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Chapter one

Fire in  the Snow

I

With great  rush and thunder ,  a  wind came.  Her  long ruby hai r
s tee red  i n to  a  f i r e  f l am ing  ove r  he r  pa le  beau ty .  G radua l l y ,  a  co ld
comfor t  over took  the  sp i r i t  o f  the  woman.  Her  eyes  c losed f i rmly  and
she l i f ted  her  s l im hands  up .  Then the  ghos t  o f  he l l i sh  pass ion  spoke
i t s  w i l l  t h r o u g h  h e r :

ÒO, eastern winds and clouds of  the western sky.  O, northern snowy
peaks and woods green of  the southern s lopes;  l is ten to my oath!Ó
Words of magic then she sang announcing her vengeance. Fire leapt from
t h e  d u s t  b e f o r e  h e r  b a r e  f e e t ,  w r i t i n g  t h e  r e d  l e t t e r s  i n  t h e  a i r :
ÒSk i ra  w i l l  have  her  vengeance .  Sk i ra  w i l l  over take  the  hear t  o f  the
Lord Demon and make him her lover, forever.Ó

ÒBut  know you ,  o  m is t ress ,  w i t ch  o f  f i re ,Ó rec i ted  the  eas te rn
wind,  whis t l ing through the grass.  ÒEseveles became the ru ler  by
marry ing Queen Anubis .  Thus,  there is  not  much room le f t  for  you in
h is  hear t .Ó

The  w i t ch  ra i sed  he r  head ,  he r  red  ha i r  t remb l ing  in  the
whisper ing wind.  ÒThat  was an arranged marr iage.  I t  has noth ing to do
w i th  t rue  love ,Ó sa id  she  and  her  vo ice  qu ive red  w i th  the  las t  word .
ÒI  know. He marr ied the Anubi  Queen only to uni te the underwor ld for
the  f i na l  war .Ó

ÒYou  speak  r i gh t l y ,  Sk i r a ,Ó  sa id  t he  l ow  vo i ce  a l l  t oo  f am i l i a r  t o
her  ears.  I t  came behind her  beehive-shape hut .  She turned and a quiet
c ry  o f  shock  escaped  her  burn ing  l i ps .  A  s t i l l ness  sha f ted  -  no  sound
and no  t ime to  pass .  Through the  s tupor ,  on ly  w i ld  bea ts  o f  her  hear t
made their way out. The wind blew them across the sudden guestÕs face
and away. He revealed himsel f ,  s tepping out  f rom the shadow with no
rush .  H is  eyes ,  chasms b lack ,  f l ames  du l l  w i th  no  sparks ;  h i s  d i s tan t
smi le  drew c lose -  never  near  enough fo r  love .  Horns  la rge to  prod the
sky  he bore .  Ve ins  o f  pass ion and s t rength  th readed h is  g igant ic
l imbs.  Convuls ively,  she stepped back,  awe-struck,  and whole her body
s teered  to  the  bones .  I t  was  h im Ð Eseve les ,  the  ru le r  o f  the
unde rwo r l d .  He r  l i p s  s l i gh t l y  pa r t ed ,  eyes  gave  up  t o  a  g r i e f  -  we t



w i t h  t e a r s ,  l i k e  j e w e l s  f a l l i n g  i n t o  a  s i l v e r  l a k e .  F o r  m o n t h s ,  s h e
has been missing h im so badly.  The pain assai led her f rom the day she
heard about  the  marr iage.  The pa in  so  s t rong that  she cou ldn ' t  s leep
for  so many n ights,  making her  cry over  and over again.  At  the moment
the  Lo rd  s tepped  be fo re  he r ,  she  was  no t  su re  i f  i t  was  rea l l y  h im  o r
the des i re  to  see h im again  foo led her  weary  eyes.  As he spoke,  the
wind stopped,  the pale sky of  the west  become dark;  fog covered the
nor thern peaks,  and the southern woods turned grey and l i fe less.

ÒI t  i s  a lso  t rue  tha t  you can conquer  my hear t  and sou l  by  do ing
what I  ask from you,Ó said the Demon.

She looked a t  h im,  want ing  to  burs t  in  tears ,  b roken under  the
surge o f  fee l ings.  He s tepped c loser  and gent ly  touched her  ch in .  She
entered the shadow of  h is mighty horns,  and leaned her head upon his
massive red chest. She shuddered as he hugged her.

Ò Y o u  w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  g i r l  i n  t h e  n o r t h , Ó  h e  s a i d .  H i s  h u s k y  v o i c e
p ierced through her  ears ,  render ing her  even weaker  in  h is  arms:
ÒSk i ra ,  my  dea r ,  you  mus t  f i nd  t he  g i r l  and  k i l l  he r .  On l y  t he  h igh
w i tches  o f  the  Bro therhood  you  be long  to  cou ld  do  tha t  i n  the  r igh t
way Ð wi th the cursed arrow through which her soul  can be hauled out
and impr isoned on a  safe  p lace so that  she wi l l  not  be reborn.Ó He
sparkled at  her eyes and whispered: ÒÉMy love.Ó Their  l ips searched
fo r  each  o the r ,  bu t  a t  t ha t  i n s tan t  t he  w ind  rushed  i n  aga in ,  t he  sky
l ightened, the distant mountain peaks became present once more, and
the woods turned green again.

On ly  he r  l ove  d im in ished ,  as  i f  i t  was  jus t  a  d ream.  The  co ld  w ind
brough t  one  snowf lake  f rom a fa r .  Caught  in  her  ruby  ha i r ,  the  t iny
crysta l  faded away.

I I

I t  has  snowed a l l  n igh t  and  the  wor ld  ou ts ide  was  c lad  in  wh i te .
Ice gathered around the thick wooden window frames and large f lakes
tu rned  i n t o  f r os t y  wh i t e  f ea the rs .  The  i ce  c racked  l i gh t l y ,  b reak i ng
the  ch i l l  s i lence  o f  the  ear ly  morn ing ,  the  w ings  swung open and the
nanny removed i ts  goat -sk in  cur ta in .  I t  was snowing outs ide and win ter
pa in ted each roof  wh i te  as  f lu r r ies  were b lown over  a  great  s lope down
to  t he  wa l l s  t ha t  su r rounded  the  no r the rn  v i l l age .  The  hea r th  f i r e
c rack led ,  sp read ing  i t s  warmth  to  a l l  co rners  o f  Gu therna ,  the  long
gather ing  house .  In  the  ca ld ron  above  the  f i re ,  go lden-ye l low por r idge
bubbled and the sweet steam of  home-cooking lured the chi ldren.
Red-cheeked  l i t t l e  boys  and  g i r l s  j os t l ed  a round ,  t app ing  the i r  sma l l
wooden d ishes.  I t  was luncht ime and they  were  a l l  hungry ,  wa i t ing  fo r
the i r  se rv ing  o f  por r idge  and  po t  o f  f resh  mi l k  sweetened w i th  honey .
Hunger  d id  no t  p reven t  the  k ids  f rom laugh ing  o r  pu l l i ng  the i r  f aces
in to  a l l  k i nds  o f  h i l a r i ous  masks  Ð  the i r  f avo r i t e  game.  Nanny  pu t  t he
ca ld ron  on  the  serv ing  bench  and  the  ch i ld ren  ga thered  ins tan t l y  l i ke
p u p p i e s ,  h o l d i n g  t h e i r  p o t s  h i g h .  S h e  s t a r t e d  f i l l i n g  t h e i r  d i s h e s
wi th  a  la rge  lad le ,  count ing  loud ly :  ÒOne,  two,  th ree ,  fourÉÓ She
numbered twelve,  expect ing four teen,  but  no number th i r teen or
fourteen appeared. ÒWhat has happened to them?Ó she thought, turning
around and looking under the table below the two empty dishes.  ÒAh -



t hose  l i t t l e  f oxes .  They  have  f l ed  aga in ,Ó  she  sa id ,  a rch ing  he r
eyebrows. She opened the window and called them: ÒGaltar, Anaya!Ó

I t  snowed again  and f lur r ies  were b lown over  a  great  s lope down to
the  wa l l s  tha t  sur rounded the  nor thern  v i l l age .  A  deer  came to  the
edge o f  the  fo res t  and s topped,  cur ious ly  watch ing  the  two ch i ld ren  as
they ran through the smal l  va le  between the v i l lage and the woods.  
They ran hand in  hand and laughed.  Snowf lakes were in  the i r  ha i r :  hers
cur ly  and puce;  h is  ashen-go ld .

ÒLook ,  A lu  i s  there ,Ó sa id  Anaya,  po in t ing  to  the  deer  tha t  s tood
a t  t he  b r i nk  o f  t he  f o res t .  Above  i t s  eyes ,  wh i ch  shone  l i ke  two  da rk
marb les ,  an t le rs  b ranched  to  a  g rea t  c rown.  The  boy  looked  a t  i t  fo r  a
moment ,  s t ra in ing h is  eyes to  see through the snowfa l l  and sa id
q u i e t l y :

ÒThat  is  no t  A lu ,  Anaya.  A lu  is  pure  wh i te .Ó

ÒHe is so beautiful,Ó she sighed amused. ÒMaybe he is AluÕs
brother then.Ó Doe-bleats came from the woods and the majest ic animal
tu rned  i t s  head .  I t  l ooked  back  a t  the  ch i l d ren  once  aga in  be fo re
springing away and vanishing among the trees.

ÔFire in the SnowÕ they cal led their  game. They ran to Grandpa
A i t r iÕs  sm i thy  to  see  and  fee l  t he  hea t  o f  t he  fu rnace .  The  ch i l d ren
adored the  smi thy  fo r  two reasons.  F i rs t ,  i t  was a lways dangerous ly
ho t .  Second ,  i f  t hey  looked  long  enough  in to  the  embers  tha t  l i ved  in
the  be l l y  o f  t he  fu rnace  they  cou ld  see  the  He l l  o f  Na roxa :  t he
u n d e r w o r l d .  T h i s  w a s  a  s i l l y  i d e a ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b u t  t h e y  w e r e  s t i l l
young  enough to  take  such  an  idea  ser ious ly .   And  jus t  as  no  s i l l y
g rown-up  i s  eve r  se r i ous  abou t  h i s  rea l i t y ,  no  se r i ous  ch i l d  eve r
fee ls  s i l l y  express ing  what  can  be  seen  th rough h is  o r  her
imag ina t i on .  They  snuck  i ns i de .  L i t t l e  by  l i t t l e ,  t hey  wa l ked  t owa rds
the  hear th ,  the i r  g lee  growing  w i th  each s tep .  From c lose-by  they
gazed into the f lames. Wait ing through many heartbeats,  they watched
the  embers  g lowing  th rough ve i l s  o f  hea t .  F ina l l y ,  the  Gate  o f  Naroxa
opened  i t s  doo r  made  o f  l ava  be fo re  the i r  eyes .  Sudden ly ,  a  l i t t l e
c reature  appeared in  the  mids t  o f  the  f i re .  Smal l  horns  peaked f rom
the  top  o f  i t s  head  and  a  po in ty  ta i l  swayed  beh ind  i t s  red  cove r .  The
doorkeeper,  a demon cloaked in f lames, welcomed the kids, bowing low,
and showed them the door.  The redness of  the heat was mirrored in
AnayaÕs eyes and i ts b laze danced in them. In her eyes,  an
incandescent  i ron b lade was rest ing.   Thei r  hear tbeats  grew more rap id
as the i r  faces turned red and the whole game culminated in  an
unbearable hotness.

Grandpa Ai tr i  came to the porch, seeing them through the opened
window. ÒWhat have you two found in here that  is  so exci t ing? The
blacksmi thÕs power fu l  vo ice brought  them out  o f  the i r  t rance.  The
chi ldren sprang away wi thout  a word and ran outs ide throwing
themselves onto  the coo l ing p i les  o f  snow.  Steam rose f rom the i r  faces
as  they  l aughed ,  ro l l i ng  th rough  the  l a rge ,  l aye red  ma t t ress  o f  wh i te .

ÒHooou!Ó shouted Galtar in bl iss, ÒThat was so good!Ó



ÒWe should do i t  again then,Ó exclaimed Anaya with joy. Snowflakes
were threaded through her hair  and her woolen dress gl immered, dotted
w i th  i nnumerab le  t i ny  c rys ta l s .

The old,  bearded blacksmith came out  to get  them: ÒBack of f ,
cubs!Ó Ai t r i  c lapped h is  la rge hands.  ÒFi re  and snow -  what  a  mix ture !
There  is  no  un i f i ca t ion  there ,Ó he grumbled,  runn ing  a f te r  them as
they dashed away l ike rabbi ts.  Soon he gave i t  up,  yel l ing:  ÒRemember
you k ids,  one e lement  must  a lways d ie in  such marr iage.  Only cubs of  a
demonic  sor t  can en joy such a game.  This  foo l ishness wi l l  burn your
l i t t le  backs someday.Ó The game of ten ended th is  way.  Did the i r
paren ts  and guard ians  pun ish  them fo r  leav ing  the  v i l lage  wa l ls  dur ing
the  w in te r?  O f  cou rse  they  d id ,  bu t  t he  ch i l d ren  cou ld  no t  ca re  l ess .

I I I

Dense p ine and maple  fores ts  covered the sur round ing h i l l s ,  r i ch
wi th  many paths,  each s tand ing ready to  lu re  in to  an adventure.  H igh
above the c louds,  d istant  peaks cal led out :  ÒDonÕt you wish to know
what wonders may await you behind me?Ó What chi ld can resist that?
Everyone would  go wi thout  hes i ta t ion i f  not  for  the grown-ups who
spoke of ten about the dangers of  the woodlands:  the wolves,  bears and
w i ld  boa rs .  No  ch i l d  cou ld  go  i n to  the  woods  du r ing  the  w in te r ;  t ha t
was  the  ru le .  Break ing  tha t  ru le  led  to  a  severe  pun ishment :  c lean ing
t h e  m a i n  h o r s e - s t a b l e  o f  t h e  w h o l e  v i l l a g e ,  a l l  a l o n e .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,
i f  the  paren t  o r  guard ian  spent  cons iderab le  t ime wor ry ing  and look ing
fo r  any  l os t  adven tu re r ,  t he  even t  wou ld  t ake  a  pa i n fu l  t o l l  on  t he
out lawÕs l i t t l e  rear .  In  the  summer ,  however ,  ch i ld ren  were  a l lowed to
go in to  the forest  in  groups.  They p layed many games,  exp lor ing,
seek ing  and h id ing  or  bu i ld ing  t ree  houses -  whatever  the i r  cunn ing
l i t t l e  m i n d s  h a d  t o  o f f e r .  T h e r e  w e r e  m a n y  e x c i t i n g  a c t i v i t i e s
ava i l ab le ,  bu t  one  c la imed  a  g rea te r  rank  than  a l l  t he  o the rs .  Deep  in
the  g reen  h i l l s  was  a  f o res t  w i t h  l a rge  ches tnu t  and  b i r ch  t r ees
ca l led Ôfa i ry -woodsÕ where one cou ld  f ind t iny  creatures ca l led
fa i r i es .  A t  the  t ime  Anaya  and  Ga l ta r  were  bo rn ,  fa i r y  s igh t ings  were
becoming more frequent.  Only a few were lucky enough to befr iend a
fa i ry .  Anaya was one of  the few who possessed the remarkable abi l i ty
to  move s i lent ly  through the forest .  She knew how to  recognize which
f lower  o r  t ree  a  fa i r y  wou ld  come to  s leep  in .  She  wou ld  pos i t i on  he r
pa lms l ike  an open seashel l  and s ing qu ie t ly  a  song o f  her  own
crea t ion :

Light  f rom you, here comes to me,

In  da rkes t  da rk  t ha t  I  can  see .

Light  f rom me, here comes to you,

None can be lost ,

When there are two.

Drawn to  her  enchan t ing  vo ice ,  the  l i t t l e  c rea tu res  wou ld  ga ther
on the  t rees ,  f lowers ,  g rass ,  even on her  shou lders ,  and they  wou ld
l i s t e n  t o  h e r  a t  l e n g t h .  A m o n g  t h e m ,  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  l i g h t  c a s t  b y



t he i r  sma l l  g leaming  bod ies ,  she  looked  l i ke  a  fa i r y  queen .

Gal tar  was not  born  wi th  such a  g i f t ,  bu t  he o f ten accompanied
Anaya.  She wou ld  a l low h im to  watch  the  wonder fu l  ga ther ing  o f  l i t t l e
be ings ,  h idden in  the  bushes.  He was very  p roud o f  h is  f r iendsh ip  w i th
the g i r l  and would  watch these ceremonies wi th  exc i tement .  But  i t  was
n o t  t h e  f o r e s t  t h a t  l i v e l y  l i t t l e  G a l t a r  l i k e d  a b o v e  a l l ,  n o r  t h e
longhouse Gutherna, the place where the old bard Olan told adventurous
ta les ;  ne i t he r  was  i t  t he  ru ins  nea r  t he  r i ve r ,  wh i ch  many  be l i eved
dated f rom the t ime when gods walked the ear th.  The p lace he l iked
mos t  - -  where  he  fe l t  en t i re l y  a t  home - -  was  A i t r iÕs  smi thy .  The
blacksmith did not mind the boyÕs company, perhaps because he had been
so  fond  o f  t he  boyÕs  fa the r ,  t he  g rea t  ch ie f t a i n  who  had  un i f i ed  a l l
Galds and d ied in  the bat t le  for  Varas-Deen when Gal tar  was only  two.
Wh i le  o the r  k ids  ca l l ed  the  o ld  man  Unc le  A i t r i ,  Ga l ta r  was  the  on ly
one who ca l led h im grandpa,  and the b lacksmi th,  hav ing no ch i ldren of
h is  own,  accepted the boy wi th  an open hear t .  He ca l led the boy
grandson and his successor.  From his ear l iest  days,  the boy could make
st r ik ing ly  rea l is t i c  wooden swords upon which  he wou ld  pat ien t ly  carve
runes and the shapes of wi ld animals.  Some members of the family
wan ted  to  send  h im to  the  coas ta l  v i l l age  so  tha t  the  boy  cou ld  lea rn
the  woodcra f t  o f  sh ip -mak ing ,  bu t  h i s  mother  had  d i f fe ren t  p lans  fo r
her  on ly  son:  ÒGal tarÕs fa ther  was our  ch ief ta in  and i t  was he who had
t h e  i d e a  t o  u n i t e  a l l  t h e  t r i b e s  o f  G a l d a .  T h e  s o n  s h a l l  f i n i s h  w h a t
h i s  f a the r  beganÓ.  A t  t he  t ime ,  Ga l ta r  was  too  l i t t l e  t o  unde rs tand
h is  motherÕs p lans .  He l i ked swords  jus t  as  any  boy  o f  h is  age l i ked
them, maybe more, as the making of real swords enchanted him.

Every  sp r ing  dwarven  merchan ts  v i s i ted  the  v i l l age  to  t rade  the i r
infamous i ronworks and other goods wi th the people of  Whi te Deer.
Galtar was seven when he f irst approached the dwarves and asked how
they  ex t rac ted  i ron  f rom o re .

ÒWil l  you come and see, my lad? Bar we shal l  keep you there as one
of  us ,Ó spoke the  bearded dwar f  w i th  a  bar re l - ro l l ing  vo ice .  ÒMiners
and d iggers we are and the bus iness of  min ing is  ours.  Here we br ing
bars  o f  i r on ,  t he  bes t  and  c leanes t ,  t o  you r  sm i th ies !Ó

There were two smi th ies .  One ins ide and one outs ide the v i l lage.
The one ins ide the  v i l lage was run by  the  De lgo fami ly ,  who took  care
o f  the  ma jo r i t y  o f  the  v i l l agersÕ da i l y  needs  mak ing  every th ing  f rom
cauldrons and horseshoes, to wheels and other household necessi t ies.
The smithy could also make swords and armor, but when i t  came to
q u a l i t y  e v e r y o n e  g e n e r a l l y  p r e f e r r e d  g o i n g  t o  o l d  A i t r i .  A i t r i Õ s
smi thy  was loca ted up on the  mounta in  s lope,  nor thwest  o f  the  v i l lage:
n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c l o s e  b u t  s t i l l  v i s i b l e  f r o m  t h e  n o r t h e r n  g a t e .  T h e
owner  h imsel f  was a s t range,  qu ie t  o ld  man,  not  a lways ready for
v i s i t o r s .  F r o m  t i m e  t o  t i m e  t h e  v i l l a g e  d r u i d  w o u l d  g o  t o  A i t r i Õ s
secluded home for a pipe-smoke-talk.  Word began to spread that the
b lacksmi th  h imse l f  was a  dru id .  He was the  o ldes t  man o f  a l l  A lu
fo lks ;  a l though,  he d id  not  appear  that  way.  He had wr ink les  around
his deep green-blue eyes, a long beard and dense ashen hair .  He had
strong arms and a chest as wide as a Kerebian shield. Once someone had
asked the druid Helmold: ÒWhat concerns do you have that you must



speak w i th  A i t r i  so  o f ten?Ó

ÒI l ike hearing stor ies about my father from somebody who knew him
before I  was begotten,Ó answered the wise old man, smi l ing
myster ious ly .

Some though t  tha t  A i t r i  was  an  unusua l l y  b ig  dwar f ,  o r  a t  l eas t
tha t  he  was  a  dwar f -descendant .  O thers  po in ted  to  the  poss ib i l i t y  tha t
he was of  e lven ancest ry  for  there seemed to  be someth ing e lv ish in
h is  eyes.  These sor ts  o f  rumors had begun to  b lossom par t icu lar ly
several  years ago when dwarves from across the mountains started to
v is i t  h im more  o f ten .  Never the less ,  f rom tha t  t ime onwards ,  the  son  o f
the dwarven King Udar Sekire, named Lofar,  became Aitr iÕs apprent ice
together wi th an el f  named Eredian.  I t  was the t ime when the Azmaran
Empire had been approaching the borders of  the land of  Varas.  Thus,
the  b lacksmi th  probab ly  p icked out  the  two lads  as  ta len ted s tudents
whi le  he was searching for  a myster ious e lement .  I t  was an e lement
tha t ,  i f  added  to  i ron ,  p roduced  s tee l  Ð  a  s t rong  meta l  t ha t  was  ha rd
to  b reak .  The  two  s tuden ts  were  cons iderab ly  younger ,  s t i l l  j uven i les
i n  f a c t  a s  t h e  d w a r f  w a s  i n  h i s  f o r t i e s  a n d  e l f  i n  h i s  s e v e n t i e s ,
wh ich ,  tak ing  in to  accoun t  the i r  respec t i ve  race-appropr ia te
l i fe -expectanc ies ,  made them equiva lent  to  a  human in  h is  or  her
twent ies .

IV

A sledgehammer hung on the wal l  above the furnace of  the smithy.
I t s  i ron  head  was  carved  w i th  runes  and  i t s  long  hand le  g i l t -worked  a t
t he  end .  I t s  name  was  Gu ldg rom.  I t  hung  the re ,  t oo  h igh  f o r  l i t t l e
Ga l ta r  to  reach ,  to  sac red  to  be  a  sub jec t  o f  enqu i ry .  A l l  he  knew was
t h a t  A i t r i  h a d  i n h e r i t e d  i t  f r o m  h i s  f a t h e r .

On ra iny  days ,  the  boy  wou ld  s i t  and  count  the  bea ts  o f  A i t r iÕs
hammer as the blacksmith forged swords and shields. He watched
zealously  as the mol ten i ron was poured in to s tone and c lay molds.  The
blacksmi th  was usual ly  qu ie t  but  somet imes would ta lk  and expla in  to
the boy what he was doing. ÒNo enemy can stand against the swords that
you  make ,Ó sa id  l i t t l e  Ga l ta r  l ook ing  a t  A i t r iÕs  hands  w i th  admi ra t ion
a s  t h e y  f l e w  o v e r  t h e  a n v i l .

ÒHo-ho.  That  is  what  you th ink,  my boy,Ó said the b lacksmith
l i f t i ng  the  boy  up  and  pu t t i ng  h im on  the  tab le  be fo re  h im.  He  looked
in to  the  boyÕs dark  brown eyes and sa id :  ÒI t  i s  no t  the  sword  tha t
f i g h t s  t h e  b a t t l e  b u t  t h e  h e a r t  t h a t  b e a t s  i n  a  h e r o  b r a v e  -  o u r  w i s e
would say. I  certainly make good swords and every one of  them has
p r o v e n  -  o r  w i l l  p r o v e  i t s e l f  m a n y  t i m e s .  B u t  t h e  o l d  s a y i n g  i s  t r u e .
I  want you to remember i t .Ó

ÒI  w i l l .Ó

ÒRepeat i t  then.Ó

ÒI t  i s  no t  the  hero  who f igh ts  the  ba t t le  bu t  the  sword  my grandpa
made,Ó the boy giggled.

ÒHo-ho. Funny, but  wrong. Clever boy.  Mess wi th the words of  the



wise,  and the wisdom of  a  wicker  is  what  youÕl l  get .Ó

ÒPlease grandpa, take me as an apprentice. I  am nine now and they
have a l ready taken me as a helper  in  the storage.Ó

ÒYou are not nine, my boy. You are seven and I  am not old enough
to forget  that .  You are too young to  ho ld a hammer.Ó

ÒWonÕt you let me swing i t  just once?Ó the boy begged him.

ÒI t  i s  heavy and you can hur t  yourse l f .  Not  to  ment ion the dangers
of the f i re.Ó The moon was young and pale and no other thoughts could
penetrate through the boyÕs burn ing des i re .  He went  up c loser  to  the
anv i l .  There the hammer rested and carefu l ly  he touched i t  watch ing
fo r  h i s  g randpaÕs reac t ion .  A i t r i  s tood  up :  

ÒQuite determined, I  see.Ó He came behind Galtar and took his hand
to  gu ide  h im .  ÒGrab  i t  l i ke  t h i s ,Ó  he  sa id ,  he lp i ng  t he  boy  t o  t ake
the hammer and swing. Clang. Clang, clang! A wide smile appeared on
Ga l ta rÕs  face  and  h is  hear t  bea t  w i th  joy .

Chapter Two

Dead Diamond Alliance

I

ÒI have been descending; deep into my thoughts whi le a cold wind
of  noth ingness b lew over  them. I  have contemplated every  p ic ture that
has been carved in the unshakable rock of my memory. I  have been
planning carefu l ly ,Ó rumbled Rahug,  enjoying the sound of  h is  own
voice,  which echoed through h is  la i r ,  a  rock-s t rewn cave on Mount
Satra-Kalum in the middle of  the is land of  the Mourning Serpent .  ÒYou
ask me to  go and cross the sea that  l ies  far  f rom my be loved t reasure?
And  lo ,  I  say  -  No !  Th ink ,  wha t  wou ld  happen  to  a l l  t he  t reasure  I  had
gathered through the ages?Ó

Ski ra  the  Wi tch  d id  not  see the  dragon,  fo r  he  s tood wrapped in
shadow, down in the cavern.  She walked barefoot  on the dark ice.  Her
long  red  d ress  c lung  to  her  body ,  ou t l i n ing  her  femin ine  con tours ,  and
her  long  ruby  ha i r  b l i s te red  in  the  darkness .  ÒI t  has  been ages  s ince
you f i r s t  fe l l  as leep ,  Rahug,Ó sa id  she .  ÒThere  i s  more  go ld  ou t  there
t h a n  e v e r ,  w a i t i n g  t o  j o i n  y o u r  p i l e . Ó  S h e  w a s  a  w i t c h  o f  f i r e ,  h i g h
pr ies tess  o f  the  sec re t  o rder  o f  the  Red  Tr iang le .  Her  sharp  vo ice
to l l ed  l i ke  a  be l l  made  o f  g lass  i n  the  cave :  ÒYou  a re  m igh t i e r  t han
any of my order.  I  do not understand why the dragon who slew many
brave  cap ta ins  and  the i r  a rmies  wou ld  impr ison  h imse l f  in  th is
desolate p lace.  Who you are af ra id  of?

ÒThink!Ó erupted f rom ins ide the earth.  ÒThink!  Do not  speak,
Sk i ra .  I  am the  deep th inker  and my thoughts  f l y  over  many par t i cu la rs
a l l  t he  t ime .  I  am no t  a f ra id ,  bu t  cau t i ous .  My  enemies  a re  s t ronger
t h a n  b e f o r e ,  b e  s u r e  o f  t h a t .  Y e t  I  k n o w  t h i s :  I f  I  w e r e  a b l e  t o  s e e
them f i rs t ,  before they saw me,  v ic tory  would a lways be mine.Ó

Skira smiled: ÒWould you be able to see your enemies with Al lsea?Ó



Si lence. Rahug sighed then s lowly exhaled the name of  the mighty
jewe l :  ÒA l l seaaa .Ó  Sk i raÕs  s l im  f i nge rs  f l oa ted  l i gh t l y  ove r  t he  i cy
wal l  o f  the  cave.  Beh ind the  s l ippery  sur face,  many grey  and wh i te
ve ins  g rew  i n  t he  d im  l i gh t ,  l i v i ng  sou l s  t ha t  wou ld  neve r
re i nca rna te ,  imp r i soned  as  t hey  we re  i n  t h i s  ha l f - l i f e  ex i s t ence .
ÒOnly  w i th  the  A l l sea ,  w i l l  I  be  ab le  to  see  d is tan t  enemies  and  watch
my  be loved  t reasu re  f rom a fa r .  On l y  t hen  w i l l  I  da re  t o  l eave  th i s
bar ren  p lace .  What  i s  i t  tha t  you  want  in  re tu rn?Ó asked the  dragon.
H is  sp iky ,  ye l low eye  cu t  the  darkness .

Sk i ra  answered read i ly :  ÒHere is  my request :  Far  in  the nor th
there  l i ves  a  g i r l  named Anaya ,  who  i s  sa id  to  be  the  one  who w i l l
dest roy my order .  She does not  recognize her  purpose in  th is  wor ld
y e t ,  b u t  s o o n  s h e  w i l l  b e  c a l l e d  u p o n ,  a n d  i t  w i l l  b e  h e r  d u t y  t o
res to re  t he  L i gh t  o f  t he  Fa i r i e s  and  b r i ng  back  t he  f i r e  t ha t  my  o rde r
took long ago.  To s top her  I  need your  he lp .Ó

Rahug stepped c loser  and the wi tch was able to see h is  great  head,
dark  and wet  as  i f  ch ise led f rom b lack  marb le .  ÒI  am l is ten ingÉÓ sa id
the dragon.

ÒAmong your treasure is the Dead Diamond,Ó Skira continued, now
s p e a k i n g  h a s t i l y .  I  w a n t  t o  k i l l  t h e  g i r l  a n d  i m p r i s o n  h e r  s o u l  i n  t h e
hear t  o f  your  Diamond.  Then,  no magic  would be able to  resurrect  her ;
no r  cou ld  he r  sou l  re tu rn  aga in  to  th i s  wor ld .Ó   As  the  w i t ch  spoke ,
mal ice  l i ke  f lames burned in  her  eyes .

ÒTh ink ,  s i s te r  o f  f i re ,Ó  sa id  the  d ragon .  Sk i ra  was  now c loser  to
h im.  H is  b rea th  was  d ry ,  co ld  and  heavy .  ÒI f  I  ever  dec ide  to  take  the
shape of  a human again,  i t  must  be the body of  a male,  s t rong enough
to  w i ths tand  the  power  o f  you r  s t r i k i ng  beau ty .  You r  l us t  i s  s t rong .Ó
Then he pu l led h is  head back abrupt ly ,  swing ing h is  long neck:
ÒKeeping a soul  ins ide the Dead Diamond is  qui te easy,  once when i t  is
p laced  the re ,  bu tÉ  Th ink .  Here  i s  t he  h i t ch ,  Sk i ra :  Who  i s  go ing  to
penet ra te  the sur face o f  the Diamond and how? I  cannot  do i t  nor  do I
know anyone who might develop such vir tue,Ó he looked at her face
t ry ing  to  guess  the  answer ,  mov ing  h i s  head  s low ly  l e f t  and  r i gh t .
Then he brought  h is  head up,  h igh above the wi tch and sudden cur ios i ty
f la red in  h is  eyes:  ÒDo you have a  magic  or  dev ice  for  such a  use,
Skira?Ó

The wi tch stepped back and said:  ÒThe v i r tue I  have developed,  the
magic of  f i re  I  have and here is  my device,Ó she showed h im a b lack
ar row,  o rna te  w i th  the  symbo ls  o f  her  o rder .

ÒHmm, interest ing,Ó said Rahug looking at the arrow. ÒBut Northern
t r i b e s  a r e  n o t  e a s y  t o  a t t a c k .  T h e  r i s k  w i l l  b e  h i g h . Ó

ÒWe are  no t  a lone .  I  have  my pe t ,  the  f i re -mane l ion ,  a  beas t  tha t
I  rece ived as  a  present  f rom the Lord o f  Naroxa,  Eseve les .  And to
lessen your  fear  fur ther ,  I  have a l ready ar ranged for  AghabarÕs men to
be  h idden  a t  Horse  Shoe H i l l s  in  the  nor th ,  ready  to  s t r i ke  and  d raw
at tent ion away f rom the job you have to do.Ó

ÒSounds wel l -p lanned.  I  l i ke  i t ,Ó sa id  the dragon.  ÒCome and s i t .



Let  us  take a  look f rom the a i r ,  Sk i ra .Ó She hopped on h is  back and
b lack  w ings  covered  the  g loomy c louds  over  the  sharp  c l i f f s  o f  the
i s l a n d .

I I

ÒClang-clang! Clang-clang,Ó danced a forging hammer on a heated
b lade .  I t  l ooked  sma l l  i n  Lo fa rÕs  hand ,  fo r  h i s  a rms  and  f i s t s  were
bur ly  and mass ive .  Yet ,  i t  loomed heavy  and b ig  in  the  s l im hand o f
e l f  E red ian .  Ea r l y  each  sp r i ng ,  t he  dwar f  and  e l f  wou ld  j o i n  t he  o ld
b lacksmi th  and s tay for  month or  two to  work together .  Throughout  the
days they exchanged ideas and learned;  through the n ights they ta lked
a b o u t  d i s t a n t  l a n d s  a n d  t h e i r  e x o t i c  c u l t u r e s .  L i t t l e  l i s t e n e r s ,
ch i l d ren  f rom the  v i l l age ,  wou ld  ga the r  f rom t ime  to  t ime ,  a lways
laughing at  LofarÕs jokes.  As they grew, new chi ldren would come to
take  the i r  p laces ,  bu t  one  youngs te r  was  sure  to  s tay .

Tha t  day  they  inv i ted  Ga l ta r  to  work  w i th  them.

ÒVery  good,  my boy ,Ó sa id  A i t r i ,  see ing  how d i l igen t ly  h is
apprent ice worked. The apprent ice was pressing a blower strongly and
thorough ly .  ÒYou have jus t  tu rned e ighteen,  and yet  you do a  job  for
two.Ó

ÒI have never seen a man with hands as powerful as a dwarfÕs,Ó
said Lofar ,  ÒBut  th is  fe l low seems to  have them.Ó The faces of  the
four  smi ths were red and beads of  sweat  poured of f  the i r  brows.  The
fu rnace  l i gh t  spa rk l ed  i n  t he  d rops .

ÒWe need more a i r  to  keep the f i re  a l ive,Ó said Gal tar .  Smoke,
th ick  and b lack ,  rose through the ch imney.

ÒYou have grown, my lad. Old enough to sing and dr ink with us,Ó
spoke  dwar f  Lo fa r ,  s tand ing  on  a  s too l  m ix ing  a  th i ck  s tew in  the
cau ld ron .  He  sn i f fed  the  s tew and  s lu rped  a  s ip  f rom the  lad le  be fo re
exc la iming happi ly :  ÒLots of  on ions -  zak-zak-zak,  then tomatoes Ð
zuk -zuk -zuk .  Bee f  and  po ta to  shou ld  bo i l  i n  i t .  No t  l ong ,  no t  sho r t ,
jus t  r igh t .  Red peppers ,  l i ke  th is  -  zek-zek-zek .Ó He was  very  p roud
of  h is  cookery,  more than any other  sk i l l  he possessed.  ÒEredian,  my
f r i end ,  I  need  to  add  a  l i t t l e  more  o f  you r  red  w ine ,  p lease ,Ó  asked
Lo fa r .

ÒNo more  l e f t ,  so r r y  che f ,Ó  sa id  the  e l f .

ÒMaholdax!Ó shouted he,  hal f -surpr ised,  hal f -unhappy,  quick ly
g lanc ing  a t  h i s  mas te r .

A i t r i  was  busy  t each ing  Ga l t a r ,  bu t  h i s  nose ,  wh i ch  was  a  l i t t l e
more redd ish than usual ,  to ld  p la in ly  where the wine had gone.
Maholdax - that was part icular ly heavy word among Goldpine dwarves,
derived from: Maholdanaxe: Mama Holds an Axe - This term came from an
anecdote about a mother and her naughty son. The boy would hide behind
he r  sk i r t  a f t e r  he  h i t  t he  po in t  o f  annoyance  t o  o l de r  k i ds .  Dwarv i sh
women are d i l igent  and car ing mothers  who do a l l  o f  the hard work to
run  the  househo ld .  S ince  they  a re  a lways  work ing ,  i t  i s  h igh ly
probable  that  Mama is  go ing to  have some too l  in  her  hand a l l  the



t ime.  Dwarves are berserkers,  but  hey,  even they do not  want  to mess
w i th  dwarv i sh  l ad ies ,  espec ia l l y  i f  one  ho lds  an  axe .

A  l i t t l e  boy  and  a  g i r l  came to  the  po rch  ye l l i ng :  ÒDwarves  a re
coming,  dwarves are coming!Ó The two chi ldren were Gal tarÕs l i t t le
s ister  and brother.  His mother had remarr ied when he was twelve and
the fami ly  had grown.  She had moved to  l ive  by the coast  w i th  her
husband,  a  renowned seafarer  f rom the Sea- l ion t r ibe,  but  Gal tar  had
wan ted  to  s tay  w i th  A i t r i .   Now,  the  fami l y  was  ga the r ing  aga in ,  as
w e r e  t h e  f a m i l i e s  f r o m  a l l  t h e  t r i b e s .  I n  a  c o u p l e  o f  d a y s ,  t h e
v i l l age  o f  the  Wh i te  Deer  wou ld  become hos t  to  the  b igges t  fa i r  i n  the
nor th :  Ga ld ic iana ,  the  fes t i va l  tha t  every  merchan t  had  marked  in  h is
s c h e d u l e  w i t h  c a p i t a l  l e t t e r s .

P inego ld  dwarves  came f i r s t  (as  they  were  never  l a te  fo r  th i s  so r t
o f  event )  dressed appropr ia te ly  for  the occas ion wear ing cowls  and
c l o a k s  o f  b r i g h t  c o l o r s ,  f o l l y  b e l l s  o n  g i r d l e s  a n d  n e a t l y  p o l i s h e d
clasps on their  wide bel ts.  They came in a column of  two. Coming down
f rom the mounta in ,  they looked l i ke  a  la rge,  wa lk ing ra inbow.  Soon
o the r  v i s i t o rs  began  to  a r r i ve  and  more  ten ts  were  se t  up .  In  a  day  o r
so  the  v i l l age  was  to  be  f looded  w i th  goods :  f i ne  i ronworks  f rom the
land o f  the dwarven K ing Udar  Sek i re ,  c lo ths  and c lo thes f rom the
mid-eas te rn  lands  o f  Kro t  and  Varas ,  f ru i t  and  s t rong  d r inks  f rom
Kereb,  s i lk  f rom the southeastern k ingdom of  Gob and luscious wines
f rom sunny In i t ia  that  re juvenated sou l  and body.  Even the e lves were
expec ted  t o  b r i ng  t he i r  hea l i ng  he rbs ,  t oys ,  s t r ong  s i l ve r  s t r i ngs  and
infamous elven bows. Sometimes dwarves from Mount Frug would come,
b r ing ing  the i r  good  beer  and  funny  (bu t  ra re ly  use fu l )  whee l  dev ices .
They  dwe l t  qu i t e  f a r  t o  t he  sou th  and  d id  no t  a t t end  t he  f a i r  eve ry
year.

Tha t  n i gh t  was  l i ve l y  and  chee r f u l ,  f u l l  o f  songs  t ha t  even  t he
stars could hear.  Many campf i res were set ;  hogs roasted and red wine
f lowed .  The  mer r ies t  ta l k  and  mos t  hear ty  l augh te r  c i r c led  w i th  the
mounta in  breeze around the longest  tab le ,  wh ich was la id  c lose to  the
gate .  Lo far  and h is  dwarves  were  s i t t ing  bes ide  Gal ta r ,  laugh ing  and
s ing ing .  They wou ld  usua l ly  d r ink  beer  f rom the i r  own brewer ies ,  bu t
th i s  t ime  an  In i t i an  merchan t  had  lu red  them to  t r y  some o f  h i s  w ine .
Not  accustomed to the sweetness code,  they s tar ted to  s ing ear ly .  The
enchant ing yet  fami l ia r  sound of  p ipes and drums drew g i r ls  and boys,
men and women to the dance,  jo in ing hand- in-hand in a wide r ing.
Carr ied by the v ibrant  music ,  Lofar  became jo l ly  and jumped up on the
table to dance. Everybody laughed watching him. The chubby,
ba r re l - ches ted ,  red -bearded  dwar f  pushed  h i s  f i s t s  i n to  h i s  h ips ,
hopping between the plates and mugs. His demeanor was ser ious, as i f
he was a god-g i f ted dancer  prov ing h is  wor th .

ÒHop ho! Hop-a ho!Ó he moved his head lef t  and r ight,  looking down
a t  the  gues ts .

 Al l  cheered: ÒHop-a ho,Ó

Hands clapped,

To keep him go.



He gave his hand to a k i tchen-maid

She shied away but he brought her up

To dance w i th  h im on the  tab le  la id

Then the music went  faster .

She snatched her dress

a n d  h e l d  i t  u p .

L i t  b y  f i r e ,  t a p p e d  h e r  l e g s

r i g h t  t o  t h e  b e a t .

w i th  g race fu l  s teps .

The music went even faster, people grabbed each otherÕs hands once
more and the merry  r ing  swi r led  aga in .  Gal tar  was about  to  jo in  them
when a sudden gl impse of  Anaya's eyes nai led him to the spot.  The
l i t t le g i r l  he had known had grown into a gorgeous young woman. They
s topped by  the  gate ,  look ing  a t  each o ther .  The f lames o f  the  campf i re
j i t t e red  i n  t he i r  eyes  and  he r  sm i l i ng  l i p s  l oomed  so  c l ose  t ha t  he
shied away.

