -wi shers, nothers and wi ves and younger brothers and sisters, uncles and
aunts and cousins and grandparents, all weaving perilously in and out anong
the horses, all turned out in holiday best because it was no hunting parry
they were organizing, it was as bold and anmbitious a setting-forth as anyone
had made for years in Maggiar, to | egendary over-nountain, with the chance of
trolls along the way—fifteen nmen, all told, with their horses and three pack
poni es | oaded with grain and canvas for the nountain passes. The conmotion
caught Tamas up, making his heart beat faster. Colors and edges seened both
bright and unreal this norning. Master N kolai was shouting at the groons.
Jerzy was flirting with a knot of Zav's cousins. Bogdan, |ooking every bit a
lord's son and a warrior, was taking his |leave of their nother and father at
the top of the steps.

Tamas eel ed t hrough the confusion, hurried up the few steps to the |anding
with Yuri in his wake. ' 'Do you suppose you can get this | ot away today?"

t hen- father asked Bogdan just then. Bogdan | aughed and took his | eave,

cl apping Tamas on the armand ruffling Yuri's hair as he passed, with, "Be
good, little brother."

Tamas went and ki ssed his nmother—Be careful ," she said to him straightened
hi s cl oak-pi n and remarked how handsone he was, but she had said a great deal
nore than that |ast eveni ng—about witches and trolls and the necessity of

wat chi ng what he ate and what he drank and never, never, never believing

somet hing that | ooked too good to be true.

"We' || be back before high sumrer," he told her, seeing tears glistening—high
sunmer was what master Nikolai had assured all of them he kissed her a second
time, guilty for her tears, then briskly hugged his father, who patted himon
16
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t he shoul ders, saying, dryly, "Tanas,—keep a | eash on your brother.’

"I will," he promised, startled: his father had never said such a thing
before, never hinted in all their lives that he doubted Bogdan's | eadership,
and he was not sure it was not a joke, except his father was not |aughing. Had
there been sonme falling out this norning? Bogdan at |east had been | aughi ng as
he left.

Their father hugged hima second tinme, closer, clapped himon the back and
shoved him after Bogdan, as if that was after all his final judgnment of the
sons he was sending out into the world-but, lord Sun, he had no idea how he
was supposed to restrain Bogdan's headl ong rush at obstacles: naster Karoly
could hardly do that. He was the younger son, Bogdan was in comand, and their
father told himto keep Bogdan out of difficulties?

The clatter of horses racketed off the courtyard walls, drowning shouts and
conversations as Tamas went down the steps, past master Karoly, in arnor |ike
the rest of them who was on his way up to his father. He spotted his own
horse in the mlling yard: the groons had brought him and they had indeed
tied his packs on for himas they had said. He headed that direction in
relief, done with good-byes and parental tears. Now his only worry was not to



| ook foolish anmong the ol der nen—-when out of nowhere a chubby girl ran up
pressed a heavy packet into his hands and fl ed.

He stopped, confused, as Yuri turned up at his el bow, breathlessly asking
could he have use of his hunting bow while he was gone, his own was too short
for him and he needed a far heavier pull than Bogdan's old cast-off

"Yes," Tamas said absently. The packet the girl had given himsnelled
wonderful ly of cake and spice; and he wondered who she was, or what he had
done to deserve her attention. Qther girls were giving out gifts of cakes or
garlands to their sweethearts—but he was notoriously, famusly shy of girls—
everyone teased himfor it; she intended he give it to Bogdan, that was npst
probably the answer.

"Tamas? Can | ?"
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He renmenbered his promise not to ruffle Yuri's hair—ust in tine. Yuri stood
| ooking up at him promsing fervently, "I'Il take care of it," —eaning the

bow, which would only gather dust this sumer, and that was not good for a
bow O for other things. "Use anything," he said. "Anythingof mne you like."
One did not hunt trolls and come back and play with kites and tops. The

cl othes, he would outgrow. The few things else . . . why detail a few
sentimental trinkets? Yuri had the last of his boyhood to go, the exploring
years, the hunting and the fishing out at distant farms a marvel ous hal f day
away from home and supper.

Pottery crashed. Mchal's horse, fighting the groonms to avoid a gaggl e of
girls, backed into stacks of baskets, then surged back toward the scream ng
girls, across a ruin of apples. Chaos spun through the yard, Mchal and the
groons all cursing as they restrai ned the horse.

"Al'l right, all right," the master huntsman shouted, "to horse, lord Sun

cl ear back, can we have | ess conmotion and get us underway? Master Karoly?
Mlord Tamas? Can we get to horse?

H s face went hot. He gl anced back, where Karoly was still with their father

i nsisting, he suddenly realized, on rehearsing every detail he had gone over
with their father |ast night—-he knew Karoiy and he could catch the gist of it
fromhere. So he ran back up the steps, tugged nmaster Karoly by the sl eeve,
with: "Master Karoly, we're leaving right now," and drew the old man down to
t he yard.

"The weat her-glass,"” Karoly was calling over his shoul der as groons at the
foot of the steps were boosting his arnored weight into the saddle. "Don't
forget the weather-glass, | showed Yuri howto read it—=

Their father called back, "Be off or you'll be here for harvest. —And m nd
listen to advice, master Karoly!"

"—have to keep the water up to level!" Karoly shouted back, while Tamas tucked
his be-ribboned prize into his sad-!dte pack before mounting. "Be careful!"
Yuri wished him with worry on his face.

"Use your heads!" their father bell owed across the yard.
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Bogdan, ahorse, |aughed and waved, already turning away; "Good-bye!" Yuri was
shouting, and with his foot in the stirrup, Tamas had an overwhel m ng i npul se
to gl ance back toward his parents and his hone as if-as if, it seened, he had
only this last nonent to fix everything in nmenory, everything about this place

But Bogdan was riding for the gate with Karoly and Ni kol ai, |eaving no tine
for nmobon-gazing, and he hit the saddle as his horse joined the mlling spil
outward, overtaking Bog-dan and the horse his own was nost used to follow ng.
Hooves runbl ed on the bridge, thunped onto the solid earth of the road, and
the voices and the cheering grew faint. When he | ooked back a third tine, hone
was gray, forbidding walls and a | ast pale glinpse of festive well-w shers
within the gates, but no sight of Yuri, who was probably sul ki ng. The day
seened perilous, full of omens; yet there was nothing he could put a thought
around, as master Karoly would say. As if—



As if he were on the brink of his own forever after—er maybe only of grow ng
up. It was a slice of his whole year this journey mght take, bound where
there m ght be bandits, or trolls. And he had given everythi ng away.

He asked hinself why now. Yuri would only |lose the things—Yuri was fourteen
still careless, and could Yuri know the value of a broken toy horse and a
bird s nest? Yuri would toss the keepsakes into the m dden and use the painted
box to hold his fishing weights.

But fields surrounded them now. The horses ran out then-first wind and settled
to a steady pace as friends sorted out their riding groups. In alittle nore
there was no sign or sight of the keep at all, only orchards on either side,
and a dark straggle of wild woods hi front of them The day had settled to a
steady creaking of |leather and jingling of harness and arnor—as |life would be
for days and days, and probably nore of that than of meeting bandits.

And they were not strangers he was riding with, they were nostly Bogdan's
friends; and a few of his father's men. Bog-dan might be in comand for

appear ance' s sake, but master
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Ni kol ai was in charge where it came to trolls—hot to nmention master Karoly,
who could tilt any odds to N kol ai

As the day passed, it felt |ike any ordinary hunting-party, forgetting the
arnor and the swords and master Karoly's presence with them the jokes and

gi bes were the sane, older nmen testing the younger ones—n which, being
youngest and a fair target, he made no jokes, only defended hinself. He could
trade gibes with his lord brother, if he chose, which the others only rarely
dar ed—

But he would not do that in public. Not in front of Bog-dan's friends. Bogdan
was anxi ous about havi ng hi mal ong: Bogdan was al ways anxi ous about his wit in
front of witnesses, and generally left himalone: by Bogdan's exanple, he
supposed, so did Bogdan's friends, although he was a fair target on certain

points, like girls and hunting, and doubtless had a reputation for glum dul
si | ence.
'Keep a | eash on Bogdan,' indeed. Only because he was a weight on his brother

and knew court proprieties and not to set his el bows on the table.

And mai nt ai ni ng Bogdan's good hunor in this conpany meant calling down no
untoward attention on hinself, making no m stakes and not becom ng the butt of
jokes. O Bog-dan's friends, Filip was am able enough. O the grown nen,

master Karoly was safe, even naster N kolai. But Jerzy—Iord Sun, who could
deal with Jerzy, elegant master Barb-in-everything? O Mchal, who was stil
smarting about his horse and the appl e baskets?

Appl es, Jerzy recalled at every opportunity. Mchal was frowning, dark as the
t hunder cl ouds that shaded their road, and meking shorter and shorter retorts.
In that way they passed fromfields to occasional thicket. It rained, a sudden
downpour, and they rode under rain-dripping branches of the deeper woods—'
Where *s weat her-wi tching?" the grunble was heard then hi the ranks. "Qur own
wi zard al ong, and we're soaked the first day out. \Wake up, nmaster Karoly!")

But the air held a clean fresh scent the rest of the day; Jerzy wearied of

appl es; and they camped hi a charcoaler's
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clearance as the trail grewtoo dimfor safety, with a fire of wood and

| eftover lunps of charcoal

Then everyone broke out the drink and the packets of honeyed sweetneats, fresh
baked bread and cheese and sausages, all the rich food that was bound to go
bad in a few days, and shared it around—OCh, ho!" Bogdansai d, asTa-mas offered
the cake, "that's not cook's work, is it?"

" 'l think she neant it for you,'' Tamas said, trying to hand it to him But
Bogdan waved it off—=I'msure it's yours," Bogdan said. "Keeping secrets, are
we, brother?"

"Many," he retorted shortly, and glanced down, for fear of the cake becomn ng
as notorious as apples.



But in fact, the plunp maid s spice cake was delightful, and, sharing it
around, and with the nmen not too wi ckedly asking who the nysterious sweetheart
was, he found hinself thinking she had been sonewhat pretty: the gatewarden's
second daughter, if he had his girls sorted out.

And not even an inpossible match for lord Stani's second son, although his

not her woul d hold out for (he shuddered) Jerzy's hot-tenpered younger sister
or lazy third-cousin Ka-taryzna, lord Sun save him A wi fe was anot her
prospect that canme with growing up and riding with the men. Al too soon
someone el se's decision was going to arrive in his life with a clutter of
baggage, disarranging his quarters, his habits, his days, his holidays, and
his time to hinmself. And while spice cake was a benefit, the |oss of privacy
was not.

"Don't mind if | do," master N kolai said, taking a chunk. "Mm™"

Master Karoly nmeanwhil e had strayed of f about the fringes of the clearing,
anong the trees. Nikolai's eyes were on him So then were Bogdan's.

"Master Karoly," Bogdan called out as Karoly wandered further into shadow, but
the old man showed no disposition to cone back

"It's going to be that way," Bogdan nuttered, and el bowed Filip on his other
side. "Filip, —god, —go watch him Don't trouble him but don't let himfind a
bear out there.”
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Filip swore wearily, got up and took his sword and his piece of cake with him
whi l e master Ni kol ai washed his nouthful down with a long drink fromhis

fl ask.

"Trolls aren't nuch for fires," N kolai said, and finding every eye on him
went on with satisfaction: "They're not much for w zards either. The one
killed, now, that was the year a whole band of them canme in on one of our
farmers, killed the family, him his wife, her brother, all the livestock. W
found just the bones left of nost of them Dreadful w nter. Wen we tracked
themup into the nountains they charged right into the firelight and tried to
make off with our horses. Either they thought we'd be easy as the farners or
they were that hungry. Trolls have a prodigi ous appetite.”

"What did you do?" Jozef wanted to know. Jozef was new in the hold, an
exchange from maternal uncle Ludwi k's hold at Jazny-brook. Tanmas and Bogdan
and every youngster in ne household had begged the tale every winter, how

Ni kol ai had grabbed the chief troll's tail and cut it off, but Jozef was a new
audi ence.

" bear-si zed, these were. Big as a bear at least. You could take themfor
bears, except the faces, except the tail. It's long and naked as a rat's; and
if you can grab that, you've got him Except then you have to decide what to
do with him"

Ni kol ai was joking with Jozef; the older nen's eyes were sparkling with
anusement. "So what did you do?" Jerzy asked, in the exact nonent.

"Why, " Nikolai said, "cut it off and ran like hell."

Laughter around the fire. O course Ni kolai could be talked into telling his
story in detail, starting fromthe ruined farmnmhouse, and the dreadful find
there.

Meanwhi l e Karoly cane trailing back with Filip, sat down in silence and seened
to listen, hunched over with his arns about his knees. N kolai told of the
events near the cave, and how he had done for the king of the trolls, and him
big as a bear and strong as two nen.

The whol e woods seened full of sighs and whi spers. An owl called. Jozef

j unped, and | aughed about it.
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Karoly said, afterward, "I don't |ook for them here. Though it's possible. W

shoul d have a guard tonight."
"Jerzy," Bogdan said.
"A guard against what!" Jerzy protested. "That's what | 'd like to know, if |



*mgoing to sit up listening.'

"Agai nst whatever cones," Karoly murnured, staring abstractedly into the fire,
and that was all subsequent questions could get out of him

Jerzy, grunbling, dislodged Mchal fromthe nost confortabl e spot near the
fire, set his back against a tree and propped his sword across him while the
rest of themsettled to sleep: Jerzy, and Mchal, Filip, Pavel and Zev, that
was the sequence of watch Bogdan set up, to take themto dawn; and Tamas

| oosened the belts and the straps of his arnmor and slid out of sonme of it,
besi des t he boot s—he watched what Ni kol ai and Bogdan did, to see how nuch
confort was prudent under the circunstances; and settled down with his saddle
packs for a pillow, and Nikolai's story to darken his thoughts.

The newly | eaved trees rustled and sighed over them N ght-creatures creaked
and hooted through the woods around about. Their horses nmoved about their
firelit grazing, bickered and shifted suddenly, rousing several heads from

bl ankets, then quieted for a while. N kolai had sat down near Jerzy, on watch,
and the two of themtalked in | ow voices, sonething to do with bear tracks in
the woods: Tames tried to hear, his mnd too full, he feared, for sleep, and
what regarded trolls or bears interested him He shut his eyes to rest them
while he listened; but he waked with the sun filtering through the trees, the
whol e canp stirring, and Bogdan calling himthe famly | ay-about.

Thi ngs were i medi ately dull once Bogdan and Tamas had ridden away. Ni ght was
worse, with no brothers bickering down the hall. And breakfast was altogether
gl um and nmuch too quiet. Yuri stirred his porridge about, with no appetite for
it, slouched about his norning duties for Karoly, the slate-marking and the
daily estimation of the weather-glass, then
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ghosted through their nmother's sight, their nother noping and sewi ng and

di scussing with her audi ence of maids and natrons.

But he was too old to have to sit with that. He went down to their father's
hearings of the fanners and tradesnen, but the only excitenent there to be had
was the story about farmer Padriaczw s bull and widow Mriam s cow, and once

t hat was done, he sl unped downstairs toward the yard to | ook for sonme of the
ot her boys.

He was sure he would find them about the kitchens. But cook was maki ng
pastries, and said the boys had ridden out to Anbrozy's hol dings to hunt
rabbits.

That was conpletely unfair. Nobody had told him Never mnd he had slept |ate,
and dallied about master Karoly's study, and lingered to hear about the bul
and the widow s cow one of themcould at |east have | ooked for him and he
was not now even interested to go and scare rabbits with a pack of boys too
busy to come and find him

So he collected a few special scraps for the white bitch and his brother's
dog, deciding puppies were nore fun than traitors, and that he and Zadny coul d
go hunt rabbits around the orchard outside the wall

So he flew down the scullery stairs, |eaped puddl es of wash water, and ski pped
down and around to the rickety kennel fence, near the stables. Hs father's
dogs i mediately set up a row, wanting what he had; Bogdan*s six hurled

t hensel ves at their kennel gate and barked and yel ped to attract his
attention.

But the new nmother, the white bitch, put her nose up to the gate and took her
scraps with licks of gratitude, like the | ady she was. He counted to see were
the puppies all in their nest and they were. Then he went as far as Zadny's

| onely and ranshackl e pen, which Tamas had nade doubly strong to keep the

ot her dogs fromfighting with him

But no Zadny canme up to the gate; and when Yuri lifted the latch and | ooked,
there was the rope lying in the nmud, chewed through

He had |let Zadny get away. Tamas would kill him
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No, Tamas would forgive him and that was a thousand tinmes worse

"Where are you goi ng?" the arnmorer asked. "lsn't that Tamas' bow you're

t aki ng?"

"He lent it to ne," Yuri said. And never answered the first question, in his
flight downstairs

"Where are you goi ng?" cook asked, when he begged a hamper of food.

"To find the boys," he lied—although it was not quite alie, if one could
count his brother and their friends. "Please could | have extra? They'l
probably be starved."

"Where are you goi ng?" the stabl et naster asked, when he caught hi m saddling

hi s pony, G acja.

"Ch, cook gave ne this for the boys." He showed the basket, but not what was
init.

' "You mind don't break your neck, the stabl emaster said. Yuri was sure the
st abl enaster was thinking nostly of the pony's neck and the pony's welfare, no
matter Gracja was his pony and he had never broughi her to harm

"' Where are you going, young lord?'' the guard at the gate asked.

"Ch, out and about," he said, and rode through

" "When will you be back?' ' the guard called after him

"When | find my brother's dog," he shouted back, and set Gracja to a brisk
trot, because ne guard was hard of hearing, and every boy knewit.

And because he knew what direction Zadny had gone, and how far he m ght go,
and because that direction was (he would adnmit it to hinself only for a nonent
or two) exactly the way his heart wanted to go, at least in his fondest
imagination . . . only, in his pretending, he dreamed of overtaking Zadny j ust
as Zadny reached the nen on the mountainside, and hearing his el dest brother
say, "Ch, let himcone, he's already here."

But that was not what Bogdan woul d say. And he knew the | ook Tamas woul d give
himif he could not even keep his dog safe in his pen
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He had some pride. And if he was out all night and if he cane back with Zadny,
maybe everybody including his traitor friends would have worried enough to
realize diey cared

It was forest for the next whol e day; and expecting trolls palled after a
time, in Tamas' thinking. The | and began to rise. They saw ganme, but never yet
a sign of trolls, and made no diversion to hunt—Bogdan nai ntai ned that rabbit
stew woul d be a fine supper and argued that they could spare the tine; but

Ni kol ai overruled him as N kolai had their father's instructions to do,
saying they could enjoy that luxury on die way back: it was better they nove
al ong, until they knew for certain what weather they were feeing in the
nount ai ns.

Besi des, they had the remmant of the cakes and cheese and sausage from hone;
and they had to dispose of that before it went stale or spoil ed—amazi ng, Tamas
said to himself, how obsessively nen's thoughts turned to their next neal,
when there would be no kitchen to provide it; and how after two days of

| ooking for trolls under every |og and bush, the mind wandered and began to
observe other detail for relief, the flight of birds, the sunlight on new

| eaves, and the quick scurrying of vermn in the undergrow h.

The danmge of the winter past was everywhere evident, in bushes that should be
buddi ng, now attenpting to cone up fromthe root; in trees |eafing only above
the reach of deer. But deer left little sign, now, instead, there was a great
busyness of snmall scavengers—at one days-old carcass, like a swarmof rats
when the granary door was opened.

—The forest is wounded, Tamas thought, not to the death, yet, but wounded—when
no one could imagine a forest this wide and healthy could take harm even by
fire. He would never have said there could ever be too nany deer, or too many
foxes, but seeing the damage here, considering scratchings at doors and
desperate flutterings at the eaves of the keep itself, he began to believe it
nore than a mere onen of harm the harm here mi ght be subtle, but it was

al ready begun, in a spring that would not conme with its usual vigor
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and in the abundance of carcasses that the wolves had not touched.

There were always deaths in winter, that the nmelting snow turned up—deaths
culling the weak and the old and the lane: but these were too many, and too
recent: animals that had survived the whiter were dying of privation, one kind
preying on the next. Undergrowth was | ess. Roots had washed bare in the rains.
Berry-thickets were scant of |eaves. The other nmen began to remark on it, and
asked Karoly what he thought.

Karoly said, "One thing touches everything." But when Jerzy asked what he
meant, Karoly only | ooked at the sky through the branches, gazing, it m ght
be, toward the hills, and said, "That answer is over the nountains."

It was a good thing cook had put extra biscuits in the basket; and a bad one
he had not managed to cone away with but a Iight cloak—but, Yuri said to
hinself in the chill of the night, if he had gone out with a bl anket and
everyt hing he needed he woul d never have gotten away.

And if he had been a little earlier going out to see to Zadny the way he had
prom sed, he m ght have caught Zadny before he chewed through the rope.

But there was no use sleeping with m ght-have-beens, his father would say. He
was in the woods. He had called after Zadny until every farner in the valley
and every deer in the forest nmust have heard him It was only after the sun
went down that he had begun to think overmuch about trolls, and wol ves, and
bears; and now in the dark it seemed scary to call out. This was the hour the
four-footed hunters were out—and the tinme that trolls noved about, | ooking
for boys and | ost dogs to have for their suppers, if they could not catch a
deer.

O maybe they woul d rather catch boys and stupid dogs.

He had given up trying to start a fire. He had never been good at it. He
wrapped hinmself in his cloak. Gracja's bl anket was too sweaty and he had
rubbed her down with it. And now he was acutely aware of the dark around about
him and
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the sighing of the | eaves and the calling of night creatures he would swear he
had never heard before in his life.

But then he had never been alone in the woods.

Per haps he should give up and go hone tonmorrow norning. Surely they were
searching the woods for himnow, although he had not heard them and whatever
their opinion, he was not |ost: he was absolutely confident of the genera
direction of hone, and he had found what he was sure was Bogdan's party's
trail through the woods, which was one of the usual ones. Zadny, with a
hound' s keen nose, had surely found it, too, and followed it.

And ever so much he w shed that Zadny's keen nose could find hm, because he
coul d hear something noving about in the brush, and something was beginning to
make Gracja very nervous.

He | eapt up, the way he judged his brothers would, waved his cl oaked arnms and
yelled, "Go away!" in his gruffest voice.

What ever-it-was scanpered away through the woods. G acja junped and al nost
broke her tether. Yuri sat down and tucked his cloak about him again, feeling
better, at |east.

Maybe even a wolf had been afraid of him Muybe a bear. At best a deer or two.
God, he hoped that had not been Zadny.

"Zadny?" he called out into the dark. "Zadny? Here, boy—eone here.'' It raised
a dreadful noise in the night, and he inagined every bear and every trol
within earshot pricking up its ears and saying,' 'Now there's a boy in the
woods, isn't it?"

" Zadny?"

He heard a stirring in the brush. He inmagi ned wol ves and bears at |east, took
up Tanmasl bow and nocked an arrow and waited.
"Zadny?" His armtrenbled. He wi shed he had tried harder to start a fire.



But a pale starlit nose crept out fromunder the | eaves, and ungainly |arge
forefeet followed. "Zadny!" Yuri exclained,
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letting the string relax. "Lord Sun, I'"'mglad to see you! Come on, conme on
boy! "

He had, he had realized it this norning, cone away with no rope or |eash, only
Gracja's tether, and that was in essential use. So it had to be his belt. He
laid the bow down as Zadny cane out and regarded himin the dark, he tal ked
gently to the hound the way Tamas woul d:

"Come on, cone here, boy." He knelt down, delved into his pack and pulled out
a biscuit. "Here, boy, cook sent it, cone on, there's a lad . "

Zadny woul d not approach his hand. He broke off a bit and tossed it, but like
a wild thing, Zadny took that and shied out of reach, and stood staring at him
froma safer distance |ike a deer about to bolt.

"Ch, I'mnot going to grab you. Here's a nice biscuit, nice dog, good dog,
Zadny. You know nme. |'m Tamas' brother. Tamas said to take care of you. The
houndsmaster didn't hit you, did he? He surely didn't hit you. And you

woul dn't run off fromthe puppies, would you? Tamas said you were to mind ne
whi | e he was gone, and you're not to follow him you hear? He won't Iike
that."

Zadny m ght hear, but not for any coaxing would he let a hand near him Ofer
a norsel of biscuit and Zadny woul d creep up, stretch as far as he coul d,
shatch the bit and go; on the second such approach Yuri made a grab after him
That was a m stake. Zadny shot off into the brush and vani shed.

"Zadny?" Yuri called, over and over again, and apologized. "I"'msorry. | won't
do it again, there's a good boy.

The nose cane back, under the | eaves. The forepaws did. But not a bit closer
woul d Zadny cone, not for any coaxing.

Yuri slept finally, exhausted; and waked with a sloppy wet tongue on his face.
H s eyes flashed open on dawn woods and a yell ow hound's face, and he nmade a
startled snatch after Zadny's collar

And mi ssed agai n.

"Zadny," he pl eaded. "Zadny, cone back here!"
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But the dog sinply stood out of reach while he saddl ed Gracja and clinmbed up
Then the hound trotted off his own way, the way his naster had gone.

The next day's ride was clinmbing. Al the party bundled up in cloaks as
soft-leaved trees gave way to cedar and to scrub pine. Snow patched the ground
and fell in spits and fits fromthe gray overcast, until the horses went with
beards of ice. Hi gh on the nmountainside, they stretched their two canvasses
bet ween stout, uneven trees, in a wide spot in what N kol ai swore was the
right trail. They shared a firel ess supper, huddled in cloaks, with the w nd
roaring and thundering at their tents. Trolls could carry themall off tonight
and wel come, M chal swore: slow roasting was preferable to freezing.

"Trolls wouldn't go out in this," Bogdan said, and nore loudly:" 'l think a

wi zard's conpany ought to be worth better weather, don't you, naster Karoly?"
"It could be worse," Karoly retorted, "and it could have been better, if we'd
stopped where | said, an hour |ower down.'

They were at recrimnations, now things had devolved to that. Master Karoly
had said wait, Bogdan had said go ahead, N kolai had grudgingly admtted there
was a stopping-place further on; and now they were all at odds, with the
canvas snappi ng and thundering in the gusts.

Wth no warning then their canvas ripped, letting in a great gust of cold air,
and Bogdan and naster Karoly were shouting and swearing at each other, while
Filip and Zev grabbed after the canvas and called for cord, shouting down al
recrimnations. Tamas hugged his cl oak about himand buried his cold nose
beneath its folds, lifting it only to say (but no one stopped arguing to
listen) that if they used the sense the horses had and sat cl ose agai nst one
anot her they would all be warner.



"The stornms aren't through,” N kolai said. "W should have waited."
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But Bogdan said, "W're in it now You say we're halfway. This is no tinme to
tal k about quitting."

| amas agreed wi th Bogdan, though no one listened to his nuttered opinion

M chal and Zev and Filip had patched the canvas with a rock and a wap of

cord, which stopped nost of the wind; and in relative confort he drowsed and
waked to find the wind fallen and everything still. Filip was on watch, tucked
up at the door with a dusting of snow on his knees—-he noved his feet as Taraas
got on his knees and | ooked out from under their shelter

The dawn sky shone cold and clear and the horses were bunched in the shelter
of the pines near the other tent. New snow nmade dusty bl ankets on their backs
and in the hollow of the canvas. Like the nmountain stornms he had heard N kol ai
tell of all his life, this one had been fast and bitter—but it had left the
air clean and tingling with life.

Karoly was awake, too: Karoly got up fromhis place at the back of the
shelter, and excused his way over sleepers, on business Tamas figured for
urgent and private until Karoly failed to return in the usual tine.

"He's been gone a while," Filip whispered, and got up; Tamas rose to go with
him stiff and sore in every joint, peered out and saw the old man standing
out in the open, looking out off the cliff into the distances of a rose and
shadow sky, where shone a few bright norning stars.

Maybe he's working nagi c, Tamas thought. He had never seen Karoly at work:
mast er Karoly had taught himand Bog-dan and Yuri what he called the
principles of the arts, shown themthe weat her-glass and ot her such

prognosti cating devices; but the true magic master Karoly had never given nem
nor ever worked in front of w tnesses, unless one counted his conmuning wth
the walls of the keep and the earth of the fields.

" "What's he doing out there?"' Filip whispered distressedly at his shoul der
"I don't know," he whispered back. N kol ai and Bogdan stirred, then, grunbled
and swore they might as well be up and noving, there was no sleeping with al

t he whi spering
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and the conming and goi ng, and they'd nade acquai ntance with every rock under

t hem

"Why are we under snow?" Jerzy asked, punching the patched canvas, that sifted
snow down on everyone. "If he's so great a wi zard, why do we have such rotten
[ uck?"

"Because he can't do everything at once," Tanmas said under his breath; he had
st opped expecting the nen to listen to him "W haven't nmet any trolls, we
haven't |ost anybody, we got to cover |ast night before the storm broke.
"I"d like to know what he is doing," Mchal conplained. "Standing on the edge
like that—a wind could blow himright down the nmountain.'’

He's listening, Tamas thought of a sudden, he had no idea why, but he thought
of master Karoly listening to the stone of the hold, and thought, if those
stones talk to hi mwhat might a whole nmountain sound Iike?

There had been a tinme he could have turned back, Yuri said to hinmself, wedged
i n behind G acja, ampong pines, anobng rocks, and nursing his little fire into a
dawn spitting and blustering with snow. The first night he could have corne
back and lied and said, well, he had not found the dog. But not after another
day. Not after a third, Zadny al ways dancing out of arms' reach, accepting his
charity and always, with a worried expression, |ooking off the way the nen had
gone, as if he would wait for a boy on a pony, but only just, only |ong
enough; and he would stay for a boy and a pony to sleep, but never quite |ong
enough.

If he had to go back now and cl aimhe had outright |ost the dog, he night have
to maintain that lie between hinmself and his brother for ever, perhaps. And if
he went back and told the truth, the other boys would say he had been
outwitted by a nongrel stray, and that was a tag he would have to live with



for the rest of his Iife. That he had hedged the truth with everyone, and that
Zadny runni ng away had given hima chance to do exactly what he wanted to do
did rub at his conscience—but there was actually no choice but to keep going
now. They would forgive you if you were dead and
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they woul d forgive you if everything turned out all right (well, truth, papa

woul d put himon bread and water for a week when he got hone.) But when you
got a reputation for lying or foolishness when you were fourteen, nobody ever
forgot it, and your friends when they were grown nen would never |et you
forget it—unless you were |ord of Maggi ar, which, being the youngest of |ord
Stani's sons, he never woul d be.

So he could not go back w thout the dog, who would not be caught, and very
soon now, by tomorrow, he would be out of food and closer to over-nountain
than he was to hone, which neant he had to find Tamas and Bogdan. He certainly
was not |ost: Zadny gave every sign of know ng where he was goi ng—and he coul d
see the traces the horses had left, so he knew Zadny was not mi staken. They
were going to be slower: Gacja was nothing for speed and he had had to canp
early and hunt for food al ong the way; but eventually, on the other side of

t he nountai ns, he would catch up with Tamas and Bogdan and the rest of the
men, in that country grandnother had told them about.

O Zadny would run ahead and find themfirst, and while they were stil
wonderi ng where Zadny had come from he would cone riding up on his pony and
say blithely—he had this planned—Hell o, brothers. And when Tamas called hima
fool: You said | should watch your dog. WAs | going to | et himget eaten by
bears?

No, it was Bogdan who would yell at him first: Tamas would want to, but after
Bogdan had vented his tenper, Tamas would start defending him that was the
way he planned his reception

And, after all, they could hardly send himhonme at that point: that was what
he was sure master Karoly would answer to the men's objections to having him
along. But he did not want to |l ook at master Karoly until after his brothers
had gotten to quarreling, because master Karoly would see through him

ot herwi se and give himone of those soul -seeing | ooks Karoly could give

In all versions, he had first to get there, and not to freeze before he got to
t he pass, which he had to reach today, if he
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was follow ng master Nikolai's accounts. He had worked from dusk into ful

dark last night to get a snell of snoke out of die driest pine tinder he could
manage—he had had it drying in his pocket all day, the way N kol ai had said
one should in the nmountains, where sudden showers and snowfells were likely
and the air was noist. He had cut pine boughs for a bed and for shelter to

sl eep under, and had Gracja's bl anket under himand his cloak over him

besi des. He had fed his fire dry tinder and pine needl es before he offered it
twigs and little branches and nore tinder before solid wood, the way N kol ai
had taught himhi his ninth sumrer. The biscuits m ght have run out-he had
shared the last one with Gracja and Zadny yesterday noon—but he had chopped
and stuffed grass into Gracja's enpty saddl ebags and his enpty food basket, so
she had food for the clinb, be it ever so little. Yesterday afternoon he had
shot and cl eaned a rabbit, that he had cooked | ast night, while Zadny had had
the offal for his supper. This norning he peeled the red, soft |ining out of
cedar for tinder for his next fire. He would pack a fistful of that in his
pocket, and as nmuch dry wood, broken to lie flat, as he could tie to the
saddle. Al these tilings he had | earned fromnaster N kolai in whiter tales,
how he had done when he had hunted trolls—and unlike some boys of his

acquai ntance, he listened when his teachers told stories, of which he was very
gl ad t hi s norning.

He was still reasonably warmin the shelter of the rocks, while the sleet
skirted around the nountainside; and Zadny, the rascal, came al nost but not
quite within reach, seeking that warnth. He had not slept soundly last night.



Keep the fire going: master N kolai had said that was the nost vital thing.
Peopl e had died up here who had let their fires go out, frozen stiff by the
time the searchers found themand he had never kept an all night fire by

hi nmsel f.

That was the only truly scary part, knowing his life continually depended on

t hi ngs he had never done before—tike getting a fire to take, |ike staying
awake, with no older brothers to wake himif he nodded. But he had done it. He
had
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not frozen last night. So he thought he could do the other things, and the
next and the next.

He had a small bit of rabbit for breakfast, and gave the bone to Zadny, who
cane just close enough to nip it hi his teeth. He thought if Zadny were truly
clever he would find his own rabbit, but he did not think Zadny was thinki ng
about being hungry right now until someone held food in front of him N kol ai
said it was four days fromthe start to the top of the mountain, he had tucked
that away in his nenory, too, so that was all the breakfast he afforded
hinsel f. He crawl ed out of his bed of pine boughs into the cruel w nd, dusted
the snow off Gracja, and put the warm bl anket he had slept with on Gracja's
back, before the saddl e that had been his pill ow.

Then he bundl ed up the wood he had had drying all night next the fire's heat,
and tied it on with Gracja's saddl e-strings. He had done everything N kol ai
had taught himto do; his breath hissed with shivers as he clinbed onto
Gracja's back the hard way, with a great deal of squirmng about to bring his
| eg over Gacja's neck, because of the wood; the cloak flapped in the w nd,
and hal f-blinded hi m+t was not a graceful nount, but he was up and on his way
to the hardest part of the clinb, with Zadny already | eaving tracks in the
newfallen snow

He woul d show up on the other side of the nountain with Gracja and Zadny and
say, "Of course | made it. No, | didn't have any troubl e—none at all. "
"Quiet every where," N kolai remarked, riding closer to | anas and Bogdan

'"No sight nor sign of trolls.'

"No sight nor sign of anything," Bogdan conpl ained, with a gesture outward,
toward the sky and the eagles that hunted above them in the thin, cold air.
"Except them —Mhere are the trolls, naster Karoly?"

"M nding their own business," master Karoly retorted.

Master Karoly neant they should ask himno nore questions; but it was a

hal f - hearted shot, as if he was thinking about something else entirely.
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"' Something's wong with him'' N kolai nmuttered to Bog-dan. "He hasn't
conpl ai ned once today."

It's true, Tamas kept thinking—he kept hearing that remark over and over in
his head and it made himnore and nore uneasy about Karoly. Something was
wrong, something that distracted the old man, as if he were hearing sonething
distant and difficult.

Bogdan remarked finally, when they were riding side by side, "The old naster's
worried. Has he tal ked to you?"

Tamas shook his head. "No." He waited for Bogdan to confide further in him

t he way Bogdan would if they were at home and wi t hout Bogdan's friends around.
But that was all Bogdan said. He asked finally, to fill the silence, "How far
are we fromthe top? Did N kol ai say?"

"We're past it, N kolai says. W're through the pass and going around the
nmount ai n—Ni kol ai says. But he's never been farther than this.'

The vall ey | ooked no different than the one they knew. There was not hing

magi cal about it, nothing that gran had described, no sign of trolls or faery.
Bogdan rode beside hima while nore in silence, then fell back to talk with
Filip, in words too |l ow to hear, perhaps confiding his worries to his friend,
since his brother was too young for his confidences.



The journey was not turning out as he had hoped. It was certainly sonmething to
see the mountains fromup here. But what had seemed an adventure into
once-upon-a-time at its outset, cane down to ordinary, barren stone, with nore
spits of sleet to sting their faces. Karoly was not talking to any of them
the ol der men were not talking to the younger—they rode in their own small
group, with Jerzy wondering aloud were they on the right trail; and no one was
interested in Stani's second el dest's opinions or his presence.

But it did,, thank the god, seemthat the trail was slightly downward, now,
and by afternoon, that pitch was unm stakabl e, even steep—all rocks and scrub
pi ne, never yet a flat place and never yet a |l eaf the horses could use to fil
their stomachs, but at |east the wind was not so bitter cold, and even Jerzy
grew nore cheerful
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Now, Tamas thought, they would begin to see the | andmarks their gran had
described. A place called Krukczy Straz, that was the first—a tower in pine
woods, that guarded the broad valley where the road went down to Hasel, where
there m ght even be relatives, if grandmother's kin were alive. At Krukczy
Straz they might find a warm gate-house to sleep in, at least, even if it was
not hi ng but the defensive tower its name inplied. There woul d be warm wat er
for washing, and a good nmeal, and hay for the horses, and they nmight still get
there tonight, if it was well up in the highlands, the way he recalled in
gran's stories.

" 'lIsn't there a tower?'' he ventured, riding close to naster Karoly. "Do you
think we can reach it tonight?"

Everyone el se was nore cheerful. Master Karoly was not. Karoly took a gl um
nmonent about answering him "It's possible. O not. Let's not get ahead of
oursel ves, shall we?"

It was certainly not the forgiving naster Karoly of the drafty tower study or
t he orchards around hone. Tamas rode by hima noment nore, wondering if Karoly
woul d have nore to say, or renenber his presence—a |ad could begin to wonder
if he had not gone invisible to his compani ons, or whether Karoly saw him at
all: Karoly did not so nuch as | ook at himagain, or speak. He let his horse
drift back to a slower walk, until it was himin the mddle, between N kolai's
group; and Bogdan's group

Tell Bogdan about it? Tamas wondered. What could | say? Master Karoly frowned
at me?

The trail meandered al ong the nountain and then plunged steeply, wearingly
downward, with never a sprig of grass for the horses, into a dead, skeletal
ruin of pine and cedar. They had fed the horses the scant grain they were
carrying, and pressed their journey late into the afternoon on a | evel road,
with the mountains |ike a wall around them unforgiving, sleet-dusted |unps of
r ock.

"This is madness," Jerzy said, as a sudden bitter wi nd how ed out of the

hei ghts, whipping at their cloaks and the wi nter-coat of the horses. "Are we
on the trail at all? | swear we're going up again."
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"It is the road," master Karoly broke his silence to say. "It's illusion
W're still descending."

"I"mnot sure you know where we are, old man. |'mnot sure we didn't take a

wrong turn on the mountai n—=

"No," Karoly said shortly.

"Master Karoly," Bogdan said, "we're out of supplies; and if we cone to green

grass, or if things get better |ower down, that's one thing: but it's far from
encour agi ng, what we're seeing. W can't press on without limts: these horses
can't do it, we can't do it—=

"We can't make it back over the pass," N kolai said, "w thout supplies.

There's no point arguing it. No matter where we are, we've got to go ahead. It
is aroad, it has to go sonewhere, and somewhere has to be down fromthe



hei ghts. We shoul d keep nobving, past sunset tonight if need be."

"It is the right road," Karoly said under his breath.

Tamas said, "G andnother nentioned— and then held his peace, because what
gran had said had no nore currency than what Karoly knew.

"We're lost,"” Jerzy maintained; and Karoly only shook his head and | ooked away
across the valley. Wsps of cloud veiled the depths. Birds circled far out
across the gray expanse, eagles or carrion crows it was hard to say: size and
color were illusory in this place. The birds made | ong shadows on the cl ouds.
Crows, Tamas deci ded, as they rode | ower, through a foggy patch. Carrion crows
and ravens fit everything they had seen so far; not only Mggi ar had suffered
a blight last winter. Trees on the nountains had died, |eaving sticks of
evergreens. The wi nd cane out of the west, down the throat of the pass and
agai nst their backs, cold and danmp off the patches of sleet on the slag-heap
mount ai ns. Instead of gran's waterfalls they found frozen, soot-stained ice;

i nstead of the pine groves of her stories, charcoal stunps thrust up through
sere, bl ackened brush

Filip said, "The whole forest burned."

Master Ni kolai said, with despair in his voice, "At |east
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we' ve passed well below the tree Iine now Spring will bring out the green in
the I owl ands, no matter the fire. There's bound to be forage further down.'
Down was where they were surely going now, Karoly and Ni kolai were right in
that. The horses nmaintained a weary, jolting pace. The dusk between the
nmount ai ns had cl osed about them and since the foggy patch, cloud hung around
t he hei ghts above their heads, gray and heavy with snow, casting everything in
gl oom

Maybe Jerzy's right, Tamas thought: maybe we missed sone turn of the trail on
t he heights and we've conme down in the wong vall ey—

But could master Karoly let us go astray? He's a wi zard, Jerzy said it
persistently: Wiy don't we neet better |uck?

Except if master Karoly could have cured what was wong at horme, wouldn't he
have? And if he could have gotten us through the nountains w thout the storm
woul dn't he have? He's conme here | ooking for his sister because things are
happeni ng he can't do anything about. Didn't he say to our father—+ have bad
dr eans?

They passed into a defile of pale rock and a wi de stream below the trail, that
Karoly suddenly proclai med was the road he renenbered.

"Was it this grin?" master Nikolai asked.

"No," master Karoly admitted, still riding.

The nmen said other things as the road wound around the barren hillside, a slip
zone of rockfalls and a |ong slope of rubble and dead brush down to a barren
st reansi de—an appal | i ng pl ace, deeply shadowed by mountain walls on either
side, but the road was nost definitely a road now, broad and wel | -defi ned.
They came to a mlestone of the Ad Folk, which explained the stonework

braci ngs along this stretch-such roads ran here and there in Maggiar, too,
with simlar mlestones; but a grinning face was roughly painted on it.
"What's that?" master N kolai wanted to know.

"No good thing," Karoly said. N kolai had reined to a stop at that find, so
had they all, but Karoly passed it by with a look, as if it was part and
parcel of everything in the Iand.
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"\What ?" Bogdan called after himangrily. "Master Karoly, where are you | eading
us? What do you know, that you're not telling us?"

"That there's no way but this," master Karoly said over his shoulder."' 'That
we Ve no choice but straight ahead. Cone on!"

"Bogdan," Tanmas began to say, with a strong feeling of m sgiving about this
road, but Bogdan set his horse to overtake Karoly's, saying sonething about
keepi ng Karoly from breaki ng his neck; master N kolai did the sane, and the



rest of themfollowed

Tamas cast a second glance at the stone that seemed to nock any further
venture down this road, wondering if the nmen all knew what that painted

count enance signified, and he did not. He did not want to be a coward, and
they woul d not regard his arguing. He worked his weary horse up to the head of
the colum with Bogdan and N kol ai and Karol y—easi er on the overtaking just
then as the road wound along the hillside to a steep descent.

But there they caught the first hopeful sight, a pale green vision of sunlight
in the east, beyond the nountain shadow. Agai nst that sunlight a dark tower

| oomed on the roadway, its foundations butted agai nst the stream

"Krukczy Straz," Bogdan nurnured.

It surely was, Tamas thought. It was after all the road their grandnother had
described to them burned and dreadful as the nmountains had become. They had
cone through the right pass, after all, and el sewhere the | and was catching
the sunlight still, Iike a prom se of better things. "Quickly now " naster
Karoly said, silencing their chatter, and urged his horse faster down the
road, that passed right al ongside the tower crest.

H sses then, sharp and quick, that no archer had to guess at; "Jerzy!"Filip
cried. Tamas | ooked wildly about as horses bolted past and his own shied and
reared. He saw Bogdan hit and falling as his own horse stepped backward on the
road edge. He knew one heart-stopping monent of falling over the edge and onto
the rubble, into a thunderous slippage
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of stones, battered and deafened in the rolling tide that carried him He had
time to despair of finding a stopping place. He had time to think of finding
hold. The slide was a roaring in his ears and every handhold noved with him
slipping and tunmbling as he went, down and down into choking dust.

3

CAME QUI ET, AND COLD STONE BENEATH TAMAS' BACK. WA-ter dripped and echoed in
the dark around him H's body still felt the falling, but did not nmove, in a

| ong, slow gathering of scattered wits, trying to reconcile sliding in a
torrent of rubble, with this pervasive ache and this darkness and di e regul ar
echo of water drops.

The ceiling reflected a faint glinmering of Iight. None touched the wails. It
was a broad cave, or a man-nade vault-he coul d distinguish that nuch; but
bei ng here made no sense to hun. He remenbered goi ng down, he felt the
battering of the rocks—+enmenbered he had outright fallen off his horse, no
glorious end to his journey, Bogdan had been hit. Jerzy had. Dreadful inmages
succeeded that one, arrows streaking black across a cl ouded heaven, horses and
men screaning ..

A second waki ng, how long after the first he had no idea. He was still 1ying
on his back. Light from sone source touched both shaped and living stone, a
ceiling glistening with water and bl ack nmold, but nothing of the walls. It was
the sane place as before: he could hear the drip of water and snell the
mustiness of wet iron and stone. But there was a thunpi ng somewhere distant,
i ke drunms, he thought, or the beating of his own heart. He renenbered the
road, and he had to find his brother, he had to get back there, their father
had told himtake care of Bogdan—

But sonething held his hands fast above his head, and fighting that restraint
sent a wave of pain through his back. He worked hal f-nunb fingers, trying to
feel what was hol d-
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ing him and touched what m ght be rope about iron bars, but he could not be
sure whet her anything was warm or cold, nor tilt his aching neck further back
to see.

A shriek reached his ears, for away—enly a bird, he told hinself, a crow,
maybe a dog's injured yel p—Aot a human voice. H's hazed wits could not shape



it. He lay straining and dreading to hear it again, but the drip of water into
some pool was all the measure of time and sanity.

Eventual | y, | ouder than the water dripping, cane a slither |ike somnething
draggi ng across the floor, with an audi ble breathing. It was a nightmare. He
wanted to wake, now, please the god, he was very willing to wake up now, but
there was no waki ng. One wanted to think of escape, but he could not so mnuch
as turn over. He asked hinmself who had tied himhere, and why; and with his
head |ifted as far as he could, saw a | arge shaggy | unp nove out of the faint
light and into the shadow besi de him

Atroll. He was done. He knew he was. Only the bones left, he renenbered

Ni kol ai saying; and wondered if he was the only one inprisoned here. "Bogdan?"
he called into the dark, with all the courage he could find.

"Ssss!" the troll hissed, trailed nusty rags of wet fur across his face and

cl apped a massive hand over his mouth. Hal f-snothered, he struggled and, with
hi s head beginning to spin, stopped, hi token that he would be quiet, with no
surety at all it would let himgo. But it slowy drewits hand away and | et

hi m br eat he.

Then it shuffled off as erratically as it had come. He listened after its
departure over the beating of his heart, sawits retreati ng shadow agai nst the
light and, shivering, gazed into the dark for a long time after. He wondered
where it went and why it had left and nost of all what , had becone of Bogdan
and Ni kol ai and the rest of them—not w thout reckoning naster Karoly. A w zard
m ght have defended them Mybe Karoly had saved the rest of them Bogdan and
all of them that was what he wanted to think—he mght be the only one the
trolls had gotten, |ying unconscious as he nust have. Bogdan and Karoly m ght
be I ooking for himthis very
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nmonent. They might save himif he could stay alive, if he was not going to be
atroll's supper before they could get here.

And if he could sonehow get his hands free, and get away on his own . . . that
woul d save everyone the danger of rescuing himand hinmself the guilt of making
themdo it.

He refused to think of other possibilities. He worked at the ropes, not
pulling at them that would tighten the knots; but trying with every possible
stretch of his fingers to find a knot within reach

The troll had been cleverer than that; and while he was working, he heard the
troll come shuffling back again, a hunped shape against the illusory light,
trailing cords of its shaggy coat to the floor as it wal ked.

He tried not to think what cane next, as it crouched over him as it slid a
hand beneath his head, lifted it gently and put the cold hard rimof a cup to
his 1ips.

He did not at ail understand its reasons. But he saw nothing now to gain by
fighting the creature, and the liquid against his |lips tasted of herbs,
nothing foul. It let himdrain the cup, after which it let his head gently to
the stone floor and crouched beside him waiting, he had no idea for what. He
only hoped it would go away and let himgo on trying after the knots.

But he was in less pain than he had been. He felt his fingers and feet going
nunb, and then he began to be afraid, even while his wits were grow ng foggy.
He thought, |'ve been a fool. Wat does it want? What is it waiting for? Do
they drug their victins? Poi son—but would it poison what it was going to eat?
Hol d Bogdan back, his father had said to him and he had chased Bogdan down
the road after that warning marker, instead of making a strong, reasonable
objection to the decision that had put him here.

He was very sorry about that. He hoped Bogdan had gotten away. He hoped Bogdan
woul d not come running in here to rescue him even with Karoly's and N kolai's
hel p, because he nmuch feared they were not going to be in tinme, consid-
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ering the growi ng nunbness he felt nowin his |linbs—he feared they would find
nothing in this cave he ever wanted his father and nother to know about.



The road was deserted, so far as N kolai could see, fromhis painful vantage
on an ot herw se gl orious sunrise—he had crawmed to this place on the
nount ai nsi de, with a rock between himand the view of the road, but as for how

he had gotten off the road and into the rocks in the first place . . . whether
he had been left for dead and crawl ed up here or whether some one of his
conpani ons had carried himthis far and left himto seek water or help ... he

had no recollection. He was, if he began to dwell on that thought, afraid, and
confused; and the pain did not help himat all to sort out his thoughts.

He had gone down with the howing of goblins in his ears. He had waked wth
his sword in his hand, its hilt glued to his hand with bl ood, and he stil
carried it: his armhurt too much to try to sheath it, and he had no assurance
t hat what had brought himup here was not a goblin with a particularly selfish
bent. He supposed he had had time to draw it and to use it, and that it was
not his own blood on it, at |east.

He had been shot—he had a sure reminder of that: the arrow had broken off, the
bl ack stunmp of it through his armthrough his side, too, except for the inside
of his leather sleeve and the mail about his ribs. Hell of a pull that bow had
had—ke could admire the goblin archer that had drawn it; and damm him for the
pain, in the next breath, when he noved his armand the projecting head raked
agai nst his ribs.

Enough of trying for a view He fell back and watched the dawn sky, trying to
force any recollection out of his pain-fogged wits—where the boys were, what
had becone of Ka-roly, where anyone m ght be. He was hal fway up the hill,

hi dden, as he hoped. He renenbered—+thought he renenbered—the dirt of the road
in front of his eyes—

So he had fallen. He renenmbered a confusion of rocks and brush. Maybe that was
the clinmb up, a junbled i nage of rock and sky. Karol y—dam his stubborn
forgi ng ahead
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into di saster—was not here to help. 'Listen to advice,' lord Stani had said.
As well spit into the wind. Trust a witch or a wizard, listen to his advice,

and this was where it brought you. The | ady gran had had a cruel bent. He had
known it. He shoul d have suspected Karoly.

An eagle crossed the sky. It was the only feature in a sea of dawn, serene,

wi t hout obligations to the world. But that was not his case. He shut his eyes,
recall ed the road | ast night, the tower hul king beside the stream and

t hought, |1 have to go down there. | have to know. That arrow has to cone out,
doesn't it?

Dam Karoly for not being here.

An eagle cried like sone | ost soul across the nountainsides. On either side of
the road, mere stunps and bl ackened trunks and stubs of trees. Nosing the
ground, Gracja blew at the ash in despair, snorted, and lifted her head

wi thout resisting the reins. It was no place to stop, Yuri told hinmself, no
matter howtired they all were. Even Gracja knew it, and kept moving on her
own.

He had expected green grass, he had hoped to find his brothers not too far
ahead once he reached the warmer elevations. Hs brothers would cone off the
mountain heights tired and in want of rest, and nost probably they would canp
and rest at the first opportunity—that was what he had told hinself, before he
met this desolation. He had found traces of their passage all along, seen
tracks of their horses as late as this afternoon, on a w nd-scoured crust of
snow that he did not think was that old.

But no sight or scent of a canpfire this day. Everything was charcoal. Zadny
i nped, sonetimes on one foot, sonetines on the other, |eaving blood on die
snow this nmorning, but he was still going ahead, still tracking, nose to the
trail —and that was assurance of a kind, but it was a scary place, this road,
so void of every living thing.

The way began at least to be wider, steadily downward with another turn on the
mount ai n, and there, lord Sun, was a deep streamcut valley falling away



steeply at his left. That
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encour aged hi m-because where streans cut, there were passes, N kolai had said
Sso.

The road becane a steep descent, then, with the afternoon sun behind the
nmount ai ns, a plunge deeper and deeper into the premature twilight of the
valley. Wth every rest they took, once silence descended, the gl oom er and

t he spookier die place felt. It was not like gran's stories. Not a |eaf
rustled here. There was only the wind, and once they were under way again, the
solitary, lonely sound of Gracja' s hooves made hi mthink of wal king through
sone vast, forbidden hall

| don't like this, he kept thinking. Zadny seened anxi ous—circling back
closer to him |ooking out into the shadowed vall ey and grow ing. Yuri

thought, | don't like this open place. Anybody on the heights can see anybody
on the road. | wonder if it is the right road, after all, or if we're even
foll ow ng the right horses.

But there was no going back now. He kept telling hinself—f | just keep going,

['"lIl surely find them Some forest fire happened here, that's all.

The last of the grass had run out; the last of the rabbit was yesterday. Lord
Stani's youngest had never missed a neal in his life, and he was so hungry he
seened apt to fold in half. As soon as the air had warmed enough to risk the
wood, he had strung his bow, and carried an arrow ready in hope of rabbits;
but now he kept the bow and the arrow resting agai nst his knee because he was
anxi ous and determned to get down to the streanside. The road was getting
darker and darker, in a real twlight now

Col or touched the sky and cast a strangeness on the rocks and the surface of
the road. He came to a nmilestone that | ooked the sane as the m|estones in
Maggi ar, old and worn and telling travel ers nothing useful nowadays; but a
dreadful painted face grinned at himfromits whiteness, and the paint was not
old. H's heart junped and for a monent everything seened scarily sharp in
detail, the white stone in the twilight, die grinning face, a boy on a fat,
shaggy pony, a yellow hound, all brought together in this al nost-night.

He rode further, slowy around the turning of the road and,
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by the last light, into the valley beyond, where a great tower was set |ow
besi de the stream its crest rising beside the road.

Men had nade it. One hoped that they were nmen. But there was that stone back
there. Gran had never told his brothers about such things. O if she had,
Tamas and Bogdan had never told him And he had been too young to renenber.
Wul d they go there? he asked hinself. Should |?

Master Karoly was with them WMaster Karoly undoubtedly knew what he was
dealing with, and had planned everything, and knew exactly what he was doi ng,
no matter how dangerous. So here canme a boy, a pony, and a silly dog, into the
m ddl e of ol der people's plans that were life and death to everyone—aot things

he knew how to deal with, like cold and wind and getting food in the
nmount ai ns—but places with strangers, in towers like that.

| don't belong here, Yuri said to himself. |I should have stayed at honme and
never tried this at all. | can starve or | can go down there and knock on the

door, or | can try to get past. Wiat did master Karoly tell ny brothers to do?
O why did they cone this way, if not to find this place?

The nore and | ess of haze seemed only part of slipping into unconsci ousness,
except Tamas found his joints stiff and his back nunmb and realized that he was

on the other side of that dreaded sleep. Mre, sonmething was still hovering
near himw th the same slithering novement and musty smell he associated with
the troll. He saw its shadow | oonmed between himand the source of the faint

light |like a huge nass of shredded rags, all hunched down as it was. He did
not want to be awake. He shut his eyes all but the | east view through his

| ashes and tried not to betray that he was.

But it did not touch him Eventually it got up and noved away, a shanbling



hunp that, indeed, had a long tail. Tamas lifted his head and saw it draggi ng
and snaking nervously in its wake, as the troll passed the dimlanp and its
shadow crept up to the walls and the ceiling.

It was a nightmare. He heard that thunping sound again, or it was the beating
of his own heart. Dizziness over-
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whel med himas he let his head down. He was not dead. It had made him sl eep

| ong enough that his back was half nunb and he could only wish his arns were
nunb, too. But why would a troll want to keep himhere, and sit by himwhile
he sl ept?

A bolt clanked and thunped somewhere above, a hallway echoed. The trol

junped, |eaped, and a flare of its shaggy arm extingui shed the lanp. It
scranbled toward him felt himover hastily and shoved his knees up perforce,
snothering himw th a raggy, massive hand over his mouth. Another clank. The
creature settled its long, danp fiir over him and hissed, close to his ear
"Coblins. Husssh."

Goblins. Wrse and worse—the troll crushed himinto a bent-1egged knot in the
corner, against the bars, urging himto be quiet, and he lay absolutely still,
breat hi ng through the nmusty fronds as it tentatively let up its hand.

A door creaked. He saw a seam of light through the trailing fur of the troll's
arm past the shadow of its crouching body. Canme the gleamof a torch, a
silver sheen of weaponry and arnmor in that light, and he held his breath,
ready to call out at any risk of his life, in a heart-clenched hope that it
was one of his friends cone [ooking for him

Then the intruder turned his head, showing an aninmal's sharp ears in a mane of
dark hair, a jutting jaw, a face human and beast at once. H's heart froze as
its gaze passed over them It lifted the torch and scanned the vault in other
directions, as if it dismssed themas some nmound of rags.

Then the goblin slowy turned the other way, along the corridor and around the
wi nding way me troll had al ways appeared and vani shed. Tamas trenbl ed beneath
the troll's crushing weight, dreading the goblin com ng back—and it did, a
martial and dreadful figure inits silver-touched arnor. It cast a slow second
gaze in their direction, holding the torch al oft.
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But it seemed blind to them it went out by the sanme door it had cone in, and
shut it.

A bolt slamed home. The troll shifted its weight very slowy, drew back and
left himas another door opened and shut, deeper inside the mass of stone.
Everything was dark and breathlessly still then, except the troll noving about
in the utter night of the vault. Tamas slowy, painfully straightened his |egs
and settled hinself, in a depth of despair he had never imagi ned. Goblins.
That put nore pieces together: Krukczy Tower, the clouds, the road, the

outl ook toward the valley, the long slant of |oose stones . .

He realized his horse had been hit, now that he put things together; he
renenbered its sudden junp before it hit the edge, and he pieced together an
attack fromthe rocks above the road.

But it had not been trolls, in that attack: he had never heard that trolls
were clever enough to use archery. Goblins were. And he renenbered the stone
mar ker, the dreadful living face he had just seen in torchlight, the doors and
t he echoes he had heard.

It was no troll's den, it was the cellar of Krukczy Tower itself; and goblins
held it, loosed fromwhat hell he did not know but by all the |ate-at-night
tales that had ever frightened a boy sl eepless, he knew they were no solitary
bandits, no witless bludgeoners, like trolls. Goblins cane from deep and
unfriendly places, they were clever and they came in armes, that was what he
knew fromgran's tales. Sorcerers and wi cked powers used themto fight their
wars.

What had happened this side of the nmountains? Had not Karoly known they were



in trouble, the noment he saw that stone—and still he led themtoward this

pl ace? Had he not known in dreans before that? Had the nmountain not told him
that norning on the heights, and he had said nothing to then?

Betrayal and Karoly had never seened possible in the same thought. But whence
this sister? Wience this nysterious sis-
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ter Karoly had never nentioned to anyone? And whence this plague that Karoly
coul d not stop—except fromwhat was here hi Krukczy Tower? Wence the snell of
burni ng that had roused t he whol e househol d, but on this mountain? And whence
the cries of lost children, if not here, in Krukczy Tower?

Ri de quickly, Karoly had said, before the attack. Karoly had known, and he

wi shed he coul d believe Karoly was free somewhere and plotting his rescue; but
Karoly, if he was alive, well knew where he was—n this tower, and in the
hands of creatures Karoly had already failed to deal with. He began to hope

t hat everyone el se was dead in the anbush-please lord Sun they were dead

But if they were, he was not, and since he was not, he had no hope but the
troll's slowwits and its intention to keep nun to itself-which nmeant tinme to
work on the knots, if not to rescue anyone, then to get away and onto the road
and up the pass to home, to warn his father what was happeni ng over-nount ai n,
because he saw the next step in the taking of this tower: goblins raiding

t hrough the high pass next year, killing and doing in Maggi ar whatever goblins
did with their victinm—which he did not want to think about. How he shoul d
escape, how he should survive the cold of the pass he could not imagine, but
he could not imagine his father's son lying here and waiting to die, either
That was not what his father had taught his sons, and not what his father
expected of the men he had sent over-nountain.

And once he heard the troll's slithering sound di nm sh down toward the end of
the tunnel, he began to try again to feel out the knots, using what slight
nmoverrent he had in his fingers, in the case that the troll m ght have redone
its work and left hima knot in reach

There was so little feeling left. He tried and he tried, and eventually

deci ded he could just reach something curious that mght be a knot. He
stretched as far as he could and worked ever so patiently, tears of exhaustion
runni ng on his face, and his arnms and back burning with the effort.

