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I

"You are a sniveling coward, brother-in-law. You shake in your boots at the mention of the Nord name. Even old spit-on-beard King Thrand, half blind and toothless, sent you scuttling back to your ship like some gutless lackey!"

The green eyes whipped scorn down the length of the crowded throne room; the red lips writhed contempt. After the echoes died the gaudy red and gold room was deathly silent. The sudden appearance of the warrior daughter of Lord Kol of Tower Trej in the High Island Council, shocking in itself, was as nothing to the insults she hurled at the man sharing Tower Ane's twin thrones with the beautiful Lady Fianna-of-the-Dreaming-Lips.

"Go back where you came from, off-worlder," Shalda of Trej added in a ringing shout. Standing legs apart in her brown and red huntress's tunic, sword on hip, she wore the emerald tiara of Trej over her close-coifed burgundy hair to indicate her royal blood. The insolence of her boyish swagger to the center of the huge chamber, now buzzing with whispers, was in itself a calumny. The robed dignity of the Council was outraged by such offhand dress, by her wearing of weapons here where they were forbidden, by her cavalier manner. Even those who secretly agreed with her outburst frowned and made small disapproving noises.

Whispers. Shocked whispers. Diarmid Patrick O'Dowd, late of the Terran X-Plor Fleet, Magellanic Cloud Base R-null 8, consort of the Lady Fianna these past ten years and decreed by her to full rulership status over the island tower—which implicity made him high lord of all twelve towers—stiffened. Waited. Above him the bright blue banners of Ane rustled to some vagrant scurry of wind from beyond the long double column of golden pillars.

His eyes moved down the tiered lines of lords and their attendant counselors and war-masters. Twice two hundred eyes were directed at him, some angry, some mocking. It was for Diarmid to handle this embarassment and what lay beneath it. Diarmid, alone. For was not the Lady Fianna born to her throne, beloved by all, sacrosanct? Like any woman of passionate nature, Fianna was subject to being ruled by her heart, not her head. When the dashing starman plunged through the Green and rescued her from an unwilling marriage with Flann the Pretender, whose cruelties were a watchword, was it not logical that she should give her heart to such a half-legendary creature? Aye, and one-half of her throne as well.

Fianna had made a mistake, the whispers agreed. The off-worlder had seemed indeed to be the answer to their prayer for the sun-hero who would one day descend to their small semibarbaric planet in a vessel of flame—aye, even through the impenetrable Green Shield, through which nothing could pass and live— and free them from bondage under the Deel. Like Fianna herself, the Islanders had been astonished at Di-armid's seeming impossible feats; they too had been impressed by this off-worlder's glamour.

But no more.

Shalda, this amazon slip, had spoken—it seemed— for them all.

"Have you nought to say to me, white-liver?"

Fianna's hand on his prevented Diarmid from springing up to take the girl over his knee. Fury and the need for caution in this touchy situation locked horns in him. The firm pressure of Fianna's hand on his, the synthetic calm of her smile, said: Careful. Careful, my love. At this moment they all bend against you.

Kol of Trej rattled to his feet noisily, to call attention to his tall presence among the robed many.

"I have something to say, daughter! Be quiet! Close that foolish mouth of yours or I shall close it for you!"

"But, Father, I am only saying what all are saying. You yourself—"

"Then it is for me to speak the words, Shalda. I raised you to be the son I shall never have and perhaps my own folly is bearing fruit this day. Be silent! Your father commands it." He turned toward the twin throne with great dignity. "Sire, you must forgive my wretched offspring. Yet, in a manner, she has slashed her forbidden sword through the mealymouthing and pussyfooting that has taken up our time for the past three hours." He glanced around at his fellow Island rulers for nods of approval and got them. "I will follow her example, my lord, and say what needs to be said."

"Speak, Lord Kol of Trej."

"When you came down to us ten years ago, when you deposed the sadistic usurper Flann, and rendered even the Deel Himself impotent if not destroying Himself forever, taking the Lady Fianna of Ane to wife, we were well pleased. Aye. Even we of the far Islands sang verses in your lavish praise and bid our harpers go to the wildest excesses in recounting your many marvelous deeds for the Song."

Remembering, he fumbled.

"And then?"

"Then you began to change things. Your geasa took you to the very halls of T'yeer-Na-N-Oge to challenge the Deel himself and slay our very god—but does that put you in Himselfs stead? Are we to exchange one unwanted god for another?"

Diarmid's wide rough-handsome face burned. "I have no wish to call myself god."

Fianna flashed to her feet. "You say these things only to whip down a man greater than any of you, because he is an off-worlder. Shame to you all!"

"An off-worlder, aye, my Lady Fianna. But that's not the bone of contention. Since you gave him leave to rule us the lord has seen fit to make many drastic changes."

"All for the good!"

"For the good of whom? Not us lords, surely."

"For the people, then! Under Flann and others before him the peasants were degraded and poverty-stricken, with more stillbirths from disease and want than live births. With children toiling from sunrise to sunset for crusts. With ear-loppings and nose-loppings when the people complained. Of course High Lord Diarmid Patrick has hastened to right these ills! And had my full hand in all of this. Think of what else he has improved. The coastal farm areas have never produced such abundant crops; nor have the fisherfolk ever tossed seines as willingly as now, when they came home to decent dwellings and full bellies, not to degradation and half their miserable wages being snatched from them by the lords' tax-takers!"

There was a restless silence, then a buzzing, after which Kol of Trej surrendered the floor to one even more antagonistic to Diarmid's rule: Mryddin, the Drudman priest who had never doffed his deep crimson robes even now that the Deel's firewings no longer spied out the Islands; tall, ascetic, saturnine, hook-beaked Mryddin, whom all held in fear because of his Deel-gained magic. Ever ambitious for behind-the-scenes power, Mryddin the Drudman resented Diarmid bitterly for destroying his benefactor. Even Fianna had thwarted his plan of becoming the power behind a woman's throne by marrying the off-worlder and giving the upstart his head with all of his preposterous progressive ideas. If the other Drudmen had given up, not Mryddin.

"Let us finally get to the business at hand," Mryddin said.

"By all means," Diarmid told him. "As Lord Kol of Trej said, let there be an end to pussyfooting. Let me have your complaints in a bundle."

"A giant's bundle," Lord Kol murmured.

Then Mryddin began: "You have delivered us your report between Nords and Islanders by meeting alone and secretly with King Thrand. Your armies were expected to enforce our demands of tribute for use of our fertile north mainland farms. Instead of our customary tribute in pelts and metals you have given King Thrand use of more land. What sense is this?"

"It prevented the Deel's bloody war, which does nobody any good. And the lands I gave the Nords are not being farmed, nor have they been in decades."

"No matter. We must keep what is ours or in the end the Nords will have it all and the Islands in the boot!"

"They are in dire straits. They need food to make up for the past bitter winter and a black plague that overtook the glacial ranges, ravaging stock and wild game alike. Our larders have never bulged heavier."

"Is that our fault? The fewer Nords the better, I say."

There were murmured assents.

"Hungry men fight hard," said Diarmid. "The mountain berserkers are of a mood to die, if they must, in a bloodbath that will sweep the towers and shock the Song silent. For myself, I see little poetry or glory in driving desperate people to the cliff. Nor sense."

"Let them come," War-master Nemglan spoke up. Diarmid's right hand was a blustering giant of a man with a lion's heart and the barreled chest of a bull. He was Diarmid's friend, as was Olwen, the flamboyant harper-historian, and he had grudgingly accepted his Lord's decision not to storm the Nord's warboats while Diarmid treated personally with old One Eye.

Now, with the Council's weight against Lord Diarmid, Nemglan was having second thoughts. What Diarmid had done smacked of weakness and he himself would share in such weakness. The Islands and the Nords were ancient enemies; nothing must change that, for the Deel had willed it so.

"Let them come. We will give King Thrand a battle that will send his berserkers howling to the pole."

"Will we?" Mryddin wondered acidly. "With what? Has it escaped our war-master's notice that half our armies are drained off into homely tasks such as building new homes for the commoners and spreading goat-dung on the fields? Perhaps High Lord Diarmid was in such haste to knuckle under because he realized his error in stripping down your war power to the bone. Thanks to his pro-commoner dalliance the Island towers are sitting ducks."

"Not quite, magician." With this Nemglan turned to Diarmid for a hot-tempered demur.

Diarmid made no demur. Part of what Mryddin said was true. He had cut the armed force of idle heavy-eating warriors down, rankling that so many lolled about, swaggering among the towns' girls, getting into mischief, when so many ancient wrongs needed righting. Under Flann, Fianna-of-the-Dreaming-Lips had fought a losing battle trying to minister to the wretched poor. His love for Fianna, as well as for his new home-planet, determined Diarmid to use his lordly power tb the good of the many. War and preparation for war gained a civilization nothing but grief. This was proved and reproved time and again in the complex labyrinth of the Star Federation.

Yet, Eu-Tarah was primitive, barbaric, for all its passion for gaud and beauty. The Deel had wanted it that way, and what had been for a thousand years could not be changed overnight.

Diarmid saw that now. Herein he had erred. Backtracking repelling him, yet…

"While the other lords have been exercising their vocal chords out of deference to her Ladyship, whom all love, I have prepared an edict protesting Lord Diarmid's overly generous terms to King Thrand." Mryddin whipped a paper out of his scarlet robes so neatly that all knew he had prepared it hours or days before. Which indicated that he had known what Diarmid had agreed to with old One Eye before any here. How? Some residual Deelish magic?

"Read your edict."

"Of course, it needs the signature of all. Perhaps by the customary clapping of hands three times the council will indicate acceptance/*

"Read it."

Mryddin's deep resonant voice rung across Flann's gaudy throne room. There was a good deal of gratuituous persiflage to needle Diarmid in the flowery phrases, yet it was the absolute accuracy of every detail of Diarmid's meeting with King Thrand on the Nord dragonboat that prickled the hairs on his nape. There had been only two handpicked attendants with Diarmid, thoroughly reliable, and they had stayed outside the Nord king's tent all during the conference. Who, then, and how? Above all, how had the news reached Mryddin so fast, when Diarmid had just arrived back at Tower Ane on this morning's tide-flow?

"These things having been admitted to by Lady Fianna's sovereign consort, it is for the other lords of the Island towers to express their strongest protest, indeed to reject the terms of Lord Diarmid's Nord-gifts entirely. Even if this means—"

"Rebellion!" Nemglan blurted. "Open rebellion against our ruling lord! I for one will have no part in it!"

Others, it seemed by the wave of reaction, were of another opinion. The violent handclapping aye-vote sounded unanimous. Mryddin held up his hand for silence.

"It is not quite as easy as all that, my lords. If we have become sitting ducks thanks to Lord Diarmid's easy off-world ways, how much worse if we are to be divided by open rebellion? I have no doubt that the commoners, who now call themselves 'freemen' and take exception to a lord's smallest command, will side with Lord Diarmid in an effort to hang on to their gains. No, my lords. We must act openly and boldly, as I am doing now. We must make our demands for the return of dignity and reason known, recruit all to our cause, force a retraction of this absurd give-all treaty!"

Diarmid's body shivered from a sudden cold, then it was as if it had been dipped momentarily in melted wax. He had erred, true. He had taken his people ahead too fast. Yet to bow to the lesser lords now, to give in to Mryddin and the ruthless cunning behind his plausible words, was to lose all. He must say something to them. They were waiting.

He stood up, a stocky well-muscled figure whose Irish blood spoke in every ruggedly generous feature of his face, in his somber hazel eyes under the thick black thatches of eyebrow, in the downswept curls under the jeweled crown he wore with such reluctant ill-at-ease, the wide straight lips, the stubborn upjutting chin. His voice was harsh with restraint.

"I gave King Thrand my blood-oath on it."

"Aye," Nemglan added glumly. "A lord may not go back on a mingling of the blood. Even old One Eye."

"Old One Eye, yes. But therein you have it, Lords. King Thrand has grown old and toothless in the past ten years of peace between us; what was once the fierce madman of Odinsheim who split warriors' skulls like acorns has become a toothless mountain of flesh through pampering his body with food and ale. Feeble of wit, too, it is said."

"Not true!" Diarmid gritted. "When I met him—"

"Let me have my say, Lord. Whether true or myth, King Thrand's hothead young grandson itches for his death so that he may take over the throne—and young Thorbrand swore no blood-oath! Did he? Did he?" His long forefinger pointed at Diarmid, demanding an answer.

Diarmid shook his head. "Thorbrand was not at the meeting. Yet there has always been respect between child and parent among the Nords. More than among Islanders, it would seem." His glance went briefly to Shalda, leaning arrogantly against a pillar now, enjoying the fast-falling defenses of the man she had called coward.

"In any case," Diarmid finished off, "I have given my oath and I will keep it."

No one, unless it was Mryddin by reason of previous knowledge, had seen the youthful lordling of Tower Moyle circle behind the opposite tiers to a point from which he now flung himself at Diarmid with a glinting poniard aimed at the ex-starman's heart, shouting, "There is one way to solve all our problems! Die, off-worlder!"

 

II

The attack was so swift, so subtle, as if planned, that, weaponless, Diarmid dared not move lest the plunging knife strike Fianna instead. Nemglan uttered a strangled cry, dipping for a sword that wasn't there. Olwen, the slim foppish harper, whistled an angry forlorn bird's call.

Only one other in the throne room bore arms. Shalda, huntress-warrior, moved like light itself. Her eyes had been on Diarmid, enjoyably, yet when death catapulted on the lord, she acted. Her bow was firm in her trained brown hands. A hunting arrow notched gut. The cord creaked and the arrow whistled across the room to find its mark in the king-killer's throat.

He dropped, gargling his own blood.

Fianna stood up beside Diarmid, eyes moistly blazing out a kind of woman-to-woman understanding.

"Thank you, sister," she said.

"You are welcome." Shalda scowled. "I think."

Diarmid grinned at her out of relief and admiration for her alertness and her skill. Among the Islanders, and the Nords as well, women ordinarily wept over their embroidery while their men fought the brave fight; Shalda was a phenomenon and, by the way she'd acted today, one worth watching.

The dramatic diversion, whether programmed or not, served to bring the meeting of the High Council to a grinding halt. Mryddin started the general exodus without the formality of his lord's dismissal by stalking out, red robes flying, four youthful acolytes at heel like well-trained dogs. He had shot his bolt. Diarmid had received his warning, the assembled lords had been given their cues. Open revolt or cloak-and-dagger skulduggery, Lord Diarmid had trouble on his hands and soon.

Kol of Trej took charge of his recalcitrant daughter, since any charges of storming the council as she had must of. course be dismissed. After all, she had saved Diarmid's life, whether it was merely a show-off stunt or whatever.

The remaining four, Fianna and Diarmid, together with the two men the ex-starman trusted above all others in the Island kingdoms—war-master Nemglan and Olwen the harper—repaired to a small salon, where Fianna ordered her Nordic handmaiden to bring them much-needed refreshments.

Diarmid's sometime mood, well-known to his intimates, was one of silent perplexity. His black eyebrows knitted dourly, and he attended to his food and drink as if it were some grim task, distasteful at best. Over postprandial wines with cheese and fruit Olwen struck up a half-sad half-gay song on his harp and that subdued the roiling air a good deal.

Still, as Diarmid's thoughts wandered back, he wondered bitterly if he belonged here or not…

He thought about the Deel; Eu-Tarah's god, still worshiped by many out of habit or because old beliefs need a deal of rooting out and then re-rooting out. They called their god of the Song "Himself." So special, with his flamewings on the Islands and his pookas loping over the mainland, that he needed no name at all. Himself was enough. For thousands of years the Islanders had had the old saying, "Needs must when the Deel drives," borrowed—as indeed were most things— from that small green planet of their early forbears from which Himself had come. It was green no more, and had precious little poetry and grace. Even in Himself's time there it had become ugly and metallic through snowballing technological progress and hideous overpopulation.

Loathing his modern Earth, Albert Deel had created his own rare and wondrous world out here in a lonely side pocket of the great Magellanic Cloud. Created it, peopled it, set its ecology pattern to suit his bardic Song, then sat back over endless centuries and generations, watching his puppets build their beautiful towers, watching them love and hate and fight and die.

Aye.

Albert Deel. Terran scholar of things ancient and Celtic. He had yearned so much for that which was forever lost that, when the miraculous opportunity came, he created his own lost Inisfree, island of rare and haunted dreams. Eu-Tarah, Albert Ossian Deel's own planet of dreams-come-true. Actually, it was the super-android Luga who made it all possible. Created by Albert Deel's one Terran friend—a scientist as desperately seeking after perfection and knowledge as Deel was after the past—a man named Smith-Parkin. Smith-Parkin's burning drive was to create a super-being who, drawing his power from some cosmic mind source, would be able to do anything that his human master could conceive. Luga, a sort of latter-day genie, renamed to suit Albert Deel's own phobia after Smith-Parkin went mad and tried to destroy his creation as well as himself. Luga. Master-of-all-Sciences, out of the old Celtic legends.

And Luga was that.

Having roved the stars and found the planet to suit him, Albert Deel had Luga snatch humans and non-humans to populate it. There were plenty of lost Terran ships to pick and chose his babies from during those first floundering years in Deep Space. So avid to escape from the strangling life of the Terran Levels that any manner of breathing space elsewhere was preferable, ships thrust out like fireflies in all directions, seeking, finding, dying. It was from these lost ships that Luga plucked the first children, and the silkies and deevs too, for piquancy, who were taught to revere and adore his unseen godhead and to teach their children and children's children.

For Albert Ossian Deel could never die. Not unless he left the alabaster halls of Tyeer-Na-N-Oge, that kingdom of never-ending youth which Luga had built for him at the snowy tip of Eu-Tarah's highest peak; not unless he walked out through its balmy gardens into the stormy mists through those high golden gates; as Ossian had done—the other Ossian—then become suddenly old and then dust.

So, while Albert Deel could never see his children, he could tend to them through his flamewings, his pookas, his Drjudman priests too. He could urge them into the right paths when they strayed from the Song. Admonish them. Destroy, even, when they strayed too far. For the Song was all, and Albert Ossian Deel plucked his harp and sang the endless Song…

After destroying the machine that kept Tyeer-Na-N-Oge what it was, then destroying the sadistic pretender Flann, Diarmid had tried to tell the Islanders what the Deel really was and who they really were. Then he stopped trying. It only confused and angered them. They could never quite believe that what their ancestors had enshrined since the Deel had brought them here, according to his omnipotent and gracious epistle, could be thrust down so lightly. No. The Song was not dead. Nor was Himself dead. God never dies.

"What about Mryddin the magician?" Nemglan demanded in his blunt way, when the silence and Olwen's harp-plucking put his teeth on edge.

"I don't know. I shall have to think about it."

Nemglan gave Olwen a look when he plunked a sour note.

"Think, sire?" Nemglan cracked the knuckles of his ham-like fist, a frustration habit. "This is no time for scholarly pondering. This is a time for action!"

"Before Mryddin brews up some other foul plot to kill you," Olwen said mildly, his lean amiable face taut with earnest fear.

"We can guess that Mryddin was behind what happened," Fianna said, frightened. "It may be the assassin was never meant to actually kill you, only as an object lesson. Yet the fact that a minor lordling could be worked up to such a pitch—"

"Aye!" Nemglan spat. "The whole thing was timed to a tee." He removed his long boots from under the serving table and stood up, striding across the room out of need for activity. "We must do something!"

Diarmid frowned at nothing. "What must we do, war-master? Put Mryddin in one of Flann's dungeons?"

' 'Twould be useless. Mryddin is as full of tricks as a fox. He would be out before our backs were turned. He has his secret army of ex-Drudmen, all yearning for a return to the old ways."

"What, then?"

"Compromise, my lord," Olwen said. "As court historian and a student of the Song since ancient times I know that it has always been necessary to give a little to gain a little. My lord, if you will permit, has moved ahead too fast. Made too many changes. By spreading your largesse so thin those who were on top have been the losers. You know the old saying, 'When everybody's somebody, then no one's anybody.' The Island lords have lost their servitors. The gaud and hoopdedo they were taught to love and indulge themselves in have gone by the board to provide bounty to the poor. Naturally they resent it, heavy larders or lean. They are not what they were born to be. There you have the basis for their grumblings. Their future as lords seems to have been snatched from them by—"

"By a man not of the Green. By an off-worlder." Diarmid quaffed deep, then snapped the dainty stem of his wine goblet as if displaying resentment of such Deel-decreed gimcracks when hungry bellies needed filling. Indeed, this becoming a king was not the easy happy-ever-after affair that old romances would have one believe.

Nemglan thrust forward like a bull. "Now, on top of all that, my lord, you make a pact with old One Eye that gives the Nords all the best of it. An ill time for such generosity, sire."

"An ill time for them. They were starving. It was my hope that if we showed the Nords compassion now instead of tramping them into the rock when they're at their weakest they would take it as a sign that all this useless warring and killing was at an end, finally." Useless, indeed, except to feed the Deel's heroic Song!

"Your compassion may fire back into all your faces," Olwen said with a dolorous wag. "I agree that making war for small cause is pointless. I am none of your battle-hungry Song-heroes like Nemglan here, though I love to sing of them. Yet we do have young Thorbrand, King Thrand's grandson, to reckon with. From what I hear of Thorbrand, he is all the skull-crunching fighter that old One Eye once was. And more. His mother was of the hill berserker clans, and they're scarcely human."

"He made no blood-oath," Nemglan reminded. "One Eye has about had it."

"I never got to meet the young giant," Diarmid said. "He was absent when our pact was made and blood-oaths taken."

"Why absent, sire? WhyF

"Perhaps his berserker blood could not bear the sight of an Islander."

"Or if one has not taken an oath, one need not live by it."

It was true and Diarmid gnawed his lip. Having heard all those grandiose verses of King Thrand's prowess in battle from the Song, Diarmid was shocked into pity by his obesity. Even more by his patently honest pleas of starvation and doom in the northland. Diarmid's humane nature had been so taken by seeing the fierce warrior reduced to weeping that he had signed and slashed wrist willingly. Compassion and pity made him forget King Thrand's absent heir, Thorbrand.

"My lord!" Nemglan licked his lips. "Suppose you let me take a boat. A small one, one of the Nord's kind, and sail it to Odinsheim. Find out what plots are brewing. After all, if that young son of a berserker is cooking up a take-over of his grandfather's throne, accounting him simple in the head from senility, and I can bring you back the proof of it—then you need no longer honor your blood-oath. For while Thorbrand made no blood-oath with you, neither did you make one with him!"

The idea of a great blustering red-bearded bull like Nemglan playing the cunning spy quirked a faint smile to Diarmid's wide lips. Yet Nemglan had not earned the title of war-master for nothing. If he had no social grace, his talents in the field of battle were second to none. The idea had merit and in the latter area, pure truth. If it came to Thorbrand's taking over his grandfather's warrior-kingship the truce was then at an end and woe to the Nords if they took advantage of Diarmid's pity for misfortune. His blood was not Irish for naught!

"I'll think about it, Nemglan. But not you. Not you."

"Why?" Nemglan demanded.

"Because I need you here, of course. Who else can I trust?"

"I, my Lord," Olwen piped.