ÒYou are  leav ing,Ó sa id  she,  qu ie t ly .

ÒYes .  I  am go ing  to  lea rn  abou t  m in ing  f rom dwarves ,  bu t  i t  w i l l
no t  l as t  l ong .  I  w i l l  be  back  soon .Ó  

ÒWill you come back soon enough to marry me?Ó

ÒSure I  w i l l ,Ó he answered readi ly .

She gave him her hands and he embraced them in his. Their eyes met
again.

ÒI would marry you now, Anaya.Ó

ÒYou are not yet  twenty,Ó she smi led again.

ÒThat  law is  s tup id .  I  am go ing to  change that .Ó

ÒI  am sure  you wi l l ,  fo r  your  fa ther  was the one who in t roduced
the  ru le .  Ye t ,  you  cannot  be  the  ch ie f ta in  be fo re  you  a re  mar r ied .Ó

Al l  o f  a  sudden,  l i t t le  tw in  heads popped up beh ind  a  bar re l :  ÒWe
pronounce you husband and wife,Ó exclaimed the chi ldren in ceremonious
tone.  Anaya and Gal ta r  laughed.  The pur i ty  o f  youth  in  love  can bare ly
ta lk ,  and i f  these two had had courage enough to  te l l  each o ther  what
they fe l t ,  they would have ta lk  much,  much more.  

CRACK was heard and a THUMP followed, and the music stopped.
Unexpected s i lence drew the i r  a t ten t ion .  Beh ind a  broken tab le ,  a
bearded head appeared and everyone started to laugh. Lofar scratched
his bushy,  ruby-coloured head:ÒI shouldÕve moved two to the r ight ,  not
le f t ,Ó  he  sa id  and  the  k i t chen- lady  he lped  h im ge t  up .



ÒCome on,  Gal tar ,  eat  and dr ink  and re lax  yourse l f  now,  for  the
min ing is  go ing to  be a  harsh exper ience.  Not  easy,  but  va luab le .Ó

ÒIs  i t  ha rde r  than  the  war r i o r  se rv i ce  I  d id?Ó asked  Ga l ta r ,  l oud
enough for  h is  f r iends to  hear .  He was qu i te  proud o f  h is  acceptance
by the dwarven miners.

ÒOh,  I  do  not  know about  that .  I  mean,  I  do  not  know i f  one can
cal l  those Gald ian games ÒWarr ior  Serv iceÓ bror ,  wi thout  bat t le  and
war . . .  maybe  on l y  p rac t i ce .  Yes ,  ca l l  i t  p rac t i ce .Ó  sa id  Lo fa r ,  ÒBu t
p r a c t i c e  o f  m i n i n g  i t  c e r t a i n l y  t o u g h .  Y o u  w i l l  l e a r n  a  l o t .  C h e e r s !

ÒCheers.Ó Many tankards went up.

ÒI know a bi t  about mining and working with dwarves,Ó said Dena, a
young fr iend of  Gal tarÕs, who was a member of  the Delgo fami ly,  and
thus  one  o f  t he  v i l l age  b l acksm i ths .  Ò I t  i s  t ough  bu t  no th i ng  exc i t i ng
is  go ing on nowadays.  War  is  a  th ing  o f  the  pas t  and the  smi ths  are
busy ch ie f ly  w i th  the making and repa i r ing p loughs,  ca ldrons and
horseshoes.Ó

ÒAnd buttons, armlets and buckles,Ó added Lofar. ÒNo more swords
or axes.Ó

Gal ta r  looked  a t  Lo fa r  in  d isbe l ie f .  ÒHey !Ó He p ro tes ted .  ÒI  d id
not apply to be a cauldron-maker.Ó

Dena laughed at him. Anaya tapped Galtar on the shoulder: ÒThe
warr io rÕs son is  not  sa t is f ied? What  is  wrong wi th  mak ing n ice
brace le ts  and r ings?Ó She took  the  p i tcher  and f i l l ed  h is  mug w i th
dark-golden nectar.  

ÒYes,  Gal tar .  Do not  come back wi thout  some nice th ings for  your
gir l f r iend,Ó added the k i tchen-maid wi th a smi le.  ÒAnyone can make a
sword  bu t  mak ing  f i ne  j ewe l r y  i s  t r u l y  an  a r t .Ó

ÒDo not  despai r ,  bror .  The dwarves wi l l  s tar t  you on min ing and
tunne l l ing  anyways .Ó Lo far  sa id ,  g iv ing  Ga l ta r  a  f r iend ly  thump on  the
back.  ÒOnce you dig out  enough i ron-ore,  youÕl l  get  your chance to
make whatever you l ike!Ó

Gal ta r  ra ised h is  mug to  Lo far :  ÒI  am eager  to  learn  i ronworks
from the greatest ,  and s ing the songs of  my dwarven brothers.Ó

ÒAnd sure you wil l !Ó exclaimed the dwarf and many mugs of beer and
wine c langed together.

I I I

In  the hear t  o f  the Golden Pinet ree Mounta ins,  s i tuated between
two lakes  and  a t  the  foo t  o f  a  duo  o f  ever -snowy peaks ,  there  lay  a
l i t t l e  m i n i n g  v i l l a g e  c a l l e d  P i n e g o l d .  T o  t h e  s o u t h e a s t ,  j u s t  b e h i n d
the  f i r s t  h i l l  and  l ake  res ted  the  dwarven  c i t y  o f  Kayad -Dena ,
s t ronghold  o f  K ing Udar  Sek i re .  Un i ted dwarven arch i tec ts  and cra f ters
o f  P i nego ld  and  F rug i  had  bu i l t  t he  c i t y  f o l l ow ing  t he  pa th  o f  an  o l d
a r i d  r i v e r  b e d ,  e n c l o s i n g  i t  w i t h  a  s t o n e  w a l l .  I n  t h e  s p r i n g ,  t h e



down- f low ing ,  snow-mel t ing  water  wou ld  h i t  the  t ip  o f  the  pyramida l
c i ty  wa l ls ,  and creat ing  a  fo rk  where two s t reams ran embrac ing the
town before p lunging down in to the lake.  Three towers s tood on the
three wal lÕs corners.  Large gears and wheels  were set  on the roof  o f
each tower  and the p la t fo rm of  the  upper  tower  was l inked to  the two
lower towers us ing long ropes.  These ropes were used to t ransport
habi tants  and the i r  goods in  car ts .  The whole apparatus was an
invent ion of  the ingenious dwarf  Nik tes,  who combined dwarven craf t ing
sk i l l s  w i t h  e l ven  mas te ry  o f  s t rong  s t r i ngs  and  ropes .

Soon Gal tar  learned how to  go down in to  the  be l l  p i t  tha t  was dug
as  a  we l l ,  w idened  a t  t he  bo t tom to  reach  the  tunne ls  w i th  a  coa l .  I n
the beginning,  h is  job was to  carry  wooden beams and ass is t  in
bu i ld ing suppor t  for  the roofs .  Going underground was not  a  p leasant
expe r i ence .  I n  t he  p i t ch  b l ack ,  t o r ches  we re  t he  on l y  l i gh t  ava i l ab le
and  i f  t he  f l ames  wen t  ou t ,  he  had  to  s tay  and  f i n i sh  the  j ob ,  wh i ch
cou ld  somet imes run  ha l f  the  day ,  in  to ta l  darkness .  The sound o f  the
roo f  s l i d ing  o r  t he  t imbers  sh r iek ing  comb ined  w i th  the  pe rs i s ten t
pa t te r  o f  numerous  ra t  fami l i es  bus t l i ng  a round  was  a l l  the re  was  to
hear.  Therefore,  he quickly learned the dwarven songs and began to
understand how helpfu l  they could be.  ÒWith a good song on your  l ips,
a n d  t h e  r i g h t  r h y t h m  i n  y o u r  p i k e ,  n o  s p i r i t  w i l l  s i n k  i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s
cold,Ó spoke the miner  ch ief ,  dwarf  Thek.  

In  the days that  fo l lowed,  Gal tar  befr iended many dwarves and
became c loser  to the e l f  Eredian,  who was an Amasien e l f  f rom the
wes te rn  i s l ands .  H i s  ha i r  was  l ong  and  o f  a  da rk - t i n t  co l o r  i n  t he
midd le  and f laxen-pa le  a t  s ides ,  a round h is  long po in ted  ears .  He
of ten  went  r id ing  on  h is  s i l ve r -g rey  horse  named V inge.  Then the  e l f
wou ld  wear  a  f i ne  l i nen  tun i c ,  a  sky -b lue  c loak  and  a  wh i te  sca r f  t ha t
encased  h is  th roa t ,  the  mark  o f  the  e lven  cava l ry .  He  was  the  on ly  e l f
accepted as an apprent ice in the Dwarven School of  I ronworks and
Min ing in  those days,  jus t  as  Gal tar  was the on ly  human.  The other
miners took to  ca l l ing them Ð the dwar f ,  the human,  and the e l f  Ð ÒThe
Three ComradesÓ. ElvesÕ eyesight was much better than that of ei ther
humans or dwarves so EredianÕs emerald eyes were able to guide them
w i t h  v e r y  l i t t l e  l i g h t .  H o w e v e r ,  i f  t h e  t u n n e l  t h e y  w e r e  m i n i n g  w a s
the dark end of  a  tunnel - ta i l ,  the b lackness would become impenetrab le
even  fo r  h is  eyes .

Together, Galtar, Eredian and Lofar shared much work and many
jokes.  S ince h is  two comrades had come to  the wor ld  qu i te  a  b i t  before
h im,  Gal tar  was ab le  to  learn many th ings f rom them.  Lofar  taught  h im
how to  f igh t  w i th  an  axe  a long  and  how to  g r in ,  eye-pop  and  snar l  l i ke
an exper t  dwar f -berserker .  Eredian taught  h im how to  r ide in  combat
and how to  f ight  barehanded accord ing to  anc ient  e lv ish techniques.

Chapter Three

AnvilÕs blood

I

ÒThe f inest sword I have ever made, I  hammered for my dearest
f r i e n d  -  y o u r  f a t h e r , Ó  A i t r i  w e n t  s i l e n t  f o r  a  m o m e n t ,  l o o k i n g  a t



Gal tar .  Then he looked at  the neat  rows of  swords,  kn i fes  and he lmets
and cont inued wi th sorrow: ÒThe sword went wi th him in the
funera l -boat  to  the  Great  Sea.Ó He looked in to  Gal ta rÕs eyes.  ÒI t  i s
un fo r tuna te  fo r  a  son  to  l ose  a  fa the r  and  fo r  t he  peop le  o f  Ga lda  to
lose the chief ta in who uni ted us and made us st rong.Ó

A s tudded  lea the r  be l t  reposed  on  an  a l ta r  i n  the  co rne r  o f  t he
smi thy ,  be fo re  the  s ta tue  o f  the  god  ca l l ed  Ga ld .  The  c lasp  o f  the
g i rd le ,  wrough t  i n  the  shape  o f  a  runn ing  deer ,  shone  under  the  l i gh t
o f  many  cand les  tha t  s tood  above  i t .  I t s  un f i l l ed ,  g i l ded  scabbard  was
r i ch l y  o rna te  w i t h  p ro tec t i ve  runes .  

ÒGalds, Valdani,  dwarves and elves stopped the Azmarans at last
s i x teen  yea rs  ago  a t  t he  ba t t l e  o f  Va ras ,Ó  con t i nued  A i t r i .  Ò In  the
midst  o f  the bat t le ,  the enemyÕs genera l  Aghabar  ca l led for  a
nego t ia t i on .  Our  ch ie f ta in  Or l ta r ,  you r  fa the r ,  wan t ing  to  spa re  many
l i ves  on  bo th  s ides ,  ag reed  to  mee t  w i th  h im.  A t  the i r  mee t ing ,
Aghabar had another man dressed in his c lothes to impersonate him, so
tha t  he  m igh t  h ide ,  unseen  in  the  background .  He  k i l l ed  Or l ta r  w i th  a
crossbow shot  to  the back.  He succeeded in  escaping,  together  wi th  h is
th ree  h igh  o f f i ce rs ,  t he reby  be t ray ing  h i s  own  so ld ie rs .Ó

ÒI remember when they brought him home,Ó Galtar said. ÒHis
wa r r i o r s  l a i d  h im  i n  t he  boa t  t ha t  was  t o  bea r  h im  t o  t he  r i ve r .  My
mother was the one who drew the boat  out  into the water  and that  image
haunted me for  many years af terwards,  as i f  she was go ing in to  the
deep water  together  w i th  my fa ther ,  never  to  re turn .Ó

ÒLet me see your hands,Ó asked Aitr i .

 Ga l ta r  showed h is  pa lms ,  swo l len  and  fu l l  o f  scars .

ÒGood hands. You are young; they wi l l  recover soon. Mighty Gal
d rew l i nes  in  them jus t  as  he  d id  i n  your  fa the rÕs  hands :  s igns  o f
great strength and endurance.Ó He closed youngsterÕs hand with a care
and looked back in to  Gal tarÕs eyes again:  ÒChi ld  o f  the Whi te  Deer ,  I
p ray  fo r  you  to  be  sa fe  f rom the  pa in  o f  a  sudden  loss .Ó  A i t r i  t hen
took  the  be l t  f r om above  the  a l t a r  and  handed  i t  t o  h i s  app ren t i ce .  Ò I
made  th i s  fo r  your  fa the r  as  a  p resen t ,  ye t  he  never  re tu rned  to
r e c e i v e  i t .  I  k n o w  t h a t  t h e r e  m u s t  b e  n o  r o o m  l e f t  f o r  t h e  g r i e f  i n
our  hear ts ,  because those who le f t  us  w i th  va lo r ,  we sha l l  meet  aga in
i n  t h e  g r e e n  l a n d  o f  E v e r l a s t i n g  F i e l d s .  S o  g i r d  t h i s  b e l t ,  t a k e  t h e
hammer and be ready to make the sword that should rest  in there.Ó

Under  the  keen  eye  o f  h i s  mas te r ,  Ga l ta r  s ta r ted  to  fo rge  h is
f i r s t  s w o r d .

I I

Red-hot steel  surged to the sword-shaped mold.  Five days he
worked. Seven songs his hammer sung each morning, nine at each
sundown.  Twelve t imes he reheated the b lade,  fo ld ing and beat ing i t
over  and over  again.  The steam rose wi th  a h iss when the i ron b lade
was  f i na l l y  t h rus t  i n t o  a  p i l e  o f  snow .  The  h i l t  was  l ong  enough  t o
ho ld  w i th  two hands .  He swung i t  a  few t imes,  fee l ing  the  power fu l



s t e e l  a s  i t  o b e d i e n t l y  l a y  i n  h i s  h a n d s .  F o r  t h e  f i n a l  t o u c h ,  h e
engraved  in  the  b lade  the  p i c tu re  o f  A lu ,  the  snow-deer ,  p ro tec to r  o f
h i s  t r i b e .

G a l t a r  w e n t  t o  s l e e p  t h a t  n i g h t  w i t h  t h e  g l o r i o u s  f e e l i n g  o f
complet ion,  yet  the dream that  came brought  something e lse to h is
mind.  He dreamt  tha t  he  was forg ing a  sword,  beat ing  i ts  b lade wi th
h is  hammer  when sudden ly  the  anv i l  tu rned b l i s te r ing  ye l low in  co lo r ,
and then dark  red.  Wi th  h is  next  s t r ike ,  b lood came f rom be low the
anv i l ,  f lowing to  the nor theast .  The horrendous dream awoke h im in  the
midd le  o f  the  n igh t .  Covered in  i cy  beads o f  sweat ,  he  jumped out  o f
h i s  bed ,  h i s  hea r t  bea t i ng  s t rong  and  fas t .  

ÒGaltar,Ó someone whispered from behind the window. Lofar and
Ered ian were both  away th is  t ime o f  year ,  w i th  the i r  own peop le .  He
se ized  h is  sword  re f lex ive ly  and  s tood  up .

ÒAnaya,  is  that  you?Ó he asked,  hal f  whisper ing.

ÒOf course i t  i s  me,  put  that  sword down,Ó her  br ight  teeth  shone
in  t he  moon l i gh t .  Ò I  j us t  wan ted  to  sca re  you  a  l i t t l e  by  mak ing  the
v-o-i-c-e.Ó She stepped up to the window. ÒCome and help me.Ó

He recogn ized  her  vo ice  a t  l as t ,  he r  cu rvy  s i l houe t te  and  her
long ,  cur l y ,  puce  ha i r .  He  pu t  h is  sword  away  and  he lped  her  c l imb in .
She  s tumb led  caus ing  them bo th  to  fa l l  t o  the  f l oo r .

ÒI  have got  you now,Ó sa id  she,  ho ld ing h im to  h is  wr is ts .  Her
h a i r  w a s  f a l l i n g  o n  h i s  f a c e .  

ÒYour parents are going to be madÉÓ

ÒI know,Ó she k issed h im.  ÒI  hope your  grandpa Ai t r i  i s  s leep ing,
I  do not  hear h im snor ing as usual?Ó

ÒOh.  I t  i s  s t range .  I  do  no t  hear  h im s lumber ing  e i the r .Ó

Suddenly,  a crackl ing sound of  thunder shook the house. They
jumped up and made for the window. A cold wind came down and sinister
c louds rushed f rom the east  cover ing the moon.  Red l ightn ing tore  the
s k y  s t r i k i n g  a t  t h e  v i l l a g e .  A t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  h i l l  a  w o m a n  s t o o d .
L ight  h issed f rom her  ra ised arms,  red snakes scat tered f rom a
po isoned hank ,  h i t t ing  the  tops  o f  the  houses  and se t t ing  them to
f lames.  Horses screamed and the v i l lage dogs s tar ted bark ing wi ld ly .
W ind  b lew ,  bend ing  t rees ,  pu l l i ng -up  fence  pos ts ;  t ea r i ng  roo fs .  I t
thundered again as i f  the god Usud had come down at  last  to  adminis ter
his heavenly punishment.  Heavy rains s lammed through the v i l lage.
Through the darkness,  people  ca l led to  one another ,  bust l ing ;  men for
the i r  weapons,  women and ch i ldren for  p laces to  h ide.

Then a beast  came.  The demonic  f i re-mane l ion -  a  roar ing he l l
hur l ing towards the gate.  No one had ever encountered such a creature,
not  even those who had t raveled far .  I ts  muscular  body rushed forward
wi th  an  immense speed wh i le  i t  g rowled d isc los ing  i ts  long,  sharp
fangs.  I ts  eyes g lowed red and i ts  mane was dragg ing long burn ing ta i l
o f  f l a m e s  b e h i n d .  I n g e l ,  a  l a n c e r ,  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  t o  c l a s h  w i t h  i t ,  a n d



a l s o  t h e  f i r s t  v i c t i m  t o  f a l l  u n d e r  i t s  f u r y .  S c r e a m s  r i p p e d  t h r o u g h
t h e  a i r .

Fo r t y  r i de rs  l eap t  f rom the  fo res t ,  cha rg ing  in  two  co lumns ,  one
co lumn  r i d i ng  ha rd  f o r  t he  v i l l age ,  t he  o the r  t owards  the  sm i thy .
Wrapped in  shady green,  w i th  the i r  faces covered,  the  as lant  ye l lowish
eyes  o f  t he  r i de rs  g l immered  beh ind  t he i r  ve i l s .  A l l  as  one ,  t hey
ra ised the i r  sabers ,  s t r ik ing  anyth ing that  moved.  When they had
reached the backyard of  Ai t r iÕs house,  a man was there,  kneel ing on
his lef t  knee, holding the sledgehammer Guldgrom.

ÒFear for your horses!Ó boomed Aitr iÕs voice, and the runes
engraved on his hammer f l ickered. The attackerÕs geldings pranced
mad ly  and  th ree  r i de rs  f e l l  t o  t he  g round  i ns tan t l y ,  as  t hey  f ound
themselves abrupt ly  e jected f rom the i r  saddles.  Those who d id  not
fa l l ,  f ough t  ha rd  to  re in  down  the i r  an ima ls .  Those  who  fe l l  a t t acked
the  man on  foo t ,  on ly  to  meet  w i th  the  c rush ing  power  o f  A i t r iÕs
s ledgehammer.  The leader  o f  the ra iders  regained cont ro l  over  h is
horse and turned, holding his hand up, to give a new command. Then the
man spotted Anaya and Galtar at the window.

ÒGo back!  Do not  come here!Ó yel led Ai t r i  to  Gal tar  who had h is
foot  on the window f rame ready to  jump out  and help h is  master .

The ye l low eyes o f  the assass ins  turned to  them and in  the next
moment the long-drawn sound of a horn broke out.  The leader spotted
t h e  g i r l  a n d  b l e w  t h e  h o r n  a s  s t r o n g  a s  h e  c o u l d .  I n s t a n t l y ,  t h e  l i o n
le f t  i t s  p rey  and i t s  p redatory  eyes  spun to  gaze upon the  house on
the  s lope .  The  r ide rs  a t tack ing  the  v i l l age  d id  the  same.  They  tu rned
the i r  horses  and ran  f rom one gate  to  another  fo l low ing  the  beast .  The
rain made the ground wet with sludge and mud.

ÒAnaya!Ó her father ,  Anor,  screamed desperate ly  looking for  h is
daughter. The wind snatched his screams away with no answer. He had
run out  f rom his house wander ing through the darkness,  and then
scut t led through a sheepfold when the enemy r iders passed by in a
ga l lop .  He  qu ick ly  exposed h is  shor t  exe  jus t  as  a  r ide r  had  begun to
sw ing  h is  g rea t  saber ,  bu t  the  nor thern  war r io r  was  fas te r .  Anor
struck the at tackerÕs knee.  The man screamed pul l ing the re ins
rap id l y ,  fo rc ing  h is  ho rse  to  p rance  h igh .  Thrown f rom the  sadd le ,  the
rider slammed in the muck splashing mud.

ÒGALDAAA!Ó It  was the war cry of another warr ior,  a member of the
lance rs  Ð  the  e l i t e  gua rds  fo rmed  o f  t he  v i l l ageÕs  f i gh t i ng  ve te rans .
The lancer ran to meet another enemy horseman and in one swift  move
s l i d  t o  h i s  knees  fea r l ess l y  be fo re  the  hoo fs .  He  p ie rced  the
horseman,  th rowing  h im in to  the  a i r .  Be fore  the  las t  o f  the  marauders
had dashed through the gate,  AnorÕs axe f lew through the ra in.  The
enemyÕs cr ies faded into the thunder above and his body jerked
backwards.  He f l ipped f rom the horseback and h i t  the ground,  dead.
Anor  wen t  to  g rab  the  sadd le  o f  h i s  fa l l en  enemy un t i l  a  s tabb ing  pa in
i n  h i s  n e c k  s t o p p e d  h i m .  H e  t u r n e d .  I n  t h e  p a l e  l i g h t  o f  l i g h t n i n g
f l ash ,  t he  r i de r  whom he  had  h i t  i n  t he  l eg  was  s i t t i ng  i n  t he  mud
prepar ing one more bo l t  on h is  crossbow.  The o ld  warr ior  gr inned,
i gno r i ng  t he  pa in ,  and  reached  f o r  t he  sho r t  t h i ck  a r row  tha t  j u t t ed



f rom h is  neck.  Then a  b lade burs t  f rom the dark  and the head o f  the
crossbowman separated from his body.

U p  o n  t h e  h i l l ,  A i t r i  w a s  f i g h t i n g ,  b l o c k i n g  a n d  h i t t i n g  w i t h
Guldgrom when the l ion c l imbed over  the top of  the house.  A roar
rumbled and the beast  leaped onto  the b lacksmi th .  I t  gnawed h is  r igh t
hand ,  c l u t ch ing  i t  i n  i t s  j aws .  A t  t he  same  t ime  Ga l t a r  f l ew  t h rough
the window wie ld ing h is  sword but  a las;  h is  hear t  was brave and
dexter i ty  sure  bu t  he  lacked t rue  combat  exper ience.  A  th in  rope
fe t te red  h i s  wr i s t s  and  he  rece ived  two  fas t  b lows  to  h i s  tempora l
bone. I t  was a bola, the weapon commonly used by Azmaran warriors.
Gal tar  fe l l  to  h is  knees and the a t tacker  swung a murderous b lade
a iming  a t  h is  neck .

The song of  EredianÕs arrow saved Gal tarÕs l i fe .  The e l f  kept  on
r i d i n g ,  s e n d i n g  h i s  a r r o w s ,  h i t t i n g  -  t h e  m i d r i f f ,  t h e  n e c k ,  t h e  e y e  -
sending three men to the i r  deaths.  No e lv ish arrow went  amiss.  Then a
s h r i l l  c r y  c a m e  u p  f r o m  t h e  h i l l ;  i t s  p i t c h  c r a w l e d  f a s t  a c r o s s  t h e
ce i l ing  o f  c louds.  The smoke-cover  fe l l  now lower ,  and sudden ly ,  a
great  gap swir led open.  Through the hole,  the moon and the stars
appeared in the crimson sky. Something came down through the gap. An
eagle-l ike shadow swallowed the moon, stars and sky. I t  swooped down
toward  A i t r iÕs  house ,  f l app ing  i t s  g ian t  w ings .  The  roo f  co l l apsed
under  the  la rge  c laws.  Anaya was  ins ide ,  squat t ing  in  the  corner ,
l ook i ng  up  i n  ho r ro r .

A i t r i  t ogg led  h i s  hammer  and  h i t  t he  l i on  on  i t s  snou t  wh i l e  b lood
gushed from his wounded arm, st i l l  t rapped between the beastÕs jaws.
Only  when the winged creature had taken f l ight  once again ,  d id  the
l ion  loosen h is  g r ip .  The l ion  g lanced up.  On a  d is tan t  command tha t
on l y  i t s  ca t  ea r s  cou ld  ca t ch ,  i t  sp rang  t owa rds  t he  f o res t ,  r unn ing
b a c k  t o  i t s  m a s t e r ,  l e a v i n g  i t s  p r e y  t o  b l e e d .

Ga l t a r  was  s t i l l  f a i n t ,  h i s  f ace  ha l f - h i dden  i n  t he  mud  when
Anaya 's  sc ream p ie rced  the  a i r  and  the  pass ing  f lu t te r  o f  her  d ress
van ished in to  the  sky .  The remain ing  ra iders  spur red  the i r  horses  to
f lee ,  leav ing  more  than ha l f  o f  the i r  comrades beh ind ,  dead.  The dark
cu r ta in  o f  t he  ra in  con t i nued  to  pound  aga ins t  t he  g round .  Ga l t a r  f e l t
the  la rge  co ld  d rops  as  they  were  h i t t i ng  on  h is  back  and  the  wa l lop
sobered h im up.  He f reed h is  hands and groped for  h is  sword in  the
mud. A whinny he heard and caught a warm breath on his shoulder.  I t
was EredianÕs horse, Vinge. The el f  d ismounted and quickly went to
A i t r i  who was ha l f -consc ious,  fo r  he  had los t  much b lood.  Ered ian
r i pped  a  s t r i p  f r om h i s  s leeve  to  w rap  A i t r iÕs  a rm.

ÒGald send you,Ó says Galtar.

ÒThe Gods are humming songs for al l ,  yet only those who care can
hear ,Ó answered Ered ian,  g iv ing a  f lask  to  the weakened A i t r i .

Sudden ly  Ga l ta r  pushed  h is  leg  in to  the  s t i r rup ,  f l ew up  and
a s t r i d e  t h e  t a l l  g r e y  s t a l l i o n .  V i n g e  p r a n c e d  t w i c e ,  t r y i n g  t o  t h r o w
the unexpected r ider  o f f  h is  back.  The e l f  jumped up and grabbed the
b r i d l e .



ÒWhat do you have in mind, Galtar?Ó asked Eredian, calming the
horse.

ÒI  must  go af ter  them r ight  now or  IÕl l  never  see Anaya again!Ó

The e l f  gazed in to  h is  f r iendÕs eyes ,  seek ing  to  d isen tang le
there in  fever ish worry  f rom amuck brought  by  the m• lŽe:  the two forces
tha t  were  toge ther  d r i v ing  Ga l ta r  toward  the  pa th  tha t  he  was  to
fo l l ow .  E red ian  saw a  ca l l  o f  t he  hear t  i n  those  eyes .  Then  he  qu ick l y
looked a t  A i t r i .  H is  wounded master  ra ised  h is  hand,  ca l l ing  the  young
man:

ÒGal tar ,  my boy.  Be calm.  We wi l l  gather  our  s t rength and go
together.  Please do not  go a lone.Ó

The cry of  a woman for  her loved one lasted,  coming f rom down the
v i l l a g e ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  r a i n .

Ered ian looked to  h is  f r iend aga in  and a l l  he  saw bespoke o f  a
b roken  hear t ,  ask ing  fo r  the  horse .

ÒI t  i s  no t  my  w i l l  t o  g i ve  up  the  ho rse ,Ó spoke  Ered ian ,  bu t  the
s ta l l i on  sudden ly  sp rung  fo rward ,  ca r ry ing  the  young  war r io r  i n to  the
d a r k n e s s  t o w a r d s  t h e  e a s t e r n  h i l l s .  Ò . . . Y e t  i t  i s  t h e  w i l l  o f  G o d s , Ó
whispered the  e l f .  He cou ld  s top  V inge w i th  one qu ie t  word ,  qu ie te r
than  the  hum o f  a  ra in fa l l .  Ins tead ,  he  spoke  to  the  w ind :  ÒLet  h im be
your master;  wind-speed to your legs.Ó

Chapter Four

Young Swords are Riding

I

ÒListen,Ó said the dragon,  ÒÉThe wind is  squal l ing over barren
mountain rocks.Ó

Anaya was  l y ing  a t  the  mouth  o f  the  cave ,  bare ly  a l i ve ,  t remb l ing
in  fear .  The  d ragon s tood  bes ide  her ,  ta lk ing  to  h imse l f :  ÒThe more  I
wa i t ,  t he  more  I  t h i nk  abou t  wha t  I  have  go t ten ,  wha t  I  have  l os t?  I
have got  wings and power ,  but  I  have los t  a  human soul ;  I  have got
l o n g  l i f e  t o  l i v e ,  b u t  I  h a v e  l o s t  m y  f r e e d o m . Ó

Then the  w i tch  came r id ing  on  the  b lack ,  f i re -mane l ion .

ÒIs th is  the r ight  cave?Ó Asked the dragon.

Ò I t  i s .  I  h a v e  t o  p e r f o r m  t h e  r i t u a l  w h i l e  s h e  i s  s t i l l  a l i v e , Ó
s a i d  t h e  w i t c h  h u r r i e d l y .

ÒThe Al lseaÉ Where is i t?Ó asked Rahug, looking at  her beast wi th
mis t rus t .  

ÒAghabar  is  wai t ing for  you as we agreed.  Go and take i t .  A l lsea
is yours now.Ó

I I



Sta rs  g l i t t e red  peace fu l l y  by  t he  go lden  s i ck le  i n  t he  sky ,  above
the  pa le  l i gh t  o f  the  r i s ing  sun .  The  mons t rous  s to rm tha t  had  raged
ove r  h i s  l and  no t  l ong  ago  had  l e f t ,  l eav ing  no  t races  beh ind .  Ga l ta r
c l imbed down f rom the horse.  The deep pr int  of  a horseshoe lay
embedded in the ground.  He rode s lowly,  carefu l ly  watching for  more
marks to guide h im through h is  perp lex i t ies.  Broken branches were
sca t te red  on  the  curve ,  some s t i l l  hang ing  f rom the  t rees .  The
Azmarans had passed this way in haste.

The drum of many hoofs came from behind and he quickly hid in the
forest .  Soon,  peer ing f rom the h igh bushes,  he spot ted f ive horsemen
as they were approaching.  The warr ior  that  led them was one of
GaltarÕs tr ibesman, broad-shouldered and fair-haired captain named
Elgar .  As Gal tar  exposed h imsel f  to  the group,  E lgarÕs persuasive face
wi th  i t s  s t rong ch in  and sharp  b lue  eyes  gr inned a t  h im and laughed a t
once.

ÒGreetings, Galtar!Ó

ÒHai l  b ro thers !Ó Gal tar  ra ised h is  hand.

ÒWe saw you t rack ing the a t tackers ,  but  your  s ta l l ion seems fas ter
than ours.Ó

ÒNice horse,Ó said Dengo, the youngest in the group. ÒWhere did
you get  i t  f rom?Ó

ÒI  w i l l  t e l l  you  l a te r .  How many  peop le  have  been  k i l l ed  i n  the
vi l lage,  Elgar?Ó Gal tar  asked.Ó

ÒA dozen, I think, maybe more. Though the enemy may have caught us
by surprise, we brought down many.Ó

ÒAnd we wi l l  get  them al l ,Ó groaned Gal tar .

ÒI  hope so,Ó sa id  E lgar .  ÒThere is  no t ime to  lose.  WeÕl l  r ide  as
one, letÕs go!Ó

Gal tar  shook h is  horseÕs s t rap and Vinge set  out  up the road.

They cont inued the pursui t  together.  Soon the group reached denser
woods tha t  s t re tched a long the  foo th i l l s  o f  the  Snowy Mounta ins .  In
the  ea r l y  morn ing ,  t he  r i de rs  o f  Wh i te  Deer  sw i f t l y  en te red  the
fo res t ,  no t  pay ing  no t i ce  t o  t he  ragged  m is t  t ha t  f l oa ted  be tween  i t s
naked shadowy t rees.  No other  thought  occupied thei r  heads but  the i r
mutua l  des i re  to  ca tch and s lay  the enemy.  The th i rs t  fo r  revenge had
led  them th i s  f a r ,  t o  t he  end  o f  roads ;  t he i r  senses  cho rded  and  the i r
bod ies  tu rned in to  p r imord ia l  p redators .  They  knew th is  land  we l l  and
t h e y  a l l  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  e n e m y  c o u l d  n o t  b e  f a r  o f f .

To the east ,  behind the wide mounta in  chain,  the marshes lay,
s t retch ing many mi les toward the Horseshoe Hi l ls  that  surrounded the
crad le  o f  r i ve r  N i ra .  Across  the  r i ver ,  more  dense woods  ranged fa r
i n to  the  d i s tance .  Then ,  a t  t he  fa r -o f f  end  o f  t he  woods  and  s lopes  o f
br ight  and yel low color ,  the whole land merged in to murky greens and
grays Ð the misty land of  Huydoom with i ts  legendary ru ins of  Hooydom



Vaar .  There ,  pas t  the  ru ins  on  the  h i l l ,  a  s teppe  sp raw led ,  wh ich
marked the beginning of  vast  AzmaranÕs land and i ts  war l ike c lans.

ÒAlas,Ó screamed Dengo. ÒThe evil god Yezid must have helped the
attackers. It was him who summoned the storm.Ó

ÒIt  cannot  be!Ó said another  warr ior .  ÒYezid has no power in  the
land of  our mighty god Gald.Ó

ÒI t  was no god,  but  b lack  sorcery !Ó exc la imed the th i rd  one.

Gal tar  was qu ie t ,  eyes drawn to  the ear th ,  check ing for  more
s igns.  Then he s lapped Vinge on h is  muscled neck:  "A l l  my hope is  in
your  legs  now.Ó He fas tened the  re ins  a round h is  f i s ts ;  inha led  the
sharp mounta in  a i r  deep ly  and sa id ,  ÒWarr iors  o f  the Whi te  Deer ,  le t
us heave the i r  heads before the n ight !Ó

They spurred thei r  horses once again.  The animals leaped in to a
wi ld gal lop,  carry ing the young swordsmen wi th heed. Throughout the
day  they  rode ,  s topp ing  every  now and aga in  to  sn i f f  the  a i r  and
l i s t e n  t o  t h e  w h i s p e r  o f  t h e  t r e e s .  S t i l l  b i t t e r  f r o m  t h e  c l a s h ,  t h e
warr iors  hurr ied -  hounds on the scent  o f  hunted game.

A new sun was r is ing ,  mel t ing  the  ice  on  the  lake  they  had
reached.  Icebergs  were  f loa t ing ,  sca t te r ing  s low ly .  F rom the  nor thern
peaks,  massive c louds came, ro l l ing ominously  down to the val ley.  The
wind was displacing the traces they fol lowed. A snowstorm was coming. 

The whoop of  the water fa l ls  grew s t ronger .  At  length  they came to
t h e  f o o t h i l l  o f  a  c l i f f ,  c u t  i n  a  r o c k y  h i l l  b y  t h e  r i v e r  N i r a ,  w h i c h
sp lashed in to  a  lake  by  way  o f  th ree  g rea t ,  foamy water fa l l s .  Three
rad iant  ra inbows danced upon the fumes,  r ich  wi th  a  scent  that
reca l led  images f rom the i r  boyhood.  Once,  A i t r i  had taken Gal tar  here
f i s h i n g ,  h i s  f i r s t  j o u r n e y  a f a r .  

They found a few long pony hairs, undoubtedly from an Azmaranian
bred  o f  ha i ry -pony .  Ga l ta r  d ismounted  to  take  a  be t te r  look .  He
observed the  pa th  care fu l l y ,  touch ing  the  ground,  smel l ing :  

ÒMore people awaited them here,Ó Galtar said.  ÒThe Urezi  t r ibe,
IÕd say,  by  the murky  co lor  o f  the pony ha i r .Ó 

ÒAghabarÕs horde?Ó

ÒWho else it could be?Ó

Azmaran was a land of nomads, and Aghabar was one of their
leaders .  The Urez i  t r ibe  used two k inds  o f  horses:  The pony had so l id
endurance,  su i tab le  fo r  long  journeys  th rough harsh ,  co ld  lands  wh i le
the  ta l l  and  s t rong  s teeds  were  we l l -su i ted  fo r  sudden a t tacks  and
ra ids  where swi f tness was o f  g reates t  va lue.

ÒHere!Ó Dengo suddenly announced, observing the ground before him.
ÒThey  sp l i t  i n  two .  They  went  sou th  bu t  the  l i on  con t inued  to  the
eas t .  Look !Ó  Deep  p r i n t s  o f  t he  l a rge  paws  we re  s t i l l  v i s i b l e  i n  t he
snow-cover.  They al l  eyed each other in awe. The memories were fresh;



the  images o f  the  b lood and sk in  r ipped f rom the  bod ies  o f  the
v i l lagers .  Screams and faces o f  the people  they knew,  lacerated by the
beast ,  emerged in  the i r  m inds  and they  a l l  s t i r red .  Dengo drew h is
sword,  po in t ing  down to  more pr in ts :  ÒThey a l l  tu rned south ,
exchang ing  t i r ed  ho rses  f o r  we l l - r es ted  pon ies .  A l l  bu t  t he  l i on .  Th i s
is  s t range.Ó

ÒThe l ion went east.  Probably to reach the Scourge of Winds pass,Ó
said Gal tar ,  ÒScourge of  Winds is  the shortest  way into Azmaranian
land.  That  an imal  chose the fastest  way,  no doubt .Ó

Elgar  looked toward the mounta ins ,  shad ing h is  eyes wi th  h is  f i rm
hand and sa id :  ÒI t  i s  a  sa fe  pa th  fo r  an  an ima l ,  bu t  no t  fo r  a  human.Ó
The capta in then re laxed and turned to h is  younger  fe l low countrymen.
As the  o ldes t  and s t rongest  o f  them,  E lgar  expected  to  be  l i s tened
and,  o f  course,  obeyed.  S t ra igh ten in  the  sadd le ,  he  looked a t  them
a l l  f r o m  f a c e  t o  f a c e  a n d  f i n a l l y  s t o p p e d  h i s  e y e s  o n  G a l t a r .  Ò I t  i s
an an imal ,Ó sa id  E lgar  in  a  lower  vo ice  now.  He spoke s lowly  but  in  a
tone which sounded ra ther  demanding than f r iend ly :  ÒI t  went  by i ts
i ns t i nc t s ,  no t  by  p l ans .Ó

ÒI t  i s  no t  an  o rd inary  an ima l ,  I  am sure  o f  tha t ,Ó answered
Gal ta r ,  s t i l l  gaz ing  towards  the  snow-s t rewn peaks ,  no t  even look ing
back  a t  E lga r .  S ince  Anaya  was  taken ,  he  d id  no t  i n tend  to  l i s ten  to
any  o ther  vo ice  bu t  the  one  o f  h is  own hear t .

ÒScourge of Winds,Ó Elgar repeated the name of the pass. This t ime
he spoke  louder  and  w i th  less  pa t ience .  ÒI f  you  a re  th ink ing  o f  go ing
the re ,  you  shou ld  know  tha t  no  l i v i ng  be ing  cou ld  pe rs i s t  i n  i t s
a i r s t reams du r ing  th i s  t ime  o f  the  year .  We a re  a t  t he  doors tep  o f
w in ter ;  I  thought  you know what  tha t  means Gal tar ,  son o f  Or l ta r .Ó

Gal ta r  sa id  no th ing  bu t  he  immed ia te ly  rea l i zed  tha t  i f  he  wanted
to  fo l l ow  the  pa th  wh ich  l ed  to  t he  pass ,  he  wou ld  have  to  do  i t
a lone.

No sunray  cou ld  p ie rce  the  c louds  the  nex t  day .  I t  had  s ta r ted
snowing again.  No runaway here had to worry about  t races,  for
snowfal ls were frequent and heavy. One by one, the marks vanished in
an al l -embracing whi teness.  The two mountain tops,  g iant  murky
guard ians,  s tood in  a  g loomy l igh t  o f  the even ing sun.  C louds were
amassing between them.

Great  snow- f lakes mel ted on the i r  faces.  An encounter  w i th  nature,
r o u g h  a n d  c r u e l ,  w a s  a h e a d .  T h e y  d i d  n o t  f e a r  i t  b u t  s t i l l ,  t h e y  a l l
f e l t  t h e  c o l d  h a n d  o f  d e s p a i r  s e i z i n g  t h e i r  h e a r t s .  A  s h a r p  p a i n  i n
the chest  s tar t led Gal tar  and he nodded.  He d ismounted and la id
h imse l f  on  t he  g round  fo r  a  sho r t  t ime .  He  had  to  do  i t .  The i r  d ru ids
taught  them so:  ÒI f  sharp  pa in  would  f lood the hear t ,  Mother -ear th  has
the power  to  ease the pa in  and soak i t  ou t  o f  your  body.Ó

ÒDark omen,Ó he muttered.