But while he worked, |ong before he had | oosened the
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knot, he heard the troll returning, in faintest |ight now, from sone distant
source. Unfair, he thought resentfully, if after all this tine it wanted its
supper, please the god it did not, and mat it would not test the ropes. He
knew now that it had the power of speech, and he asked it, "How nmany goblins?"
—to0 gain what know edge of his situation he could, perhaps to distract it, or,
nmost inmprobably . . . even to befriend it and escape this place, if trolls
could reason, if it conceived of itself in danger fromthe goblins.

But it hissed at him then lifted his head as it had before, and put a cup to
his lips as it had before, with no answer to his question

He would not drink this time. He kept his nouth obstinately shut. But it shook
hi m sharply, one snap that rattled his brain in his skull, and offered it
again. He drank, flashes of color still hazing his eyes. It let his head down
afterward, and sat close to him waiting.

He tried again. "Wat happened to the others?"

"Ssss." It might be asking himto be quiet. O it was an expression of its
anger. He whispered faintly: ' 'l can lead us out of here." But he was al ready
feeling a nunbness in his hands and his feet and a frightening confusion in
his wits. H's tongue was going nunb. "I could help you." He was not sure it
coul d even understand him

It hissed at him nore intensely. He thought it m ght be answering himafter
all —+f one had goblins upstairs, one certainly nmight want quiet hi the cellar
"I wouldn't bring them" he argued with it.

It said, "Not now "



There were druns, Yuri could hear them from here, the whol e nountain echoed
them crazily, and one had no choice but hear. He hunkered down on a flat stone
in this concealing bend of the road, with G acja's reins in his lap, holding
her out of sight of the tower, waiting—because the nore he considered knocking
at that dreadful gate, the nore he was afraid. It was not a tower where
farmers came and went, it was a martial tower, where it was set and as sinply
as it was
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built, with no other possible use for it but border watching and bandit

hunti ng. Whatever nen might live here, if they were nen at all-—ight be little
better than bandits thenmselves, for all he knew. He was only waiting for
nmoonset, hoping for clouds, and shadowhimw th a yellow dog and a pony with a
wi de white blaze and a white foot. He had nuddied up Gracja's blaze and her
white stocking, with water fromhis canteen; but that was snmall good—he could
not lay a hand on Zadny, who had gotten restless and run off on his own

busi ness, to bark at the tower, for all he knew, and rouse everyone in there.
Probably sonet hing had caught the dog. O he was going to come back chased by
a hundred bandits, and run right up to him And the wi nd was getting col der or
he was growi ng shivery with thinking about it and listening to the drums in

t he ni ght.

He left Gacja tied to a cindery tree trunk for a nonment to stretch his |egs,
and went far enough to steal a | ook down at the tower. It was lit up on top
torches all about.

No sign of Zadny.

"Stupid dog," he nmuttered to hinself and to Gracja, and paced and shivered,
and paced, and sat down and waited, and finally told hinself that he had to
go. The nmoon was setting and if he was going to try to pass the tower in the
dark, he had as well do it while there was still noise and they were busy, not
while they were sleeping—wth the sound of a horse passing right under their
wal ls. He started to get up, teeth chattering with the thought that he was
really, truly about to try it.

Suddenly a pal e shaggy shape cane barrelling off the hill and into his lap
licking at his hands and his face and making his heart skip a dozen beats. He
sat down hard on the stone, the hound a flurry of paws in his lap and on his
arms. He shoved to protect hinmself, he flung anxi ous arns about what was warm
and safe and alive in this dreadful place, and tried to hold on to him for
fear of what had sent Zadny running back to him
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"Where have you been?" he whi spered. Zadny's pal e shape, cavorting down the
road, had been plain for any eyes to see. "Wat's down there, what do you
know?"

But the hound jerked about of a sudden, braced and staring wildly up into the
rocks, toward a dark shape and a gl eam of netal

A troll, Yuri thought, frozen as Zadny was frozen, expecting it to spring.

But it skidded down anmong the burned trees, hunman | ooking, and slid down
against the rock right in front of him saying, "You dammed fool! \Wat are you
doi ng here?"

"Master N kolai?" he said faintly, and, holding Zadny's collar fast, hugged
himtight. "Master N kolai?" He did not intend his teeth to chatter when he
spoke: he tried to stop it. "Wiere are ny brothers?"

Tamas waked with his arnms free beside him with a warm cloak over him and
blinked in a wild hope that he was niracul ously rescued, that Ni kolai or
Karoly had found him or that Bogdan had—

But it was the same dank, dreadful place. He haul ed hinself painfully onto his
knees, felt about himin the dark, and up against the iron bars that he had
lain next to. They nade a wall, and a gate, and that gate—

—was chai ned shut.

He sank down with his shoul der against the bars, and | eaned his head there



until his heart had settled and the despair that welled up behind his teeth
had found a bearable | evel again.

It was no worse than before. It mght be sone better. He bestirred hinself to
search the dark, and, feeling around him discovered a slined wet

wat er - channel , carrying water that smelled and tasted cl ean. He washed his
hands and face and drank and drank until he was chilled through, sure at | east
it was not drugged.

But when he had felt his way about the rest of the space of his prison, and
found masonry walls on either side and the ceiling lowering at the end so he
had no hope of squeezing
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further, he went back to the bars and sank down agai nst them

He could nmove; he had his cloak to wap in against the chill; and when tine
passed and not hing threatened the silence or his solitude he crept back to the
wat er - channel and washed at his |eisure, although he was sore down to his
fingertips and the cold and the effort hurt. Papa would not die in filth; manma
woul d never tolerate perishing like this; Bog-dan had not had to, he hoped
that rmuch for his brother, and for all the rest of them And in the increasing
cohesi on of his aching and battered wits he told hinmself if once the trol
opened the barred gate, if it once gave himthe | east chance, he was going to
run for it, find his way out or find a weapon. If he did not nake it, well-he
had seen worse waiting for him in this very cellar

So he waited, nursing a headache and rubbing his chilled linbs to keep them
fromstiffening, and passed his time remenbering good things, his hone, his
fam ly, playing up and down the brook, sailing |eaf boats.

Master Karoly's | essons—+the tower room the cluttered shelves with then-dried
| eaves and books and curious objects; learning their letters, and their

i nsects; and the name of the birds that built nests under the eaves. .
When Bogdan and he were boys together they had gotten bored with indoors and
pl ayed pranks on the old man, turned the pages in his | esson book when he was
out of the room put live frogs in his tackle basket, rearranged every single
book on his shelves, and never understood that they were doing wong. Master
Karoly had al ways seened different from serious grown-ups, both wi ser and nore
childlike. Master Karoly had kept his own counsel regarding the m schief they
did; and derived his just anmusenent and his revenge (as they had duly
expected) by posing themlong, |ong cipherings or particularly arduous errands
t he next day. That always seemed fair, in the balance of things. And it had
never once occurred to themthat master Karoly should m nd | ooking foolish,
because dignity was not the province of young boys.
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But as he thought back now, he decided the old man ni ght have been annoyed at
young fools who happened to be a lord' s undisciplined sons—especially hi the
matter of the frogs, which had been his personal inspiration

That was the forgiving master Karoly he wanted to believe in-not the
short-tenmpered, close-nouthed old man on the trail. He was not sure now which
man had really ever existed—but discovering what had | ain next door to Maggi ar
unsuspect ed, and di scovering that grown nmen fought and picked on each ot her

i ke boys, and that sonetines good people died for no fair reason at all
everything el se seenmed in question, of things he thought he had understood. He
was not likely to have the chance to use that know edge ... or to find out
other lessons this place had to teach, only defeat, and his own limts of
courage, and the fact of a lord' s second son mattering very little to the
creature that |ooked on himas its property or its supper

In time he heard the troll returning. He waited, trenmbling with the effort to
hold his linbs tensed to nove. It came up to the bars, a shadow that cut off
all the light on what it was doing. He heard the chain run back ever so
softly, link by link, and suffered sudden doubt what he should do next,

whet her it mght be wiser to await a better chance than to try to break past



it—+t was a clever troll, cleverer than any troll he had heard of. It seened
to have some obscure purpose in what it did; and it whispered, now
"Fol  ow ne. "

It was foolishness even to imagine it could nmean sonething other than harmto
him 1t might have hidden himfromthe goblin, but it had hidden itself by
doi ng that. He had provoked it, and it had curled him using nothing of its
prodi gi ous strength—but none of that said anything at all of its reasons.

He got up slowy, thinking: What if it only wants me in reach? And agai n: What
if goblins are about to search this place? He felt after the gate in the dark
ducked his head when his fingers met the | ow bar overhead. The troll noved
away fromhim affording himall the roomto run he could
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wi sh. He saw its moving shadow i n ot her shadows, heard the slithering passes
of its tail along the stone floor, and followed it—ike any silly sheep, he
said to himsel f: Bogdan had always called himthe slowwt of the famly; and
he coul d not nake up his mind what to do or what to trust—but he had no idea
whet her that sometine source of |ight down the tunnel was open or barred or a
route straight to the goblins.

A door creaked ahead, on the right hand, the same door the goblin had used, he
was sure of it. He saw it open, heard the troll go through, heard it
breat hi ng, and thought—+the troll did fear them It hid fromthem It wouldn't
willingly walk into their hands

He felt his way through the doorway, banged his shin and stunbl ed agai nst
steps. The slithering sound cane from above him as the troll clinbed. "Were
does this | ead?" he whispered, as loudly as he dared; but it gave himno

gui dance but the sound of its tail trailing up the steps.

He felt the pitch of the stone stairs, clinbed, aching from brui ses, his head
t hr obbi ng—there was no quickness or agility about it. A door creaked above,
and when he had gotten there he felt his way through into another dark
snoot h- paved passage, with an unfamliartaint: goblins, he thought, dreading
what he m ght stunmble over in the dark, his worst fear that the troll m ght
have nade sonme understanding with them

A door in front of himcracked on night and moonlight. The troll went out. He
followed it onto the broad wooden roof, delirious with relief to have the sky
and the stars over him

But ringed about that sky, on pikes set in the ranparts, stood the skulls of
humans and of horses. Heaps of bone were swept |ike offal against the
ranparts, white bone with dark bits of flesh still clinging.

He spun about to escape the sight, to strike at the creature that betrayed

hi m—

A slim slight shadow stood there, wapped in a dark cloak. A goblin, he

t hought at first blink—until the figure cast back the hood. A mere girl faced
him pale as the starlight and
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i nsubstantial as his grip on the world. She had a cleft in her chin. Wuld a
sorcerer's illusion add that human detail? His wits were fogging, his |egs

wer e shaki ng—he felt the troll's shadow in the wind at his back
"Who are you?" he asked.

"Awitch," she said. "A powerful witch. | canme here to find a wi zard naned
Karoly. Do you know hi nP"
No, he thought distressedly, no, I'mnot sure | ever knew him He thought of

the skulls at his back, and doubts and anger welled up, with a menory of his
brother, and the road, and the warning stone. "Are you a friend of Karoly's?"
"My mistress is. Was he with you?"

"How should I say? | don't know your kind, | don't know if w zards die or not.
He saw the stone, he didn't warn us, he didn't stop— He was shaking in the
knees, and it was not all the cold. ' 'Look around you. Tell ne if he's alive,

and I'lIl ask himwhere ny brother is!"



She | ooked distressed then. And the troll said, in a deep, deep voice:

"Ate themall. Only bones are left."

She gl anced past hi mand above, and for his part, he wanted to sit down and
let the troll and the witch argue out what to do or what nmore they wanted with
hi mescape was a far, confusing enterprise, and | ed probably to the hands of
goblins, or wtches, who knew?

"I have two horses," she said. "I've food enough. Kruk-czy, bring him""'
He did not want to be brought. If there were horses, if there was a way off
this rooftop, he was willing to go. The witch wal ked away to the edge of the

parapet, and over the edge—ento downward stairs, as he saw, and he began
shakily to follow, stepped over the brink and saw dark air and enpty space as
the wi nd rocked him

But the troll caught his armin a powerful grip and held himfromfalling—kept
its grip on his armand guided himall the way down the steps to the stones of
the streanside, the witch nmoving constantly ahead of them a cl oaked bl ack
shape with now and again a pale wisp of hair or gown. He
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went without argument now, although the troll's grip hurt him He thought: W
cane to find a witch; and |'ve found one, and she night even be what she says
. If she's not in |league with the goblins herself.

"HOLD ON," YURI BEGGED. "DON'T FALL, DON T LET

go-"

Master Ni kolai clung to Gracja's saddl e as he wal ked, that was how t hey
descended fromthe road, Gracja stunmbling on rocks as they worked their way
down near the slide. O a sudden, faced with a cluster of boulders, Yuri had
to let go the reins, because there was no nore room for another body as Gacja
passed between—he had no i dea whether there was footing for her there, but the
sheer slide on their right went straight to the water

"Look out!" Yuri pleaded, seeing Gracja stunble and N kol ai's body hit and
drag through a gap not wi de enough for himand Gacja at once: N kol ai had
lost his footing, but he was still holding on, his left hand wapped in
Gracja's saddle-ties, when Gracja stopped unevenly hi the shadows of brush and
rock right at the streanside. Zadny began junping up and pawi ng at Ni kol ai
anxi ously, the habit that nade the houndsmaster hate him Master N kol ai
hanging linp froma wist wapped in the saddle-tie, no nore than lifted his
head and said, "Dam you," to the dog.

Yuri threw an arm about N kolai, trying to help himstand, but he was no
better help than Zadny: the nmoment Ni kol ai unwound his wist fromthe | eather
his wei ght was nore than Yuri could hold, and he collapsed with him N kol ai
gone suddenly all linp and | oose and maybe dead, for all he could tell. Zadny
licked his face and Nikolai's while Yuri had not a hand to spare to hit the
dog. His heart was pounding fromthe clinbs, one after the other, racing from
the fright
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just now of losing Gracja's reins and al nost having N kol ai dragged to his
death, and nost of all from being very near the tower and the goblins.

But they were in cover now, finally, in the dark and the brush on the
streansi de where Ni kolai had intended to go—or as close as he coul d manage.
Gracja had just slid whichever way she could at the |last, and chanced into
this nook where only the starlight reached.

"Stop that!" he whispered, elbowing the dog's attentions away fromhim'
"damm t, stop!' '—tanguage his father would by no neans approve. Then to his
vast relief he felt N kolai nmove. "We're all right," he prom sed Ni kol ai
breat hl essly: he wanted ever so nuch to believe it hinself. "W're all right,
weVe nade it, we can rest here."

"Good boy," N kolai said, "good boy," and night have been talking to the dog.
The drums were still within the looming tower, long quiet, but it was a lonely



silence, without even |eaves to stir, only the soft rush of water in the
stream

Goblins, master N kolai had said: they already had his brothers and master
Karoly and everybody—even the horses. And master Nikolai had been going to see
what he coul d do al one, when Zadny had found Ni kol ai and gui ded hi m-but

Ni kol ai had run out of strength and bade them go down into the brush and get
into cover. Wthout him Ni kolai had neant. But he had tal ked N kolai into
hol di ng on; and he had gotten nun down here, and once N kol ai had caught his
breath he would tell himwhat he had to do next, please the god.

He began to shiver in the wind, knees and el bows tucked for warnth, saw G acja
pulling at the | eaves of the bushes-she had found sonething alive, in the very
shadow of the goblin tower, at |east enough to keep her stomach from hurting,
he hoped. Because his did. Master N kolai had told himeverything down to this
point. But there had not been much of the rabbit yesterday; and he had a very
sick man in his lap and he honestly did not know what to do with him here,
where goblins could find themat any nonent.

He knew at | east where to get warnth. He unsaddl ed
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Gracja, rubbed her down briskly with her blanket and took it, still heated
from her body, back to Ni kolai, and tucked it about him then he took his
water-flask fromthe saddle, held his head and gave hima drink

"That's good," Ni kolai breathed, in the waxi ng and wani ng of a pain he had
never felt and did not want to inmagine. Nikolai was stronger than he | ooked,
he kept telling hinself that, and kept believing they had only to do the right
t hi ngs, one after the other, and sonmehow the sun would cone up in the norning
and nmaster N kolai would be all right, and they woul d make a plan to rescue
everyone alive fromthe goblin fortress.

But Zadny had | ost Tamas' trail up there on the road. Zadny had cast about and
then gone off after master Ni kolai's scent, fromall he could guess, as the
only one who had wal ked out of the anbush, perhaps the strongest trail, the
only one without goblin smell about it: he could think of no other reason
Zadny woul d have foll owed Ni kolai and |left Tanas.

Ni kol ai breathed, "Damm you, why are you here?"

Fol | owi ng the dog seenmed a m serably stupid thing to say. He said, with a lunp
in his throat, "Because I'ma fool, sir. Wiat shall we do now?"

There was | ong silence. He thought N kol ai nust have fainted again, and feared
he m ght even have died, but N kolai blinked, then, staring at the sky.

"' Apair of fools,'' N kolai said finally. ' 'I "mnot going to make it, boy.
Can you get home from here?"

' "No, sir.'' Short answers, N kolai had always wanted fromthem no excuses,

when he was teaching them He blinked tears and tried not to shed them "I'm

out of food."
"There's the horse," N kolai said, and he did not for a nonent understand
t hat .

"No, sir," he said, "no, sir, I won't."
"Then eat the dog and ride the horse."
"No, sir!"

"Li ke your damm fool brother," N kolai nuttered, but which brother he nmeant,
Yuri had no idea. Nikolai shut his eyes, and drew several slow breaths, then
| ooked at himh
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the starlight. "The horse is goblin bait. So's the dog. So are all of us. You
understand that, boy? Are you going to stay here and watch, and then be
dessert? Your father's lost two sons in this place. You're the heir. Do you
under stand me?"

"So what were you doi ng? Wre you goi ng hone wi thout then®"

"I was going to see— Nikolai stopped. Master N kolai stared at him straight
on, all shadow and starlight. "Don't you think about it. Don't you think about
it, boy."



But it was exactly what he thought naster N kolai would do. N kolai had been
goi ng down there, hurt as he was, to see if his brothers were alive, or if any
of themwere, or if there was anything he could do, and master Ni kol ai had not

waited to get well, because there was no tine to wait, if the goblins had his
brothers in that tower. So he knew what he ought to do, then, first off.
And mere was still night left.

"Boy," Nikolai said, when he got up to go to the tower. "Young lord." More
respectfully, and struggling for his words. "Listen to ne. "

"I"ll be careful,"” he said, and got his bow and his arrow case from Gacja's
saddl e.

"They can snell you," Nikolai whispered, evidently resigned to what he would
do. "At least trolls can. Watch the wind."

Yuri cane back and squatted down with the bow across his knees, out of

Ni kol ai 's reach, because N kol ai was devi ous, he knew that. "I'Il find out
where they are. Don't nove around and nake it bleed." Ni kolai had | ost enough
blood. It was all down his side. N kolai said he had pulled the arrow hinself,
and he flinched even thinking about it. "If I'mgone awhile |I'm hiding, al

ri ght?"

"Don't take mat dammed dog," Nikolai told him "Leave himwth ne."

That al so seenmed |i ke a good i dea.

The stream was cold water, stones slick with noss. Tamas wobbl ed al ong the
edge, slid and slipped and saved hi nsel f
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fromfalling, but the effort left himhurting. Meanwhile the troll carried the
witch-girl effortlessly in its arms and set her safe and dry-shod on firner
ground. Then it forged ahead of them breaking a passage through the brush.

A whi spering began to surround them not alone the sound of water over
stones—but the wind in living | eaves. The branches he fended with his hands
were pliant, and the boughs above their heads sighed with life. The fire that
had bl ackened the nountai ns nmust not have reached downstreanmand very far
downstream as it seenmed to him before the troll slowed to a stop, |ooking as
satisfied as if it had gotten them somewhere besides the mddle of a forest.
But he was gl ad enough to rest, and gl ad enough to find things alive, and sank
down on the spot, covered in sweat and shaking. The troll for its part seened
to be | eaving them+t wal ked back up the water's edge, passing himw th no
notice or apology; the witch girl called after it, "Thank you, master

Krukczy.'
It turned hi the nmoonlight, |ooking |Iike soneone's abandoned nop, except the
snaking tail. It bobbed a little and inclined as if it bowed, then turned its

back and waded into the stream a noving ripple, that was all.

Tamas nuttered, "Cood manners for a troll."

"He's not a troll," she said sharply. "H s nane is Krukczy like his tower.
This is his Place, and he saved your life."

Troll was cl ose enough, hi his opinion. But he had not neant to of fend her, or
the nmop, for that matter: he got up with the very last of his strength and put
forth the effort of manners, starting to say, "I amgrateful = But she turned
her back and began to wal k away down the shore, evidently expecting himto
fol | ow.

Damed if he would stanmer and protest after her. For a very little he would
I et her walk on alone to her business, and take his rest here, and go hone.
But he needed a horse and she cl ai ned she had one; he needed food and he had
none—a bad position for any assertion of his independence, no matter that the
arrogant wtch-
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ling | ooked fragile as a flower and younger than he was. And she had cl ai nmed
to know Karoly.

So he followed, on what breath he could find. He even recovered his nanners,
and panted, when he had al nost overtaken her, "I apol ogize. He's not a troll
What ever he is.”



"The watcher here," she corrected him "Wtcher."

"OfF Krukczy Straz. And you can't bespell them it only nakes them angry.'

None of that made sense to his ringing ears. He wal ked, stunbling on the
stones and the roots, and asked finally, because nothing el se of his situation
made sense, "Wy did you rescue ne?"

She cast hima shadowed gl ance and never slowed a step. "I thought you m ght
be glad to be out of there."

"lam" He had a stitch in his side that was only growi ng worse, never mind the

brui ses that hurt with every step. "I amgrateful." They had started off
badl y, without names or courtesies; but, granting the conplete justice of her
di spl easure, and the sting of her treating himas a servant, it still seened

foolish to volunteer too nuch to any stranger, who he was, who his father was,
and hence that he night be valuable. He said only, when he had overtaken her
again, "My nane is Tamas." "Ela," she said.

"Your name is Ela?" (Evidently it was. She said nothing else.) "I'mvery glad
to neet you." God, it was ridiculous, chasing the dammed girl, trying to
observe the courtesies when he could scarcely get a pain-free breath to talk
at all. "What do you want me to do?"

" "Walk, *' she said, and pushed a branch aside, that sprang back and caught
himin the face.

Qutrage only made himdizzier, and shorter of breath. He wi ped the tears the
grit fromthe branch had |l eft, kept wal king, and prom sed hinmself he could

| eave the surly girl whenever he liked, just let mem somewhere find horses and
a sense of direction—soon, please the god. The pain in his
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head had becone blinding since the bl ow across his eyes, every bone end in his
body was bruised fromthe slide down the hill, and he was weak-kneed from want
of food.

But just when he thought he could go not a step farther, the space al ong the
shore wi dened to a noonlit strand of grass, where grazed the prom sed horses,
one dark, one light. Lwi, N kolai's glass-eyed gray, and Jerzy's little bay
mare: he recogni zed themthe noment Lwi lifted his head, and he went and fel
on Lwi's warm shoulder with his eyes stinging and a lunmp in his throat—an old
friend in a bad place, Lwi was, his own horse's stablemate, who knew hi m
despite the troll-snell and the dirt, and nosed himin sore ribs, in
recol | ection, he was sure, of smuggled carrots.

"Nothing this time," he murrmured shakily, patting Lwi's neck. "Good fell ow.
How are the |l egs? Better than mine, | hope. —Skory, good horse." Skory evaded
his hand, skittish fool that she was; he remenbered why he hated her; and he
| ooked al ong her side to find the witch girl frowning.

"The saddl es are over there," she said, pointing grandly to a brush heap, and
he stared at it and at her, out of breath and out of strength, wondering if
she even understood that he was doing well to keep his feet.

"I take you do know what to do with them" she said, as if she were far too
exalted a lady to deal with horses . . . and he caught a breath and anot her
and found hinself noving-he had no i dea whether it was anger at her that |ent
himstrength or that he had suddenly found a | ast reserve somewhere at depth,
but he went where she said and found the saddles and all the gear, including
Ni kol ai's bow, |ying under brush, on the ground, of course, in the dew and the
danp- Fool girl, he thought in growi ng contenpt, and then realized what he had
seen when he came up to the horses, that they had not even a tether—no tether
goblins all about, trolls running up and down the riverbank, and they were
still waiting where she had left then? That was nore evidence of witchcraft

di an he had seen out of master Karoly in his lifetime. It gave himsecond and
third thoughts about disrespect to
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the giri, while he flung the brush aside and, staggering, retrieved the tack
If awitch's nere servant could do this nuch, and expected such great respect
for herself, then perhaps master Karoly 's sister was someone of inmmense



consequence in this land, the sort of help his father m ght soon need agai nst
what was preparing, so he mght do well to keep a civil tongue, saddle the
horses for the girl and neet this mstress of hers face to face before he

cl ai med anyt hi ng about his origins.

So he took Jerzy's mare, Skory, first, adjusted the blanket on her back, took
deep breaths until he could bend and snatch the saddle up and fling it

on—wai ted several nore, |eaning against her side, before he could attenpt the
girth, that was how scarcely he was nanagi ng. But through all of it, the mare
at least stood still, better than she had ever done for Jerzy.

Lwi had better manners fromthe start. Lwi did not suck in wind the way Skory
did, Lwi took his bit wthout fussi-ness: that was the kind of horse Lwi was,
besi des sure-footed and | evel -headed; and the witch taking Skory's reins and
of course assuming the pretty mare was hers was entirely agreeable to hi mhe
said not a word about Skory's character, only gave the girl a hand up, gave
her the reins and showed her how to hold them The el egant mare was beauti f ul
and sly and fractious—i ke Jerzy; but she did not go into her accustoned
dance, she did not pitch the witchling off her back. Sonewhat to his

di sappoi ntment she stood |like a |lady; and he went and, with failing strength,
got his foot into Lwi's stirrup and flung himself into the saddl e.

Through a haze of dark and noonlight, then, he saw Ela ride the mare past him
and felt Lwi turn of his own accord, in a dreamnlike sl owness. Moonlight on the
wat er besi de them showed only vague shapes of stones and turbul ence. The
horses kept to a leisurely walk as if no goblins dared assail them

"Are we going to your mstress?" he asked.

"As quickly as we can," she answered him

"To do what ?" he asked, but got only silence. "To do
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what ?" he repeated, nore | oudly, and had no nore answer than before.

Damabl e rudeness. If he could get to this sister of Ka-roly's, and prove who
he was, and tell her what had becone of Karoly, she mght care what befell her
nei ghbor s—but now that he had | eisure and breamto think about it, the witch's
own | and had not fared outstandingly well, if Kruk-czy Straz was any evidence
of her authority. One could suppose matters mi ght be better |ower down, that
the goblins nmight be a plague that had turned up on the heights, or the
borders, and that Ela's nistress could deal with if she put her mnd to it—but
woul d she not, knowi ng that her brother was due over the nmountains, as she
nmust have if she sent this girl to find hi mhave done sonething to defend hin®
—nl ess, of course, she had relied on Karoly's own abilities.

For sone reason the goblins had quitted the tower-perhaps the girl's nere
arrival had confounded them and driven themin retreat, but El a had been
anxious to leave the tower itself, and she had certainly been no help to
Karoly, if that had been her m ssion.

A great many things did not make thorough, sense. He began to take sober
account that if he was wong about following this girl, he could | ose hinself
and | eave no warning at all for his father—but if he left her wthout seeing
her mstress, he lost all chance of the help Karoly had supposedly tried to
find.

He could hear his brother saying, Brother slowwts, can't you nmake up your

m nd about anything? —But, no, he could not be easy with what he decided, go
on or go back. It was never his skill, to take a blind decision and wager
others' welfare on it. Doing sonething required knowi ng where he was, or who
he was dealing with—and his guide and her mstress and Karoly hinself were

ci phers. The girl might be a gracel ess shrew, but nmaybe she was the grand | ady
she cl ai med. Maybe she was unaccustoned to riding alone in the woods with
strange young nen who (he had to admit it) reeked like a troll den. Maybe she
t hought hi m sone nan-at-armnms, accustonmed to rude orders. Maybe—
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In the starlight and the dizzy patterns which forest shadow made of his



conpani on and Jerzy's mare and Lwi's pale neck, it was easy to becone

foggy- headed. He tried to reason clearly, he tried to maintain a recollection
of the way they were going: descending straight along the river into the green
| and they had glinpsed in the sunlight, he thought, if it was the sanme stream
as ran beside the tower.

He thought that if he should decide to go back, he could trace the water

uphill at least to the road, but it seemed nore and nore deceptive: in the way
of streams, that met and joi ned and carved narrow passages the horses could
not follow, it wove back and forth and lost itself repeatedly beneath the
trees. Leaves brushed his face and blinded him then gave way to streanside
again, the same one, a different, he had no nore confidence he knew at all.

5

BARREN ROCK COFFERED FEW HI DI NG PLACES; BUT THE MOON was over the shoul der of
the projecting mountain now and Yuri's heart was thunping like a rabbit's. The
hul ki ng shape of the tower rose up to blot out the sky. He had not known the
pl ace was so |l arge and so high: that was his nost daunting surprise thus far
Try sneaking up on a watchdog, N kolai had said, of the goblins. —bo that, and
tell me you'll get away with your fingers. This isn't deaf Pavel you're
sneaki ng under the nose of. They'll have guards posted, young fool, they're
sol diers; maybe with noses keen as hounds', do you understand that?

Ni kol ai was angry; Ni kolai called himyoung fool; but only because N kol ai had
been sneaki ng down here with a hole in his armand half his blood on the
nmount ai nsi de when they had run into each other, and N kolai could not do it

hi nsel f, that was what N kol ai was angriest about.

So Ni kol ai and he had agreed w thout agreeing; and N kol ai had stuffed his
head so full of details and exceptions and instructions between then and
nmoonset, he had to stop now and think it through and through again.

But the outpost that was Krukczy Straz sat directly on the streanside, and the
plain fact, as N kolai said, was that a castle of any use to anyone had to
have water: where it got water it had either to sink a well straight down into
the ground or build sone fortified tunnel out so they could get to the stream
maybe both, the ol dest castles tending to grow from snmall begi nnings and be
pat ched together with this and that owner's intention. And this one being set
on nountain rock
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did not make wells a certainty. N kolai said he had seen a lot of towers like
this one in his travels; and N kolai said he had traveled a |ot, had been a
boy up in the Rus, before he had cone down to Maggi ar

That N kol ai had ever been a boy was a revel ation. That he had seen castles
nore than one certainly was. But N kol ai sounded as if he knew exactly what he
was saying, in every particular of the torrent of detail N kolai had poured
into him N kolai made himlook at the lines of the tower and see how it was
laid out, and where they would nost |ikely have guards, and where their blind
spots were.

Where they don't have wi ndows they'll post guards on the roof, Nikolai said.
Where they don't have guards they think that face is too strong to worry
about; where they don't expect attack they'll have fewer guards than where

t hey do .

The strongest point of a tower is one direction to come up on, because they
may not have guards there; and the water-channel or the drains are easier to
get at than w ndows.

Ni kol ai added then: But they know that. And they may take precautions. Don't
go inside. Just look it over. Remenber every wi ndow, every hole, every nook
that can give cover, to themor to us, and cone back and tell ne what you see.
Then we can decide what to do next.

That last, he knew, was Ni kolai trying to get himto be safe. And this back
and forth bearing of careful reports made thorough sense, if one's brothers
were not in mere being eaten alive, or whatever terrible things goblins did



wi th peopl e they caught. N kolai had said they had even haul ed away t he dead
horses. And that did not sound good, in his ears, except they night take

| onger getting around to the nen.

He noved very carefully, trying not to rattle the stones, and nost of all to
keep out of sight—Ni kolai had grabbed his head without warning and jerked it
down hard, pointing out to himthat where he had sat the nmoonlight was on him
and bel ow t he rock shadow was where his head and his body and his arms and his
l egs all belonged, if he wanted to keep them when he was sneaking up on
anybody. He could still feel the bruises of N kolai's fingers on his neck. So
he t hought about
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that while he noved, crawing on his stomach and his el bows—ikest, in his
experi ence, to sneaki ng under orchard fences—and remenbering al ways to take
the long and patient way if that was the way with nost shadow.

That way turned out to run right up against the wall, follow ng the
foundati ons down to the streanside, a shadow so bl ack he went a great deal by
feel. By conparison the water glistened brightly in the starlight, once he
reached the water's edge; and by that sane starlight he saw a barred iron gate
in the stonework, facing the stream stonework steps nostly awash.

He slipped up to the side, found the gate ever so slightly ajar, so that one
woul d never notice if one did not happen to be pushing at it, hoping it was
unl ocked. The gate might creak if he pushed it wi der. He might have to run if
it did. He might have to throw hinself in the water and hope it swept himto
some handhol d downstream away from Ni kol ai, where he would not wish to | ead
pursuers in any account, and he did think he was bei ng comendabl y t hought f ul
to reason that out in advance. He knew exactly what he would do if he were
surprised, he had a plan—so he gave the gate only the gentlest effort, ready
to stop at the first hint of resistance that m ght make the hinges creak. It
went wi de enough for a skinny boy—whi ch was good enough; and he thought,
meanwhile, It's dark inside. | can at least see if it goes all the way in

wi t hout a second gate in there—saster Nikolai would need to know that, or we
can be com ng and going here all night, and every tine we cone and go is a
chance for themto catch us, isn't it?

So he slipped inside, and had the foresight to pull the gate al nost shut
behind him so it | ooked exactly as before.

The air inside was cool and dank the way one woul d expect next to water, and a
little nusty, as if someone used die place for storage or refuse. He felt to
one side a fair distance before he found the wall; he wal ked carefully ahead
and found no second gate—t felt |like a tunnel of sone kind, maybe even a
natural cave, since he felt no mason-work. So fer he smelled and heard not hi ng
t hat indicated occupancy, only the odor
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of old, wet sacks. He debated whether to go back, decided to try just a little
further, always keeping to the wall which could guide himback in the dark
and with one hand above himto watch his head, if it was like the cellars at
hone—because the starlight and water sheen that reflected into the entry
rapidly ran out, and he needed to stop now and again and let his eyes grow
accustoned to nore dark

This tunnel was certainly sonething N kolai would want to know about—-and nore
so if he could report a door or a gate through which the goblins in the tower
m ght get down to the water and by which they might get up into the tower and
rescue his brothers and the rest.

There m ght even be store roons, as he thought about the probable use of this
pl ace: that was what the basenent was at honme, it did snmell like it was used
for that—and store roons, he thought excitedly, were one place the goblins

m ght |ock up their prisoners, the way the servants said grandfather had

| ocked up the bandits once upon a time, before he hanged t hem

In that thought, he desperately wi shed he dared call out his brothers' nanes,



and he stopped now and again, held his breath and |istened for the faintest
sound that mght indicate a prisoner |ocked in this place.

Water dripping was all he heard—pl unk, plunk. . .plunk. Louder and

| ouder—ntil he heard another step, back toward the gate.

Lord Sun, he thought, heart in his throat, someone's in the tunnel behind ne.
Hs first desperate thought was to press hinself tight against the wall, and
he did that, in the hope sonmeone nore used to this place mght wal k down the
mddle and miss him But that was no good if they lit a lanp; and if they did
not light a lamp it meant they were wal king in the dark on purpose, which if
they owned it, meant they knew a foolish boy might be in this tunnel. Noses
keen as hounds', N kolai had said, but he had never expected any guard woul d
cone in fromthe water side, fromthe same way he had, or nove in the dark
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He hugged the wall, trying to think of sone better choice, all the while
trying to hear how many there were. The presence noved in two parts. Like a
snake, he thought, swallowi ng hard. O a single goblin draggi ng sonethi ng,
like a sack, or a body.

The gate to the outside might still be open. He might rush past the goblin by
sheer surprise if he waited until it was alnnost on himand then burst for the
exit. Or he mght sneak as far as he could ahead, and hope the goblin turned
off into some passage on the other side of the wall, at sone branching yet

unfound. The first offered a better chance: he knew the door was there, which
he coul d not say about any other doorway; but it would alert the whole tower;
the second was the quieter, and there had to be a door fromupstairs, or how
did they ordinarily come and go here, without getting their feet wet? If he
could get past that, the goblin mght go upstairs.

Except, god, they could snmell him And there was no surety the gate to the
out si de was not | ocked, now that whoever had gone out had come back

Qui et was what he thought Ni kolai would choose. Raising a general alarmwas
not a good idea—that could bring a search along the streamthat mght find

Ni kol ai; that would be a disaster. So he edged along the wall, feeling his way
past projections, along turns, utterly blind now, hurrying faster than he

i ked. He knocked into something, that, thank the god, he grabbed before it
fell. A lamp, he thought, steadying it in its niche; and quickly he noved on
Then he ran into bars, a shock that half stopped his heart. But he felt out an
open gateway in them ducked through it and went further; but then he was
runni ng out of ceiling—so he had to bend, and then to go on hands and knees,
truly scared, now, that he had gotten hinself into a trap, hoping desperately
t hat beyond the bars might be a nook they mi ght not search—hopi ng N kol ai was
wrong about their sense of smell. He hunkered down, al nost out of room
altogether, trying not to breathe hard. He heard the novenment behind hi mstop
and then a little gleamof red showed in the dark—he thought at first of
denoni ¢, gl owi ng eyes.
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But it was ordinary coals in a firepot, and a w ck that caught yellow fire,
and flared on its way to a | anmp—show ng hi m shaggy fur, a broad race, eyes
dark and liquid with Iight, suddenly staring right at his refuge.

He hugged his knees tighter and tried not to shiver, hoping it did not see him
in the shadow. But it said, "Another one," in a harsh, deep voice, and
shuffled over toward him wth a long, ratlike tail snaking and coiling

behi nd.

He | ooked back to see if there was anywhere at all else to go, but the ceiling
was so |l ow he could only crawl —

Whi ch the creature could not. He scranbled for the | ow spot and heard the bars
bang. He was crawling into it as flat and as fast as he could, trying to get
beyond its reach, when sonething seized on his ankle and dragged hi m backward,
burning his palnms and his chin as he tried to hold to the rock

It dragged himout to the lanplight kicking and struggling. He kicked it, but



it held on, and | ooked at him after he had run out of breath trying to escape
it.

It was a troll, he was sure. He had gotten hinmself into a predi canent naster
Ni kol ai had given himno instructions for, unless it slipped its grip. It had
the lanp in one hand and his ankle in the other, and seemed perpl exed by the
si tuation.

But it set the lanp down on the floor, tore himloose fromthe bars where he
had i nmedi ately anchored hinself, and held himby both arms in front of its
face—+o bite his head off, he was sure, and he kicked it again, to get even.
"You snell familiar,"” it said—when he had never heard that trolls tal ked at
all. " You snell of dog.'

He did. Zadny had been all over him And what did Zadny have to do with
trolls?

"Where are ny brothers?" he asked the troll, on what little breath he could
get, suspended as he was. "Wiat did you do with then®"

"Most dead," it said. "Only bones."

Most. He clung to that '"nost.' And it had not bitten his head off. It tal ked
about dogs. It | ooked himthoughtfully hi the eyes, not |ooking particularly
fierce, now that he had a
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I onger look at it. It |ooked puzzled; and his arns were near to breaking, but
it had not done nore than hold himeye to eye with it. "Some not dead," he
gasped, and kicked without intending to this tine.

"Wher e?"

"Two rode away."

"Wher e?"

"Qutside. Amay. —You snell of boy, not goblin. Boys don't bel ong here now. Bad
pl ace, bad."

"I"'mlooking for ny brothers." The pain was worse and breath was shorter. He
t hought his arns would break. "Were did they ride?"

"Looki ng for brothers,” it runmbled. "Looking for brothers." It set his feet
gently on the floor, eased its grip and patted himon the shoulder with a
huge, shaggy hand. "Good. That's what to do."

"Do you know where they've gone? Do you even know it was nmy brothers?" It was
magi cal . He had no idea of its capabilities. But sudden hope brought a wobble
to his voice, and he hesitated to run. "My nanme is Yuri. | come from
over-mountain. My brothers are Tamas and Bogdan. "

"Don't know names. But | ook for brothers, yes, a good idea, very good idea."
For sonme reason a prickling went down his arms, |ike being with the priests,
or hearing the winter wind, its voice was so deep. The troll did not |ook

wi cked or cruel to him it |ooked sad, and wise, and it seened to be saying
nore than it owned words to say. It said, "We'll go," turned nun with a vast
shaggy hand and urged himto wal k.

He should run for his life, he thought. It was probably a trick. He was
probably far faster than it was—t was very big and heavy; but it was already
t aki ng hi m where he wanted to go, beyond the light, back down the shadowy
tunnel to the streanside and the starlight and the open

'"*CGo find them'' the creature said, exactly what he wanted to do.

But he could not go with it anywhere |ooking for Tamas and Bogdan, not | eaving
Ni kol ai |ying wounded and waiting
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for himand not knowi ng what had happened. Nikolai had killed trolls—t m ght
not take kindly to that, if it knewbut naybe it would not know, and maybe

Ni kol ai would give it no hints.

They wal ked as far as the gate and the river, with his stomach knotting
tighter and tighter over the question.

But N kol ai had said hinself, I'"mnot going to make it, boy. N kolai believed
that. N kolai had believed it when he came down the nountain | ooking for his
brothers, and N kol ai usually knew the score on things. So there was no hope



for him—

Except if a boy could bring himhelp, and he hoped with all his heart it was
the right thing to do

It seened forever, the waiting did. The dammed dog at |east had settled to
rest. N kolai had his belt around his wist and its collar, and passed the
nmonents scratching the soft hide under the hound's jaw, because it was warm
in the dark; because it was not really a stupid dog, just a clunsy,

wel | - meani ng dog, after all, that would track its master through hell.

And lead a boy into it. And wake every dammed goblin in that fortress if it
took a notion to bark, which he earnestly hoped Zadny would not, and tried to
keep the hound confortable and distracted—the right armwoul d not nove, now,
with any speed. He could not get a better grip on the dog, or hold it quiet.
The pain cane and went in waves that w ped sense out when the dog woul d get
restless and pull at himhi the |east.

"Shush," he said, when it did. "He'll be back. He'll be back soon, hound. He's
a clever boy. Lie still."'

So he told it. So he wanted to think. The boy might be in serious trouble by
now. He kept listening for any commotion in the di stance, hoping agai nst al
reason for me boy to follow his instructions to the letter and only find out
the lay of the place, then come back for nore instructions—and nore

i nstructions, and nore argunent: it was the only delay he could
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think of to dissuade the boy. Maybe by norning he woul d be stronger—

And maybe pigs woul d soar, he thought. He needed to box the boy across the
ears, get himon that pony and tell himget the hell hone, was what he needed
to do. He would keep the damed dog, who could atone for his sins in |eading
the boy here hi the first place; he and the dog m ght get along, and he m ght
somehow find fish in the stream More w nged pigs, he thought. The stream had
poured off the ice of the heights, and it offered only sterile water.

Water and a way . . . maybe a way to float downstreamto safer territory.
Dam. He had not thought of that. If he could just get the boy back .

If the boy would only conme back

Lord Stani's remraining son on his hands, the other two mssing—but if they
could go downstream go back to the nountains once they were well away from
here, then find another pass—

Al this through a | andscape barren as hell's doorstep and haunted by goblins,
after which they faced a journey through the nountains with no food, nor
forage, nor any hope of finding any on their way; with only the vague hope of
finding a pass no one el se had found, besides the fact that nountains tended
to fold in unpredictabl e ways, and | ead one into blind ends, and nazes

maybe fl oati ng downstream was a better

Zadny lifted his ears, lifted his head and junped to his feet. Nikolai tensed
hi s arm agai nst the lunge, got a grip on the belt and held to it, know ng the
dog was going to bark, dam hi m-he jerked at the belt hard, to bring the hound
to the reach of his fingers, and tried to bring the left hand to seize its
nuzzl e.

There was a bark, a feeble, uncertain whine, then a boy's running steps—he
hoped that was the case. "Hush!" he whispered to the hound, fearing the boy
was running with goblins on his heels.

But the boy showed up and slid to his knees, babbling, "Mster N kolai! Master
Ni kol ai, I found soneone!"
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There was no one to find but goblins. And Zadny's pulling at himall but took
his senses away. He said, with greatest apprehensions: "Wo?"

A huge shadow | unbered up behind the boy, a huge and shaggy shadow with a
ratlike tail.

He snatched the sword that was by him but his good hand had the dammed | eash
tied to it, and die boy grabbed that el bow, and hung on it, objecting: "No,
no, it's all right, master Nikolai, he's all right!"



The troll squatted down to have a closer |ook at him runbled, "Bad, bad
hurt," and put a hand on his shoul der

He had never imagined a troll could speak. He was quite out of his head. The
creature had tricked the boy. It was contenpl ati ng supper, he was sure of it.
But between the boy holding his armand the | eash on his wist-It said,
"Krukczy is ny name."

"N kol ai," he said, to hunmor it while he tried to think. The fool hound was
trying to leap up and paw at the troll's lap |like sone long-lost friend,
shooting pains through his wound while Yuri held its collar. The troll patted
t he dog, then reached and patted his shoul der

"N kolai," it said. "Yuri. Good. Good we find brothers."

"It says," Yuri panted, "it says two got away, it says it's going with us."

H s heart could only beat so fast. He was not thoroughly aware of his fingers
now, or his feet, and the rest of himwas fading fast. He said to the boy,
"Run, dammt." But the boy paid no attention, neither the boy nor the troll,
whi ch was working at the knot that held the dog to his wist, hurting himand
getting nowhere with it.

The boy took over. Fever had set in, N kolai decided. He was dream ng now, how
atroll gathered himup and carried himin its arms, and that Yuri rode al ong
on his pony.

He dreaned that they went into the stream and under the walls of the fortress,
and down a w nding dark tunnel, pony and all. Lanplight cast shadows on the
ceiling above his face. He heard the clip-clop of the pony's hooves.

C. J. Cherryh

79

"\What about the goblins?" he asked, because even in a dream one should not

| eave such details unseen-to.

The troll said, "Gone to their queen."”

"What queen?" And nore to the point: "Wy?" Wiy always nmattered nost, of
guesti ons.

But it laid himon the floor w thout answering the inportant things. Dreans
were like tfiat. Yuri |eaned over himto say they were safe, and that the
troll was out |ooking for supper, which it had not been able to do while the
goblins were in the tower.

"Fool," he nurnmured, "it's found it.
Zadny licked himin the face. Yuri made him stop

"Tell it eat the dog first," he muttered. "Boy, get away, get out of here.”
But perhaps the dream had started way up on the nountain, when he had pull ed
the arrow. And the boy and the dog had never arrived, and there was no trol

at all. Only goblins, who had gotten everyone but him

The troll came |unbering back, shadowing him There was a great deal of noving
about then, in a haze of pain and |ight and shadow-he fell asleep until Yuri
bunped his head up on his knee, and said he should drink

Fish stew It wanted salt. But it was hot. "Get away," the boy chided Zadny.
"You have yours."

Amazingly detailed fora dream So was waking again with a contenplative trol
staring at himin the lamplight.

"Good, good," it said. "Better?"

He nodded, wanting the other part of the dream back, the one with the boy and
the pony and the free sky still overhead. He gl anced around him lifting his
head, and saw boy and dog curled up together witii the pony's saddle for a
pillow, saw the pony dozing on three feet within the tunnel

The troll was still sitting there when he | ooked back. It | ooked very real. It
snelled real. It made a shadow where it should. He did not at all like this
persi stence of imagery—er his situation, or watching the troll's flickering
eyes watching his with too much awar eness.
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"What do you want?" he asked it finally, in his dream and it said only:
"Sleep, hunter. Go to sleep.”

6



"FI SH, " KRUKCZY ANNOUNCED, ALL DRI PPING AND FISH there certainly was, a big
fet one, flopping about on the floor. Zadny began to bark, threatening it. But
Yuri got it and cut its head off, and cleaned it. So when naster N kol ai
finally opened his eyes on the norning there was breakfast cooking.

"We're still alive," master N kolai murnured as if that surprised him
"Goblins all gone," Krukczy said, very full offish, as it seemed, and wanting
to nap awhile, widi Zadny, who had breakfasted on fish oflal and roe.

"Damed good friends," Nikolai said under his breath. "Never ask where that
hound cane from Friends wimtrolls, it is."”

Yuri cast an anxious glance over his shoul der, but Krukczy only seenmed to
drowse, and Zadny had curled up and shut his eyes.

"Co hone," N kolai saidin a lowvoice. "If there's fish in the stream catch
some, take the pony, |leave ne and the damed dog with the troll, and get hone.
Tell your father—=

"I"'mnot telling ny father anything,"’
"because |' m not goi ng home yet."
"You' ve no business in this—=
"You' ve no business either, you can't use your left arm What are you going to
do to rescue then?

"I"mgoing to use ny head and go honme when | can wal k, and get hel p over here,
so there's no question of your going al ong—

Yuri said, with a lunp in his throat,
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"Yes, there is. Because if you' re going hone you can ride Gacja and I'l1 take
Zadny and 1'll find them"

"You'll mind what you're told, young lord! |I'mresponsible for you—and don't

t hi nk youVe proved a thing, running off from home, trekking over-nountain wth
no dammed sense what you were getting in to

"Did vow know?"

Master Ni kol ai shut his mouth and cl enched his jaw

"And you woul dn't go hone," Yuri said further. "Not except to make nme go

Whi ch you can't do. So there."

"Dam your di sobedi ence. "

He did not |ike being dammed by naster N kolai. He was sorry to be

di srespectful. But he said, to drive hone the point: "You can have ny pony, if
you want. | got this far. | can walk.'' Mster N kolai was furious with him
but he was not going to do as he was told, not this tinme, he had made up his
m nd on that account, and he was nore scared than he had ever been in the
nmount ai ns. He changed the subject, since master Nikolai was not going to say
anyt hing hel pful. ' 'Breakfast is ready."'

"We're not discussing breakfast."

"Krukczy can catch you nore fish. They'|ll freeze in the pass and they'll be
fine. You'll have food all the way home. And he brought greens for Gracja this
nmorning. So she's all right."

Silence frommaster N kolai. N kolai was mad at him N kolai tried to sit up
and hurt hinself, which did not inprove his tenper.

"Co hone!"

"I wouldn't go hone without ny brother's dog. Do you think I 'd go hone

wi t hout A nP"'

"YouVe not a hope of finding the boys. W don't know where they went.'

"Zadny will."

"Dam that dog, he'll get you killed, that's all he's good for. He's got no
sense! "

"I'"d rather have you with ne," he said, with a glance fromunder his brows,
and there was a lunp in his throat, and in
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his stomach, too, where breakfast sat |like a stone. "I followed everything you
said, master N kolai, all the way up the nountains, and | didn't have any



trouble. | did everything you said last night. Didn't |? And things are al
right. | can get along all right if you go hone. —But |'d rather have you
there. Gracja could carry you. And Krukczy says he's going with us."

"Damm, " Ni kol ai said under his breath, and nuttered to hinself and w nced,
with his eyes shut, because it hurt himto sit up. "Damm and damn, boy! You
bel ong at home! "

But N kol ai never for a nonment intended to go honme without him N kol ai wanted
to find his brothers and not to have to face his parents without them There
was never a tune they were lost or strayed that N kolai had not found them and
brought them honme, only this time was the worst, it was by for the worst.

"So will you go with ne, master Ni kol ai ?"

They were riding in the sun, and Bogdan asked hi m-asked hi m sonet hi ng, Tanas
was sure—but, distressingly enough, he could no | onger renmenber the exact
sound of Bogdan's voice; or see Bogdan's face except in shadow. Sunlight
streamed about them blindingly bright. Petals drifted down in clouds fromthe
orchards, a blizzard of dying flowers.

If there were a neans, he thought, to gather up all the flowers, if he could
recover the recent springtinme, if he could retrace their path on the nountain
road and say, when they had hesitated at that dreadful stone, master Karoly,
where are you | eading us? Wose friend are you?—then everything m ght be
different.

But he and the witch girl kept riding down the stream and fever and sunli ght
blinded him He night be hone, in the orchards about the walls. But if he was
where he renenbered, a dreadful thing had happened, which in his confusion he
could not recall, except the om nous curtain of petals, a sign of decay and
change.

The stones in his dream echoed with druns. A goblin | ooked at himand was
blind to him A troll held himinits
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arnms as skulls shone white under the noon, horse bones alternate with human, a
goblin fancy of order. Their kind was not incapable of artistry.

Birds screaned fromthe thickets while the horses picked their steady way
downhill. He saw huge lunps of rock, saw juniper and patient saxifrage, but
nothing in this place of orchards, no tree so tane, only tw sted shaggy bark
tough and resilient, and weat hered gray stone. Gone, the soot-stained snows
and |lifeless rocks of recent nightmare. Roots here invaded rock and patiently
wedged cracks wi der, making mountains smaller. Master Karoly said so.

Cane pine and linden, rowan and new | eafed, timd beech—-he knew them by their
nanes, master Karoly had taught him Listen to their voices, Karoly had said:
each sings a different song. So he knew with his eyes shut the sound and snel |l
of each and every one. But what did that say of where he was or what did it
say of the character of his conpanion, who refused all questions and rode in
di sdai nful silence?

Wol - gat heri ng agai n? he coul d hear Bogdan say. There are tines to do things
and times to think, brother. Figure it out, will you?

A dar k- spi ked shadow of pine ran along the streanside. The witchling led them
down to the stream agai n—when had they ever left it?—and let the mare wade in
and drink.

He stopped Lwi short of that: it dawned on himto look into the saddle kit,
now t hat they were stopped in daylight. He was too stiff and sore to turn
around to search the gear from horseback, so he slid down, thinking if anyone
had food left in his saddl ebags it night have been Ni kol ai; he had never

t hought to search this norning, and hunger had not much intruded through the
pai n.

That was a m stake, he thought, kneeling by the water's edge. Getting off was
very surely a m stake.

El a rode the mare between himand the sun, asked, disgustedly, "What are you
doi ng?"

He had tried to get up. Instead he knelt with one knee on wet and soaki ng



reeds, and wet his hands in the icy stream
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and carried themto his face, while Lwi wandered free in the shallow water.
El a di smounted, and he blinked wetly up into eyes green as gl ass, green as
pond water. Her hah- was pal est gold. These details absorbed him along with
the frown that knit her brows.

"Fool. You'll catch your death. The streamis ice nelt."

It might be. But it took the pain away, and he |laved his face with it,

i gnoring warnings. He wished he could slip into it head-deep, and have it take
all the ache, and the thinking, and the renenbering. He said,

conversationally, on the last of his self-possession, and the |last shred of
his strength, "I was |ooking for something to eat. Is there anything? | think
| could go on, if there were."

As witches went, he vastly preferred master Karoly. Karoly would not have
called hima fool. Karoly woul d have had sone synpathy, |ong since, even if he
had betrayed them But she confessed there was sonething to eat, and said she
woul d get it out of her packs if he would quit being a fool and not drown

hi msel f in the nmeanwhil e.

She had not a kindly word to her name. She was the nost unreasonabl e,
ill-tempered, and arrogant creature he had ever net, including the troll. But
she took packets from Skory's saddl ebags, and thereafter Lwi and Skory browsed
the shore while he and the witch shared the first nmeal he renenbered in days—a
little jerky and biscuit, and a sip of clean, cold water

But after the work the dried meat was, he felt wearier than he was hungry, and
set his shoul ders against a gnarled pine so that the roots and the stones

m ssed nost of his bruises-only to rest, he protested, to her inpatience, only
a nonent.

He was filthy, he was bruised down to the fingertips, there were cuts in his
scalp, his bath in the cave had only noved the nud about, so far as he could
tell, and she was right, he had soaked hinself down the neck and now he was
chilled and sorry for it. But he had a precious and clean bit of food in his
hand, overall nothing much was hurting him and his eyes drifted shut—as if,
once the terror was past and food had hit his stomach, he could not keep his
wits collected or
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his eyes open. He had found his [ and of once upon a time, but it was all dark
everything was grimand magi cal things |lived here, oh, yes—trolls and wtches.
O gran's stories—at |least there were pine groves, and this brook which the
goblins had not so far fouled. That was true. So he could still believe in
her, for what little good those stories were.

Ela's mistress would prove wi ser, and better natured than Ela or gran. And if
not, if this ride was all for nothing, then he would ride away on his own, and
trap and fish for his food and get home past the goblins sonmehow.

And his father would ask—

H s father and his nother and Yuri would all ask, Were is Bogdan?

H s only answer nust be, | don't know. And his parents would ask why, and he
could only say that he had not warned Bogdan, worse, he had fallen off his

hor se when Bogdan coul d have nost used hel p, and he had no real answer for
what had becone of his brother. He never would have, unless he found soneone
who could tell himwhat had happened in this country and why goblins were

| oose and no one stopped them and whether Bogdan had died with the others—he
had not counted the skulls, he had had no such thought in his head | ast night,
not hi ng but to escape the sight.

A warm hand touched his brow It confused him or the tingling that followed
it did. He opened his eyes hi confusion, saw Ela with a frown of concentration
bet ween her brows. He felt warmand cold all over, felt.

She said to him "Get up. Do you hear? Get up now "

He did not even think about doing it. He got to his feet with the bit of jerky



still in hand, stunmbled on the roots and went after Lwi, as the witch girl put
her foot in the mare's stirrup—ot a graceful mount, but the mare stood still:
creatures did as Ela said. So was he doing, although it dawned on himwhile he
was gathering up Lwi's reins that his pain was |ess, and while he was hauling
hinself into Lwi's saddle, that he was not so weary or short of breath as he
had been.

Only tired. Unbearably tired, so that once he was in the saddle it was easier
tolet Lwi follow the mare
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"Wake up," Ela told himtw ce, before he caught a branch across the face, and,
his forehead stinging, kept hinself awake.

"I"'mfine, I'mfine," master N kolai panted, and Yuri bit his lip while

Ni kol ai haul ed hinmself painfully onto Gracja's back. Mster N kolai was not at
all fine; but he wanted no hel p, he said, thank you

"' Are you on?'' Yuri asked, holding his breath for fear that N kol ai m ght
slide right on off the other side, onto the rocks. He held his hand ready to
grab Ni kol ai's trouser-1eg.

' "CGo now?'' Krukczy runbled, curling his rat tail around and around so it
made ripples in the water; Zadny put hinmself under Gracja's feet as they
started off, and scanpered froma near mss. Gone to their queen, Krukczy said
of the goblins; but Yuri had had no disposition to search the place to be
absolutely sure. It was enough to be away, as quickly as they coul d.

The norni ng shadow of the mountain was still on them the rocks dark and the
wat er beside themmurkily gray, but darkest was the out-thrust shadow of
Krukczy Straz itself, where the going was so narrow Ni kolai's | eg brushed the
tower wall, and he felt the shadow and the threat of the tower |ooning unti
they had nade it away into the |iving brush

"Green," N kolai murnured, and it was. G imas the mountai ns had been, they
had come where there was forage. Gracja nipped | eaves as she went, caught

mout hful s of grass, so that Yuri tore up handfuls to give her as he saw a
chance, to keep her fromjolting N kolai. Zadny rolled in the grass and got up
and ran circles until he panted. But the troll net themonly now and again as
they went, preferring the streamthey could not at all tines follow Krukczy
woul d ermerge like a bear fromthe water, shoulders first, and then two |arge
eyes, that mght vanish again; or all of Krukczy m ght cone out to walk with
them awhil e, dripping on the |eaves, squishing Iike a sheep in a rainstorm
and trailing a watery snake curve with his long furless tail

"Find brothers," Krukczy woul d say on occasion. And:
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"Went this way, went this way.
witch."

"Karoly's sister,” N kolai said, with the nearest interest he had shown in
Krukczy's wandering conversation. "Were does this witch [ive?"

It obtained an airy wave of a very large hand. "There, there, down."

"Fine directions," N kolai said sourly. N kolai was in pain, and sweating, and
t hey needed to stop—No, N kolai insisted, he was on the horse, he was staying
on the horse, so they were still going.

Ni kol ai asked al oud, "Are there nore goblins, master troll? O what kind of
place is this they went to?

* '"CGone to their queen,'' was all Krukczy would say.' 'Gone to their queen.
Queen sends them queen says cone back.'

And, yet another tine: "CGoing to see the

"Wher e?"

Krukczy gave what seened to be a shrug as he wal ked, and his tail whipped
about nervously.' 'Were the queen is." Krukczy seenmed nore and nore agitated.
"Goblins . . . goblins ..."

"Wher e?"

"Cone. "

"No sense,"” N kolai nuttered. "No dammed sense, you can't talk to it.
Krukczy was further and further ahead. Yuri tried to hurry, tugging on Gacja



as branches separated them from Krukczy's shaggy shape—Krukczy was only a
shadow now, a brown shadow qui ckly slipping away among the | eaves.

"Gve me the reins,"” Nikolai said. And when he started to protest, "Gve ne
the reins!”

He passed them up, and N kol ai gave Gacja a fierce kick, sent her at a run on
Krukczy's track—and, fearing N kolai would fall, Yuri began to run, diving

t hrough brush Gracja and the troll had broken, Zadny raci ng ahead of him He
ran and ran, and heard N kolai call out, "Dam you—-

But N kol ai had brought Gracja back to a walk by the time he had himin sight
again. There was no sign at all of Krukczy. "Dammed troll," N kolai breathed
as he caught up. But
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Ni kol ai kept Gracja nmoving, so that he had nothing to do but to wal k behi nd

wi th Zadny and hold his side against the stitch he had caught running so hard.
Then he saw Gracja's reins fall slack, and Ni kol ai |eaned perilously in the
saddle. He flung hinself forward to stop Nikolai fromsliding off, heedl ess of
the thornbush Gracja's forward progress took himthrough. He shoved at

Ni kol ai, got the reins and nade G acja stop. Gracja was confused, and scared,
and Zadny's junping at her |egs was no help.

"Easy, easy," he breathed, trying to steady G acja with one hand and hold the
other ready to keep N kol ai upright. Nikolai had caught hinself against the
saddl ebow, but the whiteness of N kolai's face and the set of N kolai's jaw
sai d he was in excruciating pain.

"Better lead," N kolai said in the ghost of his own voice. "Do you know t he
way back, boy?"