"Ah, but you are no warrior. Those nimble fingers were fashioned for the harp, not the sword."

To refute him, Olwen put by his beloved instrument, pulled sword, and danced around Nemglan like a scarlet and green flame, touching the giant twice to his good-natured once.

It was while they were laughing that it happened. A quaking tremor shook the room and the tower itself on its solid rock foundation. Outside the gracefully arched windows the Green seemed to shudder as if it meant to crack wide open.

When the skyquake was over they all held breath, until Nemglan cried out, "The Deel! It is as Mryddin has said! The Deel has come back!"

 

III

He has come back…

Diarmid couldn't sleep; he'd slipped away into the gardened balcony and now stood there, gripping the rail* ing and staring into the moonless, starless dark as if he could actually see the faint outline of the Deel's lofty peak far off where come dawn, the mainland would make a faint pencil smudge on the Green. He was unaware that he had spoken aloud until he felt a soft hand on his bare shoulder.

"Diarmid," Fianna said, shivering against him, although it was summer, "I know, I know! It's as though everyone stood against us. And now this!"

His arm curved around her. Fianna was robed in pale green chiffon, and her long auburn hair flowed over her milk-white shoulders and down the high-girdled waist of her nightdress. When she turned her cameo perfect face up to his her red dreaming lips smiled; only the throb of a pulse in her throat and the gravity in her emerald eyes betrayed anxiety. For him. For them.

"We were too happy," she murmured. "We wanted everyone to share our happiness. Actually, it's my fault. I'd got in the habit of doing what I could to offset Flann's evils. In our happiness I wanted to remake the world—all at once."

"No," Diarmid growled, "I should have known it couldn't all happen that fast. But all these centuries of war! And for what? To create heroes that the Deel could sing about up there!" He pointed angrily.

Fianna made a soft plaint. "Yet, don't you think—in a way—men have to fight? I mean, there has to be challenge, something to give life meaning."

"I know. And Albert Deel wouldn't permit progress because it would spoil his megalithic-age romances. So it became the same thing over and over, with no possibility of looking to the stars for new challenges. It was a treadmill world, marking time. Then I came and messed it up!"

"Wasn't it bound to happen? I mean, the legend."

Diarmid shrugged. "Legend or no legend, the Inter-galactic Foundation was sure to get curious enough to pierce the Green eventually. Somebody up there wants in."

"You think that's what the quake was?"

"A cosmic knocking on the door. Maybe." He turned from the impenetrable black once more toward that unseen peak. "That—or Luga."

"I don't understand."

"Better you don't think about it. Shall we go back in?"

"A minute. I can't sleep. Suddenly so many things have closed in on us. Mryddin. The threat of Thorbrand. The Deel, or whatever caused Eu-Tarah to shiver, as if some terrible giant had taken hold of it. Even Shalda—"

"Your half-sister."

"Whom I'd never seen before yesterday."

"Tell me about Shalda of Trej."

"She was my mother's second child. After my father, Lord of Ane, died in the last great sea battle with the Nords, Dierdre-of-the-Tears—as the Song calls her— wept ceaselessly until Lord Kol of Tower Trej demanded that she marry him and leave the rulership of the Islands to my uncle—who died in that hidden chamber, remember? Lord Kol had taken a wife but she died before she could bear him a child; according to Island law he must marry another Island lady and my mother was one of the few available choices. She had proved that she could bear children and Lord Kol hoped for many sons.

"I was left here with my uncle, to be wed eventually to my distant cousin, Flann. Which, thanks to you, never happened. Do you realize what worlds you overturned by preventing a marriage the Deel had been generations in the planning!"

"Like breeding prize stock," Diarmid said grimly. "But about Shalda. Your mother died when she was born, didn't she?"

"Aye. Dierdre-of-the-Tears never stopped grieving for my father, I think. But she was an obedient wife. She gave Lord Kol a child, then she died. Shalda's father was bitterly disappointed not to have a boy, so from the very first Shalda was treated and trained as if she were one. She rides the great cats to the hunt like any man and matches any warrior in her father's fleet with sword and bow."

"So I noticed. And you never visited her on Trej even though you are half-sisters?"

"Never. She was brought up to despise female weakness. My tender ways with the downtrodden were signs of weakness she was not permitted, nor permitted herself. Though scarcely eighteen, Shalda is a wild one. Whoever weds her has his work cut out."

Diarmid chuckled at the thought, his eyes seeking out the winking lights of the harbor where the triremes of the eleven other kingdoms were even now making ready to fan out and return to their own towers, Kol of Trej among them.

"Anyway," Diarmid observed, "Her father will see to it that she is kept on a leash until she mends her willful manners or he finds her a suitable husband. I have his word on it."

Yet when morning broke and the ships set sail, Nem-glan brought the word. Shalda had feigned docility, fooled Lord Kol into allowing her some freedom before the confining journey—then Shalda had vanished.

 

IV

The rock crags and the purple towers far behind, Shalda watched the cadmium sun tip its first shaft over the diffuse malachite sky above and the chopping zaffer-black sea that surrounded her small single-mast craft. When the stiff night breeze that had carried her safely beyond any overtaking died, and the bleached blue sail of the fishing skiff she had stolen slapped idly on the mast, she took time for a rest from her northward elopement to sink back against the tiller and dig out provender and a leather of water from the bunker. She munched a scant breakfast of cheese and rock-hard hearth cake, washing it down with water that smelled of tanner.

Shalda's eyelids were lead. Every muscle in her lithe, well-formed body sagged with ache. Her drive toward escape had been total and continuous and now nerves yelled for mercy. At this moment the woman somewhere under those luscious curves bawled for needlework and hearth. Yet this would be fiercely denied when ,her collapsing exhaustion had been assuaged. Ripe for marriage by Island standards, Shalda's fighting spirit had rejected all such thoughts in favor of the hunt and the tournament. The court dandies who sniffed around her were beneath contempt; even those eager blades who earned her respect with warrior's prowess and were truly inflamed by her beauty, not her high position, had to engage her in swordplay, since that was virtually her only entertainment. Lute song and the dance bored her to vitriol. Then, when her witch's eye distracted such a one so that she drew first blood, down went another hopeful into the dust at her boots.

She considered her sister's husband, Diarmid Patrick. He stirred something within her, hatefully, yet he was a craven coward. She needed no Mryddin sycophant to come to her secretly on Trej and elicit her aid in overthrowing the off-worlder. Nay. The strength in that wide half-sullen face with its black thatches and wide red curve of passionate mouth was a lie. Diarmid was a milksop, a true mate for Dierdre-of-the-Tears' counterpart, Fianna. That cowslip could not draw bow on a hill hind without sniveling about it. Pah!

Yet Diarmid had slain Flann. Flann, patiently a man. His tastes were oft strange, 'twas said, what with dungeon games in the deeps of the night and some of the youths he plucked from the peasantry to keep near him. Yet a man. A fighter. It must have been some off-world magic that enabled Diarmid to best a man like Flann. Olwen's silver tales of Diarmid's deeds with the silkies of the faem, with Nacran, aye, even with Old Grane of the Spae herself, witch of all witches. Could it have been Old Grane who gave him the potion that had ensorceled Fianna into putting him, an off-worlder of Deel knows what low breed, above herself and making him ruler of all the Islands?

Slay the Deel. That's what Diarmid claimed. Absurd! Gods don't die. Nay. The Deel was still up there, walking his snow-white halls, singing the Song that all must sing, biding his time.

If only Himself had decreed Shalda to marry Flann. Aye! Then you'd have seen some fireworks! Instead, the milksop had turned his Ane warriors into milksops like himself. And not only that. Now he was permitting the Nord marauders to take over whole areas of coastal farmland for their own. Why, the Islands had claimed and controlled such mainland since the dim initial verses!

When Mryddin's spy approached Shalda at Tower Trej, her father having booted him out of his presence, revealing the secret Drudman plan to kill the off-worlder and take over the Islands' rulership, Shalda's hot blood had sizzled. "After all," the ex-Drudman had said, "was it not always the Drudman priests who revealed Himself's incontestable will to the people? Were not the Drudman ever second only to the Deel? Is it not meet that we should remove this off-worlder from his rulership and return to old ways and the second coming of Himself?"

Shalda scowled. None of the lords enjoyed the idea of being priest-controlled. Without the Deel's flamewings and his pookas to make his presence manifest, there would seem to be no need. Diarmid said the Drudmen must retreat to their cloisters, take to the arts of illiminating books and painting classical murals. The priests protested, calling vainly on the Deel. Receiving no answer, most of them reluctantly took a back seat. Not Mryddin the Magician!

Mryddin employed his black arts to gather together all of the acquiescent-seeming Drudmen of all the Islands to the cause of what he termed a Holy War. Was the Song itself to be forgotten? Were the slave-built beauties with which the towers were adorned, to Himself's everlasting glory, to be torn down in favor of mundane works such as schools and hospitals? Nay. The off-worlder went too far when he declared all to be freemen and equal. Equal? Preposterous!

Still the Drudmen, and crafty Mryddin in particular, must not be permitted to get too powerful. Lords must not bow to priests. Shalda said as much, bluntly.

"You are right, child." Mryddin's creature soothed her feathers. "All of us are mere parts of Himself's sacred design. All contribute to the Song and are of it forever. Yet, in order to do this thing—to remove Fianna's consort without harming her ladyship's inviolable person— we must all work together. It must be a united act; lord and priest must mingle their minds and hands in restoring the true glory of the Song."

Shalda agreed. She would go to Ane. She would interrupt the High Council of the Lords, create the climate wherein Mryddin could make his pitch. Then, according to plan, she would help Mryddin's assassin (a hot-blooded lordling, so as not to sully the robes of any Drudman priest with blood) to kill Diarmid.

Instead, Shalda had saved Diarmid. Why?

Setting her course pure north, Shalda slept fitfully. She was wakened by a late afternoon push of strong wind that bellied the ragged sail to pregnancy, and the whirling spatterings of rain. The clouded sun lay couched on the western horizon.

Shalda flipped the cowl of her crimson-lined cape over her cropped coppery hair against the shower, taking swift account of her position. A haunt of purple tower ahead of her, like baubles or inverted goblets on the rain-darked Green, told her she had drifted off course. Yet the familiar contours likewise indicated that this was the last of the Islands, and by a skillful veering she brought the boat again to a course true north.

Lonely, with the loneliness of sea-wastes on every side and not even a roving gull for company, Shalda thought about what more she had seen and learned of Diarmid and Ane. She thought of the red-beard giant, Nemglan, Diarmid's right hand. A man among men, surely. Why, she wondered, would a war-master like Nemglan, who had already earned himself a trio of noble verses in the Song, side with the off-worlder? There was a blunt honesty about the herculean warrior that made it hard to believe he was not playing some devious game of his own. Then there was Olwen, the harper.

Young as he was, Olwen was considered the Islands' leading ballad-singer-historian. Clever. There were brains under that dandyish pose. Yet Olwen was Diarmid's man, too. Again, why?

Night drew on and the boat swam its way into the Northern fogs. In an hour there was nothing but black fog through which the wet needles of rain jabbed down. No sound save the naggish snarl of wind and the dry creak of masting. While she bent to her knees to bail out the seawater sloshing her boots, using a wooden fisherman's scoop, Shalda forced back fearsome thoughts of the monsters all knew lurked in the foggy wastes of wide water between the last Island and the bleak Nord coasts.

The wind keened with the voices of lost souls; the waves sucked and slavered at the boat. It was as if unseen forces were herding Shalda on to some nameless horror. Brash as she was, steeled to death in battle and tournament, Shalda bore in her secretmost soul the old Island terror of eldritch things that lurk under uncharted seas, monsters whom even the manlike silkies of the faem shunned. There were unplumbable deeps here in these shrouding fogs where ocean beasts reared their hideous heads betimes, taking any unhappy fisherman's boat that had strayed into these merciless mists and dragging him down to death following babbling idiocy, having seen.

Shalda had heard such stories and scorned them. Yet now, now that she was here in the ever-fog and alone, it was as if she pricked up her ears and pinched her eyes out into that blackness, waiting. Waiting.

It must come, some primal precognition stabbed her mind like a death-wish.

And it came…

First the sound, since the darkness permitted no sight, was so amorphous, so stealthy, that it might be only the wet slap of a wave flopping back on itself. Yet no.

Not quite. There was a difference. A subtle distinction. Then—a great squamous thump, as if some great unseen body with flippers had lifted its eyeless head up out of the water. Some horrific thing that lived out its alien life down in some ocean chasm here in the unchartable fogs, venturing randomly up into this thin unpleasant medium more for curiosity and sport than for the need of food. It was a diversion for the monster; occasionally one of the boats of the Islands' fisher fleet did get tossed into these shunned waters and it did provide a novel moment of hostility-release for the bulky sea-beast.

Again the sound. Aft, now. The stark fear that froze Shalda's blood ebbed a little, out of curiosity. She had heard about these creatures from the befogged deeps since she was a child. The rash courage bred into her sinews took hold of her, sense and caution being foreign to her nature. The saurian thing was huge. Enormous. She sensed its incredible size. Yet for all of that it was swift. One moment the sound came from the lee side. Then starboard. An idle flip of its nameless appendage could smash the craft to toothpicks.

She must get away. Anything else made no sense at all.

Softly she reached a boat's oar and dipped it easily into the black water to add her muscle to the tossing wind, to speed her way out of this eldritch area of monsters. Her hope, plying the oar swiftly but carefully to avoid noise, was that the dazzling swift beast would think the boat to be some tiresome oddment of flotsam, untenanted and beneath his notice. Too late she remembered something else the tale-tellers had sung about the fog-beasts.

They were blind, from living so far beneath the surface, and through need for it the beasts had developed an uncanny sensitivity to sound. Even the sound of breathing. Even to the vibration of the human pulse. And Shalda had, in her haste to escape, allowed her hand to dip into the waves along with the oar.

The beast from the deep sensed her now, as something alive. Had she not touched the water the boat might have been a lost bit of wreckage. Now, no. The beast's preternatural sense knew her for what she was. A living animal.

Spinning away first, it wheeled about and returned.

Shalda saw the faintly luminous outline of its looming shape directly ahead of the boat.

She screamed.

The limned blotch against that deeper black of the night-fog was of a shape and size to constrict her heart momentarily into a clump of dead tissue. Panic and horror leaped from her throat, from her elemental horror of the entirely alien and monstrous. The beast was of a strangeness that no human mind can accept or tolerate. It outraged the very rhythm of her chemical spectrum.

Shalda screamed to the skies now. The pale monstrous shape drove in, then toyed at the brink of destroying the interloper. Survival instinct forced Shalda to move, to do the only thing she could do to escape the horror of what was about to happen to the boat and to her.

She hurled the oar at it in some final scrap of defiance at her fate, then she jumped out of the boat.

The chilling plunge into icy water added to her adrenaline drive toward continued existence. She floundered, gulping air, swam away from the boat in the wave-valleys with all the strength in her young fight-compulsive body. She didn't even consider the absurdity of what she was about. Even if by some miracle she did evade the beast, she was in the middle of an islandless waste of ocean, in a freezing sea.

The end must come soon, one way or another.

The beast sloughed away from the now-crushed boat, sniffing out the sort of living organism that dared even to try escaping him. Shalda felt a nauseating wave of foul odor envelop her; with a last forlorn cry she strained to avoid the maw that opened. Not to escape but to gulp in great lungfuls of briny water and die from drowning, the lesser of two deaths.

It was dim and without sense, her glimpse of eternity. There came the overwhelming brief awarenss of thunderous sound and brain-shattering light. This, then, was how one died.

Thunder in the ears.

Shattering flame before the eyes.

Then, logically, nothing.

 

V

The afterlife was not exactly what Shalda had been led to expect. As an obnoxious spoiled brat (this was before Diarmid Patrick O'Dowd) the Drudmen who gave her religious training had taught Shalda that there would be alabaster halls, gardens, and a good deal of harp music.

Not so.

Consciousness found her lying on her side on a bunk bed, in some compact chamber made out of metal. An amused man's face looked down at her, blinking and coughing; now he cast an appreciative glance the length of her slim sodden body. When she tried to sit up her flagged muscles wouldn't obey; she could only stare up at the man and try to make some sense out of all this. Who he was and where they were, for instance.

The man wasn't handsome. His lips made too thin a line, and the smile went downward, not up. The eyes were small and pale and close together, the nose thin and aquiline. The look of that lean face suggested the arrogance of intellectual superiority, a patronizer.

Now she saw a lip-licking gleam flush his sharp features. He intended to rape her. Now or soon. Not an uncommon fact in Shalda's barbarian world; she knew of it if not from personal experience. Shalda was a virgin and she intended to stay that way—perhaps forever.

So when his hands moved down deliberately, caressing but demanding, when his mouth hung on hers, Shalda's glandular flow responded to her desperation. She slipped clumsily from under and stood, knees trembling.

The man lurched back with a grunt.

"What's the matter, prim?"

"Can't you see?" she breathed. "I'm—cold! I'm half frozen!"

Thought I might warm you up a bit, prim-cat."

When he made another try she lashed her elbow out, caught his chin with it. Those pale eyes turned to angry flint.

"Maybe I ought to toss you back in the drink. Don't I rate anything for saving you from that thing?"

Shalda stumbled back against the wall, forcing her thoughts to collect themselves. Obviously her skill with weapons meant nothing here; the man was, she realized now, an off-worlder. On his wide belt there were strange shiny things. Weapons. Tools. Even if she could manage to grab one of them, she didn't know how to use it. This off-worlder had providentially landed here; had been skimming the black fog for a set-down place, seen her struggling to escape the sea-beast, and had saved her by means of some strange off-world device. Now, logically for him, he claimed a reward for doing so. After all, she was obviously only a half-animal primitive.

Since she had no weapon to deal with this man, she must employ gunning. Then, when the chance came, she would kill him.

Meanwhile…

"How did you do it? How did you save me? Did you kill the beast?" If she could distract him by talk.

He laughed. "All right, all right. I get it, prim-cat.

I didn't have to kill the sucker. The heat and light from my ship sent him diving back where he came from."

"They don't like light. They only come in the night, here where the black fog is."

"Yes. Well, never mind all that. No use telling you how I scooped you up. You wouldn't understand." He edged her back to the bunk and pushed her to a sit. "It's a long pull between ports. A man gets—hungry. How about it?"

Shalda was beginning to find her reserves; she put on a winsome smile. "I'm still dizzy, sire. I am really not at my best. I thank you with my heart for saving my life and I would reward you, only—shall we not wait until I can offer you my best?"

He laughed at that.

"I like you, prim-cat. You've got what it takes." He took hold of her hand. "I'm captain of this minnow. Captain John H. Parris, late of T.D.S. X-Plor. That's Terra's Fleet, if that means anything to you."

Shalda nodded. "And this strange metal vessel we are on is your sky-demon's magic boat?"

Captain Parris shrugged it off. These primitives were a bore. But, among other things, he would get information from this luscious prim-cat, information that would get him off this forsaken bit of planetary trash, although not before finding out what her civilization was all about and taking them for whatever he could. He told her what he thought she could understand, coloring his defection from the Fleet to suit his whim. Then: "Where in the flaming hell am I? What class world is this? So far all I've seen is water—and you."

"I'm from the Island Kingdoms," Shalda told him. "My father is Lord Kol of Trej, one of the elder lords."

"Hey! I lucked out! Copped me a bigwig's daughter!" Saving her, having her in tow, gave him an edge. "So tell me some more before we take off. Brief me, baby."

Shalda told him, channeled by the clipped computer-questions which his years of Fleet training had taught him to ask: the cogent facts about a prim-level world; information on resources, ecology, religion—above all, of what use could this planet be in the space thrust…

ought Terra take it over and man it before one of the alien high-level civilizations found it.

"—then Diarmid Patrick O'Dowd came down; I guess it was in a ship like this one, and—"

"Captain Diarmid Patrick!"

"Aye."

Parris whistled. "So that's what happened to him! He Robinson Crusoed down here under that green acid-barrier just like I did and made himself lord high nabob of the planet!"

"You know Lord Diarmid?"

"Know him! Hell, we took boot-training on Luna together. As I remember him, he had this thing about natives. He wanted to help them, not use them to make points in the Federation's grab-games. He used to bend my ear about it, earnest as hell." He chuckled. "I suppose getting to be the big cheese changed him?"

"Nay." Shalda looked Parris up and down. "You are not of his stamp, I think."

"Hell, no. What I see I take. For me, if I can swing it. Of course, these days you have to play ball with the Fleet or one of the alien gigs. That's how I got out of the Fleet, by the skin of my teeth. Now I'll have to play footsie with One of the alien groups, using this endhole for bait. What'd you call it? Eu-Tarah?"

Shalda's ears 'and mind were pricked for what would stand her in good stead in her resolve to kill this Captain Parris, a resolve which increased with every word he uttered. If Diarmid was a milksop, this off-worlder was unscrupulous and dangerous—dangerous to her whole Island world. It pained her head to try to understand some of the things he said. It seemed that there were many, many sky-demons, of many species, different from one another as the silkies and the deevs were different from the Islanders and the Nords. Yet all of them possessed great magic and "took over worlds" for their strange among-themselves wars. Everywhere, it seemed, and no matter how lofty the magic, there was war and rapine. Which put Diarmid and his namby-pamby ways where they belonged.

For his part, Ex-Captain Parris grinned amusement at the world he had tumbled onto, when that shield trembled and cracked open momentarily to let his minnow through. This bow-and-arrow culture was suspiciously familiar. He remembered old half-historical half-mythological tape films about such a culture existing on Terra many thousands of years ago. Hard to believe, of course, but there must be something to it. His mind clicked on like the great computer ship which drove and controlled the Deep Fleet, the mind-ganglion they called the Star Brain. He pushed out more leading questions, discovering that there was indeed much of value on this lost world under the Green. Planets this lush and humanly habitable were not easily come by. Taken by any standards, Eu-Tarah would be a rare prize and he, John H. Parris, could claim a proportional reward for having discovered it. Maybe even the Terran Fleet would forgive and forget his past crimes and the ship he'd stolen.

He made notes, translating Shalda's colorful primitive pattern into practical terms.

"Diarmid can't understand that we must do battle with the Nords. Thus it has always been, and what the Islands give them will, in the end, gain nothing but their back-of-hand laughter and more war threats for more largesse."

"He always was a flaming idealist," Parris agreed. "Gets you nothing and nowhere."

"Aye. Take by the force of arms, my father always said, and keep it the same way."

"Or somebody else will." Parris grinned. "You're quite a cat, cat. We're going to get along fine. Now tell me about your ancient enemies, the Nords."

Shalda told, with flashing eyes and rare hate. "While your old friend Diarmid has been rubbing the lords' noses in dung to make all men equal, Thorbrand, old One Eye's battle-itching grandson, has been quietly gathering the young bloods of Odinsheim and the berserkers from the hill country to his way of thinking."

"Which is yours, prim-cat. And don't call Diarmid any friend of mine! He'll be the first to go." Absently he reached a tin of protein-concentrate capsules from a sheathed shelf, popped some in his mouth, then handed some to Shalda. "'But where do we start, prim-cat?"

"My name is Shalda. Shalda of Trej." She took the shaken-out capsules into her hands and sniffed, wrinkling her nose. "What are these, pray?"