 Elgar  watched h im wi th worry.  He decided not  to argue for  some
t ime and remained s i lent .  He gave the others  the s ign to  d ismount  and



t hey  a l l  s l i d  o f f  t he i r  ho rses .  Soon  a f te rwards  Ga l ta r  was  up  aga in
ho ld ing h is  sadd le  ready to  mount  aga in ,  say ing:

ÒThe abductors cannot be far.Ó

 E lga r  took  the  ha l te r  o f  Ga l ta rÕs  ho rse :  ÒGa l ta r ,  you  do  no t  fee l
well .Ó

ÒI am good now.Ó

ÒThen of what abductors you are talk ing about?Ó Asked Elgar and i t
was not  easy to  evade h is  look.

 Ga l ta r  jumped in to  the  sadd le ,  look ing  aga in  towards  the  eastern
peaks. I t  seemed he did not hear what his companion had asked him.
Elgar  pet  the e lven horse above i ts  snout .  In  response,  Winge snor ted
qu ie t l y  re leas ing  c loud  o f  vapor  as  he  was  b rea th ing  ou t .  E lgar
searched for  Ga l ta rÕs unres t  eyes and sa id  w i th  a  t race o f  rebuke in
h i s  t one :

ÒThe abductor  was a dragon,  a  winged creature that  f l ies ,  not  a
man on a horseÉ or the l ion.Ó

Gal tar  shook h is  head in  d isbe l ie f :  ÒAl l  because o f  herÉ They
undertook such a long journeyÉ the l ionÉ and the dragon?Ó 

Ò I t  i s  a l l  a b o u t  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  G a l t a r . Ó  E l g a r  s p o k e  r e s o l u t e l y :
ÒThey wanted to horr i fy  us,  the sons of  those who had beat them once.
They  wan ted  to  b r ing  a  re ign  o f  f ea r  upon  us  fo r  sake  o f  t he i r
revenge.  That  is  why a l l  o f  th is  has happened.Ó

ÒAghabar ,  the i r  genera l ,  surv ived  the  ba t t le  aga ins t  our  a rmy,
that  I  know,Ó said Gal tar .  ÒI f  Aghabar  wanted to  do th is  to  me because
I  am Or l ta rÕs son,  Anaya might  s t i l l  be  a l i veÉ I  am sure  tha t  Aghabar
wants me to beg him and crawl  before h is feet .Ó

ÒThe Druid Helmold said that Aghabar was expel led from his land
when a Khan from another Azmaranian tr ibe took the lead,Ó said Dengo.
ÒAghabar is Urez, but now the Yotomans are rul ing there. The new Khan
p lanned to  k i l l  Aghabar  to  e l im inate  the  th reat  he  posed,  so  Aghabar
f led.Ó

ÒI t  i s  t rue ,Ó sa id  E lga r .  He  ra i sed  a  s t i ck  f rom the  g round  and
pointed i t  to  the east .  ÒAghabar  is  h id ing somewhere,  gather ing a new
army.Ó The warr ior  turned back to  h is  f r iends:  ÒHe might  want  to  go
back  t o  h i s  l and ,  bu t  f i r s t ,  he  w i l l  wan t  t o  seek  h i s  vengeance .Ó

Sudden ly ,  Ga l ta r  ex tended  h is  a rm,  s ign ing  to  a l l  t o  be  qu ie t .  He
l o o k e d  t o w a r d  t h e  f o r e s t ,  s t i f f e n  a n d  t a u t ,  s n i f f i n g :  Ò I  s m e l l  f i r e , Ó
said  he,  a lmost  whisper ing.

Chapter Five

In the Name of Yezid

I



S ix  ho rses  g razed ,  a l l  even l y  t i ed  t o  t he  l ong  t r unks  o f  a  f ew
pinetrees. A man scooped a haystack from a hole that was hidden below
the t ree.  Azmarans deployed number of  such holes and f i l led them wi th
grass ,  a r rows and o ther  th ings  to  secure  the  bas ic  supp ly  on  the i r  way
back to  the s teppe.

ÒTh i s  i s  a l l  t ha tÕs  l e f t ,  boys ,Ó  sa id  t he  so l d i e r .  Then  he  pu t  h i s
pointed helm on,  took h is  spear  and wrapped h imsel f  in  a c loak made of
goat  sk ins.  The vapor  rose f rom h is  nost r i ls  and mouth as he breathed
the f reez ing a i r .  The goat -sk in  c loak might  have been enough to
pro tec t  h im f rom co ldness  on  the  s teppe  bu t  here ,  i n  the  land  o f  the
Galds,  he needed at  least  three layers  o f  them.  Rubbing h is  arms,  he
moved nearer to the animals to catch some warmth. Though i t  was his
tu rn  to  take  care  o f  the  horses  and  guard  the  sma l l  camp;  the  so ld ie r
cou ld  no t  re f ra in  h imse l f  f rom throwing env ious  g lances toward  h is
comrades who were s i t t ing around a campf i re that  danced in a hole dug
in  t he  ha l f - f r ozen  g round .

ÒHey Zara!Ó shouted one of them to the watcher. ÒDonÕt look here!
We wonÕt attack ourselves!Ó They were chatt ing, warming their hands
over  the  f l ame.  They  a l l  wore  l i gh t ,  po in ted  he lmets  and  cha in  ma i l s .
The i r  sh ie lds  leaned  bes ide  them,  nea t l y  l i ned-up .  F lames  l i t  t he
pa in t ings  on  them,  a  snake- l i ke  head  w i th  fou r  horns  -  the  v i sage  o f
God Yezid.  Another  Azmaranian so ld ier  came out  o f  the forest ,  br ing ing
more wood.  He was ta l ler  and sk innier  than the others and a l though he
was an ord inary  so ld ier ,  there  was someth ing d ign i f ied ,  a lmost
venerab le  in  h im.  I t  may have been h is  po in ted ch in ,  accentuated by a
sharp  goa t -beard ,  tha t  gave  h im tha t  look .  He  pu t  a  la rge  log  on  the
f i r e  and  i t  c rack l ed  l oud l y .  Th i s  ange red  h i s  ch i e f ,  a  man  w i t h
mass ive  shou lders ,  w ides t  o f  a l l :

ÒYezid burn you,  Kaid ,  s top i t .Ó He grumbled,  a lmost  ye l l ing.  You
w i l l  se t  t he  who le  fo res t  on  f i r e !Ó  The  ang ry  l eade r  s tood  up .  H is
head was  a lmos t  en t i re ly  shaven,  excep t  fo r  a  we l l -o i led ,  b lack
horse ta i l  o f  ha i r  tha t  hung  loose  a t  the  back .  Above  h is  ea rs  he  had
t a t t o o s ,  t h e  s i g n s  o f  a n  o f f i c e r  o f  t h e  U r e z i a n  t r i b e .  H i s  d a r k
mustache b lended in wi th h is  s ide-whiskers and h is  th ick eyebrows
overshadowed his narrow eyes, which were carved deeply above his
strong cheekbones.

Kaid stopped adding the wood immediately and removed the one he
had just set down: ÒI wonÕt Ulda, I  wonÕt. Why you are so mad about
everything?Ó

ÒShould I remind you?Ó Ulda snarled.

Ka id  d id  no t  answer .  He  looked  down a t  the  f i re  as  d id  the  o thers .
They  were  a l l  t i red ,  exhaus ted  f rom a  fu l l  mon th  o f  cons tan t  h id ing
and mov ing  th rough th is  co ld  fo re ign  land,  on ly  to  rush  f rom one
d i s a s t e r  i n t o  a n o t h e r  -  n o w  i n t o  t h e  b i t t e r  c h i l l  o f  n o r t h e r n  n i g h t s .

ÒWe came down too ear ly.  What i f  the other group did not meet the
Aghabar  in  t ime?Ó asked Kaid,  spreading the soot  wi th  an i ron poker .

Ulda narrowed his eyebrows and his whole face turned dark: ÒI am



s ick  o f  Aghabar .  I  l os t  my  b ro the r  the re .  Fo r  wha t?  For  an  a l l i ance
w i th  a  d ragon?  Even  i f  t ha t  d ragon  w i l l  he lp  ou r  peop le  w in  the  f i na l
ba t t l e ,  who  can  be  su re  t ha t  t ha t  ve ry  d ragon  w i l l  no t  t u rn  aga ins t  us
one day? Nobody can te l l  such a creature what to do.Ó

ÒYou a re  r igh t ,  U lda ,Ó sa id  Ka id .  ÒBut  tak ing  tha t  g i r l  f rom the
nor th  i s  o f  t he  g rea tes t  impor tance  fo r  t he  fu tu re  o f  Azmaran ,  they
said.Ó

ÒI  do  no t  be l i eve  tha t .  I  say :  Aghabar  i s  t he  on l y  pe rson  who  w i l l
t r u l y  b e n e f i t .  W e  a l l  k n o w  t h a t  h i s  a m b i t i o n  i s  t o  p u t  h i s  d i r t y  h a n d s
on our mother steppe and on the Urezian lands. He wants the same thing
he wanted twenty years ago.Ó

ÒYes.  But  h is  fa ther  i s  Urez  too ,Ó sa id  one.

ÒNo.  His  fa ther  is  Yotoman and h is  mother  Urez ian.  But  he is  a
turn-sh ie ld  anyways.  He bet rayed h is  own mother .  And that  is  the worst
k i nd ,  my  b rave  war r i o r s ,  s teppe  r i de rs .  My  b ro the r  d ied  fo r  no th ing ,  I
can see that  now.  Aghabar  is  noth ing but  a  servant  to  the dragon and
to thatÉ that  wi tchÉÓ

ÒSkira,Ó said Kaid

ÒWhatever  he cal led that  red tar t ,Ó cont inued Ulda and stood up,
h is  anger  burn ing hot ter  as he looked at  the f lame.  ÒThem he serves,
no t  t o  ou r  peop le .  H is  camp i s  fa r  f rom Urez ian  l and ,  fa r  f rom the
land of  Azmaran.  He has turned h is  back on Yezid.  By the way he l ives
and f igh ts ,  he sp i ts  on the sacred name,  the name of  our  merc i fu l  and
mighty  god,  the guard ian of  our  fa tes.Ó For  a  moment ,  h is  vo ice went
low:  ÒWhy d id he order  us to  break in to smal l  groups? To be less
no t i ceab le ,  you  th ink?Ó Wi th  a  long  s te rn  look  he  s t r i kes  h is  men,
rumbl ing in rage:  ÒNo my sons,  sons of  s teppe!  This whole th ing was a
t rap .  He  wan ted  to  do  i t  on  the  f l y :  One  a r row -  two  b i rds .Ó  sa id  U lda
a n d  s a t ,  c r o s s i n g  h i s  l e g s ,  g a z i n g  t o  t h e  f i r e  a g a i n .

Kaid stood up and grabbed one of  the spears that  were l ined-up
next  to  the sh ie lds :  ÒThen why d id  we not  s tay  in  the Va ld ic  mounta ins
to awai t  and k i l l  Aghabar?Ó

ÒHah, Kaid. You are so na•ve,Ó Ulda shook his bony head.
ÒAghabarÕs group is large and count many good warr iors, and not only
humans, but orcs too and who knows what other wicked breeds.Ó 

A f t e r  t h o s e  w o r d s ,  t h e y  a l l  r e m a i n e d  s i l e n t ,  a n d  s i l e n t l y  t h e i r
faces  scowled  as  i f  on ly  one  though t  nes t led  in  the i r  m inds :  ÒSo be  i t
-  d e a t h  t o  t h e  t r a i t o r . Ó

Unexpected ly ,  a l l  o f  the horses ne ighed.  The sudden cry  o f  the
a n i m a l s  b r o k e  w i t h  a  t e r r i b l e  s o u n d ,  w h i r l i n g  i n t o  a  p i e r c i n g  s h r i e k .

ÒZara!Ó shouted Kaid,  po int ing h is  spear  to  the host lerÕs
d i rec t i on .  O the r  so ld ie rs  l eaped  up ,  sw ing ing  ou t  t he i r  sabe rs .
A le r ted ,  they  jumped fo rward  a  s tep  o r  two ,  bu t  then  ha l ted  in  d ismay.
ZaraÕs pa le  face  met  them,  fea tures  d is jo in ted  w i th  pa in .  He fe l l  dead
among the  horses ,  s t i l l  s ta r ing  a t  h is  comrades ,  h is  du l l  eyes  popped



w i d e .  T h e i r  g e l d i n g s  s c a t t e r e d  l e f t  a n d  r i g h t  r e v e a l i n g  a  f a i r - h a i r e d
be rse rke r  i n  t he  m idd le  t ha t  was  com ing  s t r a i gh t  t o  t he i r  d i r ec t i on .
Wi th  an axe in  one hand and a sword in  another ,  the man st rode f i rmly
towards the Azmaranian soldiers.

ÒGALDAAA!Ó screamed Elgar attacking with both of his weapons. His
enemies  were  ve te rans  o f  the  s teppe ,  bu t  th i s  te r ra in  was  no t  l i ke  the
green seas of  grass they were accustomed to.  This  was the land of  the
Galds -  people who knew how to sneak about and f ight through ice and
snow.  A t  the  same t ime as  E lgar  d rew the i r  a t ten t ion ,  the  o thers
struck them from behind. Only Ulda evaded a blow that came from the
back.  His  sk i l ls  in  combat  were h igh and he was wel l - respected by
steppe-r iders and enemies a l ike.

He was about to show how he got the name Ulda, which in his
language mean wind. He swif t ly drew his zubra, the widest Azmaranian
s a b r e ,  w i t h  o n e  h a n d  a n d  a  s i z i r  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r  -  p a r t i c u l a r  k n i f e
w i th  two  b lades ,  one  long  and  one  shor te r  -  i t  was  no to r ious  kn i fe  o f
h i s  t r i b e .

Whi te Deer warr iors at tacked h im a l l  a t  once.  A step back Ð a move
to  the  l e f t  and  then  a  qu i ck  c rouch  -  eve ry  b low  s t ruck  by  the  Ga ld i c
warr iors went amiss. The warr iors of  White Deer downed f ive enemies
immediately but the Urez who remained before them engaged them al l  in
a fur ious f ight.  Ulda was no easy prey. He swooped down on young
Dengo.  B lood spur ted  f rom the  boyÕs r ibcage and he fe l l  ro l l ing  to  the
snow before GaltarÕs feet .

These younger men took up the whole pursui t  on their  own, suddenly
and unprepared.  The o lder  war r io rs ,  espec ia l l y  the  lancers  f rom the
v i l l age  t r i ed  t o  s t op  t hem.  The  on l y  one  i n  t he  l a rge l y  j u ven i l e  g roup
with any true combat experience was Elgar who had served as a guard on
several  journeys wi th the t rade-caravans.  He had l ived through some
ser ious  f i gh ts  the re ,  bu t  those  had  been  aga ins t  th ieves ,  no t  aga ins t
h i g h l y  t r a i n e d  s o l d i e r s .

The Galds surrounded Ulda,  point ing thei r  weapons.  He ra ised his
wide saber  in  one hand,  s tubbed the s iz i r ,  which was smeared wi th  the
DengoÕs b lod,  in to  the ground before h im,  and took a sh ie ld .

ÒYou have taken my men. You,  dogs f rom the north,  wi l l  pay for
this now!Ó He attacked Elgar and in that same moment,  Elgar at tacked
him with both of  h is weapons simultaneously.  He swung his axe from
above whi le  h is  sword f lew up,  but  U lda suddenly  sprang back,  as  i f
c h a n g i n g  h i s  m i n d .  I n  f a c t ,  i t  w a s  h i s  p r a c t i c e d  t r i c k .  W i t h  a  q u i c k
tu rn ,  p i vo t i ng  f i rm l y  on  h i s  hee l ,  U lda  su rp r i sed  ano the r  wa r r i o r
behind h im. I t  was a complete ly  unexpected b low. Blood spr ink led f rom
the neck of  the young man and he fe l l  on the ground dead.  Behind the
fa l l en  one ,  Dengo  was  s t i l l  s i t t i ng  on  the  g round  i n  b lood  and  pa in ,
shak ing,  ho ld ing h is  wound.  E lgar  s tepped c loser  to  Dengo to  pro tect
h im. Young Gald ians now widened thei r  c i rc le.

Now Gal tar  at tacked,  swinging h is  sword h igh.  Elgar  and another
warr ior  d id  the same.  I t  seemed imposs ib le  to  avo id  three s imul taneous
s t r i kes .  U lda  was  f as te r  s t i l l .  He  dodged ,  b l ock i ng  a l l  t h ree  b l ows



with h is  own counter-at tack Ð his  saber swinging towards Gal tarÕs
neck.  CLANG! Ð Gal tarÕs re f lexes saved h is  l i fe  as  h is  br ight  b lade
met the blow.

ÒVery  we l l .  G i f ted  fe l lÕ  a ,Ó ye l led  U lda  a t tack ing  aga in ,  as  E lgar
extended his sword to protect Galtar from a murderous blow and swung
h is  axe  once aga in .  U lda  braced aga ins t  h is  sh ie ld ,  b lock ing  the  axe
and br inging his saber down toward ElgarÕs head. This t ime GaltarÕs
sword saved Elgar, who used that moment to make a somersault, managing
to  h i t  U ldaÔs leg.  The Azmar  screamed,  s tepp ing back.  He s t i l l  he ld
h is  ground but  went  now defens ive.  The waning s t rength of  h is  leg
would  bet ray  h im soon;  he  knew that .  He pu l led  h is  sh ie ld  up,  lean ing
the b lade on i ts  s ide then whis t led two t imes.  On the sound he made,  a
large black war-horse came drumming out  of  the forest .  The Galds
jumped lef t  and r ight  th inking that  Azmaranian horsemen were coming.
As  they  rea l i zed  tha t  i t  was  on ly  one  horse ,  U lda  was  a l ready  in  the
sadd le .  Once aga in ,  they  charged h im,  but  he  re ined h is  horse in to  the
fera l  ga l lop ,  f lee ing to  the  south .  They now jumped to  he lp  Dengo.  The
boy  was  pa le ,  f i gh t i ng  to  ge t  a i r  i n to  h i s  l ungs .  Fo r  ano the r  comrade
i t  w a s  t o o  l a t e .

ÒTh is  hun t  i s  over ,Ó sa id  E lgar .  ÒWe were  a l l  i n  a  fever  fo r
revenge. Now we must go back.Ó

Gal tar  was re luctant :  ÒI  must  go af ter  the Azmar.Ó

ÒYou are not  going anywhere,Ó said Elgar f i rmly.

ÒYou are not  my father,Ó protested Gal tar .

No answer .  Together  Ga ld ians  took  the i r  dead bro ther ,  and l i f t ing
h im wi th  care ,  they  put  h im on a  horse.  Then,  they  he lped Dengo to  s i t
s t ra igh t  wh i le  E lgar  bandaged h is  wound,  a l l  a round the  chest .
Care fu l l y ,  f r iend ly  hands he lped the  weary  young war r io r  to  reach the
st i r rup and mount .  Demoral ized and t i red,  i t  seemed obvious now that
the t ime to  br ing th is  pursu i t  to  a  ha l t  has come.  Such outcome seemed
obv ious  t o  a l l  i n  t he  g roup  excep t  f o r  Ga l t a r .  He  l ooked  a t  t hem a l l
eage r l y ,  bu t  t hough ts  o f  de fea t  se i zed  the i r  hea r t s  and  they  a l l
looked down, not  meet ing his eyes.

ÒI  have to f ree Anaya,Ó he pers is ted.

ÒYou have to f ree Anaya,  you said,Ó Elgar turned to Gal tar  once
again,  determined to  s top the f renzy.  ÒLook at  Doran,Ó sa id he,
po int ing to  the i r  dead t r ibesman:  ÒDoran cannot  f ree anyone.  He is
f r e e d  f r o m  h i s  l i f e .  I s  t h a t  w h a t  y o u  w a n t  -  t o  b e  s l a u g h t e r e d  l i k e
him?Ó

Gal ta r  s l i d  h i s  sword  to  the  scabbard  and  sa t  on  a  l og ,  s ink ing
h is  head in to  h is  hands.  

Elgar came closer to him: ÒCome with us,  Galtar.  We must br ing
Dengo  back  to  t he  v i l l age ,  o r  he  w i l l  d i e .Ó

ÒYou can go but I  cannot,Ó whispered Galtar.



Elga r  s tood  fo r  a  momen t ,  a l l ow ing  the  s i l ence  to  se t t l e  h i s
fee l ings .  He  unders tood  Ga l ta rÕs  inner  s t rugg le  bu t  the  ca l l  o f  a
leader who cares about his men forced him to do or say whatever was
needed to  s top th is  fe l low:  ÒWe wi l l  gather  the army.Ó He put  h is  hand
on GaltarÕs shoulder. 

Ga l ta r  d id  not  move:  ÒI  am sor ry ,  E lgar .  I  have to  f ree  Anaya.Ó

ÒYou are not ready, Galtar. You have learned how to make a sword
but  you have not  learned enough how to wie ld i t .Ó

Quiet  and dry  was Gal tarÕs answer :  ÒI t  is  not  the sword that
f i gh t s  t he  ba t t l e  bu t  t he  hea r t  t ha t  bea t s  i n  a  he ro  b rave .Ó

Elgar  mounted h is  horse:  ÒI  can on ly  hope tha t  the  brave hero  w i l l
s tay  a l i ve .  Sh ie ld  o f  Ga ld  upon you ,  b ro ther .Ó

No more words were exchanged. They spurred their horses and headed
westward,  leaving the rebel l ions young b lacksmithÕs apprent ice a lone.
As  h is  f r i ends  were  leav ing ,  be fo re  he  los t  them,  Ga l ta r  s tood  up ,
ra is ing h is  hand.  He wanted to  ca l l  ou t  to  them and say a  word about
h is  o ther  f r iends Ð the  dwar f  Lo far  and e l f  Ered ian who wou ld
cer ta in ly  ask about  h im.  They would not  leave h im,  he thought .  They
w o u l d  f o l l o w  h i m  i n  t h i s  p u r s u i t .  B u t  i t  w a s  t o o  l a t e  f o r  s u c h  w o r d s
now.  A f te r  a l l ,  he  d id  no t  wan t  to  pu t  them in  danger  when  th i s  m igh t
be a  personal  mat ter .  ÒWhy would  anyone r isk  the i r  l i fe  for  someth ing
that should be my own to endure,Ó he thought.  ÒThis quest should be my
own - only.Ó

Now he s t ruggled wi th  the d i lemma -  should he go af ter  the
Azmaranian leader  or  fo l low the t racks of  the beast? He s tabbed the
sword  to  the  ground,  where  the  t rucks  fo rked to  the  eas t  and south .
Anger  and  wor ry  d id  no t  leave  any  room in  h is  m ind  fo r  fear  nor  fo r
ra t iona l  re f lec t ion :   he  d id  no t  know how he supposed to  w in  aga ins t
such odds,  a lone. . .  Nor  d id  he care .  Sunset  was mi r rored in  h is  sword ,
wh ich  s tood  s t ra igh t  be fo re  h im.  On the  b lade ,  a  d rop  o f  b lood  s l ipped
to the ground. Revenge started here. The presence of many Azmarans,
young men who might  be of  h is  age,  ly ing dead beside h is  feet ,  drew a
d a r k  v e i l  o v e r  h i s  h e a r t .

The messenger of death passed slowly by, r iding on a shadow-mare.
He watched Gal tar  wi th  empty eyes,  in  pat ience.  A wol f  howled in  the
dis tance.

I I

The  f i re  had  d ied  ou t .  S low ba t  o f  hoo fs  came f rom the  fo res t .
Scat tered Azmaranian horses were coming back unhurr iedly,  sni f f ing,
sea rch ing  fo r  t he i r  s i l en t  mas te rs .  I n  t he  co ld  da rkness ,  a  wh ispe r
cou ld  be  heard  f rom one  o f  the  fa l l en  foes .  Ga l ta r  took  a  wa te rsk in
f rom the s ide  o f  the  sadd le  o f  the  horse tha t  s tood nearby  the  man.  He
kneeled next to the manÕs head and gave him a sip.

ÒWhat is  i t  that  you are whisper ing,  Azmar?Ó Gal tar  asked.

The man answered, stammering in pain: ÒI am praying to my god.Ó



ÒWhat is your name?Ó

ÒKaid,Ó said the wounded Azmar. The man then took another gulp of
water from GaltarÕs hand.

ÒWhat does that mean in your language?Ó The Galdian asked.

ÒIt meansÉ LuckyÓ

ÒYou are  s t i l l  a l i ve  wh ich  means that  your  name is  t rue .Ó sa id
G a l t a r .  Ò Y o u  a r e  l u c k y  t h a t  I  h a v e  n o t  t h e  s k i l l  l i k e  y o u r  l e a d e r  t o
k i l l  a t  o n c e , Ó

ÒI might be good to God only at  that moment,Ó said Kaid. ÒBut you
can finish me now.Ó

Ga l ta r  he lped  h im  to  s i t  and  sa id :

Ò I  h a v e  l o s t  m y  w i l l  t o  k i l l  y o u ,  A z m a r  K a i d .  A l l  I  w a n t  i s  t o
f r ee  t he  g i r l  you  t ook .Ó

ÒThe dragon took her. We were only there É toÉ help,Ó the man
suddenly coughed and words barely went out from his weary mouth.
Ga l ta r  pa id  no  heed to  i t .  He  s tood  up  and ca lmly  con t inued w i th  h is
inquisi t ion: ÒTo help who?Ó

ÒOur Motherland.Ó

ÒIs that  what  Aghabar to ld you -  That  the land of  Azmaran would be
safe i f  you came here.. .  and took Anaya?Ó

Azmar nodded posit ively.

ÒWhere is the girl now?Ó

ÒThe dragon took her to the White Mountains. Somewhere above the
Scourge of  Winds pass is  a cave.  They headed to that  cave:  the dragon,
the  w i t ch  and  the  beas t .  Tha t  i s  a l l  I  know.Ó

Gal ta r  g rabbed  the  man fo r  h i s  ha i r ,  h i s  eyes  f l amed in  anger :  Ò I t
i s  s t range tha t  you do  no t  ask  fo r  mercy ,  dog!Ó The i r  looks  met  and to
the Nor thman surpr ise,  he found no fear  or  hat red in  KaidÕs eyes at
a l l .  Ins tead,  they loomed wi th  s t range,  a lmost  inhuman ca lmness Ð l ike
the  eyes  o f  a  sorcerer  o r  a  monk,  ra ther  than a  war r io r .  Sudden ly  he
re leased  h im,  then  took  a  l i nen  sh i r t  f rom a  dead  Azmar ,  r i pped  i t
quick ly  and t ightened i t  around KaidÕs wound f i rmly.  He grabbed a
knife and another waterskin from one of the enemyÕs backpacks and put
i t  bes i de  h im .

 ÒWhy you are doing this?Ó asked Kaid,  hal f  conscious.

G a l t a r  j u m p e d  o n  h i s  h o r s e  a n d  t i g h t e n  t h e  b r i d l e  i n  h i s  f i s t s :
ÒYou have  los t  a  lo t  o f  b lood .  Saber too th  t igers  can  smel l  you ,  so
keep your  s iz i r  a t  hand.Ó He spurred h is  horse and d isappeared to  the
east ,  towards the pass.

ÒOh holy  Yezid,  I  was na•ve,Ó spoke Kaid in  despai r ,  lay ing
himsel f  down again,  look ing at  the s tars  above.  ÒNa•ve and s tup id .  O,



Yezid,  p lease come and help me. I t  was the r ighteous name of  yours
tha t  I  came to  f igh t  fo r .  So  be  merc i fu l  and do  no t  leave me now.Ó

Chapter Six

Red Ice

I

The  co lossa l  Mounta ins ,  s i t t i ng  g ian ts  w i th  neck laces  o f  c louds ,
looked  p ruden t l y  a t  the  r ide r  who  dared  to  come un inv i ted  to  th i s
b i t t e r  co ld  l and  o f  i ce  and  snow.  V inge  sank  i n to  the  wh i te  cove r ,
wh ich  was get t ing  deeper  w i th  every  s tep.  On ly  a  lone eag le  h igh in
the sky  saw the v is ion  o f  the  horse tha t  swam through the wh i te  sea,
f rom sunup to  dusk ,  a long the  sheer  pa le  c l i f f s .  Soon,  wear iness
over took the  man and the an imal  and hunger  s tar ted  to  b i te .  A  rabb i t
came out onto the snow. The young man had put his sword away,
observ ing  eve ry  move  o f  t he  l i t t l e  an ima l .

ÒAnaya  i s  s t i l l  i n  the i r  hands .  I  shou ldnÕt  th ink  o f  hunger  now,Ó
he rebuked himsel f .

 T h e  r a b b i t  s t o p p e d ,  s n i f f i n g .

ÒHe may be looking for  food,  too,Ó thought Gal tar ,  but  untamed
starvat ion s lashed h is  empathy and he sprang and se ized the rabbi t .
The whi te ,  long-eared creature shook help less ly  in  Gal tarÕs hands.

ÒOh Gal,  hunger is an awful  th ing. How could a man eat such a
f r i e n d l y  l o o k i n g  b e i n g ?  B u t  i f  I  s e t  y o u  f r e e ,  s o m e  o t h e r  a n i m a l  w i l l
eat you.Ó He would probably have come up with some more excuses, i f
h is  p rey  had no t  sudden ly  jumped ou t  o f  h is  hands .  The i l l - fo r tuned
hunter  ran across the deep snow. Dr iven by painfu l  need,  he turned
in to  the  p reda to r  and  soon  h is  shadow enc losed  the  fu r ry  fug i t i ve .  Bu t
l o !  A  g rea t  b lue  w ing  swung  th rough  h i s  f l u t t e r i ng  ha i r  and  the
s i l ve r -b lue  fea thers  o f  m igh ty  w ings  covered  h is  s igh t .  An  eag le  dove ,
sna t ch ing  t he  rabb i t  w i t h  i t s  sha rp  c l aws ,  sc reech ing  v i c t o r i ous l y .

Astonished,  Gal tar  s tood.  The wide wings were vanishing gradual ly ,
c a r r y i n g  i t s  p r e y  t o w a r d  t h e  m o u n t a i n  c r e s t .  I n  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e
world, nobody and nothing yielded to newcomers.

ÒDid you see that?Ó Galtar turned to his horse. VingeÕs snout was
deep in the snow, digging for food. ÒYou found something there?Ó

A br ight  green bush of  an unknown plant  was there.  The horse
s t a r t e d  t o  e a t  i t .

ÒAt  leas t ,  your  d inner  w i l l  no t  run  away.Ó He p lucked handfu l  o f
leaves  and  began  to  ea t  hungr i l y .  A f te r  severa l  po r t ions ,  a  s t range
t i ck le  c rep t  i n to  h i s  be l l y .  Then  nausea  a t tacked  h im.  H is  tongue
swel led:  ÒWhat  is  th is?Ó he said and put  some snow in to h is  mouth.  I t
eased the pain,  yet  hunger came back wi th a great  throbbing.  Sunset
pou red  i t s  redness  on to  the  c loud  ve i l s  t ha t  f l oa ted  be fo re  the  pass .
Icy  winds b lustered across sharp c l i f fs .  The young man p lodded,
re in ing  h is  horse  th rough  the  wh i te  banks .  Ne i the r  the  wh ip  o f  the



wind ,  nor  hunger ,  nor  the  th ick  wa l l  o f  snow tha t  b locked  the  pass
cou ld  b reak  h i s  w i l l .  The  s t r onge r  t he  b l i z za rd ,  t he  more  d i sda in fu l l y
he rode.

Vinge stopped,  exhausted.  Gal tar  d ismounted,  a lmost  fa l l ing.  They
stood then Ð the man and the horse -  mot ion less  s ta tues o f  i ce ,  bur ied
in whi te.  Numbness grew in their  l imbs and pain encased every bone.
The an ima l  fe l l  on  i t s  knees  and the  p roud head o f  the  e lv ish  horse
dropped. The snowstorm had begun.

G a l t a r  p u l l e d  t h e  b r i d l e  t o  n o  a v a i l .

ÒJust  a  s tep moreÉ WeÕl l  f ind  she l te r ,Ó sa id  he,  f igh t ing
drows iness.  The wind swi r led  th rough cracks ,  s t r ik ing  in  waves,
screaming in  h is  ears .  ÒI  beg you!  Endure  on ly  a  b i t  more ,Ó ye l led  the
man in despair  whi le  h is  voice was hacked by the howl ing wind.  Vinge
neighed,  and the neigh was swal lowed up in the path less wi lderness.
The horse kne l t ,  h is  head bowed.  Wi thout  the  horse,  a f te r  c ross ing  the
pass,  any fur ther  pursu i t  would be doomed.  Gal tar  kne l t  down as wel l
and took the horseÕs head in h is  arms.  A quiet  neigh came out .  Tears
f roze  a t  the  co rners  o f  h i s  weary  eyes .

B lood  tha t  f l ows  -  a  moun ta in  s t ream -  red  i ce  on  i t s  su r face .

Ga l ta r  now los t  any  sensa t ion  in  h is  f i ngers  and  fee t .  S leep iness
cloaked the body and the warm hand of mirage dream l ied on his
forehead  Ð warmth of  a  homely  f i re .  Through the mirage,  sof t  mother ly
vo i ce  was  s ing ing  a  l u l l aby .  The  w ind  was  s t r i k i ng  sh r i l l y  w i th  more
and more frequent waves.

ÒThis  is  not  the endÉÓ ut tered Gal tar .  ÒThe end does not  look l ike
this.Ó The easy crackle of  the hearth had come again.  Warmth rose
through that  obscure image and the song grew near.  Gradual ly ,  the
voice changed and i t  was not his mother who was singing the song any
more but the gir l  he knew: ÒAnaya,Ó he maundered, half-conscious.

ÒGal tar ,Ó whispered the wind.  She was standing there,  ca l l ing h im.
Her  body loomed in  f rom the b l izzard.

He gathered h is  las t  drops o f  s t rength  and began to  drag h is  body
fo rwa rd .  I t  was  d i v i ne  w i l l  t ha t  kep t  h im  go ing ,  s t ep  by  s t ep ,  t h rough
the snow tha t  d r i f ted  to  h is  h ips .  When he had reached the  c rack  a t
l a s t ,  w i t h  n o  s t r e n g t h  l e f t ,  h e  f e l l ,  g i v i n g  h i s  h a n d s  u p  t o  t h e  b l u e
v is ion .  He  ro l led  downward  in to  the  darkness  o f  a  c rack .  There ,  a t  the
bot tom of  the cavern,  he pa in fu l ly  gathered h imsel f  together :  ÒMy
horse!Ó echoed through his mind. ÒI cannot continue without VingeÉÓ he
s ta r ted  to  c l imb the  f rozen  g round up  to  the  mouth  o f  the  cavern  bu t
he cou ld  not  reach the  top .  T i redness over ran h is  body.  He s l id  back
numb,  h is  l imbs l ike  a  s t r ing-puppetÕs,  unh inged.

The  p i l e  o f  snow,  l aye red  a t  t he  en t rance ,  g rew to  the  s i ze  o f  a
man.  Ha l f -dead ,  Ga l ta r  was  l y ing  on  co ld ,  rocky  g round .  The  i l l - fa ted
scream of  the wind b lended in to  a  long dragging sound of  a  beast ly
na ture .  Then i t  tu rned in to  a  wh inny ing  scream Ð the  te r r ib le  sound
that came from a throat of  komia Ð the mountain nightmare made of



sharp  w ind and ice .  Four  o f  them are  coming,  car ry ing  the i r  masters  -
servants  o f  the  Dead Wind.  The f ros t  kn igh ts  -  ghos ts  o f  those f rozen
to  dea th .  The  g rey  sku l l s  g r i nned  f rom a top  the i r  l a rge  sp i ky
shoulders;  great  ice-scythes swayed in  the i r  arms.  They were coming to
k i l l  the  one  who dared  no t  to  d ie  in  the  snowstorm they  had  sen t .
Ga l t a r  c l osed  h i s  eyes ,  ca l l i ng  h i s  god :

ÒO, Gald. I  need your strength now.Ó

H i s  n o s t r i l s  f l a r e d  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  a  w o l f .  R a g e  b u r s t  i n  h i m  a n d
h i s  f r o z e n  f i n g e r s  s t r u c k  t h e  i c y  g r o u n d  l i k e  i r o n  s p i k e s  o f  a  p l o u g h .
ÒGALDA!Ó boomed through the cave. ÒI am not going to give my horse to
them!Ó He c lenched h is  f is ts  throwing h imsel f  in to  the snowstorm.  A
deep-throated war cry he re leased and i t  echoed through the mountains:
ÒDIE, DIE YOU DEMONS!Ó He grabbed VingeÕs body and began to pull it
towards  the  c rack  wh i le  the  r iders  o f  wh i te  death  gathered on the  edge
o f  t he  c l i f f  above  h im .  Then  a  g rea t  da rk  s i l houe t te  o f  an  eques t r i an
ha l t ed ,  gaz i ng  a t  h im .  I t  was  t he i r  l eade r .  A  s t r ong  qu i ve r i ng  c r y
b roke  ou t  f r om i t ,  summon ing  i t s  kn igh t s  t o  a t t ack .  A l l  a t  once ,  t hey
screamed horr ib ly  and the i r  sharp scythes swung at  Gal tar .  They ro l led
snow from their cloaks l ike avalanches down upon him and numerous
da r t s  o f  i ce  sho t  ou t  f r om the i r  da rk  eyeho les .  Ga l t a r  was  pu l l i ng  h i s
horse wi th heavy,  painfu l  s teps when the shower p ierced his hands and
legs .  Ye t  he  rema ined  s te rn ,  c r y ing  w i l d l y :

ÒDie, you demons! DIE! I  am not going to give you my horse!Ó

The large hands of  ske le ta l  arms grabbed the warr ior  by  h is  neck
whi le  the co ld  hands of  another  grabbed the head of  the horse,
g r ipp ing  i t s  snou t .  The  th i rd  one  swung  i t s  scy the  and  i t s  cu rved
blade f lashed out  s t r iv ing towards Gal tarÕs chest .  He bent  backwards,
avo id i ng  t he  b l ow  i ns t i nc t i ve l y .  He  se i zed  t he  hand le  o f  t he  ch i l l y
w e a p o n  a n d  j e r k e d  i t  s o  f i e r c e l y  t h a t  t h e  r i d e r  f l e w  o u t  f r o m  h i s
sadd le  and  fe l l  ove r  t he  c l i f f  i n to  t he  da rk  abyss  ahead .  I n  t he  same
surge,  he hewed the head o f  the  second f ros t -kn ight  w i th  the  scy the.
Another  komia leaped,  k ick ing i ts  great  hoofs  in  an a t tempt  to  smash
h is  head .  A  co ld  b rea th  b lew  f rom i t s  nos t r i l s .  Ga l ta r  c rouched ,
push ing the scy the under  the rear  legs o f  the monst rous horse so that
i t  s t u m b l e d  a n d  f e l l  a s i d e ,  c r u s h i n g  i t s  m a s t e r  a g a i n s t  t h e  c l i f f
wal l .  He then grabbed Vinge once again and cont inued to pul l  h im
towards the cave.  He had a lmost  reached i t  when the f rost -kn ights
leader  b locked  h is  way ,  ho ld ing  h igh  i t s  huge scy the ,  la rges t  and
w ides t  o f  a l l .  G rea t  snow f l akes  f e l l  s l i ced  on  i t s  sha rp  edge .  The
wind  qu ie ted  in to  a  g rave  s i l ence .  R id ing  on  h is  g rea t  mare ,  the
leade r  nea red .  As  i f  ch i se led  f r om an  i cebe rg ,  t he  r i de r  was  a l l  b l ue ,
gray  and whi te .  I ts  he lmet  g l immered wi th  the  f lakes tha t  had been
caugh t  i n  t he  w ind  and  tu rned  i n to  i ce .  H i s  a rmor  f l i c ke red  -
hoar f rost  r ings,  wrought  and woven in  numerous layers.   His  face was
as frozen bog-water - molded to a human head. A grey smoky mass
pu l sa ted  i ns i de  i t s  body  as  i t  spoke  i n  an  ee r i e  vo i ce :

ÒIce-Lord  I  am and the co ld  hear ts  o f  those f rozen to  death  beat
within me. Your own heart  shal l  stop now and become mine. Only then,
w i l l  i t  c o n t i n u e  t o  b e a t  a g a i n . Ó



The pain went through GaltarÕs f ingers and hands and he grasped
that  he was f igh t ing wi th  the scy the he had snatched.  Immedia te ly ,  he
threw i t  away and grabbed h is  own sword f rom i ts  sheath on h is  back.
Y e t ,  t h e  p a i n  e n t e r e d  h i s  f e e t  t h i s  t i m e .  H e  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  i t  w a s  n o t
t he  mons te r s  t ha t  wou ld  k i l l  h im  bu t  t he  co l d ,  i f  he  d i d  no t  seek
she l te r  soon .  Ye t  the  c rack  he  had  found  in  the  c l i f f  was  b locked  by
the  i ce - lo rd  be fo re  h im.  H is  w i l l  t o  a t tack  the  mons t rous  c rea tu re  was
st rong,  but  h is  body bet rayed h im.  No warm b lood was le f t  to  f low
th rough  h i s  ve ins ,  so  he  s taggered ,  a lmos t  fa l l i ng ,  be fo re  the  hoo fs
o f  the  beas t .  The ice- lo rd  se t  down h is  scy the ,  sharp  and huge,
po in ted  to  the  hear t  o f  the  young war r io r  and spoke aga in :

ÒYour heart shall stop now and become mine.Ó

Gal ta r  fe l l  to  h is  knees .  A  du l l  heavy  thud  came sudden ly .
Someth ing large,  l i ve  and whi te  leaped over  Gal tar .  Out  o f  nowhere,  a
dee r  cha rged  a t  t he  i ce - l o rd ,  t h row ing  the  r i de r  and  h i s  ho rse  to  t he
f rozen  g round .  The  scy the  c r i ssc rossed  w i th  the  g rea t  an t le rs  o f  A lu .