"No, sir," he said faintly. The very sunlight through the trees seened col d.
"I don't think I do. W' ve been up and down so many hills ..."

" 'l don't know either,'' N kolai said. But he did not believe that. N kol ai
never got |ost.

He | ooked about him and up at the sun, the way N kol ai hinsel f had taught
him But lord Sun was hidden by die trees. He only believed he knew where west
was. But west was a long ridge of nountains, and a maze of hills.

Not hi ng- not hi ng was certain. He led Gacja a while, hi the direction he

t hought was right. And when he | ooked back master N kolai's eyes were shut and
Ni kol ai was | eani ng agai n.

' '"Please don't fall off,'" he said. He was still shaking fromrunning. H's
side hurt, and he could not get enough breath. "I think we need to find
somebody, | think we need a place with people, very soon."

"Karoly's sister,” N kolai said. "The ones we're foll owi ng—there were

hoof -prints . . . sone time back. Horse-hair—white—en the branches.”

Yuri was enbarrassed. He had been blind—+teading Gacja, keeping his eyes on
the troll, that was all. He had seen no such things. N kolai, hurt as he was,
[ ying much of the tine
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agai nst Gracja's neck, had kept his eyes open. But he had a dreadful thought
then. "Do goblins ride horses?"

"Eat them for all | know. " N kolai's eyes shut again, and half opened.

"Shoul dn't have run. Shoul dn't have run. Damm, boy."

"Yes, sir," he said. "Wat should we do?"

Ni kol ai sat there a nmonent, above him his eyes open-but N kolai said nothing;
only, for no reason, took his weight to the stirrup and began to get
down—whi ch, if he did—

Yuri shoved hard to stop him put hinself in the way so N kol ai had nowhere to
step. "You can't get off," he told Ni kolai. "Don't get down. ..."

' '"Boy, | want you to take the horse.’

"No!" he said. "No. If you get off, |I'mstaying here. W' re both staying here.



Do you want that?"

"lt's left us,” Nikolai said. "It's left us hi the mddle of the damm woods,
boy, it's snelled goblins and it's run."

"Then don't nmake things worse! | can't get you back up on the horse if you
fell, and I don't even know where hone is.'

"You can track us backwards. Back to the tower "

"No, sir! I won't, | won't do it—you stay on, you hear ne? If you get off, I'm
staying with you until you can get on again. Do you hear ne, I'Il do it!"

Ni kol ai seened to think about that. O N kolai was in too rmuch pain to think
at all. He |leaned heavily on the saddl ebow until all Yuri could do was steady

him and he knew it hurt N kolai's wounded arm but it was the only way he
could manage. He started | eading Gracja again, naking as much speed as he
coul d, | ooking back as he could to be sure N kolai was still steady.
But a thread of blood was running down N kol ai's hand, staining Gacja's side.
He's dying, Yuri thought in panic. He's going to die if we don't get help, and
there's nothing we can do any taster than we are.
Zadny went in front of them "Find people,"” Yuri said to hi m~Zadny, find
peopl e, do you hear nme?"
There was no know ng whet her Zadny understood a word,
but he kept to the front of them sometines losing hinself in the brush, so he
feared they would | ose track of the hound, too, and be al one.
"Maybe we can find sonebody besides N kol ai that got away," Yuri said to
hinsel f. "Everything's going to be all right, it's just trolls don't know what
peopl e need, it's just scared, probably Nikolai chasing it scared him he'l
cone back. N kolai shouldn't have run the horse, that's all—the blood wll
stop.”
"Karoly's sister,” N kolai murmured, once, obscurely, and he stopped G acja
and went back to himto see whether N kolai was all right. But N kolai only
said,'" "Are we still on the trail?" and he said, "Yes, sir, | think we are.

" realizing with a chill that N kolai was off his head and | ost. He had
made Ni kolai conme with him He had been disrespectful, he had refused
Ni kol ai ' s advi ce, and been smug about it; and offered N kolai no choice but
cone Wi th hi m—because he had known in his heart of hearts that N kolai would
never take Gracja and ride hone without him He had wanted Ni kolai to get on
Gracja's back and cone with himthis nmorning; and he had been so sure he was
doing the right thing, so sure N kolai was strong enough—al t hough N kol ai
had told himlast night he woul d never nmake it. $; He had not
i stened: he had not wanted to listen, that was "' the bitter truth.
Ni kol ai had said go hone and have his father send men who could do nore than a
stupi d boy coul d do-Ni kol ai had never once asked himto get himto safety,
Ni kol ai was too strong for that, N kolai was supposed to be with himto advi se

him that was the way he had intended | t hi ngs
I The woods blurred in front of him He wal ked and fol -
£ | owed Zadny, and | ooked for the hoof-prints master N kol ai

had sai d he had seen, because there was no tinme to be wong

now—thanks to his cleverness and his disobedi ence, naster

Ni kol ai had no tine.

I

I The sun sank as they foll owed the watercourse dowhill, :f;

somet i nes anong rocks, in the shadow now of tall beeches
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not fully leafed, and early willow, and brush as stripped as the brush the

ot her side of the mountains. The plague of beasts had passed here, too, Tanas
t hought, in the nunmb lucidity that had cone since he had had water and food.
Leaf | ess vi nes snagged the horses* feet and snapped, dry branches broke under
their hooves. The horses, taller than deer, found browse along the way, a
snatch of |eaves, and in clear spaces, patches of streamside cress that had
grown since the depredations. Ela held the | ead, no horsewoman, but Jerzy's
mare went along as if it had hone and stable in m nd



So did Lwi, without his urging; and when he protested the horses coul d not
stand that pace forever, she declared they would be all right, that was her
word, they would be all right.

"Are there goblins behind us?" he asked. And got no answer.

H s brui sed bones ached, after so rmuch and so rough ridi ng—but he was thinking
clearly enough these last hours to realize that he had | ost his grandfather's
sword, and even the saddle knife, with his own horse. N kolai's bow was al

t he weapon they had, that and its handful of arrows.

Wl | done, he thought bitterly, in Bogdan's tones. Wll done, little brother
And only now wondering what you have for resources? You unfailingly amaze ne.

He tried at least to calculate how far they had conme. In a clearer space he
| ooked back and all about for the sight of nountains, but the trees stil
| oomed taller: the forest was all their surroundings, the colorless and
dimming sky with its high cloud making tine itself uncertain. He was all too
awake, in the dark that lived within the forest, where twilight was early and
shadowed with | eaves. The whole world tottered on the edge of reason
i magi nati on | ed nowhere, and he had no sane choi ce now but the one he was
fol | ow ng.
" "We'll make it by twilight," Ela declared, the only words she had
vol unteered to himsince noon. "W have to."
He repeated his question: "What do we fear in this wods?
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"Al'l manner of things," she said, and added: "Everything."
Lwi tossed his head, sweating. Tamas patted his neck beneath the fall of nane,
m sli ki ng vague answers, and disliking witches nore by the passing hour. Maybe
she coul d ease his aches, but the ease did not |ast. Maybe she coul d make
creatures go where she wanted, but clearly that did not extend to goblins, and
maybe not to bears; so what good was that?
Besi des, who knew what women thought, or mght do, or why? Here he rode in a
shadowy, goblin-haunted woods asking hinmself not for the first tine how El a
had escaped the goblins' anbush, or hidden the horses, or made bargains wth
trolls to rescue him
Wal | s before nightfall had been his hope in nid-afternoon: the expectation
that they would find some fortified and human hol d, an unassail able place with
a great |ady who happened to be a witch, but who, please the god, would turn
out to remind hima great deal of the Karoly he had | oved, an old woman who
woul d keep a study in equal clutter, who would answer his questions wth equal
synmpathy, tell himthe good and the bad that he had to deal with, and nagic up
a wi se and potent answer he could bring back to Maggi ar
But by the begi nning of sunset he still saw no fields such as a great hold
woul d need, only this barely flourishing desolation of woods and stony
hillsides. He was down to hoping for another tower, |ike Krukczy Straz. (And
another troll, shuffling about the halls in service to Ela's nistress? He was
over the boundaries of Maggiar and clearly things here were different.)
Madam he would say to Karoly's sister—at |east he imagi ned that was how to
address a witch—+ was with master Karoly, whom | fear, the goblins

ate? Killed. Killed was far kinder, and he could get imediately to:
Master Karoly cane to ask your help, ny father asks it-Then the witch would
say: What exactly do you want ne
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to do? and he would have not an idea in his head: he had no idea what a witch
could do, or what she would ask of him~
Because witches asked paynent, that was in grandnother's stories, along with
trolls and magi cal waterfalls that made one young a thousand years, and undead
creatures that haunted the site of their demise, different than ghosts, and
bl oodi er. .
Madam he would say, if you would help ny father and nmy peopl e—and ny brot her
if he's still alive .



What woul d he do in return for that? Anything, he said to hinself. Anything.
Bogdan had left himthat duty. Master Karoly had. He was the last of their
conpany and |lie had no choices, now that he had gone this far

Madam anything at all, if only you' d do sonething . . . if you could do
somet hing . .

But the witchling pushed the horses both to the limt of their strength and
spoke of being hi after dark, and that was no recommendati on of her nistress
power. "I don't like this," Ela said once, which instilled no confidence at
ail. He asked no further questions. But she said again, "She should hear ne,
and he thought she must nean her m stress.

"Where are we?" he asked. "How far yet?"

But for an answer, the witch-girl only put Jerzy's mare to a jogging,
bone-jarring pace, slipping perilously fromside to side of the saddle. They
rode down a slope and along a winding hillside, and even hi the clearings now,
the Iight was dimer. Sanity seemed di m ni shed, feeble, overwhel nmed.

"Be careful,"” he began to say, but it was far too narrow a trail to overtake
her and Skory was al ready vanishing in the brush. Lwi had taken to running,
too, through twi sts and doubling turns, under trees and headl ong downhill.

Al one, he would have reined Lwi back, but pride or fright said no foo

wi tchling who could scarcely stay ahorse was going to lose himin a woods ful
of goblins—ot now, with night com ng

Down to the trough of a hill and up again, up and up through a jolting series
of clinmbs, then onto—thank the god—a well-worn footpath, that pronised

habi tati on hereabouts.
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Earth and recrossed roots sped under Lwi's hooves, new | eafed branches whi pped
past. Then an archway |l et themthrough a stone wall so overgrown with vines it
| oomed right out of the woods, one with everything around it.

He saw Skory and her rider and the skull-topped pol es ahead of himall at
once, saw Ela sliding dowmn fromthe saddle in the courtyard of this
forest-wapped tower and an outcry of protest stuck in his throat. Wth all
the clatter they had just made, they could have roused the sleeping dead, but
there was no need conpoundi ng the error: he kicked free of bom stirrups and
slid fromLw 's back while Lwi was stopping, chased a disappearing flash of

bl ond hair and flying cloak into the shadowed doorway of the vine-veined
tower. CGoblin work was plain to see in the courtyard, the door dark and
unbarred to all coners—and Ela ran inside and upstairs with the fl eet

sur ef oot edness of soneone at hone on those steps.

He could not. He stunmbled on themin the dark, hurrying as fast as he could to
overtake a bereaved and frightened girl, intending to reason with her: after
the rooftop of Krukczy Straz he had not the heart to blame her; but echoes
were waking to her search with the dreadful sound of an enpty house, and
betrayi ng where he was now seemed doubly foolish. They had two horses in the
courtyard that might be their only way out of here, he had left the bow down
there in his haste to overtake her, and if there was any nystery left of them
he hoped to preserve it, armhinself and reserve sonme surprise on their side

i f she came running . .

A step rasped on stone bel ow himand his heart skipped a beat. Down the dark
of the winding stairs, the faintest of twilight fromthe hall below stil
showed at the edges of the steps and on the walls opposite the core. And the
step repeated itself.

El a, he thought. We're not alone. Do you know that?

He fervently hoped for witchcraft, recollecting that Ela had come and gone
undet ect ed anong goblins, and got along with trolls; but that had been no
trollish novenent. That had been a shod foot, a scuff of |eather on stone, and
since the
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second footfall, silence: Ela's, his, and whoever shared the tower with them
He | eaned his back against the stone of the stairwell core, keeping still in



the renote chance it would go away and not conme up the stairs. Ela was silent
now t hat she had roused trouble; Ela nust have heard it wherever she was—n
some hal lway upstairs, while here he stood guarding her retreat, and he could
only hope she had recovered her good sense.

Not a wonman's step, below, he was sure. It had sounded to his ears very like a
man's boot, edged with netal. And the silence persisted, as if the presence
down there had realized its m stake, and waited for himto nmake the next nove.
Whi ch could just as well nean some guard of this place, some honest servant of
Ela's mistress, who could end up in fatal misunderstanding of intentions on
this dark stairs—fatal for him counting he was enpty handed. The intruder, if
intruder it was, had cone past two horses out there—and knew their nunber. He
t hought, I'mtrapped. Maybe | shoul d take the chance and call out—n the case
it is afriend.

An outcry would warn Ela. But Ela was being wary now that it was too late, and
he deci ded that he was in no hurry either. Let whoever-it-was nmove again. He
wanted to be surer, before he nade an irrevocabl e nove, and neantinme he wanted
off this stairs if there was a hope of doing it in silence.

He heard a faint, faint novement bel ow hi mthe tower was old. Its steps
gritted underfoot, there was no helping it. So did his, he discovered, and the
ot her was novi ng now. He pressed his back to the wall for steadiness and heard
a whi sper of cloth and netal, sawthe illusory light at the | owest steps
eclipsed by darker shadow. He set his foot to the next step and noved up and
up, trying to mask his nmovenents beneath the novenments of the one stal king
him and nmeanwhile to widen his lead on it, hoping desperately for sone
doorway out of this place that would not conprom se El a.

But the next turning of the stairs showed a fault glow above him a w ndow at
some hi gher turning, when he npbst prayed
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for deeper daik, and when he judged he was running out of stairs altogether
That was no good. He had nade his own m stakes, he could only hope in Ela's
magi ¢ now, and he thought he had as well find out whether it was friend or foe
stal king them before sonmeone died of what might, after all, prove a mi stake.
He called out, failing nonchal ance:

"Are you a friend, down there?"

It glided onto the steps below him a darkness on which nmetal glistened, a
horrific and el egant armoring he had seen once before, in the cellars of
Krukczy Straz—a jut-jawed countenance beneath a nop of dark hair and braids.
Fangs, oh, indeed it had. And eyes large and virtually whiteless. And an
unsheat hed sword.

"Well," the goblin said. "Wll, shall we see?"

He backed up a step. He had not intended to, but the creature seened to have
nore of the stairs than he had, as he took account of its reach and the sword
inits hand.

"There's nothing up there," it said. It beckoned to himw th an el egant,

beri nged hand. "Cone down, cone, you've nothing to fear."

"So goblins joke."

It [aughed, show ng fangs, and clinbed another step closer. "Ch, often. It's a
j oke, you know, like that in the yard. Where's the w tchling?"

1 'Qut the door. Riding away. You can't find her, can you?

"So nen joke, too."

Man, it called himnot for his age or his facing it: it nmeant his difference
fromits kind, it meant no synmpathy or nercy, and he backed anot her step, he
could not help it. He was not ready to die. He contenplated a rush against it,
perhaps to bear it over on the steps, or tear through its grip. Its nails were
dark and | ong, on hands as beautiful as a wonman's, as expressive, as graceful
inironic gesture. And sonehow it had gai ned anot her step without his seeing
it.

"Where is she?"

"I'Ve no idea." H's heart fluttered. It took another step
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and he had no choice yet but to back up, feeling his way around the core. It
was clearly in the light now Its eyes were green as old water, its smle
not hi ng reassuri ng.

"Afraid of me?" it asked.

"(M, never. Wy don't you go downstairs?"

"Why were you goi ng up? Looking for something? A wtch, naybe?"

"I"'ma thief," he said. "Likeyou."

A second tine it | aughed, and flexed a hand about its sword hilt, beckoning
with the other. "Then we should be friends. Cone down. We'll have a drink

t oget her . "

"Be damed to you."

The sword fl ashed, rested point down on the steps between them "YouVe great
confidence. Is it justified, | wonder?"

It neant to kill himoutright, he had no doubt now He backed up only for a
feint, shoved off fromthe edge of the step and, bare-handed, struck the bl ade
aside as he dived for the shallow of the turn.

The goblin warrior followed the bl ade about, full turn, that was how it had
its armin his way, and hi m pi nned agai nst the great pillar of the core,
staring at it face to face. Its iron-hard arns were on either side, and the
carel essly held sword | eant against his neck as it shook its head slowy. "Not
justified,” it concluded, and grinned at him a showing of fangs, a glitter of
shadowed eyes behind a disordered fringe of mane—such details stood clear as
his heart pounded away and he wondered coul d he duck down quickly enough, or
dared he nove—onsidering the cold bl ade beneath his chin.

"Lost its tongue?" it asked him "Fellow thief?"

He had. And his breath. He brought a knee up- The goblin knocked his head
against the wall, not grinning now He nade a second try—but the goblin was
too tall, and breath was too short. It said, hissing into his face with that
lisp the jutting fangs made,

"I want the witch, man."

"What witch?" he asked. "Which witch?" Light-headedness suggested rhynes. It
could not be nmore annoyed, and he was out of strategies. He tried to pry its
hand
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| oose. As well dispute a stone statue. "I think you ate the | ast

one—her eabouts ..."

"Liar," it said, and tightened its grip. "Are you a liar?"

"OfF course not," he had wind to say. It slacked its hold ever so little.

"A conundrum How clever." Unexpectedly it let go entirely, and gave hi mroom
on the stairs, "Run, man. Run."

He did not believe it, not even when it dropped the sword point and gave him
room He drew a shaky breath, made a gesture downward, giddily, toward the
stairs. ' "You first. If one was about to be beaten anyway, he had | earned

t hat from Bogdan—f one was about to be stabbed from behind, as seemed now,
then play the game for pride, if that was all he had left. And to his own

i ght-headed amazenent he was not tongue-tied or wool -gathering. Bogdan woul d
approve, if Bogdan were here, but this creature and his kind had—

He could not think about that rooftop. He refused to think about it now

The goblin stepped higher on the stairs, trading places with himon the narrow
steps, and tapped the side of his leg with the sword bl ade as they passed each
other. "I'mletting you go, man. Go. Next time—find a sword."

It was going on upstairs. It was searching for Ela. It would conme back for
him or others were below to deal with him He contenplated attacking it as it
turned its back on himin contenmpt and kept clinbing—the troll had inured him
to terrors, for days now, and he wanted to go for it bare-handed as he was.
But that served nothing. In the hall below he night find a weapon, a fallen
board, anything to throw a pennyworth weight onto his side of the bal ance and
do it harmit mght feel, if it followed him O get to the courtyard and his



bowif it did not.

He sped down the steps, angry, desperate, blind in the w nding dark bel ow,
expecting to run headlong into nore of themat any turn. He saw the faint
twilight fromthe doorway and bolted down the last turns into the entry, where
hi s dark-accustoned eyes picked out cloth in the shadow, a cl oaked figure that
accosted himwith:
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" Shh!™

El a' s whi sper—wahile his fist was knotted up to strike and his | egs were
shaki ng under him "Wat were you doing up there?"

"There's a goblin," he stammered. The fury ran out of him and he set his
shoul der to the wall for support to his shaking knees. Hardly a hero, he: he
had fled pell-mell down the stairs, and the goblin could cone back down or

call toits friends fromthe wi ndow at any nonent.

"Then get out of here! There's a place |I haven't | ooked—=

"Ela, give it up! Everyone's dead! The horses are out there. They know nere's
two of us! They'll find us. —tord Sun—=

"I have to!" she whispered, and tore away from him

"Elal" he whispered furiously, but she was a wi sp of cloak and shadows, headed
for a door, another stairway, he had no idea. He took her advice and ran out

t he open door to the yard, where the horses were grazing on the grass that had
sprung up in the half-buried cobbles.

"Aha!" rang out from sone wi ndow, fromthe roof, he had no idea, nor waited to
see in his reach after Lwi's saddle. A knife thunped into the ground beside
his boot, stuck upright in the weed patch beside the cobbles. He junped—he
could not help it, and Lwi shied as he grabbed the reins. The bow was not
strung. He snatched up the knife as his only gesture of defiance and | ooked up
at the tower.

"Ah. Do you take ny gift?" the goblin warrior called down. My gift, ny gift,
my gift, echoed off all the walls, loud as Lwi's hooves clattering on the

pavi ngs. Skory danced away, out of his reach, and he had visions of the goblin
com ng down the stairs and cutting off Ela's retreat. "And are you a thief,

t 0o0?"

Thief, thief, thief, the echoes said.

"What harm have we ever done to you?" he shouted up through the echoes. "What
do you want ?"

Want, want, want, the echoes gave back, as Ela cane flying fromout the door
"Ho!" the goblin shouted; "Wtchling!" But Ela never stopped. She caught
Skory's trailing reins as the goblin dis-
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appeared fromthe wi ndow, downward bound wi thout a doubt. He drew Lwi after
him held Skory's reins while Ela clinbed up to the saddle, and wi thout a
second gl ance over his shoulder, flung hinself for Lwi's saddle.

"Wtchling, witchling, witchling," the echoes were still saying, as they rode
past the grisly warning on the poles, through the gateway and into the tangle
of the woods again, where the horses had to strike a slower pace.

Then he cast an anxi ous gl ance over his shoulder, and saw Ela's face as she

| ooked back at the vine-shrouded gates. It was not grief, not a child's
bewi | dernent, but a cold, white-lipped fury.

' "What can we do?'' he asked.' 'How can we fight then?'' He was willing to
hear anything but pointless defeat, nothing done, nothing even | earned about
their eneny, and their enemy in control of the place they had come to find and
despising all they could do.

She laid a hand on her breast, and said only, "It's mne, it's mne, and he
knows it."

"What, the tower?"

"This." The hand was pressed to sonethi ng beneath her collar, and she | ooked
at himwith a set face and a defiance that chall enged himalong with the



goblin as she rode past him

So it was not for her mstress she had been searching the tower. Karoly's
sister was dead, if those skulls could tell the story. And he—

"\Where are you goi ng?" he asked.

"To make themregret it," was all she woul d say.

THEI R GO NG WAS A HASTY CONFUSI ON OF DARK AND branches by starlight. Leaves
raked Tamas' shoul ders as the horses struck out on a downhill and up again, on
aride in which any stir of brush m ght be goblin anmbush, any twitch of the
horses' ears nmight be the only alarmthey would have. The witchling told him
not hi ng—but, Tamas thought, nothing he had done back at the tower had deserved
her confidence. The goblin had let himgo: she m ght have bew tched the
creature, or not, for all he knewshe m ght not know what had happened up
there on the stairs and m ght ask herself how he had escaped, weaponl ess.

But it was not an hour to plead for trust. And counting her reticence and the
fury he had felt in her glance, he began to ask hinself whether she was in
fact a white witch, whether in feet she needed help in which a fool would do
very well-he had heard about that kind of sorcerer in gran's stories, too.

But how di d one know the good witches fromthe bad? Ela noved by dark, in
shadows, and by rmoonlight, and if that had not been a curse she had | oosed
agai nst the goblin he never hoped to feel one. The horses' mad steadi ness,
jolting his exhausted, spinning senses, the goblin saying, "Run," as if it

were a choice he had ... its eyes looking into his, mad and malici ous and
anmused wi th himand his plight.

Lwi stunbl ed, and the near fall and the sl ope beside himsent a chill through
him "The horses can't do any nore!" he protested, with too nmuch pride to add,
Nor can |I. He was crazed, trying to conprehend goblin games and w tches,
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nost of all for staying with her, and he began to think that his own staying
m ght be nore spell than reason.
"Not iar now," she prom sed him

But Not Far took themdown a hill and al ong another and another, and maybe a
third: he was drifting in nightmare corridors and renenbering goblin footsteps
somewhere al ong the second hill, in a forest darker than the night sky, Lwi

panting as he noved.

Then he heard water out of the dark—their stream again, he thought; or he was
dreaming still. He heard it nearer and nearer, until he saw Skory wading into
it, Skory first and then Lwi dipping their heads to drink as they wal ked—he
let out the reins and let Lwi drink as he could, never stopping, even

yet —bewi t ched, as before.

"Have mercy," he pleaded. "This is foolish. Wat good to kill the horses?

W' ve outrun the goblins. They aren't follow ng us, Ela, for the god' s sake—=
They were at the bank. She rode Skory further up before she stopped—but Lwi
stayed on the bank to drink, no |onger spellbound, as far as he could tell

So they must have arrived, he thought, and slid down fromLw 's back, sore,
and di zzy, and suddenly perceiving a stone wall and a gateway in the darkness
of the ni ghtbound trees. For one blink of an eye he feared they had ridden
full circle back to the tower and into a trap, but at a second, he saw only an
open gateway into, so far as he could tell, an overgrown ruin.

"El a?" he said, but she was staring at the gate, sinply staring. Lwi had had
enough water, and he patted Lwi's sweat-drenched neck, and led himup gently
to the grass that grew along the shore, while the mare wandered at will. This
time he | oosed the bow and the arrow case fromthe saddl e; and | ooked around
to learn in what precise place Ela decreed for their canp.

But she had vanished in that instant of inattention—through the gateway, into
the ruin.

"El a?" he asked the enpty night, exhausted, |ost, and suddenly outraged. He
went as far as the dark doorway, and
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found no sight of her, listened, and heard no sound but the sighing of a cold
ni ght wi nd and the sudden jingle of harness as Skory shook her head.

So the girl wanted to slip away alone into the ruin after riding all day,
finding her mistress nurdered, and escaping goblins with something the goblins
were | ooking for? Wll and good. Maybe w tches needed no sleep and no
protectors and di ned on noonbeans. He strung the bowin a fit of tenper, set
it and its arrow case agai nst a nman-sized |unp of stone, and unsaddl ed and

wal ked and rubbed the horses down—there were grateful creatures at |east.
Afterward, in a calnmer frane of nmind, if no easier in conscience, he bent down
at water's edge, cooled his face in water that chilled himto the bone—good
water, clean water, that set him shivering as he washed and drank—but that was
honest work that he had done, unlike sonme he could think of; honest work and
honest sweat and trying to do the right thing.

He was chilled through. He took his bow and found a feat next to the wall,
huggi ng his cl oak about hi magai nst the night wind, and thinking that now that
his stomach was quieter, he ought to try to eat—get into the packs and find
something to eat for hinmself, since the girl would not deign to advise him
where she was or what she was up to or when, if ever, she would conme back

But he had no real appetite left, and not to be pent anywhere or shoved
anywhere, or bewitched off on another ride—that was all he wanted. It was
enough to know there was food and water within reach, even if he was too
exhausted to eat. He could sleep a nonent, he decided. It was only his neck at
ri sk, now. He need only shut his eyes and listen to the forest whispering in
the wi nd.

"Men see so poorly at night," a goblin voice lisped, fromthe wall above his
head. He flung hinself to one knee, reaching for the knife.

The goblin leapt down with a light clash of netal as he reeled to his feet,
drawi ng the kni fe—t was that near him He heard the horses bolt and run
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"Well, well. Here we are again, and you threaten me with ny own gift."
"It is you," he said, backing up a step, trying to clear the |ight-headedness

that assailed him ' '"Ela!''""'
"Ch, hush, hush, man, she's not afraid of ne. She should be, but she isn't.

She's a great magician, |ike her mstress, don't you know? Undoubtedly
greater. Ysabel wouldn't touch what she's taken up. Now Ysabel's dead, and her
poor, slowwtted servant with her. | wonder how she will fare.’

"E-lal"

"I tell you she won't hear you. She can't hear you."

It advanced. He stepped back again, giddy, keeping the knife between himand
its owner—a wi cked bl ade, with a backwards spine he could only guess how to
use—but this creature nost certainly knew, and it had the sword that natched
it.

"Ungrateful wetch. Here." Jewels glittered in the starlight, in a

bl ack-nai | ed hand. Sonething thunped to the ground at his feet.

He was supposed to | ook down. He refused to take his eyes off the creature,
who smiled at him show ng fangs, and | eaned casually against the wall, |ong
fingers, spiderlike, grazing the sword hilt at its side. "Ch, not at al
trustful. Are we, thief? Lie to me, and all the tinme you were with the

wi tchling. For shanme, for shane."

"Where are the rest of you?"

" 'O me? Why, altogether here, man, altogether where the witchling is and
isn't. —But witches are |like that, nor here, nor there, nost of the tine.

Whil e you— Another snile, close-lipped, but the fangs still showed. "You are
nost definitively here, young gentleman, in possession of ny knife, and, by ny
graci ousness, its sheath, and your head. And here am |, seeking your gracious

hospitality. Wat do you say to that?''
It was hard for a cobwebby wit to followthe twists and turns of its converse
but it seened foolish to attack the creature, nore foolish to die in contest



wi th weapons it knew, when it seened extraordinarily enanored of its own

cl ever -
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ness, and he had no idea the neasure of it. He took a breath, adopted a

carel ess stance. "Wat do | say? —Ffhat you're a conmon bandit!’

"Ch, uncommon. A lord anong ny kind, and grossly inconveni enced by this girl
this fledgling, this woal d-be sorceress. So here we are, thief and liar, and
bandits both."

"I"mno bandit."

' '"But thief and liar you admt to?' *

"No. "

Agai n the sharp-edged grin. "Azdra'ik is ny nane. And yours, man?"

"Tamas." He gave no nore clues to his famly or his friends than he nust.
Exchangi ng nanes offered a familiarity he had no wish to share with this
creature. He only hoped Ela had heard himcall out, and was working sonme magic
to deliver him meanwhile he could no nore than play for tinme, and he wondered
how many other goblin warriors were slipping around themin the forest dark
Lwi and Skory had made no further sound, but he did not think goblins could
overwhel mthe horses wi thout at |east some conmotion

"So, Tanms, and are you a w zard, too?"

"The greatest.”

It |aughed. "Audaci ous man. Wiy don't you go find the witchling? I'll wait
here for you."

"' O course you will."'

"No, no, ny solemm word. You're free to go."

It meant to follow himto Ela, he was certain of it. But he did not know what
el se he should do, that might give hima chance, or even delay this creature
nore than a single pass of its sword; and he no nore knew where Ela was than
it did. Perhaps he could lead it a chase and rai se enough noise that El a would
know where he was. O maybe they had al ready caught her, and it was only a
cruel joke the creature played. But he had no better offers for his life.

He caught up the bow and case, dived through the gateway into the shadow of

the ruined wall, and found hinself hi a maze of brush and broken walls. His
f oot st eps sounded | ouder than he |iked on patches of exposed paving stones. He
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tried to keep silence, and now and again gl anced back, afraid the creature was
| aughing all the while and follow ng him

He dared not call out. He feared she m ght answer, unaware of the danger. It
was not even his intention to find her, only to raise enough noise for her to
t ake some magi cal precaution—and for himto locate targets at nore than arnis
length, if the creature had compani ons slipping through this woods. He had an
arrow agai nst the bow. He was ready for treachery.

Then he saw Ela's pale hair past a screen of head-high brush, and stopped and

caught hinsel f against a truncated wall, trying to think what to do or whet her
to go to her—
But she stood so still, so unnaturally still, paying no heed to his footsteps

on the stones and his nmoving in the brush. She was gazing down at her cupped
hands—wor ki ng sone magi ¢, he told hinmself, but nothing evident to him nothing
to his observation that m ght have dispelled the threat outside.

He gl anced back the way he had come, wondering whether to go back and try to

| ead off the creature rather than disturb her worki ng—but that seened
suprenely ill-advised. And if despite all he could do, he was followed, they
had al ready found her.

He cane to her and stopped at respectful distance, trying to say calnmy, "El a.
El a, there's a goblin—+n our canmp—

She m ght not have heard himat all. He saw the flash of glass and starli ght
in her hands, held the bow and the arrow in his left hand, touched her arm
ever so slightly, then shook at her, when she remmi ned, statuelike, conpletely
oblivious to his touch. "Ela. A goblin. It's after us."



A flutter of her eyelids then—a nonment that she | ooked straight at him
"No,"'"' she said, shaking her head, as if what he said were patently foolish.
"No. Not here."

Per haps, then, the wall did keep sonething out. Perhaps there was sonme magi cal
reason the goblin asked himto find her, and perhaps it had been a m stake to
cone in here and disturb her magic. Maybe that was exactly what the goblin
want ed. But there was nothing to do now but nmake her un-
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derstand him "It's out there with the horses. It followed us fromthe
tower.'' He tried to sound sane and reasonable. Breath failed him "It spoke

tonme. It told nme to find you. Wat should I do?"

She seened to have understood, then. And the amulet in her hands began softly
to glow and cast a light on her face—a mrror, it was, a sinple mrror. He
renenbered the goblin saying that her mstress would not touch what she had
taken up ... and he thought: This small thing?

Then a feeling of malaise tingled through the air, through the earth, through
the soles of his feet and the nape of his neck and the pal ns of his hands. He
heard the trees sighing in the woods and the water of the brook running, and a
di stant shouting, as if it came out of sonme hollow hall. Ysabel wouldn't touch
what she's taken up, echoed in his ears, |ike voices fromthe tower—taken up

t aken up, taken up—

The dark around them receded. They stood beneath the ghostly | anps and

hangi ngs of a great hall, and all around them nmen and wonen fled in fear. The
floors and walls Began to crack as light blazed through, brilliant as the sun
Everything whirled about them Suddenly a veiled woman stood in this

t hunderi ng chaos, her cl oak and her robes cracking |like banners in the w nds
that swept the hall. She |ooked full at them at him and pointed her finger
crying into the gale—= . . . one and the sane . . . One is all! Renenber that,
above all! There is always a flaw*"

The i mage shattered, with a sound of breaking glass. Shocking quiet foll owed,

i sol ati on and dark, ordinary night around them an ordinary nmoon above the
ruined walls and the brush. He discovered hinsel f breathing, and his heart
beati ng and the sighing of the wind noving without his wll.

"Wzard!" Ela cried, tearing her armfree, and hit himwth her fist. "Liar!
Damed liar, get away fromne! You touched it, you changed it—=

"No!" Too many accusations of fal sehood had conme his way tonight, too many
confusions. "Anything that happened, you. did. That thing you have—did." Wrds
wer e
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conm ng too rapidly, and he could not get breath enough, in the sudden
stillness of the air. She began to wal k away from hi m and he caught her arm
and hel d her perforce. "I've nothing—hothing to do with magic, or goblins, or
this thing of yours! | don't know what you were doing, but there's a goblin
the other side of the wall where the horses are, it's looking for you, and it
says you' ve inconvenienced it—that that thing you have, your mistress wouldn't
touch! He called her nanme. Ysabel. And he told ne to find you, don't ask ne
what for— didn't know anything else to do!"

Li ght shone through Ela's fingers, reflected on Ela's pale face—+the rest was
dark, and sighing wind. "My mstress wouldn't touch.it,"” she echoed. "Then why
did she hide it fromeveryone but ne, why did she tell ne to use it, did he
tell you that? —tet ne go! Where do you get the right to shout at ne?"

"You said you were a witch!"

" 1 am" Light reddened the edges of her fingers and nade the illusion of
bones within. "I brought us away fromthe tower, didn't 1? | brought us here!"
"Did you rescue me, or was it the troll's idea? This is the second tine that
creature's let nme go!"

"He's not a—

"I don't care what it is. Karoly is dead\ Your nistress is dead\ Krukczy Tower
is full of goblins, and now your mstress' tower is! The one waiting out



t here—wants you." He struggled to keep his voice down. "It says its nane is
Az- dr a—Zdr aj ka—sonet hing. It says—

"Azdra'ik!"

Beyond belief. "You know hi nP"

The gl ow had all but died within her hand, |eaving only night above them and
a plain piece of mirror when she opened her fingers, that reflected nothing
but dark and noonlight. "This is mne. | have it! It can show me anywhere in
the land. It can open magic to ne. It can defeat them'

"Then begin with the one that's been following us! If it gets the horses,
we're afoot here with its friends, with lord Sun knows what next! Send him
off, for a start!"”
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She seened to have run out of words. The bit of silvered glass flashed in. the
nmoonl i ght, inert as its delicate chain that sparkled in her fingers. "Let ne
go," she said. "Let ne go! You' ve already changed sonething, | don't know
what. What nore damage can you do?'

He rel eased her arm She eyed himbal efully, then began to wal k, back toward
t he gateway and the horses. He walked with her, with a stitch in his side and
wi th the disquieting understanding that she was going indeed to confront this
Zdr aj ka-goblin with her piece of glass, and he nocked the arrow and had

anot her ready as he wal ked.

"Let me go first," he said, "and tell himl found nothing." Perhaps after all
he thought, lying was his best talent. But it was not fair tactics he
expected, froma goblin; and it was not fair tactics he meant to use, with the
advantage all to the goblin.

El a mi ght have heard himor mght not: she kept wal king, and he saw her 1lips
nmovi ng, shaping words that had no sound. That, he did not like: it mght
equally well be a magic to deal with himas with the goblin, so far as he
knew, or bl ackest sorcery that mght not care where it made its bargains.

But when they cane to the gate, the horses were grazing peacefully in the
nmoonl i ght, as if nothing had ever happened.

"Well?" she asked. "\Were is he?"

"He was here," was all he could say—until, outside the gate, wal ki ng over the
ground he and the goblin had occupied, he saw the glitter of jewels in the
nmoonl i ght, and gathered up the sheath that belonged to the knife. "It was
here," he said, showing it to Ela. "It was here and it left."

Why? was the next obvious question. But Ela only frowned and wal ked away in
si | ence.

Wil e the horses, that should have been off in the woods and the devil's own
work to catch after their fright, mght have had second thoughts about the
grass growing in this spot, and hunger m ght have wei ghed nore with themthan
goblin-smell —+hey certainly showed no signs of recent panic.
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He could not answer that well for himself: he ached fromrunning, he was
ravenously hungry, which no one reasonably should be, who had just seen what
he had seen. He was vastly relieved that the horses were all right; and
beneath all that, he felt the conplete fool. So far as he knew, Ela' s magic
had bespell ed the creature, brought back the horses and secured their safety,
and he had been unjust to lay hands on her and nost of all to disturb what

m ght have been a delicate and essential work of magic. He could no |onger
even swear that he had seen what he had seen either outside or inside the
wal | s—+t was slipping away fromhim detail by detail, |ike a dreambut he did
know t hat he found hinsel f deeper and deeper entangled in what Ela woul d, and
where Ela was goi ng, and what El a want ed.

He asked hinself when and where he had passed the point of no return, because
he no | onger knew how to ride away—not al one because he no | onger knew the
way hone through these wooded hills. He desperately wanted a hope to chase—
anything but a blind flight this way and that from successive disasters,
anything but a return without answers and without help.



But, darm it all, if magic was the help Karoly had placed all his hope in, a
waki ng dream di d not change what was going on in this place, or get them help,
or get himhone again with any answers.

He thrust the goblin knife into its sheath and that into his belt, and went
and sank down on his heels where Ela sat. The mirror was in her hands. It
seened to occupy her attention, quiescent as it was, and he waited a long tine
to see whether she was doing anything or only brooding on his conpany.

"Ela," he began finally, nmost respectfully, nost courteously, he thought,

"Ela, | want to know where we're going, and why, and what's ahead of us.
want to know why that creature left and why he asked for you and told ne to
find you. I want to know why master Karoly believed it was so inportant to
talk to your mistress, but he could never tel
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anyone why; and | want to know why he rode past a goblin warning and never
warned us what it was."

"Sonetines you can't," she said faintly.

"Can't what?"

"Can't break through a spell."

"I's that what happened? He wanted to and couldn't?" It opened a sudden hope
for master Karoly's character. He wanted to understand Karoly's actions, even
if it involved dark and daming things. But she | ooked away from him evadi ng
his eyes the very way Karoly had done since his dreanms began, and with gentle
force he touched her knee and drew her attention back, with all the gentleness

and patience he could nmuster. "Is that the kind of thing that happens? "'
"Sonetines. Sonetinmes—el se. "

ol ique. Always oblique. She still evaded his eyes, even answering him

" '"Like the goblin |eaving? You nmade it |eave?'' *

"I don't know." Her gaze roved distractedly about the wall of trees as if she
were |listening to sonmething, to anything and everything in the world but his
Voi ce.

"What's out there, Ela?"

"I don't know "

"I don't know,' began to take on a thoroughly om nous ring—+ecalling Karoly
and the goblin stone, and considering their present situation

"Ela. Are we in danger?"

"I don't know." A sudden pale glance, starlit. A frown. "Yes. The noon. On the
| ake. There's danger. There's al ways danger."

There was no |lake. It was a streamin front of them "From where? What | ake?
What are you tal ki ng about ?'

' '"The goblin queen.'

He rocked to both knees on the cold ground. "Way shoul d she be our eneny?'
Anot her wandering of Ela's eyes, about the sky, the streanside. The | eaves

whi spered | ouder than her voice. "Because. Because she is. Her kingdom+ don't
know if it
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appears, or if it always is. But she can reach out of it, and this knows where
she is." She held the mrror against her heart. "This always knows."

She | ooked so young—not the witchling now, but a frightened child, pale in the
gi bbous noon.

"And your nmistress said to use this thing."

"My mstress said—f everything foiled, if she wasn't mere when | got back
that | should try to get help here.'

My god, he thought. Wth no nore than that instruction, the wonan sent a girl
off to Knkczy Straz? A great and powerful witch, Ela clainmed to be—and naybe
it had been her magic that lent himstrength to ride, and not the first neal
he had had in days. Maybe it had been her magic just now that had sent the
goblin away, and maybe it was her magic that had waked himfromthe daze that
had hel d him since Krukczy Tower-But, |lord Sun, was there not better hope for
themthan "try'?



He asked, "Wasn't master Karoly supposed to cone back with you?'

"Yes."

"So he was supposed to help you use this thing? He was supposed to know what
to do? Is that what was supposed to happen?"

A glance aside fromhim at the sky, at the wall, anywhere but his face.

God, he thought, murkier and nmurkier. He touched her armgently and made her

| ook at him

"Ela. What woul d master Karoly have done with the thing, if he were here? Do
you have any idea what that is?

"Stop her."

"How woul d he do that?"

Her eyes slipped away from his.

"El a?"

There was no answer. Their journey had been di sastrous fromhone to the
nmount ai nt op—their canvas had ri pped. They had had not hi ng but contention anong
t hensel ves.
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And Kar ol y—had gone silent when he npbst needed to speak

' "Ela. If you're a great witch, can you say what you want to say? Can you
answer ne?"'

She did |l ook at him a pale, distracted glance. The mirror in her lap began to
glowwth Iight as she brushed its surface, and she | ooked at him truly

| ooked at him

"l saw a castle,"” he said. "We were there. Wren't we? | saw a wonan. .
"It was a long tine ago. The chief of the goblins cane here. Right in that
very gat eway—

He gl anced toward that gate, he could not help it—and the goblin was sitting
on the wall, long | egs a-dangle. "God!" he gasped, snatched up his bow and
scranbl ed for his feet.

The goblin leapt to the ground. It |landed with grace and arrogance, and swept
them a bow.

"Well, well,” it said, "not paying full attention, are we, young |ady? —You
truly shouldn't distract her, Tamas. Keeping us away takes constant thought,
especi ally once weVe nmade up our minds about a thing."

It wanted El a—that was what it had continually clained. He felt of the arrow
he had ready, and laid it to the string. But it nade an airy gesture, refusing
such unfavorabl e battle.

"Ch, no, man, there's no need of that. I've nerely cone to watch."

To watch what? was the natural question. But he disdained to ask it, and the
goblin | aughed softly and nade a second flick of the wist.

"Ah, ah, ah, pricklish pride. It does |lead us by the nose, doesn't it? —4'd
advise you give me the trinket, witchling. O at least put it away and don't
use it.""'

"You killed ny mistress," Ela accused it, standing at his elbow. "You killed
her!"

"I? " The goblin laid a hand where its heart should be. ' 'I by no neans
killed your mstress. W were always on the best of terns."

"You just happened by today," Tamas scof f ed.
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"I just happened? Ah, no. | knew. No sooner than a foolish wonman di sm ssed
this girl to Krukczy Straz, the ravens knew and gossi ped on the housetop. The
whol e woods knew. Did not you?"

He did not take his eyes fromthe goblin. But he saw a flare of cold light in
the very tail of his eye, and saw the goblin's face go grimand hostile.
"Forbear, "it said, holding up its hand. "Forbear, foolish girl, put it away!"
"Did you kill her?" Ela's voice cracked like a whip. "Don't lie to nme, don't
dare to lie, ng Saeich!"

"No." A short answer. The goblin's nostrils flared and the scale arnmor on his



chest flashed with his breathing.

"/ amthe witch in Tajny Wod. Am | not, Azdra'ik ng' Saeich?"

"You. Are."

A silence, then. Tanmas dared not turn to | ook. He felt ants wal king up and
down his spine and on his arns and felt his heart beating fit to burst. The
creature would spring. He raised the bow, gauged the gusting w nd.

But the goblin shrugged a shoulder into a spin half about and a nocking flip
of the hand. "Ah, well, a newwtch in Tajny Whod and a bit of broken gl ass.
And what do you propose to do with it, pray tell? To order ne about? Does t hat
anuse you?"

The feeling was dreadful then. Tamas drew t he bow

"Put it away!" Azdra'ik exclaimed, his voice trenbling, and turned full about,
hol ding up his arm "Put it away, young fool, do you even know what you're
dealing with?"

The mirror, the goblin nmeant. And the goblin took no step cl oser—+took two
away, in fact, and turned full about a second time, pointing with a

dar k- nai | ed hand.

"That fragnent—+s not a toy for your anusenent, girl! That is nothing for a
human whelp to handle in ignorancel Gve it to me! Gve it to me before you
destroy yourself."

"Leave us al one!"

"Man. Tamas . . . this thing she hol ds—+the wi tches of
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Taj ny Wod have feared to use, and this underling proposes to nmake herself a
power with it."'

"You seemnot to like that."

"Listen to me, fool! A mrror stands in the queen's hall beneath the | ake, a
glass taller than the queen is tall; and in it she sees what is and what may
be, and she shapes what she w shes and del udes those that will believe. That
is that shard and the magic of it, a shard fromits edge, against that and
agai nst the queen. That is the power your young m stress proposes to oppose. A
gnat, man, a gnat proposes to assail the queen of hell—-and for her right hand,
| ol Tamas, with his bow and his dreadful knife! Tell ne—wahat will you do
first, young w tch?"

It was laughing at them this creature, as it sauntered away toward the wall,
the dark, and the brush. It vanished.

"I"'mnot sure it's gone," he said.

"He's not," Ela said. He | ooked at her, seeing anger, and fear. Her hands
shone |like candlewax in the fire they cOv-ered. "But he won't do anything. He
daren't. He can't."

He | et the bow rel ax, caught the arrow in his finger along the grip. "It
doesn't dare the gateway. |'d rather we noved there tonight."

She gave a furious shake of her head. "W daren't go back in there. Not
tonight. No."

"Then why did we cone here in the first place? Wat are we doi ng here?"

Her eyes slid away, toward dark, and nowhere.

"Is it because of the mirror? Is it something it can tell you—er something you
don't want to meet?"

A frown touched her brow, as if he had said sonething curious.

"The mrror called nme a wizard," he pursued the point, ' "and it was w ong
about that. Did it show you the goblin?

"No," she said, and wal ked away fromhim a deliberate turning of her back
"But why should it?" floated back to him suprenely cold and disinterested in
hi s chal | enge.

Maybe it was a spell that made her deaf to him Mybe it was sheer arrogance.
He inclined nowto the latter estina-
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tion, thought: Be dammed to her—and went to see whether the horses had cone



back unscat hed.

Liar, she had called him She and the goblin were evidently agreed on that
poi nt .

Wll, then, admttedly he had not been scrupulous with the truth, with w tches
or goblins. O trolls. He saw no obligation to have his throat cut. O to have
his land i nvaded and his kinfolk nmurdered by goblins. O to die for nothing
because sone self-righteous slip of a girl was too cocksure stupid to take
anyone' s advi ce.

He found no harmw th the horses, at |least. He thought again of taking Lwi in
the norning and riding west, just blindly westward, until he found the
mount ai ns to which these hills were the foothills; and he thought how Karoly
had not been able to do what was right or sane either. Maybe his own
hesitation was a spell; or only his good sense at war with his upbringing,

that said girls were not safe wandering the wilds alone: for her part, of
course, she would very surely hold himby magic or by any other rotten trick,
because she woul d not saddle the horses. She was too fine to soil her hands,
and she was too delicate to |lift the tack about, but forget any other use he
was—she was too wi se to need what he knew.

He gave Skory's neck a pat and wal ked around her, with suddenly a npst

unpl easant notion he saw sonmething in the tail of his eye. He wal ked behi nd
her and around to Lwi's side, to steal a glance toward the wall without
betrayi ng that he had seen anyt hi ng.

The goblin was back, sitting in the shadow, sinply watching.

Dam, he thought, and turned his back on it, at wits' end, exhausted, robbed
of appetite and, as seened likely tonight, of sleep, by a goblin who nmade no
nore sense than Ela did. At Krukczy Straz he had known where honme was. The
troll had not even been that bad a fellow, give or take the want of regular
neal s—

But the nenory of that roof-top brought a haze between himand the world and
he was too tired to dwell on horrors.
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They twi sted and becane ordinary in his mnd, an unavoi dabl e condition of this
| and; and he found hinself a place at the foot of a tree widi his bow across
his knees and his eyes shut, refusing to care what the witchling thought. She
was awake. Let her watch. Let her worry.

But he had not succeeded in sl eeping when El a cane back and made a stir near
him getting into the packs. He tried to ignore her, but what she unw apped
snel l ed of spice and sausage, and it was inpossible to rest with that wafting
past his nose: he gathered up his bow and, with a glance at the goblin stil
sitting in the shadows, he served hinself a stale biscuit and a bit of sausage
and sat down.

"Was Karoly your father?" she asked straightway.

"No." Appalling question. Wth Aw nother? The girl could have no idea. So nuch
for witchcraft and farseeing.

"Someone in your house was a w zard."

"Karol y—just Karoly. And he's no kin."

"O awtch, " Ela said. *

"No. "

But gran leapt into his mnd, gran, whose grave—

"There had to be soneone," Ela persisted. "A cousin? An uncle?

"There wasn't," he lied: god, he was growing inured to lies. He was surrounded
with them He had the nost disquieting feeling if he | ooked toward the wall
this moment, he would find the goblin staring back at hi m—

—Airror image, down to the armon die knee. He shifted his posture, suspecting
nockery in its attitude, and fearing suddenly that its sharp ears m ght gather
every word they spoke.

"I"'mno w zard," he nuttered, lowering his voice to the Iimt of hearing.
"Master Karoly taught me, just sinple things. Maybe he taught me a deal too
much, maybe mat was what you saw. "



But gran was from over-mountain, fromthese very hills.

Gran had shown themlittle tricks, nmove the shell, find the coi n+wo young
boys had been oh, so gullible, once, and gran had | aughed in her sol emm way,
and said there was
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al ways a deceit, gran had called it. Al ways |look for the deceit, even in rea
magi c.

Pl ease the god, there was a deceit.

But the only deceit he could see was over there, by the wall, staring back at
hi m

"You were Karoly's student?" Now, now the girl wanted to tal k, suddenly she
was brimm ng with questions, worse, she had made up her mind to what she

t hought and there was no shaking it.

"He taught nme letters. And how to nane birds and trees. That was all. —t's
listening to us, you know that."

" "It doesn't matter. What you are, his kind can tell w thout your saying."

He nuttered: "I'mthe lord in Maggiar's second son. And ny brother is his
heir, if he's still alive. I'"'mnot a w zard, none of our fanmily have ever
been. "'

"'l felt what the mirror was doing. It answers you. It won't do that except
for wzards.""'

"Well, it makes nistakes, doesn't it? It didn't see him—and is he there, or
isn't he?"

She was not as sure of herself on the matter. Such as he could see her
expression in the dark, she was not utterly sure, and he was relieved at that.
Gran was not a witch. Gran was gran, that was all.

(But the country folk to this day hung talismans about her grave, straw nen
and straw horses, sheaves of wheat-childl ess couples brought straw children to
gran's gravesi de, and

. burned them He never had understood that part.)

"Al'l the same . " she said, frowning. And took her blanket, flung it about
herself and settled down with Skory's saddl ebags for a lunpy pillow having
had the Iast word, and giving himno indication at all what he should do about
t he goblin.

There were worries enough to keep his eyes open, if they had cone singly, if

t he whol e whirling chaos of them had not exhausted him The suspicion of gran
was the final straw, the absolutely overwhel m ng weight on his mnd, and, back
at
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his chosen resting place, while the girl slept, he began against his will to
rehearse nmenories, gran's friendship with Karoly, gran's possets and

poti ons—gran's staying up all night. One could see the light in her w ndow,
late, later than a boy could keep his eyes open—but was that incontrovertible
evi dence of witchcraft?

He renenbered the day she died—and the stormand the lightning, and the people
and the horses all drenched, lit in the flashes, while they rode back fromthe
burial +he rain and the bitter cold. He and Bogdan had taken chill, and their
not her had had a fierce argument with their father, giving themhot tea and
vodka, wapping themin bl ankets—their nother saying . . .

."This is her weather. God, when's norning? Wen will it be norning?" And
their father: "Be still!" But the vodka had woven through his wits, and hazed
everything. Their nother had said sonething else, that their father Jiad
shushed, and their father had said, "I never knew her. The god knows she was
no mother to ne. But she | oved the boys."

And he had thought, half-asleep then and sl eep-haunted now, Gran was gran
that's all, gran |oved what agreed with her, gran would ride out with anyone
who'd ride with her—she I oved the open sky, she said—she and Karoly used to—
He did not want to think about that. He tw tched and shifted position, but he



kept seeing gran and Karoly grinding herbs, gran and Karoly riding in the
gates one early dawn . . . gran being so long a wi dow, people talked, but
peopl e sonehow | ooked past the indiscretions. . . .

Whi | e grandfather Ladi sl aw had been alive, there had surely been no such
suspi cions, god, it was not true, his father could not be Karoly *s bastard,
wi zardry woul d have out, would it not, if gran were a witch—Karoly nost
certainly being a wi zard? That was the way he had al ways reasoned, when the
unwhol esonme t hought had nudged hi m—but no one thought tw ce about it, no one
ever thought, the thoughts just—
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—slid right past it, like water around a rock. Like questions around a w zard.
He felt cold inside, false and hollow, as if he m ght not be who he had al ways
beli eved he was, as if the |lineage of Mag-giar mght not be his at all, and

hi s uncl es and his cousi ns—Who knew in what degree they were really rel ated,
any of then? If Karoly was in fact his grandfather, and Ladi sl aw no kin at

all, then his father had no right to the lands or his house. If Karoly was in
fact his grandfather . . . had his father known, and faced Karoly every day of
his life?

But it was ridiculous, patently ridiculous. No one in his house had taken it

seriously or put thensel ves out about the gossip—

—As if, lord Sun, gran being wi dowed and Karoly and gran being nostly discreet

about their nighttinme rides, no one wanted to say anything, no one had ever

dared say anything. Mther would never put up with unseemy talk in the house,

Mot her woul d never tolerate a breath of inpropriety, everyone knew that,

certainly never any scandal touching the househol d—-and Father having not a

shred of magic about him.

Everyone had known so many things w thout knowi ng them wi thout anyone taking

runors to heart, w thout anyone ever blinking at an association that, however

flagrant, never—sonmehowseened to be anyone's business.

God, he did not want to think about it now He saw the horses eventually

asl eep, forgetful of the goblin presence near the wall, and if an old

canpai gner like Lwi had snelled out the situation and decided to rest, a tired

young fool might be excused the fault. He tried to chase away the worries,

angrier and angrier that Ela had first upset his stonach and then assumed he

woul d watch while she slept. Probably she made it all up on purpose, so he

woul d stay awake.

He saw the goblin's head fallen forward, now, as if even the goblin found it

too much. Now, surely, he thought, he could watch the creature a while, and if

it was no trick, then maybe he dared catch a wi nk hinself.
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But before that happened he heard a bird begin to sing; and another; and he

sat there while the goblin slept on, dark head bowed, braids hiding his face.

So hi diis country such things were not nightmare, they |asted unabashed into

sunri se.

And this one feared no harmfromthem+that seened evident, whatever its

reason.

8

GRACJA HAD TO REST AND NI KOLAI STAYED ON HER BACK, sl eeping, Yuri hoped, but

Ni kol ai had been very quiet, scar-ily quiet, this last while, and he hesitated

bet ween touching himto be sure he was all right or letting himsleep if it

meant he was out of pain.

He decided the latter, weary as he was hinsel f-his feet ached, his | egs ached
he stopped counting there, except the stinging scratches he had gotten

frombrush. He was not cold. H s rests were too short and the going too hard

tolet himchill, and he had given N kol ai his cloak, because N kolai's

wounded hand was grow ng col der and col der, even while N kolai's face was warm

to the touch.

"I"'mfevered," was the last thing N kolai had said, the last thing that nmade



sense, at |east. Sonething about goblins and trolls, and the folly of trusting
one.

There had not been another sign of Krukczy, but thank the god and the | ady,
Yuri thought, there had been none of goblins so far, either; and the sun was
com ng up now, as he tugged at Gracja's reins and coaxed her to nove. Zadny
was al ready off down the trail, too fast, always too fast—he had given up
worrying that he would | ose the dog, Zadny came back when he had gone too far
and he just slogged along at the best pace he could until Gacja had to rest
agai n.

H s side hurt. He tugged Gracja up one hill and down the other, with never a
sound out of N kol ai

But Zadny had been out of sight a very long tine now, and he was beginning to
wonder and to fret, and finally,
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t hough he hated to make a sound in the woods, he called out, "Zadny!"

Echoes came back. "Zadny—Zadny—2adny . . ." And N kol ai npaned and lifted his
head.

"He's just been gone a long while," Yuri said, and went back to N kolai's side
and touched his face. N kolai was burning hot. "Do you want a drink, sir?"
"Find the damm dog," N kolai said fuzzily. "Something's the matter.'

He did not know whet her that advice was fever-inspired or not, but it was his
own sense of priorities. He got back to the fore and | ed Gracja al ong the base
of a wooded hill, along a leafy track, and a nuddy spot.

A horse had trod there. So they were still on the right track. He pulled at
Gracja, wanting her to hurry, thinking—if only they had made enough tine
during the night, if the ones they were foll owi ng had made canp and sl ept,
then they m ght overtake them and they might find help in time for N kolai—
Zadny came panting back, just close enough to catch sight of a shaggy flash of
his tail through the brush. Then he yi pped and was off again. Maybe, Yuri told
hinsel f, struggling to pull Gacja along faster, faster. Zadny was excited,
Zadny m ght have found sonethi ng—pl ease me god it was not just a rabbit hole.
He was watching his feet, trying not to trip, his armfeeling near pulled out
of its socket by Gacja's resistance, but he glanced up to see where the slope
upward was | eadi ng, saw stones and vines through the trees, saw . .

"We've found sonewhere,"’ he breat hed, holding the ache in his S|de " Mast er

Ni kol ai, there's a gate—=

He could see it clearly in the dawn. He saw Zadny dart into it and out and
back again into sone courtyard. It |ooked dreadfully deserted. If he owned a
tower in the mddle of a forest full of goblins, he would not |eave its gates
standing open or let its walls grow over with clinbable vines like that.
"Master N kolai," he said quietly. "I think you'd better stay here and let ne
see what's inside.’
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"Doesn't | ook too good," N kolai nmurnured. So he was aware of what was goi ng
on around him Yuri patted his shoul der, eased his bow and his arrow case free
of Gracja's saddle and said,

"Il be right back."

But he strung the bow and he took out an arrow before he slipped up to the

gat eway and had a | ook

Cod.

He shut his eyes and | ooked away, and had to | ook back, at the poles, and the
dreadful skulls. He felt cold all over, and his heart was thunping fromthe
shock.

Cobl i ns, he thought.

And then he realized there were two skulls, besides the aninmals, and he
renenbered they were followi ng two people, and his knees began to shiver under
him and his heart to thunp harder. He did not want to worry N kolai until he



knew sonet hi ng—he could not think that those grisly bones were his brothers,
he refused to believe that could be them His teeth chattered, he was so
scared, so he clenched his jaw, and, shoulders to the wall, eased inside,
behi nd the cover of a bush that should never have been allowed to grow right
next to the gate. Hs father would have such a sorry castel an horsewhi pped,
his father woul d say, his father would never let a place get into this
condition .

Not hi ng stirred. Zadny was gone, sonewhere, and nothing had eaten him yet, or
if it had, it had been quiet about it. He spotted another place to hide and
slipped toward it, did not feel confortable in that one, and went for a second
nook, closer still. There he waited for Zadny to cone back, waited what felt
like a very long tinme, |ong enough alnost to start thinking again about those
awf ul bones and wanting and not wanting to look at themto see if there was
anything famliar hi them

So he noved again, because if Zadny would only come back, so that he could get
hi s hands on himand be sure Zadny was not going to do something stupid, |ike
start barking, he urgently needed to get back to N kolai, who was waiting

al one out there.

126

THE GOBLIN M RROR

More bad yard keeping. Maybe goblins had raided the place, but if they had not
br oken the house door down, they had probably clinbed right up the huge vines
that led to that open w ndow .

He had a sudden spooky feeling that sonething night be watching him He held
his breath and wanted out of sight of that w ndow, |ooked for a place to go,
and ran for the side of the tower itself.

Then he heard sonmething like claws on stone, that m ght be Zadny or night not
be. He was furious at the dog. Come out here, he w shed Zadny; the faintest
whistle mght bring him if he was in the hall—er it mght bring sonething

el se.

If the place was deserted, he thought, and the goblins were gone, the sane as
they had left the other tower, then he and N kol ai m ght be safe here tonight.
They might find a bed for N kolai and doors to shut, maybe not the outer one,
that woul d betray their presence here; but sonme inner one, maybe the | owest
roonms where they would never think to search, and N kol ai could rest—

H s brothers m ght nave thought that. He had followed two horses this far, and
if they had seen the same thing in the courtyard that he had seen, they m ght
have ridden out of here on the instant, the way they would if they coul d—er
they coul d even have done what he proposed to do, and bolted thensel ves

i nsi de.