"Food."

"Food!"

"Eat them and stop making faces, Shalda of Trej."

Shalda munched, surprised at the sudden new energy the predigested vitamins and amino acids sent flooding through her cells; something mysterous within the walls had quietly dried her tunic, too. She was beginning to weary of this claustrophic metal chamber though, anxious to set about her self-appointed geasa. She faced Parris.

"You wish to gain the respect of our Island lords, mayhap to replace Diarmid?"

"Your Islanders seem to be favored by the Deel; they own the pick of the planet. Right?"

"Aye. Yet under Diarmid the Nords are gaining ground."

Parris scowled. "No point in that."

"None!" Shalda's eyes shone. "Then come will me, off-worlder! Help me spy out Thorbrand in Odinsheim, find out what he and his berserkers are about."

"King Thrand's blood-oath?"

"For naught! Thorbrand had the cunning to be absent when the oaths were taken, and now he will use Diarmid's honesty in the matter to his own ends. He is only waiting for One Eye to die, to have his body laid in the great stone cairn—then he will strike!"

"If I were him," Parris mused, "I wouldn't wait."

"Nor I. Nor, by the Song, will Thorbrand!"

"Okay, prim-cat. We're off. But first, I want to check with the Brain. Luckily Fleet law hasn't been able to cut me off from its use.'* "What is this Brain?"

"A great stationary ship like an asteroid. Actually, one of many, but this one operates the entire Magellanic Cloud. It contains enormous power, the power which drives all the Fleet ships within its sphere. This makes for simpler mechanical construction of ships and faster repair in case of trouble. Material can be beamed to any ship. Computed information too, of course, since the Brain's banks contain data and solutions to almost any variable circumstances that could possibly come up. All except your Deel's Green. That's why the law can't cut me off. First you find your rabbit!"

He went to work on the controls, feeding the Brain as much data as he deemed prudent to reveal to its master tapes. Consulting the Brain was routine with Terran starmen by now; mandatory, since where a human brain might miss a variable factor, the Brain missed nothing. It was rather like a Delphic oracle, the Brain, only more accurate.

"Hell!" Parris said. "I still can't get through. Almost, though. The Shield's disintegrating. Won't belong/'

"Must we not hasten north?" Shalda cried with impatience. "If more of your sky-demons manage to get through—"

"Yeah. If I'm going to be top-dog, claim first digs, we had better get the ball rolling."

With the ease born of practice he pulled the control panel studs that held the minnow ship anchored in stasis and sent the sleek star-vessel streaking out of the black fog, north.

 

VI

The raggedy smoke-line of sandstone and dolomite rock which broke the scalloped lacing of white surf, seen through the forevid, told Shalda she had reached her target. What rare fortune to have been scooped up by this off-worlder, this enemy of Diarmidl The Deel was surely active in her cause! Her slim body quivered in the couch-seat next to Parris; awe in the swooping rapidity of their journey, where yesterday a frail bit of cloth on a stick had snatched feeble wind-power catch-as-catch-can to hie her to her destiny, was quickly replaced by driving impatience. She had not really been aware of how high up in the sky they were, not in the black fog nor later, not being able to see anything but predawn murk and cloud. Now, seeing, she gasped in air with a mouse's squeak of terror.

They were plummeting right down on those cliffs!

What wretched monsters these sky-demons were, indeed. How right of the Deel to shelter Eu-Tarah away from them and their incredible magic!

"Any idea which way to Odinsheim?" Parris snapped her out of her fear-freeze.

Shalda unvised her grip on the padded recliner arm. A sourness was thrusting up into her throat so that for the moment all she could do was point to the right. Parris nodded, sent the facile lenticular minnow bouncing air pockets across a bleak broken surface, slow now, so that any evidence of life could be detected through the heavy overhang of gray.

He maneuvered on a zigzag course between the cliff-cuts toward a low northerly range of hills and a sawtooth leap of peaks whose glacial snows were barely visible through the shrouding clouds. Feeble leakage of dawn indicated small villages and fishing boats at the bases of the fjord insets where streams tumbled down out of the hills. Patches of piny forest were in evidence now, on the highlands.

Shalda's sharp eyes sighted the first fortress town of any size.

"That gray circle of huts and walls with sod to cover them. Looks like funeral barrows but that's how the Nords build their towns."

"Why the walls? Islander attack?"

"In times past, aye. But against the berserkers, too. The hill clans are not above fighting each other, aye, and eating each other, too, when game's scarce."

"That's what Diarmid was afraid of."

Shalda shrugged. "The Nords were always a clannish rabble until King Thrand managed to tame the wild mountain berserkers into warrior use. It was old One Eye himself who finally got all tribes united in the great sea battle the Song tells of. What a war that was! More than a thousand ships to a side and the Green turned to red flame from the fire! Aye. One of the most magnificent pages in all the Song!"

"What about this Song?"

"Himself sings it, striding the alabaster halls of T/yeer-Na-N-Oge and plucking Ossian's harp. It's everlasting, the Song is. It sings of those heroes who have fought the bravest and done the noblest deeds."

"The Song is your immortality."

"And rarely won. Aye."

Parris down-grinned. "As good a gig as any, I guess. But where'n hell's this Nordic capital, Odinsheim? Shouldn't we be getting there?"

Shalda nodded, straining for signs of the Nordic king-city on the headland, by all odds the most important center of commerce of the loosely-knit tribes in this bleak region of howling winters and scanty resource.

Destined as they were to scratch out a meager existence from these rocky hills, battling nature itself for survival, the Nords had bred themselves into a lusty hard-driven people where the weak died young, idleness was intolerable, pleasures few. No wonder they had pushed out their dragonboats further and further down the fertile coasts, looting, raping, taking what came to hand, giving no quarter nor asking any. On the other hand, you had the Islanders. Artistic, to feed the Deel's soul. Sybaritic. Smug in Himselfs good graces. They quaffed the wine of the good life, despising the Nords because their lot reminded them of meaner ways.

And Diarmid Patrick O' Dowd hoped to bring these opposite cultures to mutual understanding!

Parris' laugh was cut off when the warrior girl grabbed his arm. "There! See the blunt big castle of King Thrandl That is Odinsheim!"

Those early risers among the menials and the rampart guards, stoking up their night-banked fires, mothers giving teat to hungry babies, glanced up idly and saw a great silver-blue shadow loom momentarily overhead. Saw and wondered. Still, there had been other disturbances in the sky of late. The Deel was back, if he had ever left, and about his mysterious business. Those who saw gave a hasty sign to Himself, breathing a sigh of relief when the silent silver apparition drifted swiftly off into the thicker fog of the northern hills.

Parris brought the minnow to an easy drop on a relatively rubble-free plateau behind the first sharp escarpment which served Odinsheim as rear watch, rear guard.

Shalda moved out hastily, breathing a sigh of relief to be on solid ground again. She gave a critical glance around them; true, they were hidden from the city itself, yet the ship was a clearly visible, glaring target from the roadway that meandered along a natural canyon of sheer rock and river.

"Had we not best find a hiding place for your sky-ship? From the look of yon road it is well-traveled and the business of it will soon begin."

Parris smiled. "I'm not much for legging it any more than I have to, and I don't see any flow-walks handy. We minnowmen have some tricks up our sleeves. Watch!"

He touched fingers to a flat cigarette-case-size device on his wide belt; the ship suddenly vanished, to Shalda's gaping amazement. Unbelieving, she stepped over to touch it. Something unseen gently invited her hand to other directions without making the force-field around the minnow obvious.

"More off-world magic!"

"A minor illusion. I've got more that will curl even Diarmid's hair. He's ten years behind. Ten years in my world is a thousand in yours."

They had hiked more than a mile down the shadowed cliff road in the direction of the city when the sound of voices and a jangling of animal bells sent them into hiding behind a jut of boulder. Parris followed Shalda's lead up the overhanging rock to where they could watch who came from above.

There were two, ill-clothed peasants. One was a lean stripling of fifteen or so; the other was a rawboned gray-beard brandishing a long crook, now and then whacking the backs of the small herd of goatish animals to hurry them on. The horned beasts danced their hooves expertly among the loose rocks, inches from the chasm where water murmured far below.

The old herdsman's querulous temper suggested that the boy was not learning his ancient trade fast enough. The animals were starved; they must be got to the high green pastures where the flinty earth gave way to alluvial soil from the brief summer's snow-melts. The sandaled lad did his best to keep the herd moving and himself avoid the thumps the beasts were getting.

Shalda touched Parris' arm and nodded. The time was now. She lifted and leaped, right in front of the rank-smelling cortege.

The boy goggled, but the graybeard raised up his herdsman's staff with an oath. He was too old and cranky to respect maidens or specters or whatever she was. Besides, she wore Island dress.

Shalda evaded the blundering whack. She drew the blade Parris had permitted her, parrying stroke for stroke with the goatherd and his long staff. Full of curses for all Islanders and fiends generally ('which she probably was; these mountains were alive with unseen trolls), the old gnarl-face let her have it on the head; a glancing blow, and that the first and only. Angered, Shalda put her deft practice to use, struck the long sinewy body through, toppled the ancient among his bleating animals.

"Get the boy!" she told Parris. "Slay him! We need their robes!"

Parris whipped out his blast and aimed it with some reluctance at the terrified youth. His vacillation wrung an impatient cat-snarl from Shalda; not having had time to retrieve her sword when the old man flopped, she nipped the brief- poniard from its jeweled hilt, sent it whistling after the fleeing lad. It caught him square between his scrawny shoulder blades.

He dropped facedown without a moan.

"Why didn't you get him?" she asked Parris.

"I don't much like killing kids," Parris observed. "Not when they're running."

"Running to tell what he has seen." Shalda's face was hot and scornful as she bent to draw her blade out of the old man and wipe it on his ragged leg-hose. "We will put on their dirty robes. It will help us get past the city gate guards. The rags are probably full of bugs, which ought to keep the guards at their distance. They re filthy enough. Well?"

Parris shrugged and went to work.

"Prim-cat," he whistled, "you are a cool one."

Shalda was right. The odoriferous dung-smelling garments, cowled for the winter blasts, kept the Odin-sheim guards from taking too close looks at the pair. Muffling their faces, they shuffled between the high stone pylons as early stall merchants and menials from the environs were doing. Parris coughed from the goat smell, but the morning was raw and colorless, so that respiratory ills were no novelty; Shalda's thin knowledge of the Nord capital along with the general shuffle of servitors to and from the castle itself led them to the stony block rearing up stolidly at the terminus of a wide treeless courtyard. The huddled city was, in effect one great ugly block of stone, with unpainted wood where needful. Still, there was a land of beauty here, a solidity, a dignity. And impeccable cleanliness.

No extravagant painted towers, however. No mosiac. No gratuitous curlicues or froufrou. The tapestries along the barren stone hallways they moved through were of a gothic cast, bold of line, with somber earth colors predominating. The lacy delicacy of the Islands' chromatic illustrations of the Song gave way here in King Thrand's stony castle to primitive blasts of pigment that told mostly of One Eye and his ancestors and their dragonboat maraudings down coast or occasionally on one of the Island kingdoms. The elongated heroic figures frowning hugely down were mostly fighting, cutting down Islanders like ninepins; only occasionally was feasting and reveling depicted, and the stained glass attitudes then suggested ritualistic mead-quaffing in honor of the Deel.

Parris was unable to skulk and no doubt this ragged boldness of his suggested to the men-at-arms they encountered that he was in actuality some king's spy coming back to make his report. Then there was that slim girlish thrall scampering close at his heels. In any event the starman kept one hand close to the blast weapon in his belt, touching it when their sudden appearance around a corner earned them a curious look. Mostly, all was morning-busy and after ten years of peace laxity was the order of the day.

Three ramps up, they followed after a train of servants bearing water and towels and food. Shalda burned with hate at every stolid face she saw; within the goat-boy's robe her hands made fists. Yet knowledge that she had reached her target's center held tongue and blades in check.

They paused when the grunting thick-muscled pair hauling the half-barrel of steaming water reached an arched doorway which was guarded by two veritable giants wearing horned helmets and bristling with polished weaponry.

"That's it," Parris whispered. "That's King Thrand's private chamber."

"Would you brazen in while old One Eye is having his morning bath? I have heard it he has a wild boar's own temper at this early hour and has killed a servant for bringing the wrong soap."

Parris grinned. "What better time? Well catch him with his pants down. After all, am I not a stranger out of the sky offering the king rare and wonderful gifts?"

"What rare and wonderful gifts?"

"You'll see." He touched the oblong metal on his belt. "They don't last long but it gets these prims every time."

Shalda was impressed into trotting after him as he pushed by the giant guards and the bath-servants into the king's presence.

King Thrand, like many a sensible monarch who has given his best years to his people, in battle and wisdom— with a whole battlefield of body scars and a gone eye to prove it—had in the past peaceful years given himself over to the pleasures of the flesh. To food and to drink, mainly, as the ballooning of that once oak-tough figure attested.

Naked as a newborn when Parris and Shalda burst in, he bawled to his goggling bath-servants to put back his sleeping robe. Parris flung off his goatherd's camouflage, as did Shalda, and seeing, the old servants ran screaming out into the hall. Before the guards could enter, Parris slammed shut the wooden door and shot the bolt.

It all happened very quickly. And then there was that object the sardonic smooth-faced stranger carried in his hand and brandished. His strange flesh-tight black tunic, too. All of this added up to the rarest of phenomena, something to think about, with all of old One Eye's waning cleverness.

King Thrand stared at them over the steaming barrel.

"My sword!" One Eye mumbled. "Fetch my sword!"

It was hanging behind his rumpled bear-pelt couch and he almost had it when light streaked from 'the thing Parris held in his hand. The sword turned white-hot, then vanished.

One Eye swore.

"Relax, King," Parris suggested. "Sit down."

Puffing fear and rage, One Eye let his obese body fall back on the couch. What the stranger had done to his famous sword he could doubtless do to him as easily. Off-world magic, no doubt of it.

He cocked his eye up.

"Who are you, sorcerer? Are you of the Deel?"

"No. But I came from the same place he came from, more or less."

One Eye's deep-furrowed face darkened. "Speak not lightly of Himself. Signs have been seen and felt in the Green which manifest his second coming." He squinted closer. "You are from beyond the Green, like Lord Diarmid?"

"Captain John H. Parris, late of the Terran Fleet, same as him."

"Of his ilk, I doubt not. As full of sorcery and tricks as the Spae women are full of Wees."

"Has it occurred to you that I might hate Lord Diarmid's insides? That I might—how do you prims say it—wish him ill?"

"Aye?" The great hulk on the bear skins quivered. "How shall I believe you, off-worlder? How shall I trust you?"

"Better try," Parris said dryly, dandling his blast. He grinned that down-tilted smile. "Why don't we both make a stab at seeing eye to eye, at least where Diarmid is concerned."

"I can think of some reasons for not doing so."

"For instance?"

"With all this off-world magic, why do you seek me out? Why trouble yourself with the Nords?"

"For manpower, if nothing else."

"Pah. And what's this Island wench doing in your company if you hate them so much?"

"She's my—bed companion. As for hating the Islanders, I don't hate them all. I don't even know them. I don't even hate Diarmid. I only want him out of the way, for reasons of my own." He grinned winningly. "Come on, King! Let's wheel and deal. What can you lose? You want Diarmid's head on a stick, no? Yet your blood-oath won't let you make the first move against him. Why not let me pull your chesnuts out of the fire?"

Some of the crafty gleam of his old warrior days blazed up in the old king's face. King Thrand had had his day and a fine one it was. Those who would have killed him—and there had been many—had learned his shrewdness in the game of human chess. It had not only been the blunt berserker clans of the mountains he'd had to tame, but more adroit assassins as well.

Two could play the game this bland-faced off-worlder with the cold eyes was playing. Caught off his guard, stripped of that belt—obviously the secret of his magic— and this down-smiler was any man at all, like Diarmid Patrick when he first fought Flann; with no skill at all with hand arms, he'd be King Thrand's whining thrall.

While he thought about his next words old One Eye's glance went to Shalda. She stood two paces behind the off-worlder, yet behind the downcast submissiveness flared up, now and then, a flaming spirit as of a great mainland cat who might turn his clipped claws on its rider at any moment. The redheaded wench bore sword and knife as well, and could no doubt put either to good use. Something to consider.

"Let me think on this, sorcerer." King Thrand yawned and scratched his creased belly. "Meanwhile, before my water gets cold…" He leaned heavily forward and, awkward-seeming, dumped the barrel over. Water splashed his visitors. Parris yelled and jumped back.

"Now!" Old One Eye bawled out. "Get his belt, Thorbrand! Get his belt!"

The draped alcove to their right had seemed to be a closet of some kind, but apparently it wasn't. It led to another sleep-chamber. Thorbrand's. And King Thrand's roving eye had caught the faint movement in the curtain folds and read it right.

"Now!" One Eye squealed.

His follow-up admonition came after the fact, actually. A tawny giant had leaped out from behind the curtain while Parris was still dodging water. Parris felt a steel arm crook around his throat from behind; the hand holding the blast was seized and twisted until something snapped. The weapon went clattering. With Parris to shield him from Shalda's drawn sword, Thorbrand moved back to the door and unbolted it. Guards rammed in and took hold of the struggling girl.

Parris heard Shalda's baffled yell. Then, for quite a while, he heard nothing. The smash on his head that sank him to his knees, then into oblivion, delayed only long enough for the awareness of King Thrand's grandson unbuckling and appropriating his power belt.
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Shalda managed to slip away from the guards who grabbed her and took away her weapons. She even managed to nip out one of the guard's own blades and, with a warrior yell, lunged straight at King Thrand behind the overturned barrel. She fully intended to run him through with her last remaining breath. The Nords, she had been taught, would show her no mercy and if she must die, her death must count for something.

It was Thorbrand who caught her in midair and removed her, kicking and biting, to a corner of the room. His huge breechclouted body held her close and when she bit her white teeth into his muscular arm he responded by sinking his teeth into her ear.

Shalda screamed. Her blade clattered to the wet floor.

"Let me go!"

"Go?" Thorbrand chuckled, settling her even closer. "Go? A tidbit like you? Not until I've had my fill, vixen!"

Shalda knew of Nordic ways with women and she knew this half-berserker had her all but raped by now in his mind. Savage play was part of their social life; indeed, there was more mingling of the blood between Islander and Nord than either side would admit. Perhaps the Deel had planned it that way, toward the physical betterment of each species.

"I'll die first!" she raged.

"Mayhap during. You've about earned it."

It was old One Eye who reminded his grandson of something more than the early morning urges of his healthy young body. "Let be, T'orbrand! Go and fling a garment over your naked body. How dare you come into my presence unclothed and straight out of your bed!"

Thorbrand dropped Shalda with a thud. "Is that the thanks I get for saving your life, Grandfather? Should I have toileted and dressed, perhaps perfumed my underarms as the Islanders do, before I presumed to save you from yon off-worlder?"

King Thrand grunted and settled back. "In any event there will be time to—uh—dispose of the wench later. Can't you see that she is a lord's daughter and not some common trull?"

"So? I've never had a lord's daughter."

"Let be! We must find out what all this means. Hand me the off-worlder's belt and the amulet he wears about his neck."

While Thorbrand bent to obey he gave Shalda, playing possum on the floor, panting, eyes lidded and watchful, a grinning leer. She was aware now that he was not uncomely, with his long wheat-blond hair and startling blue eyes and that cleft in his chin. Yet here was another shd meant to kill when the first opportunity presented itself. The list was lengthening. For now, she would huddle like half-dead, pretend she did not exist. Listen. Bide her time. After all, finding out what the Nords were about was her prime purpose in Odinsheim.

King Thrand took charge of Captain Parris' power devices with a satisfied grunt, while Thorbrand bid the guards carry the off-worlder out and lock him up in a cell.

He turned to his grandfather. "I heard what was said. Mostly, at least."

"And what is your opinion, grandson?"

"Night fishers and the tor watch tell of a great fireball descending from the sky in the night, when the Green shook the last time, as it's been doing. It's my belief that this Parris came down in his sky-boat during that crack in the Green."

"The girl?"

"Perhaps she picked him up in her boat when his sky-demon's vessel sank in the sea."

"You think he knows naught of the Islanders? That his tale of wishing to depose Diarmid is true?"

Thorbrand nodded dubiously. "Yet he is not with the Nords. Perhaps he wants to do what the Deel feared most for us: let the sky-demons in wholesale."

King Thrand nodded, scowling to knit his Doberman's looseness of flesh. "Aye. A creature to watch and then set a watch on his watcher."

"That will be done. And I myself will watch the second. We could kill him, of course, but why not find out first what manner of use we might make of him? Perhaps learn some of his off-world secrets to our own advantage?"

One Eye held up the belt and the octagonal talisman. "Why do you think I took these from him?"

A look of challenge passed between the old man and the new hot-blooded heir to the Nord throne. Thorbrand had it in his mind to remind his grandfather that it was he who had saved the day, that it was he, with evergrowing cankers about it, who held back those who would wrest the throne from an old, fat, near-senile has-been who held the respect of his subjects more through those faded tapestries in the great feast hall than through his own presence. Shalda's small shifting noise deflected his bristling itch for a showdown.

"Have I your leave to go and dress, sire?"

"Aye." King Thrand sighed and closed his eyes.

"I will take the wench with me. She is dangerous."

Thorbrand was caressing her warm flesh in the act of lifting her toward his own chamber and his bed when One Eye snapped, "Hold!"

Thorbrand turned. "She tried to kill you, Grandfather."

"Aye. She will be dealt with, T'orbrand. But not in your way. After all, she is a lord's daughter, by the cut of her clothes and the lines of her face. I gave my blood-oath to Diarmid, remember that."

"I gave no blood-oath." The thickly handsome features turned dour and sulky.

"Let be, son's son. Let be." The king wiped a hand that betrayed age by its quivering over his perspiring forehead. The morning's activities had wearied him; he yearned, not for his bath and breakfast, but for more sleep. "Listen to me, Torbrand. I see it in your eyes, more every day."

"See what, Grandfather?" Back to her corner went Shalda.

"Rebellion. T'orrie, boy, surely you realize that I know what has been going on in Odinsheim. Aye, and in the highland villages. I know of those who urge you to take over my throne, leading your young hotheads to triumph over the Islanders, now that Diarmid has seemingly turned soft. I know all these things, Torrie." A fire gleamed out in his cyclops eye. "I have said nothing, hoping that you would at least wait until…" He broke off wryly.

"There are those who will not wait, Grandfather! Chief Gneisti of the Faroe Spit would as lief see me dead alongside you. You know what that would mean to our people! And my own cousin Kertialfad, right here in Odinsheim, with his Islander smirks and smooth artful ways!"

"Kertialfad is with me, Torbrand. He is my spy."

"And mine! He plays both sides, Grandfather! I am no wet-nosed boy any longer, Grandfather, to be dandled on your knees and called T'orrie and fed honeycake. Better me than one of those others. Think! If we wait overlong it will be the two of us and I am the last of our true bloodline!"