I I

Ga l ta r  was  l y i ng  on  the  co ld ,  we t  rocky  f l oo r  o f  a  cave .  An
uncontro l lab le twi tch ing in  h is  muscles awoke h im. He opened h is  eyes
to see nothing but  darkness a l l  around him. ÒI must  be dead,Ó he
though t ,  l y i ng  s t i l l  on  t he  g round  and  s t a r i ng  i n t o  t he  b l ackness ,
dark  l i ke  the  bot tom of  a  deep grave.  He touched h is  be l t  and buck le
and  fe l t  t he  shape  o f  a  runn ing-deer .  I t  was  the  Wh i te  Deer ,  p ro tec to r
o f  h is  t r ibe  tha t  had saved h im and pu l led  h is  weakened body in to  the
crack.  The smel l  o f  smoke waf ted towards h im.  The twink le  of  a  smal l
l igh t  appeared on the  edge o f  the  sword  tha t  lay  on  a  few s teps  f rom
h im.  He  took  the  b lade  and  spo t ted  the  sou rce  o f  t he  f l i cke r  i n  t he
d is tance ,  a t  the  end  o f  a  deep  passage.  S low ly ,  he  fo l lowed i t  a long
the  smooth  cu r ta ins  o f  i ce  tha t  th readed  the  wa l l s  o f  the  cave  Ð  a
moun ta in  r i ve r  t rapped ,  f rozen  in  t ime .  F rom the  ce i l i ng ,  d rops
c l u s t e r e d  l i k e  f i g u r e s  -  s t a t u e s  o f  i l l - f o r t u n e d  f u g i t i v e s  c a u g h t  b y
the  ru th less  w ind .  I t  s t i l l  how led  ou ts ide  and  a  d read fu l  wh in ing  d rew
from the cave mouth. A worry that edged on fear shook GaltarÕs mind
and he gr ipped h is  sword wi th  both  hands,  care fu l ly  s tepp ing on the
s l i ppe ry  f l oo r .  The  t unne l  na r rowed  c l ose r  t o  a  ho le  t ha t  l ed  t o  a
la rge r  ha l l .  The re ,  a  s tone  b lock  s tood  in  the  m idd le .  The  body  o f  a
woman reposed  on  i t ,  l i t  by  a  sma l l  f i r e -po t ,  wh ich  cas ted  a  f l am ing
l ight  on the wal l  above her.  ÒAnaya?Ó her name tore through his mind.
ÒI t  cannot  be  her ,Ó he  u t te red ,  near ing  the  body ,  s t ra in ing  h is  eyes
to  see i t  be t ter .  The s teps became heavy and worry  t igh tened h is  hear t
whi le  i ts  beats  resounded through the cave.  H is  mind d id  not  accept
the  hor r i f y ing  t ru th  even  as  he  s tood  a  shor t  s tep  away  f rom her .
B a r e f o o t ,  c l a d  i n  w h i t e ,  A n a y a  l a y  s t i l l .  A  g o l d e n  a u r e o l e  o f  h e r
cu r l y  ha i r  g l immered  a round  he r  so f t ,  pa le  face .  I n  the  m idd le  o f  he r
chest  a  long b lack ar row prot ruded.  ÒI t  cannot  be her ,Ó whispered h is
hear t  in  deso la t ion ,  beseech ing  the  gods  to  tu rn  back  t ime.  H is
thoughts  faded  in to  b lackness  tha t  s t re tched  in to  a  sudden ob l i v ion .
Then,  a  l igh t  o f  the  pas t  sur faced,  d is tan t  and unreachab le :  They were
runn ing  t oge the r  t o  A i t r iÕs  sm i thy  t o  p lay  t he i r  game  o f  f i r e  and
snow. AnayaÕs tender face shone in the red heat ,  the f lame dancing in



her  eyes.  In  the  f lame,  an incandescent  i ron  b lade res tedÉ A cry  f rom
the  w ind  sca t te red  the  images .  The  f i r e  i n  t he  po t  was  the  on l y  l i gh t
that  remained.  Gal tar  touched her forehead.  There was no bloodstain
where the arrow met the body. The arrow was black, engraved with
unknown symbols.

He  pu l led  i t  ou t  w i th  a  yank .  As  he  looked  a t  he r  mo t ion less  face ,
wh i te  as  snow,  d isbe l ie f  g rew in to  g r ie f .  He  d id  no t  accep t  wha t  he
saw,  ye t  what  he saw s tabbed h im l ike  an ar row,  deep ly  in  h is  hear t
and he wanted to  be awakened;  pu l led out  f rom the dark  tor rent  that
had car r ied  away every th ing  he  had l i ved  fo r .   

She  l ooked  as  i f  she  we re  as leep .  He  k i ssed  he r  l i ps  l i gh t l y .  I n
the  d i ther ing  f lame above,  a  s t range v is ta  b roke,  open ing  a  burn ing
h o r i z o n .  H i s  h a n d s  f l e w  t o  h i s  s i d e s  o u t ;  s w o r d  t i g h t  i n  h i s  r i g h t
hand ,  t he  l e f t  c l i nched  i n to  the  f i s t  as  h i s  eyes  wandered  th rough  the
darkness above.

ÒO, Creator,  O, DestroyerÉÓ The youthful  sparks in his eyes had
d ied  away .  I ns tead ,  t he  g l oomy  l i gh t  o f  t he  i ce - cave  l i t  t hem;  h i s
nos t r i l s  tensed  l i ke  those  o f  a  wounded wo l f  and  the  b lood  o f  anc ien t
warr iors  f looded h is  whole  be ing.  From the burn ing hor izon,  a  rumble
of many hoofs came. The cavalry of revenge was coming, carrying
banners of  woe. ÒO, Gald,Ó he said and deep and clear was his voice.
ÒLet  the  b lood o f  those who have k i l led  th is  g i r l  be  on my sword .  And
when my vengeance comes,  le t  me d ie in  bat t le .  Then,  I  shal l  meet  her
aga in  -  i n  t he  a f t e r l i f e .Ó  He  sa t  t hen ,  l ean ing  on  t he  t h rone  and  h i s
head dropped on her  shoulder .  B lood that  f lows Ð r iver  o f  sor row.  Red
i c e  o n  i t s  s u r f a c e .

Chapter Seven

Devanas - Women at Arms

I

The  f i re  in  the  po t  d ied ,  l eav ing  a  smoky  c r imson  cu rve  tha t
dissolved in the dark. When Galtar woke up, AnayaÕs body had
d isappeared  f rom the  a l ta r .  ÒAn ev i l  spe l l ,Ó  c rep t  in to  h is  m ind  and
he  s t i r red .  B lack  mag ic  was  perhaps  the  on ly  th ink  tha t  can  t ru l y
l apse  peop le  o f  Ga lda  i n to  d i smayed  s i l ence ,  bu t  h i s  g r i e f  and  th i r s t
fo r  revenge ou twe ighed h is  fears .  Shaf ts  o f  sun l igh t  p ie rced  th rough
the  p i les  o f  wh i te ,  i l l umina t ing  the  passage.  He removed the  snow-p i le
tha t  had  bu i l t  up  a t  t he  en t rance  to  the  cave  and  the  b r i gh tness  o f
the day l igh t  b l inded h im.  The sun was h igh,  the  sky  was c lear  and the
vast snow cover lay exposed for many leagues around. He looked for
V inge,  bu t  the  horse  had van ished w i thout  a  t race.  C loaked in  wh i te ,
the mounta in  mass i f  s tood l ike an ever last ing eyewi tness watch ing the
e n d l e s s  s t r u g g l e  f o r  l i f e .  G a l t a r  w a s  u n c e r t a i n ,  g a z i n g  t o  t h e  d i s t a n t
peaks wishing to stumble on anything that would guide him. The Scourge
of Winds lay behind him as a defeated enemy. He hurr ied through the
snowy forest  breath ing the sharp mounta in  a i r  and,  wi th  each gasp,
images of  the past  haunted him -  Anaya was s inging her song for
fa i r ies :  ÒLight  f rom you,  here comes to  me. . .Ó Her  vo ice then per ished
in the sound of  many bi rds,  the sound of  h is remembrance.



No b i rds  sung here .  In  these s lopes o f  i ce  and s tone,  on ly  sound
o f  l i f e  tha t  cou ld  be  heard  was  those  o f  a  so l i t a ry  beas t .  Someth ing
was moving down on the val ley below the narrow path he walked. From
the  t rees  i t  s tee red ,  snow fe l l  i n  chunks .  Grow l  tha t  was  re leased
f rom i t s  snou t  and  c lu t ch  o f  a  s t rong  jaws  cou ld  be  heard  -  I t  was  a
l i on ;  t he  l i on .  I t s  sk i n  was  da rk  as  cha rcoa l .  I t s  mane  and  t he  end  o f
i t s  ta i l  were  f i e ry  red .  The  an ima l  was  huge ,  much  la rge r  than  the
b i g g e s t  s a b e r - t o o t h  t i g e r  t h e  v i l l a g e r s  h a d  k i l l e d  o n c e .  I t  w a s
s i t t i ng  now  down  i n  a  va le ,  ea t i ng ,  r i pp ing  t he  sk in  and  f l esh  f r om
i ts  p rey :  a  doe .  The  l ion  ra ised  i t s  head and  looked up  a t  the  human
t h a t  s t o o d  o n  t h e  t o p  o f  a  c l i f f .  T h e i r  e y e s  m e t .  G a l t a r  w a t c h e d  i t ,
l o o k i n g  s t o u t l y ,  g r i p p i n g  h i s  h i l t .  F o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  h e  s a w  t h e  e y e s
o f  t he  l i on ,  and  th i s  one  was  no t  an  o rd ina ry  one .  Under  i t s
dead ly -s t i l l  gaze,  he  was prey ;  a  meat  to  be  ea ten  w i th  bones  to  be
cracked.  Sudden ly ,  the  f lashy  eyes o f  the  beast  moved s l igh t ly  as  they
caught  something that  s tood behind the man. Then the l ion growled,
s low ly  back ing  o f f .

ÒI doubt such beast would fear a sword,Ó thought Galtar.  He was
r i g h t .  I t  w a s  n o  f e a r  t h a t  p u l l e d  t h e  a n i m a l  a w a y ,  b u t  a  s i l e n t
command f rom i ts  mistress,  h idden among the rocks in the d istance.
However,  there was a reason for  the cal l  Ð something that  loomed
might ier  and more threatening to the beast  than a sword of  a human.
Presence  o f  ano ther  l i ve  th ing ,  th i s  t ime  f rom beh ind  h is  back ,  he
fe l t  now.  A  snar l ,  du l l  and  deep,  came f rom jus t  a  few s teps  away .  A t
the  sound,  he  s low ly  tu rned  w i th  the  sword  s t i l l  ou t .  What  he  saw
as ton i shed  h im  so  much  tha t  he  a lmos t  f e l l  ove r  t he  c l i f f .  Wh i te  f u r
g l i s tened  in  the  sun .  A  la rge  po la r  bear  s tood  be fo re  h im s low ly
swinging i ts  immense ashen-pale head.  I ts  bra ided br id le  was ornate
wi th  the  fea thers  o f  a  g ray  owl .  Pear ls  o f  many  co lo rs  hung as  a
ra inbow,  loose f rom i ts  c l ips .  A  woman rode on i ts  back .  Under  her
l i gh t  burn ished  he lm,  her  dark  ha i r  f l owed in  the  w ind .  Her  c loak  was
o f  a  c lean  wh i te  fu r ,  hung  f rom shou lder  s t raps  w i th  two  la rge  bear
paws.  A  long  spear  reposed in  her  r igh t  hand .  Wi th  the  le f t  she  he ld
the  b ra ided  re in ,  and  a  rounded  b lue  sh ie ld  was  s lung  a t  he r  l e f t  l eg .
A long, s l im curved blade hung low from her bel t .  The womanÕs blue
eyes observed h im,  re in ing down her  bear  to  s tay  in  p lace.

ÒPut your sword down,Ó said she in a commanding tone. Galtar
hes i ta ted .  ÒPut  i t  down,  I  am your  f r iend ,Ó her  vo ice  was as  s te rn  as
t h a t  o f  a  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r .  I t  r e s o n a t e d  w i t h  g e n t l e  a u t h o r i t y ,  t h e
author i ty  tha t  i s  ga ined wi th  w isdom.  He obeyed her  and h is  sword s l id
back in to i ts  scabbard.  As the sword was put  away,  the animal  s topped
mov ing i ts  head and sa t ,  now mot ion less  l i ke  a  s ta tue .

ÒYou must be from the tr ibe of  Alu,Ó said the woman.

ÒYes. How do you know that?Ó

ÒI see your  bel t .Ó

Galtar had never seen her before,  but he had seen Devanas, the
female  war r io rs  o f  the  Whi te  Bear  t r ibe  who rode on po lar  bears  w i th
ease.  Th is  she-bear  was  car ry ing  the  fea thers  and  s igns  o f  a  ch ie f ta in
on  her  b r id le .  S ince  he  rea l i zed  tha t  th is  woman must  be  the  leader  o f



t h e  t r i b e ,  h e  k n e l t  o n  h i s  l e f t  k n e e  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  r u l e s  a n d
greeted her  w i th  respect fu l  words :

ÒI salute you and your people,  o wel l - regarded,  Chief ta in Mamaki .Ó

She nodded: ÒThat was a pol i te greet ing,  young warr ior .  May I  know
your name?Ó 

Gal tar  s tood up:  ÒMy name is  Gal tar ,  son of  Or l tar .Ó

When she heard the name of his father,  she looked at him more
c lose ly  and sa id :  ÒSon of  Or l tar  indeed.  You resemble your  fa ther .  An
honest and brave leader, he was.Ó For a moment, a remembrance awoke in
he r .  She  tu rned  towards  the  ho r i zon  to  t he  wes t ,  l ook ing  a t  i t s  rocky ,
jagged out l ine as i t  d isappeared wav ing in to  the d is tance.  She knew
h i s  f a t h e r  w e l l  f r o m  t h e  d a y s  o f  t h e  w a r  a n d  e a r l i e r  s t i l l .  H e r  h e a r t
knew him from the t ime when chi ldhood crossroads had met with the
later  l i fe .  Her voice became sof ter :  ÒWhat goodness brought  you here?

ÒI t  i s  no t  goodness  tha t  b rought  me here ,  O mis t ress  o f  the  fa r
Nor th .  Not  good,  bu t  a  te r r ib le  d isas ter  has  brought  me here .  So
suddenly I  came, and unprepared, to pursue the abductors who have
k i l l e d  t h e  g i r l  I  l o v e . Ó

ÒI  see.  You under took  the  journey  l igh t ly  d ressed.  Th is  cou ld
eas i l y  have  been  your  las t  j ou rney ,  coming  a t  th i s  t ime  o f  the  year ,Ó
said Mamaki  looking at  the scars on his hands,  arms and shoulders.  On
his  f logged face,  dark  shadows were e tched around h is  eyes.  H is  a t t i re
w a s  r i p p e d ,  t h e  t u n i c  a l l  i n  r a g s ,  h i s  p a n t s  d o t t e d  w i t h  f r o z e n
bloodsta ins.

ÒI  th ink  I  am los t ,Ó h is  vo ice t rembled.  A sudden memory o f  h is
father and thoughts of  AnayaÕs death pressed him so st rongly that  he
wanted to  scream. But  he had no s t rength le f t ,  even to  cry .  He dropped
his head,  s tar ing at  the ground:  ÒI  donÕt know which way to go any
more.Ó

ÒYour  g r i e f  has  l ed  you  as t ray .  I t  i s  s t range  tha t  you  su rv i ved
without  guidance.  You must  be hungry too.Ó She took a fur  c loak f rom
the  sadd le  and  passed  i t  t o  h im .  He  pu t  i t  on .

ÒI  have never  seen such a l ion before,Ó sa id  Gal tar .

ÒI t  is  a  breed that  comes f rom Naroxa,  the underwor ld .  The i r  red
manes can turn in to f i re ,Ó she expla ined.  ÒYou cannot  go any fur ther
before you regain some st rength.  My camp isnÕt far  f rom here.  So I
inv i te  you to  be  my guest ,  A lu ,Ó she ca l led  h im A lu  by  the  name o f  h is
t r i be .  Mamak i  pu l l ed  the  re ins  then  speak ing  so f t l y  to  he r  she-bear :
ÒGomla,  we are go ing to  take Gal tar ,  son o f  Or l tar ,  w i th  us.Ó She
spoke few more words in another  tongue that  Gal tar  could not
understand and the great white bear crouched tamely. Mamaki gave
Ga l ta r  a  s ign  to  s i t  beh ind  he r  and  he  d id  as  she  sa id .

Ò I  w i l l  t ake  you  t o  a  sa fe r  p l ace ,  A lu .Ó

Gomla carr ied them through the deep snow with ease; winning vast



d is tances  fas te r  t han  any  ho rse  cou ld  ga l l op .  L igh t l y  and  sw i f t l y  t hey
t r a v e l e d ,  a s  i f  i t  w e r e  n o t  a  b e a r  c a r r y i n g  t h e m ,  b u t  a  g i a n t  w h i t e
eagle.  Gomla was a polar  bear  of  anc ient  k in  ra ised by MamakiÕs t r ibe.
Her fur  was whi te wi th azure waves and her eyes were a deep dark blue,
l i k e  a  p o l a r  n i g h t  s k y .

Many quest ions t roub led Gal tar ,  but  he cou ld  not  vo ice them yet .

ÒTry not  to  th ink much now,Ó said Mamaki .  ÒDo not  th ink at  a l l .
Re lax ;  l e t  empt iness  res t  i n  your  eyes .  B rea the  in  deep ly  and  fee l
s e r e n i t y  i n  i t .  B r e a t h e  o u t  a n d  t h i n k :  F e e l i n g  s e r e n i t y ,  I  a m
breathing out .  Can you do that?Ó Mamaki  spoke quiet ly  and c leanly,
wi th an unknown hum of  an ancient  magic in  i ts  wake.  I t  snatched h im
and he  fe l l  i n to  a  d reaml ike  s ta te  o f  peace.  The rhy thmic  thumps o f
GomlaÕs run -  paws touching the snow stayed as the only sound in his
ears .  He remained present  jus t  enough to  ho ld  h imse l f  in  the  sadd le ,
now wrapped in an odd and newly refreshing force.

The eastern wind blew across the slopes of the Snow Mountains
above them. Night  fe l l  in  large snowf lakes,  draped dark  and dense so
that  on ly  the gods cou ld  see through i t .  A  few s tars  shone among the
c louds when the bear  entered a  path  tha t  led  down in to  a  green va l ley .
There,  among trees,  many stone columns loomed scat tered in the forest .

ÒWhat are these things that are r is ing from the shadows?Ó asked
Gal ta r ,  s lowly  coming to  h is  senses .

ÒThose  a re  g rea t  p i l l a r s  tha t  i n  t he  d i s tan t  pas t  had  he ld  an
anc ient  c i ty - is land.  I t  was a  long t ime ago when a  sea covered these
parts ,Ó Mamaki  spoke.  ÒSoon we shal l  ar r ive at  the p lace,  shel tered
and snug, where my camp is set.Ó

I I

A campf i re  tw ink led in  the  dark  woods,  bes ide a  ten t .  The tent  was
rounded and stood as high as GaltarÕs shoulders, with branches and
snow p lo t ted  around the  edge -  typ ica l  t rave l ing  pergo la  o f  Devanas.
Two she-war r io rs  were  s i t t i ng  bes ide  the  f i re  c loaked  in  bearsk ins .
They stood up to meet their  chieftain. Gomla crouched and Mamaki drew
he r  h i gh ,  c ross - l aced  boo t  ou t  o f  t he  s t i r r up  l i gh t l y  s tepp ing  down
f rom the  sadd le .  Ga l ta r  d ismounted  as  we l l  and  one o f  the  g i r l s  took
the  re ins  and  made  i t  f as t  to  the  b ranch  bes ide  a  ho rse ;  h i s  ho rse :

ÒVinge!Ó shouted Gal tar  in  a p leasant  surpr ise.

Ò I t  m igh t  chee r  you r  hea r t  a  b i t  t o  see  you r  f r i end  a l i ve ,Ó  sa id
Mamaki.

Galtar hugged Vinge around his gracious neck and a happy neigh
came from his gob. ÒHowÉ eh, you elvish kinÉ How did you survive?Ó

ÒWe found him surrounded by three does. They warmed him with their
bod ies ,  p reven t ing  the  f ros t  f rom k i l l i ng  h i s  b lood  f l ow .  He  was  weary
and weak and at the doorstep of death. Then I  gave him some herbs and
Gomla  l i f t ed  h im up  to  h i s  l egs .  We a l so  found  the  p r in t s  o f  a  deer
nearby .  I t  seems tha t  the  deer  pu l led  you  ins ide  o f  the  nar row c rack .



I t  was wide enough for  a  human but  too smal l  for  a  horse.Ó

Ga l ta r  l i gh t l y  r ubbed  t he  dee r - c l asp  on  h i s  be l t :  ÒA lu ,  t he
pro tec to r  o f  my t r ibe .Ó 

ÒHe is a lso the protector of  a l l  people who have done good deeds,Ó
added Mamaki. ÒGaltar, please meet my daughter Inah, and my cousin
Arana.  They  are  my guard ians .  Inah is  the  grea tes t  sword- f igh ter  I
have  and  A rana  i s  my  bes t  a rche r .  G i r l s ,  t h i s  i s  Ga l ta r .  He  i s  an
Alu.Ó

ÒWelcome Galtar and nice to meet you,Ó Arana nodded.

ÒYou look  l i ke  a  B lackb i rd  F ie ld  Surv ivo r ,Ó sa id  Inah ,  no t i c ing
h is  ba t te red  a rms  and  face .  She  was  re fe r r i ng  to  the  g rea t  ba t t l e  a t
the  B lack  B i rd  F ie ld  and  fa l l  o f  the  land  o f  Kereb .  A l though  Kereb ians
los t  the  ba t t le ,  fu r ther  expans ion  o f  the  Azmaran  Empi re  to  the  wes t
was put  on a hal t  for  a lmost a decade, because of  t remendous losses on
both  s ides .

InahÕs dark  s t ra ight -ha i r  was t ightened h igh,  hanging down in  a
long  t ress  th readed  w i th  pea r l s  Ð  the  mark  o f  a  sk i l l ed  f i gh te r  and
c lose  gua rd  o f  he r  ch ie f t a i n .  She  was  ta l l ,  c l ose  t o  Ga l t a rÕs  he igh t .
Her charcoal-dark eyes and long eyebrows contrasted her  sof t ,  round,
wh i te  face.  Her  r ipened-cher ry  red  l ips  were  smi l ing  and her  who le
s ta tu re  rad ia ted  w i th  the  unusua l  combina t ion :  The s t rength  o f  a
taught warr ior with the elegance of a gorgeous woman. Both Devanas
were dressed in  sk in-c lo thes t ightened wi th  many cross- laces on the
s i d e s  f o l l o w i n g  l i n e s  o f  t h e i r  f i r m ,  f e m i n i n e  b o d i e s .  O n  t h e i r  w a i s t s
each wore a studded bel t  wi th a large bronze c lasp over an open-bot tom
gi rd le  made of  sheepsk in .  The i r  boots  went  h igh-up to  the i r  knees and
were  f i l l ed  w i th  the  fu r  o f  a  g ray  wo l f  a round  the  edge .  A rana  was  o f
a  smal le r  s ta ture  than Inah.  Her  cur ly  chestnut -brown ha i r  was
t ightened low, down f rom her neck.  She wore a l ight  archerÕs cap and a
long qu iver  was s lung a t  her  back.

Gomla growled.  Arana brought  her  a basket  wi th  three large f resh
f ish in  i t :  ÒShhh,  Gomla,  I  know you are hungry,Ó she spoke,  and
pet ted  the  an imal  be tween i ts  tame eyes.  ÒI t  i s  a l l  yours .Ó The bear
s ta r ted  to  ea t  g lad ly .  They  a l l  sa t  a round  the  f i re .  Mamak i  cooked  her
heal ing herbs and t reated Gal tarÕs wounds wi th  them. He to ld  h is  s tory
to  t hem and  they  l i s tened  to  h im  ca re fu l l y :

ÒThe Azmaranians did i t ,  the wi ld horsemen from the steppe.
Aghabar  is  beh ind a l l  o f  i t .  A f te r  many years ,  he  has managed to
acquire some powerfu l  a l l ies.  I  should have extracted more answers
f rom the  so ld ie r  I  wounded,Ó Ga l ta rÕs eyes  went  to  the  f i re  as  i f  he
were  read ing  f rom the  f lame.  He to ld  them a l l  about  the  a t tack  and the
pursui t .  He spoke about  h is  s t ruggle in  the mounta ins and how he found
Anaya .  A f t e r  t ha t  he  r ema ined  s t i l l  w i t h  eyes  na i l ed  t o  t he  l og  t ha t
crackled. He gasped and his head hung low; his shoulders shook and two
tear-drops hi t  the ground before him. Mamaki and her two Devanas
l is tened to h im wi th care and compassion.  A tear  s l id  down InahÕs
cheek and dropped on her knee. She sat  by him gent ly touching the
bandages,  pass ing her  f ingers  over  h is  arm to  h is  pa lm.



ÒScourge of Winds was not merci ful  to you, Alu.Ó

ÒThere  i s  no  comfo r t  fo r  the  g r ie f  you  fee l ,  bu t  know you  tha t
s ince  the  body  o f  Anaya  van ished w i th  no  t race ,  i t  cou ld  be  a  s ign
t h a t  h e r  s o u l  i s  s t i l l  a l i v e , Ó  s a i d  M a m a k i .

ÒPardon my knowledge, Oh reverend chieftain,  but what di f ference
would i t  make?Ó asked Gal tar .  ÒWhat l i fe  can have a soul  wi thout  a
body?Ó

ÒThat may not be easy to explain for not many people understands
karma and  the  way  our  consc iousnesses  works ,  bu t  I  w i l l  t r y .  F i rs t ,  as
you may already know, the soul  moves f rom one l i fe to another,Ó spoke
the lady of  the Nor th.  ÒSomet imes i t  can be t rapped between two l ives
and impr isoned ins ide the Diamond of  dead.  That  is  what  the dru ids
say .  B lack  mag ic  can  sea l  the  sou l ,  bu t  the  mag ic  o f  fa i r i es  can
unsea l  i t ,  a l l ow ing  t he  sou l  t o  con t i nue  i t s  j ou rney  and  i nca rna te
into a new body. Show me the black arrow that  you spoke of .Ó He pul led
the  a r row f rom h is  bag  and  passed  i t  t o  he r .  She  took  i t  i n  he r  pa lms ,
examin ing i t  care fu l l y .  Her  eyes squ in ted over  every  symbol .
Tr iangular  shapes predominated many of  the l ines.  ÒI saw these s igns
before,Ó said Mamaki  at  last .  ÒThey belong to an order cal led Red
Triangle,Ó

ÒCan you tel l  me what i t  says?Ó asked Galtar.

ÒTh is  i s  a  r i t ua l  a r row.  When a  so rcere r  k i l l s  someone w i th  th i s
arrow,  he or  she can see the soul  o f  the v ic t imÉÓ she paused c los ing
her eyes.  ÒGive me a moment now,Ó said she wi th her eyes st i l l  c losed,
suddenly s ink ing deep into her  own thoughts.  As she medi tated,  her
pa lms rec l ined in  her  lap  whi le  here  f ingers  s lowly  moved,  mak ing
mudras  Ð par t i cu la r  s igns  tha t  he lped  her  med i ta t ion .  They  a l l
rema ined  s i len t ,  wa i t ing  fo r  her .  A t  las t  Mamak i  spoke  w i th  her  eyes
s t i l l  c l o s e d :  Ò H e r e  i s  w h a t  I  s e e ,  A l u .  T h e  g i r l  i s  n o t  d e a d  i n  t h e
way peop le  norma l l y  unders tand  the  way  o f  dy ing .  In  fac t ,  her  sou l  i s
imprisoned,Ó MamakiÕs eyel ids went up disclosing her br ight sapphire
eyes l i ke  prec ious  gemstones tha t  shed new l igh t  in to  the  dark
laby r i n th  o f  Ga l t a rÕs  fee l i ngs .  ÒBu t ,  s i nce  she  l e f t  no  body  i n  t he
cave, she must have been moved to some other place. That seems to be
the purpose of  th is  ar row.Ó

ÒWhat about the body then?Ó

ÒThe body is  not  the one who carr ies l i fe  though,Ó sa id  she
looking at  h im. He looked back to her  eyes seeing an unknown, yet
peaceful sea and he heard waves as they whispered: ÒHer body might be
with her,  or  not ,  yet  somebody wanted her spir i t  moved away. You must
n o t  d e s p a i r  t o o  m u c h ,  i t  i s  w e a k e n i n g  y o u r  b o d y .  I  w i l l  t r y  t o  h e l p
you  to  f ind  who d id  i t  and  where  her  sp i r i t  wen t ,  bu t  we  need t ime and
the pat ience to  d iscover  more  c lues ,Ó her  words  f loa ted,  touch ing h is
h e a r t ,  m e l t i n g  h i s  p a i n .

ÒThank you, Oh reverendÉÓ he bowed to her twice. ÒYou have already
he lped  me by  exp la in ing  the  s igns  on  the  a r row.  I t  i s  a  g rea t  f o r tune
that  I  met  you in  the mounta ins.  Can I  ask what  brought  you here?Ó



ÒOf course you can dear  boy.  As a mat ter  o f  fac t ,  i t  seems to  me
that  our  s tor ies  are  somehow connected.  A hunter  f rom the v i l lage o f
the Gray Wolf told me about how marauders from the steppe had
plundered h is  hunt ing- lodge.  I t  happened a few t imes.  He came to me in
secre t  say ing  tha t  h is  own ch ie f ta in  Rena was do ing  no th ing  to  p ro tec t
h i m .  I f  t h a t  i s  t r u e  i t  m e a n s  t h a t  a  g r o u p  o f  i n t r u d e r s  i s  o n  t h e  m o v e
th roughou t  ou r  l and  w i th  the  approva l  o f  Rena ,  the  ch ie f ta in  o f  the
Grey Wolf.Ó

ÒCould i t  be the same group,  the group that  at tacked my v i l lage?Ó
asked Galtar .

Ò I  be l i eve  i t  i s ,Ó  sa id  Mamak i  w i th  con f i dence .  Ò I t  l ooks  l i ke
they are roaming throughout  our  lands in  smal l  bands of  probably  about
a  dozen each.  We be l ieve  tha t  a l l  o f  th is  must  be  a  par t  o f  some
bigger plan, so we came down here to scout.Ó

ÒOnly  three o f  you?Ó Gal tar  cou ld  not  h ide h is  surpr ise.  ÒI  must
admi t ,  i t  i s  a  b i t  s t range  fo r  an  impor tan t  pe rson  to  wander  t h rough
the wi lderness in  such a smal l  group.Ó

A smile appeared on MamakiÕs apple-red l ips. She took the smal l
g r inds tone  tha t  was  bes ide  her ,  and  la id  her  spear  in  her  lap .  ÒTh is
i s  t he  bo rde r  o f  my  l and ,  dea r  A lu .  I  wan t  t o  f i nd  wha t  i s  go ing  on
here ,  in  person,Ó sa id  she check ing the  t ip  o f  the  spear .  ÒHowever ,  I
have dispatched two groups of my Devanas and our men are fort i fy ing
the  w ing-pos t ,Ó  sa id  she  s l i d ing  the  g r inds tone  over  the  long  i ron
sp ike  o f  he r  spear .

Chapter Eight

Pigstone Head

I

Coming down from the mountain, a cold breeze slunk through the
l ea f l ess ,  f r ozen  t r ee  c rowns .  The  devanas  l i t  a  sma l l  f i r e  i n s i de  t he
ten t .  I t  c rack led  qu ie t l y  and  an  o ld  log  burned  s low ly .  The  smoke
e s c a p e d  t h r o u g h  a  h o l e  a t  t h e  t o p ,  f i l l i n g  t h e  i n t e r i o r  w i t h  t h e  s w e e t
scent  o f  dreams.  They sprawled around,  enc losed in  furs ,  and soon fe l l
asleep. No one of  them needed to keep a watch in the night because
Gomla was the best  guard ian they could get  a l ready,  even in  her
res t i ng .  T i red  and  d rowsy ,  Ga l ta r  f e l l  deep  in to  s lumber ,  bu t  h i s  m ind
d id  no t  r ema in  und i s t u rbed  f o r  a  l ong .  L i t t l e  a f t e r  t he  m idn igh t  hou r
had passed,  the  sharp  kn i fe  o f  sor row r ipped h is  d ream in to  s t reaks ;
t he  s t r eaks  o f  d i s t r ess ing  imag ina ry  t ha t  f l u t t e red  ove r  t he  l ong  go ry
s t ra in  o f  d ream-even ts .  A  s t range  vo ice  led  h im to  the  images ,  so  l i ve
and  cu r ren t :  ÒMy son ,  you  a re  in  the  m ids t  o f  a  ba t t l e .  Soon  you  w i l l
d i e ,  ye t  many  o f  t hem w i l l  f a l l  be fo re  t ha t  happens .  Th i s  i s  t he
future I  am showing you now,  look.  You are f ight ing your  enemies
fu r i ous l y ;  you  a re  k i l l i ng  t hem ru th l ess l y  f ee l i ng  t he i r  wa rm  b l ood  as
i t  i s  sp r i nk l ed  a l l  ove r  you r  ches t  wh i l e  you  s l ash  t hem w i t h  you r
sword .  Immed ia te ly  a f te r ,  j us t  be fo re  the  moment  o f  the  f ina l  t r i umph
of  your  vengeance,  you fee l  an inner  pa in  and the unbearab le  fee l ing
o f  a  g rand  loss .  I t  d raws  you  down in to  an  abyss .  You  a re  fa l l i ng



downwards ,  deep  i n  t o  an  i n f i n i t y  o f  no - l i gh t  and  no -a i r .  Fa l l i ng ,  you
go bl ind, you gaspÉ you are dyingÉÓ

MamakiÕs soft palm covered GaltarÕs forehead. He opened his eyes,
b rea th ing  heav i l y ,  l ook ing  a t  he r  b r i gh t  eyes .  Fo r tuna te l y ,  he  found
them and i t  was as i f  she had f lown down there and saved him. She
spoke to  h im wi th  a  qu ie t ,  mel t ing vo ice:  ÒYour  broken hear t  needs
answers  to  many quest ions .  But  i t  needs to  res t  too .  T i red ,  you cannot
do much.  The gr ie f  is  weakening you,  I  to ld  you so.  You must  medi ta te
on  dea th  and  t he  unce r t a i n t y  o f  l i f e  f o r  a l l  be i ngs .  You  have  t o
remind  yourse l f  t ha t  i t  i s  no t  you ,  bu t  you r  consc iousness  tha t  can
c h a n g e  i t s  s t a t e  Ð  i t  c a n  b e  f i l l e d  w i t h  p h y s i c a l  p a i n  a n d  g r i e f  o r
w i th  sensat ions  tha t  a re  p leasant  to  the  body  and mind.  Be as  i t  may,
those fee l ings  are  on ly  sensat ions and do not  take them as u l t imate
rea l i t y .  You  have  t o  r em ind  you rse l f  cons tan t l y  t ha t  eve ry  l i v i ng
b e i n g  i s  a s  s u r e  t o  d i e  a s  i t  w a s  b o r n .  S t i l l ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  s u c h  t h i n g
as an absolute death,  only ever last ing change as your consciousness
f l i t s  b e t w e e n  s t a t e s .  T h e  n i g h t  i s  o l d  a n d  i t  i s  t i m e  t o  r e s t .
Tomorrow,  we wi l l  cont inue th is  pursu i t  together .Ó

 H e  f e l l  a s l e e p  a t  l a s t ,  p e a c e f u l l y .  U n d e r  t h e  g e n t l e  t o u c h  o f
MamakiÕs hand that she had laid upon his head, the murky nightmare
ghosts s lowly vanished.  She remained s i t t ing wi th her  palms now
res t ing  in  her  lap  ho ld ing  a  long rosary  tha t  counted one hundred and
e i g h t  p e a r l s .  S l o w l y ,  s i t t i n g  s t i l l ,  s h e  s a n k  d e e p  i n  h e r  t h o u g h t s
once  aga in ,  fo l low ing  an  inner  sound  o f  anc ien t  and  secre t  d isc ip l ine
Ð a  medi ta t ion  ca l led  Path  o f  Death .  The count ing  o f  the  pear ls  and
the magic mantra she chanted in an o ld language,  wi th a st rong music
i n  i t ,  g r a d u a l l y  l e d  h e r  m i n d  u p ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  s m o k e  o f  t h e  f i r e ,
a n d  u p  t h r o u g h  a  l i t t l e  h o l e  i n  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  t h e  r o o f .  F o r  t h e
moment,  she could see the tent  down bel low and her l i t t le  company
s t re tched  upon  the  g round ,  p ro found ly  res t ing ,  l i ke  ch i l d ren .  Her
as t ra l  body  then tu rned her  look  up  aga in ,  towards  the  s ta rs ,  and she
suddenly soared high above the forests and the mountains around. Snowy
peaks wi th thei r  sharp and uninvi t ing rocky faces grew more tamed and
f a m i l i a r  t o  h e r  s p i r i t .  A  f e e l i n g  o f  b e l o n g i n g  g r e w  i n s i d e  h e r  h e a r t
and she started to sense an inseparable connect ion between this new
being she acqui red and her  natura l  habi tat  below.  I t  became a homely
p lace  to  l and  and  nes t ,  f o r  he r  sp i r i t  ga ined  w ings ,  and  he r  eyes
became the eyes of  a hawk. When she f inal ly  possessed the bi rd of
power,  her wing sprawled and she f lew away, heading towards a distant
g rey  hor i zon  above  wh ich  a  fa in t  s ta r  reposed  in  the  n igh t .  The  s ta r
w a s  a c t u a l l y  b a r e l y  v i s i b l e  r i n g  o f  h u e - p u r p l e  l i g h t  t h a t  t i n g l e d
enc i r c l i ng  a  p i t ch  b l ack  ho le  -  t he  en t rance  o f  m i s t y  wo r l d  o f  Ba rdo  -
a  t rans i t i ona l  s ta te  be tween  two  l i ves  where ,  a f t e r  dea th ,
consciousness t ravels  towards new l i fe  to  be reborn in  a new body.  She
entered the  b lackness  and cont inued to  f l y  th rough a  co ld  w ind  tha t
seemed to  b lus ter  f rom the f ron t .  The b i rd  f l ipped ups ide down
f lapp ing  her  w ings  towards  a  t iny  d im-wh i te  l ine  tha t  now appeared in
the  cen te r  o f  the  b lackness  be fo re  her .  The  b i rd  re leased a  loud
screech out  o f  her  beak and she faced another ,  even s t ronger  gust  o f
w ind  tha t  was  amass ing  l i v id  c louds  nex t  to  her  pa th .  As  the  b i rd
screeched for  the second t ime,  the l ine of  c louds widened opening a



st range new space in  the middle of  them, and the b i rd swooped ins ide.
The sky  re turned back to  i ts  normal  v iew and her  ups ide-down f l igh t
became straight again since the sky was now down and the land up. Hues
of  grey g loomed f rom d is tant  shades.  Storm wr ink led the sur face of  an
ocean and foam spr inkled over the c louds.  The wind changed i ts
d i rec t ion  every  now and aga in ,  b low ing  f rom the  four  s ides  o f  the
wor l d .  Sp lashes  o f  l i gh t s  l i f t ed  f r om no r th  t o  sou th  and  f r om the  eas t
t o  t h e  w e s t .  T h e n  a  l i t t l e  h i g h e r ,  p e a r l s  o f  l i g h t s  a p p e a r e d ,  a n d
began travel ing in many direct ions. The innumerous beads formed
co lumns,  l i ke  s ta r -ways ;  the  pa ths  o f  those  had  ye t  to  be  born  aga in .
F i r s t ,  b y  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  l i g h t s ,  s h e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  t h o s e  t h a t
belong to humans,  f rom elves,  dwarves and other  races.  Then,  fo l lowing
the sound that  was coming f rom the north,  she recognized which pear ls
were  coming f rom the  d i rec t ion  o f  A lu .  I t s  s ign  was now c lear  and
v i s ib le  to  he r  among  the  s ta rs .  Mamak i  dove  and  l ooked  a t  f a in t l y  l i t
f a c e s  i n s i d e  e a c h  o f  t h e  p e a r l s .  A l l  t h e  f a c e s  w e r e  s t i l l  a n d  p a l e
w i th  the i r  eyes  c losed .  She  care fu l l y  red  the i r  names f rom smal l
symbols  that  f loated over  the i r  eyebrows.  She looked and looked but
Anaya was not among them. Then she flew back. On her way, she heard a
roar  that  was coming f rom the coast  o f  Xa,  the midd le-wor ld .  The
vis ion of  the red-maned beast  that  brooded over  her  throughout  the day
was now back. She already knew that a few of those animals had come
ou t  so  fa r ,  mark ing  the  p resence  o f  t he i r  c rea to r  Eseve les ,  t he  l o rd
of  Naroxa,  the underwor ld.

I I

Fog  wrapped  the i r  ten t  i n  the  co ld  morn ing .  They  has t i l y  b r id led
Gomla and saddled her. Soon, sacks were packed, backpacks were bound
and their weapons sharpened.

ÒThere  a re  th ree  o f  you  bu t  on ly  one bear  to  r ide ,Ó sa id  Ga l ta r ,
sadd l ing  V inge.  ÒInah,  I  want  you and Arana to  r ide  my horse.  IÕ l l  be
f ine walk ing.Ó

ÒNo thank you.  We wi l l  r ide  tak ing tu rns  on the bear .  Two o f  us
can always walk.Ó

ÒI ins is t ,Ó sa id Gal tar .  ÒYour  mother  saved VingeÕs l i fe .  And
a f te r  a l l ,  I  am a  man .Ó

Al l  three devanas looked at  h im,  suddenly ,  catch ing the word man.
A moment of si lence passed and his face blushed in embarrassment.

ÒOh, are you real ly?Ó asked Mamaki, smil ing. Arana and Inah
g igg led .  The i r  l augh  had  rung  enough  to  pu l l  h im in  too  and  they  a l l
laughed together.

ÒGood idea,  young caval ier ,Ó said Mamaki .  ÒI  th ink the ladies are
go ing  to  accep t  you r  o f f e r ,  bu t  you  a re  go ing  to  r i de  as  we l l ,Ó  A t
las t ,  she and Gal ta r  sa t  on  the  bear  wh i le  Inah and Arana rode the
horse.  They headed southeast  a long the border of  the myster ious land
of Hoydoom. The barren ground of rock before them tumbled down into
long ,  deep  c racks  f i l l ed  w i th  snow.  F rom a  d is tance ,  a  lone  wo l f  sp ied
on the t ravelers.  As the day passed,  coldness d imin ished and the snow



grew less,  making room for  narrow bel ts  of  green grass and smal l
number  o f  t rees  w i th  red  and  ye l low lea fs .  The  i ce  me l ted  on  the  r i ve r
which whooped freely to the south. Noon passed before they discovered
any boot  and hoof  t racks.