A dog yipped, and yelped into silence. H's heart bounced into his throat and
sank again. He thought, | should get out of here. Now.

But if it were not his brothers—f it were not his brothers-why had Zadny | ed
themin here, what would keep Zadny occupi ed here, when Zadny woul d hardly
quit the trail to eat or sleep?

The goblins were surely gone. The goblins in the tower in the nountains had
made no secret of their being there.

He eased forward, then stopped, at the clatter of a horse hi the courtyard
behind him saw Gracja, with N kolai upright in the saddl e and hol ding his
sword in his left hand, the god only knew how he had drawn it. G acja woke
echoes in
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the place, a slow clatter of hooves as he rode in, and Yuri held his place,
shivering, thinking, If there's anything here, they'Il see himand he can't

see ne. Father Sun, what's he doing? Is he thinking about that? N kolai's too
clever to ride in here naking all that noise

Then he understood what Ni kol ai was doing. Nikolai had a fool boy overlong
inside this place, and N kol ai was maki ng a racket and putting hinmself right
inthe mddle of the courtyard, to turn up whatever was hiding here, naybe to



create havoc enough to let a stupid boy get out of here if he had run into
troubl e.

There was the scuff of a footstep, inside. Yuri glanced at the door, |ooked
frantically back at Nikolai, stepped out as far as he dared, trying to signa
hi mbut there was a bend of the wall in the way—and whoever was inside was
com ng out.

Soneone was going to get an arrow in his back the nonent he went for Nikolai
Yuri lifted the bow and drew in the same notion, taking cal mbreaths, the way
one had to, who expected his hand and eye to be steady, and he did not think
about killing—aever think about that, N kolai had said, just aim

He drew his arm back, full, as a gray-cloaked figure came out the door, only
at the last noment remenbering goblins were not deer, goblins mght wear arnor
and the back was a hard place to find a target.

But N kol ai was | ooking at the creature, and Ni kolai was not even lifting the
swor d—Ni kol ai said, "You bastard,” and slid down off Gacja s back.

Then the creature said, "Were are the boys?" in naster Karoly's voice

Yuri held the arrow steady. Magical creatures were full of tricks, and they

m ght | ook |ike what they were not, so he had heard. But he did not fire, even
when master N kolai fell, the sword clanging to the dirt-covered cobbl es.

The might-be masterKaroly hurried to him Yuri saw white hair beneath the
hood, and naster Karoly's aged hands, even Karoly's frowning face. But he did
not believe it until he saw
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the old man trying to help N kolai, and then he knew it was Karoly. Then he

| et the bow down and cane to hel p.
Mast er Karoly | ooked around, startl ed.

Dam you! What in he!l are you doing

her e?"
' "Agoblin shot him | think it could have been poi soned."
" "It didn't need to be,'' master Karoly said, and turned his attention back

to Ni kol ai, swearing as he felt over N kolai's neck and shoulder. Yuri kept
quiet, standing there with his bow in his hands while master Karoly unfastened
Ni kolai's collar and felt of his heart and his head. ' 'The goblins left us
dammed wel |l nothing," master Karoly said, to him Yuri supposed, and he waited
anxiously for orders. "I don't suppose youVe got blankets. Or a pot."

"Yes, sir." He went and got themfrom Gracja. And the rest of the herbs
Krukczy had found. "The troll gave us these. He made tea with them'

"Troll, is it?" Master Karoly's face was drawn and strange as he snatched the
t hi ngs he had brought. ' 'Troll be dammad. Lucky if he lives the day."

"Don't say that!"

"Lucky he's alive this long." Master Karoly started pulling at N kolai's

buckl es, trying to get the arnor off, and he was being too rough about it.

"Let me," Yuri said, and got the ties that held the sleeve on, while Karoly
took his knife and cut off the bandage Ni kolai had tied around the outside.
"Damm, it's stuck to it. Get that pot, get sone water."

"l Ve sal ve—=
"Not for this you don't," Karoly said. "Mve, young fool! W need a fire, and
the god knows what it'll bring, but there's no dammed choice—don't stand there

wi th your nmouth open waiting for flies! Mvel"

"Yes, sir," he breathed, and grabbed the pot. Zadny was barki ng agai n, waki ng
echoes inside. "Were's the water, sir?"

"I'n the back of the yard!" Karoly snapped at him "Were would you expect a
wel | ? —And, boy ..."
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The goblin watched them make a fire, the goblin watched them make breakf ast,
the goblin watched themeat it, and Tamas glowered at it. H s head was

t hrobbing, his eyes felt full of sand, and only notion kept his mind from



strayi ng down the sanme unpl easant and usel ess paths it had foll owed all night.
"What do we do about it?" he asked.

El a merely shrugged, "Let be."

"Are we staying here?"

El a shook her head.

He kept his tenper and asked the next question. "Are we | eaving now?"'

Wll, then, Ela would not talk. He would not talk. He got up on legs that felt
wooden, |inmped over to the horses in a tenper and began to saddle themto

| eave this place, Ela nothing gainsaying.

The goblin turned up next to him at the edge of the woods, naking the horses
nervous, watching himas if he were the object of its intention

"You wanted to see her," he said to it, hauling on Lwi's girth. "Al right,
you' ve seen her. She doesn't want to talk to you. Wiy don't you | eave?"
"She's not reasonable,” itsaid. "Ow se."

He | eaned on the saddl e, |ooking across it as the goblin stood, arns fol ded,
foot tucked, |eaning against a tree. "Not w se—because she won't listen to
you?'' Humor failed him "Wat do you want? Why do you destroy things? Is it
just your nature?

"You mi stake us."

' "M stake you! Did | mistake what | saw in the courtyard? O on the roof of
Krukczy Straz?"

“"I'mi'bu okhthi. That's itra' hi work."

Goblin babble, to his ears. He glared across Lwi's runp and rested his arm on
it. But only a fool turned down know -
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edge. Master Karoly used to say so. So he overcanme bis headache and his tenper
and advanced a surly, "So?"

"Itra'hi aren't ny kind, man."

"Ita sure it made a difference to ny brother. I'msure it nade a difference to
her mstress. They didn't introduce thenselves. They didn't exchange
formalities."

"They're not the brightest.”

"And you are."

* "Are you a horse? | think not. One has four feet. It's easy to tell the
difference in your kindreds. Easy in ours, if you have half a wit."

"Are you saying you' re sonmething different than these—whatever you cal

t hen®?"

" '"Flat-tongued human. Indeed, different as you fromyour beasts. One sends
and they do. One doesn't talk to them One doesn't deal with them They're
dogs. The i'bu okhthi are clearly civilized." *

"God." He turned his back on the creature, turned to Ela, sitting on the
margi n of the stream and said, "W'reready."

But when he | ooked back to the goblin—enly trees were there, and not a | eaf
stirring to mark where it had been

"Butchers," he said after it, hoping it did hear. "Mirderers. You | oose your
hounds to do your work, what's the difference? Wiat's the damed difference,
tell me that!"

"Don't," Ela said, behind himwhen he had not heard her nove. His heart

j unped.

"Don't what?" He was still angry—with her, now that Azdra'ik was out of sight.
"Don't ask what happened to ny brother? Don't ask where we're going?"

"There." She nodded at the gateway she had not been willing to pass a second

time last night. She was bringing the packs. El a—was bringi ng the packs they
had been using, practical girl: he was astounded.

"Thank you," he said, not with his best grace, and tried it again, with a
sketch of a bow, after he had taken them "Thank you."

"It's not a safe place," she said. "There's a woods past the second gateway.
Peopl e go in and don't cone back. My
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m stress said she wasn't sure it has another side, or not always the sane
side, if you can't see the path.'

Three thoughts in a row Tw ce amazi ng.

"Can you?"

She lifted her chin slightly, frowning, and said, "O course. Can't you?"

He did not understand for a nmonent, or care to: he was exceedingly weary of
her moods and her offenses. Then he realized it was the w zard busi ness agai n,
and an accusation of |ying.

"No," he said, and then (he could not help it) had a | ook toward that gateway

to see if he could see anything.' 'There's nothing."

She went on frowning, while he tied the packs to Skory's saddl e and gave her a
hand up.

He cast a second gl ance toward the woods as he rose into Lwi's saddle. And
there was still nothing that he could see fromthat vantage.

She started Skory off, and he followed her, thinking that here was one nore
choi ce nade, that, dangerous as it might be to try to go back fromhere, it
was going to be worse hereafter

"Where are we goi ng?" he asked. "Are just the two of us going to go up and
knock on the queen's gate and say Shane on you, or what are we going to do,
for the god' s sake?"

"Bani sh her," Ela said. "Unweave her spells."

We're both mad, he thought. He thought: What if | were Karoly's grandson, and
not Ladi slaw s? What if, after all, Karoly's gone and her mistress is and
we're all that's left for everyone else to rely on?

What if we were? W wouldn't know. We woul dn't know unl ess we turned around
and cane back, and then it would be too late, wouldn't it?

They passed beneath the arch. They rode a weavi ng course through brush, around
piles of rubble, past the walls that had been roons and vaults and hal | ways.
There was still no path, only half-buried paving-stones, through which weeds
and
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brush grew up. There was no magic. He waited to see some-tiling happen

"My mstress' grandnother |ived here once," she said, in answer to nothing. O
maybe it was part of her |ast answer. "She was bom here."

"What was this place?"

"Hasel . "

"Hasel!'" But it was a strong place, a place full of people. H s dream of |ast
ni ght canme back, when he was w de awake, people and disaster, and stones riven
with light.

"Do they know about Hasel, over the nountains?"

"My— —M grandnother told nme about it, he had begun to say. G an had

relatives here. God. What if it were true? And all those people last night.
they're dead, dead as gran. The stories were yesterday in his mnd, forests

and fields and villages where people lived and went about their lives.

"Your—=2" she pronpted him but he was not ready to talk to her about gran, or

to trust her that rnuch.

"What happened to it?" he asked.

* '"\What happened to it? The nmistress here died. The people here died. Ages

ago. Hundreds of years ago. If they know about Hasel, don't they know that ?"

He heard her, and it sank right to the pit of his stomach, refusing reason

Not hi ng gran knew could be that |ong ago. It was sone other Hasel. O the

t hi ngs gran had said she had seen were only stories gran told—enly lies.

He mi ght be Karoly's grandson. And now for all he knew gran had lied to him

about this place. Too many things were shifting, that he had never doubted in

his life-while beyond the farther arch he saw a forest that the witchling

cal | ed dangerous, a gateway that showed only green shadow and the trunks of

aged trees.

"What happened here? Was it a war?"



"Wth the goblins. Wen the mrror broke."

"That mrror."

"This mirror. Mstress had it in Tajny Tower; and the
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goblins killed her and killed Pavel but they couldn't find it and they
couldn't find me."

"Wio was Pavel ?"

"Just Pavel. He canme from Hasel when it fell. And he was never right after

m stress said. But he would have fought them when they canme. He woul d have."
There came just the | east wobble to Ela's voice, true distress. But he was

t hi nki ng nore about what she had said, and about finding her in a lie, as they
rode t hrough the archway, as the horses' hooves rang on the threshold of the
forest, and went thereafter with the soft scuff of fallen | eaves. Wnd sighed
above them and norning sun dappled the ground. It did not | ook so terrible a
pl ace, not to left nor right nor straight ahead. The horses certainly took no
al arm-Skory nost irreverently snatched a nmouthful froma bush as they passed,
and ate as they wal ked.

He considered whether to challenge Ela. And deci ded. "You said Hasel fell a
hundred years ago."

"Hundr eds. "

"So how could this servant of your mistress' be from Hasel? That can't be
true.”

She frowned and seened to think about that a nmoment. ' 'I don't know, that's
what she said.''

' '"Hundreds of years ago?'

"Wtches—an be that old. |I think she was."
"How ol d are you?"
"I"'mnot sure ... | think, | think maybe fifteen."

God, she was hardly older than Yuri. Than Yuri, for the god' s sake. And had
this laid on her?

"Where did you come fronP"

"From Albaz. | think from Al baz. Mstress got me when | was very snall.

t hought she was nmy nother when | was a baby. But she wasn't.'

After silence it was a torrent, in a silence so profound the whispering of the
| eaves and the horses' novenments were the only sound. He thought it sad she
had m staken sonething as vital as that, and not been sure even where she had

been born. At least, with all the confusion she had set in him. . . he knew
who his parents were, and what his home was.
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"Or maybe | was hers," Ela said, after a nonment nore of riding, in the whisper
of | eaves under the horses' feet. ' "It wouldn't matter. —Wo was your
nmot her, if she wasn't a witch? -And how old arc you?"

"Seventeen. And nmy nother isn't a witch. She woul dn't approve of wtches.
"\Why 2"

"She just wouldn't. She's very nuch on things being-solid. She woul dn't want
to think about goblins. She—= -never liked gran's stories, he thought to

hi nsel f. She was afraid of gran

Gran wasn't |ike everybody el se, was she? Nobody did say no to her.

God, maybe nobody coul d.

Maybe, he thought, nmaybe | could have | earned nagic from master Karoly, if he

had wanted to teach me—but if he could have taught nme ... why didn't he?
*

"Ela. Why didn't Karoly stop the goblins from attacking us?"

She | ooked at him across the distance between their horses. "What?"

"The goblins that attacked us. Wy didn't master Karoly stop then? He was with
us, he saw the warnings. Wiy didn't he stop us? "

El a cast a | ook ahead, as if she were | ooking at sonething a thousand mles
away.



"Ela. Way. Didn't. He?"

" Par don?"

"Way didn't naster Karoly stop us fromthat road? Wy didn't he work magi c and
protect us? ' '

"Because |'m not—because | couldn't. Watever | am | never |earned, because
he never taught me. Why can't you answer a plain question? You were there,
weren't you? Why didn't you warn us?"

She shook her head. The air around them seenmed unnaturally still and heavy. He
had t hought the frowns were arrogance. Or anger. But he felt uneasy now It
seened the
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sunlight was | ess ahead. And if there was a path here he could not discern it.
"El a?" he asked, because the spookiness of the place nmade hi mthink about that
road. O maybe thinking about the road made hi mrenmenber ambush too vividly.'
"How did Karoly do nothing to warn us?'

"Because—because the magic wanted it."

"Whose nmagi c? Goblin magi c?"

A shake of her head. "No one can know. No one can know, when magic fights
magi c. It could have been anyone, it could have been ny mstress. It always
could be anyone. Contrary nagi c can go anywhere. You can't tell what will

happen. "
"It always could be anyone.' It sounded |ike Karoly.
"Sometines," Ela said, "sonetimes you can't avoid things because you don't

even know if you did them Sonmetimes you're afraid not to do sonething. My

m stress said-said Karoly m ght nmake things worse, she wasn't sure he should
cone at all, but she couldn't wait any |onger. You don't know whose idea it
was—her magic or the queen's. She called him all the sane. And it turned
out—+t turned out the way it did."

"And our going now? W don't know where, or why, but we're just going?

"To find the center of the woods," she said, "but | don't know whose magic is
| eading us. | don't know who's stronger."

That was not at all a conforting thing to hear. "W're going agai nst the queen
of all the goblins and you wonder whose magic is stronger? Ela, you' re not—
—Not as damed good as you think, he thought, in N kolai's way of saying.

But was not he going where she | ed? And had he not reasoned half a score of
times that if he had any good sense he woul d have gone hone? And where was he
now?

Looki ng about himat the trees, at a woods pathless to his eyes—where, indeed,
was he?

"Not just nme," she said faintly, "it's all the w tches of
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the Wood. | may be the only chance they have. And | think we should go and
try—because | think that, that's all. Everything they've done and everythi ng
she's done, I'mwhat it comes down to—so | amthe greatest witch in Tajny
Wod, do you understand? And | don't know whose magi ¢ brought you, but neither
can the queen. Neither of us can know whose magic is working."

"Then what good is it, if no one can tell what wll happen?"

"But things change. And if you do sonething small, it could be because of
something large—and if you do sonmething very |large, you'd better know what
you're doing, that's what nmy mstress said."

How do you do sonething very large? was the question that leapt to mnd. If he
were Karoly's working, if what she said was at all true or sane, then he
wanted to chall enge the situation and do sonethi ng nagi cal —pl ease the god,
that could fail outright; or prove whether he had any nmagic at all in him If
he was at all a w zard he could magic up an incontrovertible proof, could he
not ?

But then—f magi c worked the way she sai d—ene coul d never know. WAs that not
what she had just said—+n all her reasoning: there's never a way to know?



Where had the dammed goblin gone, and what was it up to? Bearing nessages to
its queen?

And why had Karoly never told him if he was a wi zard? And why had El a said
what she had said, when all this tine . . . she would or could say nothing?
Has sonet hi ng happened? he wondered. Has sonet hi ng somewhere changed? And is
it our magic or theirs that's brought us into this place?

Hel | of a wakening. Dark and fire and sonething clanking in his ear. Shadows
on stone ceiling. Dull pain. And that dammed dog. Ni kolai put up the hand that
wor ked and shoved it away. Karoly |eaned over him For a nonent he had trouble
sorting it out. But the inages lingered in his vision
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"Well, well,"” Karoly said. "Good afternoon, master huntsnman."
"Dam you," he nurnured. "\Were were you? "

"Af oot, as happens. Wile you had a horse to ride on. At |east a pony.
Fol | owed the dog, young Yuri says. And doesn't know where his brothers are,
except he hopes they got away, he was following themin conpany with a troll
and he hopes they aren't the skulls in the courtyard." Karoly slipped a hand
under his head and stuffed a wad of blanket behind him then went to the
fireside and poured sonethi ng, which he brought back. "Drink this."

"It smells like stable sweepings."

" "It's been a little through the danp, just drink it and stop conpl ai ni ng.
You're alive. That's nore than sone of us can say, isn't it?"

He drank it, sip by nauseating sip. The dog had gone somewhere—where the boy
was, he hoped. "Where'sYuri?"

"Asl eep,"” Karoly was putting jars in a sack, scores of little jars, all over
the table. And scattered powders and | eaves and herbs. Nikolai finished the
cup and set it on his chest, |ooking at the ceiling of what he supposed was
the hall hi the tower he had fainted hi front of, and a fire that was not a
good idea, if there were goblins about.

"I's this your sister's place?" he asked when Karoly took the cup

"I't was."

He recalled the skulls in the courtyard, and gave the old man latitude for
rudeness. He tried to think ahead of things, tried the fingers of his wounded
armto see if they worked, and they did, enough to serve. But whatever tea
Karoly had just served up was the same sort as the troll's, so far as his head
could witness: he could count the beats of his heart, thunp, thunp, thunp,

| ouder than the crackling of the fire, louder than the old man sitting with
hi s hands between his knees and his fingers weaving cat's-cradles with a bit
of yam

He t hought of slender fingers, the same gane, the sanme tunel ess humm ng

t hought of the lady gran, by the fireside, the Iady gran | ooking up at him

wi th dark, dark eyes,
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and saying, "Aren't we the curious one? Spying, are we? Do you know what
happens to boys who spy?"

"I was looking for Stani," he had said—+to go hunting, as he recalled. Stan
and he had used to do that in those days, when Stani was a gawky young nan and
he had been—

He had been—

' "You're often about with nmy son
t he woods, you? Watch the birds?"
"Yes," he had said. And:

"Look at ne." The lady caught his eyes and he could not | ook away. A |ong
while later she ceased to frown, and he coul d breathe again. "You have no
lies. That's remarkable. | don't think I've ever nmet a boy who wouldn't Ilie.
Are you loyal to Stani?"

"Yes, lady," he said.

Shesaid, "You're a clever boy. Too clever to catch at lies. Don't spy on ne

the lady gran had said. "Wat do you do in



again. Do you hear?" *

"Yes, lady," he had said. And all the while watched the patterns that she
wove. .

Karoly had said, "Let the boy go, Urzula." U zula had been her nanme. But no
one ever called her that. She was the Lady fromthe day the Add Lord had his
fell until the day she died: only then had Stani become the lord and his wife
Ag- ni eszka becane | ady over Maggiar. and Stani had been a man with three sons
by then.

The sane weaving as the |lady gran. He had not seen Karoly do that in years.
"What is that?" he asked nuzzily, the question he ached to ask the | ady—but
she was dead. She had died in the storm and it had rained continually unti
she was in her grave—a cold and confortless rain, with Iightnings and thunder

"What do you imagine it is?" Karoly asked. The firelight caught Karoly at

di sadvant age, cast his face grimand his hair fire-colored. The fingers caught
anot her | oop. A cage, N kolai thought, for no reason. A trap.

"I don't know." The years had taught himto lie, at need. "Were'stheboy?"
"Asl eep. He's exhausted."
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"What about Bogdan and Tanmas?"

"I don't know. "

"Well, where were you? \Were have you been the | ast two days?

"Three. It's afternoon of the third."

"Where the hell were you?"

"My horse bolted,"” Karoly snapped. "I fell off. | went for help. As of

yest erday—there wasn't any here. Is that enough?— Zadny broke out barking
again, and barrelled through the room oversetting a bottle fromthe table.'
"Damm t!"

Zadny was scratching at die door, furiously. N kolai bethought himof his
sword, and felt for it, as Karoly abandoned his cat's-cradle and stood up

Ni kol ai asked: "Were does that |ead?"

"The cellars."

"Master Karoly?" Yuri stunbled fromaround the corner, w ping his eyes, his
hair tousled. "Mster N kolai?"

"Hush," Karoly said, went and gathered up a staff standing agai nst the door
Ni kolai tried to get up, feeling around himfor his sword. Yuri had his bow in
hand, and strung it.

"Hush!" Karoly said again, and Zadny whinpered into silence. One could hear
somet hi ng being dragged, slowy, slowy, step at a tine.

"It's the troll,"™ Yuri whispered. "It's Krukczy!"

"Krukczy, is it?"

" * \Were's ny sword?'' N kol ai hissed, but Karoly shot the bolt back and
shoved t he door open

It was a troll, that was sure. It |ooked as if soneone had deposited a brash
heap on the steps: it stood there covered with twigs, with two great eyes in
the shag of its mane. And Zadny, |oyal hound that he was, leapt into its arns,
licking it and wagging his tail.

"That's Krukczy, for sure,"” Yuri said.

"Ch, hell,"" N kolai breathed, sank back agai nst the support of the corner and
wat ched the troll and the hound cone

i nsi de.

* * %
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The sun was a green brightness in the canopy. "I never saw trees so tall,"
Tamas said, and added, "I never heard a forest so quiet,'' because there was
not the |east sound now but their nmovenent, not the sound of birds or insects,
not the scamper of a rabbit across the leaves. "Do you still see a path?

don't."



"I can see it," Ela said, follow ng whatever she had been follow ng, and for
all her clains that he had wi zardry of his own it only seened to hima
spooki er and spooki er place, a place that gave hima feeling—he could not
quite surround the idea with a thought—that the woods had no definite edges
fromhere. That was a peculiar kind of inpression to have, as if it could be
different frominside than out. But that was the way he sawit. And it | ooked
dar ker ahead than anywhere left or right, while Ela steadfastly maintai ned she
knew her way, and that when they got to the right place, she wgpld know it,
and use the mrror, and have all the magic of the woods at her command. The
horses trod a brown nottled carpet, the | eaves of nmany sumers, and the trunks
of the trees were huge beyond anything he had ever seen—as if they and the
horses had shrunk or the scale of the world had changed. Only the dead | eaves
were of ordinary size, and very thick, as if wi nds sel domreached here. The
horses trod carefully in places where the packed | eaves conceal ed uneven
slopes or hid the roots of trees—the ground was full of deceptions and traps.
And from green above them there gradually seened nore brush and tangles, in a
premature twilight that persuaded the eye that the sun was setting.

But it could not be. It had only just been noon, and they rode now in such
shadow that it seemed the sun itself had failed, or the hours had slipped away
toward dark and night in furtive haste. The eye believed it. The body did.
Tamas found hinself fighting a yawn, and arguing that it was not that |ate,
that he was sleepy fromtoo long | ast night goblin-watching. Wth Lwi walking
sedately at Skory's tail in this tangled undergrowth, with Ela sunk in thought
or magic the while, he found it harder and harder to keep his eyes open
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H s body swayed to Lwi's gentle notion. Wiy resist? the | eaves seened to

whi sper.

"How | ong do you suppose to sundown?" he asked, if only for the sound of his
own voi ce above the sleepy sigh of leaves. "I can't think it's that late."

" 'l don't know,'' Ela nurnured. He had only her back for a view, but a
downhi || sl ope encouraged Lwi to overtake Skory, step by slow step, so that

for a while they rode side by side. Ela herself repressed a yawn, the back of
her hand to her nmouth, and he shook his head, because it made hi m have to.

"I can't keep awake," he said. "It's this place. It's this wods. Dam!" A
third yawn. It was beyond foolish. He shook his head.
"It's very old," Ela said. "That's all. It's an old place. Mstress sai d—

She stifled a yawmm of her own and he could not resist. It was ridicul ous and
frightening at once. The shadow was |uce a bl anket com ng down on them and
the air beneath the aged trees should have been cold with that shadow, but it
had no feeling at all. He could not remenber now what their imredi ate ai mwas,
but he recalled it was inportant and they dared not stop—there had been too
many deer and too nmany wol ves, and he had given his bow to his brother, back
in the yard. A girl had given hima cake and they had had it that night at the
fire—twi caught-step of a sudden, over a fallen branch or his own feet, and
shook hi m off his bal ance.

"Dam!" Hi s wits were wandering. The horses' steps were heavy and sl ower and
slower, and that was not right. He | eaned over and hit Skory. Skory junped and
Lwi did, startled awake. But by the tine they had come to the bottom of the
hill, the horses were only anbling again, and resisted a second such trick,
only did a faster step for a nonent, and sl acked off again,

"This isn't right," he said, "this isn't right at all. "

Ela lifted the anulet to her lips and held it aloft, her eyes shut and a
dreadful concentration on her brow

"\What are you doi ng?" he began to ask, but just then

142

THE GOBLIN M RROR

cane a spark of light, as if the mrror had caught the sun, then another, and
anot her, and another. Her eyes opened and she let slip the mrror to dangle
fromits chain, as sparkles of |ight began to dance about them on the ground,
on thensel ves.



"Keep on!" he said, and in a nunb, distant daze saw sunlight fromthe mrror
glitter on the trees and sweep the ground. He had no i dea now whether it was
the right way they were going. He could only ride with the sparkles of |ight,
that seemed to dance and beckon further and further amid the gl oom

Along time it seemed they went that way, the horses wal king nore alertly,
their way lit with dazzle from an absent sun, a giddy, spinning dance of |ight
i n which Tamas began to hope there was safety .

Until they cane to a steep descent, and that |ight glanced off netal

"Elal" he whispered, reining back. He saw goblins, hundreds and hundreds of
them arrayed in anbush anong the | eaves.

But his own voice seened to cone fromfar away, and Lwi stunbled when he began
to turn on the slope. He saw Ela riding on, and he tried to bring Lwi about
again on the |l eaf-buried slope, to reach her and turn her aside—but before he
could persuade Lwi to overtake her it was too late: she rode within the goblin
ranks, and those ranks tunbl ed, one and the next and the next, into piles of
netal, nol dered | eather, and bl eached bone.

He stared, overwhel ned by the strangeness of the sight, so that he questioned
whet her he was awake or seeing what he thought he was seeing. Lwi had stopped
with him and he tried to urge himto overtake the witchling, but El a was
further and further away, fromthe nmoment he had rei ned back. Now t he sparkle
of the mirror swept the ground ahead and danced anmong the trees, but not where
he was. The whol e woods seened darkened, and Ela and the |ight seened far, far

away.
"Ela," he called after her. "Ela!" The woods seened to
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swal | ow up the sound. He struck Lwi hard, for both their sakes, but Lwi would
not go faster, not even take alarmat the heaps of bone that tunbled and
rattl ed where they rode. He saw Ela | ook back as if at great distance. She was
alnost to the top of the next hill, and then at the crest of it.

"Tamas?" he thought he heard her answer him But the sparkle went out then

and left no traces in the woods where he was. Lwi stopped listlessly, and he
slid down in desperation and took the reins and began to |l ead him insisting
he keep noving, up and up the hili.

But perhaps he had turned aside on the hill and m staken his direction-hills
had so many faces, and deceived the senses so easily. He trudged the whol e

wi de hillside, and found, everywhere, the ghastly dead, as if he had wandered
onto sone forgotten battl eground, of sone unchronicled war. There was no sign
of Ela, not the least glimmering of the light he sought, only the rattle of
bones falling, of armor clattering, and the sight of unhuman skulls-Azdra'ik's
kind, and in like arnmor. He gathered up a sword fromone of the dead, a
frightening thing with backward spines for one of its quillons, the use of

whi ch nmight be to disarm... the god knew, else.

Wth that, he kept going about the crown of the hill. Ela could not have had
that rmuch tinme to di sappear. Skory m ght have had her way and gone off wi thout
direction, or even, the god forbid, throwm her and |left her hidden in the
brush. If that were the case, he mght see her fromthe height.

But when he had trekked all about the hill, he found only nmore white and

eyel ess dead, and endless tracts of forest. He set out in the direction he

t hought they had been going, the sword thrust through his belt and Lwi's reins
in hand, dragging at himso his armached. He called Ela's nane fromtinme to
tinme, but, dreamike, the forest snothered his voice. He said to Lwi, in the
nunbi ng whi spering of |eaves, "W'Ill find her. W won't |ie down here. The
silly girl says | can work magic. So let's try, shall we? Let's say we should
find her, let's think about that, that's a good horse. "

Easy to sleep. Far too easy to shut his eyes, even wal ki ng;
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while he still came on scattered stragglers of that ghastly arny—as if sone of

t hat number had attenpted escape fromwhatever had left themwaiting for al
time—enly to let their eyes drift shut, losing their war to a gentle eneny. If



he had magic, he called on it to save himand Ela fromthis place. If he had
favor with the gods, he pleaded with them but he was not sure they could
reach within this realm and he was not sure he had been as devout as the
priests would wi sh.

"This way," the | eaves seened to whisper. "This way, Tanas."

Fi sh roasted on the fire, and there were greens such as Kruk-czy had found
unspoiled in the garden and a few kitchen stores, but goblins had gotten the
rest. It was a strange night, with Krukczy's nusty fur drying in the heat of a
fire, and Zadny with his head on his knee, and the dreadful warning stil
standing in the yard. Yuri did not like to think about it, and master Ni kol ai
hi nsel f had asked if Karoly did not want themto try to bury the remains, such
as there were, but Karoly had said no, said it with such harshness as invited
no second question on the matter

So here they sat, roasting fish in a ruined hall, amd the clutter the goblins
had | eft of the place. N kolai was able to sit up and have his supper

one- handed, and they had found naster Karoly, and they had a roof over their
heads and a wall around them tonight, but over all, Yuri found no
appetite—thi nki ng about Karoly's sister, and the servant, Karoly guessed it
was, out there in the yard; and nost of all thinking how it must have been
Karoly's trail Zadny had foll owed, not his brothers', after all. This m ght be
the end of it, beyond whi ch—-beyond whi ch was not hing but going hone, wth

Ni kol ai and with Karoly, at |east, but—

He felt Zadny's head on his knee, absently scratched the soft, shaggy ears.
Zadny had had his fish and probably wanted his, that was growing cold on a

br oken di sh, so he began to break off bits, and pick out the bones, and give
it to him

But he heard master Karoly say sonething to Ni kolai about tonorrow. Then

foll omed an exchange he could not hear, the
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two of themtalking in | ow voices; so he |listened harder, and heard, "—going
on from here,"

"Al one?" Ni kol ai asked, then Karoly said sonething, but Krukczy switched his
tail just then, and a coal snapped in the fireplace, making Zadny junp.

He |istened harder. And suddenly saw two grim faces | ook his way in unison

He set his jaw and said, "Master Karoly. Are you tal king about finding ny

br ot hers? Because if you are |I'm not goi ng hone.'

"Damed right you're going home," Nikolai said. "You're going to do as you're
told for once, young ny lord, and if youVe any regard for your brothers' lives
you won't take nme from Karoly to nake sure you get there."

"They're alive."

"I"ve the notion one is," naster Karoly said, at which Yuri's heart beat
faster and faster. "I'mfairly certain Tanas was here, and not so |ong ago."
"Then where is he?" H's voice startled Zadny, who junped up, darting from him
to Krukczy, who crouched by the fire, and back, and back agai n.

"He knows," Krukczy runbl ed, and rubbed Zadny's head. "Hound, he
knows—br ot her. Hound, he knows."

"It talks to hinP" N kol ai asked, but master Karoly held up his hand and said,
"Say on, master Krukczy. What el se do you know?"

The troll's tail spun a nervous, curling trail, and ended in its broad hands,
for saf ekeeping, as seened. "Wtch."

"What about a witch?"

"Young witch. Bel ongs here."

"Her apprentice," Karoly said, and got up and paced as far as the door to the
out side. "Damm! her apprentice . . . that's who. That's who! | couldn't see
her!"

Wio what? Yuri wondered, but it was Nikolai who dared ask it.

"Who are you tal king about ?"

Master Karoly turned about, and it was a frighteningly different old man, it
was not the am able master Karoly who
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had shown himthe weather-glass, it was an angry man whose sister was dead
out si de, who had seen friends struck from anbush, and who had wal ked for days
to get here.

"A young and desperate fool," he said, and cast hinself down again by the
fire. "God, god—she night have taken it. |I 'd forgotten all about her.''
"Taken what ?" N kol ai asked.

' 'What she has no business on earth to have in her hands. But if | weren't
here, if she did survive . "

"What ?" N kol ai asked, but Karoly shushed himand stared into the fire and

t hought and t hought .

Yuri ate a cold bit of fish. And another. The troll said that one of his
brothers was alive. And the way Zadny was after the trail, it mght be
Tamas—he hoped it was Tamas. He did not know if that was w cked or not, but he
i ked Tamas better. »

But if it was Bogdan, he was still not going back wi thout him He watched
Karoly, and waited, and so did N kol ai, uncomonly patient with master Karoly.
Yuri sucked his fingers clean of fish, and held the bones in a napkin on his
lap, waiting; but finally he saw master Ni kolai |ean his back against the

wal |, seeming in pain; and he said, very so quietly, "You should go to bed,
sir, I'l'l wait up. | need to talk to nmaster Karoly anyway. |'m not going
back. "

Ni kol ai frowned darkly at him cradling his wounded arm

"It's nmy brother, sir."

"My god, your father should take a stick to your backside!"

"The boy bel ongs here," Karoly said.

' "What do you nean he bel ongs here?'' N kolai cried, and wi nced. "Lord Sun

Karoly, your wits are addled."

"My wits are in excellent form master huntsman." Master Karoly had pulled a
twig fromthe bit of wood he added to the fire, and he stripped bark fromit

with his thunmbnail. "If the boy went back now, he would be in worse danger.
There are things abroad that would snell himout in a nmoment."
C.J. Cherryh 147

"We're not safe conpany," N kol ai said.

"No. Nor is he. Nor is ny sister's apprentice." Master Karoly's nmouth nmade a
tight line as he tied the bit of cedar in a cross, and split it further. It
made, Yuri realized of a sudden, the shape of a man.

Karoly cast it into the fire.

"Way did you do that?" Yuri asked.

"One pays," Karoly said. "One at |east acknow edges the obligation to pay. Be
polite with the gods. These are dangerous pl aces."

"No riddles,” N kolai said. "I'mfull to the teeth with riddles, naster
trickster. No nore flumrery. Were is Tamas, what did the apprentice take, and
where are they goi ng?"

"In over his head, a bit of mrror, and the heart of hell. Now do you know
what |'mtal ki ng about ?"

Two grown men were about to argue and nothing was going to get done. "Please,"
Yuri said. "What about mrrors, nmaster Karoly?"

Karoly | ooked himin the eyes so long he felt the silence grow, but Krukczy
the troll runbled,

"Mrror of the goblin queen."

"A fragnent of it," Karoly said. He had pulled another twig and peeled it
turning it in his fingers. "A fragment of the goblin queen's mirror. It has

t he power of delusion, the power of bewitchment. . . the power of nisleading
and confusion and seem ng."

"Where is it?"

"It used to be here. Since it isn't, | can only hope the apprentice has it. |
can only hope ny sister warned the girl what it is, and nmost of ail what it
isnt."

"For the god's sake,"” N kolai said, "in words without their tails in their



nmout hs—what does the thing do? O what doesn't it?"

"It doesn't make clever out of foolish, it doesn't rescue lanbs fromthe
slaughter, and it doesn't help a nobuse catch a cat."

"What can it do?"
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1 'Too damed much to have it wandering the countryside. Wien the mrror
cracked, a goblin carried one shard to the upper world, so | had the story.
That was a long, long tine

ago. "

"Young m stress got it," Krukczy said.

"Did she, now?" Master Karoly lifted his brows and stared at the troll
"Young mistress took it fromthe goblin. A present. A long, long time ago."
"What does he nean?" Ni kol ai asked.

"I't neans | know now how it came to ny sister. Urzula never said. Dam."
"Urzul a never said?" Nikolai asked.

Gran? Yuri wondered. Qur gran? Meanwhile Karoly nodded to Nikolai's question
and chewed on the twig, staring into the fire. "I wish the girl had waited.
do wi sh shahad waited."

"Young witch cane to my tower," Krukczy said, "to find brothers. One fell to
the river, dowmn with rocks. |I give himto her."

"ItwlTamas," N kolai said.' (He and his horse went down the slide."

Yuri drew in a breath. He renenbered the road and those sharp rocks fromthe
bottomside, as it slanted down and down toward the streamthat flowed past
Krukczy Straz. But Tamas was alive, even Nikolai believed it, now He rested
his armon his knee and his fist against his nouth, trying not to ask silly
guestions while his elders were thinking, which they clearly were,

"I don't like this," Karoly said. "It doesn't have a good feeling at all. That
fragnent is noving."

"Movi ng where?" Nikol ai asked

"Toward its owner. It's been in a safe place all these years. The goblins were
no present threat. Now the girl's mssed me and gotten Tamas, and they Ve
taken the piece and gone east, no question but what it's east. "

"Goblin follows them" Krukczy said. "I smell himin this room"
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"Ng' Saeich," Karoly nurnured, or something like that, and Karoly's jaw stayed
open, twig and all. "God. That scoundrel! O course he is!"

"Who?" Yuri asked, he could not help it.

"The thief, of course, the thief, damm him The fools nmurdered her and they
probably didn't even know who she was. They didn't care. But he knew. He knew,
damm him he felt it the same as |, and he beat nme here!"

"I need to speak with you," N kolai said to Karoly, in that way grown-ups had
when t hey wanted boys out of earshot.

Karoly said," 'The boy is going with us. There's no choi ce now.'

"How far is he going to make it? To a den of goblins? To what the rest of us
made it to? What they did to your sister and her servant. . . god, they
probably ate them man, this is not an eneny who'll fight fair."

"Neither do I," Karoty said, and spat a bit of the twig, that hissed in the
fire. "Neither would ny sister. That's why | won't bury her. Go to bed. Both
of you. You'll not dreamtonight."

"I thought we were going after ny brother!" Yuri protested. He did not

under stand what Ni kol ai and Karoly were arguing about. He di d understand Tamas
and a witch's apprentice being somewhere in the forest and soneone naned

ng' Saei ch | ooking for the piece of mrror they were carrying. Mdst of all he
under st ood what he had seen in the yard, and that goblins had done it. "What
about Bogdan? What about Jerzy and Zev and Filip? Wat about. . . ?"

"In the nmorning," Karoly said. "In the norning we'll go, and go quickly. Don't
wake for any sound you hear. —Master Krukczy. Watch the deep ways. And take
the dog. He'd be better with you tonight."



"Master Karoly," Yuri protested, upset and angry. But Karoly got up, naking a
shadow above him and caught his face painfully in his hand, after which Yuri
found his eyes cl osing.

"There's too much, too nuch to explain. Go to bed, boy."
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Yuri found hinmself doing that w thout knowi ng why or renenbering quite what

t hey had been saying. He only renmenbered Zadny after he had gotten to the
pall et master Karoly had made himin the weckage of the hall

And once that night he opened his eyes to think that a stranger stood near
him He thought it was a woman. He coul d not say why. He only knew whoever it
was, was angry, and | ooking for sonmeone who was not him

Whoever it was brushed his hair with its hand and went away. He shivered after
that. He had no idea why it had scared him since none of the anger was ai ned
at him But he was afraid, all the sane.

The boy was qui et —exhausted, N kol ai could think, except he had the evidence
of magic in himself with every breath he took. He kept expecting the pain to
cone back. The nenory of it was so vivid he expected it to return if he so
much as shifted his back agai nst the wedge of blankets betwegp himand the
corner. And he had never given that nuch credence to the old man's abilities,
true, but he had never forgotten the lady. He had tried to tell hinself al
his life it had only been a boy's imagination that had tingled through his
bones that night and spooked himdown the stairs—and that the pain in his arm
was fading steadily was all very fine, he supposed, but no one had consulted
himinit. It had been his pain and it was still his arm and he sat there in
a wtch's ruined hall with the acute feeling he had had sonethi ng t horoughly
unpl easant done to him but he could not swear to what; and the equally acute
feeling that he both knew and had never known the old man across the room

He watched Karoly throw a log on the fire, watched Karoly press his ear to the
stone of the fireplace and shake his head as if he did not |ike what he had
heard. Karoly patted the stone as if it were alive, then pottered about sone
nore, putting their pans away into the packs. Finally he cane and sat down on
the bench next to the bed. The fire cast a halo around the old nman and the
shadow fell on Ni kolai's face, making himfeel, for sonme reason, cornered.
"How s the arn®?" Karoly asked.

"Al'l right," he said. "Twinges." Which was the truth. The old man's magi ¢ was
not perfect. "—So what do we do about the boy?"

"Not hi ng we can do." Karoly was still chewing that bit of twig, and nade it
turn in his mouth. "Wen nagic works it pulls things. If sonething' s going the
way its various parts are, it's safer for that particular something, you
under st and?"

' '"You nean the boy going with us.'

"I mean you going with us. Leave us and you' 11 be goblin bait by nmorning. The
boy has to go where everything el se goes—getting himaway fromthe magic at
work in this land would be inpossible.’

"I nmpossible! Tell me '"inpossible!" " He renmenbered the boy asl eep and dropped

his voice. "I can get himhome. Trust ne!l"
"Not a chance. He'd cone back, probably because you were dead. You're alive
now because of him and don't ask me why. | don't know everything."

"But you know | hat, do you? You' re so dammed sure of that? One of Stani's
boys i s wandering around the woods—
"One of Stani's boys is in serious trouble. Shut up and listen, master

hunt sman. Tonorrow norni ng, at the crack of dawn or just before, | want you to
take the boy and the horse and the dog and get outside the gates. | may join
you. If I don't, and you don't like the |ook of things, head east, bearing
along the wall. Krukczy will go with you."

Sonet hi ng about not fighting fair. The skulls in the yard. And not burying his
si ster.



"What are you up to? What's this—take the boy'? Wiere will you be?"

"Tomorrow will tell, won't it? Behind you, in one sense or the other."
He did not like that in the |east, either.' 'Take the boy and do what ?"
"Find Tamas. 1'll find you, if I can. | think nmy sister forgave me. W'll find

out tonorrow ''

"What do you nmean—find out? Isn't she dead?"
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"Ch, she's dead. Dead without a stroke struck or a goblin suffering for it,
and that's not her style, not Ysabel." Karoly took the twig fromhis nmouth and
spat a piece at the floor. ' 'Raising a ghost—you never know what you '11 get;
that's the trouble."

' 'Is she around here?'' The room seened too full of shadows. "Is she
listening to us?" It was deeper into nagic and w zards' business than he ever
wanted to delve, but Karoly said, so quietly the snap of enbers seened to echo
in the hall:

"I don't get that feeling. That's why | don't know how nuch of her | can get
back. Sonetinmes it's just a piece or two. That's the danger."

"What's t he danger ?"

4 'O only the anger conming back.'

An enber popped. N kol ai junped, and die shoul der sent a warning ache. Karoly
| ooked about himwi th an absent stare, and spat another bit of twg.

"Was that her?"

' "That's the other problemw th ghosts. Ysabel, Ytresse . . . | wouldn't put
it past any of them'' *

" "Who? Put what past thenf?''’

"The witches. Doing anything. | went to |live over-nountain. My sister refused

to deal with me after that. But she spent everything to call me home. She
deserved her revenge. No one should die Iike mat."

"And you brought the boys into this? You |l ed us down that damed road and you
knew al |l al ong what was goi ng on here?"

"Keep your voice down. No, | didn't know what was going on here, | dreaned it,
and there's a difference."'

"What difference? You saw that marker!"

"And what could we do, then? Get back across the pass, with no supplies? Wit
for the goblins to invade Maggiar? W were as close to their source as we

m ght ever get—as close to the only place anyone can stop them and close to
t he one who ni ght have done it, with nmy help. But I wasn't in tinme."
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"In time for your sister? Wat could you have done?"
"That's to be seen. That's still to be seen. —tet ne tell you a story, naster

huntsman, if you care to hear it. Someone but me should know the truth."

He frowned and waited. Anything that made sense of the business, he was
willing to hear—but he had limted faith the old man woul d nake any.

"Some hundreds of years ago," Karoly said, "many hundreds of years ago, in
fact, before there even was a Maggi ar, there was a queen in over-nountain, and
a tower at Hasel. The queen in Hasei had a daughter named Yl ena. And not hi ng
was good enough for Ylena. In her household, she had gol den tables, and silver
pl ates. Even her bed was silver and her washbasin was gold set with jewels.
"This sounds |ike one of those tales,"” N kolai nuttered.

"OfF course, but that's Ylena the tales talk about. They don't know it's Yl ena,
but | assure you it is. Nothing but the best. And being a princess, as well as
a wtch—=

"Were all of themw tches?" It seened to himthat essential things were being
left out. A bard, Karoly was not. "Or was it just Yl ena?

"Ch, mostly they were. The queens of over-nountain all knew the arts to one
degree or another. Anyhow, die queen discovered one day what a truly vain and
ungrateful princess Ylena was, and she worried and worried about tiiis."

"Too late,"” N kolai interjected. "She should have taken a switch to the brat."



"Far too late for that. Yl ena would ruin the | and when she becane queen, and
gqueen Mrela, knowing that. . . |ooked for some magical solution: a failing in
lazy witches. So she went to the goblins.'

' "Just like that? Wal ked up to the front door and knocked?'

"Ch, being a witch, Mrela rattled a few dark doors at night, some few that

wi ser witches wouldn't touch. Renenber, she wasn't a particularly w se wtch.
She'd brought up Ylena. But she was a desperate w tch, and good-hearted. And

t he goblin queen, in exchange for a pronise of access to the world of men for
one night a year, gave queen Mrela
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a potion that would assure her youth and beauty. The usual bargain. So queen
Mrela came back young and beautiful and healthy enough to reign forty years
nore at |least. Yl ena was furious."

"Naturally Yl ena worked a sped agai nst her."

"No, not imrediately. It was a very powerful magic that surrounded her nother
and if you go agai nst sonmething that strong w thout knowi ng exactly the terns
of it, you can do yourself harm So Ylena waited a whole year until that night
the goblins could cone into the |and, and approached their queen to ask her
how to get the throne. So what was a little treachery agai nst one's nother?
And what was nurder? Because Mrela had asked for youth and beauty, not a
charnmed life. So Ylena pronised the goblin queen a whole year of access to
human | ands, when she should rule, in return for that advice. And that let the
goblins into human | ands again.'

" Agai n?"

"Ch, they'd begun here. That's how queen Mrela first found the key to calling
them They'd left their signs on old stones, they left their spells—n magic,
one wanders through themlike old | andmarks. O course the goblins had their
own reasons for |eaving such clues in the world when they were bani shed—but
that's another story. At any rate, Mrela perished under nost suspicious

ci rcumst ances, Yl ena becane queen, and the goblins arrived in the world with
banners and circunstance. They were on best behavior. They did no m schief.
They were courtly, they were nattering to the queen, and they oh'ed and ah'ed
over the new princess—

"Yl ena got a husband."

"At | east a daughter. She was named Ytresse. She was very beautiful even as a
baby. But Yl ena had never planned to have an heir, and she hadn't succeeded in
preventing her birth, if you take ny neani ng. Not hi ng worked. She suspected
goblin treachery, and she fell out with the goblin queen until the day the
year was up and the goblins were preparing to | eave. They professed their
regret to give up so nuch grace and confort, and the goblin queen remarked to
Yl ena that she wi shed they m ght nmake a further bargain.''
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"The fool ."

"Yl ena? O course. Ylena sensed magic in that baby. Powerful magic. She sensed
goblin work. And the baby, Ytresse, had survived some very determ ned efforts.
So Yl ena wanted a spell stronger than the baby's determination to live. And
the goblin queen said there was a | ake—a particularly beautiful |ake they had
cone to revere—

' '"Coblins revere sonething?

' There are goblins and goblins. Certain ones, yes, apparently do. This | ake

had a perfect reflection. It's quite shallow, very still, and it was a pl ace
of power in this world that the goblins wanted. So the goblin queen swore that
Yl ena might live so long as they had possession of that small |ake. It was

just tricky enough that Ylena believed init. So she agreed on the spot."
"Cl ever woman. "

"Ah, but when you deal with devils, beware the | oopholes."

"The youth and beauty part?"

' "Exactly. But—the goblins were of course willing to give Ylena spells to



stave off age—by their magic, of course. So Ylena was trapped in her own

bar gai n. But—but— Karoly spat another bit of twig.'' Yl ena wanted to deal no

nmore with the goblins, and began to sustain herself by . . . well, say her

subj ects grew fewer and fewer. She knew of course she'd been betrayed. Then a

certain goblin canme to her and offered her a secret—a secret, he said, in

return for which he asked three w shes."

"You're joking."

"Three is a potent nunmber. And he used his first two, but the third—ot yet,

for all | know But for whatever reason, he told her how the goblin queen's

power lay in a mirror, a working of magical snoothness and exactitude, and

that if Yl ena wanted power to equal the goblin queen's spells, that was what

she had to defeat. So Ylena had a mrror nade of silvered glass as snooth and

perfect as she could obtain, and put into its making every spell she knew.

—None of which, of course, went unreported in the territory around the |ake.
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So on a snowy mdw nter's eve, when everyone should be asleep, and, as it just

happened, the night before Ylena was quite ready to take her on, the goblin

gueen sent out her army and turned her spells against Ylena's mrror. Wen al

was done there was little left of Ylena but a waith, nothing left of Base

but the shell, and nothing of Ylena's mirror but silver powder—so they say."

"And t he goblin queen' s?"

"Cracked right in two, with a snmall fragment fallen, that was the price she

paid for defeating Ylena. But the same goblin, so he claimed, the very one who

had dealt with Ylena, stole the piece and took it straightway—you guessed

it—+o Ylena's successor, Ytresse, who had grown up into a w cked, wi cked

worman. But Ytresse no nore trusted the goblin queen than her nother had. She

made sure of her own heir-nothing of the goblin queen's doing, a witch nanmed

Yl ysse. And Ylysse, after a long, long lifetinme, passed the power to Ysabel =

" '"Your sister.''’

"My sister.”

"But it's a goblin trap, that fragnent. It was fromthe beginning. —sn't it?"
*

"Consider its history. Is the goblin thief Jying or not? And why t hat

know edge he gave to Ylena in die first place, and why the three w shes, and

the unfortunate issue to Ylena? It certainly is to ask. "

"Then— Certain prying questions occurred to him that did not seementirely

unwi se, al so considering the history.

"Then—=2" Karoly asked.

"Where do you cone into the story?"

"I'? Nowhere. O only at the last. Ysabel and I weren't descended from Ytresse.

Not even from her apprentices. U -zula was."

H s heart gave a thunp. "The |ady gran?"

"Exactly."

Ni kol ai let go his breath and drew in anot her one, thinking. My god. Wat el se

isn't what we trusted?

"' You and your sister? —Where did you conme into this? *'
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"Urzul a's apprentices.”

Apprentices, for the god' s sake. "And what brought the |lady to Maggi ar? And

don't tell ne 'adoration for Ladislaw.' | was at the funeral.’
Karoly laughed grimy. "Not overnmuch of adoration. But a fair bargain on both
sides. Ladislaw got his heir. And dare | say—f one hopes to undo a spell, one

has to reach outside its arena of influence, one has to do the unexpected,
wor k where one won't be spied upon—onditions which don't pertain to this side
of the nountain.''

"But she never warned anyone, not milord Stani, not—
"I knew. "

"Damed | ot of good it did anyone. You knew, you knew when you saw the trouble



start, let alone that business on the trail."

"It mght have been trolls."

"M ght have been trolls! The troll's not guilty, master w zard, the troll was
hiding in the basenent at Krukczy Tower, in fear of his life, don't tell ne
you hadn't clearer nessages out of your dreanms than that, once every wld
creature in the over-nountain began pouring into Mggiar. "

"There coul d be other causes. | hoped for other causes. That's the nature of
magi ¢, master huntsman. When will it rain, do the birds tell you that w thout
fail? Better yet, do they tell you where? O are there ever fal se signs? The
goblins have been in this world for hundreds of years now-and will be, so long
as die agreement with Ylena stands.”

"It doesn't."

* "Ch, but to this day, Ylena has never given up her power-power to frighten
power to kill. She's still in ms world."

"You nmean she's not dead."

' "That describes it. Not dead. Not alive either. So the goblins hold then-
| and—and the mirror is mended, with its one piece mssing. As for mstress
Ur sul a—what she did, and how nuch of this is the queen's doing, the Lady

knows, but | don't—-nor can, |'ve realized that, long since. Let ne tell you
anot her secret. U zula's real nane was Ysabel ."
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"Your sister?" Mre and nore crazed, it was.

"Both were named Ysabel. Qur mother was a servant in this tower, a very m nor
witch, a distant cousin. Ylysse gave Ysabel to our nother to bring up and gave
out that we were her children. Wich put us in danger, certainly. But Urzula—=
"Your sister?"

Karoly shook his head. "Use the names they lived by. It's |less confusing. And
listen. Uzula wanted me with her because | wasn't gifted enough to | eave here
i n danger—that and ot her reasons. "

' 'Were there other reasons?

"Were we | overs?" Another spit of twig, and a dark, silent |aughter. "Yes.
Ysabel —ay sister Ysabel —and | had a falling out on that point. W were tw ns.
Ysabel expected loyalty, since she was getting the short end of things, and
standing in the nost danger. Ysabel wanted the teaching nore than she wanted
life and breath and | wanted—Yrzula, that was the sad truth. | wasn't so
gifted nor so dedicated as Ysabel. Magic for nme didn't take fire, the way it
did for her. | never trusted it. Still don't. Ysabel drank it, breathed it—
and she never could have the magic she really wanted, would never be the witch
she claimed to be. And Urzula—trzula ... the way she felt about it—you know, |
never understood whet her she was, inside, |like Ysabel, in love with magic, or
nore |ike nme. Urzula held everything inside and you never knew. But with her
birthright, the god only knows what she could do if she used it as freely as
Ysabel —+f she let it use her, like Ysabel. | always thought—-+eaving Ysabel on
wat ch here was like leaving the fox hi charge of the henhouse. Fond of

designs, she was. Fond of workings and intrigues."

He found hinself unconfortable, in w zardry confidences. Enbers popped, again,
and Karoly's brow wrinkled with an upward gl ance.

' "Are you there?'' Karoly asked the shadowed air and the firelight, and

Ni kol ai held his breath waiting for an answer, but Karoly gave another

hunor| ess | augh and | ooked down athis hands. "I chide the boys for npongazi ng.
But boysar e
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silly longer than girls, aren't they—and that | wasn't her ally, that was
somet hi ng Ysabel never coul d understand. That Urzula wanted ne with her was
somet hi ng she thought she did understand—god, Ysabel was furious. And Urzul a
was on her way to get a husband and a successor the goblins wouldn't know
about. That was—a painful realization."

A successor. Nikolai found his heart thunping so loudly of a sudden he could
not believe Karoly did not hear. He asked, quietly, carefully, the gossip of



every servant in the house: "Wose is Stani?"

"Urzula's, of course.”

Dam the old man, up to the edge of truth and no further. But Karoly added,

t hen:

"That's enough, if you want the truth. As witches reckon lineage it's enough

Ysabel and | lived this lie all our lives. And Urzula— A private and | engthy
silence. "She was really a reprehensible worman, Urzul a was .
short-tenpered; cruel, at tines . . . nost tinmes. Dreadful things anmused her

But she worked for the right. —And defend her own peopl e—god, she would do
that." Karoly drew a long breath. "You know what disturbs nme nost?"

| couldn't possibly imagine, N kolai thought distressedly, and sinply
answered, "No."

"That so much of the business with Ylysse began with Yl ena."

"What do you nean—began with Yl ena?"

"I'n sorcery—and far-working is necessarily sorcery—ene wants to affect events
at a great distance and over tine, and one can't predict whether the outcone
is good or bad for one or another person, only nunbers of people. Urzula could
di sm ss consequences like that: Urzula didn't see one person, or a son, or a
nmot her. Urzula saw+ can't tell you what Urzula saw, or, for that matter, what

Ysabel saw. | only loved certain people. And | couldn't change what Urzul a

wor ked, | couldn't even change nysel f, or Ysabel. " Karoly cleared his
throat. It had gotten very still in the room and unconfortably close.
"Anyway, | chose the small magic, |I'ma w zard, not a sorcerer, not even a
good wi zard unti
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I've something | want with a clear conscience. | follow along after a sorcerer

like Urzula, you understand, just picking up and patching what | can. Wrk
agai nst sorcery? That takes sorcery. That was Ysabel's domain." He took the
twig fromhis nouth and shredded it in threads with his nail, as if the need
to do that utterly occupied his attention

' '"You nean you can't change anything? You can't do things differently than
t hey' ve done?"

A moment's silence. "That's sorcery, too. Change the things they' ve done,
means you change the far things. One thing touches everything. It's only the
broken bits, the used bits, the bits passed over . . . that | can patch. The
pi eces in use—+ can't help."

"Li ke Tamas? |Is that what you' re sayi ng?"

' '"Like any of us. —Ysabel was as dangerous and as rmuch in danger as anyone.
It was a long and lonely tine here, weak as she was, pretending so nuch nore
strength. Thank the god forPavel ."

"Pavel . "
"The chap in the yard." A notion of Karoly's eyes. Up. Meaning the second pol e
and the second skull, Nikolai realized with a nmotion of his stonach. "He cane

froma long tine ago. From Hasel. Half-mad, but he was devoted to Ysabel
Supposedly he kept the grounds—aow and again. Mstly he kept Ysabel. —But
beware the apprentice. Beware anyone who | earned from Ysabel. The girl will
have no consci ence, Tamas, she won't know right fromwong . . . not if she

| earned at my sister's knee. Only the faraway things matter. Only die outcone,
to anyone Ysabel would have taught..."

The old man was staring off at nothing, spinning the chewed twig in his
fingers, talking to Tanas as if he were there, and the hair rose on Nikolai's
nape. It took nore than ordinary craziness to spook him or ghastly sights to
scare hi mhe had seen so nmany on his trek south, through the wars of w zards
and petty tsars.

"Urzul a saw the boys born," Karoly said, for no reason that N kolai could
understand, but the god only knew who
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he was talking to now "She was satisfied then. She'd lived a long tine. And
she said they weren't her responsibility any longer. And | wasn't. So she



died."

" Sui ci de?"

"No. Sorcery's like that."

"Better to wish your enenies dead. Damm. -And why didn't your sister know the
goblins were com ng? Wiy didn't she blast themw th lightning or turn themto
pi gs or sonething? If she could call you from over-nountain, she wasn't

hel pl ess. "

H s caution had deserted him he had asked too bluntly, perhaps, and he

t hought he m ght have angered the old man. But it was not a challenge. He
honestly wanted to know why reasonabl e things had not happened, in a war of
sorcerers.

Karoly frowned and finally said, very slowy, as if he were explaining to a
child: "Because, master huntsman, do you forget? W aren't the only side in
this war. The other side casts spells, too."

"So she couldn't just-send earlier?"

"So she couldn't think of it—at |east not well enough to do a nunber of things
all at once. It's often the little things that slip your notice—and sorcery
doesn't | eave tracks on objects that cause you problens, the way magi ¢ does.
Mostly it's a gate unlatched, a norment of forgetful ness. Forgetful-ness and

| ooki ng past a thing are both deadly m stakes. The object on the shelf for
thirty years, that you never think of being there, the thing you do every day,
so you never remenber whet her youVe done it or not, on one specific day. That
sort of thing."

' '"Like this mirror that's so damed i nportant? What does this mirror do? Wy
didn't the gran take it with her to Mag-giar? Wiy did she leave it with your
sister, where they could get at it?"

Karoly blinked and stared off across the room+tooked back at himthen as if he
had only then accounted of his presence. "What did you say?"

' 'l said-why did the lady gran |l eave the mirror with your sister, if this
tower wasn't safe from sorcery?
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Karoly blinked, shook his head, bit his lips a nonent, frowing as if he were
listening to something. Then he rose up, a shadow against the fire.

"ad man?"

"Find Tamas, do you heat? Find Tamas. Nothing's nore urgent than that."

"And do what with hinP" Al his senses seened foggy of a sudden, and the wound
on the edge of hurting. "Shall we say, Excuse us, your goblin majesty, but
we're not really interested hi your war, and may we pl ease go home? —'ve been
in bad situations, master w zard, |Ve been on battlefields and | Ve seen a city
burn, but I didn't have a boy and a pony and a dammed dog for an escort. And
what do we do with the minor if we find it?"

Karoly pressed his fingers against his eyes as if he were fighting headache.
"It's hard to think about. Ask it again, master huntsnan.'

"Wy . . . ?" He nust be falling asleep. He could not recall hinself what nust
have caught Karoly's attention, god, he'd said it three times—did the man want
it again? "What do | do? Wiere do | take nme boys? If we get the mirror, what
do we do with it? What can it do?'' He renmenbered anot her piece of his
question. * "Wy didn't the lady gran bring it with her?"