King Thrand stood. Massive, shadowy, impressive in spite of bodily indulgence in the face of death. Some of the old iron seemed to possess that flaccid hulk, as if by eldritch magic. Thorbrand gaped at the mailed warrior standing hugely before him, repressing the desire to whimper like the four year old had whimpered when the horn-helmed god-figure had snatched him out of his trundle bed and pressed his fierce black beard against him on the way to battle.

The shadowy ghost of what had been raised his arm as if to strike a recalcitrant boy. Then the fat wobbling arm fell and One Eye became what he saw.

Still, Thorbrand's look now was of love and respect, and his knee bent involuntarily as at some All-Thing reiteration of tribal allegiance to the king who had united them in glory.

"We will speak no more of plots among my own people."

"No, sire."

"And I will call you T'orrie whenever you behave like Torrie."

"Aye, sire."

Now the king smiled. "I know what they say. That I am grown feeble in the head, that Lord Diarmid's milk-water ideas are my own. That the warrior who once could down seven opponents without breathing hard, who has earned himself an honored stanza in the Song, is as good as dead and might better be."

"There are also those who remember and are loyal, sire."

"I know, I know. Yet the days of blood and rapine are past, T'orbrand. I want none of them for you, nor for any of my people. What good were they?" He brandished a ham fist. "What good?"

"I worshiped you, Grandfather," Thorbrand said with passion. "From my earliest prattling of the Song I wanted nothing but to be like you, to triumph in battle and do glorious deeds. After all, is that not what life is? Is it not the Deel's plan that we must battle nobly and earn our place in the Song?"

One Eye sighed.

"I thought so when I was your age. So we are taught. Yet now I have other thoughts. I wonder and think to myself, what good is all this dying and killing? For the Song, they say? Why? I ask."

"That is how it has always been and must always be. You heard the off-worlder. Even the sky-demons, with all their off-world sorcery, know that fighting is living. Stagnation is death, Grandfather! See yourself in your tarnished shield! Look hard, Grandfather!"

"Maybe. Maybe."

"All I ask"—Thorbrand pressed forward—"is your permission to do battle with the Islanders. Now! Now is the time! My blood cries out for it. Like you, I must add my name to the Song!"

"The Song. Always the Song. Is it not only an excuse to show off one's manhood? Aye, T'orrie. You have yet to see a comrade's head lopped in twain before your eyes, to see babies with their entrails hanging out and their tongues lolling in a frozen scream, good honest women dead from abuse when men have become beasts. This is the Deel's sacred Song! This is the right of it! Nay, I think not, son's son. There is a wrongness here somewhere." He took hold of Thorbrand's arm fiercely. "Look at me and my scarred body, Thorbrand. Then, when you are alone in the night, think about Lord Diarmid's plan for us all. Is there not plenty for the both races under the Green? Diarmid was more than fair. A man would be a fool to dispute the terms he gave me. His own lords grumble against him, plotting with the Drud-man Mryddin to kjll him."

"Then now is the time, Grandfather!" Thorbrand was equally earnest, equally certain of his course. "His own people are divided against him. He is no true lord of the towers. Diarmid is an off-worlder. What is he doing on their throne anyway?"

The cyclopian eye pinched shut. The white-bearded jowls wagged. The king made one last effort to convince Thorbrand that treaty and compromise were wisdom, in spite of the Deel and his Song; then, knowing that he could not, seeing his own self in the young blood's eager blue eyes as in some time-mirror, he sank back on his couch.

"There is no way to dissuade you."

"No, Grandfather. If I don't do it, someone else will and I will be branded coward. I must act in your stead. But I must have your word on it. I will die here, or there, but I will die fighting."

King Thrand was suddenly very old, fearful of shadows lurking in every corner. "I gave my blood-oath."

"I took no oath."

"Yet a king speaks for all his people."

Thorbrand pointed at the curvaceous huddle. "She came to do mischief—she tried to kill you! That cry was our own death shout!"

One Eye shrugged dolefully. "Aye. Yet she is a mere girl."

"Mere girl! Did you see how she fought? Look!" The marks of Shalda's teeth had raised large welts in his arm.

"Still."

"Still nothing, Grandfather! She is an Islander. She is a lord's daughter and all the worse for being it. She came here with an off-worlder. Their evilness of intent was masked by tales of wishing Diarmid's downfall but that's to say nothing of what else they want. Who knows what malignance is brewing against us? Grandfather, we must act before our own warriors are at each others' throats and the tribes again scattered. That can and will happen. You know it well!"

It was as though old fires were unleashed, the look that swam over the old fighter's face. Shalda made some small sound. Thorbrand walked over to her; out of need for doing something against the enemy Islands his bare foot gave her round posterior a swift short kick.

"I am right, Grandfather. You know it. But I must have your word."

King Thrand gave a low groaning growl. "You are young; your eyes are clear. Perhaps the humors in my old carcass have indeed sickened."

"Your word, Grandfather."

Grudgingly the old man nodded. "Take what ships you need. Go. The blood-truce is ended!"
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His tbiumph over the king in the face of traditional respect for age and authority among the Nords shoved desire for the wench back among the rear ranks; Thor-brand refrained from looking at her close again when the lackeys he whistled for took Shalda in tow, lest the glands begin flowing hot and heavy again in her direction.

"Have her bathed and fed and otherwise well-treated," the king bade the servitors, adding prudently, "We may need her for a hostage. She may come in handy."

"In any case"—Thorbrand grinned—"living as we do in this bleak clime, we Nords are not wasters. She will indeed come in handy to warm my bed on a cold night."

Shalda's swift glance at his bronzed face had vitriol in it, yet she said nothing. When the time came Thorbrand would rue his every insult, especially that kick.

It smarted still.

In her well-guarded chamber Shalda permitted the ugly beldame assigned to her, along with a sniffling fifteen year old just learning the art of tending to the castle gentlewomen's needs, to yank off her long boots and reveal her luscious body while the two scrubbed it with the northerly passion for cleanliness. Here again the woman in her leaked to the fore: the pleasure in soap and massage and anointment with oils.

Along with it, every cell atingle, Shalda found herself considering Thorbrand. Her irritation with him was all-consuming. It annoyed her. The courtiers of Tower Trej had wooed her with honeyed words and lute songs, yet there was something about the honest want in that near-nude muscular body, not to mention that kick.

She laughed.

"Tickles you, eh?" the beldame crackled.

"Aye. Tickles me that they both wanted me and neither of them made the mark."

"Mark, my lady?"

"Never mind. Hurry with the toweling. They're bringing in the food and I'm hungry as a hind."

Having eaten, and grumbled at the lack-art of Nord cuisine, Shalda flung down on the bearskin couch and slept. She was a prisoner, true. There was a brace of besworded men-at-arms always at her tower chamber door. Yet if she could not escape nobody could molest her. She slept, satisfied that the morrow would provide her with the cunning to plan her escape and retribution.

Thorbrand had a good deal to occupy him at the warrior barracks, dispatching couriers to the hills, calling the clans to the quays where the longships with painted sea-beast prows would be armed by then, and waiting. When the long afternoon shadows made titans out of titmice he loped down the dank stairs, down corridors where leather-and-sweat sentries loomed under flickering lamps, for a chat with the off-worlder.

Ex-captain Parris was awake by now, boiling with rancor. Without his starman's amulets, ■which in effect put the infinitude of power and banked knowledge of the stationary Magellanic Cloud computer-power ship at his immediate disposal, he was stymied. By its memory banks a million problems relating to deep space and its alien encounters could be solved or at least have solutions indicated. Without it he was strangled. He was what Man had been before—one ort of energy in a vast ocean of unknowns, to be snuffed out by the first different antagonist he met up with, be it primitive or sophisticate. Here on this barbarian world he was worse off than any of their clod-witted warriors; brain or no brain, he had none of their talents for combat in their environment. His task had been programmed for modern fighting, with always the star Brain to back him up.

The cell door clanked open.

Parris whirled.

"Ho, sky-demon!"

"I see you do wear clothes, after all. Of a sort."

Thorbrand smiled satisfaction; to be wearing the leather and mail of a warrior at last pleased him well. He doffed his horned helm and held it under the crook of his arm and gave the off-worlder a civil nod. Had he found the man cringing and weeping in a corner it would have drawn contempt from him, contempt and the sword for his weakness. Instead, Parris swaggered forward as if he owned the castle, looking slim and puny in his tight serfish black garb. The man had spirit, with or without his talisman of power.

"I came not to discuss the matter of clothes. I leave such things for effete Islanders."

"You look as if you're off to the wars, Thorbrand."

"We sail on the morning tide."

"So you did outfox your granddaddy then?"

Thorbrand frowned at the over-familiarity and Parris hastened to apologize. "Sorry, chief. I have heard all about old One Eye and I assure you I bear him due respect." He smiled. "You have a lot to aim for to match him. Personally I think you're going to make it. Friends?" He held out his hand.

Thorbrand clasped his wrist solemnly, taking care to keep his other hand near his sword hilt. Their eyes measured each other, cautious but provisionally agreed on a strangely ill-matched pact.

"Good," Parris said. "Now, how about my belt back— and my lavaliere? I feel naked without them."

"Not so fast."

"Not such good friends as that?"

"Had I your power talismans in my possession I would still hold them."

"I get it. Foxy Grandpa's kept them."

"He will guard them well, no fear. None shall touch them before I return."

Parris swore. "We could make good use of them. Win this war of yours in no time. But then"—he shrugged— "that wouldn't make you a Song hero, would it?"

"This way is best." Thorbrand smiled. "Now I can trust you." He touched sword hilt significantly. "You will come with us, make yourself known to Diarmid."

"Clever! You'll let Diarmid know the power umbilicus is available for use—if, as, and when. I have to tag along on this pig-stabbing contest for a kind of added insurance."

"Something like that. Also, there are those in Odin-sheim who wish my grandfather ill. They might free you to help them take over the throne while I am not here to protect him. Off-worlder magic is a matter of common gossip since Diarmid."

Parris whistled, grinned. "A bit of intrigue in all directions. Just like home sweet home. Well, how about a spot of dinner to get me in the mood? That swill they brought me last night was obviously hog-reject."

While Parris ate and was fitted with armor for the battle, he ventured, "What about the girl?"

Thorbrand caught the gleam in the small man's eyes and it annoyed him into silence.

"You didn't kill Shalda! She's Lord Kol of Trefs daughter. A little on the fiesty side, I know, but I had hopes of taming the prim-cat myself when—"

"Then you have not taken her!"

Parris winced. "There wasn't time for hanky-panky. I just met the cat last night and she talked me into—"

"You have not taken her."

Parris gave Thorbrand a wide look. "Hey! You want her yourself!"

"This breastplate is overlarge," Thorbrand said, choosing the smallest from those brought. "But it will have to suit. We Nords are big men, not boys."

"Starmen are picked for brains and coordination, not beefy muscles. About Shalda, you were saying?"

"The wench is alive and well—and untouched. She will stay where she is, locked up in a tower chamber, until my return. After that—" Thorbrand shrugged and handed the sagging new warrior a huge war-ax. "Try that on me, sky-demon." He drew back into a fighting stance, bare-handed.

Parris made a feeble effort. The heavy ax clanged against the stone flooring.

"I'll never make it. How about one of those rapiers there?"

Thorbrand shrugged. "A woman's weapon, but suit yourself. There will be time for practice on the voyage. When Nords do battle, it is up to each man to save his own hide. That includes you. Come."

On waking, Shalda did as any highborn lady did; she made a fuss until menials appeared to see to her wants. The same ugly woman and her satellite sniffler hustled in with warm water for her toilet and warm drink against the night cold. Shalda dressed, shivering, astonished to learn that she had slept all of one day and nearly all of the night When she drew aside the night-curtain a faint barred stirring of color in the east, outside the long slit of window—there was no glass, of course, nor shutter—told her that true dawn was on its way.

Her exhaustion gone, fresh with well-being, she stretched her lithe muscles like any cat there before the high cleft in the thick stone, glancing idly a hundred yards down the cliff, where a huge flotilla of long ships lay at anchor. There were twinkles of light moving busily about, indicating that the dark outjutting quays and the ships themselves were abristle with rapid preparations.

While the awkward girl with the post nasal drip scampered off with her bath water and the old beldame set out her breakfast of porridge and goat meat, Shalda asked, "What is going on down there?"

"Off to war again, mistress. Thorbrand has finally convinced the king that we must do battle with the Islanders, if we are not be pushed clean off to the Land of Ice." She shuffled. "And my son Kolskegg among them."

"They sail today?"

"Within the. hour, mistress. There was no time for decent goodbyes nor nothing. The call came so swift Kols-kegg had to leave the goat he was skinning half-done. By your leave, I will hurry off to finish die job myself, Kolskegg's woman being so near her time, and the meat will spoil."

Shalda nodded absently, but when the woman crooked a finger for the dawdling girl to follow her out she said, "Let the girl stay and help me with my boots."

"Very well, mistress." Her pinched look indicated her disapproval of this Islander, still, she had her orders and must obey them. She gave the lack-eyed girl a warning look, then took her leave.

Shalda had taken notice of the girl's owlish looks of awe at this rare Island tower creature who, to a simple Nord villager who would never see the Islands in her lifetime, was practically a myth-being to tell her friends about endlessly. While she allowed the girl to fuss over her dress and her hair, she prattled girl-talk to her about the Islands and all the wonderful things one might see on Trej. The dream of far-off places in those lackluster eyes soon became a hypnotic stare.

"Take this for a remembrance, girl," Shalda said, wrenching a gleaming ruby from her swordless hilt.

While the girl was goggling at it, nose to hands, Shalda grabbed up the milk ewer and brought it down on her head. The girl sank without a sound. Quickly Shalda removed her servant's homespun apron-dress and maid's kerchief, slipping them over her own fawn-skin hunt-tunic. Making sure the girl was well out, she lifted her to the couch and covered her with bearskins, as if it were herself. She added an artistic touch by snipping off a lock of her own blazing red hair and tucking it carelessly over the cushion so that at a glance the ruse was perfect.

With a mishmash of nasal whine for the guards, she skittered down the winding gallery in the direction of the king's chambers. Escape was a prime motive, yes.

But not before she had accomplished the first phase of her geasa. Not before she had killed King Thrand.

 

IX

The white king's cairn on the high headland shone out like the eye of a god when the Valgardsuden left the inlets of quays, lead-ship of the great armada of Nord war vessels. Some vagrant light out of the morning mists laid finger on the burial cairn and, while Thorbrand and Parris turned for a back look at Odinsheim, a skein of migrant geese moved across the gray sky and the ray of light, south. Like the ships. Thorbrand thought it an omen and a good one.

Below them the oarsmen-warriors dipped the dark sea in trained unison. Behind them followed the other long ships, their painted beast-heads tottering to the roll of the tide.

Parris turned from a silent look at the castle, hanging against the beetling rock as if part of it. "What's your strategy, Commander?" he asked.

"Strategy? Commander?"

"You have some plan of attack."

"Aye. I understand you now, off-worlder. It shall be as Warrior-King Thrand would have done it. Not the coastal farms, plucking off a few here and there. Not the cat-tender caves. Not the far Islands. We shall make straight for Ane, for High Lord Diarmid. Straight as doom."

"I like that," Parris said. "Yeah. Old pacifist Diarmid played right into your hands. I mean, nicking off his armies into farm work and slum-clearance. Then there's that blood-oath. If I know old Diarmid, he will stick by that until the cows come home. What a break!"

"A break I would not willingly take to advantage. Yet"—he paused to give the stalwart at the tiller a bawled change of course—"as we say on Eu-Tarah, 'Needs must when the Deel drives.'"

"Sure. Odd, though, how old Al Deel's name got confused with the old bromide about the devil. Wonder how that happened? Anyway—your Deel seems to love blood and thunder, so I'm sure he's with you on this one. Been planning this all-out blast for generations, I understand."

"It has been long in the brewing, aye."

"Then there's the magician-priest, Mryddin. He wants Diarmid's hide, too. All in all, it's a hide I'm just as glad I'm not in right now."

Thorbrand scowled into the sharp morning wind. "Diarmid is far from being the wetpants many hight him. He fought his lonely path from the Spae to Tyeer-Na-N-Oge itself, with naught but Fianna-of-the-Dream-ing-Lips to give him comfort or aid. And fought Flann besides, learning the skill of dueling to do it. And speaking of skill at arms…"

Parris groaned.

Shalda kept to the deepest shadows of the narrow twisty servants' ways on her baneful lunge for One Eye's heart, so narrowly missed before. Her early wanderings about Tower Trej by night gave her a natural insight into a castle's most likely king's chamber, and she had taken the trouble to count paces when she was hauled up to her incarceration. So many paces down this hall. So many flights up. Thus many corners to turn left, right. Odinsheim's castle was a true labyrinth but Shalda had cut her teeth on such mazes with her nightly spy games, prowling Trej like a cunning night-gaunt, her childish mind demanding intrigue and adventure as its born right.

She hurried forward, conscious that the slavey would be missed before long yet hopeful that the old beldame's goat-gutting tasks would keep her occupied for a while, at least. One other thing stood in her good favor: the castle was thinly manned now, most of the idling-about warriors having been pressed to the ships and the coming battle.

There was only one guard at King Thrand's sleep-chamber now, and he was snoring. Castle gossip had it that Thorbrand had as good as taken over the throne. Who would molest the senile old man at this stage? Let the old hound lie. His fangs had been pulled, Shalda's soft boots made no sound at all as she melted through the eased-open doorway, having slicked the sleeping guard's sword out of its sheath to fulfill her purpose. With the anatomical knowledge well gleaned from her war-teacher, she gave him back his sword where it would do him the most harm. Then in and through where One Eye lay in troubled sleep.

She poised over his bulky, vulnerable carcass. She hesitated, as if to savor her kill, that she, Shalda of Trej, was about to slay the scourge of the northern oceans, the Mad Killer of Odinsheim! His very name had been employed to frighten Island children into behaving, and Shalda was one of them. And here she was—snuffing out a legend!

The old king stirred and groaned. It was a childish sound, petulant. As if now in his dotage old One Eye was a baby again and needed his mother or nurse.

Somehow his vulnerability, his moan, touched Shalda and made her hold back. The uplifted sword wavered in her fist. That bearded face was like her father's on the nights when he remembered Deirdre and wept with anguish. Shalda remembered how the hard features had been softened by his grief. King Thrand's grief was for his grandson, for his son dead in battle, for all those who were to die for the Song.

Vacillating, hating what clutched hold of her heart, Shalda flinched when the old man's hand flung upward in sleep. Then she leaped her look closer. That idle in-sleep toss revealed the dull gleam of shining objects.

The power talismans Thorbrand had taken from the off-worlder!

Shalda put by her blade to snatch them up, box and amulet, and hide them down in her blouse. But in doing so her nails raked his cheek and the old king woke.

"Ho!" he bawled. "Ho, guards! It is the Island witch about my death!"

His cry brought men-at-arms thundering down the corridor. Shalda's one means of retreat was cut. By now One Eye was grunting up on his feet, evading her wild swings, desperately matching her thrusts with his own, having fumbled out a sword from beneath his cushions.

The pitchy flame of torches filled the doorway.

Shalda remembered the alcove where Thorbrand had come out of the curtains. She leaped to it, brushed through and into an even smaller chamber some steps down. No exit at all here. Nothing but the window and its curtain flapping in the dawn breeze.

The men-at-arms were at the stairs' top now, with hungry swords and old One Eye bawling for them to get her.

"She has stolen the talisman!"

The fore-swordsman leaped down. Backed to the window, Shalda had no time to think of heights or of which death she preferred. With a cry of defiance she flung the guard's blade at the rushers, leaped to the window ledge, then into air.

 

X

Intrigue and watchful waiting were manifest in the Island Kingdoms following Shalda's flight; on Ane, Mryd-din the Magician's name was on all lips. Lord Kol, knowing of Mryddin's recruiting devices, blamed him for her disappearance, which Mryddin blandly denied. In a fatherly frenzy, Kol implied hotly that her vanishment must have been a surreptitious doing-away-with by Diarmid's sycophants for the scene she had caused at High Council. When Shalda did not return, the outraged and frantic Lord embarked finally for Trej with threats in all directions.

The other lords, in their going, spread Mryddin's malignant anti-Diarmid propaganda among all the towers and it became more evident with each passing day that the rebellion seething beneath the surface was about to blow its top. One more incident, one more ill-advised move on Diarmid's part, and the whole beautiful setup Albert Deel had planned with such loving care and patience would go bang.

When war-master Nemglan could stand the waiting no longer he bearded Lord Diarmid in his private chambers, where he found the starman laboring over some mysterious off-world formulas relating to the green shield. Without books or tools Diarmid's task was hopeless; still it was something. Across the seashell mosaic floor with its extravagant rococo design, the harper Olwen was attempting to cozen Lady Fianna with sweet light songs softly hummed.

"My Lord." Nemglan, in full warrior's regalia, bent his huge body stiffly.

"What's on your mind, Nemglan?" Another time Diarmid would have found the sour expression on the giant war-master's face amusing.

"We must do something, sire! Things are moving to fire pitch. There have been acts of violence reported. Even now two of your personal men-at-arms refused to return my salute."

"A small thing."

"Smalir

"All right, all right. What must we do?"

"Arrest Mryddin. He's behind most of it."

"For what reason?"

"Treason, sire!"

"Proof?" Diarmid stood up, glowering out at the waning day. "Nemglan, we've been over this before. A dozen times. And I have done something. I have called back the warriors, or most of them, to active duty. I've shelved virtually all of the cleanup and rehousing campaigns to please the Lords. I've issued edicts to the common folk that being freemen does not imply idleness or spoon-feeding, that they must earn this right and continue to earn it. I've—"

"I know all this, sire. But these are stopgaps. The real canker must be plucked out. Aye. Flann would have had it plucked out by now in his dungeons—with hot pincers if necessary."

Olwen moved across the room in lively fashion, as if entering some pleasant ballroom, and smiled. "My Lord, Nemglan speaks in haste and out of his need to put his warrior's heart and muscles to the doing. But in your behalf, sire. Always in your behalf. He does not really want a return to the old ways of cruelty and floggings. Still…"

"I know," Diarmid said. " 'Needs must when the Deel drives.' But the Deel is dead and gone. Forever. I know I can't persuade the populace to believe this, and Mryddin will continue to believe that Himself lives to his dying breath because he must believe it, having based his whole existence on the Deel. But I thought that my two trusted comrades, who enjoy my most personal confidences…" He gave them both his look of dour reprimand.

Olwen and Nemglan exchanged glances.

"We want to believe," Nemglan blurted. "But when the world trembles and shakes, as if Himself's own giant hand were savagely on it…"

"Then there is the fact of Mryddin's having learned about your blood-oath with King Thrand before the swiftest carrier bird could have brought the news. Was that not a Deel's device of some kind?"

"A Deel's device maybe, one learned by Mryddin during his priesthood. Mryddin was by all odds the shrewdest of the Drudmen and might well have picked up some of his 'magic' without, however, knowing why or how it worked."

"We endeavor to believe all that you tell us, sire," Olwen said evenly. "We will force ourselves to the task of believing that the Deel and all of his sorcery were a sham. And yet what is sham and what is real? What is a god and what is not a god? When Mryddin displays his powers as a magician in divers places and many different ways who is to say for certain that this is not god-power?"