ÒLook  a t  t he  sho r t  and  pa ra l l e l  impr in t s  i ns ide  th i s  boo t - t rack ,Ó
said  Mamaki  po in t ing wi th  the t ip  o f  her  spear  on the ground.  ÒThe
boo t  was  la id  i n  a  nomad ic  way  w i th  banded  s t i cks .  Th is  i s  t yp ica l  o f
Azmaranians.Ó

The t races led  them fur ther  to  the  p lace where  the  r iver  wound
around a  g rea t  s tone ;  a  p ig -head shaped rock .  I t  sp rou ted  up  as  i f  a
giant  animal  had come f rom wi th in the earth long ago and been turned
into stone by some unknown magic of the past. No one knew whether
human hands or  nature had ch ise led i t .  They knew only  that  the rock
had s tood there  f rom a  t ime ou t  o f  m ind .  Devanas  ca l led  i t  the
P igs tone .  The  r i ve r  tu rned  here  f rom i t s  sou thern  course  to  run
southeas t .  Near  the  s tone head,  they  found a  p i le  o f  logs  jumbled  w i th
an imal  bones.  The bones were s t i l l  warm.  Wi th  the i r  weapons a t  a ler t ,
the group cont inued to look around.  Mamaki  checked the p i le  thoroughly
whi le  Gal ta r  and Inah examined the rock .  Arana went  fa r ther  in to  the
t rees wi th  her  bow loosened at  hand look ing for  more s igns.

ÒAny more traces of boots there?Ó asked Galtar looking toward the
woodland where Arana was searching.

ÒHard  to  te l l ,Ó  sa id  she ,  touch ing  the  g round w i th  her  long  ar row.
ÒStones and rocks f rom the r iver  were thrown into the mud here.  I  am
go ing  t o  t ake  a  c l ose r  l ook  i n  t he  woods  whe re  t he  so i l  i s  so f t e r .
Inah, what do you see?Ó

ÒI see no sign of human feet but they might have been washed
away,Ó said Inah watching the r iverÕs bank.

ÒStrange.  Four stones and four st icks have been placed in
format ion -  the campfire was made in the Gray Wolves way.  The
f i r e -ho le  i s  deep ,  see ,  j us t  as  t he i r  c l anÕs  hun te rs  wou ld  make  i t .
Yet the prints belonged to Azmaranian boots,Ó spoke Mamaki, going
around the stone head.

Ga l ta r  s tepped in to  the  r i ve r  and  wa lked  un t i l  the  wate r  reached
his knees.

ÒThey might  r ide through the r iverbed,Ó sa id  Gal tar .

ÒThat would make them slower,Ó added Mamaki. ÒIf they did that,
there is  a  good chance that  we wi l l  ca tch them before  dark .Ó

Suddenly, Gomla raised her head and growled. Mamaki hoisted her
s p e a r  t u r n i n g  h e r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  w o o d s .  S h e  w e n t  s t i f f ,  l i s t e n i n g .
The sound of  branches crackl ing could be heard and Gal tar  gr ipped his
sword  f i rm ly .  The  l i gh t  sc im i ta r  o f  I nah  g l i n ted  h igh  above  he r  head ,
ready  t o  s t r i ke  o r  b l ock .  A rana  d rew  an  a r row  sw i f t l y  and  l ay  i t  on
her short  s l im bow, aiming into the shadows among the t rees.  Something
was moving fas t  through the bushes rus t l ing and snar l ing.



ÒIt  is  a hog!Ó shouted Mamaki .  A large boar leaped f rom the
bushes .  Runn ing  f ran t i ca l l y  toward  them,  i t  s ta r ted  to  squea l
p ie rc ing ly .  Arana  was  the  c loses t ,  and  the  an ima l  charged  s t ra igh t  a t
her ,  a iming i ts  monst rous ly  b ig  head.  I ts  long sharp  tusks  impended
dangerously.  She let  loose her  bow and jumped to the ground in the
s a m e  t i m e ,  a v o i d i n g  t h e  d i r e c t  h i t  o f  t h e  h e a d .  H e r  a r r o w  h i t  i t
s t ra igh t  be tween  i t s  g rea t  t usks ,  pene t ra t i ng  the  th roa t .  The  an ima l
tumb led  i n to  t he  fo rd  w i th  a  l a rge  sp lash ,  g run t i ng .  Fo r  a  f ew
moments, si lence covered them al l .  Gomla snarled quiet ly.  The company
wai ted,  mot ion less.

ÒIs it dead?Ó asked Inah. One arrow would barely have been enough
t o  k i l l  s u c h  a  h u g e  b o a r ,  e v e n  i f  i t  h a d  b e e n  s h o t  d i r e c t l y  i n t o  i t s
mouth.  Therefore ,  they a l l  expected i t  to  jump up a t  any moment .
Noth ing happened.  The an imal  lay  in  the water ,  mov ing on i ts  s ide,
s t i l l  gasp ing .  Then i t  s topped b rea th ing .  Ga l ta r  s tepped fo rward  and
touched  h i s  f oo t  t o  i t s  body .  P ress ing  i t  ha rd ,  he  tu rned  the  co rpse
over .  Then  they  a l l  saw how the  beas t  had  d ied  so  qu ick ly  -  a  bo l t
j u t t e d  f r o m  i t s  s t o m a c h .  T h e  o r i g i n  o f  t h e  b o l t  w a s  a l l  t o o  f a m i l i a r
to  them. I t  was a pugat ,  the fabulous Azmaranian weapon,  the deadl iest
crossbow ever made. Mamaki glanced at her bear looking for s igns she
could read from GomlaÕs sensit ive nature. The she-bear sat back and
remained quiet .

ÒI t  must  be dead,Ó Inah looked at  the corpse wi th  uncer ta in ty .

 ÒSure i t  is  dead,  Inah,Ó said Arana.  ÒI  made i t  swal low my arrow
a n d  i t  w i l l  n e e d  a n o t h e r  l i f e  t o  d i g e s t  i t . Ó

Gal tar  c rouched by the corpse,  examin ing i t :  ÒThis  bo l t  s tabbed
d e e p l y .  I t  h i t  a t  c l o s e  r a n g e . Ó

ÒNot necessar i ly ,Ó said Inah.  ÒA pugat  can penetrate th ick animal
sk in,  even armor,  f rom fur ther  than you can imagine,Ó

ÒI  know what  a  pugat  is ,Ó sa id  Gal tar .  ÒMy fa ther  was k i l led  wi th
one.Ó

Gomla ra ised her  snout .  Mamaki  g l impsed at  her .  A l l  o f  a  sudden,
her  po lar  bear  pranced,  re leas ing an immense roar  tha t  shook the a i r .
Soon af ter ,  more sounds came out  f rom the forest .  This  t ime the sound
was not of  an animal or igin;  they were human voices. From the shadows
among the t rees three men dashed out  in to the sunl ight .  Two of  them
had long b lack  ha i r  tha t  fe l l ,  besmeared.  The one in  the  midd le  was an
older  so ld ier ,  wi th  a long moustache below h is  bony cheeks and as lant
eyes .  H is  head was shaved except  fo r  one  b lack  p ig ta i l  a t  the  top .  A
taut  pugat  was in  h is  hands.  Pursu ing the i r  prey,  the Azmaran ian
hunters had run into MamakiÕs company unexpectedly. They instantly
h a l t e d  i n  p l a c e ,  s u r p r i s e d .  T h e  t w o  o n  e i t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  o l d  s o l d i e r
quickly eyed their  leader expect ing a command. Galtar used that moment
and sprung toward the so ld ier  c losest  to  h im.  Handl ing  the sword wi th
both hands,  he l i f ted the b lade h igh above his head.  The Azmaran
crossed h is  saber  and a  long curved kn i fe  to  meet  the  v ic ious  b low.
Y e t ,  G a l t a r  t r i c k e d  h i m .  H e  a b r u p t l y  l e t  l o o s e  t h e  b l a d e ,  a l l o w i n g  i t
to  lunge down and s t r i ke  f rom the  s ide .  He d id  tha t  w ie ld ing  the  sword



w i t h  h i s  r i g h t  h a n d ,  w h i l e  h i s  l e f t  h a n d  r e m a i n e d  h i g h ,  d i s t r a c t i n g
the enemy. The blade swooshed r ipping the skin and f lesh of the manÕs
r ibs.  A horr ib le  scream was re leased f rom h is  throat .  Wounded,  he
jumped closer to his companions. He squeezed his elbow to conceal the
gush ,  t r y ing  to  keep  h i s  guard ,  bu t  the  pa in  made  h im th row h is  s i z i r
on the ground.

Arana and the Azmar in the middle launched their  arrows towards
each other  at  the same t ime.  She was h i t  in  her  h ip  and the enemy
received her  ar row between h is  shoulder  and co l lar  bone.  The th i rd
so ld ie r  swung h is  g rea t  zubra  a  few t imes ,  mov ing  le f t  and  r igh t  as  he
measured h is  d is tance to  Mamaki ,  get t ing ready to  s lay her  wi th  one
precise b low. Her long spear moved along wi th h im, a iming,  showing the
so ld ie r  tha t  she wou ld  no t  a l low any  c loser  approach.

Inah  s tepped  i n  f r on t  o f  A rana ,  g i v i ng  he r  a  s i gn  t o  s tay  back .
The Azmar that had been wounded by Galtar suddenly sprang forward
at tack ing h im, lunging h is  saber toward the nor thmanÕs legs.  Gal tarÕs
s t ra igh t  sword  f lew down and  b locked  i t  w i th  a  loud  c lang .  Bu t  the
saber  immedia te ly  c l imbed up the b lock ing b lade a l l  the  way to
Gal tarÕs hands.  The s lash a lmost  cut  h is  f ingers .  He pu l led back
ins t i nc t i ve l y  bu t  t o  h i s  shock ,  a  t h i rd  b low  fo l l owed  w i th  immense
speed.  His sword remained low wi th no t ime to b lock.  From the
s i d e l i n e s ,  I n a h  w a t c h e d  i n  h o r r o r ,  a n t i c i p a t i n g  a  t e r r i b l e  b l o w  t o
Ga l ta rÕs head,  ye t  she  was  too  fa r  to  do  any th ing  to  s top  i t .  What  he
could do? No b lock,  no dodge and no jerk  back would he lp h im.  In  that
f rac t ion  o f  a  hear tbea t ,  on ly  one  way  ou t  remained ,  and  i t  was  the
s p i r i t  o f  a  w a r r i o r  i n  h i m  t h a t  f o u n d  i t  b y  s h e e r  g u t - f e e l i n g .  I n s t e a d
o f  s t epp ing  back  aga in ,  Ga l t a r  s t epped  i n  -  c l i nch ing ,  he  h i t  t he
enemy in  the face wi th  h is  forehead.  A thud and crack fo l lowed and the
Azmar fe l l  unconscious.

The crossbowman that got AranaÕs arrow was of large stature,
s t rong enough to  tu rn  the  pa in  f rom h is  wound in to  a  f lame o f  ha t red
t h a t  f u e l e d  h i s  w i l l  t o  f i g h t .  R a g i n g ,  h e  g r a b b e d  t h e  a r r o w  t h a t
ju t ted  f rom h is  shou lder  and broke i t .  Then he s lung the  c rossbow a t
h i s  back  and  g r ipped  the  s i z i r  f r om h i s  be l t .  Th i s  man  was  an  e l i t e
sold ier  of  the empire and his every move was deadly somber.  But  the
e l i t e  we re  neve r  t r a ined  to  f i gh t  aga ins t  t he  g rea t  paws  and  tee th  o f
a polar bear. ÒGomla attack!Ó commanded Mamaki and the bear charged at
the two Azmaranians.  They both hurd led behind large t rees look ing for
p ro tec t i on .  The  c rossbowman  l os t  h i s  f i gh t i ng  sp i r i t  i n s tan t l y ,  he
ye l l ed  someth ing  i n  h i s  l anguage  to  h i s  fe l l ow  and  they  bo th  f l ed  to
the forest.  The bear ran after them. ÒGomla, stop, come back!Ó Mamaki
ca l led  to  her  and  the  an ima l  re luc tan t l y  obeyed,  send ing  a  long  roar
a f t e r  t he  i n t r ude rs  as  i f  say ing :  ÒCome aga in  and  I  w i l l  r i p  you
apart.Ó

ÒYou taught them a good lesson,Ó said Mamaki taking the baggage
that hung from the saddle on GomlaÕs back. ÒLet me see your wound,
Arana,Ó she opened a bag and pul led out  a few smal l  sacks of  heal ing
herbs and a f lask.  Gal tar  wiped the enemyÕs blood f rom his face and
cleaned his  sword wi th a handful  of  grass.  The hard head-knock had not
on ly  rendered  the  Azmar  unconsc ious ,  bu t  Ga l ta r  fe l t  the  need to  s i t



down fo r  a  wh i le  as  we l l ,  fee l ing  numbness  in  h is  fo rehead.

ÒSt i l l  b reath ing,Ó sa id  Inah check ing the  fa l len  body.  ÒHe looks
young. They recrui t  them so ear ly these days.  Twenty years ago we beat
the i r  f a the rs  and  now the i r  sons  a re  s t i l l  coming  fo r  more .Ó

ÒYou beat them?Ó Galtar gave her a skeptic look. ÒYou are not much
older than me, IÕd say.Ó

ÒYou are being cynical  for  now reason now,Ó Inah s l id her saber
back in the scabbard.  ÒMy t r ibe and Northern Al l iance defeated them.
Do no t  p re tend  as  i f  you  take  me l i t e ra r i l y ,Ó  she  sa id  and  then  tu rned
to Mamaki who was helping Arana: ÒHow is she?Ó

Mamaki took the arrow out of AranaÕs hip and cleaned the wound.
She  then  s ta r ted  to  l ay  he rbs  on  the  cu t .  A f te r  she  had  cove red  i t ,
she f loated her heal ing hands above the wound murmuring the words of
cur ing .  Arana was qu ie t ,  ye t  her  pa le  l ips  and beads o f  sweat  on  her
forehead to ld  how t ru ly  pa in fu l  the wound was.

ÒI am good,Ó she nodded. ÒI will be goodÉÓ

ÒShe wi l l  be f ine,Ó said Mamaki  press ing her  f ingers gent ly  above
the wound.  ÒThe arrow was soaked wi th the o i l  o f  tagara f lowers,  which
they  use  as  a  t r anqu i l i ze r  i n  hun ts .  How i s  t ha t  U rez ian  fe l l ow
doing?Ó

Inah checked the manÕs pulse on h is neck.  The heartbeat  was st i l l
t he re .

ÒHe may answer us some questions before we leave this place,Ó said
Mamaki.

I nah  took  a  b lanke t  f r om he r  bag ,  soaked  i t  i n  t he  r i ve r  t hen
started to clean the blood from AzmarÕs face and neck. The man began
to  sob ,  eyes  s t i l l  c l osed .  Mamak i  sa t  and  took  h i s  head  i n  he r  l ap .
She was speaking words of  magic wi th a vo ice that  rang tender ly .  As
she spoke,  she pressed h is  neck caut ious ly  and then the back of  h is
head. The man opened his eyes.

ÒWhy are you here?Ó she asked him in the Azmaranian language.

The man answered, half  conscious, and although Inah, Arana and
Galtar did not understand what he spoke, they recognized names such as
ÒAghabarÓ, ÒTribe of the White DeerÓ and ÒHuydoom-VaarÓ. Mamaki was
about to ask more quest ions when the man suddenly started to choke,
h is  eyes popped out  and he extended h is  arms up to  the a i r .  H is
f i nge rs  tw i t ched  in to  a  c law  as  i f  he  were  g r i pp ing  fo r  someth ing  on l y
h i s  eyes  cou ld  see ;  someth ing  tha t  t e r r i f i ed  h im to  h i s  bones .  H is
body was shaking l ike a twig in the wind and every muscle convulsed
under the inf luence of  an unknown power.  His mouth oozed and a t iny
s t r ing  o f  red  vapor  came ou t  w i th  a  shr iek .  Ga l ta r  g rabbed h is  sword .

ÒYou wonÕt need i t ,  Galtar,Ó said Mamaki, not moving her eyes from
the body that had now stopped shaking.



ÒWhat was that?Ó asked Inah, shocked.

ÒMighty Gald,Ó murmured Galtar watching intently. Then he glanced
at  Mamaki .  At  an impulse,  they a l l  expected a t  least  some exp lanat ion
from her as each of them unconsciously presumed her great knowledge
and her wisdom. Mamaki was not as much surprised by this unusual
image,  o f  course,  ye t  she gave no c la r i f i ca t ion  to  her  companions.  She
was puzz led  by  a  h idden aspect  o f  i t  and ins tead o f  g iv ing  the  answer ,
she  s tood  up  ca tch ing  in  her  gaze  the  t iny  redd ish  c loud  tha t  had
escaped from the body through the dead manÕs mouth. It  passed through
the  c rown o f  a  t ree  and  van ished up  in to  the  a i r .  Her  th ree  young
fo l l owers  were  s t i l l  wa tch ing  her .  The  v i s ion  o f  dea th  tha t  came f rom
an unknown, unseen wrai th suf fused their  necks and shoulders wi th cold
dew.  Only  gods cou ld  per form a le tha l  accurse,  and i f  the  gods were in
the mood to  do such th ings,  there was now the t ru ly  a  reason to  be
scared. Even Gomla went quiet and bowed her head. Mamaki turned and
s t rode to  her  she-bear .

ÒSorcery ,Ó sa id  she,  tak ing the re ins .

ÒWhat kind of sorcery was that?Ó asked Inah as her mother walked
by.

ÒA cu rse ,  bu t  we  w i l l  t a l k  l a te r  abou t  i t ,Ó  sa id  Mamak i  g i v ing  the
pugat -bo l t  to  Gomla  to  sn i f f .  ÒDo not  touch the  corpse,  k ids ,Ó she
added. ÒWe must leave this place as fast  as we can. Gear up and help
me to put  Arana in  the saddle.  Be quick.Ó

Chapter Nine

Midnight Screams

I

Innumerable dandel ions greeted the forest  at  the p lace where she
met  the  va l ley .  L inden t rees  g rew sparse ,  gen t ly  leav ing  room fo r
g r a s s y  f i e l d s .  Y e l l o w  l e a v e s ,  e a s i l y  d e t a c h e d  f r o m  t h e i r  l i t t l e  s t a l k s
f lew w i th  the  b reeze .  Ba thed  in  the  sunÕs rays ,  they  looked  l i ke  a
f lock  o f  go lden but ter f l ies .  Arana rode wear i ly  on GomlaÕs back.  Her
eyes were s leepy and eyel ids heavy.  They fastened her  legs to the
sadd le  w i th  sk in  s t r ips ,  so  tha t  she  cou ld  res t  he r  wounded h ip .  V inge
trot ted a longside carry ing sacks and bags.  Mamaki ,  Inah and Gal tar
wa lked bes ide the  an imals ,  pass ing th rough the  ta l l  g rass ,  deep ly
brea th ing  in  the  a i r  tha t  was  heady  w i th  the  f reshness  o f  the  g reenery
around.

ÒThis a i r  re juvenates,Ó said Mamaki .  ÒWith i ts  scent ,  p leasant
memor ies  f rom the  pas t  w i l l  soon  f i l l  you r  m ind .  Tha t  i s  why  th i s
val ley is  ca l led Kidsdale Dream.Ó And lo ;  images f rom ear ly  days and
the faces of  dear people emerged before their  eyes,  awakened by the
magica l  scents  o f  the f lowers,  leaves and grass.  The v is ions came
a l i ve ,  me l t ing  a l l  doub ts  and  fears  f rom the i r  hear ts .  Mamak i  looked
at  her  daughter .  In  her  mother ly  eyes,  she would a lways remain her
l i t t l e  l i v e l y  k i t t e n ,  a  p o l a r  b e a r  c u b .  I n a h  t h e n  s t a r t e d  t o  s i n g
q u i e t l y :



ÒLi fe  i s  as  shor t  as  a  d ream,

A drop of dew,

A  l i t t l e  c r y s t a l  i n  a  w i n t e r  r i m e

Whatever you are,

You are only 

A t  t h i s  t i m e .

Every th ing  i s  born  to  pass ,

Yet  green aga in  w i l l  g row the grass

In  autumn ye l low,  thou sha l t  see

New spr ing wi l l  a lways come to thee,

L i f e  i s  a s  s h o r t

As a dream,

Drop of dew,

A  l i t t l e  c r y s t a l  i n  a  w i n t e r  r i m e

Whatever you are

You are only 

A t  t h i s  t i m e .

InahÕs so f t  vo ice  f loa ted  in  Ga l ta rÕs ears  car ry ing  h is  thoughts
a far .  Every th ing  changed.  A l l  o f  a  sudden,  ins tead o f  wa lk ing  upon
ear th ly  green grasses,  he was s t r id ing through the gardens of  heaven.
He looked a t  the  g i r l -war r io r  f rom beh ind .  Inah ra ised  her  hands  and
u n t i e d  h e r  b l a c k  h a i r ,  l e t t i n g  i t  f a l l  u n r u l y ,  d o w n  t o  h e r  s u p p l e
wa is t .  Her  s teps  were  l i gh t  and  easy .  She  d id  no t  l ook  l i ke  a  tough
Devana anymore but somewhat el f - l ike.  Galtar had never seen an elv ish
lady before,  though in  h is  mind they had a lways resembled the tender
nature  o f  a  fa i ry .  And fa i r ies  he  had saw,  many o f  them,  because o f
AnayaÕs unusual  ab i l i ty  to  bef r iend them.

ÒHarsh she is  when she ta lks and f ights,  but  so fond when she
s ings ,Ó thought  Ga l ta r ,  l ook ing  a t  Inah .  ÒMaybe there  a re  two  g i r l s  in
her ,  two  s is te rs  t rave l ing  the  wor ld  toge ther  in  one  body .Ó Ga l ta rÕs
mother  had sung that  song at  h is  fa therÕs funera l .  Thoughts  o f  death
haunted him and the image of AnayaÕs dead body came back. ÒWhy?Ó he
thought  and the quest ion broke out :  ÒWhy did they do i t?Ó

Mamaki  on ly  looked a t  h im,  s i len t ly .  Inah neared h im.

ÒThe power struggle inside Azmaran is at  i ts  peak these days,Ó



s a i d  s h e  w i t h  w o r r y .  Ò I t  r a d i a t e s  t o  a l l  s i d e s  o f  t h e  w o r l d .  M a n y  e v i l
sp i r i t s  a re  on  the  move,  everywhere .  Even  your  v i l l age ,  fa r  and  co ld
as  i t  i s ,  was  reached.  Soon,  the  migh ty  empi re  o f  Azmaran  w i l l  e i ther
crumble ins ide,  or  venture in to  another  expansion.Ó

Gal tar  nodded:  ÒThey a l ready hold a great  par t  o f  the wor ld.  Many
races  dwe l l  under  the i r  ru le  -  no t  on l y  humans .  No t  a l l  o f  t hem a re
happy to serve the AzmaranÕs Khan, I  am sure of that.Ó

ÒSouls rot ten by greed,Ó added Inah in b i t terness.  Her voice was
determined ,  her  tone  a  fa r  c ry  f rom the  a i r iness  o f  the  song she  had
j u s t  s u n g .  Ò B l i n d e d  b y  t h e  i l l - j o y  t h a t  e v i l - d o i n g  b r i n g s  t o  t h e m ,
t h a t  i s  w h a t  t h e  A z m a r a n s  r e a l l y  a r e .  A l l  t h r e e  o f  t h e i r  t r i b e s . Ó

ÒI f  ange r  possesses  you r  sp i r i t  you  w i l l  no t  be  ab le  t o  t h i nk
clear ly,  my dear,Ó said Mamaki,  calming her daughter.  ÒMany r ich and
se l f - cen te red  f o l ks  l i ve  among  t hem,  t r ue  t o  be ,  bu t  t hey  a re  no t  a l l
ev i l .  They  wan t  t o  p rese rve  t he  e f f o r t l ess  and  l ousy  l i f e  any  ove r l y
r i ch ,  ye t  s tup id  pe rson  wou ld  do .  I f  t hey  rea l l y  know where  such  l i f e
wou ld  l ead  t hem once ,  t hey  wou ld  do  i t  be t t e r .  I  f i gu re  ou t  t ha t  t he
Urez i  t r i be  i s  t he  mos t  i gno ran t  o f  t hem a l l .Ó

ÒNot  a  ques t ion ,Ó sa id  Inah .  ÒOut  o f  the i r  th ree  b igges t  t r i bes ,
the Urezi ,  Yotoman and Ogaman, I  found the Urezi  t r ibe the most
aggressive. Like mad wolves, always hungry for blood and war.Ó

Mamaki  nodded: ÒThe arrogant and v io lent  at t i tudes of  their  Khans
made them that  way.  The power  o f  the Urez i  c lans is  on the r ise again
and  they  w i l l  t r y  to  subdue  the  o ther  two  once  more .  I f  t ha t  happens ,
t h e  l i t t l e  t h a t  i s  l e f t  o f  t h e  f r e e  w o r l d  w i l l  h a v e  t o  p r e p a r e  t o
e i t he r  r es i s t  ano the r  expans ion  o r  f l ee  t o  ba r ren  l ends .  The i r  l a t es t
Khan, Ugdash Batra, whose father was OgamanÕs prince and whose mother
was the daughter of a YotomanÕs general,  expel led Aghabar from the
land of Azmaran.Ó

ÒI heard h is  warr iors  ta lk ing about  i t .  He set  h is  camp somewhere
between lands  o f  Varas  and In i t ia ,Ó sa id  Ga l ta r .

ÒThat  g round  i s  qu i te  w ide ,  w i th  many  fo res ts ,  h i l l s  and  ru ins .  He
could be anywhere,Ó Inah said. ÒAnd there are many caves too. No ruler
has ever  establ ished anyth ing there because i t  is  the homeland of  many
creatures  who are  unf r iend ly  to  humans.  I t  i s  sa id  that  more and more
of  the  caves are  cont ro l led  by  demons.  Is  tha t  t rue,  mother?Ó

Mamaki  s ighted,  thought  a  b i t  then answered:  ÒWel l ,  t rue or  not ,
Naroxa  i s  a  very  t reacherous  p lace  and vas t  as  we l l ,  do  no t  fo rge t
that .  Demons are busy f ight ing Anubis for  caves and other  p laces deep
down that  they found usefu l ;  and usefu l  fo r  reasons known on ly  to
them.  I  b id  them to  s tay  down there  to  the  end o f  t ime.Ó

ÒMamaki ,  can you te l l  us  more about  the magic  that  k i l led the
Azmaranian soldier?Ó Galtar asked. ÒI mean, the man died at the moment
he was about to say some name, I  think,Ó 

ÒThat was a curse and with that curse the enemy could have seen
us,Ó said she.



ÒUsing a crysta l  bal l?Ó asked Inah.

ÒWi th  a  c rys ta l  ba l l  one  can  see  a fa r ,  bu t  w i th  a  s tone  ca l l ed
Al lsea, one can see and set  of f  the accurse,Ó said Mamaki  and went
in to  s i l ence .  Th is  t ime  she  rema in  qu ie t  fo r  a  longer  t ime .  She  was
th ink ing about  someth ing aga in .  Ne i ther  Gal tar  nor  Inah dared to
d i s tu rb  he r  t hough ts .  A f te r  a  wh i l e ,  Ga l ta r  cou ld  no  l onge r  con ta in
h i s  i n t e r e s t  s o  h e  t u r n e d  t o  I n a h :

ÒIs the Al lsea not  the legendary i tem that  had once been used by
ancient wizards?Ó

ÒAncient wizards orÉ a dragon,Ó answered Inah and glanced back at
her  mother  hoping for  more answers,  but  Mamaki  was st i l l  deep in  her
own thoughts .  No words came f rom her ,  on ly  a  long,  qu ie t  s igh.

ÒOh, mighty Gald upon us!Ó broke out Galtar. ÒHow we can defeat
such an al l iance -  wi tches,  demonic l ions and a dragon?Ó

 ÒI thought that  dragons were scarce and smal l  in number today,Ó
said Inah. ÒDragons mind their  own deal ings,  far  f rom human treachery
and pet ty  p lots.  Do they not ,  mother?Ó  Alas.  Her mother remained
si lent .  Inah sped up and stepped in f ront  of  her .  Mamaki  s topped.  ÒWe
have not  had much t ime to  ta lk  s ince you became the ch ie f ta in ,
mother ,Ó sa id  Inah wi th  a  t remble in  her  vo ice.  ÒPlease do not  be so
quiet ,  i t  makes me worry.Ó Mamaki looked at her dark wide eyes. She
tender ly put  her palms on her daughterÕs rosy cheeks:  ÒI am sorry
dear. I  was absent for a moment.Ó

ÒDragons,Ó said Inah. ÒAre they not obsessed only with their  own
quests for gold and jewels?Ó 

ÒI have never heard of any dragon making al l iances with humans,Ó
Ga l ta r  sa id .

Mamaki eyed them both. She sighed and said: ÒHow about a dragon
who was once a human?Ó

Ga l ta r  and  Inah  looked  a t  he r  i n  su rp r i se .  They  wa i ted  fo r  he r  to
cont inue;  they wanted to learn more immediate ly.  Answer they got  f rom
Mamak i  was  fa r  f rom be ing  sa t i s fac to ry :  ÒTh is  i s  id le  ta lk ,Ó she  sa id
and turned to  Arana who jus t  woke up in  the saddle .  ÒSorry ,  k ids ,  no
t i m e  f o r  t h e  s t o r y  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  b u t  I  p r o m i s e  I  w o n Õ t  f o r g e t  t o  t e l l
you  a l l  i n  de ta i l . . .  Tomor row,  pe rhaps .  I  have  to  t ake  ca re  o f  A rana
now. Come on,  Inah,  I  need your help.Ó Inah jumped instant ly  and took
bridles of the bear. Gomla stopped and sat and Mamaki approached the
weary she-rider. ÒHow do you feel, Arana?Ó asked Mamaki and checked
her  wound carefu l ly .  I t  seemed her  herbs worked wel l .  The rosy co lor
o f  the  sk in  had  mos t l y  regenera ted ,  a l though  the  sca r  was  s t i l l
v is ib le .  The fever  caused by the poisoned arrow had a lso lessened.
ÒYou wi l l  be wel l  again af ter  one good n ightÕs s leep,  dear  Arana,Ó
said Mamaki holding her palms above the wound. ÒThe night is coming so
a s  t h e  t i m e  t o  r e s t .  I  f e e l  q u i t e  e x h a u s t e d  t o o  a n d  I  h a d  t o
recuperate  my heel ing power  as wel l .  Tomorrow we wi l l  go s tea l th i ly
towards the ruins of Hoydoom-Vaar. We wil l  probably meet some



unf r iend ly  fo lks  on our  way soon aga in .  So le t  us  gather  as  much
strength as we can. We might need i t  soon.Ó

I I

They set  the i r  camp less than a dayÕs r ide f rom the t ime-worn
gates of Hoydoom-Vaar.  Rarely did anyone dare to venture there. Those
that  went,  never returned.  Al though none came back wi th evidence of
thei r  adventures,  s tor ies emerged nevertheless,  spreading and growing
in myster ious and scary parts.  No one could stop them nor could anyone
t ry  to  l essen  the i r  ho r rendous  tone .  

ÒPeopleÕs interest  had no borders for such things, not even when
the  s to r ies  became r id i cu lous ,  l i ke  the  one  abou t  the  g ian t
b lood th i r s t y  f l owe r  t ha t  sp i t s  sku l l s  a f t e r  ea t i ng  a  human ,Ó  sa id
Mamaki in rather cheering than serious tone and her companions laughed
on her  words.   They rested by the f i re ,  hushed under woolen covers and
bearsk ins underneath a large t ree.  Through i ts  branches and great
leaves,  s ta rs  cou ld  be seen.  They tw ink led  fa in t ly  Ð many cand les  in
the  d i s tan t  b lue  ha l l s  o f  t he  gods  above .

Mamaki made them laugh once more, spicing the legend of Hoydoom
wi th  a  new zest :  ÒBes ides,  that  monst rous f lower  has a  sof t -s ing ing
voice that  enchants,  making unwary people want to come and smel l  i t .Ó
A sweet laugh relaxed them al l  once again and soon they gave
themselves up to the dreams they needed so much,  af ter  the i r  long,
co ld  days  in  the  moun ta ins .   They  fe l t  sa fe  w i th  Gomla ,  the i r  g rea t
whi te  guard ian-angel .  Inah knew that  her  mother  wanted to  dr ive out
any  fea r  w i th  a  s to ry  tha t  they  had  a l l  hea rd  be fo re :  A  mys te r ious
seed had been planted in the past  underneath the c i ty of  Hoydoom-Vaar.
The p lan ts  tha t  a te  f lesh  grew there  and fed  on  the  many rep t i les  and
insects that  nested in the darkness.  Something l ived and spawned
beneath the wal ls  and ins ide the numerous tunnels and hal lways that
had once br idged realms,  paths now long-forgot ten.

I I I

A dead and ominous si lence prevailed throughout those days among
t h e  s h a t t e r e d  w a l l s ,  t h e  r u i n s  o f  H u y d o o m - V a a r ,  a  f o r t i f i e d  c i t y  b u i l t
by Langvar ian c iv i l isat ion three thousand years ago. Shadows walked
a long  i t s  many  s ta i rways ,  b roken  and  sp l i t  by  g rea t  t r ee  roo ts .  A f te r
i ts  c racked s tone br idge and the ent rance gate,  the main path went  up
to another  gate in  a  semic i rc le .  Three r idges overshadowed the
tunne l -pass  wh ich  was a lso  the  base o f  th ree  upper  leve ls  Ð a l l  r inged
wi th  parapets  overgrown by the dark  f lo ra  o f  a  thousand years .
Snake- l ike roots,  grey mushrooms and pale shrubs crept through every
t i l e .  Mos t  o f  t he  s l im  pa ths  and  b r i dges  tha t  l ed  a round  the  g rea t
r ise had col lapsed long ago dur ing the many earthquakes that  had
shaken  the  h i l l s  o f  Hoydoom.  The  su rv i v ing  p i l l a r s  -  sca rce  tee th  i n  a
gargantuan sku l l  -  poked out  f rom the s lopes.  Through i ts  eyeholes Ð
the  yawn ing  ha l l s  o f  dead  k ings  -  smoke  rose  fo re te l l i ng  t he  b i r t h  o f
new volcano.

An  Urez ian  Cap ta in  sa t  by  h i s  ho rse  in  the  m idd le  o f  a  ha l l  i ns ide
t h e  r u i n .  H e  l i t  a  s m a l l  f i r e ,  a n d  t h e n  u n b o u n d  h i s  l o n g ,  d a r k  h a i r ,



l e t t i ng  i t  f a l l  ove r  h i s  g rea t  shou lde rs .  Remov ing  the  bandage  f rom
h is  ank le ,  he  w iped  the  gore  and  s t re tched  h is  leg .

ÒThey lef t  us some food,  see,Ó said the man to h is  horse.  ÒWe wi l l
wa i t  on ly  th is  one  n igh t  and  then  we w i l l  go  back  to  our  mother  s teppe
and change the course o f  h is tory .Ó The horse smel led the sack f i l led
wi th  oa ts  and  bar ley  tha t  h is  mas te r  had  o f fe red  h im.

ÒEat, Meyna, eat. You are my legs and speed,Ó he said removing the
sadd le .  A  p iece  o f  a  ha l f -d r ied  meat  was  underneath  i t .  I t  had  been
pressed between the saddle and the horseback by many days of r iding
w i thou t  a  ha l t .  He  sme l l ed  i t ,  qu i ck l y  c l eaned  o f f  t he  ho rseha i r s  and
began  t o  ea t ,  r i pp i ng  i t  w i t h  h i s  s t r ong  t ee th .  He  j us t  swa l l owed  h i s
f i r s t  b i t  when a  vo ice  came ou t  f rom the  dark  ha l lway  be fo re  h im:

ÒTo change the course of  history? What a promise!Ó I t  was the
voice of  a  woman.  I t  sounded sharp and co ld.  Ulda se ized h is  saber .  As
he gripped the weapon, she laughed at him. He sensed something inhuman
in  th is  sudden laugh tha t  rang  th roughout  the  ha l l .  She s tepped ou t
f rom the  shadows .  A  d iamond ,  g low ing  as  i f  l i t  by  cand les ,  sa t  i n  the
crown above her arched eyebrows. From the diamond, many sparks
s t reamed down th rough her  fe ra l  red  ha i r .  The  i cy  wh i te  sk in  o f  her
leg f la red through her  long b lood-red dress.  She wore b lack sandals
made of  bugantulaÕs spider-web, a venomous spider that  l ived inside
t h e  h i l l .

ÒYou came, at  last ,Ó said Ulda.

She walked to h im s low and l ight ;  her  knees g l immered one af ter
another  pass ing through the long cuts  o f  her  garment :  ÒI  do not  see
your warriors?Ó

Ulda bent h is eyes upon her.  ÒThose that  rode wi th me are dead,
Skira. We were ambushed,Ó said he dryly.

Sk i ra  l ooked  a round  sway ing  he r  head  f i r s t  t o  t he  l e f t ,  d i sc los ing
he r  po r ce l a i n  wh i t e  neck ,  t hen  t o  t he  r i gh t ,  and  t hen  f i na l l y  l ooked
straight at  h im smi l ing again:  ÒAmbushed? How is that possible?Ó

ÒHow?Ó Ulda rose,  angr i ly .  ÒDoes that  real ly  surpr ise you? Then,  I
wonder where the others have gone, those who stayed in the val ley Ð
those that  suppose to wai t  for  me, Skira?Ó He suddenly exposed his
b lade  and  he r  neck  was  m i r ro red  i n  i t .  Bu t  she  d id  no t  f ea r  i t .  She
moved towards h im yet  c loser and spoke quiet ly :  ÒEveryth ing is
a l r ight .  Our at tack on the Whi te Deer was a pure success,  my dear.Ó

Ulda gnashed:  ÒMy bro ther  d ied.  I f  you ca l l  tha t  a  success then
one th ing is  c lear :  I t  was you who bet rayed my men!

Sk i r a  l ooked  a t  h i s  eyes  speak ing  s t i l l  qu i e t ,  bu t  f i rm :  ÒThe  ra i d
went smoothly thanks to my magic and the storm I sent.Ó He stepped
back and as ide by  the f i re ,  ex tended her  s l im hand and pet  h is  horse
on the neck. The animal snorted sharply at once. ÒAs I  remember,Ó she
cont inued as  i f  she was speak ing to  the  horse,  no t  look ing  a t  the  man
again:  ÒYou were to ld everything about your enemy ear l ier .Ó



ÒNo,  Sk i ra .  I  was  to ld  tha t  we were  go ing  to  he lp  the  dragon to
take some wench,  so that  the dragon would  he lp  us  la ter  in  re turn .  And
i f  you  rea l l y  remember  a l l  t ha t  has  been  sa id  tha t  n igh t ,  t hen  you
also remember my words: ÒOnly a lousy dragon would need human help.Ó
Then what is the use of him later anyways. Where is the dragon now?Ó
snar led the Urez ian capta in .

ÒHe wen t  back  to  h i s  l a i r ,Ó  she  sa id .  ÒYuo  d id  no t  ge t  i t  r i gh t
Ulda.  Rahug could have done i t  a l l  a lone,  but  you,  the Azmarans,  had
to  prove your  loya l ty  to  w in  h im as  an  a l l y  in  the  new and upcoming
war.Ó

ÒHah!Ó He gr inned.  ÒI t  i s  a l l  rubb ish,  Sk i ra .  Dragon would  he lp ,
o f  course.  He would  he lp  Aghabar  to  f igh t  h is  own peop le  on ly  to
become our Khan. I  f igure that  out .  Otherwise you and him would have
not  res t r i c t  me on  such  a  smal l  g roup  o f  war r io rs .Ó

ÒGald ian scouts wouldÕve easi ly  spot  a larger  force long before
you  reach  t he  v i l l age ,Ó  sa id  she ,  bu t  U lda  d i d  no t  l i s t en .

He smirked at  her :  ÒI f  I  had been a l lowed to  br ing more people
with me, my brother would be al ive now.Ó

Sk i ra  moved now c loser .  She touched h is  ches t  l i gh t l y  and  a l l  o f  a
sudden her face got an expression of empathy. ÒYou should have
l i s t ened  t o  me  be t t e r  da r l i ngÉ  my  s t r ong  s teppe  r i de r ,Ó  he r  l i t t l e
f inger  went  up  and the  f lame o f  a  campf i re  leap t  h igher .  U lda  looked
a t  i t  g r im l y .  She  l a i d  he r  eyes  on  h i s  l i p s :  Ò I  have  bu rned  t he
p lan ts ,  so  more  o f  you r  so ld ie rs  can  sneak  th rough  the  h i l l s  o f
Hoydoom in the future.Ó

Ulda d id not  move and h is  face f rowned.  Sk i ra cont inued cooing,
even more sof t ly :  ÒI f  Aghabar or  the present  Khan Ugdash Batra d id not
m a k e  t h i s  c l e a r  t o  y o u ,  I  a m  w i l l i n g  t o  e x p l a i n  i t  a l l  n o w .  I  w a n t  t o
o f f e r  you  an  a l l eg iance  i n  you r  ques t  f o r  t he  t h rone  o f  t he  g rea t
Khan.Ó 

He smelled her warmth, then laughed: ÒHaha!Ó

ÒWhy do you laugh?Ó asked she, taken l i t t le aback.

ÒAghaba r  i s  t he  r i gh t  one  fo r  t he  o f f e r ,  no t  me ,  Sk i ra .  I  am no t  a
br ibe-dog l ike h im.  I  should have known what  a  d i r ty  game you are
playing.Ó

ÒI t  i s  no t  a  game ,  U lda .  I  asked  you  t o  pu t  you r  g rea t  sk i l l  a s  a
headhunter  to  th is .  No one cou ld  do th is  bet ter  than you who had
seized so many women and children from Gotan to Galda.Ó She rest now
bo th  o f  he r  pa lms  on  h i s  ches t ,  g i v i ng  he rse l f  t o  h i s  hug .  I ndeed ,  he
embraced her s lowly;  h is rough hand touched her back and star ted up to
her  dense cur ls .  ÒYour  success  w i l l  b r ing  a  g rea t  a l l y  to  your  cause,Ó
said she.