"Again."

"The dammed mirror, master Karoly. Wat about it? Wiy didn't she take it to
Maggi ar ? What's goi ng on?"

Karoly looked . . . frightened, of a sudden, his eyes darting about the room
He's gone mad, N kol ai thought in distress. The old man's not sane

Because he had never seen anyone do that in the mddle of talking with
someone, had never seen anyone take to watching sonmething i muaterial that
flitted and darted and circled the room

"Karol y?" N kol ai insisted.

Karoly stood up, and turned, a shadow between himand the fire as Karoly
stared down at him "CGo to sleep,'' Karoly said, and suddenly Ni kol ai found



his eyes so tired and the
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crackling of the fire so intense and so absorbing that he could not keep his
wits collected. "Danmit, stop it," he protested—but his thoughts and his anger
ran off in various directions, into nenories of the road, the nountains, the
woods and the pony. .
"The boy's in trouble,'' he dreamed that Karoly said. And Karoly said

somet hing nore, concerning a place called Hasel, or where Hasel used to stand,
but he could not hold onto the thought, not even enough to tell the old nman
what he thought of him

And Karoly for so many reasons deserved cursing.

9

LW AMBLED TO A STCP IN THE TW LI GHT OF THE EVERLAST-

i ng woods, and it would have been oh, so nmuch easier to give up and let the
struggle go, Lwi refusing all reasonable urgings to go on. The norning had to
cone, and Tanmas was so contused and so weary-but the easy way was the

danger ous way, the easy way nust always be suspect, master Karoly had al ways
sai d—think twice and three tunes before you take the easy way.

Enough bones in this woods to nake anybody think tw ce, he thought nuzzily,
and tugged at the reins and led Lwi's irregular steps on the straightest line
he coul d wal k anong the trees, one step after the other, no wit left to reason
what way he was goi ng, except that everything ended, and that this night, |ike
this woods, surely had an other side if he only persisted | ong enough in one
direction, in one choice and not the dozen his mind wanted to skitter off into

It seenmed to himat |ast that the woods was growi ng |ighter ahead—ike the
nmoon at forest edge. He hoped then, that he had found the way out he was

| ooking for, and the trees began to appear |ike shadowy pillars in sone great
hall, but he saw nore trees beyond, and that |ight nearer and anong them as
if the moon itself had come to rest in the very heart of the trees.

"Come here," a voice said softly, fromeverywhere at once. Ela, he thought at
first, Ela's magic was talking to him she had found the nagical place she was
| ooking for and she was calling himto her—and then he thought that the
speaker seened older than Ela: so readily a m nd beset by spells
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began to apply ordinary judgnments, as if such manifestations happened by
mundane rul es.

"Who are you?" he asked it.

"Why, the mistress of this woods, boy. Wat and who are you? Do you have a
nane? It seems | should know you."

The voice that had seened to cone fromall about himcane fromhis left this
time; and he looked in that direction, seeing only massive trunks of trees.
"Tamas, " he panted.

"What are you doi ng here?" The voi ce cane from behind himnow, the self-sane
voice, as if it were stalking him but it was nowhere, when he turned
unsteadily and | ooked. "Wat do you seek here, Tamas?"

"Are you a witch?" he asked, he hoped without a tremor in his voice.

"OfF course," it said. It was behind himagain. He turned back the way he had
been facing and saw a shadow between the trees, a woman, he thought, with a
cl oak drawn tight about her. "Were are you goi ng, Tanmas?"

"Qut of this woods," he said, and decided that if it was her woods, disrespect
to her domain would never help his case. "I'monly going through, good | ady.
If you know the way out |'d be grateful."

"Why so anxi ous? Are you afraid?"

"I Ve no reason to be. | haven't taken anything, or touched anything." Those
were the magical rules as gran's stories had them He pulled Lwi to the side
and took another direction. O perhaps he dreanmed he did. She appeared in
front of him again, saying:



"But what's that at your side, Tamas? |s that yours?"

A chill went through him He reached blindly toward the goblin sword, and
pricked his finger on its spines. "I didn't think it was stealing.'

"But this is nmy woods, Tamas. Everything in it is mne."

"I beg your pardon," he said. Breath cane short, shaneful panic. "I didn't
think there was anyone to— He drew Lwi in the other direction, and caught his
foot painfully on
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a tree root. He recovered his balance and she was still in front of him

"—anyone to care?" she nocked him

"Are you a goblin?"

"Do | look |ike one?"

"I"ve only seen one, face to face. You don't look |ike him But how shoul d
know?"

She | aughed softly, and beckoned himtoward her.' 'Cone inside. |I'mnot so
stingy as that. And you don't look like a goblin, either. You look like a
young man who's far from hone."

For the first tine he saw the dimoutlines of a doorway behind her. Perhaps he
had been | ooking so hard at her he had seen nothing el se. But gran's stories
had never encouraged himto accept such offers and he shook his head no.
"Thank you, no, madam |'m | ooking for someone."

"Have you | ost soneone? | can help you. There's little goes on in this woods
that I don't know. —&h, cone in, cone in, no sense to stand outside. The horse
will be safe. Nothing harnful comes here."

It was dark, beyond that doorway. Everything about it seenmed untrustworthy.
"You can just tell me the shortest way out," he said, but she stooped and
ducked i nsi de—perhaps, he reasoned with hinself, only to light a [ anp or poke
up a slunbering fire, and he m ght be foolish to obr ject—but Ela had told him
not hi ng of houses or cottages in this woods, especially not ones lit by a noon
that, by his reckoning, ought not to have reached m d sky yet, a waning
crescent by now, and not so bright as the light that filled this grove.

He did not want to go into that place—but what el se m ght he do but wander on
in the dark? he asked hinself. Her invitation was the only choice he saw.

Mich agai nst his better judgment, he |lapped Lwi's reins about a low live
branch and went as far as the entrance, with no intention whatsoever of going
inside until there was a lamp lit or a fire to show hi mwhat he was wal ki ng
into. The air that wafted out to himhad the chill and danmp of a cave,
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but it |ooked on the outside |ike a peasant's cottage. He touched the rough
stonework and it felt real enough, down to the grit of old nortar

" "WIIl you help me?'' she asked fromout of the dark

"Madam | would, but I'm sure you know your shelves better than | do. 1'd only
be in the way."

"Cautious boy." He heard further small novements within. "Afraid of nme, are
you?"

Less and |l ess trustworthy. "Madam " he said uneasily, "I Ve seen nothing in
this whole land but trouble."” He heard Lwi tearing at the | eaves behind him
and thought that if he had the sense his father hoped for in his sons he would
wal k away now, take Lwi in hand and keep going in his own slow and uncertain
way, in hope of sunrise, eventually.

But of things he had met in this land, w tches seened thus far a power
opposi ng the goblins—and light did spring up inside, a golden and conforting
light, that cast a warm gl ow over an interior of curtains and shel ves and
donmestic clutter—ust the sort of things a woodl and wi se-woman m ght coll ect,
birds' wi ngs and branches and jars and jars of herbs and such. It rem nded him
acutely and painfully of master Karoly's study.

"Wl | ?" she asked, frominside, and beckoned to him "Ch, cone, cone, boy, |
don't bite."



He could see all the inside fromthe door. He entered cautiously. She was
standing at her table, pouring froma pitcher into two wooden cups.

"I don't really think I need anything," he protested, because he had no desire
what soever to eat anything or acquire any obligations of hospitality with a
wi tch. But she set one cup into his hand and waved hi mtoward a cushi oned

| edge, settling herself at the far end of that small nook, a very proper

wi tch, very—beautiful, he decided, which bore not at all on whether he should
trust her, of course, but she did not | ook w cked. She had put off the dark
cl oak, that was not black, but deep, deep red. Her gown was enbroi dered and
fringed and corded and tasseled with intricate work of black and colors, of a
fashion both foreign and strange—n fescination
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wi th which, he took a larger sip than he had planned, and felt the liquid go
down like fire.

"Are you honestly a witch, [ady?"

"Honest people have certainly called nme that. And for your question, ny
qguestion: What are you doing in my woods? Was it a way out you wanted—er were
you | ooki ng for someone? Have you deci ded which?"

Per haps she had the power to help them Perhaps he had grown confused in his
wandering. "Looking for someone. Who probably found the way out.'' Perhaps

wi tches all knew one another. The tower was not that far away. He took the
chance. "Do you know a girl named El a? She cane from Tajny Straz."

"From Tajny Straz. And don't you know these hills are a dangerous place?"
"Madam— Wirds failed him Everything he had seen canme tunbling about him
with too much vividness and too little reason. "Are you at all acquainted with
Ela's mistress? You are neighbors. And | know it's a dangerous place. The
goblins killed her."'

"A sad business. Yes, |'maware. But that still doesn't answer why a young man
is wandering these hills |ooking for a young |ady fromthe perilous tower. |
could wonder why | should answer his questions or tell himwhat | know-wahich
m ght be somet hing useful to himor not. How could | tea, if he won't tell ne
what he has to do with Tajny Straz and if he won't tell me the truth of what
he's seeking?'’

"We came to stop the goblins. They drove the deer and they burned the woods
and when we cane to see why, they anbushed us..."

"Did they? Wiy would they do that?"

"I"'ve no idea." He held the cup | ocked between his fingers and wanted no nore
of what it held. H s head was spinning and his thoughts fell over one another
"Agirl is lost somewhere in this wiods. | have to find her "

"Poor boy." She got up with a whispering rustle of cloth and taking the cup
fromhis fingers, set both cups on the table
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near by. "Poor boy, you've hurt your hand—youVe bled all over the cup.”
"I"'mdreadfully sorry. "

"Ch, let ne see." She began searching anobng the jars on the shel ves, when he
was only thinking how he could gracefully retreat. She found sonet hi ng,
brought it back and reached for his hand. "Cone, cone," she said, and he felt
like a fool, hesitating like a child with a cut finger—he truly did not want
her to touch his hand, but she insisted.

"The sword did this. A w cked thing, and maybe poi soned. She carried his
finger to her nouth while he was too confused to pull back or to protest her
licking the blood off—quite, quite nuddl e-headed, then, and a little dizzy,
as the pain stopped, and nothing seened so conforting as her |ips against his
hand. "There," she said, edging closer, pressing his hand hi hers, "isn't that
better? Perhaps | can help you find your young lady. | do have ny ways. And
can show you so many things, if you only pay sone little token—+the magi c needs
that, it always needs that, if soneone asks a question."

He had not renenbered about w tches and paynents. He regretted coning inside
inthe first place, or drinking anything, or letting her |ips touch his hand.



"I think—+ think you never answered ne—who you are, whether you know where El a
went .’

"I don't. | can learn, ever so easily. Only |I have to have sonething from you
to make it happen. And you don't | ook to have any gold about you. Wat if ny
price were a kiss? Wuld that be too nuch to ask?"

He had never—never kissed any woman but his nmother and his cousins: the truth
was, he had never had the remptest chance, and her offer flung himinto
confusion. He was not courting some nmaid in Maggi ar, he was sitting on a | edge
in a strange little shelter with a witch who, he suddenly feared, was edgi ng
her way to nmore than a kiss. She m ght ask things he by no nmeans wanted to do
with a witch and a stranger. But he m ght be wong about her intentions, and
others were
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relying on himfor their lives. So he | eaned forward—+t was not far—and paid
her what she asked.

Her arnms slipped about him She held himthat way and | ooked himclosely in

t he eyes, laughing gently. "Ch, come, conme now, was that a kiss?

He had to allow it was not the way Bogdan woul d have done it. Certainly not
Jerzy, or Nikolai. So he nade a nore honest try, but that did not satisfy her
either: she nade that kiss linger into two, and three, wandering fromhis |ips
to his neck, at which point he grew confused, what he shoul d do, what he
shoul d agree to, what was right or wise to agree to or whether help that m ght
be bought with dishonor could be relied on at all.

But what honor was it, if it let Ela go lost or goblins come at his |land or
his brother die w thout any justice for it?

She undid a buckle at his collar. He tried to think what to do, but when he
shut his eyes to think he saw a dark tower, surrounded by goblin armes, saw
war, nmen and goblins, a queen against a queen, not know ng how he knew t hat.
He saw the great mrror cracked, and all the world rippled and changed like a
reflection in water. Images flitted by, true or false, or what had been or
what woul d be, he had no conprehensi on. \What was happening in this world and
the other tunbl ed event over event hi confusion: he saw Lady Mdon, in thinnest
crescent, shimrering on a nountain |lake. A gflb-lin warrior stood on its dark
and reedy shore, a kni ght whose countenance changed fromfair to foul with the
waxi ng and wani ng of the nmoon's reflection, with never a sun between.

That goblin figure turned and stared at him the inmage of the goblin in the
cellar, a hoped-for rescue turned to threat. Fair turned foul and fair again,
not a human beauty, but beauty all the same, constantly changing with the
reelings of the nobon across the night.

But the shadow came across that goblin face and that arnored body like the
passi ng of a cloud across the moon, and when that shadow was full the body
seenmed broader, nore famliar to him The whole attitude was an echo of
someone he knew—god, he knew with a pang at his heart, even before
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the cloud drifted on and the noon showed hi m Bogdan's pale face, renote, as a
stranger to him Slowy Bogdan began to turn his head, the very inage of that
creature in the cellar. He sought to escape that nmonment that their eyes should
nmeet —but he could not turn away, not though his brother's eyes were dead and
dark; and after that single glance Bogdan began to wal k away, al ong the shore,
into the dark.

"Wait!" he cried, and his voice echoed in vast halls that were suddenly about
him a structure of pal est green stone and deepest bl ack—he saw goblins
standi ng about him tall and grim in the vaulted hall where the goblin queen
i ssued her decrees. He saw her dusky face, dreadful and beautiful at once,
with eyes of nmurky gold. Her braids were bound with silver, her necklaces were
silver and gold, her long-nailed fingers were ringed and jewel ed, and her arns
were braceleted fromwist to elbow. "Well," she said, with that [isp that
fangs nade in a voice, and stared right into his soul. "Well, well, a venture
agai nst ne. How nice."



"No," he cried, as she lifted a | ong-nail ed hand and beckoned hi m cl oser
closer, with the force of nmagic. Hi s body longed to go. He saw that Bogdan
al ready stood there, anong the dead-eyed courtiers. "It's all right," Bogdan
said. "YouVe nothing to fear."

For a nonent he | ooked at Bogdan, wanting desperately to believe in his

safety—but it was shanmeful, it was horrid, Bogdan believed in no one's
prom ses, and Bogdan was saying trust and believe that the queen had no w cked
pur poses.

"This is only the beginning," the witch in the wood said, standing beside him
"I's this someone you love? She'll find them every one. She'll take them al
fromyou, if you stand in her way. Believe what | say, believe what / say, and
| end ne your strength, boy, and there's nothing we can't do."

But not hing el se had proven what it ought. And he felt cold in her touch, he
saw shadow about him and edged away.

"Not wi se," she said.

He turned away and flung hinself desperately at hall doors that shut in front
of him—turned to run and found hinmself in the witch's forest cottage again,
caught in an enbrace that
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clung with frightening strength, arnms with nothing of softness or flesh about
them Everything was |ies—he had not seen his brother in that place, it could
not have been Bogdan, no nore than he had stood just now in the goblin hall

He began to push away with all his mght, tore fromthe witch's enbrace and
caught hinsel f against the table, the wall, the draperies. The door was shut.
The bolt was shot. Wen had that happened?

"Tamas," the witch reproved him as his cold fingers struggled with the bolt.
He heard the rustle of her garnents behind himand he could only nove in

ni ght mare sl owness.

"Are you afraid, Tanmas? Look at me. Look at ne, Tamas. | showed you a synbol
of things as they are. But will you run away now, and be blind to what will
be? Do you want the truth, Tanas? Have you no courage for the truth?"

He shot the bolt back. The door resisted Iike heavy iron. He scraped through
the slight opening he forced and caught a breath of cold clean air as he fled,
stunbling over the uneven ground on legs nunmb as whiter chill. He net a
shadowed trunk, clung to it and struck out for a further one as his knees went
to water. Lwi was standing where he had left him and he flung hinself hi mat
direction, but the enpty space was too wide. H s knees gave way beneath him
and sent himspraw ing hi the danp | eaves.

"Well, well,"” a deep voice said, a voice that made ffis heart junp—but he
could not recall if that voice bel onged here, with a witch in this woods. He
lifted his face fromthe | eaves and rubbed the grit fromhis eyes . . . saw

Azdra'ik standing anong the trees.

They're in | eague, he thought. The witch and the goblins, all of them—

Wth a dry rattling and a whisper of cloth and | eaves, the witch arrived
beside him her skirts in tatters, her feet—her feet beneath that hemwere a
pal e assenbl age of bone, which noved as if flesh contained it.

Azdra'i k sauntered closer. "Three wi shes, mistress, wasn't that the ternf |
think I do remenmber your swearing it once upon a time, in exchange for ny
services.' * Three |ong-
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nailed fingers ticked off the items. "My first wish, | recall, was that you
have no further power over me. My second . . . that you never oppose ny
purpose. And the thud ... the third, | fear, nust be this wetched, foolish
boy. "

"Dam you, " the wi tch whispered.

"Ch, |IVe served you nore faithfully than you knowcertainly nmore faithfully
di an you deserve. Now he's mine. By the ternms you yourself proposed, he's
m ne. So begone, Ylenal"

A sound of breath, or angry wind. A soft and bitter |augh. "Cheaply bought,



that third wish of yours. | feared so nmany worse things. But they're done. You
can't banish me hereafter, ng' Saeich. | never need fear you again!"

"Begone, | say!" The goblin stood up tall and flung up his arm and for a
nmonent there was a dreadful feeling in the air. Lwi whinnied as a gust of w nd
bl ew decayed | eaves and grit into Tamas' face, chilling himto the bone. He
ducked his face within the protection of his arm and hoped only for a
cessation of the wind that turned his flesh to ice.

But in the ebbing of that gale an arnored boot disturbed the ground near his
head. A strong hand dragged himto his knees, up and up toward Azdra'ik's very
face. He tried to get his feet under him and Azdra'ik struck him across the
nmout h, bringing the taste of bl ood.

"You are an expensive bit of baggage, man. Shall | begin by breaking your
littlest finger, and work up to your neck? | would do that ever so gladly." A
second bl ow, harder than the last. "Stand up, damm you!"

He tried. Azdra'ik seized himby the hair and by that and a grip on his belt,
hal f -dragged, half-carried himas far as Lwi. He staggered against Lw's

yi el di ng body and groped after the saddle with the desperate notion of
breaking for freedom if he could only get a foot in the stirrup, if he could
only find the reins, if Lwi could do nmore than stagger away fromthis cursed
pl ace.

Azdra'i k grabbed his shoul der and faced himtoward him his back against Lwi's
shoul der. "You," Azdra'ik said, "you can wal k, man. You richly deserve to

wal k. "
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"Were' skl a?"

"Ch, where is Ela? Wiere is Ela? Now we're concerned, are we?'' The goblin
flung himaway and took Lwi's reins in hand as he staggered for bal ance.

' Tool," Azdra'ik called after him and sonehow he found the strength to walk,
shaky as his ankles were. Azdra'ik had negl ected even to disarmhim So had
the witch, that was how rmuch threat he was to them He night draw t he sword
now and of fer argunent—ke mght die on the spot instead of later, |ess

qui ckly. He was no match for Azdra'ik as he was: he suspected that not on his
best day was he a match for a goblin | ord—foolish Tamas, Tanas who had no
natural talent with die sword, Tamas who was scarcely able to keep his feet
under himat the nonment, who needed all his effort to set one ahead of the

ot her—he was cold, cold as if no sun would ever warm him Wen he faltered,
whenever Azdra'ik overtook him Azdra'ik struck himand made hi mwal k, but
that he felt anything at all began to be wel cone—anything to keep hi m awake
and noving and on his feet.

" "You cost too much, the goblin said again, hauling himup by the scruff
when he had fallen. Azdra'ik struck himhard across die face and cried, in
this space distant fromthe witch, "Do you know what you' ve done, man? Do you
renotely conprehend what | paid for you?"

"A wish,” he nmurnmured through bloody Iips, the o»ly answer he understood; and
Azdra'ik shook him

"A wish. Awsh. —She ruled this |Iand when these trees were acorns, and she's
not all dead, do you understand ne? Wzards can be trouble that way, and anong
witches in this wood it's a plague! Didn't you see the warning in the forest?
Didn't you apprehend there's something wwong in this place, before you went
guesting in strange houses?"

Curiosity stirred, not for Azdra'ik's question, but for his own: incongruous
curiosity, held eye to eye with an angry goblin, but pain seened quite

ordi nary by now. "Wy?" he asked Azdra'ik. "Wiy pay so nuch? What am | worth
to you?"

A long-nailed finger jabbed his chest. "Because, thou in-
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nocent boy, if she had had the rest of you she woul d have gai ned you, and
gai ni ng you—gai ned substance in this world, anmong other things neither you nor



| would care to see. But thou'rt mine, thou art mne, man-she can't touch the
horse while | hold himnor touch me or thee by the terns we agreed to. So
wal k! You're bound to the witchling by magi c nor she nor we can nmend, and, by
t he Moon, you're going to find her!™

He did not understand. Bound? By magi c? He stared stupidly at Azdra'ik, unti
Azdra'ik flung himloose, wth:

"'"Walk, man, or fall down that hill, | care nothing which, but find her you
will, so long as you have breath in you—don't | ook back, don't |ook back

now "'

It was his worst failing, curiosity: the nonent Azdra'ik said that, he could
not but | ook back—and he saw the witch as if she were very far away, in the
dark between the trees. Faster and faster she cane as he watched—

"Fool!" Azdra'ik shook himand spun himabout to face him "Don't go back
you've no right to go back now, don't think of her!"

"I don't want to," he stamered, shaking with cold. It seened when he shut his
eyes she was there and he was not free

"She can't claimyou again unless you will it, man, don't think of her!"
"I"'mnot," he said, and it was the truth—-he had rather Azdra'ik's conpany than
t he ghost's, for ghost she must be: Azdra'ik at |least was living, and solid,
and where he had been and what he had |let touch himhe wanted not even to

t hi nk about now that he was clear of it.

"Then keep wal ki ng!" Azdra'i k shoved himand he wal ked. But constantly he had
a conpul sion to | ook back, or to shut his eyes to see whether or not she was
there—but it was not her, it was the goblin [ord behind him he convinced

hi nsel f of that wi thout |ooking back; he heard the constant neeting of neta
and Lwi's four-footed stride in the |eaves. He did not need to | ook over his
shoul der, or even to blink so long as he could resist it—because at every
blink of his
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eyes that place was waiting and at every weakening of his will that ghostly
touch was brushing at his shoul der

A light glowed through the trees, with a source beyond the next hill. The

wi tch again, lamas thought, reeling blindly through the dark—t seened to him
in his despair that they nmust only have gone in circles or that the witch had
won and Azdra'ik was defeated, finally, fatally for both of them

But the forest seenmed to grow thinner as he went. Thorns and branbl es grew
nore frequent. It was the east, he began to hope at last, the east, and the
edge of the forest, and the faintest of rising suns.

He lost his footing hi his anxiousness to reach it, skidded and fell —die
second tine, the third, he was not sure, a slide over dry and rotting | eaves.
He nade it to his knees, hearing Azdra'ik behind himas sound and sense spun
and whirled through his wits. He reached his feet, and Azdra'ik had not struck
him H's next reeling steps carried himto a nassive rock, from which he could
see a dimgray dawn, a last fringe of trees, a vast and open valley: he

| aunched hinmsel f down slope for that light and glorious sky with a first real
bel i ef he m ght escape.

An iron grip spun himabout and sl anmed hi m back agai nst the stone. Azdra'ik's
hand smot hered his outcry, Azdra'ik's whole arnored wei ght crushed hi m agai nst
the stone, and for a desperate, bew | dered monment he fought to get Jjee,
expecting the god knew what betrayal .

Then he caught fromthe tail of his eye a chain of dark figures crossing the
open hill side bel ow t hem

Azdra'ik's enenies might well be his allies; that was his first thought. If he
mght free hinself if only for a noment and attract their attention—but the

| east small doubt held himhushed and still. Hefeltashort, sharp nmovenent as
Azdra'ik jerked Lwi's reins, warning the horse to be still—and hi only that
smal |l interval he saw nore and nore amiss in those figures down the hill, a

foreignness in gait and arnor.
Not men, he began to be sure now they were goblin-kind, broader and snaller



than Azdra'ik, like bears wal king on two | egs, arnored and bristling with
weapons.
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"Those," Azdra'ik whispered, the nerest breath stirring against his ear
"those are itra' hi, man, do you see the difference now?"

He tried to speak. Azdra'ik lifted his hand a little.

"No noise," he managed to whi sper.

"Wse of you."

"\Where are they goi ng?"

"To m schief, always. Be still."

He was still. He watched until the goblins passed out of sight around the
rock, and for a tinme after. Then Azdra'ik seized his armand led him Lw's
reins in his other hand, down a stony flat sonewhat back of the track die
goblins had crossed, and for the first time under the open sky.

Woded hills rose on every side of them huge boul ders tended down to a
straggl e of grass and a dizzying prospect over a dawn-shadowed valley. It
seened to himthat snoke stained the sky. Fires glowed w thin that snoke,
hundreds of them in a distance so far the eye refused the reckoning.
"Burdigen," Azdra'ik said. "Al baz."

"There's fire," he said faintly. "Wy?"

"Have you never seen war, nman? This is war."

" Agai nst whon? Why?"

' "Need there be a reason? That men exist. That the queen wants the | and. That
was the betrayal the witches of the Wod nade inevitable."

"\Why 2"

"You do | ove that question. How can | know a human's thinking? G eed, perhaps.
O nmerely whim A foolish witch wanted all that the queen had, and she tried
to take it. Wile | =

There was | ong silence. "What would you?'' Tamas asked.

"I wanted what was ours," Azdra'ik said bitterly. "I wanted what was ours from
time past. | thought there was a hope in humankind.'

"OF what ?"

' 'OfF common sense.'' Azdra' ik seized his armand shoved hi mal ong, and he

saw no choi ce but wal k—n a place made for anbushes, and not for silent
passage with a shod horse.
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The rising sun picked out the faintest of colors, warning themthey were

vul nerable; but if he were free this noment he could not face that woods now,
or bear its shadow. The witch began to seemto hima recent dream a nightnare
i n which he had not acquitted hinself with any dignity or sense . . . but the
consequence of it was with him in the cut finger, the chill in his bones, the
vision of the dark and that cottage at any noment he shut his eyes.

"Il walk," he protested faintly, trying to free his arm But he stunbled in
the next step and Azdra'ik jerked himhard upright and marched hima hard

cour se downsl ope and anong the rocks.

"I't's where they went," Tamas objected, and jerked at Azdra'ik's hold a second
time. "Where are we goi ng?"

"To our little would-be witch. The fool's using the mrror."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"Does the sun shine? How do you not know? Are you numb as well as stupid?"

He did not know. He did not know how the goblin knew, except by snelling it or
hearing it in some way human fol k could not. "Wy?" he began to ask, haul ed
breat hl ess along the slope in the wake of what he had no wi sh to overtake, and
with the vision of snmoke and distant fires hazy beneath them "Inside or
out si de the woods? What do you—=?"w

Anot her jerk at his arm that all but lifted himoff his feet. "Quiet!"
Azdra'i k whispered, and | ed hi m down and down the hillside, all the tine
holding Lwi's reins in his other hand. On a steep, gravelly stretch Lwi slid



past diemand all but broke free. But Azdra'ik held on, the reins wapped
about his fist, and neanwhile gripped his armso hard the feeling left his
hand—stronger than a nan, Azdra'ik was; but what Azdra'ik proposed to do on
the track of a dozen of his enem es Tamas had no idea: no idea what Azdra'ik
i ntended and no idea whet her he was not better off drawi ng the weapons he
still carried and trying the small chance they offered—

Were they going down there? he wondered. Were they going into war and siege?
Ni kol ai 's tal es had seened adven-
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turous, distant, |ong-ago—but facing the fires in the haze across the plain,
he found such destruction not romantic at all, rather a pronmise of terrors, in

a land where goblins were the rule and humans were the prey. The fete of this
val l ey m ght next spring be Maggiar's and the people suffering next year m ght
be his own-while a goblin hauled himw lly-nilly along the hill w th what

pur pose he coul d not decide.

"Il wal k"™ he protested again, hoarsely, and jerked his armto make the
point. Azdra'ik did not let himgo, but he kept his feet under himfor the
next dozen steps w thout w ncing and Azdra'ik eased his hol d.

Then without his asking or expecting it, the creature let himfree.

He had thought he understood goblins, since Krukczy Straz—until this one, damm
the creature, twice spared his life, and rescued him and kept himon his feet
| ast night, when sleep would have left himprey to ... whatever he had dealt
with in the deep woods. Did one stab in the back a creature who had thus far

| ed hi m nowhere he would not go?

Not when he was doing very well to keep his feet under him and skirting hil
after hill in the very footprints of a goblin patrol, above a snoke-hazed
overl ook of cities under siege.

It was scarcely light outside when nmaster N kol ai roused them out of sleep
gathered up all the things they could use and ordered Yuri to take Gracja's
tack and get out of the hall —Karoly, poking up the fire in the fireplace,

wi th no evidence what soever of breakfast in preparation, said he would foll ow,
go on, get out, go with N kolai and Krukczy as far as the gate: he had

somet hing yet to do and, no, he did not need help and he did not need boys
stupi d questions this norning.

" "What's the matter?'' Yuri asked N kolai while they were saddling Gracja.'

" Are goblins com ng? Does he know where Tanas is?"

Master N kol ai said, "Does any wi zard nake sense, ever?' * and ordered himto
stop aski ng questions and go.

So they led Gacja out as far as the gate in the shivery half-
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[ight of nmorning, with Krukczy stunping along |ike a noving rag-heap, Zadny

I oping fromone to the other of them and around and around Gracja's legs. Yuri
found his teeth chattering, and told hinmself it was not fear that did that, he
al ways did that when he slipped out in the norning cold w thout breakfast.

But what master Karoly was doing in there nmust be serious, the way he had
snapped at them and wanted them out the doors before he started.

Maybe he was burning the tower down, so the goblins could not use it. He had
heard that a general should do that, if a tower was likely to give an eneny a
pl ace to hold. But there was all of the forest around the tower, that could
catch fire if that was the case, and burn all of themwth it.

Surely he's thought of that, Yuri thought to hinself, but one never knew about
Kar ol y—soneti mes he was fearfully absent-n nded

Maybe instead the old master was | aying a curse of denmons on the doors and

| ocking the goblins out. Karoly was certainly a stronger w zard than they had
ever believed in Mag-giar: Yuri was in retrospect chagrined and on best

behavi or, thinking he and his friends at hone had been |ucky Karoly |iked

t hem

"He's taking a long time, isn't he?" Yuri asked. But Ni kolai gave himno



answer and neither did Krukczy, who jvas sitting like a brown |unp anong the
vi nes. Zadny whi ned and pressed cl ose against his |legs, nosing his restraining
hands. Zadny was shivering, too, feeling the uneasiness, Yuri thought, the way
he felt N kolai's anxiety.

"Master N kolai, what's he doing in there?"

"W zard-work," Nikolai said, his jaw cl anped so tight the nuscles stood out.
Zadny whi ned. A wind began to rise. Brush crackl ed near themthat was Krukczy,
headi ng away fromthemin a great hurry.

"Troll!" Ni kol ai said, and made a grab for him "Krukczy! Troll! Come back
here!"

But Krukczy was through the vines and out of their reach.
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Cane a sudden blast of wind and | eaves began to fly and vines to whip about
the wall |ike snakes, blow ng | oose around the open gateway. Came a dreadful

wai | i ng inside the yard, |oose boards or sonethi ng—Famas had al ways sai d that
was what made sounds like that in the night. It was | oose boards.

O ows. It mght be ows.

Gracja tried suddenly to bolt. Nikolai hung on to her reins as she rolled her
eyes and tried to stand on her hind |l egs. Then light burst inside the gates,
[ight bright as noonday fl ooding out over the paving stones, casting the
skull's and the poles into eerie shadow, as if the sun had invaded the tower.
Wnd shrieked. Dust flewinto their faces and stung their eyes. It wasn't
ows. It wasn't boards creaking. It was the shriek of iron bending, it was a
roaring like flood coming down, it was cold, and the thunp of |oose shutters
and banging pails and the gate hitting the wall.

"Come on," Nikolai shouted, starting to |lead Gacja away. Gracja was nore than
willing to go, to run over himif she had her way—but, Yuri thought in dismy,
they were deserting master Karoly, leaving himin that place with that bangi ng
and shrieking going on: and N kol ai would not do that. "Wait!" Yuri cried,
"wait! He said—=

Ni kol ai only grabbed himby the arm holding Gracja with his other hand, and
yel | ed, above the wind, "Get on the horse!’

" "We can't leave him'' he cried, but N kolai yelled louder: ' 'Get on the
damm horse, boy, it's Karoly's business in there-he told ne he'll follow us!"
He was used to noving when Nikolai yelled at himin that tone—his feet began
to nove, without his even thinking;, and then he drew another breath to argue
right and wong. But whatever-it-was shrieked around the walls, scattering
gravel fromthe crest, and Gracja was struggling to break away fromthem
"It's wizard's business!" N kolai yelled into his ear. "Get up on the horse
and stay out of it!"

He found the stirrup and got on, while N kolai held her—
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Ni kol ai did not give himthe reins; he began to | ead her instead, while she
was trying to get free and ran. Bits of twigs and | eaves were flying around
them N kolai was hurting hinmself trying to run and hold on against Gracja's
wi | d-eyed fright, and he could only duck down and try not to let a branch rake
hi m of f.

He hoped master Karoly was all right, he hoped N kol ai knew where he was

goi ng, he hoped—

He hoped they would only get to somewhere quiet and warm because the wi nd was
nore than cold, it had the chill of earth and stone and it cut to the bone.
"He's in trouble in there!" he objected to Nikolai: if N kolai had nore
confidence than that in master Karoly, he did not. But N kolai kept them
nmoving until they had left the stone wall behind. Then he gave up running,
only linped along at G acja's head in a wi nd-tossed dawn.

Zadny was still with them Gacja had run her fright out, but anything could
scare her into another panic; and Yuri had a cold lunp of guilt lying at the
pit of his stomach because he had been a boy and a burden. N kolai had had to



protect him instead of hel ping master Karoly, Krukczy had run off fromthem
and Ni kol ai was doing the best he knew to get them sonewhere-he began to
understand that master Karoly had given Nikolai orders: Get the fool boy to
safety, was probably what Karoly had said. m

He slid off Gracja's back as she was still noving, hit the ground at Nikolai's
heel s. "Master Nikolai. You ride. You shouldn't have been running. "

Ni kol ai gave hima look in the cold daylight, a drawn and dreadful glare—run'
was a sore word with Nikolai right now, he realized that the instant it was
too late to swallow it.

He amended it, with a knot in his throat, "I know you'd have stayed if |
wasn't there.'’

Ni kol ai kept wal king, all the while casting himfoul |ooks. "Mybe I

woul dn"t, " Ni kol ai sai d. "Dammed wi zards shove you here and there and don't ask
your leave. . . . Who's got a choice? Wo's got a bloody choice, |ately?"

"He magi cked us to go?"
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"He did or common sense did," N kolai said. "Get back on that horse, boy. Get
on!"'

Ni kol ai nmade Gracja stop. N kolai's pride was sorer right now than his arm was
and it was not a good time to argue the point: Yuri scranbled back into the
saddl e and shut up, but it grew clear in his head that Ni kolai had all al ong
been put to bad choices. N kolai would have gone after Tamas to the ends of
the earth, if he could have, but he could never have made it al one.

And if wi zards and witches were at work, it was a good job that Zadny had
broken that rope, because otherw se N kolai would be dead on the hill at
Krukczy Tower, and Tamas woul d not have any help at all, that was the way he
added it up—so he was not all to blame for things.

And, nore to the point, Zadny had found a trail, running along with his nose
to the ground, blundering into this thicket and that branmble, as if the wind,
gentler once they were past the walls, were playing himtricks, but he was
clearly onto sonething.

"He's following them" he said to Nikolai. "Tamas went this way—Zadny woul dn't
follow else."

"Good," N kolai panted, not in good hunor.

And finally: "Maybe we should sl ow down for Karoly," Yuri said, when N kol ai
was well out of breath. "You said he was going to foll ow us. "

"I don't know what the hell's follow ng us! —No. W don't sl ow down. Damn t hat
troll. 1t'll help you,' Karoly says; '"It'll go with you,' Karoly says . .

Til follow you one way or another,' he says. Probably as right about the on
as the other."

"There's tracks."

"I"'mnot blind. —Pammi t!" Ni kolai was hi a great deal of pain, and Zadny
crossed his path and bothered Gracja; but Nikolai would not agree to take his
turn riding, not even after they stopped for rest and water.

So there was nothing to say—Zadny cane back from an inspection of the area and
tried to clinb into Yuri's lap, whining and clawing at him wanting to go on,
and Yuri wapped
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his arms around himto keep himout of mschief while they sat and rested.

Ni kol ai's face was white and he was sweating, but he was clearly not going to
listen to advice, or reason. In a noment nore N kolai got up, took Gracja's
reins and told himto get on, and they waded the stream where the horse
tracks were clear—two sets of tracks, N kolai had spared breath to tell him
whi ch confirmed what he thought he saw, and on the other side they found

hor sehai r snagged on thorn-bushes, where horses had clinbed the bank

"One white," N kolai said, and added, short of breath, "It's the same ones

we' ve been foll ow ng."

But why was Tamas even going this way, instead of home, Yuri wondered, once



they had found Karoly's sister dead?

And what had master Karoly said | ast night about a piece of mrror and the
heart of hell? Everything he had overheard junbled in his head. He had not
understood all of it at the time, and now it slipped away fromhimin bits and
pi eces—

But Zadny was snelling sonething el se as they went, shying back with his nose
wri nkl ed and his hackl es raised, and N kol ai squatted over the prints a second
time.' "What is it?'"' Yuri asked, about to get down to see for hinself, but

Ni kol ai shoved Zadny out of his way and got up.

"Someone wearing boots, moving at a fair pace. Sonmeone a little taller than
am"

Hi s heart sank. "That's not Tamas. *' A

"No," Nikolai said, and |led G acja further down the bank, to thoroughly
tranpl ed ground. Horses had been back and forth here, had drunk, perhaps, had
torn up the earth in deep, water-standing prints.

"That goblin Krukczy smelled?"

"Very probably. It's a narrow foot. And long."

He did not want to think about dial, he did not want to wonder and to worry
when he could not hel p—but there were other prints, and Zadny stayed bristled
up and uneasy as they went.

But toward afternoon, and still follow ng those tracks, they came to an old
foundation, a well, overgrown with vines. People of some sort had |ived near
here, unless goblins had,
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and if Tamas and the witch were goi ng anywhere | ooking for somewhere, this
certainly began to look |like more of a somewhere than the forest was. He began
to imagine riding just around the bend of me water, finding another ancient
tower, and a white and a bl ack-tailed horse waiting safely in die yard.

What are you doi ng here? Tamas woul d say, all upset with him and he woul d
answer shortly that it was a very good thing he was, and they should go back
and get Karoly: a witch and Karoly together ought to be able to deal with the
goblins and they couid all go hone.

But he could not help thinking of Tajny Straz, and the skulls and the pol es;
and about that light and the wind that had broken out around the tower. Wen
he thought about that, the whole forest seenmed cold and nenaci ng, and he began
to hear every rustling of the |eaves.

Sonet hi ng suddenly bubbled in the stream beside them rose up with a rush of

wat er and scared an oath out of Nikolai. It |ooked |ike a nass of water-weed,
or a huge nop upsi de down.
Krukczy.

"Dam you, get up here!" N kolai said. "Wat's happened to Karol y? Wat
happened back there?

Krukczy ducked under again and resurfaced somewhat downstreamin a reedy area,
just his eyes above water, his snaky tail naking nervous ripples along the
sur f ace.

"I don't trust that thing," N kolai nuttered. "ldon'ttrust it.
And just beyond where Krukczy was—

"There's two of them™ Yuri exclained, and pointed, seeing a second lunmp in
the water, another snaky ripple just beyond.

It vanished just as Krukczy dia.

"Danmit!" Ni kol ai cried.

But Krukczy was not running away fromthem He came squi shing and dripping out
on the shore further along beside a ruined wall, and a gatel ess gate. Before

t hey reached him Krukczy had shaken hinself off and sat down to rest on one
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of the old stones; and Zadny had raced ahead of them and | eapt all over
Krukczy, getting wet as Krukczy patted himw th huge hairy hands and tacked
himinto his lap, in curtains of dripping fur



Then the second troll came out of the stream shook itself, and canme and sat
down by the one they had now to guess was Krukczy.

"Well," N kolai panted, |eaning on Gracja's shoul der, next to his |eg.
"Well, now, we've got two trolls—+they've sat down, and | suppose we wait here
and hope Karoly makes it. O we think of something. Or the goblins find us—n
whi ch case— Ni kol ai caught a breath and | ooked about them at their grassy

space between the woods, the stream and the ruined wall. "In which case
want us solid cover and a place to hide the horse. —+s that bow of yours any
good, boy?"

"Yes, sir." He took it for leave to slide down, with the bowin hand. "It's

Tamas' old one." He did not like this planning for goblins, as if they were a
certainty. There was no tower beyond that wall that he could see, no door that
they could bar, just the sky and the woods and the old stones around them And
he was tired, and scared, and cold, and there was no sign of Tamas but the
tracks and a bit of horsehair on a thornbush

"Goblin was here," Krukczy said, holding Zadny ua his arms. "I can snell him
Smell himlots."”

"The sane one?" N kol ai asked him

"Fol | owed them " Krukczy said, and the other troll bobbed its head in

agr eenent .

10

"HSSST! " AZDRA' | K SAI D, CATCH NG TAMAS SHOULDER, and haul ed hi m back to cover
anong the rocks, next to Lwi. There was not a sound but the horse and a bird
si ngi ng somewhere near, in the late afternoon of this bad dream on a | ong and
rocky ridge. Then Tamas heard the faint jingle of netal, nore and nore of it.
"Anot her patrol." Azdra'ik extended his arm and pointed off al ong the sl ope.
"I want you to go down and along that hillside, do you see?"

Y

"I"ll keep the horse here."

"I't's nmy horse. "

"It's a large horse, fool. Go down there now and don't argue. Do you want him
seen?"

"You're not going to eat him"

"I much prefer young fools. —Get down there! Now "

Tamas nmade a violent shrug, threw off Azdra'ik's hand and scow ed into his
face. "What is it you want? —Bait?"

Azdra'ik frowned at him dreadful sight fromhis close vantage. "At |east you
stand a chance that way. —Fake that damed thing away from her!"

"The mrror?"

"The mrror. The mrror. Yes, the mirror. Lady Mon, stand in a field and
shout, why doesn't she? —Get down there, fool, before the rest of the world
hears her business."

"How do you hear—=

Azdra'ik's hard fingers bit into his shoul der. "Because you 're with ne,

because you resound of it, man, |like a ham
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nmered bell; it bounces off every magic in the world, particularly if she wants

to find something. That's why that patrol is hiking about the hills chasing
its own tail. And that's why they haven't found her yet. But you 're here with
me, do you conprehend nme yet? No? —Twice a fool. Go!"

He did not grasp Azdra'ik's purposes, but that patrol they had both seen he
under st ood. That sonething had gone amss with Ela's plans, he was sure; that
El a was naking a magi cal conmotion of sone kind, he had Azdra'ik's word for
it—and there was no question of her danger if the patrols found her. He
scranbl ed away anong the rocks, ignom niously dism ssed, vow ng he was goi ng
to live to rescue Ela, then take Lwi back and avenge hinself on Azdra'ik

ng' Saei ch, sorcery and ail-But if Azdra'ik had told two words of truth,
Azdra'ik wanted himfor a way to obtain what a goblin dared not touch: he did



not in the least believe that Azdra'ik nmeant to wait up here with his hands
folded while he located Ela. It mght be that Azdra'ik could not find El a past
t he confusion he clainmed existed. It might be that Ela's nagi c overwhel ned
some sense goblins possessed and ordinary folk did not, and it m ght be that
all that Azdra'ik could do now was to | oose himlike a shot in the

dar k—sonet hi ng about geese hi the autum, silly pigeons to their roost, he

t hought as he worked his way along the hill, exhausted and at wits' end. He
had no nore idea than Azdra' ik where he was going, he only hoped if there

exi sted any shred of magic in himhe would find Ela before the goblins did.

He passed along the long hillside, wary of ambushes. But perhaps Ela's magic
di d possess an attraction of its own, because sonmething told himbear left and

uphil I, and, once he had gone far enough to have hinself irrevocably confused,
after the last split in the ridge, and once he had clinmbed down and up again,

whet her he was still on the sane hill or not, he saw Skory's brown shape anong
huge pal e rocks. The mare was still under saddle, grazing the coarse grass on

the hillside. He slid down the dusty slope toward the horse, |osing skin
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on his hands. Skory interrupted her grazing to look at him then went back to
croppi ng the grass, |loyal horse, while there was no sign of her mnistress.

He dared not call out. He only followed the inmpulse that had led himthis far
wal ked al ong the hillside anong the head- hi gh boul der s—and seei ng shadow where
no shadow shoul d be, | ooked up, expecting a cloud overhead but there was none,
just a darkening of the air and ground ahead of him

I don't like this, he thought, and imagi ned sone sorcerous goblin trap, but he
could not think of going back. It was this way—he was sure enough to keep
wal ki ng; and nothing visible threatened him not the towering rocks, not the
deadness of the grass or the |eafl ess bushes. Perhaps by the sky above there
ought not to be shadow on this ground, but it was no illusion: the air seened
col der as he wal ked, a wi nd began to bl ow, and when he | ooked back hi unease,
he saw not hing of the rocks he had just passed.

Wrse and wor se.

"El a?" He dared not call aloud. He felt the cold nore bitter than he had
expect ed—whether it was the |lack of sleep, or the dank chill in the air and
the way things of magic tricked the nenory. He had the feeling of walking
toward sone kind of edge, sone place where every thing he knew ceased.

Then there was that jingling of metal he had heard before, soft and grow ng

| ouder: the patrol, he thought, and sought sone place to hide. Dust whirled up
on the wind, and through the veil of the wind came riders all in goblin
panoply, banners flying indiscernible in the thickened air. He hid hinself
anong the rocks as they streamed by hi munseeing, riders on creatures shadowy
and dreadful, with eyes of lucent brass and the sheen of steel about them+they
passed, and the sound dininished to a thunping in the earth and in the stones,
that itself faded.

The rocks remai ned. The dust did. He was uncertain of everything else: it fled
his mind like a dreamthey had been goblins, they had been nmen—he held to the
solid stone and felt the world unpinned and reeling around himfelt the rock
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shift in his grip, thunp! once and sharply, as if the earth had fractured, and
m ght do so again.

He nade hinself let go of that refuge, while his heart said danger—he let go
the stone and wal ked, then ran across the trenbling earth, through the dust
and the howing wind. The jolts hi the earth staggered him The ground was

dar ker and dar ker ahead—the quaki ng rocks hove up like ruined pillars.

Beyond themthe air was ice—and sound ceased. He cane on Ela in a frozen swirl
of shadow and dust, the wi nd stopped with her garments still in notion—+the
mrror blazing in her hands |like a nisplaced piece of the noon.

He reached for her—+eached and reached above a w dening gulf, as wind began to
roar and nove about them stormthat whipped El a's cloak about himand his
about her.



El a struggl ed at the envel opment, struck at himand tried to escape; but he
woul d not let her go—ot her and not the mirror: it burned his hand with fire
and with ice, and he would not believe in the dark or the wind any |onger. He
believed in the hillside, and Skory waiting, and the rocks and the norning
sunlight, no matter the shapes that cane to his eyes. Fool, his brother called
him fool who would not nake up his mind, but he knew what safety was, he
remenbered the stones and the brush and the mare and the sun on the stones and
he meant to reach that place.

Then it was quiet, and they were there, alnost within reach of Skory. Ela tore
at his hand to free herself and take the mrror back

"Stop it!" he protested. "They're after us, for the god' s sake, get on the
horse, they can hear the magi c—+they're | ooking for you!"

"Don't ever," Ela gasped in fury, "don't ever, do you understand ne?

"Grl, they hear it, everyone hereabouts hears it— He had not yet let go her
hand or the mirror, and she had not stopped kicking and struggling to have it
away fromhim "Stop it! Listen to ne!’

"Where were you? | told you stay with me, and you go
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wandering into the woods—you're the cause of all this! | don't need your help!
Let nme go!"

Al right, he thought, all right, others had told himso in his |ife—-Bogdan
said it: everything was his damed fault. But her shouting was going to bring
trouble on them and he could not hold on to a furiously fighting girl and
catch the horse at the same tinme. He abandoned his argunent and his hold on
her and the mirror in favor of catching Skory before she bolted al ong the
ridge.

But when he had caught the nmare's reins, he | ooked around to find Ela

di sappearing straight up the sl ope.

He dared not shout after her. He muttered words only Nikolai used and hurl ed
hinsel f to Skory's back, out of patience with the mare's opini on what
direction they should go, out of patience with contrary fenal es altogether
and rode breakneck after the wetch, steeply and nore steeply uphill, until he
had to di smount and cli nb.

He had left Skory in a stand of scrub pine. Ela was not hidden. She was
sitting down when he canme up behind her, crying her eyes out, he could hear
it—and he refused to be noved.

"CGet up," he said. "Take the dammed horse and the mirror and go where you

like, I didn't come to rob you.'
"I can't do it," she sobbed, "I can't do it, | wasn't strong enough ... | |ost
the woods, | wasn't there—=

That was the first admi ssion of truth he had had out of her—and, god, at this
nonment she | ooked no ol der than Yuri was.

He sat down beside her, weak in the knees, now that he had stopped running.
She buried her face in her hands and sobbed for whatever reason stupid girls
cried for—while he had a lunmp in his ow throat, of self-pity, it m ght be,
counting he had no prospects but the goblins hunting them

"Look," he began, "crying's no good."

She nade an effort to get her breath. "I was trying," she sobbed, "I was
trying to find my way in the Wod, but it wasn't doing what it ought—nothing' s
done the way it ought ever since you came—'
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"Al'l right. Al right, naybe that's so—but maybe mstress didn't know
everything."''

"You don't know "

"That's not the point, Ela!'" God, he could hear N kolai shouting it at him and
Bogdan on the practice field. "The point is, you' re not w nning, are you?

You' re not w nning. Maybe it's ny fault. Maybe I'mnot going to do anything
ought to do. That's not the point either. Wat are you going to do to win?
She swal |l owed a breath and anot her one—while her |ips began to trenble and



angry tears welled up

"Don't dare," he said. "Don't you dare. You were left with a weapon, girl, a
dammed i nmportant one, by the conmotion everyone's naking over it. Azdra'ik
wants it. Do you want himto have it? O what are you going to do with it, now
the first try's gone bad?"

" "If mstress' brother hadn't gotten killed—f you were any hel p, but, no,
you were off in the woods—f anything mistress told nme had worked the way it
was supposed to—

"That's not the point either. What are you going to do to wn®"

" "YouVe no right to talk to ne that way!'

She was the nost maddening creature he had ever nmet, but the goblin |lord
hinsel f. He was at the end of reason, and sanity. "Then take the horse," he
sai d, not even angry now, only reckoning what he would be worth, and how | ong
he woul d | ast as an obstacle once Azdra'ik caught up, or the patrol did.
Longer, he thought, if he could get clear of Ela, by going afoot, and naintain
what ever magi cal echoes Azdra'ik said confused goblin pursuers. "Just take the
horse, getoutofhere, and good luck to you. I'mtired, I'mjust very tired,

Ela. If you're going to be a fool, go do it by yourself."

"I"'mnot a fool," she said, her chin trenmbling. "She didn't tell me how it was
going to be, she just said it would work, go and do this and this and this,
and if that didn't work—f that didn't work, | had to find a place where magic
was . . . and we can't get into the Wwod in the right place, | can't find the
center of it—+ don't know what to do!’
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Her mistress was a liar, her witchcraft was a nuddle of truth, msinstruction
and guesswork, and nothing in her life had prepared Ela to guess for herself.
Entirely reasonabl e that she offered no answers and no reasons, he thought:
she had none for herself. And such chances as he had to take, he could not do
with a fifteen-year-old girl hanging around his neck.

But anot her sort of comning-to-senses occurred to him seeing she wanted to act
the child: he pulled her up by the wist, took her face between his hands and
ki ssed the second pair of |lips he had ever kissed, neither kindly nor gently,
intending to finish it with a cold Goodbye, | "mleaving—after which, in his
fondest and nost foolish imagination, she would conme running to his heels and
ask his help; or at least grow up a week or two.

But cane a curious giddy feeling—t mght be the mirror or it m ght be
somet hi ng as rmundane as his lack of sleep. He grew short of breath; Ela's arm
had arrived somehow about his neck and he found hinself doing exactly what the
ghost had done—passi ng on what had happened to him He began to draw back in
di smay, but the | ook in her eyes was as astonished, as bew | dered and as
frightened as he had been, and her fingers were knotted into his collar and
the fist with the mirror was clenched into his sleeve.

"I"'msorry," he found breath to say—from whi ch begi nning he did not know how
to get to Goodbye. He blurted out, "I' 11 get you to your horse,'' and bundl ed
her downsl ope where he had left Skory tied.

"I don't know where we're going," she said, putting the chain over her head.
"Where you're going," he said, and untied the reins.

"I amnot!"

"Just get on the horse," he said, and faced her toward Skory'ssaddl e.
"Don'targue. Andbecareful. Azdra'ik'sout there |ooking for you."

She had her foot in the stirrup. He shoved at a clinging mass of skirt and

cl oak, and she | anded astride, with a frightened grasp of his hand.
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"What have you to do with hinP" she demanded. "What happened to you? —Were
were you?"

"I met a ghost," he said, and intended to give Skory's runp a whack. But she
still held his hand.

"Whose ghost ?"



"Yl ena. That was what Azdra'ik said. He said she owed hima wish. It was ne he
asked for, or | don't know what woul d have happened." Skory's restl essness was
pulling at them scattering shale fromunderfoot, and he had to nobve a pace to
keep up with her. "Get out of here.”

' "No. —No, | "mnot going wthout you, | need you!'
"That isn't what you said."
" 'l never said, | never said that. |I tried to bring you back—I did bring you

back, and you can't |eave!"

"You worked magi c on ne? You put a spell on nme?"

"I brought you back! | brought you out of the woods, | rescued you! You can't
leave, | won't let youl"

Wait and see, was on his lips to say. That she had bespell ed H m was
treachery. But the touch of her nmouth was on his lips, and maybe it was a

spell: he was still noving beside Skory's drift, with her stupidly holding his
hand.

"That's why | couldn't stay," Ela protested, "that's why | couldn't find you,

I couldn't work in that age of the Wbod . . . Ylena's the worst ghost we could

nmeet! She's the witch who started the curse! She wants the magi c! —Farn*, you
can't stay here, you can't stay near this place, neither of us can! She's too
powerful in the Whod, mistress didn't know that. She wants the mirror, that's
what's gone wrong—She's planned this forever—

He all but tripped over a bush trying to keep up with the mare, and fel

behi nd, but no longer with the notion of going back and di sputing passage with
a goblin. He began to follow at Skory's tail, with the deep woods of
yesternight too close in nmenory, and a shadow whi spering in the dark, saying
that there was no freedomfromthe magic the witches of the Wod had al ready
made.

"So where el se can we go? Do you know?" They were
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not headed back into the woods, but further along the hillside. "El a?"

(A place of power, Tanmas. My place is strongest, and safest. They dare not
kill nme, by the spell that binds them here, they dare not—+ amyour ally, if
you would only listen. . . .)

He stunbl ed, so clear the voice was to him |ike a nenory of something he had
never heard, sonething that had to do with that place behind his eyelids. He
was col d through and through, he was |ost in dark—

Azdra 'ik! he called in that dark territory, and for a heartbeat believed
Azdra'ik his hope and his safety—-but that was a fool's thought, a dangerous

t hought —god, if Azdra'ik should have heard him. . . if the witch had

God, no, he had escaped that enbrace once-he had no desire to court it again,
no desire even to think about it. He overtook Skory and |inped at Ela's side.
The sky had gone to nmilk and brass. His chest bunmed, and from brass the sky
went to pal est violet against the ragged shadow of the pines. Ela drew Skory
to a walk in the slight cover of the trees, and he found a saddle-tie to hold
to, half-blind with exhaustion, stunbling on the crunbling shal e—while

somet hing within himsaid, dark and cold as ni ght —Fanas. You can trust ne.
It's ny own interest, Tamas, as well as yours, your defeating her is in ny
interest, and |I've no quarrel with the girl-Listen to nme, Tanas. .

Curse all witches who made this folly, he thought in distraction. Curse the

i gnorant witch who had taught Ela by guess and by supposition: he had that
clear now, too: Ela had had reason to be distraught, realizing of a sudden
that all her resources were unreliable—so she | ooked to hin®

Gran, he thought, and could all but see that charm hung tonb hi the rocks of
Maggi ar: Oh, gran, if spells are at work here—f her mstress has |lied—+f one
ghost can harm us—+ know you woul dn't. Can you hear nme, gran, where you are?
need you, if you can hear ne.

Fool i sh way of thinki ng—expecting magi c, thinking that
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gran coul d possibly hear him... he was down to such boyi sh i magi ni ngs.

But woul d not magic work that way? Was that not what a wizard was for—o

demand the inpossible of the world?

The peasants did—the country-folk cane with their barley-straw nen and their

of ferings of food and their requests for children. .

What had gran to do with that? Wat had gran to do with then?

If gran's ghost could cone back, she would stand between himand that

apparition of bone and shadow-gran woul d never abide threats agai nst what she

cal l ed her own.

But where did he begin thinking such foolish things? As a shield against the

dark? As a wizard-wish? O a boy's longing for gran's stories not to have been

| i es—ahen everything around hi m spoke of desol ation and death. Gran's sunlit

woods, gran's bright towers and gran's fields and villages and gran's faery.

When was it so? Wiy fill her grandsons' heads with such hopel ess, bare-faced

fables? WAs it an obligation of witches to deceive? Was that all that magic

was? He had never felt that in Karoly.

Gran had crossed the nmountains and gotten children with the lord of

Maggi ar —er —ahoever hi s grandf at her was. .

Why? To escape the folly the witches here had done? But why |ie about what was

her e?

Because bel ow t hem now was devastation. And Ela went—Iord Sun knew why or

where: he doubted she knew, except it bore themaway fromthe hunters, and

away from the haunted woods.

There was a hot supper, even a decent one. Nikolai insisted on making a snall

fire at sunset, saying if goblins snelled the snoke, they were apt to snell

horses and human beings, just as likely, and tea and fl at-cakes woul d put

spirit in a body—but supper lay like a lunp in Yuri's stomach. The trolls had

gone of f somewhere—nto the stream nost l|ikely. Zadny had had a fiat-cake and

part of his, and was oif inves-
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tigating a frog or sonething at the water's edge, anong the reeds.

The tine was, not so many days ago, when he woul d have been over there

hinself, as lively and as curious as Zadny, inclined to poke about with sticks

in the water and turn over rocks, but right now he thought that he had seen

enough strange things to satisfy himfor nonths and nonths to come. He w shed

the trolls would come back, he wi shed the wind did not sound so lonely in the

treetops; and he understood why N kol ai was sharpening his sword, scrape,

scrape, scrape, but that was not a cheerful sound, with the wind and the

sighing of the tall trees and the flicker of what was, after all, a very small

fire against the night in a probably haunted pl ace.

Most of all he wi shed he had sone idea where Tamas was toni ght, and whet her

Tamas had had a good supper

And what had become of Bogdan, to be evenhanded about it. He knew he shoul d

feel dreadfully guilty for being glad it was Tamas they had a chance to find.

Unquestionably he would still be here if it was only Bogdan they were tracking
he had gone out from horme and over the nountains when it had been just

Zadny, for the god's sake, so he had no question about his courage or his

resolution on his brothers' behal f, but he had never considered before now

that he really would not m ss Bogdan that much if he could only find Tanas

alive, and he did not think that made himout a very honest boy, when it cane

down to it.

He had found out a |ot of things about hinself since he had set out across the

nmount ai ns—he had al ways t hought of hinself one way, that he did not have to be

serious, he was not the heir to Maggiar. He would al ways be the youngest and

he could do fairly nmuch as he pleased in his life.

But Maggi ar seened very far away tonight, even if it was the same sky and the

same stars over them Al the things he had used to do and all the friends he

had used to have and all the things he had used to be interested in were on

t he ot her side of nmountains—en the far side of sights none of the



198

THE GOBLIN M RROR

ot her boys had seen and experiences the other boys would never have, that was
the truth of it. Tamas had given himhis bow and he |iked holding it now He
felt better for touching it, as if, as long as the wood was warm agai nst his
hands, things were not so bad.

It would grow cold if Tamas should die, that was the stupid kind of thing the
bal | ad- makers sai d; but he had seen so much of magic in this place he was not
so sure it was all stupid. He felt better if he had sonmething of Tamas with
hi mtoni ght, so maybe anything would do. Maybe the stories had sonething true
about them and it nmattered | ess what it was one held to than how hard one

t hought about the person. Maybe if he could hold it tight in his arms and

t hi nk of Tamas very, very hard, he could nake himhear him

W're here, we're |ooking for you, don't give up and don't do anything stupid.

The wi nd whi pped up of a sudden, a dreadful, sudden blast that chilled the
air, that blew even the blankets into a rolling tunble and the fire into a
trail of sparks and enbers. Gracja whinnied in alarmand N kolai |eapt to his
feet.