"What gods do your off-world sky-demons believe in?" Nemglan thrust in bluntly.

"Many gods." Diarmid's tone was bitter. "Mostly wealth and power."

"There you have it, sire," Olwen said reasonably. "Is not the Deel as valid a deity as these ignoble abstractions? And where do such gods lead your off-worlders?"

Diarmid took refuge in striding to Fianna and putting his hands on her milk-white shoulders. Fianna smiled up at him, laying her cheek to his hand. She told them gently:

"These philosophic discussions are useless, I trow. My husband is not responsible for the vagaries of his people's beliefs; in fact, he fled to Eu-Tarah to avoid the measureless terrors their scientific genius has unwittingly driven them to. In many ways the off-worlders, from what Diarmid has told me during the past ten years, are compulsively driven by the very machines they have created. Their monumental discoveries have taxed their minds until by now the Brain and its counterparts do the thinking for them, much as we allowed the Deel to do the thinking for us."

Olwen and Nemglan were silent, thoughtful. Nem-glan's knitted brows indicated total noncomprehension, Olwen the harper's a kind of wistful desire for ignorance.

"Then there is no clear-cut answer for any."

"No," Diarmid said. "None but to strive for the betterment of all."

"As Diarmid has done since he came here, and will do," Fianna said.

Olwen sprawled his neatly hosed legs, one bright red, one green, about the soft satin and lace of Fianna's gown hem, strumming his harp to fill up the portentous evening silence.

"Sing, Olwen." She smiled. "Divert us toward the restful slumber."

Olwen's deep baritone and the tintinnabulous thrum of the harp filled the exotic chambers.

"When our Deel, in truth fair Ossian's only son,

Braved starpaths to the Land of Youth Unending,

He set the Song for all the Isles to sing;

Nor could yet die in T'yeer-Na-N-Oge's white halls

But sing the Song which all must hold as true.

And Luga, magic's master, image of Himself,

To do his bidding. Immortal, they, until the hero came

To free the Islands from their unseen chains,

Free them all to strive and love without such bonds,

If freedom is, forsooth, naught but an empty dream."

When the last echoes of the harp's final glissando note drifted into the malachite sky beyond the great arched windows the silence that followed Olwen's hint of hopelessness struck a chill across them. Diarmid felt a cold hand constrict his heart. Was he wrong, then, to have done what he did? Ought the Deel and his claptrap firewings and pookas have been permitted to go on and on and on deluding the folk of Eu-Tarah? Was it right that Flann should marry Fianna and fulfill the meticulous contrivances of the Song? And what of Old Grane and the Spae Women of the fenland—the only true and original inhabitants of the planet?

Diarmid's piled-up confusions took heavy hold of him at this moment, so that for an instant he believed that he had done wrong. As Olwen had said or implied: What, then, is true god? Is it wealth and power as your off-

worlders seek? Where shall we look for guidance if not to the Song? Where?

Long, long, long ago on Terra—almost forgotten except for a handful of scholars of ancient things—there had been a Song of sorts for earth's people to follow.

They called it the Bible.

In the midst of his deep brooding and the gathering dusk before lamps would be lit to hold back die night, the trembling of the Green came again. First it was like some cellular shuddering of all that existed on the planet. Then it grew and grew until the tower shivered convulsively on its Island rock.

They were all on their feet, yet frozen by the unnerving disturbance of their equilibrium organs, by the fact of the floor under them seeming to perform a mocking tarantella.

Diarmid said what he had long thought, aloud this time, "I killed Albert Deel. I did! But what about Luga? What about his alter ego?"

 

XI

Falling, falling, through misty nothing, then into black water with a jolting force and a coldness that pinned her every cell to a wall, Shalda at last opened her eyes— and saw other eyes. Watching her curiously.

They were luminous, the pair of underwater eyes, and they were part of a pale green face that was also luminous, as was the dolphin-sleek man-shape appended to the face. The silkie had come to do some early morning browsing at the undersea rocks at the base of Odin-sheim Castle. The foraging was excellent there, due to siltage from the mountain stream opening out into the cove, but also due to the Odinsheim wastes, which fed the undersea growth much in the manner it feeds any field.

Still, a lissome female shape to come plunging down on him when he was about his leisurely feeding—this was a novelty.

Shalda felt his cold muscular arms grab her and break her plummeting fall before her body struck rock. She struggled first, then, when the pale smiling face pressed against hers and gave her oxygen from the silkie's mouth, she clung. She was in no position to reject his propinquity at this point, even if he was a man-shape and naked. It meant her life. As for the silkie, he knew about the quaint types of life who were able to exist up in that tenuous, despicable environment where a great yellow-green ball glared always down, but could not live down here where it was cool and wonderfully dark. He had thought in idle moments what it must be like up there, pitying them; and it was this pity and the female's obvious beauty which impelled him now to make some effort at saving her from becoming the blackened bulge-eyed thing most of them became when they ventured into silkie domain.

Shalda sucked in breath greedily from the silkie's pursed lips, shuddering against him from the freezing cold. Her hands hung limp, to rest her. Life was to cling to, whatever the cost.

As for the silkie, he found Shalda's comparative warmth pleasant for a change and the suppleness of her muscles lay against him happily. She seemed to be making it all right, so now, in a series of expert descending arcs he began carrying her into deeper waters. Into the black canyon-cities where his people lived out their lives, as remote from the Islanders and the Nords as if on a distant planet.

Shalda's gratitude for life took on a new tack. Suddenly she realized tha the silkie was taking her down, not up, where she belonged. Fear cut through her like a knife; she began to struggle. She dared not open her mouth to scream, nor move far from the source of her need for oxygen, so she put her hands on his arms and raked down them with her nails. Desperately.

The blood against the fox-fire green was black.

The silkie, out of surprise and pain, let go. Shalda shot upward between his hands in wild strokes to reach the surface. Rest and the silkie's gift of air gave her strength, and adrenaline pumping through her half-numb body did the rest. The merman was shocked, hurt, amazed. The bulge-eyed fishfood he had seen before showed nothing of fight, for they were dead. This curious female was nothing but fight and now she was getting away from him.

And the silkie already had experimental plans for her.

Other sea dwellers, predators with razor teeth, were drawn by the blood.

Shalda strained every muscle. Something in her brain burned from the too-sudden ascent but she refuted it. She felt the silkie moving purposefully after her and tried harder. She was vaguely aware of the sleek dark shapes moving toward them from deeper waters.

Thanks to her stringent physical training, every muscle of her body being in top condition, this abnormal striving did not burst her heart or her lungs. She thrust stubbornly to within yards of the sea's milky-lighted surface. Now she felt a drag on her numbed leg as the silkie's webbed fingers took hold.

Shalda kicked out, wriggled, floundered. Sheer panic took her to the top and the silkie with her.

She sobbed in air while she strained to break his hold on her. The silkie seemed bound and determined not to lose his exotic prize.

Sucking in great gulps of air while she kicked and fought to free herself, Shalda saw the dragon ship.

Thorbrand, at the prow, had seen her even before, had watched her battle with the merman. What he saw was incredible but there it was, take it or leave it.

Thorbrand decided quickly to take it.

First his jaw dropped slack, but when Shalda screamed for help he betook himself to fast plans for her rescue.

"I'll be damned!" Parris cried at his side.

"It's her."

"The prim-cat? Gawd, so it is!"

"Let us not just stand here discussing who it is and who it is not." He bawled out for the oarsmen to leave off rowing, leaping into action.

His own hand turned the ship about, then Thorbrand grabbed the nearest of the long oars for Shalda to take hold of, making a bridge of other oars. Parris held onto one of Thorbrand's hands and finally the tip of the oar reached Shalda's flailing hand.

The idling oarsmen picked up their bows and presently arrows were whistling around the green gill-man still trying, it seemed, to drag Shalda back into the deep. One arrow caught his shoulder and that enabled the girl to thrust away and permit Thorbrand to pull her body up onto the converging raft of oar blades.

Choking, sputtering, shivering, Shalda pulled herself up the oars to where Thorbrand's strong hand could take hold of her. When he engulfed her with his free arm and pulled her against him, Shalda took one fearful twist-necked glance back at the silkie.

There was an arrow in his shoulder, another in his throat. Also, there were dark gray shapes with hungry rows of teeth closing in on him. His green face, darker out of the water, was handsomely alien; his membraned eyes clung to her.

Before they dragged him under he waved a webbed hand to her. It was almost as if he smiled that she was safe.

 

XII

Mryddin wore his ceremonial crimson and black Drud-man robes with the emerald encrusted train, borne by dwarf-men bred for priestly ornament; his saturnine bearded face was straight and stiffly solemn under his jeweled papish headpiece, hands clasped benignly over his ornate robe, ring of high office gleaming like a tiger's eye. He came into the presence of Fianna and Diarmid, on their twin thrones, in full regalia. The gold horns and carmine moons glinted from his presence, with only that dark thin face to disturb the Deelish-grand beauty of his coming.

He walked slowly before his acolytes, so that Nem-glan, wearing his silver dress-plate and jeweled sword for the occasion, rattled mail with impatience for the audience to begin. Olwen, court harper, flanked the opposite side, flamboyantly feathered and geegawed.

"You are late, Mryddin," Nemglan said.

Mryddin smiled apologetically and gave a pretense of hurrying his last few steps to the thrones.

He addressed himself to Lady Fianna.

"I am late, my lady, and I crave pardon." His bow was perfunctory and not much for Diarmid. His eyes, heavily thatched over their deep caverns, had a sharp bite to them. "And I am late with excellent reason."

"You are forgiven," Fianna said. "I can see that you are excited about something. May we know what?"

"Aye. You will know. All too soon the subject of my news will be tumbled upon you."

"Riddle, priest?"

"No riddles, Lady. I have just received fearsome tidings from my—uh—confreres in the twelfth tower."

"Conspirators, you mean," Nemglan growled.

Mryddin glared stonily. Fianna gave Nemglan a gesture to be still.

"Tell us your news, Mryddin."

Mryddin whipped his robes about. "Call what names you will, war-master. If you were properly about your business of making war or preventing it, there would be no need for a priest to reveal such tidings. Lady, the news is ill indeed. A fishing boat blown off course by one of the Deel's manifestations has sighted a great armada of ships moving stealthily around the far Islands in the direction of Ane."

Nemglan swore, then begged the queen's pardon. Diarmid stood up.

"This is true? No trick or—?"

"No tricks, off-worlder. My winged messengers sent to the latitude indicated by the fisherman have already confirmed his wild story. It is quite, quite accurate. A thousand Nord ships are on the move against Tower Ane.

"Winged messengers?" Nemglan blurted. "What wings? The Deel's flamewings are no more."

"Are they not? And if so, are there not others to take their places? Invisible others?"

"Never mind, Nemglan," Diarmid said. "We accept the fact that you have transmitting devices between your Drudman friends on all the Islands. But—a thousand ships?"

"Perhaps five hundred. My messenger had no abacus nor any off-world machine to count them off, one after one."

"How soon?"

"A matter of days, I should think. The winds are behind them. All of our priestly omens are to their behalf, not ours. This is your doing, Diarmid. The Deel has turned his favors to the Nords, who do not dispute his Song nor his very existence!"

Diarmid turned to Nemglan. "How do we stand?"

The war-master's blunt face was dark. "We have drawn in all of the warriors from unsoldierly Island tasks, but the ones from the coasts have not yet got here. My Lord," he added bitterly, "see what your changes have done to us? Disseminating our armies, turning warriors into farmers!"

"There is another way of looking at it," Fianna put in. "Every Island farmer and fisherman and tradesman-aye, even the lowest digger of ditches—will join your warriors to fight these invaders to the death. Diarmid has given them something to fight for. Something besides floggings."

"And full bellies for the stamina to do it," Olwen whistled.

"But they have no training," Nemglan demurred.

"The will to save their families and their new homes is almost as good," Diarmid told him. "They have been called clods, yet you will find that these clods have souls and spirit. Dispatch men to gather them up at once and give them weapons. You will be amazed to find what clodhoppers can do if given the opportunity."

Nemglan called his lieutenants at the rear of the room to the doing. Mryddin turned on his heel, with an arrogant twirl and rustle of robes.

"We have not dismissed you, magician," Fianna said.

Mryddin shrugged. "Your pardon, Lady. Since your husband's clods are more highly considered than my opinions and skills, I assumed that you had no further need of me."

"We have need of every land of help if we hope to stand a chance against such an armada," Diarmid said.

"Let him go." Nemglan snorted. "He is old as old and of no use in battle."

"Am I not?" Mryddin raised his right hand, skeletal forefinger pointing at the war-master. Suddenly, crimson flame and black smoke surrounded Nemglan, who leaped back, choking and mouthing oaths.

The black smoke became a whirling pillar, spinning faster and faster, dwindling as it spun, until it vanished. Diarmid gave the magician a sudden thoughtful look.

 

XIII

False dawn trembled on the Green's horizon, a muted blend of ocean and sky, when the dragon fleet closed in on Tower Ane. Ex-starman Parris swallowed, his breath caught by the ethereal Deel-contrived radiance of those mauve and lavender baubles; they were like dream-stuff, softened by the mists, and must surely vanish like very dreams when morning came.

Even Thorbrand's instinct for kill was halted for just a moment, so that he forgot to give his attack orders, captured by the vision of such dream-fragile magnificence. Born to fortresses of solid rock and sturdy oaken rafters, his brain nevertheless was seized, emotions touched, by his sudden confrontation with unbridled beauty.

He stared, blinking, hating that within him which cried: Hold! Stay your hand!

Behind them, Shalda spoke up and her voice rang with triumph. "Here we are at last. And there they are. Sitting birds for our swords and hammers and bows. Will you not give the signal to take them before yon sluggards on the ramparts have aroused the tower?"

Parris gave her a grin. He had seen whole planets this beautiful—or almost—stripped of their ornamental cities in favor of more scientific, useful constructs by their takers-over. The Terran Fleet had done its share; its excuses were the need for housing its expanding population, and that if they did not take it other alien fleets would. Ornamental beauty came slow second to the rush of progress on every side.

"If I were you, Thorbrand, I'd—"

"I need no off-worlder's advice, Captain of Shadows." Thorbrand was still under the spell of Ane, most beautiful of all the Islands under the Green.

Parris shrugged. "If I had my Brain-contact I would show you something."

Shalda smiled a secret smile, touching the place under her tunic where the amulet and the power-back were lodged. Little by little she would worm its secrets out of Parris. Then she would show him a thing or two!

"What would your talisman do?" she asked artlessly.

"First it would latch my mind to the Star Brain. I would feed the Big Brain all the facts, which it would match up with all the facts in its incredible memory banks. Then—"

"We need no sky-demon's tricks!" Thorbrand cried.

Shalda sighed. Later. Little by little.

Dawn barred the Green with light now. Thorbrand wrenched his gaze from the sight of Ane to give his between-ships signalman the sign. The semaphore was repeated a hundred times in the great crescent moon of ships, and things began to happen. Fast. Oars dipped water so softly that the bleating of Island gulls could be plainly heard above the magical parapets, now touched with rays of light. The dragons lined up, tight and ready.

A single arrow cut the Green.

It was dawn now.

The dream had burst.

Along with the war-master Nemglan, his high echelon warriors and Olwen, Diarmid watched the striped sails belly up and the thousands of oars plow the ships forward. Far, far below, so that the whole mist-muted scene was like some fantastic mechanical toy fleet operated by a single motor.

The large-eyed dragons converged on the silent quays.

"It's working," Olwen whispered. "They think Tower Ane to be some sleeping maiden. Beautiful. Vulnerable. Unaware that she is about to be raped."

"Yet down there"—Nemglan grinned—"hidden among the quays and the silent ships, as well as in Ane's hanging gardens, are a thousand men. Not all warriors, nay. Some are mere village boys or decrepit fisherfolk, too old to cast a seine."

"But they will fight," Diarmid said. "You yourself heard. They will fight to the death."

"Think you, sire, that Mryddin took heed to your kingly demand that he spread the word of attack to the other Islands by means of his invisible magic?"

"It would have helped had you not played the fool," Olwen said.

"I am not one of your dancers with words. I say what I think."

"Yet no man has your skill and heart for battle," Diarmid soothed. "As for what Mryddin will and will not do, I'm afraid he will do what suits his own plans best. We can but hope that a ravishment of Tower Ane does not suit him at all." He pushed out a sigh for his own talisman of power, lost in the faem by Fianna's fair hand. Fearful that he would use it to leave her, she had flung it back to Nacran, the scavenging sea-beast lurking in the deep below Ane. Diarmid had told no one of the times he had tried to find it, and failed. No. His own off-world powers were gone forever.

While they watched the dragonships glide in along the silent quays, so carefully that no single oar blade touched underwater piling, the three were all too aware that Ane's warriors by trade and the rest faced a formidable, clever adversary. The odds were five to one in the Nords' favor.

Diarmid watched a dozen horned figures leap from the first boat. Then a dozen more. Then a wave of leather and mail and brandished swords, picks, with bowmen to back them up.

"No," Nemglan groaned to his invisible defenders. "Not yet. Not yet!" His telepathic plea seemed to work. The quays, save for a random creak of dry board or a flustered gull, remained silent.

Diarmid kept his silence. It was for Nemglan, Ane's war-master, to call the turns. Still, he believed in the newly freed serfs as he believed in Fianna's love. Men who have something to fight for fight hardest, making up for the skills of Nemglan's trained professionals.

It seemed to him that the breathless wait lingered overlong. Dawn flushed the Green full and sweet now, limning with emerald light rock and tower and the lush hanging gardens that led down to the docks by means of a wide snaking series of stairways.

Now the piers were crowded with Nords. Now was the time.

"NOW!" Nemglan grated. An echo bounced his signal down the fluted walls and the firers and archers below took heed.

First the fireballs. Great leaping meteors of ravening crimson. They struck dragonships and bunched warriors alike. As part of his progress-program, Diarmid had long since drained off pitchblack oozings of petroleum from the marginal areas of the Spae, for heat and light. Not for war, he had vowed, yet the need was violent and it was the Nords who had broken the blood-truce!

The catapulted bladders of oil-saturated ragging and furse struck fire and death wherever they landed; the suddenness of this rain of runaway suns struck panic in the Nord ranks as well. What had looked like child's play was not.

The fireballs did less damage than was hoped, since many landed in the water and, while a few ships were fired, the dry docks caught flame more easily than the nimble berserkers under Thorbrand's shouted command to press forward.

Now the archers. A volley of arrows sang across the Green. Nords fell. Still the forest of horns came on, taking cover in the patterned shrubbery of the gardens— which was something of a mistake, since suddenly the gardens were alive with Island men, armed with everything from broadsword to sickle.

Now it was hand-to-hand, Nemglan's object being to employ the down-battle stand among the trees and shrubs, and the element of surprise, to push the Nord invaders back to the sea.

But the Nords, led by Thorbrand, fought like very demons. Some were flayed by fire and beardless, yet they fought. The tactic of stealth and surprise had played Thorbrand false, somehow, yet their inbred instinct for the kill thrust them into the hand battle with no other thought than to take Ane or die. Their superior numbers would win out. Their fury would carry them up and into the tower and the throne.

Many toppled back over the ornamental cliffs, yet they moved on like an unnatural flood, inching upward, leaving a bloody mangling of flesh for additional embellishment on the baroque stairway. The Islanders fought as hard as men can fight, yet there were too many Nords. When one was downed, two seemed to spring up in his place.

Diarmid glanced for Nemglan, but the war-master was gone. Gone to put his own muscle into the fight, to battle side by side with his men.

"They are pushing through, sire!" Olwen wailed. "Half our swords are dead. The villagers' hodgepodge is beginning to rout. The archers dare not fire for fear of striking our own!"

"Look! Nemglan's in among them. And the archers with blades. The commoners are taking heart. See?"

"Aye. Yet I can see no sense to all of them dying. Look at the gold-haired giant at the Nord fore! Must be Thorbrand. He has no fear in him. Wields his blade like the Mad King himself!"

"And a girl close behind him. What's she for? To spur him on?"

"The stranger in black? Who might he be?"

Diarmid squinted. "Look's like a starman's uniform under that mail, but that's impossible, of couse."

Defeat began to constrict his gut. Was there any hope at all? He watched the battle with eyes that burned. When Olwen wordlessly left his side to join in what must be Tower Ane's valhalla, Diarmid touched the blade at his side and loped after.

There were no words now. There was nothing but blood and battle. The Nords had reached the garden's summit and the tower wall by the time Diarmid was at Nemglan's side. Now their cords and ladders were up and helmed berserkers were scaling it, entering the half-moon of private garden before the forecourt. The odds were intolerable. Thorbrand, shouting the Nord kill-cry, led the way into the pillared forecourt. By the time the sun reached meridian point, freckling the blue water below with dazzles, looking down on a slaughterhouse of flesh from quays up the long twisting stairway and through the now-open gates, even Nemglan's face wore the cold twisted agony of hopelessness and defeat. The Nords had conquered Tower Ane.

 

XIV

Facing Thorbrand and his besweated smile of triumph, Diarmid read his own obituary in the calm blue Nord eyes. Both men were covered with blood and battle-salts. It was in the throne room. Diarmid had led the conquerors here, at Thorbrand's bidding, and it was here where the High Council of the Islands met that the young grandson would formally declare his victory and his terms. The terms would not be generous and, Diarmid knew, they must include his own death.

That was the Nord way. They took no chances.

Thorbrand stared about him at the gaudy trappings the pretender Flann had loved so well; his sword was out already, swinging idly while he swaggered about Diarmid.

"Well, off-worlder? Will you not beg for your life?"

"For Fianna's," Diarmid said. "Not for mine."

"The Lady of Ane will not be harmed. You have my word on it."

Diarmid said, "Then King Thrand is dead, after all."

"Nay. My grandfather lives."

"Then-"

"The blood-truce? Here is your answer, off-worlder!" Thorbrand gestured his sword tip at the doorway where Shalda of Trej was hurrying forward, closely followed by Parris.

Staring past the girl, Diarmid's unbelief in what he was seeing became total, dizzying his weary muscles into swaying, when he saw the starman. He was momentarily beyond words.

"You sent this wench to spy us out and kill Thrand. Is this how you honor your blood-oath?" Thorbrand was saying.

"I sent no one. Shalda was already in trouble, free only under Kol of Trej's vow that she would be kept under close watch. She must have—"

"No matter. She is a lord's daughter and she tried to kill our king. Thus it was an Islander who dishonored the truce you made with my grandfather."

Diarmid didn't trouble to refute such iron logic; he was staring past Thorbrand, past the girl, into the eyes of a man he had known some long long time past—as if in some other incarnation.

"Yes." Ex-Captain Parris grinned. "You do know me and I am from—" He pointed up. "I'm John Parris. We trained together, worked on the same team. Now it seems we're on opposite sides."

Diarmid swallowed. "They sent you to find me."

Parris shook his head. "Nope. You're not that valuable. Not after ten years. We X-Plor minnows are expendable; you know that. Nope. One of the ruptures in the green shield you've been having let me in and now, as you can see, I'm doing what we were both taught to do—stay alive and kicking the best we can under whatever ecological conditions we find."

"Your memory pack?"