ÒEnough,Ó he snar led then abrupt ly grabbed her th ick red hair  and
pu l l ed  he r  head  back  l i f t i ng  h i s  sabe r  t o  he r  neck .



Eyes wide open,  she looked a t  the b lade in  fear  and ye l led:  ÒUlda,
I  j us t  wan ted  to  he lp  you . . .  I  am no t  aga ins t  you !Ó He  pu l led  he r
harder .  ÒUlda,  p lease. . .Ó she mourned desperate ly ,  but  he pul led her
once more exposing her  whi te neck to the razor-sharp edge of  h is
saber.  ÒDo not  defy your fate,  Ulda!Ó yel led the woman.

He grabbed her  wi th  h is  s t rong arms and growled to  her  ear :  ÒI
w i l l  de f y  you r  body  ton igh t ,  you  red  b i t ch !Ó

IV

A remote  scream r ipped th rough the  a i r ,  awaken ing  the  l i t t le
company .  As  they  jumped ,  they  a l l  l ooked  to  the  da rk  d i s tan t  h i l l
Mamaki was showing them, point ing her spear. Red f i re shone from
w i t h i n  t h e  r e m o t e  r u i n s ,  j i t t e r i n g  a l o n g  t h e  c r a c k e d  h i g h  w a l l s  o f
Huydoom-Vaar.

ÒWhat was that?Ó asked Inah.

ÒLooks l ike a company is  running wi th  torches in  the i r  hands,Ó
sa id  Ga l ta r .

ÒThe  b lo t  o f  l i gh t  i s  too  b ig  to  be  caused  by  to rches ,Ó sa id
Mamaki.

The scream comes again.

ÒD iv i ne  she -bea r  and  i ce ,  wha t  a  t e r r i b l e  sc ream!  I t  i s  as  i f
somebody is being skinned al ive,Ó added Arana.

Mamaki  s t ra ined her  eyes to  judge i t  be t te r  and sa id :  ÒTrue!  A
to r tu re  o f  some k ind  i t  may  be :  I f  anyone  was  no t  sk inned  a l i ve ,  then
he  was  bad ly  bu rn t  a l i ve ,  a t  l eas t .Ó

ÒWe must  go there quick ly ,Ó said Gal tar ,  heading to h is  horse
f i r m l y .

ÒGaltar!Ó Mamaki cal led his name and he stopped, turning his eyes
to  her ,  h i s  hands  a l ready  on  the  sadd le .  S t i l l ,  he r  vo ice  was  enough
to s top a l l  the s tubbornness that  was to  bear  h im toward the unknown
danger. ÒDo you know the way?Ó She asked, lowering her voice back to
the mother ly  tone once again.  Gal tarÕs cheeks b lushed.  Feel ing of
embarrassment drove his look down to the ground and he quickly
real ized what  the answer was:  He did not  know the way,  of  course.  He
knew no th ing  bu t  t ha t  he  mus t  go  fo rward ,  be  i t  a  t r ap  o r  s t ra igh t
path to h is enemy, constant ly  urged by the great  burden -  AnayaÕs
death.  Mamaki  leaned on her  long spear  and  look ing tender ly  for  h is
eyes ,  she  sa id :  ÒWe w i l l  go  c lose r ,  bu t  I  w i l l  l ead  the  way .Ó Ga l ta r
st i l l  looked down. ÒLook at me,Ó demanded she and he looked up at her
deep b lue eyes.  Her  sof t  vo ice become f i rm again:  ÒI  adv ice you to
ca lm down,  Gal tar ,  son o f  Or l tar .  I  took you wi th  me because I  wanted
y o u  t o  s t a y  a l i v e .  I  c a n  s e e ,  y o u n g  m a n . . .  I  k n o w  a l l  t o o  w e l l  t h a t
nobody can demand a broken hear t  to  g ive up i ts  quest ,  nor  do I  ask
f o r  i t . Ó

Ga l ta r  nodded  s low ly ,  admi t t i ng  h is  fau l t .  He  fe l t  uneasy  abou t



his  inabi l i ty  to  manage h imsel f .  ÒI  may lose my head before my
vengeance is complete,Ó thought he.

ÒJust becalm yourself,Ó Mamaki whispered. ÒWill you?Ó

ÒI wi l l ,  Mamaki ,Ó he nodded solemnly.  ÒI wi l l  becalm mysel f .Ó

The distant scream came again.

They a l l  then watched together  the d is tant  ru ins .  The f lame was
m o v i n g  i n  a l l  d i r e c t i o n s  o n  t h e  p l a t e a u  o f  t h e  f o r t r e s s ,  f o l l o w e d  b y
the  shr i l l  c ry .  Then the  f lame van ished and the  c ry  became a  ser ies  o f
stammering moans.

ÒIt  is not unusual for crocked minds to argue among themselves,Ó
Mamaki  sa id ,  and wi th  her  eyes on the far  h i l l s  she appended:  ÒAl l
they can speak is  the f ie ry  language o f  anger .Ó

The  sounds  f r om the  f o r t i f i ed  h i l l  had  f i na l l y  gone  dead .

Chapter Ten

Hair- t r igger Temper

I

A  r ider  appeared coming ou t  o f  the  fo res t  car ry ing  a  banner  w i th  a
f l a g  w i t h  a  g r e e n  a n d  b l u e  c o l o r  s p l i t  d i a g o n a l l y .  A  d e e r - s k u l l  c r e s t
w i t h  g rea t  an t l e r s  was  f as tened  a t  i t s  t op .  A  g roup  o f  r i de r s  f o l l owed
in  a  co lumn o f  two .  Dressed  in  fu r  and  chequered  l i nen  qu i l t s ,  they
bore long swords at  the i r  backs and the i r  long chestnut  brown and
reddish manes f lowed behind.  From the i r  bony faces,  br ight  and wi ld
eyes surveyed the green planes as they gal loped by.  From the bushes, a
doe  wa tched  in  unce r ta in t y  the  th i r t y  A lu  Ga ld ians  and  an  e l f  r i d ing
on tal l  steeds. The ground shook even more when a few moments later,
e ight  dwarves r id ing on ponies came out  of  the woods and jo ined the
other  horsemen.  The doe leapt  and ran across the p lane,  passed a ta l l
wooden structure of  a watchtower and disappeared into the t ree shades
behind.

The  ra iders  ra ined  the i r  an ima ls  in  be fo re  the  watch- tower .  The i r
leader  c l imbed down f rom h is  horse and removed h is  long fa i r  bra ids
as ide .  Then he  ga thered h is  hands  to  a  ca l l :

ÒHey guards!Ó he shouted. No answer came. ÒCan you hear me over
there?!Ó he was louder  th is  t ime.

A wol f -head appeared.  I t  was the top  o f  the  hood o f  a  man in  the
watchtower.

ÒWho are you and what do you want?Ó asked the watchman.

ÒI am an Alu,  can you not see?Ó the man pointed to the
standard-bearer  behind h im and the banner depic t ing the great  whi te
ant lers.  ÒI  am a member of  the White Deer c lan,Ó he said.

ÒI  can see that .  I  am not  b l ind!Ó The watcherÕs rasp ing vo ice d id



not  sound welcoming a t  a l l .  ÒI  am ask ing for  your  name and what  is  i t
that  you are look ing for?Ó Another  head now appeared bes ide the f i rs t
watcher. The second one. The manÕs two squinty eyes hidden behind the
t i p  o f  h i s  axe  l ooked  down  a t  t he  r i de rs  w i t h  no  pa t i ence .

The leader opened his arms widely in  a gesture that  was to show
his  good in tent ions and spoke again  in  a  f r iend ly  tone:  ÒMy name is
E lgar ,  the  leader  o f  th is  g roup.  We have come in  p iece .  I  mus t  say ,
people of  Grey Wol f  have never sounded so unfr iendly to us before.  The
way  you  g ree t  us  i s  s t range .  Bu t  as ide  your  inso lence .  F ina l l y ,  you
are on ly  a  guard do ing your  job.Ó

ÒMy inso... What?!Ó The guard replied madly. ÒWatch your mouth!Ó

Elgar  exha led in  d ismay.  He s tood for  a  few moments  s i lent ly ,
th ink ing  what  to  do .  The  c loses t  o f  h is  war r io rs  no ted  how an
express ion  o f  anger  g rew on  h is  face  as  h is  d ip lomat ic  e f fo r t  faded
away.  The horses ne ighed.  Tens ion was in  the a i r .  Lofar  was f inger ing
the b lade of  h is  axe nervously .  E lgar  announced:

ÒWeÕd l ike  to  meet  w i th  your  ch ie f ta in ,  the revered leader
Rena.. .Ó He did not f in ish his words when the answer came:

ÒHah!  Reverend Rena d id  not  inv i te  you,  as far  as I  know.  Nor  d id
he ask for your help. Or did he?Ó the watchmanÕs tone remained the
same - sour.

The dwar f  leader  and e l f  s tepped c loser  to  E lgar .

ÒI am Eredian, f rom the is land-realm of Master Yidaman. A dragon
and a red-maned beast  a t tacked the v i l lage of  A lu  and k i l led many
peop le  there .  They  may a t tack  you as  we l l .  We are  in  pursu i t  o f  the
enemy,  look ing for  s igns to  gu ide us.Ó

ÒNo l ion or dragon or such have been seen here!Ó the man exclaimed
back r ight  away.

ÒNo l ion?Ó Elgar  murmured sof t ly  turn ing to  the e l f .  ÒYou sa id  a
beast,  Eredian, nobody mentioned the l ion,Ó he exchanged quick glances
w i t h  L o f a r  a n d  t h e  e l f .

L o f a r  l o s t  h i s  p a t i e n c e :

ÒL is ten ,  you  dreary  g rey  coyote  over  there !  I  am the  dwar f  Lo far ,
son of King Udar. Does that mean anything to you?Ó

ÒO, suuuure,Ó came f rom the top.  ÒI t  means that  you are l ike ly  to
be  the  son  o f  a  be-beauuu t i fu l  l ady  and  I  cou ld  no t  ca re  less ,Ó sa id
the voice and a shrieking chuckle came down from the two watchmen.

ÒWhat?!Ó LofarÕs voice pi tched up. One third shocked, two thirds
enraged he gr ipped his great  double-headed bat t le-axe and strode
s t ra igh t  to  the  base  o f  the  tower .  Wi th  no  hes i ta t ion  he  swung  the
axe ,  h i t t i ng  one  o f  the  four  suppor t ing  beams.

The watchman immediately strung up his bow aiming down at the
dwar f :  ÒS top  i t  o r  IÕ l l  k i l l  Õya !Ó  sc reeched  the  man .  A t  t ha t  f l ash ,



an a r row z ipped  th rough  the  a i r  and  s t ruck  the  po le  nex t  to  the
watchmanÕs nose. Shock and awe! He felt  the feather from the arrowÕs
ta i l  on  h i s  cheek .  H i s  eyes  popped  ou t  i n  f ea r .

ÒSo I  sha l l  k i l l  Ôya too ,Ó sa id  Ered ian  lay ing  another  a r row on
his bow.

ÒCome on lads,  le t  us crop th is  craw-house down,Ó Lofar  cal led to
his dwarven brothers.  They al l  gr ipped their  axes and hammers and
hopped to work zealously.

ÒTha t  i s  wha t  I  ca l l  a  ha i r - t r i gge r  temper ,Ó  sa id  E red ian .

Those dwarves  w i th  s ing le-headed axes  h i t  the  p i l la rs  wh i le  the
ones wi th hammers pounded the axes to cut  deeper,  a l ternat ing the
st r ikes in  the one s ing le  rhythm:  ÒHay ho,  hay ho!Ó

ÒStop  i t ,  o r  IÕ l l  g i ve  t he  s i gna l !Ó  ye l l ed  t he  man  i n  t he  t owe r .

ÒGo ahead!Ó Elgar yelled back and his men laughed. The watchman
then  pu l l ed  ou t  a  l ong  banne r  w i t h  a  ye l l ow  f l ag  on  i t  and  s ta r t ed  t o
wave madly:  ÒAttaaack, at taaaack, we are under attaaaaack!Ó But just
as  the watchmanÕs screams s tar ted up,  f i l l ing  the a i r ,  the  dwarves
s t o p p e d ,  t h e i r  j o b  f i n i s h e d .

ÒTimbeeeer!Ó shouted Lofar as the base cracked and the whole
structure col lapsed to the ground wi th loud crash.  The dwarves whooped
c h e e r f u l l y .  T h e  p o o r  g u a r d i a n s  f e l l ,  r o l l i n g  o u t  w i t h  d o u b l e
somersau l ts .  As  they  found themselves  s i t t ing  in  the  wet  g rass ,  weary ,
shaking their  heads, a horse appeared before them. They looked up and
s t i r r e d .

ÒListen, you watchers,Ó rumbled a voice from above. I t  came from a
great bearded f igure that overshadowed them both. The menacing voice
belonged to  the b lacksmi th ,  A i t r i .  He s lung h is  s ledgehammer on h is
big shoulder saying s lowly:  ÒWe are going to wi thdraw ourselves and
se t  up  camp down there ,  near  the  fo res t ,  see  -  over  there .  Soon,  I
expect  you to  come to  us  w i th  an  answer  f rom your  ch ie f ta in ;  e i ther  he
w i l l  a g r e e  t o  l e t  a s  i n  f o r  a  t a l k  o r  n o t .  I s  t h a t  c l e a r ? Ó

ÒOf  course  s i r ,  yes !Ó bo th  men jumped to  the i r  fee t  ins tan t l y .

ÒGo now,Ó commanded Aitri. The two watchers bumped into each other
as  they  bo th  l os t  t he  cou rse .  Then  they  ran  as  f as t  as  t he i r  l egs
c o u l d  c a r r y  t h e m ,  u p  t o  t h e  k n o l l  t o w a r d s  t h e  f o r t i f i e d  v i l l a g e .

I I

Snow me l ted  soak ing  the  o ld  ba rks .  I t s  f l oa ted  on  the  l i gh t  w ind .
Fa l len  lea fs  ro l led  among the  t rees ,  down to  the  pa th .  The A lu
warr iors and dwarves were set t ing their  camp. Their  hands worked
labor ious ly .  A herd o f  sheep was moving towards the v i l lage,  pass ing
them. Elgar waved, greet ing an old shepherd wi th words:  ÒGald be wi th
you, good man,Ó he shouted, but the shepherd did not answer.  Instead,
the man urged h is  sheep and dog to  go faster .  Then a smal l  herd of
cows passed by,  led by two young herders,  a  boy and a g i r l .  The boy



stopped, cur iously watching the dwarves as they worked. He stared
in ten t l y  a t  t he i r  s tu rdy  bu t  sh iny  he lms  and  axes ,  wh ich  were  a l l
n e a t l y  p i l e d .  I t  w a s  q u i t e  a n  a f f a i r  f o r  t h e  b o y i s h  e y e s :  S h i e l d s
engraved  w i th  f i ne  runes ,  be l t s  w i th  l a rge  c lasps  r i ch l y  g i l d -worked
and decorated with gems. Lofar handed the boy a piece of  dwarvish
cake,  but  the g i r l  grabbed her  younger brotherÕs hand and pul led h im
a w a y  t o  w a l k  u p  w i t h  t h e  h e r d ,  t o w a r d s  t h e  v i l l a g e .  A i t r i  n o t i c e d  a l l
of  i t ,  s i t t ing by the f i re,  smoking his pipe. ÒHumm, hummÉÓ hummed the
old b lacksmith,  s lowly exhal ing the smoke through his  nose.  Worry was
etched on h is  face.

The moon was up when a group of a dozen Grey Wolf warriors
approached  A i t r i  and  E lgar ,  say ing  tha t  the i r  ch ie f ta in  wou ld  meet
them,  bu t  due  to  the  Òsens i t i veÓ t ime  o f  t he i r  a r r i va l ,  he  wou ld  a l l ow
o n l y  f o u r  p e o p l e  t o  e n t e r  t h e  v i l l a g e  w h i l e  t h e  r e s t  w a i t e d  o u t s i d e .
Thei r  f ront -man then f in ished by po in t ing to  the dwarves:  ÒBe aware -
no  meet ing  w i l l  be  he ld  i f  the  dwarves  donÕt  f i x  the  watch tower  they
overturned.Ó

ÒMaholdax!  Why would I  f ix  that  b i rdhouse? They insul ted the
KingÕs son,Ó argued Lofar. He spoke to the messenger shaking his
l ion-head:  ÒYou should be happy that  your  watchmen st i l l  have the i r
coyote-heads on their  shoulders.Ó

T o  L o f a r Õ s  s u r p r i s e ,  A i t r i  s t e p p e d  i n  a n d  s a i d  i n  a  w i l l i n g  t o n e :
ÒWeÕl l  set t le  i t  a l l .  Dwarves would be happy to  bu i ld  you a new and
be t te r  one .  The  o ld  one  was  qu i te  ro t ten ,Ó h is  p ie rc ing  coba l t -b lue
eyes gave Lofar  a  look that  cu t  shor t  any fur ther  argument .  Then he
smiled again and said: ÒDwarves are good craftsmen and I  am sure that
Rena would be happy with their  service.Ó

Lofar  mut tered someth ing in to h is  beard but  the d ispute had been
put  to  an  end.

I I I

Four  guests were seated at  the th ick oaken table.  Vegetables and
soup was brought before them together wi th two roasted hogs.

ÒThe mugs are here but I  see no gi ld-nectar,Ó mumbled Lofar to
Eredian who was s i t t ing beside him. The el f  quick ly responded:  ÒNo
grape  e l i x i r  ne i the r .Ó  E lgar  s igna led  them to  rema in  s i l en t .  The  two
capta ins  o f  the  Grey Wol f ,  a  t reasure  man and the v i l lage b lacksmi th
U lbe ,  were  a lso  sea ted  a t  the  tab le .  U lbe  was  g lad  to  see  h is  o ld
f r i e n d  A i t r i  a g a i n .

ÒWhat happened to you, dear Aitri?Ó Asked UlbeÕs wife when she
spot ted h is  r ight  arm bandaged.

ÒA ne ighborÕs cat ,  noth ing ser ious,Ó Ai t r i  smi led.

ÒYou must come and be our guest after the meeting,Ó said Ulbe.

ÒOh,  thank  you  fo r  the  k ind  inv i ta t i on  U lbe ,  bu t  we  a re  a f te r  an
impor tant  bus iness,  as a  mat ter  o f  fac tÉÓ



The large door of  the gutherna opened and people stood up.
Surrounded by h is  guards,  the ch ie f ta in  came in .  Below h is  shor t  ashen
beard,  a  c lasp made o f  la rge grey  paw he ld  h is  dark  fur  c loak.  Lame,
he wa lked w i th  the  he lp  o f  a  long  wooden s ta f f  w i th  the  symbol  o f  a
wo l f  a t  i t s  cen t re .  Beh ind  t he  gua rds  wa l ked  t he  v i l l age  d ru i d ,  h i s
appren t ice  and the  ch ie f ta inÕs w i fe .  Rena,  the  ch ie f ta in ,  wa lked
toward  the  top  o f  the  tab le  w i thou t  say ing  a  word  o r  look ing  a t  anyone
par t i cu la r l y ,  and  se t .  One  o f  t he  se rvan ts  immed ia te l y  f i l l ed  h i s  mug
wi th  w ine and he s tar ted  to  dr ink  Ð cont rary  to  the  manners  o f  good
hosp i ta l i t y ,  w i thou t  any  g ree t ing  words .  On  the  o the r  end  sa t  h i s
w i fe ,  a  fa t  b r i gh t -ha i red  woman whose  th in  l i ps  s ta r ted  to  ask  E lga r
many questions:

ÒWho is your father and what does he do? Ð Do you have horses? Ð
Does your mother carry the keys of  the house?Ó Ð these were the sort
of  ÒstatusÓ quest ions that  only  cer ta in people were happy to answer.
She sounded hospitable but her eyes were cold.

ÒI  am always ready to meet  wi th  the a lderman of  Alu but  I  would
have preferred to have known about  th is  v is i t  in  advance,Ó spoke Rena,
mov ing  on l y  h i s  l ower ,  ang led  l i p  so  tha t  i t  seemed  tha t  h i s  wh i te
goat-beard was t rembl ing wi th every word.  ÒWe foment f r iendly feel ings
and we can understand any problem that may occur within the Galda
t r ibes.  We t rade goods wi th  everybody and we help others just  as
others have helped us through t imes when harsh weather did not  a l low
for  a  bet ter  hunt ing seasons or  harvests .  We understand the needs of
Alu the same way we understood i t  twenty years ago, when our own
problems were set  as ide by your  ch ief ta in .Ó

ÒWith a l l  respect ,  Rena,  which one of  your  problems d id we set
aside?Ó asked Elgar.

Rena looked at  h im, s loping h is  short  eyebrows above his watery
eyes and said:  ÒYou may be young,  but  I  bel ieve that  you are aware of
the events  that  preceded the un i f ica t ion.  We agreed to  un i te  and we
gave  our  men  to  the  a rmy  led  by  a  ch ie f ta in  o f  yours ,  Or l ta r .  Am I
right?Ó

ÒThe army was assembled for  the protect ion and benef i t  o f  a l l  o f
us ,Ó sa id  E lgar .

This answer angered Rena. He thumped his staf f  on the f loor and
ye l led :  ÒThat  was sa id  then,  bu t  you cont inue to  repeat  i t !Ó The
chief ta inÕs wi fe waved to the servant  who stood behind h im hold ing a
jug of wine, and RenaÕs mug was immediately f i l led again. Rena drew a
long gulp,  burped and cont inued, now in a less nervous tone:  ÒMy
op in ion  i s  ve ry  impor tan t  to  my  peop le .  And  here  i s  wha t  I  t h ink  -  we
are  here ,  exposed,  wh i le  your  home l ies  fa r  away.  My wish  is  to  lead
my peop le  toward  be t te r  l i fe .  Not  i so la t ion ,  bu t  open hands  and
f r iend ly  t ies  I  want . . .Ó He sudden ly  took  a  deep breath  and exha led
slowly.  Then his eyes stumbled upon EredianÕs face. The eyes of  the
e l f  gave h im quest ion ing  look .  Rena s ips  a  b i t  o f  h is  w ine  once more
and said: ÒOur guardsman told us what you had asked him, but we have
seen no  t race  o f  such  beas ts  o r  a rmies .  A l l  toge ther ,  tha t  wou ld  be
a l l  tha t  I  have  to  say  a t  th i s  meet ing .  Though ,  I  may  have  one



quest ion.  I  wonder why the representat ives for  e lves and dwarves come
to me led by an Alu man?Ó

ÒReverend chieftain Rena,Ó spoke Eredian. ÒWe are not here as
rep resen ta t i ves  o f  ou r  peop le ,  bu t  as  f r i ends  o f  Ga l t a r ,  son  o f
Or l ta r .  He  i s  in  search  fo r  Anaya .  She  i s  taken  by  a . . .Ó  he  s topped
fo r  a  momen t ,  ey ing  A i t r i .

ÒA d ragon . . .Ó  A i t r i  f i n i shed  the  word  fo r  h im.

Rena turned h is  face in to  a  gr imace of  surpr ise:  ÒHow unfor tunate!
Tha t  i s  awfu l .  So ,  where  i s  tha t  fe l l ow,  Ga l ta r . . .  Where  i s  he  now?Ó

ÒHe went  before  us ,  pursu ing the abductors ,  but  we los t  t rack  o f
him,Ó answered Eredian.

 ÒI  am terr ib ly  sorry ,Ó said Rena.  He wanted to sound sympathet ic .
ÒI  rea l l y  cannot  he lp  you .  Though I  want  to  ment ion  tha t ,  persona l l y ,
I  ho ld  the  g rea tes t  admi ra t ion  fo r  the  e lven  master  Y idaman,  as  we l l
as  for  the dwarves o f  K ing Udar  Sek i re .  The th ings I  was d iscuss ing
here were addressed to  the Alu  and they are more of  an in terna l
na tu re ,  easy  to  so lve ,  I  be l i eve .  I  am here  to  rep resen t  my  peop le ,
b u t  I  a m  n o t  t h e  w i s e s t  h e r e .  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  h e a r  w h a t  A i t r i  h a s  t o
say.Ó

Ait r i  showed no emot ion on his face yet .  To Rena, he seemed qui te
i nd i f f e ren t  t h roughou t  t he  conve rsa t i on  t hus  f a r .  Because  o f  i t ,  t he
read iness  o f  h i s  vo i ce  su rp r i sed  t he  ch i f t a i n ,  h i s  adv i so rs  and  h i s
w i f e .  A t  t h e i r  s i d e ,  o n l y  U l b e  s m i l e d ,  f o r  h e  k n e w  A i t r i  w e l l .  O f
course,  A i t r iÕs companions were not  surpr ised a t  a l l  w i th  what  he
said:  ÒWe are on a quest  to  f ind my young apprent ice who is  as dear  to
me as my son.Ó As he spoke,  he looked Rena inc is ively in to h is  eyes.
Dead si lence emerged after he stopped. ÒTherefore,Ó he continued
sudden ly  ÒThere fo re ,  I  wou ld  leave  the  mat te r  o f  un i f i ca t ion ,  o r
separa t i on  i f  you  w i l l ,  f o r  some o the r  t ime .  I  can  on l y  rem ind  you  and
your  cap ta ins  o f  wha t  i s  l e f t  o f  t he  once  p roud ,  g rand  l and  o f  Ke reb ,
wh ich  we  a l l  respec t  h igh ly .  They  were  the  f i r s t  to  dam the
unstoppable f lood of  the Azmaran Empire.  They fought  bravely yet  they
los t  the  war .  They  a re  now ens laved and the i r  boys  a re  rec ru i ted  in to
Azmaranian armies nowadays. Their ci ty had to change i ts name from
Sing id  to  U lan-Az.  I t  became the center  fo r  the new Imper ia l  power
t h a t  h a d  h i t  u s .  A n d  i f  w e  h a d  n o t  b e e n  u n i t e d  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  i f  t h e
Galds had not had a leader to unite them, where we would be today?Ó
Ai t r i  t hen  looked  in to  the  eyes  o f  the  two  young  cap ta ins  o f  the  Grey
Wolf who stood close by: ÒDivide and conquer Ð that is how Azmaran
defeated Kereb.  That  is  how they wanted to defeat  us twenty years ago.
Tha t  i s  wha t  t hey  w i l l  t r y  t o  do  once  more .  Un i te ,  o r  be  on  you r  own  -
the  dec is ion  is  yours .Ó

IV

The h ighest  tops o f  the mounta in  cha in  b lended wi th  the c louds.
The  g rey  mass  then  s l id  ac ross  the  peaks ,  fa r ther  to  the  eas t ,
ca r r y i ng  i t s  r a i n  t o  t he  l and  o f  Hoydoom.  The   g roup  l e f t  t he  v i l l age
and jo ined the others at  the camp nearby.  The only favour Rena had



agreed  to  g ive  them was  to  g ran t  E lgar  f ree- t rave l  th rough  h is  land
w i t h  f o r c e s  n o  l a r g e r  t h a n  t h o s e  h e  a l r e a d y  l e d .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  A i t r i
wanted  to  con t inue  the  journey  sou th-eas t ,  to  the  land  o f  Varas  bu t
Elgar wanted to hal t  the search because of  RenaÕs betrayal ,  which was
so  p la in  to  them.

ÒRena obviously knows about the attack,Ó Elgar spoke.
ÒFortunate ly ,  h is  guard was s tup id enough to  g ive us a l l  we needed to
know.Ó

ÒHe might even have been giving the Azmarans shelter,Ó said Lofar
a n g r i l y .

ÒThat  is  possib le too,Ó said Eredian.  ÒRena def in i te ly  knew about
the at tack.Ó 

ÒTo be honest,  h is idea of independence scares me,Ó said Elgar.  ÒI
must  go back now and in form our  counci l  and the other  ch ief ta ins about
th is .Ó

ÒWhat  about  Gal tar?Ó Lofar  asked g lanc ing quick ly  a t  A i t r i .  He
looked  a t  the  b lacksmi th  keen ly ,  bu t  the  o ld  b lacksmi th  d id  no t
respond.  Ins tead ,  he  smoked h is  p ipe  s low ly ,  s ta r ing  a t  the  campf i re .

The dwarf  stood up. ÒHumpf!Ó he snorted loudly and his great
moustache shook over h is l ips and beard.  LofarÕs impat ient  nature and
loya l ty  to  h is  f r iend  s teered  h is  dwarv ish  temper  once  aga in .  ÒSha l l
we go together  or  a re  the  dwarves the  on ly  ones w i th  the  guts  to
cont inue the search for  Gal tar?Ó grumbled Lofar  a t  least  suppor t ing
h i s  b u r l y  f i s t s  a t  s i d e s ,  i n t o  h i s  w i d e  b u c k l e d  b e l t .

E lgar  ra ised an eyebrow at  h im and sa id :  ÒAre you t ry ing to  say
that  I  am some sort  of  coward,  Lofar?Ó

T h e n  A i t r i  s p o k e ,  s t i l l  l o o k i n g  t o  t h e  f i r e ,  h o l d i n g  h i s  p i p e
h igh :  Ò I  wou ld  no t  say  tha t  t he  dec i s ion  o f  con t inu ing  the  sea rch  fo r
Ga l ta r  i s  a  ques t ion  o f  va lo r ,  Lo fa r .  We must  dec ide  w i thou t  be ing
has ty  and  tak ing  in to  accoun t  a l l  t ha t  we  have  lea rned  so  fa r .  So ,
E l g a r ,  w h a t  i s  i t  t h a t  y o u  t h i n k  i s  r i g h t  t o  d o  n o w ?  L e t  u s  h e a r  y o u r
opinion.Ó

ÒThank  you  fo r  no t  ge t t i ng  me  wrong ,  A i t r i .  I  be l i eve  tha t  I  have
to move f rom RenaÕs land quick ly and gather more warr iors.  I  do not
fee l  sa fe  anymore  here .  Moreover ,  in  th is  s i tua t ion ,  our  own peop le
might  need us at  home. I  am afra id that  another  at tack could happen.Ó

ÒWhat about Galtar then?Ó Lofar asked Elgar now even more
a n x i o u s l y .  Ò H e  i s  y o u r  k i n ,  a f t e r  a l l . Ó  T h e n  h e  t u r n e d  t o  A i t r i :
ÒGa l ta r  i s  l i ke  a  b ro ther  to  me,  bu t  you ;  You  ca l l  h im your  g randson .
And for a thunderÕs sake, why are you giving me such a humble
t rea tmen t  a l l  t h i s  t ime !?Ó

Elgar answered prompt ly :  ÒI  know Gal tar  wel l .  He is  my k in and he
i s  a  b i t  o f  a n  a d v e n t u r e r  t o o .  I  u n d e r s t a n d  h i s  g r i e f  b u t  i t  w o u l d  b e
t o o  r i s k y  t o  f o l l o w  h i m  f u r t h e r . Ó



ÒLet  us  conc lude  th is ,  then ,Ó sa id  A i t r i .  H is  ca lm vo ice  coo led
them down a b i t .  ÒElgar,  you want  to pack your gear and go back to
you r  v i l l age ,  r i gh t?Ó

ÒPrecisely,Ó conf i rmed the Alu warr ior .  ÒBut what would you do,
Master Ai t r i?Ó

ÒIf  I  were you,  I  would  do the same,  E lgar ,Ó

Lo fa r  cou ld  no t  be l i eve  h i s  ea rs .  He  l ooked  a t  A i t r i  w i t h  d i smay .
The dwar f  shook h is  head and jumped in  p lace as i f  the f i re  had burned
h is  back :

ÒWhat?  Wi th  a l l  respect  to  you,  master ,  bu t  tha t  i sÉ un lawfu l .Ó

Thereupon Aitr iÕs bushy eyebrows arched and the campfire shook
be fo re  h i s  vo i ce :  Ò I  am no t  ask i ng  f o r  you r  r espec t  t h i s  t ime ,  bu t  f o r
your  pa t ience  and  tha t  you  s ta r t  ac t ing  w i th  your  head ,  no t  your
temper !Ó On these A i t r iÕs words,  the  dwar f  sa t  back re luc tant ly ,
s ta r ing  a t  the  burn ing  logs .  ÒE lgar  has  the  r igh t  to  do  wha tever  he
th inks  i s  bes t  fo r  h is  men.  So ,  they  can  go  back .  Cons ider ing  us :
Eredian,  me, you and your dwarves -  we are not  accustomed to th is
te r r i to ry .   You know very  we l l  tha t  mov ing  th rough a  land  in  wh ich  we
are  no t  we lcome can  lead  us  a l l  i n to  t roub le .  However ,  desp i te  to  the
danger ,  I  DO p lan to  cont inue the journey and keep on to  the south
towards Varas and thei r  Wing Post  and I  am most  cer ta in ly  g lad to have
you,  your  dwarves and Eredian wi th  me.Ó He g lanced quick ly  a t  the e l f ,
who nodded shor t ly  in  agreement  wi th  the p lan.  Then Ai t r i  spoke to
Lofar  aga in :  ÒBut  you bet ter  ca t  your  group in  ha l f .  We have to  remain
s tea l thy .  The  o thers  can  go  back  to  your  fa ther  K ing  Udar ,  w i th  the
message I have to send. Now, Lofar, you can speak.Ó 

Lo fa r  was  a  l i t t l e  upse t  by  the  harsh  tone  h is  Mas te r  had  used  in
rebuk ing  h im,  bu t  s ince  the  reso lu t ion  was sa t is fac to ry ,  he  ca lmed
down: ÒI agree.Ó

ÒAnd?Ó

ÒAnd i t  i s  j us t  as  you  sa id .  I  ag ree  tha t  I  and  my  dwarves
cont inue the search.  Elgar can go back.Ó

ÒI thought you may want to apologize for your behaviour?Ó

ÒOh, yes of  course. I  apologize,  master.  Pardon my tongue,Ó the
dwarf nodded.

ÒNot  to  me,  Lo fa r ,  bu t  to  h im,Ó he  po in ted  to  E lga r  w i th  h i s  p ipe .

Redness f lushed across LofarÕs face,  yet  he managed to control  h is
anger:  ÒI apologize,  Elgar,Ó said he and mumbled something into his
beard.  E lgar  accepted i t .  He waved h is  hand qu ick ly  say ing:  ÒThat  is
a l l  r i g h t ,  L o f a r .  W e  a r e  a l l  a  l i t t l e  t e n s e  t h e s e  d a y s . Ó

Cheerfu l  laughter  came f rom the other  par t  o f  the camp.  The
dwarves and ElgarÕs men had just  f in ished erect ing the watchtower.  At
the same t ime,  f rom the gate,  a  few young men appeared ro l l ing a large



bar re l ,  fu l l  o f  red  w ine ,  towards  the  camp.  Wi th  them was  A i t r iÕs
f r i end ,  t he  b lacksm i th  U lbe  w i t h  h i s  w i f e  and  f ou r  ch i l d ren  ca r r y i ng
two sk inned lambs on st icks ready to be roasted as wel l  as many
bucke ts  fu l l  o f  vegetab les  and  app les .

Ò I  canno t  he l p  bu t  no t i ce  t ha t  i t  i s  qu i t e  an  advan tage  t r ave l l i ng
w i t h  Mas te r  A i t r i ,Ó  sa id  Lo fa r  eye ing  t he  l i t t l e  co lumn  o f  peop le
coming down.

ÒI am ashamed of RenaÕs behavior, dear Aitr i ,Ó spoke Ulbe. ÒPlease
rece i ve  t h i s  modes t  s i gn  o f  ca re  f r om my  fam i l y .  I  w i l l  neve r  f o rge t
what you did for me when I  was your novice.Ó

ÒYou d id  no t  have  to  do  th is ,  U lbe ,Ó sa id  A i t r i .  Ò I t  was  your  hard
work and ta lent  that  made you my f i rs t  apprent ice ever .Ó

ÒThough, I  must go back now,Ó said Ulbe. ÒI hope you wil l  come
aga in .  We  w i l l  so r t  t h i s  ou t ,  I  p rom ise .Ó

They lay their  hands on each otherÕs shoulders.

ÒOf  cou rse  we  w i l l ,Ó  A i t r i  sm i l ed  a t  h i s  f r i end .  ÒJus t  do  no t
expose  your  po l i t i cs  too  much .  Be  ca re fu l  w i th  your  ch ie f ta in .  A  t ime
wi l l  come fo r  every th ing  and  by  the  nex t  ga ther ing  o f  the  I rongu i ld  we
w i l l  have  a  peace fu l  so lu t i on ,  I  am su re  o f  t ha t .Ó

They b id  each o ther  fa rewel l  and U lbe went  back  to  the  v i l lage
wi th h is  fami ly  and men.  Dwarves and Alu men then set  around the f i re
a l l  t o g e t h e r ,  c h a t t i n g  a n d  g e t t i n g  t h e i r  m u g s  r e a d y  t o  f i l l .

Ò I f  t h a t  i s  i t ,  t o m o r r o w  w e  w i l l  s e t  a  f o o t .  L e t  u s  j o i n  t h e  p a r t y
over  there  now,Ó sa id  Lo far  eager ly ,  g rop ing  fo r  h is  la rge  mug.

ÒOf course,Ó sa id  A i t r i  and gave the s ign to  Ered ian and Lofar
l e t t i ng  them go .  Ò I  w i l l  s tay  w i th  E lga r  t o  d i scuss  some de ta i l s  and
t o  w r i t e  a  l e t t e r  t o  y o u r  f a t h e r ,  K i n g  U d a r . Ó

ÒWith your permission,  master ,Ó said Lofar .  Eredian and the dwarf
b o w e d  q u i c k l y  t o  A i t r i  a n d  E l g a r  b e f o r e  g o i n g  o f f  t o  j o i n  t h e  j o l l y
assembly.

V

Af ter  a  few good gu lps  o f  the red wine,  the anecdotes and jokes
s t a r t e d  t o  f l o a t  f r e e l y  a n d  t h e  f r e s h n e s s  o f  t h e  n i g h t  r e p e l l e d
whatever they had been brooding over dur ing the day. One of ElgarÕs
m e n ,  a  t a l l  a n d  s l i m ,  f a i r - h a i r e d  w a r r i o r  w a s  t e l l i n g  a  j o k e :  Ò I  w i l l
te l l  you how lazy the people of  the White Deer are:  When our women
wan t  t o  h ide  a  sack  o f  co ins  t hey  pu t  i t  unde r  t he  d i r t y  d i shes .Ó

ÒHa,ha,ha,Ó burst from al l .  Then another man went up. He was
shor te r ,  red-ha i red  w i th  long  red  s ide-wh iskers .  Swing ing  h is
h a l f - f u l l  m u g ,  h e  s a i d :

ÒDo you know where the devanas of White Bear hide a sack of coins
from their husbands?Ó



ÒWhere? Tell us!Ó people exclaimed.

ÒThey put  the  cask  on the  tab le  and say :  Take i t  i f  you dare !Ó

ÒHa,ha,ha,Ó the bunch cheered loudly.

ÒGreat! But how about the dwarves?Ó asked Lofar. Everyone went
qu ie t  wai t ing for  more.  ÒWe,  the dwarves,  are so fond of  reading and
learning anything wr i t ten that  our women hide money in books.Ó

ÒAAA, HA,HA,HAA!Ó

ÒI f  they can f ind  any!Ó bawled Lofar  over  the burs t ing sounds o f
joy .  Some grabbed the i r  s tomachs,  unable  to  s top the laughter .

ÒHow about  the e lves?Ó Lofar  res t ra ined h is  h i la r i ty  for  a  moment .
ÒWhere would an elv ish lady hide coins f rom her husband? Tel l  us,
Eredian!Ó

ÒWellÉ In the bed, I  guess.Ó

ÒOh, do you lay wi th  your  own wi fe that  rare ly?Ó

ÒNo;  you  du l l y !  Tha t  i s  how ra re ly  e lves  s lumber  a t  a l l .Ó

ÒHoo,  ho ,  ho .  Haa,  ha ,  ha !Ó They a l l  laughed together ,  the  e l f ,
t he  dwarves  and  the  men .  Toge the r ,  w i t h  t he i r  j ov ia l  sp i r i t s  un i t ed ,
t he  vo i ces  sw i r l ed  up  w i t h  t he  camp f i r e ,  t o  t he  s ta r s .

A i t r i  smi led ,  look ing  a t  them over  h is  smoky  p ipe .  He  was  wr i t i ng
a let ter to King Udar. ÒHmm, true,Ó he muttered to himself :  ÒHow many
dwarves do I  know who can wri te? Wel l ,  I  knew my father and I  know
Kir i l ,  the K ingÕs adv isor .  Even h is  majesty  does not  know how to  read
or  wr i teÉ For  anv i lÕs  sake ,  to  whom I  am wr i t ing  th is  le t te r  then? We
must  do  someth ing  about  i t ,  in  the  near  fu tu re .Ó

Fa r the r  up  t he  h i l l ,  i n s i de  t he  gua rd  t owe r  o f  t he  Gray  Wo l f ,  t he
two watchmen had cl imbed back to their  newly f ixed post .  They were
h a l f  s i t t i n g ,  h a l f  l a y i n g  t h e r e ,  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  d i s t a n t  l a u g h .  Ò I  a m
te l l i ng  you  -  d r i nk  w i th  dwarves  and  no  joke  w i l l  go  amiss ,Ó  sa id  the
watchman gather ing h is  c loak around h is  shoulders  to  protect  h imsel f
f rom the co ld  breeze.