"It's the wind!" Yuri cried, cold through and through, and trying to stop the
bl ankets and the pan fromflying away, while N kolai was grabbing after
Gracja. "It's the same w nd—=

Things that had started flying toward the gate started bl owi ng back again, as
if by magi c—a gale was blowing fromout of the gate, too, with equal force
and Yuri felt it hit fromboth sides at once, blowi ng his hair and his cl oak
strai ght up and around and around, and when he had fought hinself clear of the
cloak and prisoned it in his arns he saw the cooking plate fly up into the
air, high as the trees, and conme back down with a clang.

He stared at it, in a sudden silence, in the starlight. And | ooked up at a

di shevel ed figure standing on the shore, at an old man in a pale cloak, wth
his hair all unkept, a man-Lord Sun—t was nmaster Karoly, walking as if he

were very, very frail. . . or hurt.
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Zadny ran up to hi mshi ed back again, circling about in bew | dernment, at
master Karoly's feet.

"Karol y?" Ni kol ai asked cautiously, and Karoly kept wal king slowy, until he
had gotten to the flat rock where they had made their fire. The wi nd had died.
So had the fire, once, but it imrediately sprang up again at Karoly's feet,
with no cause that Yuri could see.

' "Master Karoly?'' he said, advancing cautiously, Zadny close about his
knees. "Master Karoly?"

"'l would very much like sone tea,'' Karoly said in a faint, hoarse voice.
Tea, Yuri thought, and renenmbered the pan falling, and ran to get it, while

Ni kol ai came near, stuck his hands in his belt and remarked, "Hell of a wonan,
your sister."

"CGod," Karoly said, with a shudder Yuri could see fromthere. He swept up the
pan and filled it with water fromthe brook and cane and bal anced it on the
fire at Karoly's feet.

But Karoly was talking to master Ni kol ai, saying sonething about his sister,
and when Ni kol ai asked how t hi ngs had gone, master Karoly said only: "Not
totally—as |'d hoped. It's Ysabel. |'ve kept her conpany ... all the way from
Tajny Straz. But | think it's Pavel, too—he wasn't altogether sane. |I'd hoped

Mast er Karoly was shaking. Yuri grabbed up a blanket fromits grassy tangle,
shook it out, and master Ni kolai put it around Karoly's shoul ders.

"She got ahead of nme," Karoly went on, and his voice was so faint and strained
it was scarcely louder than the creaking of frogs in the brook. "lI'mafraid
she's reached sonet hing el se, something here, that shouldn't be. Her and
Pavel . This was his hone. —+ would really like supper, N kolai. | don't think



| can do any nore."

The sky lately ablaze with colors had gone to dark as they picked their way

al ong the barren heights, seeking the cover of scrub and rocks as nuch as
possible. A faint snell of
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snoke was on the wind. In the valley below, the sullen glow of goblin
siege-fires made constellations and clusters of hellish stars, and the nunber
of those fires, Tamas did not know how to reckon. He only knew that Maggi ar
could never withstand that tide once it |apped up against its eastern borders.
Those lights went on and on to the horizon, where the hills narrowed in, and
beyond, for all he could tell: canpfires, the burning of human homes and
livelihoods, the god knew.

(Many, the voice within himsaid. They have no nercy.)

He tried not to listen, resisted even blinking as much as he could, the dark
around himmatching so well the dark behind his eyes. Hard enough to keep
wal ki ng, hard enough to keep his ankles fromturning or his knees from
failing. In the easier places, he clung to Skory's saddl e-strings and gui ded
hi nsel f by that, because his wits were so nuddl ed and weary he tended to nod
even while he wal ked. He suffered dark nmonments in which he was aware of
not hi ng, no ghostly voices, no visions, just dark, and rest, and that, he

t hought in his nmuddl ed way, mght be the witch trying to lull himinto
trusting sleep. She could afford to bide her time, knowing a man had to rest,
had to, when he had not since ... he had lost count how long it had been since
he had dared even shut his eyes.

The ghost had shown hi m Bogdan—shown him his brother in goblin hands and he
had not stayed to ask her whether that vision was true—he had had a sword by
himin that cottage and he had clawed his way out the door and fled w thout
even thinking of it, when, if he had been a nman, he m ght have threatened her
into telling himthe truth, he m ght have | earned enough to help themright
there, and he m ght not then have needed Azdra'ik's rescue, or lost Lw, or
ended up where he was, running for his life with no notion even where he was
goi ng.

Hs footing failed him He caught himself on Skory's saddle, or thought he
had, except he cane awake in the dark, flat on his back on cold stone, with a
shadow | eani ng above him
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He was back in the troll's den, he had waked again and it was back—

"Tamas?" Ela said fromout of that shadow. —Ela's hands were the hands
touching his face. He had to recall where he was, and he al nost |onged for the
troll, and the cellar, instead of the hillside, and the fires, and the flight.
"I haven't used the mirror," she said in a faint voice. "I'd rather not.
Tamas, Tanms, are you all right?"

He had a bunp on his head. He nust have fallen when he reached for the
horse—er he m ght have wal ked a ways blind and nunmb, for all that he knew It
was no matter. He was |ying down and he had to get up and go on, but even a
nmonent of rest was to cherish. He drifted, half-waking, aware of Ela, thinking
that, except the lunp on his head, he was nore confortable right now, and

cl oser to sleep, than he had been in days.

"Tamas. "

"I know. | know. I'mmoving." But it was hard to nove at all, and he lay there
collecting breaths for the attenpt, or however many attenpts it night take.
Then that tingling feeling began again, and a flickering glow like marshfire
fluttered over Ela's arns, over her heart and throat and al nost to her
face—snirror-magi c. She shouldn't do dial, he thought, it's ny fault she's
doing that, | have to get up—

He tried. He began to rise on one arm and got as far as one knee when he
heard that faint sound of nmetal he had heard before. Hi s heart sank. He
snatched at Ela's hand, wanting no nore magic, wanting quiet.



"It's a patrol. Qiet." He saw Skory's shadow, and got up as quickly and
quietly as he could. Skory stood with head up and ears pricked—he caught her
reins and put his hand above her soft mnuzzle, distracting her, cajoling her
For a very long tinme there was nothing—enly that sound, and Skory's alarm and
the soft, soft sound of Ela's cloak and skirts as she cane near to wait.

Maybe the patrol was on the other side of the hill, he thought, maybe it was
an echo from sonewhere, and they
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were safe within their little cluster of scrub pine and brush.

Then, looking up the hill through the tw sted pi ne boughs, he saw the flash of
nmetal by starlight and the noving of shadows al ong the sl ope.

"Hobgobl i ns,"” El a whispered, faint as breathing.

The smal |l ones, he thought; the ones Azdra'ik conpared to beasts. The ones
that had taken the towers, and | eft them guarded by human heads when they
abandoned the places they had taken, not even caring to occupy them He kept
his hand on Skory, felt her nostrils flare and her head toss in alarmas a
waywar d breeze carried goblin scent to her—+t was not a greeting he had to
fear fromher, it was a sudden bolt for safety.

And t hank whatever god watched them the wind, that skirled so unpredictably
in these cuts and crevices in the hills, was in their faces at the

nmonent —gobl i n noses mi ght be keen enough to snell them Goblin hearing m ght
pick up rneir |east nmovenent.

But for eyesight—the one in the cellar of Krukczy Tower had missed him while
these . . . these tranped down the hill and passed so close, so close to them
at the worst monent that there was only a clunp of brush between them a”id the
goblin colum, and they still did not see, nor snell, nor hear them The
forenpst | ed the way downhill and the others foll owed, shadows sheened with
figured steel and bristling with bows and spears, that di m nished on the
slope, and riled away into the dark approach to the valley.

Support for the siege of human towns, he thought, beset with a shiver now that
t he danger was past. He let go Skory's reins, w ped his hands on his sides,
and felt he could breathe again.

"The hills nust be full of their armies,” he said in a hushed voice, and felt
his knees trenbling with exhaustion. For his part he would insist they keep
goi ng under cover of darkness, but Skory had had her own troubles at the |ast,
had had to consider clinmbs carefully—Skory had had little rest

C. J. Cherryh

203

hersel f, by day or by night, and, he thought distractedly, perhaps they should
| eave her and go afoot.

But she was goblin-bait for certain if they did that, and he was by no neans
certain they ought to go on in the haste they had been using.

(Go back, something whispered in him Yes, go back. Bring the mrror back to

t he woods, Tamms. That's the only hiding place.)

He saw the ghost for the instant, white and drifting anong the trees. He was
not even sure he had had his eyes shut—-he thought that they were open, but he
could only see the dark, and that figure, and when a rock net his shin, he
felt it over with his hand and sat down, propping his el bow on his knee and
trying to rub sight back into his eyes, rubbed and rubbed and tried to banish
that persisting vision in favor of the hillside, and Ela, and the ordinary
rocks and shadows.

Stop it, he ordered the ghost, stop it, let nme go, you swore to Azdra'ik—

A hand touched himand he flinched fromit, thinking it was the ghost, but the
rattl e of pebbles agreed nore with the hillside, and with the rock he had
chosen as his anchor in the world, it felt nore like Ela's touch, and he
became sure of it when it slid to his hand and closed on his fingers—+t was
warm and fleshly, and it wanted his attention, sharply insisted on his
attention.

(Two innocents, the voice within himsaid. Two damed fool s.)



He jerked his head, thinking as forcefully as he could, Go away! And, beside

him El a—

El a slipped her hand fromhis and rose to her feet in silence. He could see

her when he | ooked up—he saw her wal k away from himas far as where Skory

stood, and stand there, |ooking out into the dark. He felt a wall between

them as cold, as pal pable as stone. He felt—a nenory on his lips, that

foolish moment he had thought to teach Ela a lesson. His nouth burned with it.

It might have been an instant ago. Foolish, foolish exchange, with a witch
with the
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witch of the Wod, no less with all that name seemed to nmean in this land, in

this war-He saw the pal e edge of Ela's face appear fromthe shadow of the

cl oak, like the moon fromeclipse, felt her eyes on him a regard both

intimte and dangerous, as if—as if trust and mstrust and all she knew

hovered only on that noment.

He wanted to be nearer to her—he could not decide to get up, and before he

coul d persuade his weary legs to nove, El a wal ked back to him arns huggi ng

t he dai kness of her cloak tightly about her

"Somet hi ng happened to you," she said-as well say he had commtted every

treason inmaginable, it was that tone of voice, it was that feeling in the air

bet ween them

"I told you," he protested.

"l ean hear you."

He was too weary for puzzles. But she neant nore than the words, she neant

somet hi ng dangerous, she neant treachery and lies and the fragile hope that he

was not |ying.

He shook his head desperately. He did not understand, he wanted her to know he

di d not understand even what she was tal ki ng about.

"The way you hear magic," she said. "The way you—knowit. | hear you." *

"Coul dn't you al ways?" Nothing nade sense to him But he was sure of things he

did not know how he knew, he was guessing things he could not possibly know,

he remenbered her arns about himand how in the last few noments he had felt

her presence near himlike a shadow in the wind, all in the desperation and

scatter-w ttedness of the nonent—-he was dreanmi ng now. He had | ost his sight or

he had al ready been dreaning then, and he was sitting on a real stone on a

real hillside | ooking up at her, but he was only dream ng of Ela, as a man

drowning in witchcraft m ght reach out to a safer presence and a safer dream

Don't go away, ' he wi shed her. The witch will come back. | can't shut ny eyes

but what she cones back.

El a turned her back on him perversely left himprey to
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t he dream-but she stopped, then, and turned back and | ooked at himin such a

way he knew she was not deserting him he knew that she was angry at the ghost

and not at him and he could not remenber if he or she had just said a word

al oud—god, he prayed it was not a permanent condition, this |istening,

t hi s—+awness of the soul that felt Ela's shadow, bal anced dread of the ghost

and fear of her own anger and her own inpulses toward him forbidden things,

forbi dden cl oseness—a witch did not care, a witch did not this, and did not

that, m stress had always told her, and nost of all a witch did not harbor

such longings to be touched, or held, or to rest safe, with just someone,

anyone, once in her life to hold her

He woul d hol d her—-he woul d do anything she asked, anything but feel that

| onel y—he had never been al one, he had had brothers, he had had parents, he

had had Karoly, he had never known such a feeling, except hi the troll's

den—but she turned abruptly away, and gave himher profile, pale as starlight.

She stared into the night and her |oneliness wel coned the shadows, the way

m stress had taught her. Her presence cooled to ice.

"You didn't know," the child-wonan said at |last, the nmerest whisper. "Magic

al ways had to be in you: the mrror knew | know you didn't lie to nme, but



somet hi ng' s happened, sonebody's nade it happen—you' re—heari ng—re, aren't

you?'

"I don't know what you nean,'' he said in frustration, but he already knew she
meant the nmagic, and knew he knew—but he had no idea whether it was sonething
that had broken out in him or sonething soneone had done to him or it was
good or it was bad, or whether it was the ghost's doing, some shameful nark of
hi s near debauch and rescue—he was beyond his own understanding, utterly,
afflicted with ghosts and with thoughts and feelings that were so certain and
so utterly unproven to reason that he could not draw a |ine between what he

had dreaned or what he had done. "I don't know what |'m hearing, | don't know
what's going on in ne."
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Hs fear leapt to her like fire, and died, starved of substance, chilled to
death whil e she gazed into the goblin-haunted dark—no, she did not want to be
touched, now, to need that was weakness, and she was not weak—whil e he-he had
meant no affection in laying hands on her or in kissing her lips, he had not
cone here to court sonme girl while his home was at risk, he was not so shall ow
as that, please the god, he was not such a fool, if only he knew whether it
was his thought or hers that chilled his inpulse to go to her and hold her. If
he shoul d touch her now, she would beconme nore dangerous to the world than the
ghost in the Wod; if he should want the things she wanted, he woul d never
know his own thoughts again; if he should fly away to the ends of the earth
this instant, it would make no difference: she would go on hearing him
forever.

"Don't," Ela said faintly, still wi thout |ooking at hi m+f she had | ooked at
hi mjust then her glance would have burned himlike fire—Fhen the world
jolted, thump! back to earth and rock, and Ela standing distant from him
After a noment nore she did | ook at him cane back and sat down by him Then
he | ooked away, hinself, not to start it all again. He felt precariously

bal anced, and he only wanted to Iie down and sl eep and wake out of the dream
that had so many di scordant parts in it—perhaps he was still sleeping,

per hapaldie was still in the troll's den, perhaps it would come back soon and
he woul d not have to concern himself with solutions or escapes.

No, not asleep, yet. He caught hinmself fromfalling with a jerk of his head,
whi ch proved the case, and did the same thing again, thinking quite calmy
that it was nost unusual to fall asleep terrified, and that he was quite cl ose
to falling and addi ng another lunp to his head, if that first one was real

He sinply could not open his eyes this tinme. He slid down sideways, with the
whol e ni ght spinning, and tried to open his eyes, for fear of the ghost, but
he felt the warmh of a cloak cast over him and a living body next to him
and a weight on his arm It seened Ela was nmaking a pill ow of
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him and hurting his bruises, but they were nostly nunb: it was not that which
he wanted to object to her—+t was that it was no place and no tine to rest,
and that there was a ghost trying to find himin his dreams. She should magic
t hem bot h awake.

But sl eep was a weight he could not move this tinme, not even to lift his hand
to wake her.

11

SUPPER SEEMED TO HELP. YURI THOUGHT TO H MSELF THAT

mast er Karoly must have been ail day wi thout food, and small wonder, then, he
| ooked so vastly overcone: it was not all the ghosts, Yuri tried to convince
hi nsel f. Fear was not the reason master Karoly's hands shook and rattled the
kni fe against the pan. But N kolai did not |ook cheerful in Karoly's arrival,
and Zadny butted his head in Yuri's lap and tranped himw th his huge paws,
unwilling to be separated fromhimby so nmuch as an arm s | engt h—or had the
trolls cone back, since the wind and the ghostly presence, and Yuri did not
blame them if he had not known Karoly, and known N kol ai, he m ght have run
of f, too.



"So what do we do!" N kol ai asked when Karoly set the plate aside. Yuri was
very glad N kol ai asked questions iike that. He had sat ever so long in his
life waiting for grown-ups to ask questions like that.

"W see if we can get her back again," Karoly said.

"Who, your sister?" N kolai asked.

"No telling. No telling what we'll get now Ytresse was here. Ylysse was."
Master Karoly took a stick and began stirring the fire around, sending up
sparks in streanms into the dark. "Ytresse was before Ylysse, Ylysse was the
first of our time—Ysabel knew her. But Pavel Pavel —he has to be one of the
ones in the mx."

" "What mix?'"' Yuri asked faintly, figuring everyone would tell himto shut
up, they always did.

"The ghost," master Karoly nmuttered absently. "Ysa-bel's in pieces. Bits of
her, bits of Pavel . . . Ytresse held
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this place after it fell, while Tajny Straz was building. And Ylysse. And
Yl ena. | wouldn't except any of them"

"Who are they?" Yuri wanted to know, but Ni kolai got up fromthe fireside and
stood behind him his hands on his shoulders. "The castelan. Dead w tches,"

Ni kol ai said under his breath, not interrupting Karoly, whose neddling with
the fire had not ceased.

' "Attract her into a whole,'' Karoiy nmuttered. "Ysabel's—diffuse right now
That's why you can't find ghosts." Sparks flew up. An enber snapped. "It takes
passion to make a haunt. Murder, violent death, tragic death . . . that, oh

yes, yes, she had." More sparks. "Ysabel ? Ysabel ? Do you hear ne, sister? It's
Karoly calling you."

The sparks fromthe fire seened to hang too long in the wind, to dance and
swirl and conme together like a congregation of fireflies.

"Then the obsessed ones," Karoly said, still stirring, still sending up stars,
"the ones that can't turn | oose of the world—+that's Ysabel, too, that's
certainly Pavel. | think that's Ylena."

Ni kolai's fingers bit painfully into Yuri's shoulders and Yuri held his
breath, unable to | ook away fromthat aggregation of sparks. He heard Zadny
whi ni ng and grow ing, he felt the hair on the nape of his neck lifting and he
wanted to run, except master Ni kolai's fingers were bruising his shoul ders.

A shadow rushed at them a shadow shaggy with brown hair burst through the
fire scattering enbers, and turned and hi ssed and spat.

"Krukczy!" Yuri breathed, while Krukczy brushed at the singes to his coat, and
spat and fussed, the other side of the fire, in the dark. Zadny barked, once
and sharply, and Yuri hushed him

But the nagic had stopped. "Dammed troll's right,"” N kolai said in a | ow

voi ce. Master Karoly had gotten to his feet, turning slowy to survey the

woods, the ruined wall, the dark along the stream The other troll had shown
up, too. It huddled in the reeds.
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"Damm, " Karoly said, flinging out a gesture of disgust, and paced a wi de
circle. "Damm, and damm, Ysabei, don't be contrary, do you hear, don't be
contrary! Do you want the goblins to get away with it? Is that what you want?
To spite ne, is the queen going to get away with what she did to you? Wth
what they did to PaveP. He's dead. He's there with you. So are others, Ysabei
for the Lady's sake figure it out!"

Yuri flinched, because naster N kolai was hurting him—and it seened to him
now that the sparks were getting lip on their own, that they were making a
shape.

And the old man rounded on it. "Ysabei ?"

The fire bl ew up and sparks showered and whirled in trails of glow ng snoke,
up and up and up, until it made a shape, or shapes, all rolling and tw sting
i ke snakes.



"Pavel ," Karoly snapped, "get out of the way! Do you hear? You're not
protecting her, you're in the way, do you hear ne?"

A thread spun off, and snaked around and around the center shape.

"Ysabei!"

Sparks fl ew every which way, and of a sudden a great w nd bl asted through
their mdst. Sparks stung Yuri's face.and hands, and Zadny barked and grow ed
at something as N kolai let go his hold and swore.

Trails of gl ow ng snoke spiraled all about the stream bank, raced al ong the
wal I s, wove anong the trees, and spun faster and fester. Nikolai had his
sword, but there was nothing a sword could fight, only the wi nd, and of
Krukczy and his friend there was no sign at all.

Then came a voice that m ght be a woman's voice, Yuri could not tell. It was
everywhere, and terrible, and a face |l oomed up right in his face, saying, "Wo
are vow?"

He did not think he ought to answer. He stood still, while Zadny | eaped and
tried to bite it, but Karoly said sternly, "Ytresse! Is it Ytresse?"

The swirl broke apart and spun el sewhere, around and
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around and around the circle of firelight, and suddenly rushed from everywhere
at once, up and up, until it nade a shape.

"Ytresse!" Karoly shouted. "You've no business here. Begone! Ysabei! Urzula!"
"That's gran's nane," Yuri exclainmed, twisting to see what N kol ai m ght know.
"What does gran have to do with it?"

"Maybe she wants her right name,” Nikolai nuttered, which nade no sense

Ni kol ai was | ooking at the fire, over which, when he | ooked back, a shape
hovered, and changed, until it was a woman's face, and another woman's, and a
man's, Yuri could not tell which—they blurred one over the other and the
features changed |ike pictures in glow ng coals.

"To the queen," the image said, in its double voice, "to the queen, to the
gueen—the nmirror of what is and may yet be—to the queen—the mirror of the
nmoon, change fixed unchanging— It said nore than that, but nore and nore

voi ces chimed in until nothing cane clear

Karoly ventured close to the fire—scarily close, Yuri thought: he would not
have done that; close enough to pick up a burning stick and trace patterns in
the air, patterns which stayed in the eye like the sun at noon. Letters, Yuri
thought. Witing, all tied together hi knots. The letters turned around and
around the way the snoke did, and then streaned, streamed, |arge as they were,
right to Karoly's open hand. The snoke followed the letters and the sparks
foll owed the snoke.

Then there was just the fire, and Karoly | eaned on his staff and sat down,

pl ump! where he was, head hanging, in front of a tanme, quiet canpfire.

"So?" Ni kol ai wondered under his breath. "So? Did it do anything?

Good question, Yuri thought. Excellent question, master Karoly would say.

Ni kol ai gingerly let himgo and wal ked over to where master Karoly was
resting. Yuri followed, with Zadny crossing repeatedly in front of himand
junping at his
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hands. "Go away!" he told Zadny, and grabbed hi m before he bot hered master
Karoty, who did not look at ail well.

"What was that?" Nikolai asked Karoly, and Karoly, with a deep breatii:

"My sister. And Pavel. Together. Mstly. Ytresse. Ylysse. Lady Mon, what have
| called?’

"So could you talk to her? Dammit, old man, could you find so nmuch as where
Tamas went? Did he go through the arch?"

"Ch, that they did," Karoly said, "that they npst certainly did."

"Then let's go after them ™ Yuri said. But no one listened. N kolai nuttered
somet hing about if Karoly had taken care of things the way he shoul d, and
Karoly sai d sonethi ng about people needing to deal with what was instead of



what coul d have been, and that sounded dangerously close to a fight.

"Stop arguing," Yuri cried, and to his surprise both of them stopped tal king
and | ooked at him "M brother needs help," was all he could think to say. "If
t he ghosts won't help us, if magic won't, then we have to go there ourselves,
don't we?" *

"Not in the dark," Nikolai said.

"Not in the dark," Karoly agreed, and got up, |eaning heavily on his staff,
and began to draw a line in the dirt and in the grass.

Why? Yuri wondered. But it |ooked |ike what boys drew in the dirt when they
were going to fight, or a line nobody was supposed to cross. And when naster
Karoly drew it, he thought, things had better think tw ce about crossing it.
He went and brought Gracja closer, where she could be inside that |line when it
closed, and all the while Zadny kept at his heels.

Al the way about a huge area, master Karoly went, drawing his line. And he
cane back and nmuttered something at the fire, which flared up and ran a
tendril of snoke out and out and around and around themlike a wall.
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"We |eft the trolls outside,” N kolai said, "good riddance."

"They can cone and go," Karoly said.

"Fine. Then what good is it? Trolls can cone and go. Can ghosts?

"Not if | can prevent it."

"Well, it's not damm nuch good at all, is it?"

"You didn't build it, master huntsman. Let's see your line, let's see you
defend it."

"Don't fight!"™ Yuri cried, angry at both of them

"Listen," Nikolai said, ignoring him "one—ene troll was useful. Two of them
we don't need. Wiy are there suddenly two of men? What do we need with two?"
"Because Hasel had one," Karoly said. "Every civilized place has one."

"No place that I was," N kol ai said.

"Then you were never anywhere civilized! And they have them north of here,
have every authority for it."'

"Bogles in the hayloft,"” N kol ai said.

"And the bath-house. And the grain-bins. And the fields and the m | ki ng-sheds
and the cellars.”

"Those aren't trolls."

"It's the sanme thing!"

"They haven't any tails! | never saw a polevik with a tail!"

' '"Have you ever seen a pol evik?

Evidently Ni kol ai had not. Ni kolai sulked, and ni bbed his arm and paced. Then
he said, "So have we got any help fromyour sister, or what?"

"l don'tknow," Karoly said. "I don't dammed well know, |'m not going to know
until we go in there, it's not an ordinary woods."

"It's not an ordinary woods."

"I't'"s not."

"Well, fine, what's not ordinary about it? Ghosts?"

"You mght say," Karoly said, and Yuri sat down slowy and put his arnms around
Zadny. He had seen all of ghosts he wanted to see today. But if Tamas was the
ot her side of that
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pl ace, or lost in there, well, he was going, and he did not want to cal

attention to hinself or raise any question between master Karoly and naster

Ni kol ai about hi mnot going and one of them staying to watch him There were
times, if one was a boy, it was a good idea not to be noticed. So he let them
gquarrel with each other, and |ike Zadny, he just kept still.

Thi ngs went nore than bunp in the night, they noaned and they whi spered, and
they hissed in the | eaves, they croaked and they creaked in the brook and the
brush, and they trod on ghostly feet, disturbing the | eaves around about the
line naster Karoly had drawn.



What do ghosts do when they get hold of you? Yuri wondered. But no one yet had
sai d anyt hi ng about taking himhone, so he lay still, shivering in his

bl anket, and hopi ng that |ast noise was Gacja stirring about, inside their
circle. Zadny was bedded down with himand Zadny was asl eep. The trolls had
not shown up again, and he wi shed he could think they were part of what was
goi ng on out there, but he feared that Krukczy had i ndeed found his brother

or whatever nmade his going worthwhile. He was glad for Krukczy if that was the
case. He hoped that he would find Tam& tonorrow.

Hel | o, he woul d say, when they rode up on Tamas. Tanmas woul d be surprised, and
angry, but over all glad to see him Tanas woul d be inpressed with what he had
done and his keeping his prom se—o, truth, Tamas woul d be furious at himfor

| eavi ng hone and worrying their parents and losing Zadny in the first place;
but Tamas woul d forgive him because Tamas woul d be very gl ad he had brought
master Karoly and master N kol ai, who were hel p Tamas nust have given up
on—what ever Tamas was doi ng, whatever he was into, running off with wtches.
Probably he was | ooking for Bogdan. |If Tamas had gotten out in one piece, he
woul d be doing that. O possibly Tanmas was trying to do whatever naster Karoly
was supposed to be doing, that his sister had wanted of him so master

Karoly's
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sister should not mind helping them if master Karoly could nake her
under st and.

And what was that master Karoly had said, using gran's nane? People said gran
had come from over-nountain, and people said gran had been odd. The boys said
gran had been a witch. And evidently she was.

So what did that make papa, and what did that make hin? That was a scary

t hought, and one he kept skipping off of, |like a stone going over a river—back
to the rustlings in the brush and back to Tamas and ski p-ski p-skip, across
that dark spot again that held things he knew for certain master Karoly was
not going to tell him or master Karoly would have before this.

Then—t was after a dark spot, so he thought he nust have dozed oi f —Zadny
brought his head up and jolted his arm and he saw master Karoly down on his
knees with his ear to the ground, listening, the way he would do at home. He
wondered if master Karoly's sister was talking to him and he noved his arm
and put his own ear to the ground. He was not sure he wanted to hear what

mast er Karoly was hearing, and he was not sure it was right to eavesdrop

But he heard nothi ng, anyway, but the noise of the brook and the rustle of the
wi nd, and Zadny's heavy sigh. For a long tine naster Karoly stayed the way he
was, and sonetinmes after that he cupped his hand as if he were whispering to
someone, and listened some nore. Yuri's eyes were very heavy, and they kept
drifting shut, since nothing was going to happen that he could hear. And
finally he knew he was asl eep, because he kept dreaming of the troll's cave,
and the cellar at Tajny Tower, and about home, too, as if he could drift
around the halls. He could see his father sitting late, late in the hall, with
no one around him He could see his nother, |ooking so worried and so unhappy.
He wanted to say, W're all right. And ordinarily in his dreams he could do as
he wanted to do, but this time he talked and they did not even turn their
heads, as if in his dreamhe was not there at all. And he went to
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Tamas' and Bogdan's room but it was dark and no one was there; and he went to
his, and everything was just the way he had wal ked away fromit, even Tanas
box sitting on the bed, and everything dark, but he could see it. It was
scary, as if he really was there, and his nmother had not |et the maids nove
anyt hi ng, or even dust anything, because it had a nusty, unused snell. He

wi shed he were back with master Karoly and naster N kolai and he w shed it
woul d be norning soon.

Which it was, because he heard the birds starting up. And then he wanted to

sl eep, but master Karoly came and poked himwith his staff and said they had



to be noving.

Skory had snorted and noved, just a noment before Tamas knew that birds were
si ngi ng-—he had that vague, disturbing inpression, and he opened his eyes on
gray sky and the branches of pines, seeing nothing wong: he was nunb on his
back fromcontact with the stone, he would ache if he nobved, and Ela's wei ght
on his shoulder was truly painful, but he would have been oh, so willing to
shut his eyes just a nonent nore.

But they had at |east to think through where they were goi ng and what they
were going to do. He noved his left armto lean on and lifted his head, and
saw t he rocky nook by daylight, saw—

" Hal

Goblins, all about, armed and squatting on the rocks and the earth of the
hillside, only waiting, spears angled over shoul ders.

El a waked. He gathered her to her feet in the sweep of his armas he scranbl ed
up, saw goblins reach for spears and rise to their feet. He reached and drew
his sword in hope that goblins had sone concept of honor, enough to bring them
at himone at a ti me—enough that it was not a volley of spears they had to
face.

But the goblins all about suddenly changed their expression and | ooked past
him to the sounds of a rider arriving anong the rocks. He turned his head
just enough to confirm
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the pal e gray horse he suddenly, angrily, believed it was. The goblins stood
waiting for the intruder as Azdra'ik took his own tinme, rode up on themat an
easy pace, swung off and lit on both feet at once, with a clash of netal. Lw
shied, snorting in dislike, and Tamas brought the sword up, waiting.

But Azdra'ik waved at what ever was happening at his back. "Ch, put the dammed
t hi ng down, man, |'ve brought your horse back, haven't |7?"

For a very little he would have swng at Azdra'ik. He did not put the sword
away, he held it, waiting for Azdra'ik's joke to play itself out how it would;
but Azdra'ik canme closer, Lwi's reins hi hand, and, with the point a hand's
span fromhim pushed it delicately, carefully away with the back of his hand,
offering Lwi's reins inside Tamas' guard, while all about themwas silence and
wai ting.

"Tamas," Azdra'ik said, |ooking himstraight in the face; and did a beast cal
a man by his nane, or give himtine to think how fetal a nove it would be to
kill the goblin they knew, in the face of so many they did not.

El a was as nuch in doubt. He felt her behind him He kept his eyes on Azdra'ik
and everything within eyesight as he | owered the sword point and reached after
Lwi 's reins, expecting sonme goblin joke. But Azdra'ik gave up the reins, and
grinned at him for which he was not in good hunor. Azdra'ik turned away and
swept a grand gesture at his cohorts around them beckoning themto join him
"Come down," Azdra'ik said, "cone down, pay your respects to the witch of the
Wod and— Wth a turn half about: "—Wat are you, Tamas, |ad? Have you a
title this morning? Wtchly consort, or—

' '"Be dammed," he nuttered, and knew what they had seen and what they thought,
while Ela stood hearing this and there was not hing reasonable he could say to
Azdra'ik's suppositions.

Goblins came fromout of the rocks, two score of themat the |east. Tall,
these were—tike Azdra'ik, with |ike arnor,
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and |i ke faces, and an el egance and grace about themthat declared they were
no rabble. They were every bit what he had seen in the cellar at Krukczy
Tower, if it had not been Azdra'ik hinself—that nmenmory welled up with cold
clarity. They were guilty of that butchery, one and all of them He had
Azdra'ik's word they were not the | esser sort. These—these, then, were the

| ords and nasters, these were Azdra'ik's kind; and he hoped for nothing
different than his conpanions and Ela's mstress had gotten, seeing what he



saw about them He kept the sword in hand, he wanted to know El a's m nd—but
per haps he had dreamed | ast night: he felt nothi ng—nothing of her thoughts or
her wi shes or her intentions, only her presence. He saw the goblins going

t hrough the notions of courtesy toward her, but whether it was sone nockery,

or honest chivalry, their manner gave no clue. He felt cut off, bereft of that
feeling he had dreaned he had | ast night, bereft of understanding friend or
foe, or what Ela was, or where her allegiances lay: she had been at Krukczy
Tower, she had escaped anbush, and he had thought when he first set out with
her that she nmight be one of theirs. He did not want to think that there had
never been any chance of his escape, that she served sonme goblin

mast er, —-eht god, he did not want to think that.

Not an ordinary forest, the old man said, and Gracja objected to being

saddl ed—snmart horse, N kol ai thought, cinching up. There was no question which
of themhad to ride today. Their wi nd-blown wi zard | ooked as if a breeze
hereafter would carry hi mbody from soul —hi s hands were shaking, his steps
were wobbling: clearly the old man had had all he could bear, and one could
give himcredit for courage if not for success with his magicking.

If only the old nman coul d have done sonethi ng about the boys, or magi cked Yuri
hone, or something useful, but there was no place to put the boy, that was the
probl em-A0 place to put the boy and nmeanwhil e Tanas was goi ng deeper and
deeper into trouble, so far as the ghosts said anything useful toKaroly.
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Even the dog was quiet this nmorning, pressing hinself as close to Yuri as he
could get. The dog knew there were things he could not get his teeth into, and
things that could chill a body into shivers and haunt his sleep—+f a body
could get any, with skul kings and prowings all about their circle last night.
The little that N kolai had slept, he had dreaned of anbush, and Krukczy
Straz, and the hillside and the birds circling.

Prophetic, it mght be.

Meanwhil e the old man was sitting waving his hands at the fire and talking to
it. If other old nmen did that, the neighbors gossi ped.

"We'd better get noving," he said.

"He's doing magic," Yuri said.

"He's doing magic. He's been doing magic since yesterday nmorning.'' For his
part he had as lief sit here and let the old nan magi c up an answer that woul d
save them goi ng through that gateway, but he had no trust that woul d ever
happen, and no trust that matters were not getting worse for Tamas whil e they
sat here. "Come on, old man, are you | earning anything? O should we douse the
fire and be out of here?"

The fire went out. Gone to cold cinders. That was i npressive.

' * No need to waste your strength,"” he murrured, rethinking the old man's

val ue and the old man's awareness of the situation. Karoly the pot-w zard he
was no | onger, and perhaps never had been, that nuch had been clear since
yesterday. "Do you want to get up on the horse, or are we still going?" It had
been rush and haste and hurry, before the old man had started meddling with
the fire. Half an hour ago nothing would do but speed; and half an hour ago
the old man had | ooked on his |ast |egs.

Now Karoly | eaned on the staff that had rested agai nst his shoul der; and
changed as he was, nore lined in the face, whiter of hair, there was a force
to Karoly as he rose that made Ni kolai think twi ce about the dead enbers and
what a life and a fire had in common.
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"War and famine," Karoly said in a lowvoice. "That's all | see. The cities of

the plain are under siege. The world reflects the mrror now, not the other
way around. God hope they don't lose it."

"Lose what?" N kol ai had to ask

"The fragment. The one piece that still reflects this world."

"How do you know it does?"

"Because we're here, working against her."



"You mean— Yuri asked the question. "If it reflects us not being here—=

"—we won't be here.”

Enough to upset a man's stonmach.' 'Then why in hell didn't we go l|ast night?"
Ni kol ai asked, and went and brought Gracja back for the old man to nount.
"Wait around here with ghosts prow i ng around—what worse can the ghosts do to
us? They can't lay hands on us . "

"Don't depend on it," Karoly said—the way Karoly said things and then held his
sil ence, when a body nmpst wanted to understand.

"CGet up on the horse."” Nikolai held the reins for him turned the stirrup and
hel ped hi m up—&acja vergfed on horse-sized, a stout pony showi ng her ribs by
now, wanting farrier's tools the boy had come away w thout: and she took the
old man's arnored weight with a | aying-back of her ears and a stolid plod
forward before Karoly took up the reins, as if she knew al ready they were
bound for the gateway.

O maybe it was like the fire just now, and Gracja had her orders.

Fire crackled. Goblins needing to make no secret of their presence, they were
begi nni ng breakfast. They spoke together in a |language of lilt and necessary
lisp, not without reference to the unwilling guests anong them Tanmas was
certai n—good-natured reference, cheerful reference, oh, yes, of course. It was
their fire and their breakfast.

They had not disarnmed him But then no one had, who
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had ever had the choice. Evidently he did not |ook that nmuch of a threat to
anyone—whi ch did not please him but it was not, master N kolai would say, an
excuse to be the fool they took himfor. He had gotten to unsaddl e the horses
and give themrest, he had brought their personal bel ongings to where El a was
sitting, next the fire-making, none of which the goblins prevented, but there
was al ways one watching him leaning lazily on a spear but never failing
attention. He set down the baggage, sat down beside Ela, and darted a gl ance
at Azdra'ik talking with one of his fell ows.

From El a there had not been a single word, not a supposition, not an opinion
counting the sharpness of goblin ears, discussing their choices probably was
not wise. Ela had the mirror and El a had chosen not to use it—Ela surely knew
t he danger they were in and knew the choices, but she was evidently no freer
than he was, and he w shed he dared advise her: she | ooked so young and so
shattered in her confidence at the nmonment. Speak, he dared not; and as for
knowi ng her m nd—he coul d nake no guess, only anxi ously wonder what Azdra'ik
was about —whet her Azdra'ik thought that, having the witch of the Whod in his
hands, he m ght have use of the mirror; or whether he expected sone great
reward of his queen for returning it to her

Spits and forked sticks had gone into the fire, propped on stones, holding
flesh bl ack and shrivel ed already from sone previous snoking: their owners set
themto heat, each goblin to his own breakfast, as it seened, no preparation
of cakes or bread—and increasingly now his and El a's place of warnmth and
refuge near the fire began to acquire conpani ons.

A goblin settled on Ela's other side, and Azdra'ik hinself sat one place
renoved on his side, with a stick on which he inpal ed sonething and propped it
on the rocks that rimred the fire, the same as the others had done. Al about
t hem now were goblin faces, jutting jaws and flat noses, ears not where ears
ought to be. Not untidy creatures, Tamas had to admit: hair, nanes, whatever

one mght call it, were cleanly, black and wavy, some, or straight; |oose or
in braids; sone
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about the face, sonme in back. Mdst wore rings in the ears, and one—Famas couid
not help but stare, anazed-had a ring in his right nostril, evidently no

i nconveni ence to the goblin.

And he could not but wonder at the wealth in the arnor, of every least goblin
in the lot—the nost of it was brown and bl ack, plain |eather, the sort that
foresters m ght wear; but the knives, the swords, the armets and ot her pieces



that they wore were blued steel inlaid with brass and gold and silver, and the
chain where it showed at sleeve-edges and tuni c-hens shone brighter and finer
than any he had seen. They were none of them i npoverished, who nanaged
ornanent |ike that; nor they had the | ook of bandits: what they wore was well
fitted. Lords indeed—arrogant |ords, who | aughed, and cast one another grins,
wi th gl ances back at them

"They say you're very brave," Azdra'ik remarked.

He did not in the |least believe that was what they had said.

Then El a said, coldly: "Pahai'nme. Shi ashtal i paseit."

Goblin eyes wi dened. Faces turned, conversation stopped, and Azdra'ik |aughed
i n what sounded |i ke surprise.

"Pasefcfc, ng' Ysabela."

Tamas cast a gl ance at Ela: he heardthe name, constructed it with ng' Saeich

and saw the whiteness of Ela's face, cold, ever so cold and angry.' ' Spas'
rai, ng' Saeich. You are nobst grievously m staken."

" AR 2"

"Did you kill her?"

Azdra'ik laid a hand upon his heart—f he had one. "I swear by Lady Moon."
"The Lady changes."

"No. She has mpods, but she never changes. Nor |I. Nor have | ever, young
witch. | swear that, too.'

Ela did not answer that, Ela only stared at him and, oh, god, the stress of
the question in the conpany. Tamas saw it in every face, every frozen notion
"You should | earn your friends, young witch."
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"You'll let us go," Ela said coldly. "No three wi shes this tine, ng' Saeich."
Gins broke out anong the goblins. One nudged Azdra'ik in the ribs, but
Azdra'ik seemed not so anused. "Inpudent child."

"You know who | am" Ela said coldly.

"Young," Azdra'ik retorted. "Very young. Leave it alone, young m stress. Yes,
it has power. So does the queen, and she's well aware of you now, and of us,
if you use it again."

Ela said nothing to that, only scow ed. What side is she on? Tamas asked
hinsel f, but clearly it was not quite for or against Azdra'ik, who was not
quite loyal to his queen

Meanwhi |l e the goblin next to Tamas had caught a stick back fromthe fire,
snagged what ever bl ack, ragged thing was sizzling there, cut it and | eaned
their direction to proffer a tidbit on the edge of his knife. "Qur guests
first?"

"No, thank you," Tamas said faintly: his stomach was upset enough with the
debate and the conpany. He had rather not look at it, and now that he had, he
had rather not imagine what it had cone from The goblin laughed as if it were
a great joke, others |aughed; Azdra'ik, too, who said, "Rabbit, man. It's
rabbit."

"We have our own breakfast," Tamas retorted, which set off nore of their

| aughter, but he got into their packs and unw apped what they owned. He could
not have eaten that bit of neat, or, on second thought, have used his borrowed
goblin knife to eat with—-he was glad to keep to bread and cheese, and he

of fered a portion to Hl a.

"A slight of our hospitality,"” Azdra'ik said. "How are we to bear it?"

Ela said nothing. And so it went. They ate their separate breakfasts in
silence. Azdra'ik and his conpany pieced out theirs on knife's-edge and spoke
animatedly in their own tongue. But eventually Azdra'ik said,

"Not a word of thanks for your rescue."

"Rescue! " El a said.

"' Especially seeing young witches with nore in their hands
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than they can handle. That will not serve you in the |least, mark ne. You know

nothing of it."



"And you do," Ela said coldly.

The goblins thought this funny.

"Do you?" Ela wanted to know.

"Only," Azdra'ik said, "insofar as | betrayed its secret to the witches of the
Wod, and counseled Ylena to nmake her minor.'' Azdra' ik rested an armon his
knee and pointed a bl ack-nailed forefinger at themboth. "She was a fool. At

t he nonent of the disaster, | was with the queen. | smuggled the fragment

el sewhere and bided ny tinme. Ytresse betrayed her naker."

"Meani ng Ylena," Ela said.

"Ch, no, neaning the queen. Ytresse was hers, in all senses but maternity.

Yl ysse—was her own. Likew se your predecessor—who was twice a fool. Nowis the
time, | said. Do sonmething with the mirror, | said. But no, she was afraid.
Now cones her apprentice to take her place, and what does her apprentice for a
begi nni ng? Her apprentice wanders the hills using the mrror for trifles and
rattling the queen's |>wn gates, then wonders that it attracts notice. Be glad
that | found you, young witch. And show better nanners.”

"To you."

"Ela," Tamas said. If there was a peaceful offer fromthe goblin lord, he was
willing to hear it—he was desperate to hear it, considering it was hinself
Azdra'ik would slice in pieces first if Ela decided to provoke him

"No, now, | have patience. You renmenber my patience, man." Azdra'ik nipped a
bit of neat off the skewer with a small knife, and offered it. "Rabbit, I
swear to you. Lady Moon, what a disgusting thought. —WIIl you?"

"No, thank you."
"The rabbit doesn't care. Not now. There are ways and ways to | ose one's

concerns. |I'd listen to advice, man. |1'd persuade the witchling to listen
There is sonething about her and you that cannot find the right way through
t he woods—that will never find it, because the magi c weights you in one
direction, do you understand?
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The Wod is like that. You'll never neet a thing there but what you' ve already
met, and | woul dn 't advi se going back in."

"What do you advi se?" he asked, since Ela was too proudly sullen

Azdra'ik shrugged. "Wy, rattle the queen's gate quite properly. A place of
power, that's where to use that trinket. And the Wod is denied you. So—take
it to the queen's gate to use it."

"That would suit you," El a said.

' "That is where you were going,'' Azdra'ik said,' '"isn't it? Else you could
have circled full about and headed back to Tajny Wod-which | don't think you
dared |l ast night to do. The magi c—the magi ¢ was bringi ng you toward the
gueen's own doorstep. And think of it—what better trap for your predecessor to
lay, than to plot her magic right down the very course the queen wants nost?
Irresistible? The queen would not stop you. So who carries that fragnent has
to come this way. | only hoped to stop you so long as there were choices—to
take that baubl e back to hiding before you did yourself and us grievous harm™"
"Ch, | amsure!" Ela cried.

"An effort foredooned, |Ve no doubt now. You were set before birth to be where
you are, and | couldn't prevent you. So—since you want to go to the queen
we'll take you to the queen.”

"No, "Ela said flatly.

"I assure you," Azdra'ik said, "you' ve no other choice. The worl d-has no ot her
choice. You see in us a conpany that does not |ove the queen. But your
obstinacy has put us in danger—has dammed us to assist you now or die, and
assure you, young witch, we have our preference in the matter."

"I"'msure | should believe you," Ela said, but it seened to Tamas there was
worse than |istening, and a nore dangerous course than aski ng why.

"So why," Tamas asked, "don't you just kill us, take the
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mrror and do what you pl ease? That seens the way goblins do things."



A quiet settled at the fireside. Azdra'ik gave hima | ook that seenmed to go on
very |long. "Because, man, anong other virtues | do possess—+ amnot a wtch.
None of us can use the mrror—aorse, none of us can long resist the mrror—but
t he existence of that fragment of the great one is the only freedom we have.'
"You say," Ela retorted. But it seemed to Tamas that he had just heard a
conpelling reason, if it was in any sense true.

" 'l do say. The mirror shapes what is in this | and—bkeyond this |and, for al
we know. But as long as there exists another mrror, as long as there exists a
different vision in another such mrror, there is hope for us. No, we are not
eager to contest with our queen. W'd be content to live as we have, in

exi | e-because we have no great hope in opposing her and we have no wish to

| ose everything in hasty confrontation. But to work agai nst the nagic that
draws these pieces together—that we cannot, and since we cannot, we attenpt to
per suade those who can. Unfortunatel y— Azdra'ik rose to his feet, towering
above them "Unfortunately, considering who holds it, and who can and cannot
use it, the fragnent cannot go back into the Wod again. Everything indicates
where it's going, and that, young w tch, neans the queen."

A goblin said sonething to which Azdra'ik paid attention, something which
brought frowns all about, and another and another spoke, in increasing heat.
"He points out," Azdra'ik said then, "that there is no good for us in waiting
for the outconme. If you fail, young witch, we will be the queen's | oyal

subj ect s—because there will be no other possibility once she gains the
fragnent. You see what's at stake for us."

(The Wod is the only safe place,) sonething said in Tamas' heart, and he felt
a great unease, as if that dreaded voice were giving himthe only honest
advice. (Azdra'ik is a liar, he's always been a liar, ahead isn't the only
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choi ce open to you. Everything he's done has been to his benefit and our harm
This is not the time to believe him Tanms.)

But that was Yl ena—he had Azdra'ik's word it was Yl ena who haunted him and
Azdra'ik was standing in front of themin plain daylight, a goblin countenance
which they had learned to tell apart fromall other goblins, and which did not
now appear to be lying.

"Are you going to |l et us go?" Ela asked.

"Co," Azdra'ik said, and waved his hand toward the horses.' 'Unless it occurs
to you, as perhaps it will, that there are a great many hazards in the | and
and that if you go back to the woods, you would fall into the worst hands that

could hold the fragment, except the queen herself."

"And you," Ela said.

"Young witch, /, and my conpany, are as | said, yours to command, if you can
command us. That's the nature of the mirror, and of any portion of it. Mke us
free of it."

El a reached slowy to her throat, and drew the mrror fromher collar. Goblins
about the circle rose to their feet, and those nearest jostled for a | ook at
it.

"Have a care!" Azdra'ik said, alarned

But Ela hurled it to the rocks at her feet. Tanas junped back, expecting
fragnents, expecting—the god knew what. But it lay there whole, reflecting not
the sky—but fire; and when he dived to retrieve it, his eye caught the roiling
of dark imges before his hand shut the sights away.

"Only magic can break it," Azdra'ik said. "Wwuld not | have tried to have a
piece of it to nyself, when | had the chance? | tried the same. | tried stones
and steel and curses, and it would not break."

Tamas gave it back to Ela—was glad to surrender it to Ela, because he only

hal f - heard what Azdra'ik said: |ouder was the whisper of the wind in the
trees, and keen and cold was the touch of a hand at his shoul der, an angry
protest he could not altogether hear.

"Don't use it here," Azdra'ik said. "Wait. Be wise, young witch, put it away.
And go where you please. But unless you
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use the mrror against us, and | do not for your sakes advise it—this conpany
will go with you, this conpany will go with you agai nst the queen, which is
where you' re bound, whether or not you know it—dntil you can no | onger hold
that portion of the mirror. We—one and we go with that. W rise and we fal
with that. We will never betray the holder of the mrror. And that, young

wi tch, comprehend exactly as you hear it, no nore, no less.”

12

BEYOND THE ARCH WAS A TUMBLED RU N, A WHOLE GREAT hall with hardly anything of
it standing but the walls—a nysterious place, very old. Master Karoly said it
was Hasel, but it was not at all what Yuri had heard regardi ng Hasel . Master
Karoly rode behind themwhile N kolai wal ked ahead with the bow in hand and he
foll oned Ni kol ai —Zadny keeping right by him sonetimes crossing in front of
him sonetimes trying to press up against his | egs while he was wal ki ng.

It was hard to believe that these halls, open to the sky, had ever had a roof
or held colors and voices. N kolai had tal ked about wars and towers burning,
they had seen the destruction at Tajny Straz, and seen the work of ghosts, but
t he spooki-ness about this place was unbearabl e—saybe, Yuri thought, that it
had been dead | onger or (he shuddered to think) that worse things had happened
there. Constantly there was a hint of novenment in the tail of one's eye. There
was a chill in these stones that had nothing to do with early norning, and the
echo any sound nade |lived on and on here, inmtating voices, while they wal ked
t hrough what had been walls, and a horse went through what had been roons,
with a lonely clatter of hooves.

Yuri cast a glance over his shoulder, just to be sure—and sonething flitted in
the edge of his vision. He felt a coldness at the back of his neck and swatted
at it, but nothing was there. If he had been al one, he would have run for his
life. But there was Ni kolai, there was master Karoly, and he had to be brave.
He had to figure master Karoly knew what he was doi ng and where he was | eadi ng
them and nost of all

229

230

THE GOBLIN M RROR

t hat Tamas had gotten through here sonmehow-and if Tamas had gotten through
then he woul d.

He saw trees above the next wall, tall trees, and he | ooked to that as the
end, the boundary where the ghosts tied to this place had to stop. He was ever
so gl ad when they passed the farther gateway and | eaf-strewn pavi ngs gave way
to earth.

"Keep together," Karoly said frombehind himas they entered forest shade.

"Ni kol ai, stay with us. This is no place to stray off. Believe ne, master
hunter."”

Ni kol ai scowl ed and fell back to their pace. "I can't hear a damed thing with
your clatter, master wi zard. Chosts are one thing—f it's goblins—=

"Not in this woods."

"Not in this woods," N kolai echoed. And Yuri wi shed master Karoly would say
nore than that, too. "Not in this woods," N kolai said again, and they wal ked,
and the brush grew thicker. And darker with shadow. "Not in this woods, is it?
Then what is in this woods, pray tell?"

"I't's not always the sane woods, master huntsman—and | don't know. It's not
been the same woods since ne mrror broke. By what Ylysse said—and that's al

I know, the witches exist here, they spelled this place to protect them and
it did. Maybe for sonme it's random what woods you enter—but some of us—sone of
us sone of themstill have an interest in. |Ve brought Ysabel here."

A lady was wal king far in front of them A lady in black clothing. Yuri saw
her of a sudden. And there was a shadowy figure of a man hol di ng her hand.
"Thank the god," Karoly breathed. "Thankthegod, she's |eading us, and Pavel's
sane. Don't |ose sight of her."

She | ooked real enough. Yuri blinked as they wal ked, and blinked again, and
the lady was still there, although one was not sure at tines about the nan.



They came to a sunlit spot and both of them faded, then came back agai n beyond
it. Yuri wanted to tell that to the boys at home, if they would ever believe
it. He forgot to be afraid, he was so fascinated by this going and com ng

O a sudden he saw other figures standing in their path,
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and he | ooked back at master Karoly, wondering should they stop or not, but
master Karoly kept riding, wthout a change of expression, and N kol ai wal ked
on the other side. Yuri gave Zadny a pat on the head as Zadny pressed close to
him and kept wal ki ng toward what he was sure were other ghosts—aonen, |adies,
gueens they | ooked to be; and he drew deep breaths trying to be cal mand not
act the fool in what he was sure was a very serious neeting.

"Dam, " he heard Ni kolai rmutter. "Are they real ?"

"As real as death," Karoly said

"The trolls—= N kolai said. And they were there, behind a shaft of mlky
daylight, at least two of them no.

"Three. There's three.”

The lady in black kept wal ki ng, and so did her conpanion, slowy, slowy,
dissolving in the Iight and reappearing faintly on its other side, while the
trolls (three at least) sat |ike statues, |like heraldic beasts, in the
presence of the three queens.

Then the lady in black and her conpanion net with them and turned and faced
them as they came, with the nman faint and gray behind her. Very solemly they
waited, until they had gotten into the daylight, with the trolls—ene had to be
Krukczy, Yuri was sure of it, but he dared not blurt out anything—+t was too
qui et, too dangerous.

"Karoly," one queen said.

And the lady in black: "Late, Karoly, dammed |ate. Couldn't you hear ne?"

"I came as quickly as | could,'' Karoly said, from Gacja' s back. Zadny whined
and want ed reassurance. Yuri ducked down and held his nmuzzle, for fear he
woul d start barking-it was not the time for it, nost assuredly not the tine.

"I want their heads\" the lady said. "I want themto pay, Karoly.'
"A matter of sovereignty," another said. "Do | know this boy, Karoly?"
"This is Yuri," Karoly said, and Yuri, feeling altogether too conspi cuous,

stood up, and made a respectful bow

"And Ni kol ai," the sane |ady said. "Faithful N kolai."
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A wind began to bl ow, picking up | eaves and rushing through the trees with a
deep si gh.

The trolls leapt up and scattered, as G acja backed and faced to the stinging
gal e—Zadny yel ped and took out for the brush and Yuri grabbed for him nissed
and grabbed a second tine, afraid Zadny was going to di sappear into the

t hi cket forever.

"Yuri!" he heard Ni kol ai shout behind him And: "Ka-roly, dam it!"

He nade- a frantic grab after the hound, sprawed full length in the | eaves
and scranmbled up again with a gl ance over his shoul der

But there was no sign of the |adies, no sign of Nikolai or Karoly and none of
the trolls—+t was just woods, just a lot of trees, and a |l eafy spot, and plain
dayl i ght.

He heard sonething com ng across the | eaves. He | ooked and saw Zadny waggl i ng
up to him all hunble and contrite, now that they were conmpletely lost. He
made a hal f-hearted snatch and caught Zadny's collar, knelt down by himt~*

| ook around and try to get his bearings, and it was all just forest.

Zadny |icked himon the ear, on the jaw. Damed dog, N kolai would say. And he
woul d not damm Zadny, but Zadny was not high in his favor at the nonent.

That was stupid, he thought. N kolai would call it stupid-losing hinself for a
dog, worrying everyone—naki ng the ghosts angry at him The woods did not fee
as spooky as before, but there were ghosts. As real as death, master Karoly
had said. As real as the fact he had had people with him who were not wd



hi m now—er he was not with them

"Stop it!" he said to Zadny's whining and washing of his face. "Stop it!

You' ve got us both |ost, you understand that? Stupid dog.'

Zadny ran a few paces off fromhimas he got up, and ran back to him and ran
away again in the sane direction, the same way Zadny had done on the nountain.
"I's it Tamas?" he asked, suddenly realizing what Zadny's behavi or ni ght nean.
" 'lIs it Tamas you're follow ng? Do you know where he is, boy?"
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Zadny went a little further, and circled back and out as he followed, faster
and fester. Zadny had his nose to the ground nowhe was on a scent, there was
no question of it, and whatever had happened to separate himfromthe others,
foll ow ng Zadny before had never brought himto harm So he trusted himms
tine.

A blast of dust in the eyes and a blink and there was nothing, no one, no sign
of the boy or the dog—+ knew it, N kolai said to hinmself, casting about in

every direction for something famliar. | knewit, | knewit, | should have
had that dog for goblin bait.
"Yuri!" he shouted into the woods. "Karoly!" And furiously, desperately:

"Krukczy, damm your hairy hide, find the boy!"

"Find the boy, is it?" said a quiet voice.

He spun about. It was the voice on the tower stairs. It was the voice out of
hi s boyi sh nightmares, the voice drowned in thunder and in rain and seal ed
behi nd stone.

"And what about yourself, Nikolai?" the |lady asked, drifting closer. Her hair
was bl ack. Her gown was bl ack. ' 'Have you no need to be found?'

He backed a pace wi thout thinking about it, but she kept coming until she was
as close to himas she had been that day. Wnd stirred her gown and her silken
sl eeves and the dark veil of her hair. She was young and she was beauti f ul
And her eyes were bottonless.

"Faithful Nikolai. | asked you that day, were you faithful to Stani. And you
said yes. Did you know then that was a pronise?

"l1've never broken it," he said.

"You're here," she said. "Why?"

"' For Stani's sons. For your grandsons.'' The ground rumnbl ed underfoot. The
wi nd began to blow He flung up his armto shield his eyes. "Wtch, damm you,
rescue the boys, can you do that?

"But that's why | sent you, N kolai."

"Sent ne!"
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"Al'l those years ago. Yes. You clinbed down fromthose stairs safe that night.
You had a job to do for me. You' ve done part of it. But it's not done,

Ni kol ai . "

"Where's Yuri? What have you done with hin®"

"Not |, Nikolai. Not I. Al of us—the witches of the Wod, the goblins and
t heir queen—and the young witch, Mrela. Tamas is nmy heir. Tamas ... is ny
heir. And Urzula was not ny nane."

"Ysabel ," he recall ed.

"Karoly told you that. Yes, Ysabel, once upon a tine. But Urzula is good
enough a nanme for ny son to know Goodbye, and fare exceedingly well,

Ni kol ai . "

The | ady | eaned forward, and rested ghostly hands on his shoulders. He felt

the chill even through arnor. And touched ghostly lips to his ever so gently.
"I wanted to do that," the ghost said with a wi cked wi nk, and was gone, in a
whirl of shadow and pallor, and silence. "One thing nmore you will do," the

voi ce lingered to say”

" "What?'' he called after it.

But it was gone, into daylight and ordi nary woods.

"Dam!" he cried. "Damm! Lady! What thing aml| to do?"

Inits silence he wal ked strai ght ahead. He could think of no better



direction. And if there was a ghost in the world that had reason to guide him
to the boys, he believed in this one.

But all he found when he had come over the second |eaf-paved hill was a bony
old man in a gray cloak on an unlikely shaggy pony.

"Where's Yuri?" he asked the ghost. But it was naster Karoly who call ed out
fromthe bottom of the hillside

"I don't know. | hoped he was with you."

Ni kolai slid down the hill on slick |eaves, caught his bal ance under Gracja's
startl ed nose and snagged the bridle for a look up at the old man. ' ' Not hide
nor hair. Only the lady. Your lady. Ladislaw s w fe."

"Uzula ..."

"Urzul a—Ysabel . You're the w zard, you knew what you were doi ng when you
brought the boys here in the first place.
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Don't lie to nme, Karoly! They're caught up in sonething you know about. She
said Tamas was her heir. She said he's with Mrela. Wat in hell did she
mean?"

"Ch, god."

"What did she mean, Karoly? You know, don't you, you dammed well know "

"She didn't say a thing about Tamas. She named Yuri, to me. But there's not a
shred of magic in him | couldn't find it in any of the boys and she never got
a daught er—whi ch she coul d have. Wtches can do that."

"I don't doubt it," N kolai said glumy

"Deception | can understand. Her whole |ife was deception. Krukczy Straz was

the only guard on that border. But, god save us ... Mrela? Are you sure
that's what she said? That that's who Tanmas is with?"
"The sane nane as you said. Mrela. | didn't forget it."

Karoly said nothing nore. Karoly clinbed down fromthe saddl e, and G acja
shied and pulled at the reins, nervous about sonething, ears flicking one way
and another. Nikolai held fast to the reins and paid his attention to master
Karoly, who seened to have sudden interest in the treetops, or the weather.
"Tamas isn't a boy to set in a hard situation," N kolai protested. "Nice
boy—but he hasn't the toughness—god, Yuri's nore resourceful than he is, the
boy's shown it. Wy did she settle on Tanas?"

"It's not settling, master huntsman. You don't settle on being a wizard. It's
what you're born.'

"Then why didn't you see it?"

"You're not |istening, master huntsman. Urzula nay not have known. Magi c has

its ways of tricking everyone, nost especially those next to it. 1'd have bet
on Yuri myself—but that's evidently not the way it is."
' "Tamas can't shoot a deer. What in hell is he going to do with the goblins?"

"Come agai n?"

"I said— God, he was ofif looking at the trees again. "Are you listening to

ne?"

236

THE GOBLIN M RROR

"Ask your question again/'

The question eluded him "About Mrela?" That was the inportant one. But

Karoly did not look at him * '| asked how he was going to shoot the goblins

if he couldn't shoot a deer.'’