"Old stuff by now. Now we use an even more sophisticated means of survival." He explained the Brain umbilicus briefly.

"And where is it now?"

"King Thrand has it." That downward sardonic smile.

"So you can see why I must stick with the Nords, not my old school pal, buddy."

"How did King Thrand get your—talisman of power?"

Parris shrugged wryly. "It's a long and tiresome story. Sorry about your getting it in the neck, old boy. But it looks as if your death will please practically everybody and get Thorbrand here what he wants most of all—immortality in the Song."

Bored by off-world chitchat, Thorbrand thrust to the fore.

"Draw your blade, Diarmid," he said evenly. "There is no glory in killing an unarmed man, nor personal pleasure."

Diarmid's hand went to his blade, his glance roving to the line of Nord warriors behind Thorbrand, ready to cut him down if he—or Nemglan, or Olwen—made trouble for the young leader who had brought them to what the Nords had long dreamed of, a decisive Island victory.

He hesitated. Was there still a chance for parlay? Diarmid's death would please a good many under the Green, including his own subjects and Mryddin, yet for wrong reasons. The Deel had forbidden progress because it did not suit his Song. Diarmid's motives were good for all. Having no such leader, dominated by fight-hungry Nords, Eu-Tarah would revert to utter savagery without even the Deel's heavy hand to stay them.

"Thorbrand!" Diarmid said. "Your grandfather knows that peace between our people is the one true answer. Will you not abide by his wisdom? Many have died, but it is not too late."

"King Thrand is old and senile." Thorbrand shrugged. "He gave his word to me—fight! And you know the Nords will not whine or snivel. We do not ask. We take. We have taken Tower Ane and presently we will take all your precious gaudy islands, one by one. Killing you will bring things back the way they were before you came among us—restore the Song to its true glory."

"You can't do that. The Deel is dead."

"Lies! That's what you off-worlders specialize in. Lies! Gods do not die. Now, draw your sword, so that I may cut you down and re-prove the Song!"

Diarmid's hand took hold of his blade.

There was no blood-lust in the starman to match what spilled from Thorbrand's eyes, yet the memory of all those bodies in the garden and in the courtyard below put steel back into Diarmid's muscles, resolution into his spirit. He was fighting for more than his life; he was fighting for a planet he—a worldless wanderer among strange inimical stars—had grown to love as he loved Fianna herself. Whatever was good for Eu-Tarah, that much he fought for. If he erred, it was from human ignorance, not from the will to. While Albert Deel had lived, singing the Song and plucking his harp up on the high peak in his alabaster halls, the people of Eu-Tarah were but puppets, heroic Song-fodder. Could they but understand, they would not tolerate the continuance of such a mockery, either. Yet understanding must come slow. Aye. As Thorbrand and many before him had said: Gods do not die. Or, if they do, the dying is an aching-slow process; there must be something worthwhile to take their place.

Diarmid parried thrust for thrust, using Island agility against Thorbrand's blunt but well-practiced blade skill. His brain forgot mercy while he fought. This man had to kill him; the Nords gave no quarter nor asked any. He must become a muscled machine. He must kill or be killed.

While he fought, even his excellent reasons for living— his Island kingdoms, Fianna, all that he must accomplish else the sky-demons would come down and take over Eu-Tarah—all of this went by the board. Primal survival instinct was everything. His cells cried out for life to continue, forgetting their weariness.

Diarmid was vaguely aware of deep throated growls from the giant berserkers at Thorbrand's back, urging him on. He heard Nemglan's encouraging rebuttals and Olwen's fierce little bird-whistles. Then, and it nearly lost him an arm, he heard Fianna cry out as she rushed past the restraining guards at the far end of the throne room. Her keening wail counterpointed the breathy grunts and the chop of steel on steel.

Then another diversion. It froze the room solid.

A scarlet pillar of smoke writhed up from the center of the floor, right out from the gleaming arabesque parquet. Primitive fear held them all in a grip while they waited. For the Deel?

"Mryddin!" Diarmid cried.

It was indeed the magician, appearing out of nowhere, up to his old thaumaturgy. Diarmid doubted his power of transmigration, suspecting a trapdoor in the flooring, engineered by Flann when he had the ornate chamber built.

Yet it served its distractive purpose. Mryddin was of the Deel, his highest of high priests. It was not in the souls of any Eu-Tarahan to defy that which had been bred into them for the past five thousand years.

Diarmid had been taking Thorbrand. The knowledge and surprise of it was written on the bronzed face of the Nord giant and the closing in of his seconds. When the red pillar vanished abruptly and robed Mryddin stood before them all, the Nord warriors stumbled back in fear. Thorbrand, too.

Diarmid faced the magician.

"Thanks."

Mryddin gave his robe a jeweled sweep. His saturnine face was calmly remote; his long beard Was so gleaming white it might have been the Deel's own. Below them, in the courtyard, skirmishing hand battles persisted in spite of Diarmid's having been seized along with Nem-glan and Olwen. The sporadic shouts and sounds of random fighting, the gasps of the Nords to see evidence of the Deel's omnipotence appear before their very eyes, Diarmid's thanks—none of this seemed to touch his serenity.

Diarmid saw something else, something very like triumph, gleaming in the ancient eyes. Those caverned organs turned casually from Lady Fianna to Diarmid.

"I have no love for you, off-worlder. You know that. Nor have I aught for our ancient enemies here. Yet I am still of Ane and the Deel's truth is that the Song was fashioned to favor the Islands. What I did was not done for you. Nor even for my lady. It was done in the name of Himself, the one true god of all. Look!"

He whipped a long finger toward the great arched windows.

They looked.

They saw.

Under the green flame of afternoon light the sea was filled with ships, converging from all directions. Island warships.

Fianna was first to cry out with relief for the salvation of her beloved Ane from the raping berserkers. Thor-brand staggered to the ledge, staring in unbelief in the miracle, mute with raw hate beyond oaths to spell it out.

Yet it was happening. The triremes from all of the other Islands were busily moving up to the Nord dragon-ships, hemming them in. Eleven fleets there were, each masthead proudly bearing an ornate banner below the Deel's own—the banner of each tower kingdom. While they watched, catapults from the triremes commenced to arc flames like pyrotechnical displays onto the dragon-ships, to fire them. From this height they were but toys— beautifully decked toys, for the Islanders loved pageantry in war, too—and the calm, efficient leisureness of the counterattack added to the theatrical look of the mise-en-scene. Diarmid was again gripped with grudging awe for what Albert Deel had done here on his self-made planet. His puppets were again putting on a show he could never see but could sing passionate metrical romances on. After five thousand years!

Diarmid turned back to the magician. Caught unaware, offstage as it were, something more leaked out of those octogenarian eyes: godhead. Actually, Mryddin didn't care whether the Deel was dead or not; in fact, Himself dead suited him even better. No doubt the flamewings and the pookas had rankled the ambitious high priest, never knowing when they might appear and what demands they might make. With the Deel gone, with Mryddin sanctimoniously pretending he was not and giving him lip service, the magician could continue to use the Deel to reinforce his own growing power.

It was diamond cut diamond. First, Diarmid must die. Yet Mryddin's hands must show no stain of blood. The drawing of blood in any fashion was not for high priests. He, like the Deel, would pull the strings. Others would do the dirty work for him.

"My men still hold the tower!" Thorbrand raged.

"In a trap." Nemglan grinned. "See your ships, how bright they burn!"

Thorbrand dug his blood-rusty sword tip into the floor. "I can still kill you, and all your leaders! I can still have my berserkers slay every man, woman, and child in the tower before those ships have landed. Aye, and I'll do it!" He commenced his lethal instructions to his lieutenants.

Sickened at the thought of another useless death wave, Diarmid went to him and put his hand on his shoulder. "Think, man! What will this gain you besides your death?"

"We will die in battle. The Song-"

"The Song grants no herohood for the slaughter of women and children. Nay, Thorbrand, grandson of Thrand. I know the Song better than you do. The Deel sings of no butchers!"

"How do you know, off-worlder?"

"I know because I was there. I went to Tyeer-Na-N-Oge. I talked to the Deel, came to know his quixotic desires. I know Himself better than any of you, even Mryddin. He loved heroism and splendor. What Mryddin says about his favoring the Islanders is true, but only in part. Albert Deel respected the Nords and loved them, too, for their bravery and honesty. He had no love for wanton killing, nor for out-of-hand stupidity—which is what you are about now."

Thorbrand stared at his burning ships with sullen pain.

"What, then?"

"It's check and mate, buddy boy," Parris said.

Diarmid nodded grimly. "He means at this point we must stand still and let reason prevail. Neither side can gain. Your threats to kill our citizens would not deter our warriors from their purpose. In retaliation they would kill you all and I could not stop them. Nor Fianna. Then they would bring the war to the halls of Odinsheim itself. With your best men dead, who would be there to protect your homeland, your own women and children? Think, Thorbrand!" He seized the Nord's balled fist. "Don't you see now that your grandfather was right? The glories of war are grotesquely exaggerated. The Deel himself was all but insane. Let us sign the blood-oath now. Let those who have died be the last. Let there be an end to such stupidity!"

Parris gave an ironic chuckling laugh. Shalda's face wore the look of one making ready for an about-face and more battle. But it was MryddLn's wrathful cry that snapped Thorbrand out of his mounting decision toward peace.

"No." The magician's voice clapped like thunder the length of the great chamber. "There can never be peace between Islander and Nord! Never! The Deel has declared it and the off-worlder who sits on the high throne lies when he says the Deel is dead! He is not dead! All that Diarmid tells you is a lie!"

Diarmid sought for the right words, words that would prevent a wholesale bloodletting from which Islands and Nords would be centuries in recovering. But it was the sky that spoke for him.

Eu-Tarah trembled on its axis. Tower Ane shivered, this time so that cornices and bijouterie fell in showers into the roiling sea. Deep in his cavern Nacran himself felt the seething tumult as the floor of the ocean was torn open. On the mainland farmers and cat-tenders dropped quaking to their knees. Women and babies, already under shock from the loss of their men to the Nord's attack, keened wild laments as they huddled in their village homes, new homes now being shattered by invisible hands as the fishing docks were being lashed by savage tidal waves.

A crash like a god's cymbal at the finale of a tempestuous symphony of horror tore across the Green.

Eu-Tarah fell to its knees.

Diarmid, first to move when a sudden silence followed the phenomenon, ran to the windows. He gasped to see what no Eu-Tarahan had even seen before.

The Green had cracked wide.

Beyond gleamed open blue sky.

 

XV

Only two in the throne room or on the whole planet understood what had happened; only Diarmid truely guessed the whole truth. He guessed the truth because he was the one who had caused it! When the megalomaniac Albert Deel found a planet to suit his Song and peopled it the way he wanted it, he placed a green shield around it so that none of the starships streaking about their business of colonizing and exploiting the stars—Terran or alien—could intrude on Eu-Tarah. His stolen super-android had created this dense shield of corrosive gases as a camouflage, tagging what was under it as uninhabitable and unexplorable.

Diarmid had been permitted entry because, through Luga, Albert Deel read his yearning hunger for a refuge and because his egomania wanted somebody to show off his planet to. It was not much fun having a collection of any kind unless you have somebody to show it to—

someone capable of understanding one's cleverness and intensity. Eu-Tarah was Albert Deel's ant-farm and Diarmid's ancestral hungers would be capable of appreciating it. In his blood flowed the blood of the ancient Irish kings; by some backfold of genetics Diarmid was truly one with this strange race; all of his life had been a restless soul-quest for such a Land of Heart's Desire, such an Island of Inisfree. And having found it, even having discovered the secret of it and Albert Deel, Diarmid's intensity of desire matched Deel's and more.

The Deel loved his people. He loved them passionately. While he could never go down from his alabaster halls and rove among them, his flamewings and his pookas told him everything that happened. He mourned their deaths and their failings as any father would. He regretted more because, being a new contrived race, they needed such interference. Then, after a thousand years, he gave them their head. The Song became all. The Song was their scripture and their heaven, their Talmud, their Koran, their Veda, the totality of their testament and their inspiration. The Song was All.

And Albert Deel was the Singer.

All this was revealed to Diarmid that day behind the high golden gates of Tyeer-Na-N-Oge.

Progress? Change? Never! Was not Terra itself an ugly spectacle of what happened when science was permitted to prolong life indefinitely and man had the leisure to thrust himself off into the stars where he did not belong and do infinite mischief to races who didn't want him? Were not the aliens that man encountered just as wicked? Did not the whole process add up to chicanery and horror on a cosmic scale?

Progress? Nay!

The only answer was the return to a simple semi-barbaric life of legendry and beauty, and the ecology must be severely kept at status quo…

Diarmid had listened. Listened and hated. Of course he understood and forgave. Yet there was something evil about the stagnation, the stifling of every new idea, not to mention the careful breeding and crossbreeding Deel indulged in. Even the Islanders knew this, and the legend grew that one day a hero would come to them out of the sun in a ship made out of fire—and he would save them.

Diarmid took this legend as his geasa and now the Deel's scholarly Song was over.

Or was it?

A small urgent meeting was called the next morning, after the chaos of yesterday's battles had given way to the cleaning-up process. Besides Diarmid, Fianna and Nemglan—and the nimble-limbed Olwen with his harp-there were Thorbrand, Parris and Shalda—who had managed thus far to avoid her father and his wrath. Mryddin was invited but absent.

"What is this about?" Thorbrand demanded. "We have already discussed our terms of surrender. If I am to die, let it be at once and make an end to the waiting!"

"Don't be so anxious to die," Diarmid said. "You have already stripped your grandfather's warrior armies by half. I have no doubt there is great need for you and your men in Odinsheim, just as we have need for all the resources we can call on here to restore our torn and battered Islands."

Thorbrand gaped. "You mean we are free to go?"

"Take the ships which remain and go back to King Thrand."

"But the reprisals!" Nemglan blustered. "They come by stealth under a blood-truce, kill hundreds of our people—"

"There was cause. Shalda of Trej vowed to kill the Nord king. She admits it. Thanks to Mryddin and his warnings to the other Islands, even before he told us, our losses were far less than those of the Nords. What would you have? Thorbrand's head on a pike?"

Nemglan's scowl was near a nod. "But you're giving him leave to have at us again!"

"Maybe. Or maybe he has learned a lesson. The towers are beautiful to look at, aye, yet they are not as easy to take as one might think."

"Aye," Olwen half-sang. "We've been here more than a thousand years adding new beauty with each generation, and we shall be here forever!"

"Deel willing," somebody murmured.

It was the first reference to the cracking open of the sky yesterday and it instilled a stony silence among them. Yet, grudgingly, it seemed, the Green closed up again after that one glimpse of open space, and for the moment they were safe—safe to pursue mundane matters.

Nemglan turned to Fianna. "What says our true lady?"

"Not so much of the 'true,' Nemglan. It sounds overmuch like Mryddin speaking. My lord and I have not slept for discussing these matters. What good would a slaughter of Nord warriors do? It would not bring back our dead. Are we mountain Deevs who have no poetry? Sense, man! Must we kick our enemy when he is buckled to his knees? Reprisals of what? The Nord storehouses are empty. That is why they thrust out—better death in battle than starvation!"

"Think this way, Nemglan," Diarmid added. "Thor-brand is the natural heir to the Nord throne. King Thrand is old to the dying. If we kill Thorbrand who shall we have to deal with then? His dastardly bastard of a cousin, Kertialfad—or one of the berserker tribal chiefs who eats his meat uncooked. Nay, Nemglan, my right arm! Old One Eye has grown wiser with the weight of his years. Mayhap his natural grandson will come to wisdom sooner."

After Nemglan and his men led out the Nord chieftains, Diarmid turned his attention to Shalda and Parris. The warrior girl had put on a meek air of one who has learned her lesson and given up childish actions; Diarmid was doubtful and Fianna more so, being a woman and Shalda's half-sister.

"Your father is waiting to take you back to Trej, and this time there will be no running off. Not a chance."

"I will be glad to go," Shalda sniffed. "Having missed death by water-beast so close, and rape by land-beast—" She flashed Parris a look of fury and fear.

Parris understood her, too. He started to say so, then changed his mind, giving her a mocking little bow as Kol of Trej led her out to their sailing.

The look that passed between Diarmid and Parris was awkward. Diarmid had not seen Parris since their days at the TDP Academy, yet he remembered him well. Parris had been a promoter even then, extroverted, devious, clever; a goldbricker and a cheat when honesty would not serve him fast enough. There were many who had admired his guts, his brash slashing through to achieve his ends. Not Diarmid, however. In those days, Diarmid, by contrast, had seemed slow and even a little stupid because he had no acid wit nor glibness to turn a situation in his favor.

"Well, old man."

Parris put on his charmer's smile. "Up-tilt. Special. To the need."

Diarmid was thoughtfully silent.

"You're thinking to yourself, what's to be done with my old buddy from the Academy, eh, buddy boy?"

"Something like that."

"I guess I do pose something of a problem." That winning smile again. "How about giving me some kind of an honorary post? You know. Secondary Keeper of the Upstairs Bath, or whatever. If you have upstairs baths, that is. Or—hey!—how about making me your personal dogsbody or whatever. Give us a chance to cut up old touches, for me to brief you on what's been going on up there the last ten years."

"I'm not very interested in what's going on," Diarmid said brusquely. "Unless it concerns their trying to cut through the Shield. Are they?"

"Nope. They've got other fish to fry. Plenty. This whole area of the Cloud is a lost cause to the Deep flyers. We're safe down here. Safe as houses. Unless we get another of those big sky-quakes like we had yesterday. One more should do it."

Diarmid gave the subject an about-twist. "Where is your ship?"

"Gone in the faem. Kaput." Parris sighed. "No, I guess I'm stuck here. You'll just have to put up with your old school chum, buddy. We'll just have to make the best of it."

"Yes, we will." Diarmid prodded further, aware of the starman's capacities for lying when it gave him the slightest edge, but hopeful of physical betrayals when he did. "And King Thrand has your umbilical devices."

"No matter. He'll never figure out how to use them. Not in a million years. Even you might find it difficult. Changes, you know, buddy-buddy. You know how fast things change—up there."

"Were you able to communicate with your mother ship after you landed?"

"Nope. I told you, my ship went under. Lost in the drink. I barely copped out in time. Shalda picked me up in her boat. I was out of my head for a while. That's how she—then old One Eye—got my power gigs."

"You went with her to Odinsheim."

"What choice did I have?" Parris grinned wryly. "What did I know about the planet? I'm tickled to death to have landed here on Ane with you, out of all that cloak-and-dagger stuff. I know you didn't like me much in the old days, buddy boy," he added, with a brand of desperate earnestness from what he read in Diarmid's face, "but we've got to make it together. We're alike, we are. We were weaned on the same mother ship pap. Stands to reason we've got to stick by each other now!"

"Does it?"

Diarmid signaled two guards to take Parris in tow. Parris paled. "You're not going to—"

"Kill you? Maybe I ought to. Maybe I ought to take a leaf from the Nord's book and make sure. 'A dead enemy is almost a friend,' they say. But I can't do it."

"I knew you couldn't, buddy boy." Parris was careful not to let his contempt leak out.

"But I will put you away where you can't corrupt my citizens and somehow wrangle your way back to your power talisman. You'll live, Parris, but you might not like it."

Since his buddy-buddy tilt had gone sour, Parris gave vent to some of his hostility. "You don't want anybody cutting in on your cozy little kingship, do you? You're as bad as Albert Deel! Little tin Jesus!"

"Take him down to the cleanest of the dungeons," Diarmid told the guards. "Make sure it is underground. Feed him. If he wants anything—anything—check with me first. He is very dangerous. He must be kept under strict guard, night and day."

They watched him go, then Olwen the harper whistled. "You mean to keep him down there in Flann's hole all of his life?"

"No. Only until I return."

"Return, sire?"

Diarmid's eyes wandered to the High Peak beyond the curve of blue ocean, beyond the misty bar of mainland. "I have a job to finish—or undo."

Olwen whistled shrilly. "When do we leave?"

Diarmid smiled. "We?"

"As historian-in-chief,I must duly record your travels. As entertainer to the court, I must while away the weary journey with my songs and japes. Must I not, my lord?"

"Well-"

"And Nemglan. You'll need that big brute against the red dragons that infest the wide leas of the mainland."

Diarmid turned to Fianna. "Will you be all right without us?"

Fianna forced a smile. "Of course. Who would harm their lady-queen? It's you they are after. And our poor Islanders will be far too busy to get into any mischief. Go, Diarmid. Do what you must, and my love goes with you."

 

XVI

Fianna had spoken truth, not falsehoods to reassure Diarmid; Island Ane's battle scars and the destruction by the sky-quake kept the populace industriously occupied and would for many months to come. And there were fewer hands to do the work. Still and all the three who left the Island in the small fishing skiff sailed in secret from the fire-charred dock in the masking fogs of early dawn, even before the fishing fleets took tide.

Like Nemglan, Diarmid wore a hunter's disguise, while Olwen had taken on the vivid stripes and tasseled cap of a lordly hunter's body-servant, with harp slung on his back for the entertainment of his masters during the waits when the fleet-footed hind of the lower ranges beyond the yellow fields refused to come handily within bow range.

Nemglan set a straight course for the hidden caves where the cat-tenders kept the great feline mounts. The mainland hunters used these to avoid the fire-beasts that foraged the hillocks and to range the blue-treed hills chasing their quarry. Since time immemorial the caves had been artfully camouflaged under sod and bracken to deceive the roving Nord dragonboats that prowled the coasts betimes.

Two sleepy faces gaped out to the signal knock; Diarmid remembered one of these and stroked his beard while he gave Robin son of Robin a covert shake of head. You do not know me, Robin. The crook-back cat-tender nodded and put finger to nose as a signal he understood. He and Diarmid were fast friends of old and if the High Lord of Ane wanted to be unknown, that he would be.

The catmen hastened to assist them down the steep stairway, to the cage areas of cavern where the enormous cats were kept.

"Fah!" Nemglan pinched his nose. "Don't you filthy fellows ever clean out this foul pesthole?"

"Aye, sire. Every spring we give it a good cleaning."

"Every spring!"

"Perhaps they enjoy the smell of cat dung," Olwen jibed.

"Nay, good lords. We like it not. Still, we like it less when a Nord dragonboat prowls the cove on the kill. Even the dung must be hauled far and sunk in the sea lest it reveal our caves and ourselves."

"Then there would be no more cats," Diarmid said with a laugh, "and no more hind-hunts. It is too far to the hills afoot and the fire-beasts would gobble you up before you got halfway. Endure the stench, Lordling, and relish the sweet fragrance of the field heather anon."

They picked their mounts with lordly care; Diarmid chose one that reminded him of the ginger brute he'd ridden on that fateful trek to the Spae ten years ago; a progeny, perhaps. He tossed Robin son of Robin a silver coin and they were off, up the ingenious ramp where a way opened up for them to the winding of an ancient winch.

Before them stretched purple and yellow hillocks and Green-brightened pools, with heather and great white-blossomed prickle briars to perfume the morning air. Diarmid drank deep of the winy breeze and the heliotrope scent of the blossoms as his tawny beast leaped from hillock to hillock in a frenzy of joy to be out of the dark confining cave. He thought how it had been on this very field, with the blue-leafed conifers making a half-moon of wall against the high cliffs, where his minnow ship had landed and spit him free before bursting into flame. He though of that day: of Flann, with Diarmid's death written all over that beautiful face; of Fianna, saving his life by taking him to Old Grane of the Spae.