Chapter Eleven

Polar Dream

I

Mamaki  he ld  her  spear  f i rmly  and a l l  her  senses were on a ler t  as
she led the smal l  company through the forest .  Gomla was tapping along
bes ide  he r ,  mov ing  pe r fec t l y  qu ie t  desp i te  he r  g rea t  s i ze .  Ga l ta r
fo l lowed her  on  foo t .  H is  r igh t  hand  was  up  and  ready  on  the  g r ip  o f
h is  sword ,  wh ich  was  s lung  a t  h i s  back .  Wi th  h is  le f t  hand  he  he ld  the
re ins,  lead ing h is  horse.  Arana walked behind h im wi th  two ar rows
placed on her bow. Al though not completely healed from the wound, she
fe l t  much bet ter  and could  walk  now.  Inah was behind,  ho ld ing her



l i gh t  sc im i ta r  l oose l y .  Ga l ta r  t u rned  back  fo r  a  momen t  and ,  i n  h i s
eyes, Inah resembled a l ioness on a hunt.  She moved with sudden stops
check ing sounds,  cont inu ing gracefu l ly ,  s tepp ing over  logs,  branches
and la rge s tones bare ly  touch ing the  ground.  They headed to  the  h i l l s
of  Hoydoom, avoid ing any road or  open spaces.  Af ter  a couple of  hours
runn ing  w i t hou t  a  ha l t ,  t hey  s t opped  f o r  a  sho r t  r es t .  They  sa t  o r  l a y
in  the  g rass  o r  l eaned  on  t rees ,  we t t i ng  the i r  d ry  mou ths  w i th  the
water  they  car r ied  in  the i r  water -sk ins .  Mamak i  s tepped as ide ,
observ ing  the  wa l l  tha t  f rowned be fo re  them in  the  mis t .  I t s  remnants
extended f rom the h i l l ,  down to  the va l ley .  She gathered them once
aga in  to  g i ve  more  ins t ruc t ions .

ÒWe w i l l  l eave  V inge  here ,  and  con t inue  a longs ide  the  s ta i rs ,  a l l
the  way  up  to  the  f i r s t  leve l ,Ó spoke Mamak i ,  ha l f -wh isper ing .  ÒI f  we
run in to an ambush,  or  should the enemy at tack us in  any way,  we shal l
a l l  move towards the southern s lope. That way we cannot be t rapped.
Keep your weapons ready.  We wi l l  cont inue to move in a column. Gal tar ,
you  w i l l  be  l as t ,  so  wa tch  f o r  any  f o l l owers .  A rana ,  you  a re  go ing  t o
wa tch  ou r  r i gh t  s i de .  I nah ,  you  w i l l  wa t ch  t he  l e f t  and  IÕ l l  keep  my
eyes  on  the  f ron t  t o  l ead  you .  Gomla  w i l l  wa lk  i n  t he  m idd le .  We w i l l
r ema in  qu ie t ;  so  no  t a l k i ng  un t i l  we  reach  t he  en t rance .  I s  t ha t
clear?Ó

ÒAl l  c lear ,Ó they  conf i rmed.  V inge s tayed where  they  le f t  h im,  so
they  d id  no t  need to  t ie  h im up.  The c lever  an imal  was o f  the  Vranates
breed, elven stal l ions who were able to learn and comprehend more than
any ord inary animal .

They  r eached  t he  f i r s t  l e ve l .  Nea r  two  p i l l a r s ,  w ide  and  t a l l  and
bui l t  o f  dark  green ish marb le  b locks,  lay  the mass ive s tone remnants
of  the o ld  gates.  As soon as they had s tepped through,  they met
eye- to -eye  w i th  the  s ta tues  o f  the  las t  two  k ings .  The  sound less  faces
loomed proud ly ,  ye t  so lemn.  Each s ta tue he ld  a  book in  the  le f t  and
the sword in  h is  r ight  hand Ð symbols  of  knowledge and bravery,  the
two  p r inc ip les  tha t  a  t rue  l eader  have  to  comb ine .  The  t i l ed  f l oo r  was
paved wi th  great  s tone hexagons.  The b locks were bu i l t  up in  the
midd le  to  c rea te  a  th ree-s tep  p la t fo rm on wh ich  a  la rge  dragon s ta tue
s tood .  I t  was  ch i se led  ou t  o f  b lack  g ran i te ,  and  a l though  i t s  eyeho les
were  empty  ( fo r  the  red  c rys ta ls  had been s to len  long  ago)  and i t s
body and wings severe ly  damaged by the hammer of  t ime,  i t  s t i l l  looked
th rea ten ing .  Jus t  above  i t s  head ,  i n  t he  m idd le  o f  t he  r oo f ,  a  b i g
ho le  yawned th rough wh ich  they  cou ld  spot  a  lone  s ta r .  In  the  nex t ,
a d j a c e n t  h a l l ,  t h e y  f o u n d  t h e  l e f t o v e r s  o f  a  c a m p f i r e :  a  p i l e  o f
branches and horse gear, and an empty bag. They continued to walk
a long  the  wa l l  t owards  the  th i rd  doo r .  Mamak i  l i t  a  t o rch .  The
polar -bearÕs eyes sh immered in  the darkness and her  nost r i ls  f lared.
ÒGomla smells something,Ó whispered Mamaki. Then the wind brought in
the s tench o f  ha l f -burned human f lesh.  Soon a f ter ,  they approached i ts
source.

L ike a b lack mummy, wrapped in  scorched st r ips of  sk in  and t issue,
a human skeleton lay near  a wide p i l lar ,  smeared wi th  b lackened b lood.
Ga l ta r  wa lked  c lose r  to  the  co rpse .  I t  was  s t i l l  warm.  The  seared  sk in
c rack led  qu ie t l y .  The  mou th  gapped ,  caugh t  i n  t ime ,  i t s  f i na l  c r y



e tched  on  i t s  skewed  l i ps .  I t s  a rms  reached  ou t  as  i f  seek ing  to  ho ld
o n  t o  t h e  l i f e  t h a t  h a d  l e f t  i t .  M a m a k i  p o i n t e d  h e r  s p e a r  t o  t h e  d e a d
manÕs head: ÒThe shape of  h is earr ing te l ls  us his rank.  He was an
Urezian captain.Ó She went to her bear and pet Gomla on her snout:
ÒStay here and guard us,Ó whispered Mamaki and the three devanas
cont inued walk ing towards the ent rance.  Gal tar  watched the i r  back,  but
h i s  a t t e n t i o n  w a s  s t i l l  p a r t i a l l y  o n  t h e  b o d y  o n  t h e  f l o o r .  I n a h
turned toward h im,  waiv ing her  hand showing h im to  fo l low them faster .
He was about to obey her when his eyes caught a t iny gl immer between
the  f ingers  o f  the  scorched  hand .  I t  was  a  meda l l i on .

Approaching the great  stone f rame of  another door,  they saw
engraved  anc ien t  l e t t e rs ,  w r i t t en  on  i t  i n  t he  Langva rs  tongue .  Ga l ta r
checked them c loser .  Few symbols in  the corner  were s imi lar  to  those
f rom the  b lack  a r row tha t  k i l l ed  Anaya .  Through  a  la rge  c rack  in  the
eas te rn  wa l l  t he  t i p  o f  t he  l ower  h i l l  cou ld  be  seen ,  upon  wh ich  s tood
the  ha l f  b roken  s i l houe t te  o f  a  t ower ,  b i t s  and  p ieces  o f  a  dese r ted
stronghold.  Mamaki  touched the wal l  and b lack soot  s ta ined her
f i nge rs :  Ò I t  l ooks  l i ke  a l l  t hose  p lan ts  and  g ian t  bugs  have  been
burned.Ó

ÒIt is cold.  They may have been burned days ago,Ó said Arana, but
Mamak i  gave  her  a  s ign  to  remain  qu ie t .  They  bo th  went  s t i f f  fo r  a
moment ,  l is ten ing.

ÒWe are going back to Gomla,Ó said Mamaki at last; quickness and
haste in her voice. She was alarmed. Something moved in dark before
them. ÒLetÕs go back,Ó said she.

ÒShal l  we not  go to another hal l?Ó asked Inah.

ÒNo.  I t  i s  too dark ,  and a  torch would  revea l  us  to  the enemyÕs
eyes,Ó Mamaki hastened towards Gomla and continued to the gate, the
way they had entered. ÒWe have seen enough. Obviously, something went
wrong  in  the i r  a l l i ance .  Hur ry  up ;  we  sha l l  go  back  to  the  p la teau .Ó

They  went  ou t  in to  the  weak  moon l igh t  wh ich  l i t  t he  pa th  jus t
enough for  Mamaki  to  lead them wi thout  a  torch.  At  the end o f  the
path,  they c l imbed down f rom the stony terrace f loor  and proceeded
in to  t he  f o res t .  I t  was  menac ing l y  da rk  and  co ld .  On l y  t i ps  o f  t he
t rees  cou ld  be  seen down before  them,  ra is ing  f rom the  s lope;  the i r
t runks wrapped in  b lackness.  Gal tar  looked around,  t ry ing to  see more
but as much as he tr ied, the trees and branches loomed more and more
baleful ly;  they took the shape of humans, crossbowmen who aimed their
deadly  pugats  at  h im.  He moved c loser  to  Inah and asked her  qu iet ly :
ÒWi th  a l l  respect  to  your  mother ,  donÕt  you th ink  tha t  wa lk ing  th rough
t h i s  u n k n o w n  p l a c e  i n  t h e  d a r k  i s  a  l i t t l e  r i s k y ? Ó

ÒThis  par t  i s  known to  her ,Ó sa id  Inah.

ÒI  know that  butÉÓ Gal tar  hes i ta ted.  He wanted to gather  h is
though ts  in  o rder  to  vo ice  h is  doub ts ,  bu t  he  d id  no t  wan t  to  sound
scared.

ÒAre  you  a f ra id ,  Ga l ta r?Ó her  ques t ion  h i t  h im l i ke  an  a r row,  so



he  answered  i t  i ns tan t l y :

ÒOh,  no -  no . . .Ó I t  was exact ly  the  conc lus ion  he wanted to  avo id .
He sank in to se l f -p i ty ,  s tepping away f rom her ,  ashamed.  He heard her
g i g g l i n g .

ÒQuie t  you  two,  i f  you  do  no t  want  to  d ie  be fore  your  t ime,Ó sa id
Mamaki. ÒHere,Ó she showed them a large stone-well from which rose a
th i n  s t r i p  o f  ba re l y  v i s i b l e  smoke .  Ò I  see  t ha t  mo re  o f  t he  p l an t s
have been burned. I t  seems that somebody was cleaning the paths for
some new use.Ó

Her words surpr ised Gal tar .  ÒSo you werenÕt jok ing about the plant
that  eats humans and spi ts out  skul ls?Ó Asked he.

ÒYes, I was,Ó

Ga l ta r  l ooked  a t  he r ,  con fused  a  b i t .  L i t t l e  sm i le  appeared  on  he r
l i p s :

ÒSomet imes ,  i t  i s  good  to  j oke  abou t  se r ious  th ings ,  A lu .  I t  he lps
you  s t reng then  your  sp i r i t ,Ó  sa id  she .

Ò Ins ide  t he  ha l l ,  I  spo t t ed  symbo l s  on  t he  wa l l  t ha t  a re  s im i l a r
to  those f rom the ar row,Ó sa id  Gal tar .  ÒMaybe we shal l  take a bet ter
look on them.Ó

ÒNot tonight .  We shal l  go back to the p lace f rom where we
star ted.Ó Mamaki  walked toward the s ta i rs  and they went  a f ter  her .
While they walked, more thoughts surged in to the young manÕs head. He
thought  o f  h is  t r ibesman,  E lgar ,  w i th  regre t  now:  ÒI  shou ld  have
l i s tened to  h im.  I  wou ld  be  back  in  my v i l l age  by  now ga ther ing
war r io rs  i f  I  had .  Then I  wou ld  have been ab le  to  see  my f r iends  aga in
too -  Lofar  wou ld  not  have been a f ra id  to  go through these tunne ls  and
Eredian would have been able to see down there better than any humanÉÓ

ÒIf  you had not  s tayed on the path  to  wh ich your  hear t  had led
you, you would have not found Anaya or have met me and learned about
the arrow,Ó spoke Mamaki  to  h im,  as i f  she were reading h is  mind.  That
shocked him but he managed to hide his react ion.  She looked at  h im
wi th  mother ly  eyes .  He nodded,  though s t i l l  puzz led  by  th is
demonstrat ion of  her  in tu i t ion.  ÒShe must  be more than a dru id,Ó he
thought.  For some strange and inner reason he stopped and turned.
St i f fened,  he  s tood fo r  a  moment  look ing  back  toward  the  p la teau.  I t
was  en t i re l y  unconsc ious  reac t ion .  Ga l ta r  found  h imse l f  f i gh t ing  the
sudden des i re  to  run ins ide and cont inue h is  pursu i t  whatever  danger
may awai t  h im.  I f  i t  was fear  that  s topped Mamaki  f rom leading them
there ,  then i t  s temmed f rom des i re  to  care  fo r  her  charges .  She
dec ided that  they would  set  up camp far ther  down in  the va l ley  and her
p lan  was  to  come back  in  the  morn ing  to  inves t iga te  the  ha l l ,  a lone .
Yet ,  whatever  the ch ief ta in  of  the Devanas had in  her  mind was about
to  fade away before  the  w i l l  o f  Gods:  L ike  a  co lossus  snowbal l  f rom a
catapu l t ,  Gomla suddenly  growled and leapt  n to  a  wi ld  run.

ÒGomla!Ó Mamaki cal led her,  but the bear jumped on the stairs and
ran  up  to  the  p la teau .   The  she-bear  loped  th rough  a  por tho le  as  i f



some powerful  god of snow-realm was cal l ing her.  ÒGomla stop, do not
go there!Ó Mamaki yelled. She commanded with as much authority as she
could gather.  Her voice boomed, but the command had no effect.
Dreadful coldness wal loped Mamaki for she had never seen her bear so
dazzled. The polar-bear disappeared into the blackness. ÒGomla, wai t !Ó
yel led Mamaki again.  She raised her spear then and dashed through the
dark entrance.  Gal tar ,  Inah and Arana grasped thei r  weapons and ran to
MamakiÕs a id .  But  the ch ie f ta in  turned to  them abrupt ly .  She looked at
them persuasively demanding: ÒGo back. Do not follow me!Ó Her eyes
spark led as she shouted:  ÒGo back I  say,  down to  the va le  and wai t  for
me there.Ó

ÒBut motherÉÓ Inah protested. Although she knew well  that she had
to  obey ,  he r  hea r t  spoke  d i f f e ren t l y .

ÒI wi l l  come back to you soon. Go now,Ó Mamaki insisted. Gal tar
grabbed InahÕs hand and pul led her away. Rel ieved by his gesture,
Mamaki  turned to the entrance and ran ins ide.  

ÒMother !Ó cr ied Inah as Gal tar  was pu l l ing her  to  oppos i te
direct ion. ÒLeave me alone,Ó she snapped at him, ÒLet me go or IÕl l
k i l l  you,  you coward!Ó

Gal tar  f reed her  hand and sa id :  ÒI  on ly  wanted to  ease your
motherÕs mind. Let her bel ieve that we have done as she asked.Ò He
pu l led  ou t  h is  sword :  ÒOf  course  IÕ l l  he lp  her ,Ó he  sa id  and leapt
into the darkness,  to MamakiÕs aid.

I I

They  ran  ac ross  the  la rge  s tone  t i l es  in to  the  darkness .  Every
sound echoed through the great  passage.  I t  was vast  so much l ike the
tomb of  an ancient  g iant  k ing.  Behind Mamaki ,  Alu and two Devanas ran,
breath ing heav i ly ,  t ry ing to  keep up.  Arana was s lower  because o f  her
wound. Focused on the minute sparkle of  MamakiÕs spear that fa int ly
shone  i n  t he  b lackness  a fa r ,  Ga l t a r  f o rgo t  t o  pay  a t t en t i on  t o  t he
dis tance growing between a l l  o f  them. As he was speeding,  in  h is  eyes,
the  wa l l s  appeared  le f t  and  r i gh t ,  na r row ing  g radua l l y  f rom ten  to  a
f i ve  foo t  w ide  co r r ido r  tha t  s tead i l y  ex tended  fo rward .  Channe ls
s t re tched a long the base o f  the wal ls .  Suddenly ,  lava poured through
those  channe ls  g iv ing  o f f  a  weak  rad iance  o f  l i gh t  and  hea t ing  the
heavy a i r .  Running madly ,  Gal tar  los t  count  o f  t ime and space.  The
bear ran incredibly fast but Mamaki spoke the magic words of Gompa-run
fa l l i ng  i n  a  t r ance  t h rough  wh i ch  he r  f ee t  s t a r t ed  t o  move  as  i f  she
were  f l y ing ,  ba re ly  touch ing  the  f l oo r .  Soon  she  caugh t  up  to  the
she-bear.  Running, she approached the animal;  she threw her spear on
the ground and grabbed the saddle wi th both hands. Then she f lew onto
GomlaÕs back ,  pu l l i ng  the  re ins ,  s low ing  her  down to  a  f i na l  ha l t .
Pant ing,  Mamaki  gasped for  a i r  whi le  beads of  sweat  c lustered on her
forehead,  f lowing down her  face.  Gomla breathed heavi ly  too,  swinging
her weary head.  In  the b lackness before her ,  something was moving.  I t
was  t he  s i ze  o f  a  ca t ,  l i ve  and  f u r r y ,  wh i t e  i n  co lou r .  Mamak i
s t ra ined  her  eyes  to  see  i t  be t te r .  The  red  l i gh t  sh immered  vague ly .
I t  came f rom the lava tha t  f loa ted th rough nar row channe ls  a t  the  base
o f  t h e  w a l l s .  I n  a n  i r o n  c a g e  t h a t  h u n g  f r o m  t h e  c e i l i n g  w a s  a  l i t t l e



polar  bear  cub.  I t  moved i ts  smal l  snout  between the bars  toward
Gomla .  She  t r i ed  to  reach  i t  bu t  the  cage  l i f t ed  up  w i th  the  sudden
i ron-shr iek  o f  cha ins.  The cub made a qu ie t  sound;  as i f  ask ing Gomla
for help.  From the darkness below, two red aslant  eyes emerged. They
loomed with an unearthly menace. A wave of heat f rom the lava streams
h i t  Mamak i .  Gather ing  herse l f  toge ther ,  she  reco l lec ted  tha t  her  spear
had been left behind in the moment she had jumped on GomlaÕs back.
Yet ,  the scabbard remained fasten to  the saddle  so she groped for  the
hi l t  and drew out  her  sc imi tar .  An enormously  large l ionÕs paw stepped
in to  t he  l i gh t .  The  magma rad iance  g l i t t e red  on  i t s  b lack  sk in  and  i n
i ts  cr imson mane.  The beast  s tared at  Gomla,  spel lb ind ing her .  On the
l ionÕs back,  a woman sat ,  legs crossed.

ÒWake up, Gomla,Ó Mamaki cal led, holding her scimitar forward,
keeping her eyes on the woman and her l ion.

ÒAwake she is ,Ó said the red-hai red r ider .  Her  vo ice was hoarse.
ÒAwakened by the nature that cal ls her.Ó

ÒYou are speaking nonsense,Ó said Mamaki, moving her left hand
c a u t i o u s l y  t o  t h e  h e i g h t  o f  h e r  h e a r t ,  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  t o  c a l l  o n  h e r
power -  the power of  the Water-Elemental .

ÒI  know tha t  move,Ó sa id  the  red  w i tch .  She c l imbed o f f  the  l ion ,
keep ing her  r igh t  hand on i ts  r i ch  mane.  ÒYour  magic  is  no t  go ing to
work here, Mamaki.Ó

Mamaki opened her hand and a thin, subtle gleam appeared on the
thenar  o f  her  wh i te  pa lm.  ÒI t  i s  a l l  nonsense,  Sk i ra ,Ó sa id  Mamak i .

ÒNonsense? Hah. You use that word to destruct inner connect ions of
my sorcery with Naroxa,Ò said the which. ÒHow shal low. Look at her
then.Ó The which l igh t ly  opened her  le f t  hand showing the b lush that
g leamed on her  na i ls .  Then her  f ingers  formed a c law.  On that  gesture ,
f rom the cracks in  the wal ls  f lowed even more lava.  Mamaki  jumped of f
the sadd le  and ex tended her  arm before  her .  A  whi te  l igh t  f lashed f rom
her  hand to  counte r  the  w i tch .  Sk i ra  reac ted .  Wi th  a  yank ,  she  ra ised
her arm more,  a iming at  Mamaki .  Snakes of  f lame let  loose f rom her
f ingers ,  dar t ing on the whi te  Devana.  Between the two,  a  sudden b last
emerged wi th a sound of  h iss and crack.  The whi teness of  ice and the
redness  o f  f i re  co l l ided.  Another  immense f lash  fo l lowed fo rming a
g rea t  r i ng  i n  t he  smoky  a i r .  I t s  bo t t om ha l f  was  f o rmed  o f  f i r e  and
i ts  upper  r im formed of  ice .  The red-maned l ion  sprung throughout  the
r ing  a t tack ing  the  wh i te  she-bear .

I I I

A  hor r id  roar  o f  two  beas ts  thundered  shak ing  the  dark  ha l l s  o f
Hoydoom-Vaar. Galtar st irred. ÒMother!Ó screamed Inah. The hot air  was
burn ing  the i r  l ungs .  She  spo t ted  someth ing  long  a t  he r  fee t .  I t  was
MamakiÕs spear.  She took i t .  Arana came to Gal tar  and Inah at  last  and
sa t  down,  a lmos t  fa l l i ng ,  ho ld ing  her  h ip .  She  was  in  pa in  aga in .  More
lava was coming through the channels,  cast ing shadowy l ight  on the
wa l l s  and  i l l um ina t ing  the  anc ien t  d raw ings ,  ha l f - covered  w i th  soo t
and  ash .  Tongues  o f  f l ame rose  up ,  l i ck ing  the  wa l l s  up  to  the



cei l ing.  Gal tar  and Inah helped Arana to stand up and move away from
t h e  f i r e .  I t  p o u r e d  i n t o  t h e  r i m s  a n d  r i v e t s  b e t w e e n  t h e  f l o o r - t i l e s .
The long run had t ired them, and the heat and smoke was making them
cough whi le  f igh t ing for  a i r .  Then,  unexpected ly ,  a  beat ing sound came
from behind.  I t  was get t ing c loser .  Someth ing was moving rap id ly :
ÒTa-ka-dam, taka-dam, taka-doom!Ó the hoofs of a gal loping horse
echoed.  They cou ld  not  be l ieve the i r  eyes.  From the darkness,  g i rd led
w i th  f i r e ,  V inge  was  com ing  -  t he  g rea t  e l ven  ho rse  -  r unn ing  t o  i t s
m a s t e r .  T h e  f i r e  s w i r l e d  l e f t  a n d  r i g h t  o f  t h e  a n i m a l  a s  i f  d r a w i n g
the  w ings  o f  a  Pegasus .  Whi le  the  horse  was  s t i l l  i n  the  move,  Ga l ta r
s lung  the  sword  on  h i s  back ,  se i zed  the  sadd le ,  t h rus t  h i s  f oo t  i n to
the  s t i r rup  and  bes t rode  the  horse .

The bear  spar red  w i th  the  l ion .  Jaws to  jaws;  c laws and fangs  a t
each o thers  necks .  Gomla  was la rger  than the  l ion ,  bu t  the  l ion  had a
larger  head and i ts  fangs were b igger .  They h i t  and held,  smacked and
r ipped each o ther  w i th  the i r  s t rong paws.  The an imals  raved wi th
rumbl ing  roars  wh i le  b lood dr ibb led  f rom the i r  snouts .  B lood spouted
out from many wounds in GomlaÕs white fur.  Skira raised her hands
h igh ,  sw i r l i ng  a  body  o f  f i r e  be fo re  he r  -  a  b laz ing  demon .  I t  exposed
i ts monstrous body,  compound of  dense smoke and f i re.  I t  crouched,
bend ing  l ow  on  a l l  f ou r s ,  r eady  t o  a t t ack  i t s  p rey  wh i l e  r e l eas ing  a
he inous  sc ream f rom i t s  gap ing  jaws .  As  scourge  o f  f i re ,  i t s  tongue
whipped out reaching for Mamaki. She dodged. While moving backwards,
Mamak i  sw i f t l y  pu t  he r  sc im i ta r  back  in  i t s  shee ts .  Re t rea t ing  f rom
the blazing monster ,  she spoke the words of  magic ÒPlava voda, kyer i
snega, kinma Gomla ni  mu kot i :  JIN O LEDA ye nyen sen! (Blue water,
daughter  o f  snow.  Mother  Gomla gave h im b i r th .  Frost  Giant ,  is  her
son.)Ó

I t  c rea ted  a  water -e lementa l  g ian t  tha t  was  even b igger  than the
wi tchÕs demon. The b lu ish-whi te body of  the water-g iant  c lashed wi th
the demonÕs f lames.  He c lutched the demon t ight  wi th i ts  great  arms.
The red demon wrest led to escape the squeeze, yet  the blue giant  was
s t r o n g e r .  A t  l a s t ,  t h e  w a t e r - g i a n t  l e t  t h e  f i e r y  b o d y  o f  t h e  e n e m y
dissolve in  h is  powerfu l  arms.  They both vanished into smoke and
s team.  Wi th  a  loud  h iss ,  the  lava ,  wh ich  perpe tua l l y  ran  th rough  the
channe ls  began to  lose i ts  heat  and rap id ly  went  out .  Sk i ra  grabbed
the l ionÕs mane and pu l led  i t  back ,  hard .  I t  was the  move o f  a  magica l
r i t ua l .  An  i n fe rno  bu rs t  ou t  -  t he  l i onÕs  mane  b las ted  i n to  an  huge
f i re.  The animals c lashed once more.  Gomla roared as the f i re-mane
began to  burn  her  sk in ,  bu t  she  con t inued  to  f igh t  s tou t l y .  Mamak i
could not  ca l l  upon second water-e lementa l  immediate ly ,  for  she had
lost  much of  her magical  power.  To perform the magic again,  she would
have to  medi ta te but  she had no t ime.  So she pul led out  her  saber  and
jumped  on to  the  s i zz l i ng  beas t ,  s t r i k i ng ,  t h rus t i ng  and  s lash ing .  The
smel l  o f  GomlaÕs burn ing  f lesh s tar ted  to  spread.  A l though in  pa in ,
t h e  b e a r  s t i l l  f o u g h t ,  t r y i n g  r e p e a t e d l y  t o  s t a b  h e r  f a n g s  t h r o u g h  t h e
bl is ter ing f i re  mane,  in to the l ionÕs neck.  MamakiÕs hands were badly
burned  as  we l l  bu t  she  ignored  the  pa in ,  con t inu ing  to  de l i ve r  sharp
blows.  The beast  h i t  Mamaki  wi th i ts  paw and her  body ro l led down
t o w a r d s  t h e  h o t  l i q u i d .  S h e  g r o p e d  t h e  r i m s  o f  t h e  f l o o r  i n  t h e  l a s t
moment  bu t  the  ends  o f  her  long  ha i r  were  caught  by  the  f i re .  Sk i ra



swooped down on her l ike a fu lgent crow. Then Gomla gathered al l  the
s t reng th  t ha t  was  l e f t  i n  he r  t o  a t t ack  t he  l i on  once  more .  They  bo th
spun to  the ground wrapped in  smoke and f lames.  At  that  ins tant ,  a
wh i te  horse  en te red  the  in fe rna l  haze .  The s i l ve r  g low ing  body  o f
Vinge appeared,  ga l lop ing onward.  The r ider  that  he ld  h is  sword up
jumped  f rom the  sadd le ,  s t r i k ing  the  l i on ,  s tabb ing  the  b lade  deep  in
i t s  b o d y .  I t s  f l e s h  r i p p i n g ,  b o n e  c r a c k i n g .

Gomla fe l l  down exhausted;  sk in  ha l f  burned.  Gal tar  avo ided the
l ionÕs paws and managed to s lash another deep wound, th is t ime hi t t ing
in  i t s  l eg .  Da rk  and  murky  b lood  sp r i nk led  ou t .  The  l i on  roa red ,
a t tack ing,  swing ing i ts  paws at  the man.  Sk i ra  now ra ised her  arms
resu r rec t i ng  the  f i r es  a round  and  the  mane  o f  t he  l i on  tu rned  in to  a
f i reba l l ,  even s t ronger  and b igger  than before .  From Sk i raÕs hands,
l i gh tn ing  s t ruck  a t  Ga l ta r .  He  je rked  back  expos ing  h is  sword ,
b lock ing  the  b low impu ls ive ly  bu t  the  b lade ins tan t ly  became so hot
t ha t  he  had  t o  t h row  i t  t o  t he  g round .

An arrow hissed through the darkness towards Skira. She jumped
back to  avo id  i t ,  bu t  the  ar row h i t  her  a rm.  She screamed and ran
beh ind  the  l i on .  A rana  l e t  he r  bow loose  aga in ,  h i t t i ng  t he  l i onÕs
s ide.  The an imal  turned to  her  in  madness.  The beast  rose to  the
assaul t  when Inah ran in ,  ahead of  Arana,  reveal ing a  long spear .  She
e jacu la ted  s t rong ,  h igh -p i t ched  war -c ry ,  p ie rc ing  the  spea r  f i rm ly
t h o u g h  t h e  r i b c a g e  o f  t h e  b e a s t ,  r i g h t  i n t o  i t s  h e a r t .  T h e  l i o n  s l i d
down,  growl ing ,  wan ingÉ dy ing.  The f i re  grew d im and qu ie t  in  the  wa l l
channels,  d isappear ing,  leaving only soot  and ash.  The l ionÕs mane
smo lde red ,  h i ss ing  i n to  a  c loud  o f  smoke  tha t  c lung  to  the  ce i l i ng .
The beast was defeated at  least .  The witch had gone away with no
trace. Weary and slow, Gomla sat down. She was hardly breathing.
Terr ib le  burns gaped f rom her  neck,  paws,  and the s ide of  her  head.
Mamaki hugged her t ight.  She pressed her face to the bearÕs head and
held her  for  awhi le .  Gomla fe l t  MamakiÕs sk in  on her  face and the
tea rs  tha t  mo is tened  he r  fu r .

Inah and Arana neared.  Thei r  heads bowed low in  gr ie f .  Gal tar
r e l e a s e d  t h e  c h a i n s  a n d  t h e  c a g e ,  w i t h  a  l i t t l e  b e a r  i n  i t ,  l a n d e d  o n
the  f l oo r .  H i s  sword  had  coo led ,  so  he  took  i t  and  b roke  the  l ock  w i th
the  b lade .  The  l i t t l e  bear  c l imbed ou t .  I t  wa lked  gawk i l y  toward  Gomla
and put  i ts  smal l  paw on hers .  Gomla lay  down,  bare ly  ab le  to  ho ld  up
her  head.  She l i cked the  cubÕs face  gent ly .  Her  eyes  -  b lue  s ta rs ,
faded .  She  then  la id  he r  head  in  he r  m is t ressÕs  lap ,  g i v ing  i n  to  the
ever las t ing po lar  dream.

Chapter Twelve

Dragon Swan

I

The  res t  o f  the  n igh t  passed  in  s t i l l ness  o f  so r row.  Co ld  dawn
i l luminated the marshes of Hoydoom before them. Here and there, a
lone ly  naked t ree branched by grey-s tones,  scat tered shr ines wi th
sound less  b i rds  res t ing  on  them.  I t  was  no t  t i l l  noon  tha t  Mamak i
spoke few words as she decided to lead the company towards the border



of Varas. There, she new a man who might know something more about the
in t ruders .  They had a l l  been wa lk ing  in  s i lence th rough the  marshes.
Gomla had been an extraordinary bear, clever and dear to Mamaki.  She
had found her as a lost  cub a long t ime ago.  She walked now solemnly,
carrying the new cub in her arms. Somehow, everything reminded her of
her  she-bear .  She breathed hard ,  th ink ing  o f  the  pass ing  nature  o f
l i f e .  S low ly ,  anger  was  sneak ing  in  pas t  he r  g r ie f .  Then  ques t ions :
How had she been t r icked so easi ly? What  k ind of  s imple,  yet  powerfu l
magic had lured her bear into death? Were we al l  so vulnerable? Were
we  a l l  so  eas i l y  t rap  w i th  needs  tha t  we  a re  bo rn  w i th?  Tha t  p r im i t i ve
power ,  the  very  same power  tha t  made us  l i ve ,  k i l l s  us  as  we l l .

ÒThis  is  the land of  takans,Ó sa id  Arana.  She wanted to  g ive
Mamaki an ease and change her thoughts,  at  least for a moment.  ÒI wish
we cou ld  see one whi le  we are  t rave l ing  through i t .Ó

ÒTakans?Ó Galtar turned to the lady-archer. ÒOh, the dragon-swans,
is that what you mean Arana?Ó

ÒYes, the dragon-swans,Ó she said. ÒThe peaceable dragons. The
k ind  you  can  t ame  and  r i de ,  j us t  l i ke  ho rses ,  o r  l i ke  t he  po la r  bea rs
of  my t r ibe .Ó

ÒJust l ike Gomla,Ó Mamaki said. Galtar looked at Mamaki with worry
and compassion. He wanted to cheer her soul: ÒWhen we were kids,
du r i ng  l ong  w in te r  n i gh t s ,  we  wou ld  s i t  by  t he  f i r e  i n  Ghu te rna  w i t h
the  o ld  bard  Olan ,Ó sa id  Ga l ta r .  ÒHe taught  us  a  s i l l y  song tha t  gave
us so much of excitement.Ó

ÒLet  us  hear  i t  then,Ó Arana sa id .

ÒYes ,  yes ,  l e t  us  hea r  t he  s i l l y  song ,  we  l i ke  s i l l y  songs !Õ  sa id
I n a h ,  p u l l i n g  h i s  h a n d  g e n t l y ,  w h i l e  s t i l l  w a t c h i n g  a t  h e r  m o t h e r  w i t h
care.

ÒWhy not ,  A lu .  Let  yourse l f  l ive that  song once more,  dear  boy,Ó
s a i d  M a m a k i ,  t r y i n g  t o  h o l d  h e r  g r i e f  f o r  a  b i t .  Ò A f t e r  a l l ,  y o u  d o
no t  wan t  to  d i sappo in t  my  g i r l s ,  r i gh t?Ó

ÒSure he doesnÕt,Ó sa id Inah s t i l l  ho ld ing h is  hand,  look ing now
at  h im,  p leased.

ÒI  mean,  the song I  remember is  not  the or ig ina l  one,  because the
day  I  heard  i t ,  the  bard  O lan  was  l i t t l e  d runk ,Ó spoke  Ga l ta r .  ÒBut  we
l iked tha t  vers ion  and remembered i t .  O lan h imse l f  den ies  hav ing to ld
u s  t h e  s t o r y  t h a t  w a y  e v e r ,  b u t  i t  i s  s t i l l  t h e  v e r s i o n  w e  l i k e d  b e s t .
Here i t  is  (he changed the vo ice sounding l ike  a  somber  drunken bard) :

ÒAcross the ocean vast and deep

Terr ib le dragon

At tacked our  sh ip .

Giant  jaws rose above the ark

To take the ship down



to  the abyss dark

But  look ,

a l l  hope is  not  yet  gone away:  For  a hero came

To save our day.

And  w i t h  t he  day ,  ou r  l i ves ,  o f  cou rse ,

heÕl l  do  tha t  by  us ing  Ð  fo rce .

The fo rce  was in  h is  h igh-p i tched vo ice

For he sung so badly

that  the  dragon had no cho ice  É le f t

But to go back deep down,

neve r  t o  re tu rn ,

to our  town

What? The town?

Hey.  I t  a l l  happened on the  sea!

I  know,  bu t  i t  sounds  be t te r .Ó

ÒOh my whi te  and fur  d iv ine!  That  sounds ter r ib le !Ó sa id Inah and
laughed.  ÒIs  tha t  i t?Ó

ÒThat was the song,Ó Galtar shrugged and they al l  laughed
together .

ÒI  fought  many dragons back then,  fo r  I  was a  l i t t le  boy,Ó added
Gal ta r .

ÒWe a l l  sang that  song too,Ó sa id  Inah wi th  a  smi le .  ÒBut  the rea l
one,  and we even d id a l i t t le  per formance,Ó her  long eyelashes
t rembled as  her  face  shone w i th  p r ide .  ÒI  a lso  l i ked  the  song about
legendary golden dragon;  what was his name.. .  Gi lpa -  something. . .Ó

ÒGi lparespas,Ó said Gal tar .  ÒThe father of  dragons.  Apparent ly ,  he
s t i l l  l i v e s . Ó  

ÒOlan also sang about the land of Umla where elves tamed takans
and bred them for r id ing,Ó added Arana.

ÒNot many tame dragon-swans exist, though,Ó said Mamaki. ÒBreeding
and t ra in ing  takans  i s  no t  an  easy  task ,  fo r  they  a re  even  more
impetuous than horses. Some can be found at the wing-posts, though.Ó

ÒI know that  wing-posts have hawks,  as wel l  as fast  horses.Ó

ÒYour father was one of  those who organized such posts.  Af ter  the
war ,  many  ch ie f ta ins  and  lo rds  bu i l t  them,  so  tha t  they  cou ld  se rve  us
a l l .  Recent ly ,  two wingposts  rece ived takans,  so that  the messengers



could f ly  on them.Ó

Of  course ,  Ga l ta r  was  exc i ted  to  learn  about  such  th ings .  For  a
moment the sadness that gr ipped his heart  vanished and he thought
about  the new wor ld,  a wor ld in  which words could be spread wi th such
speedÉ ÒGaltar ,Ó Inah cal led h im. She stopped,  looking at  the edge of
grassy f ield where i t  met the marshes. ÒYes?Ó

ÒI want  to  te l l  you someth ing,Ó she looked in to  h is  eyes.  He
stopped, wondering.

ÒI  want  to  apologize,Ó she said.

ÒApologize? for what?Ó

ÒBecause I cal led you a coward,Ó she paused. ÒAnd for laughing at
you before andÉÓ 

He took her  hand l ight ly .  ÒShhÉÓ he a lmost  touched her  l ips wi th
h i s  f i nge r .  Ò I  have  a l r eady  f o rgo t t en  i t  a l l .Ó  She  l ooked  a t  h im ,  t hen
at  the green grass again:  ÒThank you,Ó sa id Inah and her  cherry  l ips
s m i l e d  i n  r e l i e f ,  d i s c l o s i n g  h e r  p e a r l - w h i t e  t e e t h .

Dark  c louds,  cut  o f f  by  h igh mounta in  peaks,  gathered in to  one
la rge  and  we igh ty  mass  tha t  ro l led  down in to  the  va l ley .  L igh tn ing
r ipped through i ts  grey ra in- f raught  be l ly  and thunder  boomed.  A heavy
ra in fa l l  f o l l owed  ins tan t l y .  In  the  sou th ,  beh ind  hoary -g reen  swamps,
an  unusua l  b i r d  appea red .  I t  f l ew  ove r  t he  l a rge  p ine  f o res t  t ha t
g leamed in  the d is tant  mist .  Then,  another  one appeared,  remarkable in
shape and size. ÒLook, Alu,Ó Mamaki pointed her spear toward the
remote winged creatures. ÒThese are takans!Ó

Two takan-dragons,  l i ke  majes t ic  g ian t  s i l ver  swans sa i led  th rough
the  m is t ,  unde rnea th  the  dense  c louds .  I n  t he  f l ashes  o f  l i gh tn ing ,
w ings  tha t  bare ly  moved,  g l immered,  and the i r  long ta i l s  s t reamed in
the wind.  I t  was awakened image of  the pr imeval  wor ld.  They turned
s l igh t l y  to  the  sou th ,  and  d isappeared  in  the  fa r -away haze .  ÒThere  i s
another  one!Ó shouted Inah.  Under  the c louds,  a  th i rd  rept i le  was
g l i d i n g  t o  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  f o r e s t .  S u d d e n l y ,  t h i n  l o n g  l i g h t n i n g
whipped f rom above and across the takanÕs back.  Str icken, i ts  wings
weakened immediate ly  and the poor creature went  down. I t  lost  height
rap id l y ,  nose-d iv ing  towards  the  ea r th .

Ò I t  f e l l  c l ose ,  t o  t he  beg inn ing  o f  t he  woods !Ó  ye l l ed  Ga l t a r .  Ò I
want  to  see i t  f rom near !Ó He f lew up in to  the  sadd le  and spur red the
horse .  V inge  went  to  ga l lop  hur ry ing  th rough the  marshes  as  i f  i t  was
h im who wanted so eager ly  to  take a  c loser  look a t  the magni f icent
creature .

ÒAlu!Ó MamakiÕs cal l  d isappeared in the a l l  embracing roar  of  yet
another thunder.  Vinge gal loped throughout the grey ra iny mass.  Red
scourges were s t r ik ing above whi le  the e lv ish horse was groping
forward splashing through the puddles.  Gal tarÕs heart  drummed faster
a s  i f  i t  w a s  g o i n g  t o  j u m p  o u t  f r o m  h i s  c h e s t s  i n  t h i s  c h i l d i s h
exc i tement  that  had grabbed h im.  Inah ran af ter  h im.  She could  not
res i s t  t he  expe r ience  o f  t he  new d i scove ry  too .  F ina l l y  he  reached  i t .



The man and the horse observed the fal len dragon-swan, marveled when
Inah jo ined them. Glee sparked in thei r  eyes.  The large smoothed head
o f  t he  t akan  was  ha l f - sunk  i n t o  t he  bog ,  t o  i t s  b i g ,  r ounded  eyes .  I t s
heavy eyel ids bl inked slowly.  A white teardrop-shape mark gleamed
b e t w e e n  i t s  e y e s .  I t  c l o s e d  t h e m  a t  l a s t .  I t s  w i d e  w i n g s ,  f i l l e d  w i t h
s k i n ,  l a y  l i f e l e s s l y .

ÒA teardrop,  d is t inc t ive  s ign she wears .  None of  those I  have seen
i t  before,Ó said Mamaki  and entered the water  to  her  knees to check
the  eyes  and  nos t r i l s  o f  t he  d ragon-swan .  She  l i f t ed  i t s  eye l i d  and
sa id :  ÒShe  i s  s t i l l  a l i ve .  I f  we  can  pu l l  he r  i n to  deeper  mud ,  we  may
be able to save her.Ó

Ga l ta r  t ook  h i s  ves t  and  tun i c  o f f .  He  t i gh tened  the  tun i c  a round
his  wais t  and p laced the vest  on h is  shoulder .  Then he dragged the
takanÕs ta i l  over i t .  Inah grabbed one leg and Mamaki  and Arana
ano ther  one  so  tha t  they  cou ld  pu l l  the  takan  ou t  toge ther .  Ra in
washed the sweat of f  thei r  faces and f rom Gal tarÕs wide shoulders as
they  pu l led  the  c rea ture .  Musc les  o f  h is  back  corded.  H is  hee ls
s tubbed deeply  in to  the bot tom of  the swamp,  seek ing for  f i rm ground.
F ina l l y ,  they  reached the  nearby  mud.  ÒTh is  mud is  l i ke  a  cure  fo r
her,Ó said Mamaki.  She scooped the mud with her hands and started to
rub the animal  wi th i t .  ÒCome on,  dear,  wake up.Ó

T h e  l i t t l e  p o l a r  b e a r  w a t c h e d  t h e m  c u r i o u s l y ,  s t r a i n i n g  i t s  l i t t l e
paws want ing to help too.  The ra in s topped.  They were now al l  s tanding
in  the mud,  push ing i t  in  layers  over  the takanÕs body.  ÒTogether ,
wa te r  and  ea r th  w i l l  w in  ove r  t he  f i r e .  Th i s  way ,  t he  mud  w i l l  suck
out  the  power  o f  l i gh tn ing  f rom her  body .Ó And lo !  They  d id  no t  wa i t
long ;  the  d ragon  ra ised  i t s  head ,  open ing  i t s  w ide ,  round  eyes .