"He has not hi ng agai nst the deer."

For sone reason that sent a chill down his back. He did not know why—except.
except he was used to Tamas the way he was: not a bad boy, nor a coward, now

that he thought of it, nor anything he knew exactly to fault the lad on. The

fact was—he Ji ked Tamas better than Bogdan: he suddenly realized that for the

truth—that if he could get two of Stani's sons back, he knew which two he

woul d prefer. God, that worried him

"Magic will out. Magic will out, do you understand, even after years. That

Ladi slaw fell off his horse and that Stani existed and that Urzula had sons



and not daughters—these are all beyond us; and a lot of it was beyond U zul a
herself. —tisten to me, Nikolai. Don't give me that frown. Undpr-stand ne.

Urzul a sacrificed everything and everyone on the altar of her purpose. | make
no excuses for her. That is sorcery. That was the way she chose. But Tamas—
"The boy is not a killer. He hasn't the heart to be a killer. | wouldn't make

hi m shoot the deer, Karoly. | talked to him | reasoned wi th hi mbut I
woul dn't shame himand | wouldn't force him The boy's— Reasons deserted him
The boy's expression that day came back to haunt him the promse to try—the

absolute surety in his mnd that Tamas was |lying to please him that

ultimately Tanmas had rather the shame than the kill and the arrow woul d nost
certainly mss.
Lord Sun save the boy, he thought hi despair, and, still holding Gracja's

rein, beckoned Karoly to get up again.

"We can't find himhere. WVe got to do sonething. W' ve got Tanas going |ord
Sun knows where, we've got a boy lost out there followi ng a dacmm dog who's
followi ng Tamas, if it makes any sense at all where Yuri's gone."

"Tamas," Karoly said, suddenly paying conplete attention. "Tamas. That would
be it, wouldn't it? That's where he has gone. No question."
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* * %

They rode a faint footpath along the flanks of die hills, among pines and
massi ve rocks. In the | ow places between hills gray haze stung the nose and
the eyes, and nade Lwi and Skory bl ow and shake their heads in di sgust—while
in front of them and behind them dark goblin figures noved at an untiring
pace, figures that flitted in and out anong the rocks and sonetines, now and
agai n, vani shed along different tracks, to rejoin the trail at some further

wi ndi ng. Tanas wondered where they went—whether scouting for human anmbush, or
simply taking shortcuts they knew, patfis the horses could not clinb.

But at one such neeting came other goblins, hi plainer arnor, and after three
of their own party had talked with them a nonent, one returned and brought
Azdra'ik forward to talk to them the lot of themw th chin-rubbing and fi st
on hip and downcast | ooks and | anguage.that, even when the chance breeze
brought it to them nmeant nothing but perplexity to a | ad from Maggi ar.

"Can you catch any of it?" he asked Ela. "Is it trouble?"

"Somet hi ng about the way ahead," Ela said. "Sonething about a neeting, and

hor ses. "

He kept still in die chance that Ela could gather nore of it.

"Somet hi ng about the queen,"” she said. "Azdra'ik asked them sonmething, | can't
make it out. They say they don't know, they—

Azdra'i k cane back then in haste, passed ail the way back down the colum to
speak to them "W have horses. Around the hill and on. Yours may not care for
them Keep clear."

"' Goblin horses,"” Ela said, as Azdra' ik went further back.

Tamas gl anced back unconfortably, wondering what they were, and suddenly heard
novenent on the road around the bend. He turned his head a second tinme to

| ook, and the goblins behind himwere noving to the rocks.

What came was shadow, shaggy maned, black, with a swiftness and silence on the
stony path that made himthink for a noment both riders and beasts were
illusory, creatures
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of the mirror—but Lwi shied over and snorted as half the riders passed in
strange quiet, and Skory shied further, until the rocks and wi tchery stopped
her. It was a rattle and scrape of claws the goblin horses made, |eaving white
scratches on the rocks where their feet had touched. Their riders stopped them
and slid down, both at the head of the colum and behind them-Azdra'ik's
conpany made a qui ck exchange with them while Tamas kept a tight grip on
Lwi's reins and kept seeing this and that view of the road as Lwi spun and
backed, the old hunter snorting and |aying back his ears. He caught an



i npression of long-tufted tails, abundant feather from hocks to heels, and
when one goblin horse nearest turned profile, it yawned at the bit and showed
fangs nore form dable than its rider's—that, and a disposition to snap at its
fellows. Eyes obscured in forel ock and mane, nostrils |ess horse than cat..
Tamas kept a tight hold on the reins and patted Lwi's neck; called himgood
horse and honest horse, and wi shed himback in his stall in Maggiar, where he
m ght cone to sone better end-these creatures might well eat ordinary horses,
for what he or Lwi could know

And it was not fan- that magic stilled honest fears, that first Skory and then
Lwi quieted, and stood and sweated. Ela had done that, he was certain. "Good

| ad, good |l ad," Tamas said, patting Lwi and easing off on the bit, for the
ease of the horse's nouth at least. "Just stay back, we won't put you near
them "'

The goblins began to nove then, the ones that had brought the horses

wi t hdrawi ng up the hillside afoot, under what arrangement there was no
guessing. It was only clear that their own party was going on and that the

ot her band was staying—riders were behind themas well, and he no tenptation
to linger. Lwi jolted into a quicker pace, and Skory matched it, on the verge
of bolting free.

' "Watch her,'' Tamas said through his teeth, fearing not even magi c woul d
give Skory sanity, and all the while sonething kept saying to him This is a
m st ake, Tamas. You have no place here, no earthly thing but breath in comon
with these creatures. And |least of all believe ng Saei ch—

C. J. Cherryh

239

It began to be like a bad dream their own horses too trail worn and weary now
to keep the pace, and the goblin riders pressing them from behind, which

di stracted Lwi and nmade himlay back his ears and | ook askance. Wrse, they
entered a deep drift of stinging snoke, where the nountainside was
afire—bright flame showed, and el sewhere the grass was bl ackened. Like the
mountains, it was, like the descent to Krukczy Straz, like the way to anmbush.
Smal | i sh stout figures noved grayly through the snmoke, pacing themon the
hillside, figures that appeared and vani shed |i ke ghosts.

"Hobgoblins," Ela said. No rider before them had seemed to notice or remark
them and Tamas swung about in the saddle to see if the ones behind had seen
But when he | ooked about again, there was not a one of the watchers on the

hi I I si de.

"I don't like this," he said. "I don't like this at all. —bon't touch it, Ela,
don't."

El a had her hand on the mrror bel ow her collar, and cast a burning gl ance
toward the goblins. "Those are the ones—those are the ones at Krukczy Straz."
"CGet on!" he said. "They've | ooked us over. Let's close it up. Conme on."

He put Lwi to a faster pace, and Ela kept with him the goblins behind them
follow ng themor not, he was not sure until he cast an anxi ous gl ance over
hi s shoul der and saw not hi ng behi nd hi mbut gray haze and enpty trail
"Itra'hi," he said as they rode in anong the riders ahead, and there were

| ooks. Two and three and four riders reined back i medi ately and veered off to
the rear before they even reached the forenost riders.

"Azdra'ik," he said to a goblin he passed in the haze.

"CGone," that one said. "Stay with us!"

"Gone after then?" He had not intended argument. It |eapt out.

"Stay!" that one said sharply. Lwi and Skory were surrounded by goblin horses
and he had his hands full with Lwi. He dared not break fromthe group and had
nowhere to go if
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he should. Ela stayed beside him clinging to the saddl e, casting fearful

| ooks behind, and with her hand reaching fitfully after the anulet she did not
touch. Reassurance, he thought, the possibility of reinforcenent.

overwhel mi ng tenptation: (Take it, fromher, sonething said to him She won't



refrain. Something will happen and she'l! resort to it, and that's fatal
that's death, Tamas. . . .)

But before the horses had run out their wi nd, before they had even cleared the
area of the brushfire, goblin riders cane up from behind themthrough the
snoke, and Azdra'ik was with them frowning and angry.

"Keep going," Azdra'ik said, but Lwi and Skory could not stand the faster
pace, and fell farther and farther behind as they went, as the trail clinbed
up and up among rocks likely for anbush. Tamas was not sure whether all the
riders in their party had come forward with Azdra'ik, |eaving no rear guard.
For all he could tell enem es nmight be chasing after themand their group

m ght be hi full rout. *

But at the crest of the hill and above the snpoke, the goblins abruptly
stopped, their horses mlling about in confusion and turning and snappi ng at
each other hi the way of their Kkind.

Lwi slowed to a wal k. Tamas let him Ela rode beside himin silence as then-
wi nded horses clinbed, up and up the |l oose earth that claws had scored before
them Something was wong with the sky, that was—Famas' first inpression-sone
dreadful fire, far worse than the last, shadowi ng the eastern sky with a bl ack
pal I of snoke.

But the higher they rode the darker it |ooked, until they came cautiously
anong the goblin riders and had a | ook over the ridge. The daylight stopped hi
the valley, sinply stopped, and the rest was a wall of night, a division drawn
in sun and shadow across the end of the valley, and across the hills. Looking
into it, the sky was pitch black, the nmore stark for its touching the daylight
where they were. Tanas blinked, and had an inpulse to rub his eyes, although
there was no wavering in the sight, no conpromi se with his outraged senses.
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"Lord Sun," he breathed—but lord Sun did not rule yonder. O her powers did.
"Every day," Azdra'ik said, riding close to them "it grows. Lately it has
grown by valleys and hills. This is the queen's power advancing. This is what
you attack, young witch, do you see it? Are you still confident, or will you
retreat?"

"Retreat where?" Ela asked faintly. "Were could we go to escape this?"

"You mght delay it. Go make young w tches. Go make someone brave, or
stronger, or w ser in choosing the hour."

El a shot hima hard, pale-faced look. "It's nine."

God, Tanmas thought in despair: it sounded like the old, the unrepentant El a,
El a who coul d do anything, and they were done, if that was her whol e answer.
"Ela," he said.

" He won't have what he wants,’
gueen won't forgive him=
"That's not what | want, young fool! | want this thing taken away from here!"
"For how | ong, ng' Saei ch? For how | ong do you think you can go on hiding in
the hills and | ooking for charity?"

"No charity!" Azdra'ik declared, clearly offended

"I remenber a night," Ela said, and Azdra'ik gl ared.

"It was the collection of a debt. A favor done. There was no charily,

ng' Ysabel a."

' "Mstress fed you. Mstress said to nme later that you were harmnl ess.

didn't believe it. | still don't."

Azdra'ik swept a bow fromthe saddle. "I'mever so gratified, young witch."
And with a cold stare: "But what other judgnents are you fit for? Lady Moon,
wait at |east for your own maturity!"

El a shook her head and shook it a second tine. "That," she said, gazing out
toward the dark,'' is that waiting? Were is it going fromhere and how fast?
O is she content?"

The goblins nmurmured together; and Azdra'ik grimy nodded and slid down from
the saddle. "Down and rest,"
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El a said. "Hecan'tmake up for stealing it, the
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he said, and said sonething to his people, sone of whomrode back down the
hill.

"Itra' hi," Azdra'iksaid. "Sniffing about us. If you don't nmake the point with
them they'll not take you seriously. And one cannot trust them —Get down,
get down, take a rest. Closer than this—there's no safety."'

"Shoul d have let the forest have them" the one nearest nuttered, and
Azdra'ik:

"Wrse will have them They already belong to her."

"How | ong a rest?" Tamas asked. There was not a bone of himthat did not ache,
as he slid down and his feet touched the ground.

Azdra'i k's hand | anded unwel conely on his shoul der, and he | ooked the goblin

full in the face, expecting sone foul trick; but Azdra'ik's grip had no force
this tine.
' "As long a rest as the queen affords us," Azdra'ik said in a | ow voice. "As

I ong as that cones no closer. Personally, | don't expect a dawn.'

He stared at the goblin, wondering—too many things to keep collected. H's
exhaust ed t houghts scattered, and beneath thema crawling of the flesh
insisted, Don't trust him don't believe in him don't take his reassurances.
"Mnd," Azdra'ik said, "the young witch holds all our lives." He did not know
what Azdra'ik expected himto say. But Azdra'ik had not let himgo. "A

danger ous business," Azdra'ik said in a |l ow voice. "Affections for a
sorceress. "

"She isn't," he said. And he heard the other word then. Absurd. "And she
doesn't. She hasn't. She won't. Ela hasn't a shred of ronance.”

"Her opponent is darkest sorcery." Azdra'ik lifted the unwel come hand on his
shoul der, on the way to sitting on the rock beside him "Sorcery that has |ess
romance than you can imagi ne. Ask your guest."

"I'Ve no wish to ask her anything! God ... | want free of her!’

"She does devil you, then, does she?"

A breath. A difficult breath. Images and fears crowded himcl ose. "Small
freedom you won ne."

C, J. Cherryh

243

"I bargained for your life, nman. The bargain you made with the ghost was your
own folly, and damm your prideful foolishness.™

"I made no bargain with her!" But he thought of what he had done, paying the
kiss the witch had asked, and of what he had been willing, then, to do. It was
only fromtine to tine and afterward that he had changed his m nd and want ed
his own |ife back.

"Listen. Long ago, |ong ago, man, when Ylena was in nortal flesh, she cane to
us. Granted, we have our noral faults—=

That was worth at |east a bitter |augh.

"I say, our noral faults," Azdra'ik persisted. "Not far different fromthose
of men. Anong them contentiousness. And greed. And intol erance. W | ost our
place in the world—we were driven fromit. |If our queen took any means no
matter how desperate to restore that to us, there were those who would do any
wor k she required. Ask me tonight, when there's |leisure for such things. But
meanwhi | e—aeanwhile . . . offer the young witch no choices, no distractions of
your evidently potent charnms—

He started to object, but Azdra'ik's long-nailed finger lifted before his
nose.

"Hear me," Azdra'ik said. "Hear me, or damm her and all of us. If the young
witch with that fragment in her hands, with the queen at war with her, has one
singl e thought of conpromi se, she will worse than die. If she spares a nonent
for interests other than her own, she will |ose everything she has and m ght
have, that is the war she was fitted to fight, that is the war she has
undertaken, and that is the eneny she faces, do you conprehend? Sorcery cannot
be half-hearted, it cannot think with a heart, it sinply has to be the only
answer she affords. If we are extrenely fortunate, we may still be in



possessi on of that fragnent tomorrow and the sun rmay yet rise on this hill.
But if you distract her young and em nently scatterable wits—

Lwi was pulling at himat the other hand. Lwi jolted himwith a butt of the
head, one nore irritance than he coul d
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abide in patience. "Her young and scatterable wits have outwitted you, nilord
goblin: she is where she chooses.™

"I's she? Are you absolutely sure?"

Now that Azdra'ifc said it—he was | ess so.

"There," Azdra'ik said, with a nod toward the horizon. "There is the nost
potent magic | know, that has nmoved events before now in the world. \Whatever
magi ¢ on this side and that may have done—the queen fences masterfully, feint
and double feint and m sdirect, press and provide the adversary the chance, do
you see: the riposte and the waiting target, be it her heart, the queen has
done everything on purpose. Disabuse yourself of all thoughts to the

contrary.""'
"Are you her nobve—agai nst the w tches?"
"You m ght be. The young witch m ght be. You can't know. | can't. Even Ytresse

betrayed her creator.'

"The witch Ytresse."

"The witch Ytresse. My creation, the queen's . . . who's to know?"' *

" "Your creation.' * Anger gathered out of that dark place in him a nuddle of
desire and rage, regarding the creature that had its hand on hi mhe gave a
shudder and knew at the same tine it was the ghost, a woman's ghost, who had
had a foolish, foolish know edge of this creature. He could not nove, he could
hardly breathe collectedly.

"You mght say," Azdra'ik said. "Surely Ylena remenbers."

"Don't talk to her! Damm you, let ne al one.™

"So you understand what distraction can do to a witch. And how far this al
reaches. "

For a nonent the sound of Azdra'ik's voice was faint to him He gazed off into
t he darkness above the hills, and the valley where the fires of destruction

still burned, faint pinpricks of red light in the darkness.

"That |'mhere is no accident either,"” he said.

"This close to the queen's domains, nothing comes by accident. You—and |. Your
assunption that you are not the queen's may be true—er false."
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"I know whose | am" he said, with a sudden thought of gran, like a breath of
free air. "I know who sent ne."

"Who?" Azdra'ik asked, curiosity quick and alive in his glance, but Azdra'ik
surely hoped for no truthful answer from him

"Ask me tonorrow. " He jerked his shoulder free. "My horse is tired. | have
work to do."

"Man," Azdra'ik said, as he began to |l ead Lwi away. He | ooked back. "It's good
advice," Azdra'ik said.

"I don't doubt it, mlord goblin. I'lIl keep it in mnd."

He led Lwi over to where Ela was trying to care for Skory. "Here," he said,
"rest, I'Il tend to them"

"What did he argue?" El a asked.

"Not hing," he said. "Nothing | regard. Go sit down. They're making a canp
here.”

"The | ake is yonder," Ela said, |ooking off toward the east. "The | ake that

t he queen bargained for. That's where | have to go tonorrow. '

"W both have to go there," he said, and said it not for loyalty, but in
argunent to what in himloathed and feared the thought. | have to, he thought.
I f magic brought me here, if gran was what they say, gran had sonething to do
with this.

And woul d she have told ne so nuch about this land, the way it was—for no
reason? That wasn't l|ike gran. That wouldn't be Iike her. Wy did she tel



us—+f she was a witch—if we weren't someday to be here?

Bogdan and | —both of us—here.

Zadny kept just ahead, constantly just ahead—the hound night at |east have
trusted himafter all this time together, Yuri thought, especially given he
had made not a single try to stop him But for mle after mle through this
endl ess woods, Zadny skittered away fromhimlike a wild thing. Tw light cane,
and he stunbl ed blind and exhausted through the brash, shouting "Zadny,
Zadny!" and sonetimes calling after naster Karoly or N kolai in the hope they
m ght hear himand foll ow him
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But it was not until he had fallen on his face and | acked the strength to get
up again that the wetch showed up and licked himin the face.

"It's too late for that," he said, and struck at Zadny with his arm But Zadny
was too quick for him and lay down with his chin on his paws, out of reach
wat ching himuntil he could get his breath and stop his side aching and get up
to his hands and knees.

Then Zadny ran agai n, disappearing through the brush

"Dog!" he yelled, hoarse and furious. "Zadny!"

He scranbl ed after, catching his sleeves on branbles, tearing his hair and his
face and hands as he dived through the twilit brush—and onto an open, rocky
hillside, where a shaggy lunp sat, holding Zadny in his arns.

"Krukczy!" he cried, sitting up and nursing a skinned knee. It was not fair,
it was supposed to be Tamas that Zadny was follow ng, it was supposed to be
his brother, and it was not.

Then anot her troll appeared anong the rocks. And anot her one. They shuffled
out and squatted down next the first one, and Yuri stared in disnmay.
"Krukczy?" he asked, wondering now whi ch was which, and the one hol di ng Zadny
bobbed as if he agreed.

"Cone find brothers,” the troll said, "find brothers."

It was a riddle. It was powerful and it was scary and the presence of the
others nade himsure he did not understand trolls, but they were all the help
he had in front of him and he thought he even m ght know their nanes.
"Hasel ?" he asked, and the second bowed. The third was harder. But he said,
"Tajny?" and the third bobbed in trol-lish courtesy. So he did understand the
nature of them And Krukczy had found what he had come for, Yuri guessed, but
he had not.

"YouVe found your brothers,"” he said, "but | haven't. Let Zadny go. He can
find Tamas. | need him"

The trolls drew closer together, until they were |like one | unp.
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"Dangerous," said the one he was sure was Krukczy, and the others nodded.

"W cked queen," said the one that answered to Tajny. And Hasel, whose tower
was only ruined stones, said:

"W cked, w cked, w cked."

"Long time ago," saidKrukczy, "long time even for us—the goblins go bel ow "’
"Long time ago," said Tajny, "long, comes nagic back to the land. The queen
bargained with the witches. Foolish wtches."

"Foolish witches," said Hasel. "Foolish queen."

"Wanted the | ake," Krukczy said.

"Now we go there," said Tajny. "Mstress is dead. W go there."

"Go find brothers," said Krukczy, and rose with Zadny in his shaggy arnmns.
"Find brothers. Make the queen pay."

"I think we ought to find Nikolai and Karoly first,"” Yuri protested, unwilling
for Krukczy to carry Zadny away, or |ead himanywhere without their advice.
"Karoly woul d know what to do."

"Not theirs to do," Krukczy said, already shanbling away, and the other two
got up silently and went after him

"Wait!" Yuri called after them afraid to nake over much noi se on this open



hillside. He ran, got in front of Krukczy and tried to block his path. "It's
not that nmuch to wait—we can find themfirst."

"Not theirs to do," Tajny said, and Krukczy |unbered past himand the other
two followed, relentless as a | andslide.

What did one do? What was right to do? If he went back into the woods, naster
Karoly had said it, he had no idea where or when the forest might let himout
again, or what he might nmeet in that shadow, al one.

Zadny, let down to wal k, skipped and | eaped and went with the trolls, a

wi | ling conpanion
So he saw nothing wi ser to do, hinself.
13

EVERY BRAMBLE, EVERY HEDGE, EVERY BRANCH I N THE FOR-est reached out to stay
them N kolai swore it: he was accustoned to pass through a woods as free as a
deer's shadow, but his eye could discover no path for hinself, let alone for
an elderly w zard on an exhausted pony—while Gracja, in Karoly's hands, had
her own notion what was the easiest route down a hill—-not always the w se one.
She fetched up into a dead end, a narrow, |eaf-walled wash barriered with a

wi ndfallen tree, and Ni kolai had to clinb over the trunk to reach her head.
But having sat down on the trunk in the process, he found getting up harder
than he had expected, and he rested there to catch his breath.

"It's getting darker," Karoly said.

"I"'mtrying! This is a woods where we could use a dog, never nmind trying to
track that fool hound!"

"I mean it's getting darker faster than it ought to."

Ni kol ai | ooked toward what he took for the west, and gl anced over his shoul der
to what then nust be the east, and he could see no diiference. It had gotten
to that time of evening when all |ight was gray and equal in the woods, when
the trees and the canopy turned to their own woodl and nonot ones—and t here was
no knowi ng what sort of predators m ght go on the hunt for boys and dogs once
ni ght had fallen.

That thought lent himstrength to get up. He freed Gracja's rein fromthe
branch that had caught it and backed her out of her predi canent—poor pony, she
was as blind-tired as
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they were; and she nmade a powerful effort to get up the slope again. He patted
her sweaty neck when they had gotten to the top of the rise, and swore to her
that he woul d get her out of this woods.

"CGet down," he said to Karoly. "Get down, she can't carry you anynore."
"W've got to keep going."

"Do it on your own |legs. W nmay need her before mis is done. Danmit, old man,
just do what | say."

"Can't tell where you'll come out," Karoly nmuttered, trying to get down,
entangled in his cloak, which was snagged on a branch, "Can't tell where he
is, Ysabel can't get to us, we've just got to go on as we're going, as
straight a line as we can hew, however long it takes."

"End up in some bear's belly," N kolai said under his breath, and tugged the
pony into notion so Karoly could get hinmself past die tree. "Some bear's late
supper. M dnight snack. Probably already eaten the dog. Wiere in hell is the
troll when you could use hin®

"Keep wal ki ng," Karoly said. Wich was the only choi ce he saw.

It was a strange nightfall, a shadow that hung notionless in the east and
then, slowy, in the dying of the sun, spread |like a starry blight across the
valley and the hills. The goblins built a great blazing bonfire, extravagant
defiance against the night, and posted their sentries around about, whether
agai nst human armies fromout of the valley or against others of their kind.
But their own light blinded themto all but each other.

"Join us at the fire," Azdra'iksaid toTamas. "lswearto you, | swear to you
it's rabbit and veni son, nothing el se. Nor has ever been. Cone."



There were scruples, and there was hunger, but truth to tell, they had little
left in the way of provisions, besides that these goblins seened fairer and
nore am able than their smaller cousins, and one could slide toward believing
their reassurances, even agai nst experience. Tamas found hi nsel f
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| ooking toward the fire, beyond the goblin lord' s retreating back, and telling
hi nsel f he was a fool to have cone thus far off his guard with the creatures,
or to attribute any common decency to them

But Ela got up, dusted off her skirts, and wal ked in that direction, which
left himsolitary and supperless, except a last little heel of stale bread.
What they were cooking this tine | ooked like rabbit and snelled |ike rabbit,
for what he could tell. They had torn back the grass to afford safe room for
the fire, a blaze thicketed with sticks and spits—each goblin being
responsi bl e, as before, for his own supper, which they collectively proposed
to share with their prisoners, their—guests, their fellow fugitives fromthe
ni ght and the queen's displ easure: he had no clear idea what they were in the
goblin canp, and that in itself made himequally uneasy with the invitation

and with their own refusal. Iftfhere were overtures toward them and he
refused, that could be foolish, too. Even if the goblins only offered a shred
or two of understanding of what they faced or where they were going ... it

could make a difference in their living or dying tonorrow

And if there was treachery and if the goblins intended betrayal, he would be
nore apt to discover it yonder in their conpany than sitting here al one.

So he got up and joined Ela in the firelight, easing his way in as goblins
edged over to give himroom Goblins |aughed with each other, albeit grimy,
goblins spoke in | ow voices, and did their cooking, |like any group of hunters.
He watched the light as if it were the center of a black and unreasoni ng

uni verse, until the voice w thin himsaid,

(Azdra'ik clainms he's my servant. What do you t hink?)

He shrugged it off, watched as a goblin carved a small carcass in pieces, onto
a square of |eather, judging that that was the provision made for them and
sure enough, the goblin brought the packet to Ela and set it in her hands.

" '"Young madam the goblin called her, bowi ng, and him "Young sir."
Courtesy. Manners. There was too rmuch puzzling about
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Azdra'i k and the conpany about him too nuch of contradictions past
unexpl ai ned. The ghost flared up all bones and shreds of grave-clothes, and a
shiver went through him a fear of believing anything.

But it was not bad rabbit. There was enough to eat, and warnth fromthe fire.
For a nonent or two on end he could shut his eyes and i magi ne he was back in
his own woods, in Maggiar. But the conversation around hi mwas not
conversation he understood, and the creak of |eather and the jangling of rings
and ornaments was nartial and strange.

He and Ela did not speak. There seened nothing to say, that they woul d say
with strangers around them She seened to drift very rmuch as he did,
renmenbering, perhaps, or thinking.

But her hand rested over the mirror beneatii her gown, and her gaze turned
toward the east.

He reached toward her arm "Don't," he said. "Don't touch it tonight. VWit.'

It seened desperate to himthat she believe him and he did not know why he
shoul d think so, but what she was doing terrified him

She let her hand to her |ap, and | aced her fingers together and bowed her

head.

(I nept, said the ghost. And thinking she knows. Damm you, boy . . . listen to
me. Listen before it's too late.)

He blinked, he | ooked distractedly at the fire. He reached for Ela's hands and
clenched themin his own, heedl ess of goblin stares and nudges of el bows,

t hi nki ng, God, how can we survive till norning, how can we |ast the night, how



if there's not a dawn?

A goblin arrived out of the dark and whi spered sonething to one goblin, cane
to Azdra'ik's side and said sonething into his ear. Azdra'ik made a gesture
and sent off ten or so of his company, who gathered up their weapons and
foll omed the nmessenger.

He was holding Ela's hands too tightly. He let go. But she | aced her right
hand in his left and held on, only held on for dear life.

"Not hing," Azdra'ik said with an airy notion of his fin-
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gers. "A maneuver. A novenent. Possibly even sone of ours.”

"Are there others?" Tamas asked in El'a's silence.

"You saw them "

"Shadows in the snoke."

Azdra'ik said sonething to his conmpany, and sone few of themrose and |eft,
gat hering up their weapons from besi de them "Troubl esone shadows. The queen's

shadows. There will be a guard tonight, | assure you. Sleep with at |east that
confi dence. "

"I'n you," Ela challenged him

"In us," Azdra'ik said. "In us who have not consented to the queen. No, now*

Azdra'ik forestalled her interruption. "Listen to me. For one night, only this
night, will you listen to ne, young witch, and let ne tell you a story. Was a

time we ruled this land, was a tine we had die resjject of men ..
"\When, " asked Ela, "when ever did you have our respect?"

"Ch, long ago. Long and | ong, when the old stones were young. Before the stone
roads and the fences. Then sonetimes nen guested with us and we with them But
diere was a falling out. Some say it was about the fences. Sone say anot her
thing. But however it was, a man died, a goblin was to blame, and bound as we
were by a prom se, and such as we are, and such as the pronmi se was that bound
us and nmen—we had no choice. We lost all the world. It was that absolute. It
was that much trust we had placed in our virtue. W assumed too nuch, we
believed in ourselves too inplicitly. And we failed. So we left the world-and,
young witch, let me tell you, to | ose the sun and the nobon was a dreadf ul
thing. W woul d have prom sed anything for a foothold on this earth. Can you
under st and t hat ?"

Tamas did. He would not have, before the troll, before the tower, before the
woods, before he entertained a ghost within him The firelight on the
flat-nosed, jut-jawed profile lent it el egance, even coneliness—er the
dreadful sights he had seen had made even a goblin face seembetter to his
eyes. He

C. J. Cherryh 253

found hinmself glad of Azdra'ik talking to them even longed to trust the

voi ce, because it was alive, and in this world.

"After hundreds of years," Azdra'ik went on, in the soft crackle of the fire,
"after so long a tinme, the witch Mrela read our stones and our signs and
sought us out; and in exchange for a magic she coul d not do—ene night a year
we nmight see the world again. O course we would agree. What would we not, for
the small est glinpse of nmoonlight? Then—you know t he story—her daughter Yl ena
al so found die way to us. Set me in ny nother's place, Ylena begged us, and

of fered us a year to see the sun and the noon. For that, agai n—ahat would we
not do? But it was an ugly bargain this witch wanted. W knew what she

i ntended. Sone of us spoke for and sone agai nst—but our queen in her

cl everness said that any wong Ylena did was a human's choice and a human's
crime: that as the guilt of one goblin had dammed us, the guilt of this wonman
was to free us. So she took die witch's bargain. W gained our year, and for
all that year-can you inagine? W did everything, everything we had dreamed of
since | was born—ae wal ked in the sunlight, we saw the colors, we enjoyed
every flavor and texture the world has to offer. W were happy . . . except
one thing: that no matter our virtue or our fault, Yl ena meant to send us back
to exile."



(Virtue, die ghost |aughed, and Tamas felt cold inside.)

"So the queen cast a spell, that Ylena should have a child Yl ena did not want,
despite all her magi c—+n which—= Azdra'ik nade a small gesture. "I was an
instrumentality."

"You, "Ela said.

"I was," Azdra'ik said, with a downward gl ance, "in a position of trust. And
it was not a position | cared for, let me say."

The anger, the darkness of the ghost was for a nmonent nore than the firelight,
nore than the hillside and the earth and the presence around them "Damm you!"
burst from Tanmas' |ips, and he swal |l owed down the torrent that wanted to
follow, stopped his own armin md-reach toward Ela and the nmirror and knotted
bot h hands together between his

254

THE GOBLIN M RROR

knees, where they were safe, where he could not reach after what Ela would
not, not yield to him—

Not, not, not, he told himself, daring not shut his eyes, staring into the
fire until the Iight hurt and burned and he could not see the darkness inside
hi m

he's dreani ng awake," Azdra'ik's voice was saying, and he becane aware
of Ela's hand on his arm shaking him "One sinply shouldn't bed down wth
ghosts. "

"I didn't," he said between his teeth, acutely aware of Ela's presence. "Don't
listen to him"

"Or witches," Azdra'ik said, "but, after all, tomorrow things will be

di fferent—n one way or another."

"You were telling us," Tamas said, hands clenched, *' what your own share of
this is.”

“Ah. That."

" "Way should we believe anything you say?'' *

"Man, man, you prejudge us."

"What's the difference, you or the creatures that attacked the towers? \Wat's
the difference, you and the ones burning the cities down there?

"Because we are not burning the cities down there. The queen tricked Yl ena and
held the land, and had a hold over Ylena's heir. Well enough if it had stopped
there, if the queen or even Ylena could have been content—=

The things the goblin was saying roused echoes, nenories of great halls, and
goblin courtiers, and nmusic, nmenories of a reflection that swamin liquid

silver—a face that was his ... or hers, or the queen's, he was not sure, he
only knew he did not want to see it clearly. He bit his lip until it hurt.
" 'l betrayed the secrets of the mrror,'' Azdra'ik said,' 'for one reason: if

Yl ena could have ruled her mirror, the queen with hers could never have

prevail ed over the world entirely; Ylena' s w ckedness aside, if another nirror

exi sted, there would be another power—and if one witch failed our neasure
even if one witch was with the queen's, her anbition would have led her to

wield her mirror for her own interests. Therefore any shaping the queen woul d

cast on the
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great mrror would always have its rival and neither one could prevail. That

was our plan."

Anger grew and grew in him the ghost troubling himso that he could scarcely

sit still. He saw dark behind the fire, a great mirror swirling with bal eful

i mges—and he woul d not, would not consult the know edge that | odged,

screaming for attention, behind his teeth.

"The fragnent," Azdra'iksaid, "was our unexpected result. Ytresse ruled, then

Yl ysse, before Ysabel. Any of the three you m ght have net within the Wod:

but when you were | ost there, Tamas, ny innocent, you strayed straight to the

magi ¢ that had nost claimon your presence. O all ghosts hi that wood, you

met only Ylena. And that tells ne there's nore to this than a fledgling fool's



bad | uck."

Thoughts tunbl ed one over the other. The goblin was hal f shadow, half |ight.
"You," Azdra'iksaid, "you—fesound—ofmagic. Yetyou'redeaftoit. You come from
over-mountain to Ylena's doorstep. And the witchling crosses your path, wth
the fragment. And . . . nuch against my advice," Azdra'ik said, |ooking at
Ela, "you've looked into the mirror. What you see the queen can see, if she
dares invoke your world within the great mrror. YouVe guessed that, surely.
Tormorrow, you have to conpel her to see—what you wi sh. That's the whole

busi ness of the mirror. It's so dreadfully sinple."

El a sai d not hi ng.

"Do you understand?" Azdra'ik asked. "Do you want-perhaps—a year to think
about it? To grow ol der? To bear children and pass this burden on? The i'bu
okht hi can hide you—e will hide you, and set you away in safety where the
gueen may not reach you."

"No," Ela said shortly.

"Pride," said Azdra'ik. "Pride is a deadly matter."

"'l don't believe,'' Ela said,' '"that there is anywhere safe.’

"What do you say, young Tanmas?"

He t hought of Maggiar this time. He thought of home and orchards and their
woods and the nountain trails that |ed straight to the heart of this |land, and
he t hought of gran, and
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Karoly, and how gran had frightened them and Karoly had taken t hem
over-mountain in full know edge of where he was bringing them

"There's no hiding," he said. "There's no hiding place even for a single year
that | know of."

Along time Azdra'ik | ooked at them one and the other. Tamas thought—even
began to hope-that Azdra'ik m ght know something he did not, and offer thema
pl ace.

"None that | would trust inplicitly, no. No cradle for fools. No hiding place.
Besi des that we have no way off this hillside w thout nore nagi c man weVe yet
seen, young w tch. Make the sun come up. Make the day come. There's your first
chal | enge. "

"No," Ela said. "No. | won't fight her about that."

"What will you fight her for?" Azdra'ik asked and the ghost in Tamas |i stened,
oh, it listened, and he trenbl ed.

Ela said, "I'd be a fool to say. Mstress sai d—hever give that away to anyone.
| think she neant anyone. And | won't."

Anger wel |l ed up, anger he hoped was not his, at her obstinacy * at her
danining themto this encounter, at her refusal to argue or to listen

anger at Azdra'ik, who rose from beside them and wal ked away to the edge of
the fire, a dark and martial figure that m ght have been human.

Not my anger, he told hinself, struggling with the presence in him Not ny
resentments, not my advice.

Shut up, he told the ghost, and feared it would find a way yet to harmthem
It was vengeful. It had | earned treachery at its nother's knee. He—had | earned
it fromAzdra'ik . . . he had learned it fromKaroly, if he knew how to
recogni ze guile at all

An unarmed babe, he told hinself, a boy who should not have left his father's
roof to be put where he was set, to fight a war where truth was bent and what
one saw and what was were at war.

Why, gran? Why didn't you teach us nore?

Stories about the fairies and green valleys and magic waterfalls? Wat kind of
hel p was that? Was that all you could think to give your grandsons? They said
you were wi se. They
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said you were a great and dreadful witch. And, fairy-tales? Was that the limt
of your nagic?

Dam it, gran! What are we going to do tomorrow? If | Ve got one ghost, why



not yours? Couldn't you nanage that, if witches have the run of the forest?
Hate him the voice cane back, soft and bitter; and he was | ooking at

Azdra'i k's back, thinking that he could never take the creature face to face,
that somewhere in this Azdra'ik meant to betray them-that at sone tine he
woul d have to take the creature, fromthis vantage if he could, preferably
fromthis vantage, and with no one el se to knowbecause he was not a fighter
And not, evidently, a w zard either, who could bend the creature to anything
useful .

Be rid of him echoed deep inside him Protect yourself. You have too nuch

val ue. Think of your own ki nd.

It left hima different feeling than the first ghost—tess violent, nore cold.
Gran? he wondered. |Is that gran? Or is it lying? Or is it sonething el se

al t oget her ?

Many of the goblins had gone away fromthe fire, sone to pallets spread about,
sone to the shadows. He saw them he felt Ela's touch on his armand felt her
departure, he supposed for sleep. He watched her walk to where they had set

t heir packs, near the horses, was aware as she w apped her cloak about her
settled down and tucked up against the saddl es and the packs. Al the canp was
settling, and oh, he wanted the idea of sleep—but he feared it, feared the
ghost and its treacheries. He only wapped hinmself in his cloak for confort
agai nst the wi nd and deci ded at | east to | oose the buckles about his collar
and his ribs, and find himself a confortable way to prop hinmself, head on
arnms, sinmply to rest his snpke-stung eyes and arnor-weary shoul ders.

To his di msuspicion the ghost did not i mediately trouble him The dark

wi thin the shadow of his folded arnms was enpty and confortabl e; he saw

onl y—+magi ned—he was sure—a night clear and sparkling with stars. Not a bad
dream he decided, not a threatening dream He heaved a sigh and inagined

hi nsel f wal ki ng al ong boggy ground that seened somehow famliar to him He
coul d not renenber when he
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had acquired the nmenory, but he thought certainly he had seen it before, every
detail of the reeds and the starlit water at their roots, at just this nonment,
on just this night.

The nmoon was a sliver of herself, enbracing shadow That, he saw, | ooking up,
and then saw the whol e | ake, and the dark hills, [ike a blowto the heart.

No, he thought in fright, wanting escape, because he did know this shore, this
| ake—he had had this dream before, and it was a trick and a trap that had

br ought hi m here.

But before he could | ook away a novement drew his eye: cane a troll past him
in the dark, one troll, and another and another. That was enough: he did not
want to see nore than that. The dream was about to revert to the nightmare in
the tunnel, and that might be preferable to this place, but he nbst wanted to
wake up and have no dreans at all. t

Then came a pal e dogli ke shape down the hill. It |ooked for all the world Iike
Zadny, and he coul d not understand why he woul d dream about that.

After the dog cane a boy, so like Yuri in every way that his heart ached with
honesi ckness. He stood perhaps a noment |onger than he shoul d have, watching
Yuri chase after the hound who chased the trolls. It nmade no sense, it nade
absol utely no sense, except in his attenpt to change this dreadful |ake shore
i nto sonething he knew, perhaps his dreans were going to be better disposed to
hi m and show hi m sonet hi ng he I onged to see. The three trolls—that was a

bi zarre touch, and there was enough of nightrmare and of nenory both about that
apparition to disturb him but seeing Yuri—autions fell out of his mnd. He
even tried to call out to Yuri, reckless of the dark and the wild shore, but
in the perverse way of dreams, he could not get a sound out, or run, when he
tried—no matter what his effort he could travel no faster than a walk, as if
the land resisted him as if, in this dream he could not recall the next bit
of ground beneath his feet fast enough to enable himto go faster—he could not
| ook down and | ook at Yuri at once, and he feared something el se appeari ng,



every time he took his eyes off his brother

He wal ked and wal ked, while the trolls had gone farther
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than was safe—there was a guard on the | ake that he knew was the goblins

| ake, and the three trolls had gone past that point, he was sure they had. He
began to be afraid where this dreamwas going, and told hinmself that it was of
no concern, his dream was powerl ess to harm anyone, and he could wthstand any
fright it offered: Yuri was hone safe in bed. He was the one in real danger
tomorrow. |If he hoped anything good would cone fromthe dream he hoped if
Yuri was dream ng, too, Yuri mght hear himand wake up with a nenory of
talking to him and renenber it. Maybe that was what this dreamwas for. And,
if that was the case, he did not want to tell Yuri how afraid he was, or how
dreadful this place was, he sinmply wanted to say—bo what's right, do what's

wi se, Yuri, mind papa and grow up, and if | don't make it home-No, he did not
want to scare the boy. |Ve had adventures, he would say, if he could. |'ve net
this girl—

No, not that either: Yuri would make fun of himand girls. And how coul d he
explain Ela to his fam|ly?

—+ don't think nmother would Iike her

But | think—where would | be without her? And where woul d she be w thout ne?
She's very brave, Yuri. | don't think she ever had a friend but Pavel and her
mstress, and that's no way to grow up. | think—

I think I needed soneone like her. And you really would like her. If she were
your age she'd clinb trees and run races.

God, he thought then, she is Yuri's age, isn't she? And in his dream he sai d:
Yuri, if | get home I'lIl have the tinme to do things you wanted to do. ... |
really mean to, this tinme . .

Al these things he made up in his mnd to say, so perhaps they were said. He
wal ked al ong beside Yuri, chattering like a fool about anything he could think
to say. But after a tine he could go no further, he did not know why, he just
stopped, or Yuri was getting ahead of him and Yuri just kept wal king, farther
and farther along the shore, where Zadny had gone, where the trolls had.

Cone back, he tried to say. Yuri! Come back
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But Yuri trudged al ong the boggy, reed-rinmred shore until he was part of the
shadows.

Then came a slight shimrering of the |ake, as if someone had shaken water in a
goblet. Water |apped at the reeds. Metal clanged in that inpenetrable
darkness, like a gate gone shut, and he tried to go forward, but he could not
take a step, could not call out, could not nove.

And Zadny came running fromout of that darkness, running for his very life.
Zadny! he cried silently, as the hound hurtled past himand up the hill.

Hal fway up, Zadny stopped and | ooked back, tail tucked, as if he had heard,
after all, but he spun about and began to run again, to the top of the hill
where he vani shed, as the | ake did, as the shore, and the sky, the way dreans
began to conme apart when they had made their point.

He saw the drifting of a shape in this half-dream He heard the ghostly voice
saying, Fool, it's not a dream never think things are only dreans, here.

He opened his eyes on dark that prom sed nothing of nmorning and gave not a
hint of tine passed or yet to cone. He achieved a few nonents of sleep and
sleep left himw th nothing but troubling i mages—di d not purge his mnd of

ni ght mares or break off the chain of sleepless yesterdays and yesternights
that ran unbroken through his awareness. His very bones felt nowas if a force
ran through him insufficient to sustain himand too intense to nake breat hing
easy. The novenent of goblins about their watch, the flicker of the fire, al
floated through his awareness, disjunct fromevery experience, every menory
equal ly inportant: dreans of hone, dreans of the ghost, with never a boundary
of dark in which he could say, Asleep, or Awake, or know unequivocally past



fromfuture.

El a understood the dark around them and he knew that—intimtely. El a was
awake and aware of his awareness. Al of which was too nuch for him He
dropped his head into his hands and wi shed that whatever was happeni ng woul d
be over tonorrow so that he need not spend another night |ike
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this one, nor another day after it, never, ever another day like this, if he
di ed.

El a was angry at his despair, and something nore than angry. He | ooked up from
his hands to find her bending to him reaching for his arm and he flinched
from her, thinking how the goblins were witness, the goblins had al ready

| aughed at their apparent dalliance, and now he was humiliated in her eyes, in
the hel pless trenbling that cane over his linbs, that he did not want her to
di scover, but she did. She hovered by himand he sat there wanting to scream
wanting to | augh, wanting to cry—-but she knew what had happened to him that
it was magic that would not let himrest, would never let himrest until he
had done what magi ¢ charged hi m do—+that was what gnawed at him she had not
understood it before now, and she was afraid of it breaking out ungoverned in
him.

"M stress said," she whispered, as if that nmade enough sense, and gripped his
hand with a force unlikely in so small a girl. Ela had not slept either, Ela
had been thi nki ng—as one did, on the brink of magic, as one nust, when so nuch
was pent up inside trying to find its way out. She was feeling it. And she had
no doubt now that he felt the sane force running through his bones.

"Tmnot a wizard," he protested in their strange, hal f-spoken conversation. It
horrified himto think of sorcery breaking out in himlike sone | oathsone

pl ague; to think of Ylena's ghost shedding himlike sonme outworn skin and
acting in ways he could not predict, maybe agai nst Azdra'ik, maybe agai nst

El a, he could not understand Ylena's notives or its presence, except he had

gi ven the ghost the chance it wanted to escape the woods.

"Dammit, it's not nme, Ela, it's not ne, it's the witch, it's sonebody naned

Yl ena that | don't know about, | don't know what she'll do, |I don't know what
she wants but what she wanted when | was in her house—=

But he could remenber the mirror beginning to crack, the dark and bright Iines
runni ng everywhere across its face, and the |ight breaking out through the
seanms of the world. He
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could remenber Azdra'ik being her lover, and he could still feel, as if it had
been a nonment ago, Ylena's lips on his fingers, on his nmouth. He could
renmenmber her wal ki ng up beside him and seeing white bone through her flesh,
when Azdra'ik had bargai ned himfree.

"I won't go tonorrow for some dead woman, Ela! | won't do it! | don't even
know what we're going to do."

But he was |ying, he knew he would go, it was quivering in his bones and his
brain, and he had no command over it.

"Hush," she said, "hush."

She had touched where the mirror rested beneath her gown and it was suddenly
wor se, overwhel mingly worse. He caught her hand, too hard, and tried to be
gentle, but he was shaking beyond his power to nmaster his own strength. He

t hought of taking the mrror fromher—he wanted the mirror in his own hand,
because he did know what to do, and she did not.

He flung hinself to his feet instead and staggered for bal ance, while goblin
sentries | ooked their way in alarmincongruously unsure whether it was reason
for weapons or not; while Ela—Ela rose slowmy and was angry with him with the
ghost, he could not tell, he could not at the noment tell which he was.

"Ela, | can't—an't touch you again, | daren't, | daren't be close to you
tomorrow, you understand? That's what it wants. Wien we can't deal with it,
it's going to turn on us! Stay away fromme, don't touch nel"



El a shook her head, and a quiet confidence cane around her, about her. "It's
mne to carry," she said, so firmy he could not hinself disbelieve it. "Sit
down. Sit down.'"

He did. How could one do other than what Ela wanted? He fell onto the stone

and sat down, dizzy and confused, and Ela sank down by him and took his arm
in hers and held on to him

"Shut your eyes," she said. "Trust ne."

It was not easy. The ghost protested, wailed and flinched fromEl a' s touch

(Fool! it cried.) But he nmade hinself do it, and found hinself after a nonment
drawi ng easi er breaths,
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and then a great, deep one, that seened to conme fromthe bottomof his soul
Danger ous, he thought. Deadly dangerous, this trust he let her inmpose on him
O the ghost thought so. He shut his eyes, on a welcone, vacant dark, and
heard El a say—er was it Karoly? —Fake your tine, Tamas, think, Tamas .

They had their supper at |east, from Gacja' s pack, no thanks to their
foresight. The two of them sat down to eat it in the tangle of woods that did

not seemwlling to give themup, and N kolai for one had dim nished appetite.
"Not even a belt knife on the boy," N kolai said to Karoly, over stale bread
and sausage toasted on a stick. "I should have drowned that dog when | had a

chance. —t's burning."

"Shhh," master Karoly said sharply, and sat staring fiercely at the fire while
t he sausage on his side of the fire caught fire and sizzled and popped and

ci ndered. Nikolai watched the sausage, for want of other visible
result-watched it turn to cinder, and the oil on the stick catch fire, and the
stick burn, and the end fall off in the fire.

Curious, he thought. One wondered what w zards did. O thought. O thought

t hey thought. Meanwhile the boy was still lost, they had to get up sonehow and
keep going, and he ached fromhead to foot. He had pulled the pony uphill and
down, the pony having, reasonably enough, no driving interest in where they
were going, until finally Karoly could not wal k any further, and the god knew
he coul d not cany the old man on his back

So they sat and burned a sausage to the powers of the woods, or whatever
forces Karoly was engagi ng.

Finally Karoly blinked and said, not to him he thought, "No. No. Dammt."

The air was cold for a nonent. For a nonent Nikolai was certain he felt a
breath on the side of his neck, and the fire went down flat and sprang up
agai n.

"I know that!" Karoly objected

Fi ne, Nikolai thought, fine, now we're talking to the air.
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He | ooked around uneasily, afraid of what he mi ght see, but he found nothing
and felt nothing.

Then Karoly leapt to his feet. "Get the horse!"

"I"mnot— —your servant, was what was first to N kolai's nouth, but before he
could even get it out, the old nan was wandering off into the woods, into the
dark without a care in the world for his safety or their weapons or the
supplies in their packs.

"Dam!" N kol ai hurled his aching body into nmotion and stuffed their

bel ongi ngs in the pack, threw the pack on the pony and buried the fire in the
earnest desire not to have the forest burning down around them

The old man was out of sight. It was a crashing in the brush he foll owed,
nigging Gacja after himin the dark for fear of his head if he tried to ride
her through the woods. It was a breathless hill later that he even caught
sight of Karoly, and onto the other side of it and downhill again before he
overtook the old man

Karoly knew he was there. Karoly spared hima glance and said sonethi ng about
t he boys and trouble, but he knew that already. Something had persuaded Karoly
of the right direction: N kolai mnmpst earnestly hoped that was the case. The



old man tal ked to ghosts and one of themhad finally cone through for him but
he could not see it, he could not tell

Then he spied a pale shape in the shadows ahead of them a pale, dog-sized
shape, going through the brush and circling and | ooking back, not as if he
were following a trail, but in the nmanner of a dog desperate to be foll owed.
Sonet hi ng had happened to the boy. The dog was roughed from scratches, dark
marks on the fur—he |inped on one paw and the other and evaded every attenpt
to lay hands on him There was nothing to assune now but the worst; and

Ni kol ai hurried as best he could with the horse in tow "Get on," he said to
Karoly when they had gotten to a single spot of flat ground. "Ride after him
"Il follow" Because he feared there was no tine for a man afoot, no tine for
maybe
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and no tinme for consideration. He took the bow fromthe saddl e and held the
reins for Karoly.

But when he | ooked about he coul d have sworn a man stood near them—+eal enough
that his first inmpulse was to reach for his sword: a man in arnor, who paid no
attention to nortal threats, Pavel, he thought, but young Pavel, who wal ked
away through the trunks of trees. There seened to be a woman ahead of him and
maybe a girl, he could not tell

Sonet hi ng wet touched his hand. C aws raked his |eg.

"Dam!" he cried, before he knew it was the hound: and the hound was boundi ng
away fromthem after the ghosts, as if they should follow.

" * Follow themto hell,'' N kolai nmuttered, because foll ow ng ghosts and
stupid dogs could well lead there. Karoly was trying to get his foot into the
stirrup, the pony was noving about, uneasy with good reason as N kolai sawit,
but he shoved the old man for the saddle and led off, with the nost queasy
feeling they were not anywhere people could get to wi thout magic involved; and
wi thout it there was no way back.

14

A SOFT H SS AND A SPUTTER OF SPARKS BRCKE | NTO HALF-

dreanms. Tamas suffered a nmonment of confusion, tucked into a stiff,
foot-tingling knot next the fire, unable at the monment to recall what fireside
of his life he was sitting at, or what was the warm and unaccustomed wei ght
resting against his shoulder. But it proved disturbingly the |atest place in
menory, goblin-owned. The escaping sparks were a floating image in his vision
the night was still thick about them snoke going up froma fire half

snot hered hi earth, and the horses-goblin horses as well as their own—nade
uneasy sounds beyond the pale of the light.

"Good norning," Azdra'ik said somberly, "such as it is." Something el se he
added in his own tongue, exhorting his folk to wake and nmove, as seened. El a
rested still against Tamas' shoul der, awake, but too weary to nove and
wondering (he was distressingly aware) whether there m ght be any breakfast,
any warm cup of tea before they conpletely killed the fire. She wanted a hot
drink very badly, astonishingly calmin her reckoning that there m ght be no
nore chances for such pl easures hereafter

So she should have it, Tamas deci ded, excused hinmself to her and got up and
told the goblin who was shoveling dirt onto the fire to desist.

That one scowl ed at himand he scow ed back and interposed hinmself bodily
until Azdra'ik intervened, asking what was the matter

"Ela wants tea." That sounded foolish, but he felt exceedingly righteous in
his insistence. Azdra'ik heaved a hu-

266

C. J. Cherryh 267

man si gh, shrugged and drew the other goblin aside for a word-which |eft

unt ouched a single burning branch

So Tamas fetched the wherewithal fromtheir gear, and brewed a single cup of
tea, with singed fingers, while canp was breaking.

' '"Thank you,'* Ela said when he brought it to her, seem ng pleased that he



had done that for her. It was indeed a silly thing to have done, he thought.
But it lent a sense of then-own pace in the norning which felt strangely
necessary, in ways Ela herself mght know, and it set himto quiet, unhurried
recol lection, as if, over the edge now, he had to pull pieces out of nenory,
as if—as if the pieces were there.

He thought for no particular reason of master Karoly at home, taking matters
at his own studied pace—Hurry, hurry! two rascal boys woul d shout, eager to be
at the orchard or the brook or wherever they had convinced the old man to take
themfor their day's |lessons. So what is the answer? two scoundrelly | ads
woul d ask, inpatient to be away fromtheir | essons and away fromthe snelly
bottles and vessels in the tower room

Master Karoly would say, In tine, in time, hush, be still, nothing works but
inits own tine.

Even with magi c? they had asked once.

And Karoly had said, in his close-nouthed way, Especially.

Especially this norning, Tanmas thought, while the canp broke apart in nmartial
order, while, under the final shovelful of earth, the fire went as dark as the
heavens. Ela had her cup of tea and he had his nonment to hinmself, recalling
the tower study on a rainy norning when the old man had said, for at |east the
hundredt h and maybe thousand and first tinme, Think about it, think about it,
boy. Don't ask me the answer. Don't even ask yourself. The answer's not in

ei ther place.

What had they been tal ki ng about? What had he been asking, that norning?
Sonet hi ng about cl ouds and rain, or-—=2

"I'f OUT witchly guests are ready," Azdra'ik arrived to say,
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as goblins were going every which way into and out of the shadows. Behind
Azdra'ik a goblin led up Lwi and Skory, saddled, w thout their |eave; and

| amas frowned as he rose and took both sets of reins fromthe creature—angry
at Az-dra'ik's hurrying them angry at the handling of their gear and their

bel ongi ngs and the | ack of consultation when he was not, not hurrying this
morning. He still did not know why. It was not the ghost. But he firmy nade
up his mnd Azdra'ik should not be the one in their conpany to bid himdo
anything, or to require anything of himor her.

And nost of all not to make himlose a thought.

"Don't hurry her," he said shortly. "Don't hurry me, nmaster goblin, if you
want our help.'

"Ah," Azdra'ik said, hand on what ought to be a heart, extravagant as al ways.
"And can you bid the queen jvait? That's the question, isn't it?"

He stood sullenly telling hinmself he had had far and away enough of mlord
goblin in recent days; and telling hinmself that Azdra'ik was no different than
he had ever been, and that it was fear he was feeling now his body and his
senses said that it was tinme for a sunrise and the stars were stil

bri ght +hat was what had hi m short-tenpered and junping at every offense

And if magi c had sustained himthrough these sl eepless days and ni ghts—t had
nore to do now, and he felt nothing in hinself like the currents of it that
ran through Ela's fingers or the passionless confidence she had when that
power worked—this girl that was hardly older than Yuri. He could not capture
that confidence for himself this sunless norning.

Are we fools? he wanted to ask her. Are we fools to go ahead, or should | have
gi ven you better advice?

No, he thought then; she thought: even that distinction became nuddl ed at
unpredictible monents. He distressed her and distracted her and she wanted him
qui et now, that was all. Shut up, she wished him justifiably. So he asked
nothing, tried to think nothing, and waited while Ela tucked the cup away and
got to the saddle.

But as he was getting up on Lwi he suffered a |ightning
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stroke of overwhel mi ng panic, asking hinself what he was doi ng, why he



bel i eved Ela, what a |ad from Maggi ar was doing, riding with a pack of goblin
rebels. It was mad. He was mad. The whole world was, this norning. He kept

t hi nki ng: Stop, go back, this isn't where | planned to go when | |eft hone,
this isn't what | planned to be, | don't want to die today, in this dark

But he settled into the saddle, while, hi his nonent of fear, the spiteful
ghost stirred within him saying things he could not grasp, sonething about
choi ces and cowards, and showi ng him (but he would not |ook) the faces of
goblin courtiers and the sound of goblin prom ses. He patted Lwi's neck

war nmed col d fingers under Lwi's nane, and told hinmself Lwi had ruch rather

ot her company than goblin horses, Lwi had nuch rather have the sun cone up
and nmuch, much rather his own stable. But Lwi, with a snort and a shaki ng of
his neck, did what he had to, as the conpany began to nove, as goblin riders
surrounded them and swept themonto a starlit trail. And Lwi's rider di d—ahat
he had to—o way back now, everything in nmotion fromvery |long ago. He had as
much as gran and Karoly had given him that was all; and as much as he had

| earned on this trail, of goblins and of the witches of the Wod

He had a tenuous awareness of Ela riding beside him Ela was not thinking
about home. El a was thinking about the dark, and the hills, and the lake in
his dreans, the sane | ake, that had been the bargain, and the point of
treachery, and the home of the goblins for hundreds of years.

There was the place where w zardry lay veined in the rocks and sown into the
soil and mngled with the water and the air. And hi that place there was al
the magic and nore that a nortal could draw on and use. That was where they
were going. Ela believed in evil and believed that that evil was on the side
of the possessor of that |lake, in a long, long series of deceptions, goblins
agai nst the witches of the Wod, and hi that place, with all of that to draw
on, and the mrror in her hand, what was just and right had to count for
somet hi ng
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He wished it were so clear to him evil and good had seemed so much nore
definabl e when he had thought all the evil came from goblins, and the ghost
had done its best to urge that on him but its reasoning was increasingly
suspect; he wi shed he could recall sonething nmaster Karoly had said on the
matter of wi ckedness, but in all the years of teaching them for the life of
him this dark norning, he could not recall a thing master Karoly had said on
t he subject, except that silly business of the frogs in the tackle-basket: It
was not kind to them boy. Hs mnd fell into that nenmory for sone reason he
could not fathom It was not kind to them

And how did a man find his way on such thin and | ong-ago advice?

And what about the fish, that they had caught that very day for their supper?
«

Sonet hi ng about necessity, and doi ng what had to be done, and using no nore of
the earth than one needed

Spooki er and spooki er, Yuri thought, worse than the troll's tunnel before he

had known the troll. It was not a hallway, it was not a tunnel, it was just a
pl ace he could not get out of. There was the shinmer of water on the ground,
everywhere the sound of water, and the chill and the snmell of water. He had

never imagi ned such a peculiar kind of tunnel, and as for trolls, he would
give a great deal for the sight of Krukczy just now But Zadny had run past
himin such a terror he could not catch him

Al'l of which ought to tell a boy to go back—medi ately. But when he had tried
that, he had found hinself up against a wall of 4ust nothing, that felt |ike
an edge of some kind, where you could fall and fall forever if you got
over bal anced; and Zadny mi ght have run right off it, for all he knew. He hoped
not. He hoped there was not another such edge ahead—though he thought not,
because the trolls seemed to have gone on through; or they had just fallen off
into the dark one after the other without a yell or a protest or anything, and
that was not like trolls.

But he was truly scared, now, if anyone had asked hi m—
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and ever so gl ad when he suddenly saw a |ight ahead, a hazy gl ow toward which
he was wal ki ng.

And brighten, the pathway did, until there was a ceiling and there were walls
as well as a floor—all rippling with water-patterns, and |light beyond that
watery surface, the way a pond might look if he was wal ki ng al ong the bottom
in sone great bubble, and |ooking up at me sun

It was water when he | ooked back, and when he went near the walls, they
shimered as if the bubble he was in mght collapse. That scared him

But he did not see any way to go but straight ahead, and if sonebody like the
goblin queen was doing this he did not want to give her any ideas about

col I apsi ng the bubble around him And thinking about it mght make it happen
if this place was |like dreans, as it seened to be. So he wal ked, quickly as he
coul d.

Then—he coul d not be sure at first—there seened to be someone standing in the
wat ery uncertainties of the hallway, a long, long distance in front of him He
wondered if it was his own reflection he was seeing. O it mght be a goblin.
But even when he stopped wal king that figure |looked as if it was noving
closer. And when he blinked to be sure he sawit, it had noved cl oser still,
seem ng |i ke someone he knew very well, who just should not be here. Wether
he wal ked toward it or not, it just kept comi ng; and | ooked nore and nore-Like
Bogdan. It did | ook exactly |ike Bogdan; and he shoul d have been ever, ever so
gl ad—he woul d have been; but Bogdan did not snile, Bogdan did not neet him
with open arnms like a brother, or act astonished to see him or even ask him
how he had cone here.

Bogdan only said, as if he were mldly di sappoi nted:

"l expected Tamas."