He thought about the Deel and what was happening to the Green.

It was obvious what was happening. By destroying the machines inside the High Peak, Diarmid had started the gradual disintegration process of the Shield in motion. Untended, the machines were gradually wearing out. When they were gone the Green would disintegrate completely, and Eu-Tarah would have no Shield to hide under… It would be a sitting duck for take-over by the first fleet of prowling ships to spot it, Terran or alien. Gone the bucolic beauty. Gone to the baroque towers. Gone the rolling fields of heather. Gone, to provide fodder for the space thrusts that snowballed and had no end. Eu-Tarah must be stripped of her resource, her manpower diverted to scientific uses, her primitive ecology brought up to conform with the swift-changing quasi-idiotic norm.

It would happen. It must, unless Diarmid found a way to scale the High Peak to Tyeer-Na-N-Oge and then a way to reconstruct the machines that kept the Green Shield intact. It must, if Parris were to be freed to go back to his mother ship and tell what lay under the Green. Nor did Diarmid trust his old school chum's statement that the minnow was destroyed. He trusted Parris as far as he would trust one of the scarlet fire-beasts he glimpsed foraging for rodents and other small game at the boulder-piled eastern rim of the meadow— land.

Nay. It must not happen and would not, if Diarmid could keep them out!

He nipped out his ornamental whip and flicked it urgently over the flattened ears. The must of his new geasa burst from his cells, constricting his bowels and his throat, burning like a fever in his brain.

Now, behind the forests, the great smooth tower of basalt rock tore up into the sky. The High Peak was to the surrounding snow cliffs as Goliath to David. No glimpse of the golden gates or the alabaster pillars could be seen, only shrouding mists where the High Peak became a needle's point. Was it really there? Was there actually a Tyeer-Na-N-Oge, a Land of Unending Youth, at all, at all? Wasn't it just a rare and wondrous dream the Celtic bards had sung about, where Ossian and Niam journeyed in the oldest of old tales? Had Diarmid imagined the whole thing—being flown by Luga's flamewings to the meeting with Albert Deel— dreamed it, in that dank cell where Flann had flung him?

Ten years. A long time, with so much to accomplish for his new kingdoms. What had happened before, his years as starman for the Terran Fleet, all that was dim and strange.

And the Deel? Could Mryddin and the others possibly be right?

"We'll never make it up those cliffs," Nemglan groaned, after a feeble try. "It's like glass!"

"It was designed that way."

"Then what are we doing here at all?"

"I wanted to have a close look at it, first. This glass wall was fashioned so that no pick could chip it. Not a handhold or a chink as far as you can see. The only way up or down is by air."

"Air?" They looked at Diarmid as if he were gone mad. Nemglan flung his body down on the turf. "Think you Himself will fetch us up with his flamewings, as before?"

"No. But there is one creature who might help us. Born and bred on the planet. One who knows its secrets as no one else could. Not even Albert Deel."

"Who… ?"

"Old Grane of the Spae!" Olwen said it along with an awed whistle.

Nemglan lifted heavily. "You're not asking us to follow you into the Spae itself!"

"Nay, old friends. I am asking you to bide here.

Wait for me under cover of the blue forest. I will seek out Old Grane alone."

"But the fen worms! The ghosts!"

"I've met them already. I know the risks I take and, so far as man can, how to avoid them. As for Old Grane— she helped me twice before. The Deel was her ancient enemy because he brought the Song and all here to her world, threatening the Old Ones from the middle of the world."

"But you've since become an Islander and Old Grane hates all Islanders," Olwen protested.

"Not all. Not quite. Besides, think it out! If the Deel's coming to Eu-Tarah disrupted the Spae Folk, think what an invasion of star-fleets would do. Old Grane is wise. She knows already, from the sky-quakes, that things are in a bad way for Eu-Tarah. For all."

"I have been awaiting ye," the ranal chitter of the frog-woman greeted Diarmid as he entered her hut hard by the mud maelstrom to the planet's center.

Diarmid endured the familiar rank odors (as of whole civilizations borning and rotting) with a gulp as he took firm hold of Old Grane's webbed hand.

His nose and his eyes rejected the smarting and the malodor of this micro-universe, as his eyes refused to see the warted, neckless, brachian creature squatting before him as ugly. Ugly is as ugly does. Old Grane had saved his life, mothered him to wholeness after Flann's poisoned arrow had done its worst. It was by her aid, too, and her incredible armies of microscopic Wees, that he had been led down the mud maelstrom to meet Ailile, the beautiful silkie, and through all that followed until the Deel. Now Old Grane's powers had guided him without harm past the bogs of the phosphorescent worms and the pale hungry ghost-folk to her mud hut at the heart of the Spae.

He squatted and sipped the warm broth she handed him from a great black pot on the hob.

"Waiting?"

"Aye." And her wide mouth gaped pleasure, along with her bulbous unwinking eyes. "One day I knew ye'd be after visiting Old Grane again. Though ye've been a time about it."

"There has been much to do," Diarmid said.

"And Fianna-of-the-Dreaming-Lips to do it with." The frog-hag winked. "Never mind, dearie. These grumbling formalities are naught to what's about in the wide sky. It is as if Himself put a curse on Eu-Tarah in leaving it after a thousand years of godship."

Diarmid explained what he thought was happening. "Even your folk would not be safe from those omniver-ous fleets. They are great for draining up swamp areas, no matter how large. And they have machines to it with."

"We'd give them a show for their machines, atall."

"Yet in the end they would win and destroy you. They have that habit, even when they mean well. They start out taking a few acres and end up swallowing a planet by sheer numbers."

"And ye were once of them!"

"I was in the mad scramble but never of it, Grandmother. Not truly of it. Nor are they evil. It is just that they've started an all-enveloping machinery in motion and nothing can stop it. Eu-Tarah would be swept up in the general mad rush as a mote is swept up in a tornado."

"Then they are a worse menace than the Deel, atall."

"A million times worse. Something is driving them on and they won't stop until they reach the end of the universe."

"The Old Ones' wizardry is as nothing."

Diarmid wagged glumly. "That's it, Old Grane. Yet by keeping the Shield up we keep up the illusion that there's nothing here but a mass of corrosive gas. If a random ship manages to get through we can deal with him, keep him from leaving." He told her about Parris.

"Ochone, ochone! That brings the problem home, clear bright!"

"So you see I must get up Tyeer-Na-N-Oge and repair the damage, and there's no time to lose. I thought you might at least be able to get us up there."

Old Grane bowed her head a long time. Diarmid waited and sipped his broth.

Finally she lifted that neckless head and unlidded her great gray balls of eyes.

"I have thought."

"Yes?"

"Take some more stirabout. Gather more Wees into ye while I consult with them."

"But how can the Wees help?"

"By living and dying. Living and dying. Through a thousand generations."

"But how-"

"Do ye not see, Diarmid Patrick, son of Dowd? They will infest that branch of their race with a similar problem and solve it by their scientific magic."

Diarmid goggled, coughing on his stirabout. Then, self-conscious about slaying billions by doing so, he stopped coughing.

"Sleep, son of Dowd!" Old Grane commanded him.

Diarmid knew better than to disobey. His very cells took on weariness to order. His last traces of consciousness showed him, as in some incredible dream, vast armies of purposeful creatures tramping, scurrying, marching, swimming, flitting—through the labyrinths of his blood vessels.
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Shalda flounced sullen-eyed before her wrathful father onto the war vessel which was to take them home to Trej. Her brain seethed with plans for escape and she avoided Lord Kol's sharp glances. He ranted on down the deck and down the stairs that brought them to the lord's cabin at the trireme's stern.

"What in the name of the Song did you think you would accomplish, child?" Kol tramped the ornate carpeting and wagged two fingers at her curled-up figure. "Do you think this a game of some kind?"

"You taught me the art of war, Father. You called me your son, demanding skill and courage of me above all things. What for, if not to fight?"

"For the hunt, child! For the tournaments! And—mayhap—for defense of our Island to the need. Not running over on some lunatic geasa, trying to kill the Nord king." He softened to her childish lip-pout. He put an arm fondly around her. "Don't you know what I've been through, crazed by worry for you, daughter? You are more to me than my throne itself, child. I must protect you from yourself, from your wildness."

Shalda's wide look dripped humility and love. "Then I may have the run of the ship, at the least?"

Lord Kol pulled her up on her feet and held her at arm's length. What he read in her eyes drew an angry cry from him. He shook her, hard.

"Oh, no. Not this time. You'll not twist my love for you into a bond that holds me fast while you fly the coop. You will be placed in one of the small under-cabins for the voyage. You will be fed by a eunuch, the only man I trust against your vixen's wiles. You will have books to read, embroidery to while away the time. I will visit you once each day. But you may not so much as whiff the deck air, not even once, until I have you safely back in Tower Trej. Even then—well, we shall see what's to do with you then."

Shalda's pleas got her nowhere. She was furnished with new clothes to replace her tatters; food was brought by the pudgy pie-faced neuter Lord Kol employed for matters where emotional involvement of any kind was detrimental. There were guards on the door, which was locked besides. She got no answers from the guards, just grunts; one pointed out, in a momentary lapse from stolid cretinism, that if she were a houri from heaven and offered him all, he could not open the door because he had no key.

She took defense in sleep, in recovering the verve and the innate capacity for running amok which had gained her this prison.

When she had slept her fill claustrophobia began to strangle her. She pounded on the door until her knuckles dripped blood. Then, sobbing, she flung herself down on the ripped-up cushions of her bed, writhing in helpless fury. Her writhing and threshing had one good effect. Ripping at her tunic called her attention to something she had forgotten all about:

The power talisman and the power box she had taken from King Thrand!

Shalda put the two objects down and stared hopelessly at them for a full minute, then she dangled the amulet in front of her face on its alloy chain, straining for a manner in which to unlock its secret magic.

She tried spells and incantations.

Nothing.

She scratched the octagonal medallion and the box with bits of metal, then with precious gems from her tunic. Nothing could even scratch them, much less unlock them. The eight-sided amulet had writing on it and a triple V-grouping of what looked like birds flying. The letters spelled out Terra, above the birds, and Siempre below them.

She tried striking the flat box with heavy objects. She put all her considerable strength to the task but she couldn't as much as produce a dent. So she went back to incantations. She tried hard to remember every word she had heard Parris say about these things. Every word, whether they made sense to her or not. In the middle of all this she remembered suddenly a bit of doggerel verse Parris had been in the habit of repeating to himself on the dragonship's deck when he was alone, or thought he was.

It was dirty, filthy, the product of a mind warped by a sexless lifetime in space.

How did it go?

Idly Shalda let the amulet fall on her wrist while she tried to remember the exact words and say them, aloud…

Ex-Captain Parris lay back on his cell bunk and thought about the frenetic redhead. He thought about her plump young breasts and hips, regretting mightily that he had not taken her the moment he'd fished her out of the drink. There might not be another time and, Oscar Wilde used to say, a man only regrets his omitted sins, his lost opportunities.

There had been so many empty months and years in space with nothing to do but think or take the pills they gave you on the mothership.

He grimaced around him. The dungeon cell he was in had been cleaned up, but it was under the waterline and it still smelled of the ancient horrors Flann had committed here. Parris forced his mind to arithmetical equations and quotes from Shakespeare and old scatological limericks, to keep from going mad under restraint and to keep from thinking of Shalda.

But she wouldn't let go of his mind.

It was as if she was thinking of him, too. As if their minds were blending over the unknown distance separating them.

They almost touched.

A nagging fear cut in. Would Diarmid decide to remove him, after all? He might. He ought to, if he had any brains at all. Nah. Hell, Diarmid was the idealist type. Like trying to reform a prim world of its warring ways single-handed!

Meanwhile, patience. Patience…

He drifted and there was Shalda chewing on his brain again.

"Parris. Off-worlder. Listen to me!"

He rolled over with a grunt, damning such sex dreams. But she wouldn't let go.

"Off-worlder! I'm here with you! I have your power things! Tell me what to do!"

Parris bolted up with a choice oath. Was it possible? Did the little witch really have the power tools Thor-brand had taken from his belt? Could the prim-cat really have sneaked up to One Eye's sleep chamber and nipped them before she did her Brodey into the briny? Had them on her all this time, playing it cozy? Come to think of it, she had asked him a lot of questions about it on the trip from Odinsheim and—yeah—she had heard him recite his handpicked bawdy-limerick key!

Hell, anything was possible with a witch like that. It was a chance.

"Your wrist!" he whispered into the dark. "Keep the amulet on your wrist. Touch the box with your other hand. Got it?"

There was a confusion of mental images, agonizing silences, then the mind-pack which had been programmed to Parris' brain only, yet by the very fact that it formed an invisible umbilicus between his brain and the great Space Brain—powerhouse and computer bank that staggered the imagination—it also, under given conditions, made contact between the possessor of the power pack and Parris' mind. Through the Brain.

Shalda's fumblings and her sharp memory of his careless bits of information had paid off. Maybe.

Parris waited, sweating.

He repeated the instructions. Over and over and over.

Then, finally, loud and clear:

"I understand off-worlder. I am doing what you told me to do. Note what?"

Parris sobbed in his throat. Shalda was a witch, all right Gad! He'd have to watch her. Nab the gizmos away from her the first second he could before she really did learn their incredible power. Linked to the Star Brain they could do practically anything. At least here on this prim world, without the subtle defenses Terran and alien starmen had.

"Listen to me, Shalda! Where are youF'

She told him; her voice, in his mind, was raw with impatience to not be there.

"How can I escape?" she wailed.

"There is a way. You must come to me. Here."

"Easy to say! How can I do that?"

"By means of the Brains transmitter beam. Never mind. It'll have to be a wild two-way switch but we might manage it. The Brain has the power, if only we can keep the flow of mind-concentration going long enough."

Shalda obviously had latent esper talents. That Would help.

"Listen to me carefully. You've got to think exactly what I tell you to and nothing else. Exactly. Keep the gizmos right where they are, and don't move a muscle. Just concentrate!"

Sweat was pouring down his forehead into his eyes but Parris didn't even know it. He was concentrating already. He must get the prim-cat here in order to get his power tools.

Their minds began to blend, link, lock.

Then—

"Before I go couldn't I just kill the two guards? You don't know how I've itched to slay them and that fat-faced—"

"Shut up, you blood-hungry little bitch! Do what I tell you and don't think about anything else. Nothing else!"

Again the interlocking of minds. Then, by straining every cell of his mind as if to implode it and spiral it out beyond the Green—out, out, to the remote, selfless, all-powerful Brain—the triangulation was finally complete.

There she was. Shalda, the prim-cat. Standing in front of him in his cell with the look of a fish yanked suddenly out of water. Before she could move, even before her molecules were reorganized, Parris seized the power tools which again made him provisional master of the planet.
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Quitting the clutch-fingered bracken of the quaking Spae, Diarmid found Nemglan and Olwen brooding disconsolately at the base of a great blue-needled conifer, certain that they had seen the last of their off-world lord when he vanished into the howling mists the night before. Hearing his boots snap brush, they blinked up and leaped to their feet.

Diarmid gave Nemglan a frown. "You're covered with blood. What happened?"

"Yon fire-beast happened, sire," Olwen told him, over a gratified grin to see him alive. "Caught both of us napping, as it were. Thanks to this stout tree and yon low-hanging branch, and my longbow, I was able to dispatch it before it made a tidy meal of our war-master."

"I see. You were asleep on guard, Nemglan." Still, he could not be stern about it out of relief. "This will teach you not to snore so loud you wake up the dragons."

"Loud enough, luckily, to keep me one-eye-open." Olwen grinned. "He and the monster bellowing made a stentors' duet."

"Silence, clown."

"Clown is it! I'll—"

"Never mind!" Diarmid gave a glance around. "The cats?"

Nemglan nudged his boot in the sod.

"I understand. The beast frightened them into snapping their tethers and off they went. Well, no good standing here sniveling about it. It's a good four hour hike back to the High Peak."

The morning sun warmed their backs, making their long shadows leap before them across the tarn-dotted meadow. Diarmid was full of his own thoughts; Nemglan opened mouth once or twice to ask what had happened in the Spae but Olwen's poke shifted his questions aside. Instead, Olwen sang droll songs to shorten the way and to improve Diarmid's hot temper at Nemglan's having lost them their cat-mounts.

The heather sparsened presently, giving way to volcanic rock like the dark vertical sheet that lay some mile or so before them. The escarpment gleamed like polished onyx now, filling the forward sky, its peak lost in mists and snow.

When they reached the base, Diarmid gave one swift upward look; then he sat down and dug provisions out of the pack on his back. They munched seed-cake and cheese, washing their lunch down with sour red berry wine. Finally Olwen ventured a preliminary cough. They looked their questions.

Diarmid pulled two small bladders of mud-broth out of his tunic and handed one to Olwen, one to Nemglan. "Drink it, all of it."

Nemglan sniffed his and made a face. "Pah! Smells like-"

"Never mind what it smells like. Drink it." Diarmid sipped from a third pouch, watching them critically until they had drained off the witch-brew. "Now we will sleep until the sun's shadow has reached that boulder." He pointed.

"I'm for that," Nemglan said meekly. "But how do we get ourselves up yon slab of glass?"

"Old Grane's Wees will get us up there," and Diarmid smiled. "That is, if they like what they discover in you two."

Olwen's harp and his lusty voice bawling out bird songs said it for them all—they awoke refreshed and filled to the brim with the need to be doing and the withal to do it. Nemglan stood up, giving his pectorals a rippling crack, grinning down at the dragon's claw mark on his matted chest. Already it had scabbed and nearly healed.

"What did it, sire?" he demanded. "By rights those claw rips would be with me for a week. I have never felt so—so big in my life. What manner of Spae magic is this?"

"Long, long ago the Spae Folk lived in the heart of the planet, like the fire-beasts did. Little by little they mututated their way out so that now they live in the mud or near it. A kind of infinitely small race of creatures came with them, or found them, having come from somewhere else we cannot imagine. These micro-molecular creatures were intelligent and they made friends with the Spae Folk. A symbiotic relationship developed; somehow the Spae Folk are able to communicate with them. It is through the Wees that the Spae Folk are able to heal and metamorphose and perform all other manner of 'magic' But the Wees cannot function nor live long away from the Spae and its mud, which is their natural environment, so we must hurry."

"The brew we drank!" Olwen whistled. "The Wees are within us—by the billions!" He nodded sadly. "But is there no great guilt in removing them from the Spae so that whole empires of them die within our bodies-after granting us their boons?"

"Nay. We need not mourn them. By their measure of time they live out long, long lives and this branch of the Wees dies a natural dwindling racial death through gradual inability to reproduce their species."

"I don't understand you, sire," Nemglan said with a scowl.

"You don't have to, meat-brain," Olwen said, for the "clown" still smarted. "The Wees will do the understanding for you."

"One thing would surely kill them," Diarmid finished. "If the sky-demon fleets came down here and drained off the fen to their purpose the ancient mud would gradually vanish and so would the Wees."

"And the Spae Folk," Olwen said.

"And us?" Nemglan grunted.

"Perhaps not racially," Diarmid said. "But our manner of living would disappear. Our ecology would be swallowed up in theirs. We would be forced to become like them or die, and soon you could not tell the difference. We would be them."

Nemglan put a huge hand to the glassy wall. "Not me!" he cried fiercely. "But how are we to scale the Peak?"

"Take your hand away from it," Diarmid bade him.

Nemglan tried, tried harder, then grimaced while he tried with the full weight of his muscle, red-faced.

"I can't, sire! It's like my hand was part of the wall!"

"Good. The Wees are doing this. They will cling us to the cliff side as if we were three limpets on a wet rock, letting us go only when we put one hand or foot ahead of the other. They will grant us levitation power to withstand the wrenching journey to the top." Diarmid added a word of caution: "But do not look back. Your panic might disturb the pattern of the bulwarks they build up, year by year by year."

By the time they had reached the first crusty patches of glacial snow they were faint from exhaustion, never-the less, and from the rarefied atmosphere.

"Flat out!" Diarmid cried. "Put all of your body to the wall for their traction. Breathe deep. Move slowly, on your belly. And don't look down!"

Cold began to numb their fingers in spite of the tingling inner fires the Wees lit up within them. The going was much slower now. They inched upward arduously, gasping when they saw the Gates of Gold. Each forward lurch came only after a year of furious Wee effort within their flagging bodies. Whenever the bitter wind-flung mists gave them a glimpse of the Gates of Gold the knowledge that T'yeer-Na-N-Oge did truly exist and that they were within sight of their goal spanked them upward until, finally, in a wild pell-mell scramble, they were there. Above them the shining gates hung in dazzling loops of radiant glory.

Diarmid, first to reach them, clung to the gleaming metal, sobbing while he stared into the gardens beyond. Nemglan's rasping grunts told him the war-master was right behind him, and then Olwen was clinging to the thin shafts of gold, too, venting that shrill bird's whistle of his to indicate his awe and amazement at what they were seeing.

The gardens beyond the Gates of Gold were a riot of muted color and verdure of every green shade imaginable; yet over it all hung a delicate mist, to give it the aura of a mystical kingdom designed from some rare dream—which, in truth, thought Diarmid, blinking at the elfin beauty of it with stinging eyes, it was.

"The Gates are locked!" Olwen cried. "These gardens and the alabaster halls beyond them are forbidden to mortals, save in the Song!"

Diarmid strained his eyes up the winding footpath through the faery garden to the grand staircase of white marble where the garden ended. Above the staircase, in the mist, towered alabaster pillars. Beside him Olwen, out of panic, began chanting Deel-praising verses of the Song. Diarmid felt his throat blot dry with remembrance. His knuckles whitened on the gold.

Was Albert Deel really dead? Had all those centuries, all those verses of the Song, perished? Unable to actually kill the ancient bard-god, Diarmid had stopped the machines, knowing—as the memory-pack reminded him —that without the machines Luga had created and concealed within the bowels of the Peak, T'yeer-Na-N-Oge would lose its power and the Deel would die. Die as Ossian had died when he left the Land of Eternal Youth.

Yet…

The Gates were still herel The gardens were here! And the alabaster halls!

While Olwen's compulsions rang out the ancient verses to the Deel's everlasting glory Diarmid stared in unbelief at the ivory-white staircase and the small figure that came gently out from between the alabaster columns. It wore a swan-white robe with glittering embroidery on the hem, silver sandals, and its long hair and beard were whiter than any snow.

It moved gently, carrying the ancient harp of Erin, to the lip of the first step and then down the wide stairs toward the Gates of Gold.

Albert Deel Alive. Come to meet them.
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Compelled by an idle and graceful lift of the bard's hand, the Gates of Gold swung open, Diarmid gestured for his companions to follow him in. Nemglan and Olwen, showing signs of dropping to their knees, moved haltingly after their lord. When they reached the bottom of the stairway where the robed figure waited, they did fall to their knees, babbling.

"You are welcome, Diarmid Patrick. You are welcome, men of the Islands. But you must leave all of your weapons here at the foot of the stairs. No devices for killing are permitted inside the Halls."