Hour upon hour the stars stayed overhead, the sane stars that shone down on
Maggi ar, as far as Tamas could tell; and the pole stars had not nmoved hi al
the tine they had been riding. But he did not know how t hat could possibly
be—unl ess the
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very sky was standing still even in Maggiar, and unless lord Sun hinself had

no power to break the witch's hold—n which case his own fanily and every
farmer in Maggiar and | ands clear to the great sea nmust have wakened in
confusion this norning, must be huddling together, hour by hour of this

dar kness, looking up at the stars and wondering at the neaning of it and

whet her there woul d be anot her sunrise.

But Ela commented quietly, as they rode side by side anong the goblins:
"Not hi ng changes here. The stars don't nove. It's the same hour. It's always
the sane hour. That's the spell she's cast. Until that changes, nothing can.”
She need not have spoken al oud. He was hearing her thinking just then, and

wi shing he did not, because in her thoughts was sonething about this not being
a part of the present world they were traveling in, and it not having b«en a
part of the present world ever since they had entered the Wod.

He was not sure of that. He thought about what master Karoly had said, how one
t hi ng touches everythi ng—and recall ed the deer ravagi ng the woods, and the
store roons piled high with furs, and the spring failing to cone ... all this
silent colloquy, while they rode above the fires in the valley, all this,
while they rode in a serene high hills quiet. He thought, Al this is there.
Wiat we do here, reflects there. Like the mirror. . . it's all one mrror, and
which side is the reflection, and which is true?

Ri ders burst past, with that strange thunp of pads and scraping of their
horses' claws. The last reined back to ride by them to Lwi's offense.

"Itra'hi are out there," Azdra'ik said out of the shadows. "Sniffing around
the hills. | don't think they' |l dare come at us. We're going right where
their mstress would have us. | don't know what she has to conplain of."

Di squi eti ng t hought.

"Unl ess you' d like to change your ninds," Azdra'ik added. "W can stil



retreat."

"I don't see we'd gain anything." Tamas felt constrained to give a civil

answer while the ghost or his own fear clam
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ored otherwi se; and he had |lost a tfiought, confound the creature, but for
some reason he found hinsel f adding: "Possibly the queen can make a m stake."
"Ch, the queen nakes many ni stakes. But so few can take advantage of them'
"Maybe we will."

"The night the mirror failed," Azdra'ik said lightly, "the norning failed. And
for two days thereafter. Wtches and wi zards knew. But the world never did.
Did it? Do your old nen say?"

It cast his calculations into disorder and agreed with Ela's way of thinking.
"You nmean no one el sewhere even noticed?"

"Except within her power—as we clearly are. This is a night of her making.
This is the goblin night. This is the goblin real myouVe crossed into. And she
rules it absolutely. To do other than she wills is a difficult matter. WII
you still challenge her? "

You' re wrong, he thought, forgetting the question. You re wong, master

goblin. One thing touches everything. The deer came to our woods. And the
goblin queen doesn't rule everything.

"Here is your last chance," Azdra'ik said. "Hereafter—you have no retreat."
Wth which, Azdra'ik noved off, with a suddenness that unnerved Lwi and nade
himjostle Skory.

In the next monent, round the shoulder of the hill a glistening horizon
unf ol ded. He forgot what he was saying. He forgot everything he had had in
mnd to say, as he saw the starlit water cupped between the hills.

The | ake, he thought, the place exactly, in every detail, that he had seen in
hi s dreans.

The goblins in front of themrode down the steep incline toward the shore,
fantastical shadows, they and their horses, against the star-sheen on the

| ake. They foll owed that |ead, perforce, and other goblins rode down after

t hem

"The queen knows we're here," Ela said.

He felt nothing of the queen's presence. For a nonent he
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felt not even the wind around them and doubted what a nonent ago he had

t hought he under st ood.
' "Then do sonething,'
over whel m ng.

"Not yet," El asaid.
"Not yet. Not yet. This is the place, Ela, this is the |lake, this is where she
lives. | sawit last night, |I've seen it before ..."

"Everything here is what she wishes,"” Ela said. "Even we are. W couldn't have
cone here, else.”

"No! Don't believe that! We're here. We're here because we decided, don't

t hi nk anything el se."’

But the hill was the very hill that Yuri and the trolls had descended in his
dreamthe very shore on which they had vani shed, and Zadny had conme back
again, terrified fend al one. .

Foolish fear. It was entirely unreasonable that Yuri or Zadny had been here.

It was the sort of thing his own mnd nmight conjure, out of his honmesickness,
that was ail, and the goblin queen had nothing to do with it.

But that meant his vision of Bogdan might be no different, and that there was
no hope of finding him O —+the thought came to him and now he was not sure it
was his own—+f the mirror could make anythi ng happen, if the queen could learn
anything of his fanmly none of themwas safe

H s confidence ebbed away fromhimas they drew rein on the very shore of the
goblins' |ake, and the horses, disrespectful of haunted places, dipped their
heads to drink. He was terrified for his famly, for his brother, for his

he said. The sense of urgency was suddenly



| and-But El a's thoughts slipped in again, calmas the lake in front of them
on which the horses' intrusion sent out an irreverent ripple far across the
mrrorlike surface—El a had no attachnments to anyone or anything, except,
renotely, himthe goblin queen herself had seen to that; but not alone the
gueen. Her mistress Ysabet had | eft her no certainty, even about her own
identity, but she had no one the goblin queen could threaten: everything she
owned was hers. She stared into the dark, her hand above the mirror beneath

her gown,
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he could feel it as if it rested against his heart, and said, so faintly he
coul d scarcely hear:

"When | wish. That's my choice. Wien / wi sh. And no one can change that."

The | ake reflected the sky and the sliver of noon so perfectly the mnd grew
di zzy searching for the seam of substance and i nage. One was the other. Up was
down. Down was up. And the juncture between the two was the very heart of
illusion. There, sonething said to him there is the place.

It might have been the ghost that spoke. It mght have been Ela. But the fear
that stirred when Azdra'ik clinbed dowmm and wal ked al ong that reedy edge—that
was most surely the ghost.

Treachery, it said. Treachery. Watch him This is a potent place.

Treachery? he thought. Azdra'ik serves his own kind. |Is that treacherous in

hi n?

He slid down fromlLwi's saddle and intended to lead Lwi with him but a goblin
offered to take the reins. He gave theminto the creature's hand, thinking if
there was duplicity now, if there was ill intent, it needed little violence to
achieve its purpose. Either Azdra'ik's folk were rebels against their queen or
they were the queen's nost |oyal subjects. And no goblin had noved agai nst

t hem yet .

Then he thought of what Azdra'ik had said, that his kind would be whatever the
mrror made them-whatever the mrror could make them and something about the

fragnent. . . that as long as it existed
El a had said and he had not understood until now. They were in the queen's
realm as close to the queen's absolute will as she could conpel themor lure

them They were her enem es. They bore what the queen nost dearly wanted—

wi t hout wanting themto succeed. And hi the goblin queen's sight, they were
here with her perm ssion, walking into her hands, hinmself, Ela, Azdra'ik and
all of them.

Delicate, oh, so delicate, to be here within the queen's will in her view of
the mrror, and not to be as the queen willed hi their own. The whole world
poi sed on the knife's edge of
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that distinction, precarious as a next and necessary breath, two reflections
nearly identical El'a with her hand poi sed above the mrror, and hinmsel f—

H msel f, wal ki ng al ong the | ake shore in Azdra'ik's tracks, with his sword at
his side and intent against the queen in his heart.

He trod on bog. One boot |eaked. He | ooked down before he thought, at water
anong cat-tail roots, reflecting his presence, and the dark reeds; and he had
seen this exact thing before, so small and ridiculous a detail, but he had
dreaned it, the exact same sight; and when he had | ooked up, in his dream.

—He behel d the face of the watcher on the shore, the arnored figure whose face
shifted with the changi ng noon. In his dream he had not recogni zed hi mbut of
course it “as Azdra'ik who faced himon the shore, Azdra'ik who, in that very
i mage of his dreamand this nmoment, turned his face fromhim folded his arns
and stood | ooking phil osophically across the | ake.

"Don't believe the quiet," Azdra'ik said. "The queen isn't waiting. This is
her spell. This is her mirror. W' re standing in it. The question is—will
there be anything el se? So far, our fledgling witch accepts what she sees.™



"I'Ve dreaned this," he said. "I saw ny brother in the mrror. | saw himin the
conpany of goblins like you. Is he possibly alive?"
"I"'msure | don't know "

"Don't you."
"Are we back to lies and liar?" Azdra'ik faced him the exact figure of his
ni ght mares, of his prophetic visions, he had no idea. "Not I, not I, lord

human. Do you suppose | dealt with your ghostly tenant all those years ago ..
for ny queen's welfare?"

The ghost he had t hought night be gone moved in himlike the striking of a
snake—di ere was blinding anger. He wal ked away w t hout thinking about it,

al ong the boggy edge, and on a saner uncertainty and a steadier breath, |ooked
back, in possession of hinmself again, forewarned of its presence
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and sure, now, that the ripples he sent into the still |ake were of his own
maki ng.

"Where will | find her?" he asked Azdra'iKk.

"Fi nd whon?"

' The queen, of course.'

"You're quite mad. Wth that sword, with nmy dagger, will you attack her?"
"Yes."

Azdra'ik grinned, as if he had been waiting for that very thing, as if the
dreamwere still proceeding, in the way of dreans, with a sense of necessity.
"I'"ll take you there," Azdra'ik said, and, splashing across the boggy ground,
gave orders to one and the other of his people.

Tamas | ooked toward El a. She sat on Skory's back, Skory still as a painted

i mge. Her hand was where it had been, above the mirror she wore beneath her
gown; and he thought then—

Perhaps | should tell her what |'m doing.

But she's aware. And as for where | amhi her mirror—I"'meither, aren't 17?
I"'min the queen's mirror and I'mhi Ela's, and when she looks, I'Il be there—
(Don't rely onit, the ghost said. Young fool. Her fears can overwhel m her
Fears for you, young fool. She's blind and deaf to what her mstress taught.
It's disaster . . .)

Azdra'ik's hand | anded on his shoul der, startling him making him]l ook nore
closely than he liked into Azdra'ik's face.

"Come with me," Azdra'ik said. "I'll show you the
way. "

"To her?"

"As cl ose as we can, as close as ever you'll wsh."

Fear for me? he asked hinsel f, disquieted. Wen did she ever care for ne?
Am | doing the right thing?

They wal ked along the |l ake rim the sane path he had dreaned of Yuri taking,
following the trolls. And they were not alone. Four of Azdra'ik's conpany were
behi nd them—he di scovered that as he gl anced back
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The | ake shinmmered as it had in his dream a watery flash of reflection, al
around them and above them The stars vanished, and a gate cl anged shut

behi nd t hem

15

It WAS NOT AS | F THERE WAS ANYWHERE TO GO, | T WAS NOT

as if he had tried to get away and not as if he had done anythi ng wrong except
be where his brother had not expected him but Bogdan insisted on hol ding
Yuri's armas they wal ked the tunnel. "That hurts," Yuri cried, trying to
twist loose. It did hurt. And Bogdan jerked hi m hard.

"Behave, " Bogdan sai d harshly.

"I am But where are we going? W need to find Tamas!"

"W need to find Tamas," Bogdan nmocked him and swung himaround to | ook him
in the iace. "Do you know where he is? Wiere is he?"

"I don't know." It happened to be the truth, but me way Bogdan asked him he



woul d not have told anything he knew. "Let me go!"

' "What are you doi ng here?

"I don't know." That sounded stupid. "l just decided to follow you, that's
a1

"Decided to follow us." Bogdan gave him a shake. "You're lying, Yuri. Were is
he?"

"I don't know! You're hurting nme! Let go!"

"Let me tell you sonething. They don't play games here. They don't understand
boys here, they don't have any, and if you keep on like that they won't have
you, do you hear what |'m saying? Don't play these people for fools. It

doesn't work, here. They'll kill you, do you understand, they'll kill our

not her, our father, every single one of us, if you try to play themfor fools
—do you understand ne, little brother?"
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"I don't know what you're doing with them Wy don't we run away?"

"There is no running away, get that through your head. These are dangerous
people. Ofend themand they' ||l go against us. Acconmopbdate them and there's
not hi ng that can stand in our way. Maggiar can rule everything fromthe
nmount ai ns west to the river and beyond that. The goblins have no interest in
ruling men. W can do that for them W can be the power, our little Maggiar
can become an inportant place in the world, the inmportant place, and there's
nothing in the way of that. They actually want us to succeed, do you hear?"
Maggi ar being a power and the goblins keeping pronises did not sound
reasonable to him He could not think what to say to Bogdan. He knew he was
waiting too long to thinlftof it; and Bogdan | ost patience with talking to a
nmere boy and spun hi m about and hal ed hi m down the tunnel

Then of a sudden—+t was nore a change in the place around themthan the
openi ng of a door or a gate—they were in a hall blazing with Iights, and those
lights floating about in arches of green stone that itself rippled with water
shadows. Yuri gawked, he could not help it, he was still thinking about how
they had gotten into this place, and he had never seen lights floating hi the
air before, or stone the color of old sumrer |eaves, or a place as rich and
powerful as this.

But he stopped gawki ng then, because goblins came wal king toward them from al
sides, sone no taller than he was, some taller than Bogdan, which few people
were, and all of thembristling with spiny armor and with weapons. He was
ready for Bogdan to draw his sword and defend their lives fromthese
creatures, but evidently not. Evidently these were the friends Bogdan was
tal ki ng about. Bogdan only said,

"This is ny younger brother. He's nine. Keep your hands off him Understand?"
Yuri did not |ike the ook hi the goblins* eyes. Least of all did he trust the
whi speri ng behind them as Bogdan hurried himon along the fantastical hall. He
had heard that kind of thing frombullies and wi cked boys |ike his sonetine
friends
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back hone. He pulled to free hinself from Bogdan's grip, wanting to find the
tunnel again and get out of here, because Bogdan was being stupid if he

t hought these were friends. But next to a carving that m ght have been rea
lily roots and lily stem towering up and up, Bogdan set nun against the wall.
"Listen," Bogdan said, bending to ook himin the face and giving hima shake.
"You're safe if you do what | say. Do you hear ne? We can be safe here, you
and I, and Tamas can be safe here. There's an arnmy out there burning Al baz,
and Burdigen, and all the towns in the valley to the ground—because those
peopl e were stupid. That's not going to happen to Maggiar. It's not going to
happen to us. . . . because you're not going to nake trouble, you're not going
to offend these people! Remenber that before you act the fool in this place!"
He saw nothing in the way of bad things happening to himor anyone the goblins
could catch, except his brother was giving orders to goblins instead of being



a prisoner, and his brother was tal king about goblins burning towns their gran
had told stories about, stories Tamas had handed down to him after she died.
He t hought he shoul d be happy that Bog-dan was alive—but he had far rather
know t hat Bogdan was the brother he renmenbered.

"' Doyou under stand ne?"

"Yes," he said, because he did not want his am broken

"Come on," Bogdan said, and pulled himalong a hallway. "I want you with nme. |
don't want any m sunder st andi ngs. "

"What happened to Jerzy and everybody?" he asked, hopi ng Bogdan woul d at | east
renmenber that sonething bad had happened at Krukczy Tower.

Bogdan jerked his armso hard it brought tears to his eyes, paying no
attention to his question, and Yuri suddenly had no inclination whatsoever to
tell Bogdan about Karoly and N kol ai having escaped the goblins at Krukczy
Straz. He was scared, really scared, since Bogdan had chosen not to answer his
guestion about Jerzy and the rest, who had been Bogdan's
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friends, and the nen he was | eadi ng. Bogdan had not been his favorite brother
but Bogdan had never, ever acted like this, or tal ked about being safe with
goblins who had shot Ni kolai and tried to kill Tamas and master Karoly.

Bogdan t ook hi m down one hall and into another, with the floating |ights and
goblins comi ng and goi ng. Bogdan gave himto a goblin to watch, while Bogdan
went over and tal ked urgently to a handful of tall goblins that |ooked nore

i nportant than the rest, all in arnmor, all bristling with weapons.

Yuri cal cul ated the chances of kicking his goblin guard in the shins and
maki ng a break for a door, but Bogdan had said don't be stupid, and that, in
this place where halls happened w thout ordinary doors, seemed good advice,
except not the way Bogdan had neant it: as he sawit, it was a question of
biding his time. *

So he watched the disgusting sight of his brother talking with his goblin
friends, while another goblin was holding his arm and he (he could not help
it) looked up at himto get an undersided view of a goblin face, while the
lights were floating around themlike fireflies and congregati ng where Bog-dan
and the others were tal king.

A strange sight, that face was. But he did not like it when the goblin
realized what he was doing and gl ared down at him

He heard the group with Bogdan say somet hi ng about other goblins; and he heard
Bogdan say sonet hing about promising to let himdeal with Tamas hinsel f.

So he crossed his eyes at the goblin who was glaring at himand nmade a face,
for good neasure. And the goblin clearly had his orders not to bite his head
of f, and did nothing. A light floated right around the goblin's shoul der and
drifted off to join the others bobbing around Bogdan and the rest, where the
center of interest was.

So Yuri straightened around and kept a cal mface, watching his brother betray
Tamas, and Maggi ar, and everything and everyone he knew.

VWhi ch hurt—hurt worse than anythi ng anybody had ever done to him It was not a
thing boys did. It was sonething a
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man did, and that nman was a brother of his—which made hi m sonmehow dirty, too,
and responsi ble, and conpletely desperate to find a way out of this trap to
warn the people he cared about.

Li ke findi ng Tamas, he thought. Tamas was ol der. Tanmas woul d know what to do
first and where to go

He stood there in a goblin's keeping until Bogdan deci ded to take hi m back
Bogdan t ook himdown the hall, past the fantastical lilies and the carved fish
and the nonsters that lurked in the stone, while a trail of excited lights
tried to keep up with them

"WeVe got to find Tanas before he undoes everything,'
went. "He's around here sonewhere. Conme on! Fool!"
They wal ked a corridor of strange watery darkness, and Tanmas asked hinsel f,

Bogdan said as they



al one with goblins and the consequences of his confusion, whether he was
entirely sane. The ghost had ceased to trouble him inside, for the
nmonent —Yl ena was vi si bl e now, apart from him wal ki ng ahead of them—at | east
he fancied he could see her fromtime to tinme, at the instant the eye had to
blink: nost horrible in aspect, a tattered figure of a worman, all bones and
gauze.

"Ylena," he said to Azdra'ik, as the only one who m ght understand his
distress. ' 'l can't be rid of her."'

"I see her," Azdra'ik said. "The pretentious baggage. A tag-along."

"More than that, damm it." Azdra'ik had a way of provoking the ghost, and he
flinched, expecting its spite.

Azdra'ik said, close by his ear, grasping his arm "She fears dyi ng—and die
she will, if ever goblins |eave the earth again. That was the term of her |ong
life. You should be wary of that. Prom se her you don't intend to banish us."
He heard that, and his heart gave a thunp, as if he were being threatened into
an agreement nore inportant than his distracted wits could surround at the
nonent .

Wiat does he want of me?
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' "Ask that favor of Eia," he said. "Wat have | to do with it?"

"As the residence of a power that can damm us? As Ylena's neans into the
gqueen's hall? A great deal. | gave her the secret of the mirror and the wonan
bl ames me that she was a fool—-not ny fault, | say."

He was trying to understand Azdra'ik's position. But the witch hovered near
him there at the edge of every blink, a shadowy swirl of living anger. "Let
be. Don't quarrel with her."

"Ch, not with her, man, with her successors. Gven the choice, your young
witch out there—'

A shiver went through the floor—but the trenor was nore than hi the earth, it
was a shock within his heart. A desire that was Ela's. A solitude that was

El a's, overwhelnming the ghost's faded spite. This was now. This was i nmm nent
danger.

"Someone, " Azdra'ik said, "just gained the queen's attention."

"Elal" He jerked his armaway from Azdra'ik's grip and at once felt an edge
near his foot.

"Fool!'" Azdra'ik caught himas another trenor ran through the tunnel, making
the reflections shimer—and he did not fall, only by the intervention of
Azdra'ik's hand.

And the silence that foll owed the shaking was snothering. He tried to free

hi nmsel f.

"Be calm be calm" Azdra'ik released his armslowy. "You can so easily fal
here, man, you can fall to sonething |ike death—you can drown in the queen's

i mgi nation. O in the queen's all-demanding will, which | personally count
wor se. "

"Ela's under attack."

"Did you expect not? | asked you—take the mirror. | pleaded with you, take the
mrror. Now—now you have second thoughts. The war is |aunched, man. There is
no di sengagenent. And for good or ill, the mrror shard belongs to the
fledgling."

"The witch with a wizard consort," another said, close
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at hand-which startled him few of the goblins seened to have human speech
"Wth a wizard consort," Azdra'ik agreed. "That's true. That's never been. It
may make a difference, mat she wants himnore than the queen does.'

"She has no consort! Don't assume—

"Man, you echo of it. The whole mirror does. Do you think we're deaf?"

He was surrounded by goblins, and Ela's presence ran through himlike
hammrer - bl ows, shock after shock to his bones. He saw only fierce, expectant
faces in the dim watery light, and suddenl y—suddenly a sense of that presence



so vivid there was no difference between himand her, no housing left for the
ghost that clanored outside. He saw into somewhere he could not see with his
eyes, into a hall . . . but he could not make it clear. It shimered—

The lake . . . god, the kike, El a!

One thing touches everything. One thing affects everything. They wanted the

| ake, Ela, everything for the | ake—that is the mirror, in our real m—

"Man!" Azdra'ik cautioned him "Mn, listen to ne."

There was light, watery reflections glancing and bouncing off the floor. The
way ahead | ooked |ike a bubble in the sun. He rubbed his eyes, and started
wal king with Azdra'ik and his conmpani ons about him

Cane a cold touch at his shoulder. Too |late for recrimnations, he said to the
ghost's nagging at him W' re here, madam W' ve no chance to be anywhere

el se. Shut up

It did not like to be addressed that way. He felt its anger

And will you die? he flung back at it. W all can die. Easier than not, at
this point.

It did not want to be here. The queen wanted it to be here, it believed that
beyond a doubt, now. It had touched him it had tried to hold himand it had
gotten swept up in the current of spells—

—of spells ages old and nore powerful than she understood. The ghost had

ki ssed an innocent to steal his life and found sonething far frominnocent;
she bl aned himfor that,
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she railed on himfor that, she suspected himof w zardly conplicities she
could not find .

Consort, the goblins had said. The witches of the Wod had no such thing.
There had been no wizards in Ylena's tine . .

But in gran's, he thought distractedly, there was Ka-roly.

Fear broke forth in Ela, then a regathered coll ectedness, as the air in their
very faces began to shimer |like the air above a forge: the water-patterns
shi mered violently, and then stopped. They faced a man and a band of goblins
that reached instantly for swords.

But it was hinself, his own startlement, their own reflections, that dissolved
into ripples of light and pattern, as if sonmeone had cast a stone into water.
*

"Tamas?'' a boy's voice called out—a boy's shape was the new image it was
taking. Yuri's image |ooked out at hi m—touched the invisible surface, and
made it ripple, but no nore than that, and, for a boy Tanas knew beyond a
doubt was hone and safe—ord Sun, it | ooked and sounded so very real

"Tamas! "

"Is it alie? ' he asked Azdra'ik. "He's not here! He's safe over-nountain!"”
Yuri's reflection shook its head, remarkable in the |likeness that pulled at
his heart. "Zadny got away. | followed himand | got here—Bogdan's here. —But
don't believe—'

The mirror shimrered violently and somet hi ng snatched Yuri out of his sight.
Gobl i n hands snatched Tamas back, on his side, or he would have foll owed.
"Let nme go!"

"Don't," Azdra'ik said, "don't be a fool. It's the mrror that governs such

t hi ngs. Make it give the vision back!"

"I don't know if | want it!"

"Then know " Azdra'ik shouted at him "Know once and for all, man, you' ve few
ot her chances. WIIl you race it? Yes or no!"
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"'l want it back!'' he cried.

The shimrering steadied, and Yuri cane bursting through it, sprawed flat and
| ooked up, still as a fawn before the hunters, his expression all dismy and
desperati on.

"It's me," Tamas said. But the mirror showed another image before hi m—=

Bogdan, in every detail it was Bogdan.



"Come across," Bogdan said, beckoning him "Tamas, bring Yuri, and conme here."
"No," Azdra'ik said under his breath. "That's the queen's work. Pass through
that surface and he can touch you."

"Tamas. "

He t hought how his conpany nust | ook to Bogdan, and he had the thought to
explain to Bogdan it was safe and he was not a prisoner, but suddenly there

were goblins at Bog-dan's back, too, a good many of them a hall, bright with
lights, and it was hinself who stood in shadow, with his younger brother dazed
and trying to choose what was real. It was the look on Yuri's face he could
not bear, the doubt between the two of mem

"Yuri," he said. "Yuri, can you answer ne?"

"Yes," Yuri's inmage said, sounding like Yuri's very self if Yuri were
frightened out of good sense. " | hear you.'

"What should | do, Yuri? Should I listen to hin®"

"No," Yuri said definitely enough.

"The boy doesn't understand," Bogdan said. "Tamas, | want you to take Yuri and
bring himwi th you. |I've a guarantee of your safety.'

"The queen's prom ses,"” Azdra'ik said.
"Shut up!" he hissed at Azdra'ik. "Bogdan. Are you free to come to this side?"

"Free, "Bogdan said. "Free, yes. But | want you to cone to me. You'll be safe.
| prom se you."
The rippling surface belled outward and gained a portion of the hall. "Tamas!"

Yuri yelled in dismay as the mirror snatched hi mback, and Tanas nade a
desperate reach for him but goblin hands hel d hi m back

"Come on!" Bogdan said. But Yuri was not pleased with
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where he was. Tanas saw the shake of Yuri's head and stopped struggling with
the goblins' hold on him

"Back up," Azdra'ik said, laying a hand on his shoulder. "W're |osing, back
up. W can't press it yet."

"No," he said. Backing up and | eaving Yuri and Bogdan there—even the illusion
of his brothers—he could not risk losing them He tried to feel Ela's
presence. He reached for magic, and intended the wall to waver the other way
and give up his brothers, by the god, it would.

He hel d steady, at |east—+the surface shook one way and the other, as if a
stone had struck it.

"What are you doi ng?" Bogdan asked.

"Wzardry," said a lisping, soft voice fromsomewhere anong the goblins, at
Bogdan' s back, "G andson of Kaiply Magus—the gift you don't own, your brother
Tamas clearly does. He has magi ¢ enough to make hima power in the world. Did
he tell you that on the other side of the nountains, or did he keep it secret
fromyou? Clearly we have the | esser brother on our side."

Tamas heard it, angry at its insinuations, he heard it and he saw Bogdan

hal f-turn to cast a |l ook behind him and, in the sanme nmonent, knew the way he
knew his brother's character what that cursed voice had done to them what a
soreness it had touched, the sane that he had protected in Bogdan with every
duck of his head, every taunt turned and every provocation declined that his
brot her had offered him

Dam you, he thought on the instant, a lifetime's evasions all cone to this.
"You're no w zard," Bogdan said, angrily. "You're no w zard."

" Bogdan—

"—+ want you to cone here," Bogdan said.

"He didn't tell you," the insidious voice said. "But certain ones had to have
known. And | ay odds that your brother knew-and Karoly Magus. Probably even the
servant s—

"I didn't," Tamas said. "That's rubbish, Bogdan, for the god' s sake, what are
we tal king about? Get out of there. Walk out. G ve ne your hand and hold on to
Yuri.'
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"To do what? To have Maggi arburn? But maybe you don't care about things |like
t hat Ffamas Magus. "

"Ch, for the god's sake, Bogdan, | never hid anything fromyou. | don't even
know what they say is true, | don't knowto this day that it's true—don't
listen to them this is famly, this is our famly, Bogdan, not sone
strangers' word on it—=

' '"Then cone over here. Do what | tell you. They're willing to have us rule
Maggi ar, to have us rule over all the world* on our side of the nountains.
They' Il let us do as we please, Tamas, one kingdom after another—=

He shook his head. "You. Over here."

"Am | the ol dest, Tamas?"

"You're the ol dest."

"Do | know better than you do? I'mtelling you what to do, little brother."
"No. Bogdan; don't listen to them W don't have to take their terras. W can
beat them GCet Yuri out of there.''

"He's very confident," the voice said, thick with fangs—and it began to sound
femnine to his ears. "Isn't he?"

"Shut up," Tamas said to the queen—he was sure it was the queen—and the mrror
shook.

"Wzard," the goblin queen said. "Cone across. You can be with your brothers.
You can have any reward you like."

"No. "

"Tamas, " Bogdan said.

"He won't listen to you," the goblin queen said. "He knows everything.'

"He'll listen," Bogdan said, in his no-nonsense way, his side of the nmirror
advanced as he strode forward, and Tamas backed a pace: he had | earned when he
was five to back up when Bogdan sounded |ike that and cane in his direction
But his back nmet a wall of armored goblins—and Yuri was held by goblins on the
ot her side.

"CGet hold of him" Tamas said, turning to Azdra'ik, trying to avoid the fight
Bogdan was pressing. "Hold on to him™"
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But that was the wwong thing to have said. Bogdan drew his sword with a rasp
of netal that nmade the mirror shiver

"Put it away," Tamas said, turning again. "Bogdan. Put it-—=-

Bogdan sliced through the mrror surface between them and Tamas junped back as
goblin steel rang out. Swords cleared their scabbards on either side, and
Tamas was still trying to evade Bogdan's attack, enpty-handed.

"No, Bogdan!" A second cl ose pass, the wi nd of which passed his cheek: he
flinched back again, hard against a goblin armparry him was his desperate

t hought, he drew on the retreat, brought the sword up and Bogdan's bl ade

cl anged against it with a shock that jolted his wists.

"Bogdan, quit it!" he cried, but there was the queet's |aughter from beyond
the barrier, there was Yuri shouting to watch out. "Bogdan! They want ms
stop it!"

Bl ow after bl ow cane at himand he kept turning them No one el se was
fighting. They all were watching, one side and the other of the mrror
surface, and jeers cane from Bogdan's side. "Go on," the goblins shouted, and
Yuri shouted at themto stop it—but he could not drop his guard w t hout Bogdan
cleaving himin two, and Bogdan's strokes were growing wild and desperate,
ringing through the blade to his bones. The clangor filled his ears, rang over
the wailing protests of the ghost, rang over the goblin voices and into the
watery walls that shook to the sound of bl ades.

Stroke net and next stroke met: he was unwilling to back up, but he had no
choi ce. Azdra'ik was shouting advice at himhe could not hear, Yuri was
yelling and his arms and his wists were buckling under the clanging and
hamreri ng. Get the sword away fromhim was what his good sense screaned at
him but doing that to Bogdan was no easier than reasoning with himwhen
Bogdan's pride was at stake.



"They want this!" he shouted, in the hope that Bogdan was wearing down enough
to hear him "Bogdan, they've got Yuri."

"I"'mnot a fool!" Bogdan shouted. His face was suffused with anger, his eyes
were crazed with it. "You' re so damed
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smug, you're so damed clever, don't you think I know what you were doi ng
getting into our company, you and Ka-rol y—="

He hardly had the wind to argue. Get it away fromhim was all he could think
of, trying to wield a goblin sword in a wearying defense, with Azdra'ik's
conpany yelling in his ear and Azdra'ik hinself shouting advice he could not
consciously hear over the ringing in his ears. He made an overreach with the
bl ade, tried to hang Bogdan's blade with the quillon-spine on his and al npst
succeeded; but Bogdan's strength jerked the blade half out of his grip before
the inperfect hold raked free. He made a desperate recovery. The goblins
yel l ed advice. A faniliar hand | anded nonentarily on his shoul der and shoved
him Azdra'ik shouted, "Attack, fool!"

"Shut up!" he yelled at Azdra'ik, and dodged Bogdan's attack.

"They're conming at Ela, man! W can't hold them forever—=

This as he trod on soneone's foot trying to back up, and Bogdan's sword grated
and sliced along his shoul der

"CGet out of ny way," he panted. "Bogdan, stop it! You're wong, for the god's
sake, Bogdan— He gave up trying to coddl e Bogdan's sense of righteousness.
"Papa woul d say—

"What ? That we're all w zard bastards?" A downstroke beat his bl ade down. But
Bogdan was tiring, too. Bogdan could not take advantage on the recovery: Tanas
shoved hi m back with his shoul der and tried bashing himw th the hilt.

The barked quill on drew bl ood across Bogdan's hand. "Damn you!" Bogdan yell ed,
| ooking at it, and | aunched a crazed attack, blow after bl ow (

"The edge!" Azdra'ik yelled. "Watch your feet, man!"

He had no nore room A goblin's shove at his back flung himw thin Bogdan's
guard and he used the hilt and the side of the blade, to batter hinself free.
Sweat was running in his eyes. The goblins were all shouting, both sides at
once. He made a second desperate try to trap Bogdan's guard, and
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trapped hinmself, the swords bound together, the tines piercing Bogdan's
hand—he had him if he did not let go, he could keep fromkilling Bogdan or
being killed, if he did not |et Bogdan get free, but Bogdan was grabbing at
his throat and forcing himbackward in a frenzy of pain and outrage, step by
resisting step—he knew the edge was behi nd him

"You'll take us over!" he yelled at Bogdan. "You'll take us over the edge,
dammit, don't!"

H s foot hit nothingness. He felt himself going, he felt the drop begi nning
and he let go the sword—he had nade up his nmnd to that—ather than kill them
bot h.

But a hand snagged himby one armas he let go the sword. Bogdan spun past him
with all his weight and both swords—into enpty space past his reachi ng hand.
The pull on hi*left sleeve was hauling himback to solid ground breathl ess and
cold and shaking from head to foot—

"Bogdan!" he shouted into that gulf, in hope that if it was a magical place he
m ght yet find him

"He's gone!" Azdra'ik shouted into his ear, with his arns around him "You're
here, man. Do you hear me? They won't stop us. Man!" Azdra'ik shook at him
"Listen to me! You Ve got the power to do sonething—do it! Use the mrror
Break through the wall!"

One thing touches everything, he thought, for no reason. And: for |ess reason
and with a sudden unreasoni ng hope: Master Karoly!

Ni kolai tried not to think about the stars above the tangle of woods, but he
was sure that it was at least rightfully noon, that sonething nagical was in



progress, and that if their two ghostly guides were at all reliable they
shoul d have found the boy | ong since.

"They're not getting us anywhere!" he protested to Karoly.

"W're not where we were," Karoly snapped. "And it's not that easy, master
huntsman, it's not a deer we're tracking."

"What does that nean?"
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* "That it's not a deer!’

That was what one got for arguing with a man who thought in circles and heard
t hi ngs when he set his ear against the earth. But fromthe begi nning Ysabe
and Pavel had seened on the track of sonething the hound was interested in
follow ng: Karoly's nmurdered sister and her soldier lover drifted effortlessly
in the |lead as they slogged through thicket and up and down hills, Nikolai

| eading the old man on the pony—w th the hound out in front of all of them
running with his nose to the ground, immune to the dark that inpeded a human
hunt er and probably tracking better than both ghosts together, in N kolai's
estimation.

Then of a sudden Nikolai snelled apples, when no apple tree should be in
fruit—and that made hi mthink, oddly enough, of the courtyard in Mggi ar, an
overset basket by the kitchen door, and M chal's horse.

The dog barked, letting every goblin in ten | eagues about know where they

ver e.

"Quiet!" Nikolai hissed. "Dog, hush!"

In the same instant he felt a tweak at his hair, which mght have been a tw g
raking him A slight breeze had started up, a whispering in the brush.

Good | ad, soneone said. He was sure it was not naster Karoly—Karoly did not
call himgood and no one called himlad these days. It sounded |like a woman's
voi ce. He could not be certain.

Loyal to Stani, indeed, the voice said next his ear—no one could fault you

t hat .

"Urzul a?" Karoly asked of a sudden. "Urzula, is that you?"

"Just the wind," Nikolai said, wanting to believe in anything but the |ady
gran next his ear.

But in the self-same noment, on a trick of the wind, he heard a sound he had
not heard since his wandering youth: the clash of swords and the sounds of
war f are echoi ng through the woods. Gracja brought her head up, pulled at the
reins he was hol ding, and N kol ai scranbl ed asi de as a shadow of
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a rider passed right dirough the brush w thout disturbing any of it, and
passed right through Gacja and Karoly to boot.

A second rider passed, and a third, all shadows, and N kol ai began to shiver
in a way nothing had nade himdo since he was a boy hiding fromthe sol diers.
But he had the inpression he knew who they were without clear sight of any of
them Mchal, and Filip, and Jerzy and all his dead conrades, all riding
toward the sounds of conmbat. Zadny barked at them and set up a sudden how .
That was the only thing that brought himto his senses, because for a noment
he felt so light-headed, so slightly connected to his body, that it would have
been so nmuch easier to let go and run after them

He reached out for Karoly 's knee, fearing for the old man's life. But:
"Follow them " Karoly said urgently. "CGod, give me up the reins. The boy's in
deep trouble!"

The dog crashed off into the woods ahead of them He handed Karoly up the
reins, Karoly flailed at Gracja with his heels and the pony started novi ng,
stolidly, relentlessly forward, while the ghosts went before themw th a
sighing in the branches, and ghosts of every sort poured in fromleft and from
right of them drifting shadows in the starlight, afoot, ahorse, sone on
creatures an honest man did not want to see—those night be goblin dead.

There was a brilliance ahead, some sort of light cast up fromthe valley bel ow
on the thinning screen of trees, and cane a how from ahead of themthat



Ni kol ai had heard only once before in his life, at Krukczy Straz when the
arrows had begun to fly—goblins | eapt up ahead from anmbush, with shrieks and
wavi ng of swords that glittered in the eerie light.

But that howl i ng changed abruptly when the shadows in their |ead poured into
their mdst. Goblins broke fromcover and turned in flight; Nikolai ran
gasping for breath, to add whatever solid force he could to the ghosts,

shiel ded his eyes with his armand broke through a screen of brush onto a
barren hill side, beneath which sonething shone |like a star brought to earth.
Shadows flowed down that hill like a river of darkness behind the fleeing
goblins, a river on which the
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light still picked out detail like a helnet or an armor a nailed
shoul der —shadows fl owed over the goblins and left themstill—except a few that
scattered shrieking and gibbering to the four wi nds, and a handful of
stragglers fromthe anbush that tried to regroup in N kolai's path.

Ni kol ai did not stog to think: he laid with blind desperation into what

resi stance he found, clearing a path, because an old fool on a pony was com ng
behind him and there was the Iight down there, the only relief fromthe night
around them That was where they had to go and he did not even question the

i dea, he was only aware as he sliced his way through that Karoly and the pony
had fl anked him headed downward past him

Sonmewhere he found the wind to take out running after the old man, with a
stitch in his side and the light blurring and blinding him Wzardry for
certain, he thought, a white glare unlike sun or fire—entering sonewhere
about a girl on a notionless horse.

And surrounded by goblins.

"Karoly!" he yelled, half doubled with pain—and ran the faster to overtake
Karoly, having the only sword, and seeing the old man going on as if he saw
nothing at all but the light.

But these were different goblins, taller, surrounding the girl on the horse as
if they stood guard—the goblin queen, N kolai thought it mght be—but if she
was, her guard was trusting her magi c and not shooting at themor lifting a
swor d.

Then the girl did nmove—Ni kolai saw it in the jolts of his running: she | ooked
toward them and Karoly stopped the pony as the light in her hand flared |ike
the Iightning. He could see everything, the detail of goblin arnor, nore than
t hose he had seen-hopel ess odds, even discounting nagic.

Karoly lifted his staff, that thing mat had encunbered hi mthrough the woods,
waved it overhead; and N kolai fetched up against Gracja's sweating runp for
support, unable to run another step; while sonething happened. The fire grew
brighter and brighter and sheeted out across a | ake he had not even seen so
dark it was—ene bl aze and anot her and
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another until it seened from where he stood that he could see novi ng shapes
above its still surface.

And cane the belling of a hound, off along the | ake shore, a pal e shape
running as if he had taken | eave of his senses—"Follow the dog!" Karoly
shouted at Ni kol ai .

"What ?" He hardly had a voice.

"You're no damm use here—follow the dog!"

Ni kol ai caught a breath, shoved off fromthe pony's side, and started running,
only then realizing that the dog would be after the boy, and that the old nman
nm ght have a reason. He ran linping and spl ashing through shall ow water, his
side shot w th pai n-he hoped no goblins saw him but sone did and ran after
him. . . and he had no cover and no strength to turn and fight: he only hoped
to stay ahead of them and find sone cover to duck behind and | ose t hem before
he led themonto the boy's trail

Dar k surrounded hi mof a sudden—he thought he m ght have | ost a noment or



passed out still running, because around hi mwas suddenly confined, and dank
and cold, Iit by a watery light just enough to see—and with the dog' s barking
echoing in far distance, the arnored clatter of pursuit imediately behind

hi mhe kept going, he did not know how, thinking if Karoly wanted him alive
Karoly shoul d do sonet hi ng—but he coul d not keep ahead of them When they were
on himhe pulled a staggering halt and spun about to neet them but they
swarmed him grabbed his left armand his sword arm and held on, a solid mass
of them glittering with metal in the watery reflections.

He fought to free hinmself. They fought to hold on, with no reason in the world
t hey should not swi pe his head off and be done.

Whi ch finally persuaded himthey did not intend to. He stopped fighting to get
a breath, and they let up their hold somewhat.

"Man, " one panted, displaying dreadful fangs. And cl apped himon the shoul der
and poi nted down the way he had been goi ng.

It took hima noment to sort his wits out—n the realiza-
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tion they were offering their services at dog-chasing. The heart of hell and
t he queen of the goblins, Karoly had said about this place ... but in his

travel s he had found nore than one band of discontents.

They let himgo, he found the breath to keep going, and he went with an escort
with only one human word in their speech. But either they were taking himto
their queen or they were going with himto their queen, and either way, that
got himin reach of the goblin responsible for this devastation

That was agreeable to him

Not hi ng noved the other side of the barrier, not the goblins, not Yuri, not
for the small noments | amas could press the mirror surface: hol di ng everything
stone still was the best that he could do. But it was not an effort only with
t he hands—the instant his thoughts scattered to any ot her object, changes
began to happen, and figures frozen so long as he could hold them began to
nove beyond the barrier. He had no idea whether it was any good to try to stop
it, he was not sure whether it was winning or not or had any hope, but he
tried, and kept trying, although he knew sonething was dreadfully w ong

out side. He had | ost any sense of where Ela was, or what had happened—he mi ght
be the last hope left; and he had no know edge to repl ace her—had no
under st andi ng what he was doing or had to do, he only persevered in blind
attacks, willing to entreat the ghost, the goblins with him any ally he would
take if he could rescue Yuri fromthe hands that held him

Yuri tried not to adnmt that he was afraid—Yuri scow ed in slow novenent, Yuri
drew back his foot and, god, he knew what Yuri was going to do, he did not
want himto do it, for his life he did not, and he held everything still as

| ong as he coul d—but he felt something slip, then, sone vast disturbance that
made t he barrier change—and of a sudden he I ost all purchase. Yuri's foot
swung, the goblin wi nced and doubl ed, and he—

—he was able now only to shout at the enenies who had
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his brother. He struck the barrier with his bare hands: but breach it he stil
could not, could not even feel solidity in what took and took his strength.
The goblins with himadded their force-Azdra'ik's was far nmore than his;
Azdra'ik was face to face with him shoulder to the barrier, and it was the
face of a beast he saw, a fear no |l ess than his—Azdra'ik was near to | osing

hi nsel f and all he hoped to win back, and he, of losing Yuri—

Suddenly the surface gave way—di ssolved in front of nem An inmage of an image
of an inage froze within his eyes, and they sprawed in a heap in the further

hall, lights fleeing and bobbing like living things, hinmself and a handful of
exhausted goblins .

Facing a sheet of glass or water—he could not tell, it shimered so—but Yuri
was there, in the hands of enenmies; and nost of all, nmost of all the goblin

gqueen, the face in the mirror, that of a sudden blotted everything out. He got



up. Azdra'ik did, and the others, facing the queen on her throne.

"Over-confidence," the queen said, "is a deadly flaw. Do you want the young
one?'
"Yes," he began to say, but Azdra'ik stepped in front of him and shouted

somet hing he had no idea what, but it was enough to nake the queen's nostrils
flare with rage, and her cheeks suffuse with color. The queen shouted and
stood up with a clatter of bracelets and pointed toward the goblin |ord.

No, Tamas thought, no—and saw that small darkness next the queen's arm that
dar kness that was the shape of Ela's mirror; and that was what he | ooked

at —dared not take his eyes fromthat single patch, mat single place on die
mrror where he had a hope of seeing what he wanted, instead of what the queen
wi shed. When he saw light on that spot, exactly the shape of Ela's mirror, the
mrror was whol e.

Then—he did not want it; he did not sense that the queen di d—sonething of
shadow and of bone and malice slipped into his vision to take everything from
him He saw the woods, the night, the tangled brush, the scattered bones
"Stop her!" Azdra'ik shouted at him shaking his shoul der
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O a sudden the whole mirror shifted backward, and becane a wall of dreadful
colors, a rush of goblins toward themw th spears and swords.

He took a step back, anobng Azdra'ik's few, and sought his single spot on the
great mrror—and saw the shard rippling with uncertainty. Lights streamed and
bobbed about them as goblins fought goblins, as steel blades flashed between
himand the mrror. Wthout taking his eyes fromthat hazi ness he drew ne
dagger he had, Azdra'ik's gift, held it ready to defend hinself, as he heard
Yuri call out desperately for him

But in the sane nonment he heard a hound bayi ng and barking at his back—shadows
poured about himin a wave of inky chill, about himand past him as a yell ow
hound cane skidding onto the marble floors, skidding and yelping in
star-tlement as he skidded through the battle, against the very mrror

It shinmered—and the queen's inmage shook

"Zadny!" Yuri yelled from sonewhere, and the startled dog was on his feet in

t he nel ee of shadows and gobli ns—but how that issue was, Tanas did not take
two blinks to see. In the whole mirror he saw El a by the | ake

He saw, around the mirror, Azdra'ik and a band of goblins poundi ng one anot her
on the shoul ders and shouting at each other |ike human boys

He saw N kol ai, leaning on a goblin arm I|inping and breathl ess, and suddenly
Yuri running for hi mthrough the very substance of the mrror. Zadny put
hinself in his path and dog and boy somehow navi gated the battle-ground to
reach him

"' Tamas!'' Yuri was yelling, trying to hug him Zadny was junping at him
trying to get his attention

But it was not done. It was not done until the mrror was entirely still and
until he could see Ela, nothing but Ela's face against the night, conpletely
occupying the mrror.

Master Karoly was in that inage. He knew that w thout seeing him He knew the
presence of ghosts, that warred within the mrror, quarreling, in shouts and
shri eks, and
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Jerzy, lord Sun, Jerzy conplaining it was dark and unpl easant-He caught a
breath, on his knees with both arnms full of boy and dog. He could not nove,

el se. He dared not nove or think or wonder, so long as the i mage remai ned what
it was.

Sonething was terribly wong, even if things had gone right for a nonment. Yuri
took hold of Zadny's collar, not knowing whether to let Zadny try to wake
Tamas up or whet her he ought not—but when his |lap was free, Tamas got slowy
to his feet and went on staring at the mirror, regardl ess of a roomfull of
excited goblins, or anything. "Tamas?" he said, and when he had no answer from
Tamas, he | ooked over at Ni kolai and saw Ni kolai |inmping toward him covered



in sweat and hardly able to keep his feet—so he kept Zadny tightly in hand.
Ni kol ai set his hand on his shoul der, hugged hi m agai nst his side, and told
himthey were taking Tamas out of here—"If we have to carry him" Ni kol ai
sai d.

But a tall goblin said, soberly, "No. It's not over. He hasn't won.
"What's not over?" N kolai said hotly. "What's to wi n?"

He did not want Ni kolai starting a fight with them not when Tamas was the way
he was. He tugged at naster N kolai's sleeve to stop him

"The young wi zard has his way," the goblin said, "and our people have the hal
for the moment. But nothing's certain. '' N kolai nmade a nove to defy him and
the goblin interposed his hand. "Fatally uncertain. He nmight die."

"Don't." Zadny was trying to get away, and Yuri held on to his collar with al
his mght.

"'l "mgoing after Karoly.'

"W zard enough is here," the goblin said, and he neant Tamas, plain as plain.
"Let himfinish his work."

It needed a while, sinply to gain a little breath. Ela was there, as shocked,
as weary, as desperate. Master Karoly was
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there. Karoly was the one who said, or thought, "The whole place is hangi ng by
a thread. Don't | ook away, boy. Well done. TVe//done."

There were others present. Jerzy was indignant: |'ve business to take care of.
Ve no tine for this nonsense, damm them |'ve a horse hi foal —

I'd care for it, Tanmas thought, if | were there nyself, back in Maggiar.

And Filip: What about ny father? He's old. Wo's to take care of hinP

I won't forget, Tamas said.

Bogdan showed up in that conpany. But Bogdan was not speaking to him Tamas
was not surprised. He was inmensely gl ad that Bogdan had found his friends
agai n.

Then he heard gran speaki ng, shooing the other dead away too soon—but she

bani shed one other that he felt lurking in the shadows.

Be off! You' re not dead! Don't whine at nme, you fool! You made your own

nm st akes! Leave ny grandsons al one!

He was afraid for the outcone. He was not sure gran was a strong enough witch
to deal with Yl ena. But he dared not all the while | ook away fromEl a's face.
He et all these things go on and he refused to give way to any diversion or
trick or to ook away fromthe only sight he was sure of.

Mrela, gran said severely.

No one calls nme that, Ela protested, gazing fixedly at him the sanme, hol ding
on, only holding on, but afraid.

No one should, gran said sharply. —And you are Pavel's. And descended from
Ytresse and Yl ysse. That shoul d make you cautious in your tenpers, and your

wants; if nothing el se does. For the rest. . . grandson?
"Gran?"

Remenber the stories.

"Gran!"

Remenber the stories, gran said again, and he could not help it, he was so
startled: he began to renmenber exactly the way gran had told them the woods
and the waterfalls, the cities hi the plain—
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The Iights began bobbing crazily, flitting around the watery walls and
bounci ng of f them i ke housebound birds, the whole nirror began shaki ng, Zadny
started barking, trying to get | oose, but with all of that confusion going on
Yuri held on to himfor dear life.

"What's going on?" N kolai shouted at the goblins, but they |ooked to have no
answers, either, just—

"Look at the mrror!" Yuri cried. It was changing, the reflection within it

| eapi ng from shadowy forests to starlit waterfalls, to courtyards and
fountains and fields and beautiful places. Lights flitted above woodl and



pool s, and wandered through the wood. Fairies, he realized. "Just like gran's
stories!" he exclainmed, his arns w apped about Zadny's neck and shoul ders.
"Tamas is doing it! He's doing it!"

Because Tamas had told himthe stories, just the way, Tamas had sworn, the
very words that gran had told themto him

Doors banged open, and a wind bl ew through the hall, fresh and cl ean, direct
from di e outdoors.

Then Tamas turned away fromthe mrror, and Yuri flinched, seeing—he was not
sure what he saw in Tamas' face, he only knew Tamas was still gazing off into
t houghts that wanted no stupid boy interrupting, or rowdy dog junping at him
in front of all these dangerous folKk.

"Karoly's outside,"” Tamas said quietly. "Go and wait for me, master N kol ai
Bogdan's gone. Yuri needs to go hone."

"Boy," Ni kolai began to say. But Tamas only stood there, not angry, not

i mpatient, just—that no argument was going to win with Tamas, even if Yuri had
a question of his own-like, What about you goi ng hone?

But N kol ai gave hima shove, neaning they should do what Tamas wanted, and
Yuri held onto Zadny and made hi m cone away, w th Zadny | ooki ng back and
whi ni ng i n confusion, because Zadny could not understand. That was what made
Yuri saddest, because Zadny was more honest than he could | et hinself be.

The doors led straight out under the stars. If so many odder
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t hi ngs had not happened, Yuri would have blinked at that; but he hardly asked
hi nsel f where the tunnel had gone. Master Karoly was there, exactly the way
Tamas had said. And there was the witch, hardly ol der than he was, on a horse,
anong a handful of goblin guards. But the | ake was not dark and dreadful now.
Fairies darted and flitted above the water. It was all very beautiful

But it was dark and cold, all the same, wal king along the shore. He was gl ad
to see Karoly and Gracja; and naster N kolai nmet a surprise, too, because
there was Lwi, being held by goblins. It was only three words N kol ai spent on
Karoly once he saw that: he went and put his arnms about Lwi's neck

And Yuri was glad about Lwi, too. But seeing the witch sitting on horseback

| ooking just the same as his brother did, and, staring off like that, upset

hi s stomach.

"What are they doing?" he asked master Karoly, scared, because Karoly had
somet hing of that | ook, too—tooking at things he could not see, listening to

t hi ngs he could not hear, and nurnuring answers to them what was worse.

But at |east Karoly seemed not to forbid himasking. And Karoly slid down from
Gracja's back and put an arm about him dog in tow and all. Yuri set his jaw,
because it made himfeel a lunp in his throat, and brought himvery close to
tears. He wi shed Karoly would just answer his question and not do that to him
Karoly still did not answer his question. He only said, "I have him He's al
right. He's very worried about you."

It was Tamas he was tal king to, Yuri understood that of a sudden. It rmade him
feel both better and worse.

"I know," Karoly said, but he was still talking to Tamas. "I will. |
understand." Karoly gave his arma hug. "He'll be here."

"Who?" Yuri asked quietly, trying not to interrupt sonmething. But it nust have
been himthat Karoly was tal king about this time, because Karoly did not
answer him

304

THE GOBLIN M RROR

Deeper and deeper the change had to go, then, down into the earth, and into
real ms where strange things noved, old things, that ages of the earth had cast
asi de. And gran had tal ked about dragons and such, and said how they were cold
and proud, and how one should never prom se them anything, so he did not. G an
had sai d about the creatures of stone and ice, how they were not to trust,

but, slow noving and deliberate, they canme above in winters, to how in the
mount ai n heights, and they had their place in faery.

The greatest and the lesser, and | atest the things that could not change: it



was only a matter of knitting those things together, one thing touching
everything, as it had been

And last it was a matter of letting go of things that seemed to have grown
into one's soul

And doi ng justice that had not been done.

He shut off seeing. It was a nmonment before he could knit Tanas back toget her
and be different fromEla, or the earth. It was self-blinding. It felt like
dar kness and snot hering. But he endured it, and held hinself to it, and
eventual ly flesh and bone grew easier to wear and | ess heavy. He coul d open
his eyes and nove his hand and turn his head toward the goblins that stood
wat chi ng and waiting for their bani shnment.

The goblin queen was already below, with every one else of her half-goblin
creatures: he had seen to that, anong the first things. But he | ooked at
Azdra'ik, at nanel ess others, and set his hand on the dagger that was
Azdra'ik's gift.

"Not hi ng fromyou," he said, "comes wi thout attachnents. And what did this
come wth?"

"My help," Azdra'ik said, without flinching. "Wen you were a young and
weaponl ess fool .""'

He | aughed. He could not help it. And probably there was a spell on the gift.
There was when he drew it and gave it back, and caught Azdra'ik's armin his
and said he should conme outside.

' "Are we dispossessed?'' Azdra'ik insisted to know as they wal ked. ' 'Is that
part of this bargain?

"I named no bargain."

" "There has to be one.’
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"No, no, no, master goblin. There is no bargain. You're hi ny debt, is what
you are. From now on."

"No nore than you're in mine!l Who bought you free? Wio carried you out of the
woods? Who—=2"

But they were at the doors, and what he had seen in the mrror, Azdra'ik could
see for hinmself, and Azdra'ik freed hinself and stood gazing at the lake, wth
its flitting and gliding lights.

" 'Oh, man,'' Azdra'ik said. ' 'This is what our eldest saw. This is what our
| egends say. Wo could know, but us?"

"My grandnother," he said, wondering suddenly about gran's sources.

But sonething broke the mirror stillness of the |ake, and disturbed the
skimming lights, sonething |arge and dark, that surfaced and di ved agai n.
"What's that?" Yuri exclaimed. But in a nonent nore he knew for hinmself, as a
trollish head broke the surface. And vani shed agai n.

"Careful!" Karoly said, but Zadny set up a frantic bark-nig, straining to get
free, such a lunge he slipped Yuri's grip and evaded Yuri's dive after him
Straight into the water Zadny ran, splashing and barki ng, and one and anot her
huge head broke the surface.

"Krukczy!" Yuri shout ed.

One spl ashed. But they kept surfacing and diving so quickly, swimrming hi a
circle, that it was inpossible to tell.

"' What are they doing?'' he asked master Karoly; but N kolai had cone to see,
too, and N kol ai mnuttered,

"Lost their mnds. Happy, one supposes."”

The witch came, with her cloak wapped about her, wal king al ong the shore. The
goblins gathered to watch. And fromup the shore—

"Tamas!" Yuri said. "It's Tamas, with the goblins!"

"' Four of them'' N kolai exclained, but he was not counting goblins. There
were four dark heads hi the |ake, and Zadny, running back and forth along the
shore and barking as if he had lost his wts.
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"Krukczy," said the witch, "and Tajny, and Hasel ."



"And Ali'inel," Karoly added. "This place."

Their circle had grown tighter and tighter. And a bright spot grewin the
water, bright as the sun. Their circle widened and it grew and grew. They
dived all at once, in the mddle of it.

But the light kept going, until it lit all the |lake, bright as day; and then
it brightened the ground right under their feet, and crept up their |legs and
up the sides of the hills and up the foundations of a beautiful tower just
past where Tanmas and the goblins were.

The Iight kept going until it had topped the tallest trees on the tops of the
hills, and then it went right up into the sky, on all sides at once. And where
it began to nmeet, in the height of heaven, the bright edges came together in a
glare the eyes could not look at. It was noon, that was all. The night m ght
never have been

But Zadny stood | ooking at the |lake, with now and again a bew | dered bark,
then ran, wet as he was, straight for Tamas.

Yuri ran after him he could only think of Zadny maki ng sone trouble for
Tamas. But he stopped in confusion when he saw the goblins, that seened
somehowdi fferent. Not vastly changed. But maybe sunlight favored themtent
them a touch of nystery and magic, a touch of m schief, a touch of nerrinent.
He woul d not have been afraid of these goblins—+n awe of them oh, yes. He
was.

But not Zadny. Zadny junped up on Tamas whil e he had stopped to stare and had
his dusty arnor all wet and nuddy.

But it was his brother, because Tamas | aughed, weary as he was, caught the
hound in one armand held out the other for him

"Come here," Tanms called to him "Yuri, come neet a goblin lord."

At such a chance, how coul d anyone hesitate?

But all the sanme, Yuri thought, the night of the third day on the |ake shore,
wat chi ng Tanas wal k hand in hand with Ela,
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and the two of themtal king that way wi zards tal ked with each other, nmat no
one but a w zard could hear—all the same, he did not want Tamas to have mmgic.
It was all very fine to have supper with goblins and have trolls living at the
bottom of the | ake, and fine, he supposed, to have the occasi onal ghost
straying in fromthe nysteri ous Wod, where things did not just go away in the
ordinary fashion (Ylena's spell, master Karoly said, sonething about
preserving her own |ife)—but Tamas was very preoccupi ed, very sad, sonetines,
Yuri thought, about Bogdan, and it was clear to himthat he was goi ng honme and
Tamas woul d not.

| don't know why / have to explain to our parents why, Yuri thought bitterly.
| don't know why Bogdan acted |ike that, except he never could stand to be
second to anybody, and | don't know why Tamas and that girl are both |ike
that, Tamas isn't ready to get married yet, and mama certainly woul dn't
approve of her. | don't think papa woul d.

She was brave, though, and a witch (a sorceress, Karoly said) and she was

| ooking right at himright now, giving himthe nost unconfortable notion that
she and Tamas were tal king about him

He glared at her, and turned his head and glared at the fairy-lights on the

| ake, and thought about Krukczy.

Tamas was going to keep Zadny. Tanas said wi zards m ght understand Zadny, but
t he houndsmaster never could, and if he went honme with him he would only get
in trouble. And that was all right. Zadny knew who he want ed.

But he did not want to talk to Ela, and Tamas was bringing her in his
direction. He watched the fairy-lights instead, and told hinmself they were
very pretty. Seeing gran's land was very well, too, but it was going to be
better to see Maggi ar.

That, if Tamas happened to be listening to him

"Yes," Tamas said, disconcertingly. "I know But |I can't help it."

"Don't do that!" Yuri said.



"I"'msorry," Tanmas said. But Yuri |ooked at Ela, all pale and pretty beside
him Master Karoly said she was Azdra'ik's great-grand-daughter and his niece,
and gran's cousin. So
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master Karoly was going to stay behind a year or twd, master Karoly said, and
see Tanmas stayed out of trouble. So he and N kol ai were riding hone tonorrow,
on Lwi and Gracja. And he did not plan to sleep tonight.

El a reached out and tousled his hair. That did not endear her to him But
being a witch, and overhearing people, she stopped i medi ately, and | ooked
unhappy.

He i magi ned, for sone reason, she had never seen a boy. She was curious. She

t hought he was very cl ever.

It was very hard to go on being mad at soneone who really believed that—which
was probably a spell she was casting, who could ever know? A | ot of people had
been scared of gran. Probably w th good reason

Whi ch was why, Tanas had said, it really was not a good idea for himand for
Ela to come back over-nountain just yet. Neither of us knows anything, Tanas
had said. W had a ot of help, that's all. And there's an i mense | ot we have
to learn.

Stupid girl, he had said back to Tamas, being surly. Lord Sun, he did not want
to remenber that now, when Ela was |istening. She was not a stupid girl. Not,
at |east, stupid.

One had to look hard to see if Ela was amused. But he thought she was. He knew
Tamas was.

He decided that, on the whole, Tamas would be all right. And Tamas had

prom sed to send himword across the nountains, how he was, how he was getting
al ong.

He did not think, somehow, that Tamas neant witing letters.