Diarmid stared. The bardic figure with the snowy beard and snowy hair was exactly the same as he remembered him. Ten years could not touch him, nor ten thousand. The same dove-soft eyes; the same aura of sanctity and grace, as if living so long in such surroundings had divorced him from all possible thoughts of human fraility, even of vanity. His placidity of expression was total.

He smiled gently without moving until Nemglan and Olwen scrambled sheepishly to their feet and then hastened to denude themselves of their swords as Diarmid was doing.

"Come."

The drowsy warmth, the heady fragrance of the garden, the power behind those gentle gray eyes, all made this seem like a dream. There was no thought of disobeying anything this small white-haired figure might casually ask of them. The Halls beyond the columns were spotless, as if untouched by footsteps or by time; the gentle rustling of the bard's robes and his silver sandals as he moved briskly ahead of them made the heavy tramp of their boots a desecration.

"Where is he leading us?" Nemglan asked Diarmid in a dry whisper.

"Down to the machines, I think. He knows that's why we came here."

They trundled down the long ramp from the ivory columned halls to where red, gold and white forests became corridors of plain metal alloy. Diarmid had it brought home to him with a jolt that what lay above was all a stage set for Albert Deel's own private heaven. The central chamber the robed figure was bringing them to was the core of Luga's power machines—all the devices that kept T'yeer-Na-N-Oge extant; all the technological devices that had kept the Deel's firewings and pookas frightening the populace of Eu-Tarah into obeying his edicts; the devices with which he communicated these edicts to his Drudman priests, the devices which kept the Green intact.

The room in which they halted was windowless, doorless, deep under the High Peak. It was shiningly clean, yet with a factory cleanliness, with none of the aura of thaumaturgy and mysticism of the gardens and the Halls above. Diarmid blinked around him at the metal oblongs and cubes and trapezoids, still here, still thrumming with a subtle rhythmic vibration that was more inside his head than outside.

Standing before the pulsating globe and the master switches, Diarmid could not restrain a yell.

"I shut them off! I stopped the whole show!"

The robed one turned, smiling that sad-sweet smile. "You did, Diarmid Patrick. After you tried to kill me."

"But-I didn't! I couldn't kill you, Albert Deel! -I only destroyed your alter ego, Luga!"

The figure smiled.

"Did you?"

"I did! I smashed his head in. But I couldn't kill you. I knew you would die when I shut down the machines that kept you and T'yeer-Na-N-Oge going."

That infinitely sad smile.

"Yes, Diarmid Patrick son of Dowd. You did all that. Yet it did not occur to you that a made counterpart of Albert Deel could not die so easily. That there were recuperative devices built into him. Oh, I died all right. Temporarily. Long enough for you to turn off the machines. You made the human mistake of permitting compassion to sway you. You permitted Albert Ossian Deel to live long enough to overcome his repugnance of the machinery he preferred not to admit even existed, long enough to come down here and set them in motion again. At least some of them. He didn't know what to do. Not exactly. I always took care of these things while he took care of the poetry and the beauty. Unhappily, Albert Deel had never permitted himself to learn about the machines, so that by the time they had helped me to recover from your attack his strength had waned. When I came alive again I found him right there—" Luga pointed at the floor. "A handful of dust."

There were tears in the android's eyes.

"Luga!"

Albert Deel's duplicate nodded. "You killed my mas-:er, Diarmid Patrick. Your motives were doubtless wor-hy, from your own standpoint, but they left me without ncentive. Without Albert Deel there is nothing. I resurrected T'yeer-Na-N-Oge as an everlasting shrine to my personal god. That was all I had."

"The pookas? The firewings?"

"That part of it was the Deel's. Why should I worry about the Islanders or the Nords, or anyone? My only purpose in keeping the gardens and the Halls alive and sacrosanct is because it seems to keep my master and my god closer to me."

"After he saved you from the man who made you, Albert Deel redesigned you in his image. That's why you call him god. In his own image."

"Correction. It was I who made the decision that I must look exactly like the Deel."

"He was your god. What else?"

"It was my privilege to make other decisions for Himself. He would couch his desires in poetical terms and I would follow them through scientifically."

"What a colossal megalomania! To create his own world and run it to suit his bardic Song!"

"Call it whatever you wish. Is it so different from' what your vicious Terran tyrants and Hitlers have done for centuries? And Albert Deel was never vicious. Never. He loved beauty and patterned pageantry. He gave his world sweep and splendor, something his people could be proud of. He gave them something to fight for. The Song."

"A piddling device."

"Is it? How many things are there worth fighting for when you come right down to it?"

"Honor. Human dignity. Freedom."

"They had all these things."

"Did they? With his Drudmen calling the plays!"

"Not as much as you think. Actually, they were like your Space Police They kept order, saved the people from their own indiscretions. The Deel interfered only at grave need. Otherwise the Islanders and the Nords followed their own bent, formed their own pattern in the end."

"With no progress, no scientific achievement."

"Ask yourself if these things made your bright-world happy. What uses did your scientific geniuses put their discoveries to? Bigger bombs! All-kill!"

"The scientists didn't—"

"Perhaps not. Yet it was done. The Deel allowed some few to die. Regretfully. And there were mistakes."

"Like Flann."

"Like Flann. Only, remember, Flann happened. As Genghis Khan happened. As Hitler happened. As Giles de Retz happened. And all this insane flinging off to the ends of the universe. Is that happy-making? I will answer for you, Diarmid Patrick O'Dowd. You yourself are your answer. You came to Eu-Tarah as to some dreamed-of haven!"

Nemglan and Olwen had stood by, gaping, listening, attempting to fully grasp a truth which their Deel-satu-rated genes could not tolerate. When Nemglan cracked his biceps in his habit-need to be doing, not standing around talking, Diarmid said:

"We could indulge in these philosophical byplays forever, but there is a grave problem, Luga. The Shield is cracking up."

"I know."

"You! You did it!"

The white head wagged. "Never. While I have no great desire to go on and on and on up here on the High Peak, I am still the Guardian of the Flame."

"The Flame of Albert Deel's Song."

"Aye. It was for this I was created."

"Or recreated when Albert Deel took you over." Diarmid pursed his lips thoughtfully. Luga, Master of All Science, was a product of incredible genius—particularly in that he had been designed by Smith-Parkin to evolve himself, to constantly improve his own powers until one day he might indeed rule the universe.

Diarmid gasped at the thought overwhelming him.

It was not Albert Deel who was god.

It was Luga.

The god of T'yeer-Na-N-Oge was not dead!

"Let me think," Diarmid said, brushing aside a kind of god-awe threatening to overtake him as the Deel's omnipotence had overtaken Olwen and Nemglan. "You have all this power."

"Potentially. Mind power. Not kinetic. That is the source of our trouble, Diarmid Patrick."

"Trouble?"

"In order to keep these machines operating I must draw usable power from some source outside of myself. By creating the Green Shield I made Eu-Tarah and its small sun self-contained and necessarily self sufficient."

Diarmid nodded. "Where has the power been coming from? Our sun?"

"No. We dare not use this up. I've been using the raging fires inside this primitive planet. There are Iea4s under us which extend to the very center of Eu-Tarah. But gradually we have been draining off the enormous quantities needed until—"

"The Shield is beginning to dissipate for lack of power!"

The android nodded. "It takes a fantastic amount of power to synthesize the gas-web surrounding and protecting Eu-Tarah from colonial invasion and exploitation. The other factors are minimal in comparison. Still, when I realized what would eventually happen, I funneled most of the energy into the Shield. The pookas and flame-wings—all the trappings—had to go."

"Except T'yeer-Na-N-Oge itself."

Luga looked pained. "I told you that I am Guardian of the Song. The alabaster halls and the garden shall remain a shrine to the Deel's memory as long as I remain. Or—"

An invisible voice behind them chuckled.

"Or as long as you are programmed to consider Albert Deel your god, Luga. How about another god instead? How about meF'

Diarmid jumped back. Nemglan swore and reached for a sword that wasn't where it ought to be. Olwen bird-whistled.

"I sensed the intruders," Luga said. "They have been here for some time—listening."

"Who in the Deel—?" Nemglan growled.

Ex-Captain Parris was suddenly there among them. And Shalda. And Thorbrand.

"Oh, yes, buddy boy," Parris told Diarmid. "I've been taking it all in and, in a manner of speaking reading your mind, Diarmid, old boy. You haven't mentioned it to Luga yet. It wouldn't be polite. But you've been thinking—why not rechannel all of Luga's potential genius toward the good of your precious little green prim world? Why not take a leaf out of Albert Deel's book, when lie reconverted Luga in his own image? When Smith-Parkin created Luga he took the sensible precaution of building into him a fanatical god-devotion to himself so that this Master of All Science would not one day decide he didn't need his creator or any human beings any more. And it worked fine! Luga adored Albert Deel all these centuries, his totality of desire being to build and contrive anything Deel wished—however maniac. Now that Albert Deel is dust the only thing that inspires Luga is guarding his memory—enshrining his preposterous Song!"

Diarmid faced Parris' grinning mock, as he stood there, dangling the octagonal power amulet in one hand, holding the flat belt-box in the other. A shudder of despair rivered from the prickling hair-roots on Diarmid's head to the soles of his boots. Like Nemglan he dug involuntarily for a weapon with which to cut Farris in half.

"What do you want?" Thick-throated.

"First I want Luga, obviously. Then… all I can get." That down-tilt smile. "The universe, for instance?"
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The tableau was shattered by Shalda swiveling forward, taking her place at Parris' side, giving Diarmid a scornful laugh. Diarmid wondered why Thorbrand, then he knew why. The new god of Eu-Tarah would need hands to do his bidding; who better than a Nord king's grandson and heir? The Deel had leaned, out of his Celtic penchant, toward the Islanders. Parris' vane of godhead would veer north. All this, of course, before he wearied of playing god for a single small planet and whipped Luga out into the stars toward newer, wilder conquests.

That down-tilt smile annoyed Diarmid's Irish blood to the boiling. It had that smug superiority-by-intellect English look. It sent ancient hates spinning through his blood.

Nemglan was sputtering and growling in his throat like a frustrated animal. Olwen the harper -wore a coat of anger on his lean face; his long nimble fingers curled to fighting fists.

Only Luga kept his placid facade. It worried Diarmid into dark scowls. Did that faint glow in those dove-gray eyes mean that Luga welcomed the idea-of a new god, new whims to follow? After all, the Master of All Science must find it confining, with only one small Song to administer, when there was a whole infinitely complex universe beyond the Green! Would not Luga enjoy some god's pipe organ, rather than continue to maneuver a crackpot poet's toys?

The android's eyes were on Parris and it seemed that they yearned. Diarmid yearned, too. He yearned to smash that supercilious smirk down Parris' throat. Parris had guessed what was in Diarmid's mind all too well. The Islanders and the Nords needed something to look up to. They needed the Song. Well and good. Let Luga keep his post as Guardian of the Flame, only channel his astounding genius toward the betterment of the Eu-Tarahan races. Gradually, little by little, let him feed in that which would be good for the populace in their slow march toward fulfillment.

Such hopes had died with the appearance of Parris, the very embodiment of all that was greediest and most contemptible among the stirring stars…

Diarmid turned to Shalda and Thorbrand.

"Don't you see he means to use you both? Surely you realize what this man is! A glory-grabbing, planet-taking egomaniac who makes Albert Deel look like a new Don Quixote! Parris is exactly what the Deel warned your peoples against—a ravening sky-demon who devours everything he finds!"

"Rave on." Parris laughed. "How about you? Prancing down here, taking advantage of the Islanders' gullible legends, setting yourself up as some jolly little Jesus!"

Diarmid burned. When Thorbrand touched hand to his forbidden sword's hilt as if to finish what he had long planned for the off-worlder high lord, here and now, Diarmid turned to Nemglan and Olwen for moral support. It was forthcoming, yet heavily laced with confusion. All they were hearing had Diarmid's comrades in a spin. Things were happening too fast. Off-worldish fast. And the hints that they were but pawns had them off balance.

He turned to the android.

"You want this man for your master?"

That sad-sweet smile. "Of course not. Not now. I still belong to the Deel! Yet-"

"Yet it would be a shot in the cortex to fly free of this constraining prim planet!" Parris was confident, certain. So long as he held the power-umbilicus in his fist he was king of the High Peak. It was only a matter of putting the Brain into action.

Diarmid waited for Luga to speak. The words came slowly. Carefully. "When Albert Deel took me as his counterpart he gave me dreams. Rare dreams, like his own. All these centuries Albert Deel's dreams have fed me and increased. They burn in me now, stronger than ever."

"I'll give you dreams," Parris promised. "Powerful ones!"

Luga bowed his head when Parris started to speak the scatological doggerel which would interlock his mind with the Star Brain.

Diarmid flicked a look to Nemglan and Olwen. They were alert for such a look and now the three moved like one—at Parris, before he could do what he was about.

Halfway there, a nimbus of blue fire leaped from the floor and made a sorceric circle around the starman. Parris laughed.

"I took precautions, as you can see."

"He has set a force-field around himself," Luga said. "Even I could not get through it. The Star Brain of the Terrans is fantastically versatile and powerful."

Power. Diarmid spoke the word to himself, charged with sudden hope.

"I know what you are thinking," Parris said, sneering. "The Shield is on its last legs because the power Luga has been using is about gone. And the Brain, through my pack here, can supply an endless source of power, enough to keep the Green up forever—if that was how I wanted it."

"Endless?"

"Practically. It's what drives all our ships through Deep. It's linked to the magnetism that keeps the stars in place."

"But if you drained too much from the Brain it would call the Fleet's attention to Eu-Tarah."

Parris snorted. "With all that violent activity going on out there? A drop in the bucket!"

Diarmid turned to Luga, whose eyes had taken on a new lambency and were gravely on him. As if. As if…

Now Luga turned abruptly to Parris with that look of quiet hunger again. Nemglan, undaunted by the haze of blue fire surrounding Parris, leaped for his throat. He rammed a wall like steel and went flying backward, grunting.

Parris laughed.

"You like an audience, don't you, Parris?" Diarmid observed. "But then, you were always like that. There has to be a girl around, too, to see how clever you are. Hence, Shalda. I suspect you've been sweating for the chance to show off for her—and for Thorbrand. This little demonstration is an object lesson to us all."

"Isn't it, buddy boy? And, I've barely got started!" Again the Brain doggerel.

Diarmid turned to Thorbrand. "I hope you and Shalda will remember your Drudman teachings about the sky-demons. How long do you think you'll last after he has got what he wants? How long? A month? Two months?"

Parris whipped up from his concentration to give Diarmid a look of fury. This, of course, was what Diarmid was doing: diverting Parris from the concentration it took to lock contact with the Star Brain. Once that was accomplished they were all as good as dead.

"He'll destroy us all," Luga said softly.

"Not you. He needs you. Starmen are programmed not to destroy anything useful. Just anything that attacks them or projects itself as a possible future menace."

"I am not a menace," Luga said. And he looked at Diarmid when he said it.

Diarmid's hope-seed sprouted. There was something hidden in Luga's eyes. Something he wanted Diarmid to know. But not Parris. It must be between them only. A secret to be kept for all time.

"I'm not destroying anybody just now," Parris said. "Oh, maybe a nip in the behind just to show who's boss. In fact, I think I'll dump you out there for the Federation to find. Listen in on the court martial when you try to explain just what kind of a deal you worked out for yourself down here. All, of course, after I've got Luga tamed and Eu-Tarah claimed as my personal property. Yeah. Sounds nice, doesn't it?" He expanded a wish-fulfillment dream that must have been cooking, Diarmid thought, in his egomaniac brain ever since the Academy. It was not as rare as one might imagine, not in these star-thrusting days. It was like in the old Terran times when a pirate declared himself king of a tropical island and rode roughshod over the natives by virtue of his "superior" mind and weapons. In Parris' lexicon, Eu-Tarah represented just another prim planet loaded with useless gimcracks and peasants, any man's for the exploiting.

He raved on, mainly for Diarmid's benefit. And Luga's. They understood. Yet Diarmid caught the dark scowl as it grew on Thorbrand's thick handsome features. Even Shalda's red lips gradually lost their pleased smirk and when her emerald eyes touched his there was something in them to surprise Diarmid. Shame. Shalda was a huntress and a warrior at heart, but she was no harlot. No easy mark. And it was she who had given Parris back the power!

Shalda's movement toward Thorbrand was involuntary, but it had meaning.

More important were Luga's cryptic looks.

Diarmid knew he must sound those depths, find out just what they signified.

"Don't any of you care?" He lashed the scorn-laced words indiscriminately, but for a peg Luga must hang his hints on. "Don't any of you care that this—this sky-demon is about to turn your planet into a sterile replica of a million others? Denude Eu-Tarah of its resources like plucking a ripe peach? Perverting your races to fit the space-mold?" He whirled significantly on Luga. "Don't you care?"

"I am a cybernote," Luga chided. "My emotions must reflect only those of my master."

"Albert Deel, even though he is dead."

"Yes. You must understand that, Diarmid Patrick O'Dowd. Think back to your conversations with the Deel and you will truly understand what emotions there are locked in my mirror-brain. Think…"

Diarmid thought, and fast. Luga's emotions mirrored Albert Deel's. Therefore, he adored Eu-Tarah with an all-consuming passion, just as Albert Deel had loved his creations. Whatever others might think, however foolish or cracked Albert Deel would be thought to be by the cynical star-push standards, he lived for his Song. As with his people, to Albert Deel the Song was the alpha and the omega. Everything.

Also, Albert Deel had in his way loved Diarmid Patrick. His regret that he must allow Flann to kill him, in the name of the Song, was sincere. I shall weep and I shall weep again for the legendary stranger who loved, and fought bravely, and lost...

Fought Flann and had not lost.

And now he must fight again! For all of Eu-Tarah! For the Song! And Luga was with him as the Deel's own self!

That was what Luga's hungry hope signified.

"More than a thousand years," Luga murmured. "Ideas and concepts and emotions take a firm hold in so long a time as that. And I was programmed to feed on myself, to increase my own power toward the point of universal knowledge, to truly become the Master of All Science."

"Albert Deel destested science."

"Only the smug outward manifestations. He had a high respect for the deeper meaning of Knowledge, of cosmic truths. Albert Deel had accomplished an impossible dream; the totality of his driving effort toward such a goal—plus the all-consuming love he had for the Song-is in itself a kind of power."

Power. Power. Diarmid almost had it now. Almost. But already Parris, snug within his force-field, had made contact with the Star Brain. Already he was issuing it his orders.

"Such power is there within me." Luga smiled, as if idly. "Yet it needs a catalyst. Something to match it. The thing I lost when the Deel died."

Diarmid felt his brain turn into flame and ice.

Me. I am the catalyst. Luga cannot function at optimum mind-power without a master, a god like the one who made him. Albert Deel, through Luga, called me to Eu-Tarah. Permitted me access, because my love for these ancient ways matched his own, differing only in agreement. Albert Deel loved me as a son because of the driving genetic need within my cells. The need for a Eu-Tarah so great that it found one!

And now Luga—knowing all this—was giving himself to Diarmid Patrick O'Dowd. It was as though the Deel had willed it so to save Eu-Tarah…

Diarmid groaned out of need to use all this against Parris. But how? How?

"Yes, Diarmid Patrick," Luga said, "I care. Just as much as you care to save our planet."

"But you aren't human. Whatever there is—whatever strange cosmic spark—that makes a man greater than a lump of clod or a Star Brain—that's what you need to work your marvels."

"That is it, Diarmid Patrick." Luga nodded. Then, "You can lend me some of that spark—now!"

Parris had the Star Brain working now. So much was written plainly in his self-satisfied stance, his look.

But Diarmid had Luga and the intensity of an impossible dream that had been found and made real and flamed into the Song.

It was Parris and the Star Brain against Diarmid and Luga. And Parris, having made contact, was not quite sure what to do first. There was much to do. Where should he start?

Diarmid knew what to do.

Luga knew.

"Now!" Diarmid cried. "You must be able to do it because I command it, Luga!"

Luga moved forward with high purpose. The blue force-field deepened, darkened, then became sulfurous heat that would drive the android back or melt him.

"It's not enough!" Diarmid cried. "The Brain knows. The Brain has set up new defenses!"

"Then it must be something the Brain doesn't know."

"But the Star Brain knows everything that's in Parris' mind, instantly! Whatever Parris has found out about Eu-Tarah, the Brain knows it."

"Is there nothing? If there is not, we are lost."

"Wait!" Diarmid shouted. "There is one thing, Luga! Keep them busy while I do it! Set up your own force-field! Do something that will keep them away from me! Time! Just a little time."

While Luga did the many wondrous things he could do, out of Diarmid's own desperation, Diarmid yanked the pouch out of his belt. Old Grane's boon—the Wees! Parris had never been told about the Wees and—hopefully—no one in all the vast labyrinth of stars had either. So the Star Brain had no pre-pattern of defenses against them.

He drank and prayed the Wees to hurry. Hurry. They were weakened, dormant by now. Yet it had been less than half a day, and Fianna had used the mud for healing longer than that.

Luga's powerful force-field around Diarmid and himself could not save them indefinitely, but it did gain them time. It was as if his mind exploded from the need, sending telepathic sparks all the way to the Spae and Old Grane.

The Wees knew it was their existence too.

They hurried and, just as the Star Bpain found the key to Luga's elaborate force-field and shattered it, Diarmid leaped for Parris. The Wees armies unlocked the' flame around Parris and, with a forlorn squawk of disbelief, Parris found the power tools wrenched from him and Luga's steel arm around his throat.

"Let me kill him!" Nemglan begged.

"No! It is my right!" Thorbrand insisted. "He seized me off my ship by his off-world magic, pumping me full of lies and promises—"

Shalda did not ask. Her knife was dimpling the starman's throat when Diarmid caught her wrist and snapped it away.

"Let him be for now," he placated. "He is in your charge, Nemglan. We will keep him about the tower for some strange star beast pet. In a cage, perhaps, to amuse the children. He is harmless without these—" He locked contact with the Star Brain. "And then, had he never come to Eu-Tarah we would never have been able to draw the power we need to reinforce the Green."

Luga loosed his seeming-gentle hold on Parris' neck, and Nemglan danced him by nape and buttocks to the back of the room.

Luga asked Diarmid, wistfully, it seemed, "May I change myself to the likeness of my new—"

"Nay!" Diarmid was Nemglan-blunt about it. "Never, Luga. The Deel brought you here. The Deel created the world we love. The Deel sang the Song. Let it be the new Ossian and his harp who walks the hallowed halls of alabaster, forever giving the Islanders and the Nords that which they need—a pure, greater-than-human god to dream toward, to be heroic for, to fashion new verses for in his deathless Song."

"Think you that the Star Brain will continue to provide the power we need to keep the Green forever?"

"So long as the Star Brain exists," Diarmid said. "And should it cease to drive man and alien from star to star, that would mean there has been a great change. Perhaps that the sky-demons have stopped their wars of exploitation. Perhaps that they have grown wiser. Should either of these things happen, and the Green disappear, then this new, "wiser breed of space pilgrim may land on Eu-Tarah and welcome."
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