ÒShe is a l ive!Ó Arana exclaimed. The takan c l imbed out  of  the mud,
sh i f t i ng  i t s  body  on to  f i rm  g round .  Ò I t  i s  a  fema le ,Ó sa id  Mamak i .
ÒSee,  th is  scar  on  her  be l l y  i s  go ing  to  be  the  sk in -bag where  she
wil l  carry her young one day.Ó Mamaki moved closer and cleaned the
front of  dragonÕs head, removing the mud from her eyes and from the
s ign in -between.  ÒA tearÉ I  w i l l  ca l l  you Tear ,  my dear .Ó The takan
shook  her  head ,  d ispers ing  the  wet  d i r t  a round ,  sp r ink l ing  her
sav io rs .  They  d id  no t  m ind ,  o f  course ;  on  the  con t ra ry ,  they  cheered .
She looked at  them, b l ink ing.  The sun peered through the s low
scat te r ing  c louds i l luminat ing  new sparks  in  the  takanÕs eyes.  A  long
drawn ca l l  wen t  ou t  f rom her  th roa t  wh i le  she  ran ,  sp r ing ing  up  in to
the ai r ,  her  wings spread wide.  Soon,  she had vanished,  h igh among the
clouds.

ÒShe can go as far  as she wants,Ó said Gal tar ,  watching the
c rea tu re  as  i t  was  f l y i ng  away .  Ò I f  I  cou ld  have  a  go t ten  a  r i de  f rom
her ,  I  might  have been able to  reach the enemy sooner .  I  could have
reached him at any range.Ó

ÒTo the  sou th ,  a f te r  the  marshes ,  l i es  the  land  o f  Varas ,Ó sa id
Mamaki .  ÒI  have to  in form the i r  counci l  about  these events as soon as
possible.  On our way, we wi l l  pass the One Eyed Moose tavern. The
owner  is  a  good f r iend of  mine.  We can rest  there and learn what  we
can about  the  enemy,  fo r  the  tavern  i s  the  p lace  to  wh ich



word-of-mouth spreads most quickly.Ó

Chapter Thirteen

One Eyed Moose

I

The f i rs t  s tars were al ready up when the smal l  company reached the
s tony road tha t  wr igg led f rom the woods to  lead them to  the  inn .  The
tavern of One Eyed Moose was located on a quiet green slope and
p a r t i a l l y  b u i l t  i n t o  t h e  h i l l .  O n  i t s  g r a s s y  r o o f  a  l o n g  c h i m n e y
s tood ,  g ree t i ng  t r ave le r s  f r om a fa r .  I n  f r on t ,  a  sma l l  pond  l ay  whe re
animals would come to drink in late summer. When the snows would melt
i n  ea r l y  sp r ing ,  wa te r  wou ld  come rush ing  down in to  the  pond ,  f i l l i ng
i t .  A  sma l l  b r idge  en tw ined  w i th  dark -go ld  t ree -c reepers  led  ac ross
the  pond to  a  porch  and the  en t rance to  the  tavern .  On one s ide  o f  the
th ick  door  hung th ree  i ron  tab le ts  car ry ing  the  emblems o f  the
Frug-Ale dwarvish brewery, the Elven wine named Vranates and the famed
s t rong  a lcoho l i c  In i ta ian  d r ink  ca l led  Tear -Drop-P lum.  On the  o ther
s ide  o f  the  door  was  wr i t ten :  ÒNever  mix  them a l l  toge ther !Ó -  w i th
exclamat ion mark serv ing as an i ron door-handle.  Above th is ,  was a
woodworked model  of  a great  moose head wi th an eye-patch over i ts  lef t
eye .  I ns ide ,  on l y  t h ree  ou t  o f  n ine  tab les  were  occup ied .  I n  t he
corner ,  th ree  young rangers  sang  qu ie t l y .  Accord ing  to  the i r
fa i r -b rown  ha i r  and  long  s t ra igh t  noses ,  they  were  o f  Va ras ian  fo l ks .
C lose r  to  the  door ,  a t  a  l ong  tab le  w i th  a  v iew ou t  the  w indow,  two
coup les  were  s i t t ing ;  two fami l ies  w i th  ch i ld ren who seemed to  be
Kerebian refugees. Since their  land had been taken by the Azmarans,
many of those Kerebians who could not stand the new rulers, had made
the  dec is ion  to  move wes tward ,  look ing  fo r  a  new l i fe .  On the  o ther
s ide of  the room sat  two women -  the wives of  the ownerÕs two oldest
sons. They were busy chatt ing about the ownerÕs third and youngest
son,  mak ing  a  l i s t  o f  lad ies  they  knew,  o f  wh ich  the  younger  one cou ld
mar ry ,  eventua l l y .

ÒGald and the rest !  What  a  surpr ise!Ó sa id the owner ,  a  corpulent
man wi th  a  b lack eye-patch over  h is  le f t  eye and a wide whi te  swathe
t ied around h is  ba ld  head.  A long grey mustache twis ted be low h is
round cheeks and b ig  red nose.  ÒI  heard you enter ,  eh,  but  I  thought
i t  was the dwarves -  my beer del iverers whom I  am expect ing.  What a
p leasant  surpr ise,  eh!Ó

Ò I s  i t  r e a l l y ?  Y o u  w i l l  n o t  c a l l  m e  a  c a r r i e r  o f  b a d  n e w s  a g a i n ,
w i l l  you ,  Moose?Ó sa id  Mamak i ,  smi l ing  a t  her  o ld  f r iend.

ÒOf course not ,  i t  is  a p leasure to see you again my dear Mamaki ,Ó
he embraced her in his big arms. ÒBut,  what is the bad news?Ó he
asked, widening his only eye. Mamaki grabbed his massive shoulder.

ÒThere is no bad news,Ó said she calming his worr ies. ÒI have some
quest ions ,  though,  and a  few th ings  to  te l l  you that  may sadden you a
b i t ,  bu t  no t  much ;  no t  much  a t  a l l .Ó

ÒIt has been ages, eh?Ó



ÒTrue.  I t  has  been a  l i t t le  less  than two years ,  my dear  Moose.
How is your wife?Ó

ÒOh, my wifeÉÓ his face faded and his eye dropped down, as i f  he
were looking for  something he had lost .  ÒOf course,  you do not  know.
When you healed her  las t  t ime she was bet ter  for  a  whole year .  But
then, last summer, she became feverish again and died soon
af terwards.Ó Mamaki  looked at  h im, gr ief -st r icken.  Moose cont inued
qu ie t l y  and  h is  vo ice  los t  i t s  cheer fu l  tone :  ÒOh,  my dear  and  good
Mamaki, the older sons were away with me and the young one was with
her  when i t  happened.  He ca l led a  v icar  f rom the c i ty  o f  Varas-Deen
and he came,  but  she d id  not  want  anyone to  he lp  her  th is  t ime.  She
had  been  s i ck  fo r  years .  I  t h ink  she  had  jus t  had  enough  o f  i t  and
dec ided to  g ive  in  to  the  Messenger  o f  Death ,  hop ing fo r  a  bet te r  new
l i f e . Ó

ÒThat  is  very  unfor tunate,  dear  Moose.  I  am deeply  sor ry  to  hear
that .  She was a good woman and a great  mother to your chi ldren.  I  am
sure she gathered enough good deeds to make her next  l i fe bet ter  and
f ree o f  suf fer ing.  Was anyone here to  he lp  her  d ie?Ó

ÒYes.  The head of  the order  o f  Whi te  Shie lds,  h is  greatness,
pr ies t  Nyard i .Ó

ÒThat  is  good.  You cou ld  not  ask  fo r  a  bet te r  gu ide th rough the
bardo-s tage.  Nyard i  is  among the wisest  o f  a l l  people  who walk  the
earth.Ó

ÒBut what  is  the matter  that  has brought  you in today?Ó asked
Moose, ÒYou look exhausted and troubled, Mamaki.Ó

Ò E v i l  s p i r i t s  h a v e  c r e p t  i n t o  o u r  l a n d s  a n d  s t r u c k  t h e  t r i b e  o f
White Deer.Ó

ÒOh, I  see.  The boy who came wi th you -  he is  an Alu,  r ight?Ó

Mamaki cal led her companions forward. ÒDear Moose, I  would l ike
you to  meet  my daughter  Inah,  and Gal tar ,  son o f  Or l ta r  f rom the
nor thern t r ibe o f  Whi te  Deer .Ó

Ò I s  i t É  I s  i t É Ó

ÒYes ,  tha tÕs  her .  The  l i t t l e  g i r l  you  and  your  w i fe  found .Ó

ÒFound?Ó Galtar wondered.

ÒThey found me and saved my l i fe many years ago, the t ime I  got
los t  on  my  ch i ld i sh  adven tu re ,  my  on ly  t rave l  a fa r  up  un t i l  now,Ó sa id
Inah.  ÒI  was not  the  bes t  ch i ld ,  you see.Ó

ÒWel l  I  neve r !  A  g i r l  o f  s t r i k i ng  beau tyÉ  and  s t reng th ,  I  wou ld
say you have become,Ó said Moose. Inah hugged him: ÒI am sorry about
aunt Menya, uncle Moose. She was a great woman.Ó

ÒAnd I  am sorry that  she is  not  here to see you,Ó said Moose and a
tear s l id down his cheek. ÒShe loved you so much and talked about you
often.Ó



ÒI shou ld  have v is i ted  her  more o f tenÉÓ sa id  Inah qu ie t ly .

ÒMy sons are outs ide,  wai t ing for  a  wagon of  f resh beer  f rom the
Frug Dwarven brewery.  They are la te .  But  -  hey,  you are a l l  hungry,Ó
said Moose and cal led over two chatt ing women, giv ing them quick
o rde rs .  They  wen t  i n to  t he  k i t chen  has t i l y .

ÒWe have some beer, but I  would recommend wait ing for the fresh
s tu f f  t ha t  i s  j u s t  abou t  t o  a r r i ve  f r om  my  F rug  b ro the rs .Ó

Soon,  the  lad ies  were  back  w i th  lo ts  o f  food  on  p la tes .  Wh i le  they
ate,  Mamaki  to ld Moose about  thei r  journey,  and her  f r iend was more
than sad to hear about GomlaÕs death. As they were talk ing, a mouse
z ipped sudden ly  across  the  tavern  f loor  bu t  was ins tan t ly  caught  by
the  ca t  who  was  pa t ien t l y  wa i t i ng  in  the  co rner .  The  ca t  p roud ly
p laced  he r  paw on  the  he lp less ,  l i t t l e  c rea tu re .  Sudden ly  the  po la r
bear cub jumped out from MamakiÕs hands and ran towards the cat. He
bumped her and they both ro l led down. The cub obviously thought that
there  was some sor t  o f  the  game afoot ,  and wanted to  jo in  in  on the
fun .  The  ca t  pshaw a t  t he  l i t t l e  bea r  and  wa lked  away  angr i l y ,  f o r  he r
prey had used the opportunity to run away. The scene made everyone
laugh.

I I

ÒThose hoodlums were here,Ó said Moose. ÒBoth of them, I would
say, though the woman was hooded and quiet .  The black bearded, tal l
Azmar asked me about Nyardi  and his temple of  White Shields,  but  not
much e lse.  He ordered a  south-eastern  dr ink  ca l led  Zak i rya ,  wh ich I
d i d  no t  have ,  and  so  he  l e f t  w i t hou t  d r i nk ing  any th ing .  Tha t  i s  how  I
rea l ized tha t  he  was not  a  merchant ,  as  he had in t roduced h imse l f ,  bu t
a so ld ier .  Merchants  f rom Azmaran do not  dr ink  beer  but  are usual ly
happy to buy some wine. This manÕs manner was more typical of the
Azmar  men-at -arms who desp ise anyth ing l igh ter  than the i r  b i t te r ,
bu rn ing  d r i nk  Zak i r ya .  The  tave rn  was  fu l l  o f  gues ts  a t  t he  t ime ,  bu t
these two did not  come near anybody else but  me. They probably did not
want too much of exposure. On the other hand, who could possibly know
more than me? Oh, Wait. I remember now. Once the dwarves, my beer
merchants,  arr ived the Azmar lef t  immediately.  The woman stayed for
some time more though, and she approached one of the two dwarf
brothers.Ó

ÒDid you hear what they talked about?Ó

ÒHuh,  no.  I t  was a busy n ight ,  eh.  Never the less,  the dwar f  was
ve ry  d runk  so  I  r ea l l y  doub t  t ha t  he  was  ab le  t o  t e l l  he r  any th ing .Ó

ÒThat must be the reason why she drew close to the dwarf.  Drunken
tongues wag, not sober ones,Ó said Mamaki.

ÒBut what could he have told her?Ó asked Inah. Galtar stopped
e a t i n g ,  l i s t e n i n g  c a r e f u l l y .

 ÒThough, the Azmar asked me about Nyardi ,  as I  to ld you,Ó said
Moose. ÒOn their  way here the dwarves wi l l  have passed by the high
s lopes,  a top o f  which is  the temple o f  Whi te  Shie lds .  But  we wonÕt



have to  wai t  long for  an answer ,  for  my dwarves are jus t  coming.  LetÕs
ask them.Ó Through the window they saw a wagon. It had been
approach ing  f rom the  o the r  s ide  o f  the  sma l l  b r idge ,  pu l led  by  fou r
ponies.  The wagon was loaded with many barrels,  stacked high in a
pyramid.  Two st rong fe l lows,  the MooseÕs sons,  ran out  to  help the
dwarves  w i th  the  un load ing .  Soon  a f te r ,  toge ther ,  they  ro l l ed  the
bar re ls  over  the  b r idge  towards  the  s ide  en t rance ,  and  in to  the
storage rooms.

ÒBe carefu l  w i th  them,  fe l lows!Ó shouted the dwar f  Ha l i ,  s tepp ing
down f rom h is  seat .  ÒPrec ious nectar  is  ins ide;  do not  break my hear t
today.Ó

ÒBe quie t ,  Hal i .  You wi l l  awaken the bad- luck booger  wi th  your
words ,Ó sa id  h i s  b ro the r  O l i .  ÒJus t  shu t  up ,  and  le t  t he  boys  do  the i r
j ob .  You  can  go  knock  a t  t he  f r on t  doo r .  I  see  a  l i gh t  i n s i de .  The  o l d
Moose must be awake.Ó The two dwarves walked across the bridge. As
they entered the owner introduced them: ÒDear Mamaki,  Galtar,  Inah and
Arana,  p lease meet  my f r iends,  the Ektun bro thers :  Ha l i  and Ol i .Ó

ÒEktun, oh, that is a famous surname among dwarven folks from
Frug,Ó said Arana. ÒIf am right; ek-tun means Oakencask.Ó

ÒCorrect ,  Mi lady.  Fur thermore,  my name is  o l - i -ek- tun,  which would
be beer- in-oaken-cask;  but  my brotherÕs name is  a  l i t t le  more
un fo r tuna te :  Ha l - i -ek - tun  wh ich  i s  ho le - in -oaken-cask  in  ou r
language.Ó

ÒI t  i s  no t  an  un fo r tuna te  name,  b ro r .  Th i s  i s  a  d r i nk ing  ho le ,  and
not  an  un lucky  one ,Ó sa id  Ha l i  so  tha t  laugh te r  sna tched  a t  them a l l .
ÒYet ,  we  p re fe r  to  be  ca l led  O l i  and  Ha l i  o r  s imp ly  the  Ek tun
b r o t h e r s ,  i f  y o u  w i l l . Ó

Not much t ime passed before they touched on a matter that was
t r o u b l i n g  t h e m  a l l ,  a s  t h e y  s a t  t o g e t h e r  a t  t h e  t h r e e  j o i n e d  t a b l e s .

ÒWel l ,  now,  you  peop le  can  ta lk  wh i le  I  b r ing  in  some o f  the  f resh
Frug Ale the dwarves have brought me,Ó said Moose and disappeared into
the storageroom at  the back.

ÒI would say the man you descr ibed was the one t ravel ing wi th the
r e d - h a i r e d  l a d y , Ó  s p o k e  O l i  s t r o k i n g  h i s  b e a r d ,  t r y i n g  t o  r e c a l l  a l l
the  deta i ls .  ÒI  do not  remember  h is  face,  but  Moose to ld  me that  he
looked Azmaranian.  I  mean,  I  might  have seen h im too but  I  d id  not
n o t i c e ,  f o r  i t  w a s  t h e  n i g h t  a f t e r  a  l o n g ,  h a r d  d a y  a n d  I  h a d  a  l o t  o f
beer  f low ing  th rough me,  i f  you  unders tand  what  I  mean.  I t  i s
susp ic ious  tha t  an  Azmar  wou ld  be  here ,  even i f  he  ca l l s  h imse l f  a
merchant .  And cer ta in ly ,  no merchant  would ask about  the temple of  the
Whi te  Sh ie lds .  Of  course,  I  d id  not  say  a  word  to  them.Ó

Moose and the two women came back carrying more wooden plates
f i l l e d  w i t h  a l l  k i n d s  o f  f o o d  a n d  h i s  s o n s  b r o u g h t  t h e  b e e r .  T h e  f i r s t
mug to  be f i l led  was Ha l iÕs.

ÒThat  is  what  I  would  ca l l  the t ru th ,Ó sa id  Hal i .  ÒThe Azmar was a
merchant  jus t  as  I  am an e l f ,  w i th  my beard and c lumpy ears ,Ó he le t



h i s  mug ,  f u l l  o f  f oam ing  bee r ,  t ap  on  t he  t ab l e .

Ò I  s m e l l e d  a n  e v i l  s p i r i t  i n  h e r  r e d  h a i r .  I  k n o w  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e
be tween  good  and  ev i l  sp i r i t s ,  as  ha rd  as  i t  i s  t o  d i s t i ngu i sh  one
from the other somet imes. Richness and beauty shone in the large
Azmaran ian  c i t y  tha t  I  had  v i s i t ed  l ong  ago ,  bu t  I  was  ab le  to  see
through tha t  opu lence,  and see the  t rue  s ta te  o f  empty  sou ls .  Ó

ÒYou were there,  se l l ing your  dr ink?Ó asked Gal tar .

ÒAnvil, hammer and my beard in-between - NO! And what was that you
jus t  sa id?  Were  you t ry ing  to  insu l t  me?Ó snapped Ol i  a t  Ga l ta r .

ÒOh no ,  no t  a t  a l l .  I  am jus t  cu r ious .  I  on ly  wan ted  to  know how
you got there.Ó

ÒThe Azmarans do not drink beer anyways,Ó said Oli.

ÒWhich is  a shame,Ó said Hal i .  ÒAs that  is  what  I  would cal l  Ôbad
tas teÕ to  the i r  s ide .Ó

ÒHaha!Ó Gal tar  laughed fu l ly  at  th is .  Others as wel l .  Good mood
was  back  and  up .  O l i  t hen  to ld  them o f  h i s  j ou rney  to  the  a f f l uen t
c i ty  o f  U lan  Az,  where  he had been sent  by  h is  lo rd  To lmek,  the  k ing
o f  F rug .  He  had  t rave l led  there ,  long  ago ,  w i th  emissar ies  f rom the
land o f  Varas .  A f te r  the  fa l l  o f  Kereb,  the  Azmaran ian  Empi re  had
reached the i r  borders ,  so the ru lers  o f  Varas and the dwarves had
tr ied to reach an agreement wi th Azmaranian Khan, to buy some t ime for
themselves.

ÒOur  m iss ion  fa i l ed .  I  rea l i zed  tha t  no t  we ,  bu t  no  one  cou ld
persuade the i r  Khan to  ha l t  h is  expans ion to  the west .  However ,  I  was
the re ,  i n  t he  once  g rea t  c i t y  o f  S ing idun ,  and  the  impress ion  o f
misery  that  s t ruck Kereb was profound,  so profound that  I  a lmost  shed
tears .  I  watched as  the  Azmarans  th rew the  o ld  Kereb ian  re l i cs  in to  a
f i r e  a n d  s m a s h e d  t h e  a l t a r s ,  t u r n i n g  t h e i r  o l d  c i t y  o f  S i n g i d u n  i n t o
U lan  Az .  In  less  than  f i ve  years ,  new temp les  -  sh in ie r  and  w i th  even
more gold and jewels had been topped -  were erected on the ashes of
the o ld  to  worsh ip  the new god Yez id .  They a lso bu i l t  a  movable
bridge, more wal ls,  houses and roads. Azmaranians had came to stay,
that  is  for  sure,  and now many Kerebians bow to thei r  new god and
l is ten  to  the  Azmaran ian  songs,  fo rge t t ing  the i r  own,Ó so  spoke Ha l i
l ook ing  a t  t he  su r face  o f  t he  tab le ,  a t  t he  mugs  and  p la tes ,  observ ing
them as i f  they were a map of  h is  memor ies charred on i ts  edges,  wi th
rue .  Ga l t a r ,  I nah  and  A rana  we re  pa r t i cu l a r l y  i n t e res ted  i n  h i s  s t o r y ,
wh ich  sounded  to  the i r  ea rs  l i ke  a  h i s to ry  l ec tu re  taugh t  by  a  w ise
and so lemn teacher .  Hal i  paused.  The others a l l  remained quiet .  A
l i t t l e  Kereb ian  boy  came c loser  to  pe t  the  cub  tha t  se t  i n  AranaÕs
lap .  Bo th  fam i l i es  i n  the  co rne r  were  now a l so  l ook ing  a t  t he  dwar f ,
l i s t e n i n g  a b o u t  t h e i r  m o t h e r l a n d  -  t h e  s t o r y  t h e y  k n e w  a l l  t o o  w e l l .
Three  rangers  f rom Varas  s topped s ing ing ,  tu rn ing  the i r  a t ten t ion  to
Hal iÕs table.  He cont inued: ÒSince the Azmarans had suffered a great
l o s s  a t  B l a c k b i r d  F i e l d ,  w e  r e a l i z e d  t h e n  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  n o t  l i k e l y  t o
con t inue  the i r  i nvas ion  tha t  yea r .  One  year  l a te r ,  t he i r  Khan  d ied  and
the  i nne r  s t rugg le  tha t  f o l l owed  shook  the  Emp i re  to  i t s  f ounda t ion .



Soon af terwards,  the Azmarans were faced wi th  a ser ies of  upr is ings,
which together  caused them to  put  on a  ha l t  on the i r  dreams of
expans ion .  However ,  ten  years  la te r ,  they  took  In i t ia  and d id  the  same
as  they  had  done  to  Kereb  -  they  f l ooded  the  In i t i an  land  w i th  m ig ran t
Azmaran ian  fami l ies  and rep laced the  In i t ian  God w i th  Yez id .  F ina l l y ,
a  f ew  yea rs  l a te r ,  t hey  a r r i ved  a t  t he  ga tes  o f  Va ras -Deen .  Bu t  t h i s
t ime ,  Varas  was  ready  fo r  the  upcoming  s iege  o f  i t s  cap i to l .  The  c i t y
had  been  add i t i ona l l y  fo r t i f i ed  and  s tocked  w i th  p rov i s ions ,  and  the
Frug  dwarves  were  s ta t ioned ins ide  the  c i t y  and  in  o ther  pos ts ,
wa i t i ng  a longs ide  the  a rmy  o f  Varas .  They  endured  the  f i r s t  s t r i ke ,
w a i t i n g  l o n g  e n o u g h  f o r  t h e  u n i f i e d  t r i b e s  o f  G a l d a ,  l e d  b y  O r l t a r ,  t o
come.  Or l ta r  had assembled h is  army and t ra ined i t  in  secre t  together
with King UdarÕs dwarves and YidamanÕs elvish cavalry. With that
v ic tory of  ours,  a t  the gate of  Varas-Deen,  where the Azmarans were
f ina l l y  s topped.Ó

Wi th  t hose  wo rds ,  Ha l i  shook  h i s  head  l i gh t l y ,  l i f t i ng  h i s  eyes  as
i f  awaken.

ÒAnd in the name of  the brave defenders,Ó said one of  the rangers
l i f t ing  h is  mug up.  ÒDr ink  fo r  everybody.Ó They a l l  s tood up and
cheered together.

ÒI  have rooms prepared for  a l l  o f  you.  Not  much is  booked these
days.  I  gave two to the Kerebians.  They are good craf tsmen and are
he lp ing  me to  repa i r  the  roo f  and  bu i ld  a  new s tab le  in  exchange fo r
she l te r  and food.  N ice ,  honest  and hardwork ing  peop le ,  I  wou ld  say .  I
w i l l  g ive  you,  Mamak i ,  a  separa te ,  qu ie t  room so tha t  you can res t  and
meditate in peace.Ó

ÒThank you,  Moose.  I  rea l ly  need to medi tate over  some mat ters.  I f
our  enemies  are  look ing  fo r  the  Nyard iÕs temple ,  then tha t  i s
someth ing I  w i l l  have to  th ink  about .  Th ings  may be worse than I
thought.Ó

I I I

I t  was ear ly  morn ing ,  f resh  and co ld .  The sky  was c lear ,  p romis ing
a sunny day.  B i rds  sang merr i l y  h idden in  the t rees above the pond.
Pear ls  o f  the  sun l igh t  sp lashed i ts  sur face .  Mamak i  s tood on  the
porch.  In  the d is tance,  Vald ic  Mounta ins loomed;  the i r  peaks wrapped
i n  m i s t .

ÒWe do not have much t ime to waste,Ó she thought. A new tr ip was
before  them.  A l l  o f  her  compan ions  wa i ted  pa t ien t ly  to  hear  her
judgment:  ÒI have concluded that our enemy had found out that Nyardi
and h is  Whi te  Shie lds possess the magic  jewel  A l lsea.  They wi l l  most
l i k e l y  t r y  t o  g e t  i t  s o o n .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  l a s t  w o r d s  o f  t h e  c u r s e d
Azmaran warr ior ,  the Al lsea may be al ready sto len.Ó

ÒI would not worry that much, MamakiÓ said Moose. ÒIt was only the
day af ter  that  I  warned one of  Nyard iÕs hunters  who v is i ted me.  So the
Whi te  Sh ie lds  are  aware o f  i t .Ó

ÒSt i l l ,  I  have a  bad fee l ing  about  i t ,Ó Mamak i  wh ispered.



ÒOh,  IÕve heard  about  the  s tone ,Ó sa id  Ha l i .  Ò I  be l ieve  i t  i s  sa fe
there .  On ly  a  mounta in  goat  cou ld  wa lk  the  h igh  paths  to  the  temple .
H i g h  r o c k s ,  s h a r p  c l i f f s  -  i t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  i n v a d e .  T h o u g h ,  I  w o u l d
not  mind  pay ing  a  shor t  v is i t  to  check  on  h im anyways .  Nyard i  i s  a
good  f r i end  o f  us  and  i t  has  been  a  l ong  t ime  s i nce  ou r  l as t  v i s i t .Ó

ÒThat is  a good idea,Ó said Mamaki .  ÒHere is what I  th ink we
should do then,Ó her  re juvenated l i t t le  company was s i t t ing assembled,
eage r l y  l i s t en i ng  t he  ch i e f t a i n .  Ò I f  you  and  you r  b ro the r  O l i  a re
w i l l i n g  t o  g o  t h e r e ,  G a l t a r  a n d  I n a h  w i l l  g o  w i t h  y o u .  A r a n a  y o u  w i l l
s tay  here  fo r  two  more  days ,  fo r  your  wound s t i l l  does  no t  a l low you
to  c l imb the  rocky  mounta in .  A f te r  two days ,  Moose w i l l  g ive  you a
ho rse  so  you  can  l eave  to  f i nd  ou r  pos t  i n  t he  no r th  and  te l l  t hem the
news. Dakmema is in charge whi le I  am away, so you can give the
bear-cub to her.Ó

ÒI wi l l  do as you sa id,  Mamaki ,Ó said Arana.

The t ree rangers were coming down the s ta i rs ,  wear ing the i r
backpacks .  The i r  p lum-b lue  c loaks ,  wh ich  fe l l  t o  the i r  knees ,
sh immered in  the sunrays.  They a l l  wore sof t  b lack  leather  boots .  Long
bows and dark- red quivers  were at  the i r  backs.

ÒWe can guide you to the city of Varas Deen, oh reverend Mamaki,Ó
said one of  them. ÒMy name is Vela,  son of  Yurel ,Ó he bowed short ly .

ÒThank you, Vela.  That is good. I  am glad you approached me, for
IÕd ask  you  fo r  a  sma l l  favor ,  can  I?  

ÒAt your  serv ice,Ó said the Varas ian.

Ò I  t h ink ,  i t  wou ld  be  be t te r  i f  you  and  you r  two  rangers  go  as
quickly as you can to Varas Deen and ask your master to dispatch more
scouts towards the border,Ó Mamaki  said.  ÒLater ,  I  can meet wi th your
Master and discuss what other steps we should undertake.Ó 

Inah entered the conversation: ÒWhat about you then, mother?Ó her
vo ice  t rembled .  She cou ld  no t  concea l  the  fac t  tha t  the  who le  p lan
t roub led  her .

ÒOh, do not worry about me, my dear,Ó she touched her hand and
h o l d  i t .  Ò I  w i l l  t r a v e l  a s  f a s t  a s  I  c a n  t o  t h e  s o u t h - w e s t ,  t o w a r d s
the  c loses t  w ing-pos t .  F rom there ,  message  w i l l  be  sen t  to  the i r
ru le rs  and to  the  o thers  so  tha t  they  may prepare  fo r  the  coming
bat t le ,Ó

ÒThe batt le?Ó asked Hal i ,  astounded. They al l  looked at Mamaki
somberly.

She surveyed thei r  faces for  a few moments,  wi th  her  eyes gravely
s t i l l :  ÒThe  ba t t l es ,  more  p rec i se l y ,Ó  sa id  she .  ÒAnd  a  war  tha t  w i l l
be bigger than any we have seen before,Ó her look gr ipped them
tight ly.  They nodded, solemn and quiet .  ÒOnce you reach the temple,
G a l t a r ,  w a i t  f o r  m e .  I  s h a l l  b e  t h e r e  o n l y  a  c o u p l e  o f  d a y s  a f t e r  y o u .
Then, wi th NyardiÕs wisdom at our s ide, we shal l  come up with a new
plan.Ó



ÒIf  that  is  your  ar rangement ,  I  would  ask you,  Mamaki ,  to  take my
horse ,Ó sa id  Ga l ta r .  ÒI  w i l l  have  no  use  fo r  h im in  the  mounta in
pa ths ,  wh ich  a re  more  su i ted  to  pon ies .  And s ince  V inge is  the  fas tes t
horse around,  he wi l l  be  o f  much more va lue to  you,  fo r  speed is  what
you need now.Ó

Chapter Fourteen

White Shields are Marching

I

The day descended in to dusk through a pers is tent  dr izz le.  Grass
sprouted through the mis t  that  covered the s ides of  a  muddy road.  Four
voyagers  wa lked over  the  s t icky  ground;  sk idd ing and s ink ing  in to  the
d i r t .  As  they  c l imbed,  we t  rocks  rep laced  the  s l ippery  g rass .  One by
one, four f igures, two dwarves and woman and a man, were vanishing
in to  the  c loud  o f  co ld  fog .  They  wa lked  cau t i ous l y ,  keep ing  the i r
h a n d s  o n  t h e  c l i f f .  F i n a l l y  r i s i n g  o u t  o f  t h e  f o g ,  t h e  c l o u d s  s p r e a d
b e f o r e  t h e i r  f e e t  l i k e  a  g r e a t  f l o o r .

ÒI  fee l  l i ke  a  god !Ó sa id  Ha l i ,  amazed by  the  v is ion .  S ta rs  were
spr ink led  th roughout  the  sky  l i ke  pebb les ,  peer ing  over  the  rocky
peaks o f  the  Va ld ic  Mounta ins .  The whi te  temple  ju t ted out  f rom the
r o c k s  i n  t h e  d i s t a n c e  l i k e  a  f a n g  i n  a  l a r g e  t i g e r Õ s  s k u l l .  T h e y
en te red  a  sparse  fo res t  benea th  the  gargan tuan  c l i f f  head ing  to  i t s
base.  The road wound up and up through a smal l  cave- l ike tunnel  in
wh ich  they  dec ided to  res t  fo r  the  n igh t .  The p lace was sec luded
enough  t o  h i de  t he  l i t t l e  f i r e  t ha t  t hey  l i t .  They  made  t ea ,  wa rmed
the bread and cheese that they had gotten from Moose. The group ate
q u i e t l y  a n d  w e n t  t o  s l e e p .  B u t ,  o n l y  a  c o u p l e  o f  h o u r s  l a t e r ,  O l i
awoke,  g l imps ing the sky throughout  the gap of  the smal l  tunnel .  The
f i r e  was  s t i l l  a l i ve  and  i t s  embe rs  shone  s i l en t l y  as  he  began  t o  s i ng
in  a  wh isper :

Ò O h ,  l i t t l e  f i r e ,

I n  t he  l as t  p ipe  I  smoke

I  cou ld  see  a  ho ly  py re

And  d im in i sh  i n  i t  so  eas i l y .Ó

H e  w r a p p e d  h i m s e l f  i n  h i s  b l u e  c l o a k ,  t o o k  h i s  p i p e  a n d  f i l l e d  i t
w i t h  c a r e .  A  l i t t l e  b i t  o f  t h e  e m b e r s  w a s  e n o u g h  t o  l i g h t  t h e  p i p e .  H e
then  sa t  a t  t he  en t rance ,  gaz ing  a t  t he  s ta r s .

 ÒWhat  is  that  smel l ,  Ol i?Ó asked Gal tar  hal f -awake wi th one eye
open. Oli  leaned toward him, whispering: ÒWhat smell?Ó

ÒI may be dreaming.  I t  was the smel l  o f  r ipened cherr ies ,Ó sa id
Ga l ta r ,  tu rn ing  and  look ing  fo r  a  more  comfor tab le  pos i t i on  in  wh ich
t o  f a l l  b a c k  a s l e e p .

ÒOh, you were not dreaming. You must have been smelling my
pipe-smoke; tobacco mixed with dry,  minced cherr ies.  Do you want



some?Ó

ÒI donÕt know. I have never smoked a pipe.Ó

ÒNo wor r ies ,  I  have an  ex t ra  one,Ó sa id  O l i  and  s ta r ted  to  d ig
through his backpack.

ÒYou do not have an extra one,Ó said Hal i .  His bushy head rose up
from behind h is  green c loak,  eyes hal f -c losed.  ÒThe second one is
mine,Ó

ÒCome on ,  Ha l i .  We  w i l l  l end  one  to  t h i s  l ad .  I f  you  j o i n  us ,  you
and I can share mine.Ó

ÒHrmph,Ó Hal i  la id  h is  head back under  h is  c loak,  thought  a  b i t
and then showed his face again.  ÒAl l  r ight ,Ó he mumbled and got  up to
jo in  them.  So  they  sa t  toge ther  a t  the  en t rance  o f  the  tunne l ,  smok ing
pipes.

ÒGa l t a r ,  he re ,  l i ke  t h i sÉÓ sa id  Ha l i ,  t each ing  h im  the  a r t  o f
pipe-smoking. The young man coughed a l i t t le.

Ò H o l d  i t  h e r e ,  t o  t h e  b o w l .  D o  n o t  i n h a l e ;  j u s t  l i k e  t h i s  -  l o o k , Ó
Oli  made a few puffs that faded away above his hood. ÒNot bad, eh?Ó

ÒNot  bad  a t  a l l ,Ó  Ga l ta r  sa id .

S t i l l  s leep ing ,  Inah  moved  a  b i t  and  the  p ipe -smok ing  t r i o  wen t
qu ie t .  

ÒShe  w i l l  no t  ask  to  j o i n  us ,  w i l l  she?Ó sa id  O l i .  ÒShe  i s  a
g i r l .Ó  

ÒYeah,Ó said Hal i .  ÒGir ls  are f rag i le .  They should not  smoke or
drink.Ó

ÒÉOr f igh t ,Ó sa id  O l i .

ÒThey should  not  be so ld iers ,  I  agree,Ó added h is  brother .  ÒI
mean,  no t  tha t  they  are  bad f igh ters ,Ó he po in ted  h is  p ipe  toward  the
s leep ing  beau ty .  Ò I t  i s  j us t  a  p i t y ,  i f  you  know wha t  I  meanÉ fo r  such
a pre t ty  spec imen to  be wasted in  a  bat t le .Ó

ÒYes, better to be a mother.Ó

ÒYeah, a mother of twoÉÓ

ÒOr fourÉÓ

ÒOr moreÉÓ

ÒSure,Ó

ÒOf course,Ó

I I

The  nex t  day ,  t hey  con t i nued  to  c l imb  the  t ra i l  t ha t  wen t
meandering up along the cl i f f .  The pathway had become very narrow.



From now on,  they could on ly  walk  leaning c lose against  the rocky
wal ls .  They looked through scat tered c louds down at  the dense forest .
As they c l imbed, the t rees beneath them seemed to grow smal ler ,  seeing
the  fo res t  as  wou ld  a  mounta in  eag le ,  h igh  above .  A  th in  layer  o f  fog
condensed under their feet. The path became wet and dangerously
s l i p p e r y .

ÒDo not look down,Ó Oli warned them. His steps were certain. ÒKeep
your hands on the rocks.Ó 

ÒI  canno t  he lp  bu t  l ook  down ,Ó sa id  Ha l i .  I t  was  a  he l l  o f  a
temptation to jump. ÒSacred beard and anvil ,  keep my knees unshaken.Ó

Gal tar  walked behind the dwarves,  turn ing h is  head,  look ing back
for  Inah every  now and aga in .  Yet  she was f ine ,  fo l lowing them wi th
ease.  A  dark  b i rd  f lew near  by ,  un leash ing  a  lengthy  screech.  Inah
gripped GaltarÕs hand.

ÒWas that an eagle?Ó asked she.

ÒA hawk,Ó said Oli.

ÒI tÕs hard  to  see,  bu t  i t  seemed too  smal l  to  be  a  hawk and i ts
head looks too s t range to  be an eag le ,Ó sa id  Gal tar .

Soon,  the  temple  o f  the  peacefu l  h igh landers ,  o rder  o f  the  Whi te
Shie lds,  appeared before them. Erected on an a lmost  inaccessib le top,
i t  l o o k e d  l i k e  a  n a t u r a l  e x t e n s i o n  o f  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  r o c k .  T a l l
wooden gates,  decorated wi th two large and rounded whi te shie lds,
gaped open in  ghast ly  s i lence.  Dark  b i rds  c i rc led  above them.  The i r
occas iona l  sc reeches  d i s rup ted  t he  s t i l l ness  o f  t he  a i r .

ÒThe birds!Ó uttered Galtar grabbing his sword. ÒThose are
mounta in vu l tures.Ó Then he pul led the sh ie ld f rom his  back and Inah
drew her  sc im i ta r .  O l i  d rew h is  shor t ,  one-handed  l i gh t  axe  f rom h is
be l t  and  h i s  b ro the r  g r ipped  h i s  hammer .  They  a l l  wen t  s t i f f ,  eye ing
each o ther ,  s tepp ing fo rward  caut ious ly .  A t  leas t ,  the  path  become
wider .

A h iss ing sound came f rom under the th ick wood-planks of  the gate.
A  l ong  snake  s l i t he red  ou t  i n to  the  day l i gh t .  I t s  redd ish -b rown  body ,
w i t h  b l a c k  z i g z a g  s t r i p e s  r u n n i n g  t h e  l e n g t h  o f  i t s  b a c k ,  w r i t h e d .  I t
l i f t e d  i t s  h e a d ,  s i z e  o f  a  f i s t .  T h e  d a r k  s t r i p e s  b e h i n d  i t s  e y e s  a n d
the  horn  on  the  t ip  o f  i t s  nose  loomed menac ing ly .  A l l  o f  a  sudden ,  as
i f  pe r fo rm ing  some un in te l l i g ib le  wa i t i ng  game,  the  snake  s l i nked  in to
a p i le  o f  s tones before  them.  The h iss ing sound remained.  They a l l
s t ood  s t i l l ,  know ing  t ha t  one  w rong  move  cou ld  s t i l l  be  f a t a l .  Ga l t a r
sh i f t ed  h i s  ba lance  s l ow l y ,  bend ing  f o rwa rd  a  l i t t l e .  The  v i pe r  aga in
exposed i t s  head ,  th is  t ime under  a  d i f fe ren t  s tone .  I t s  eyes  g leamed
cold whi le  i ts  forked tongue moved forward between i ts  fangs.  The now
h e a d  r o s e  a g a i n .  I t  g l i d e d  s l i g h t l y ,  a i m i n g  a t  t h e  p l a c e  i t  w a s  t o
s t r i ke .  InahÕs sc im i ta r  rose  as  we l l .  The  snake  tu rned  i t s  head
towards her immediate ly.  Gal tar  snatched that  moment -  he leapt  and
swat ted  the  snake  w i th  h is  sh ie ld .  He  then  s ta red  anx ious ly  to  the
edge o f  the  sh ie ld  ho ld ing  h is  sword  ready  above i t .  Now i t  was  a



wa i t i ng  game .  S t i f f ened ,  he  squ in ted ,  wa i t i ng . . .  and  wa i t i ng  f o r  t he
snake  to  show i t s  po isonous  head  aga in .  I t  f i na l l y  c raw led  ou t ,  w i th
inc red ib le  speed,  a lmos t  f l y ing  towards  Inah .  Ga l ta r  swung,  cu t t ing
the  snake  i n  ha l f ,  bu t  t he  head  kep t  on  i t s  cou rse ,  i t s  f angs  a lmos t
str ik ing InahÕs boot when suddenly her scimi tar  came down, hewing i ts
head .  Sparks  fo l l owed  the  r i ng ing  sound  o f  t he  b lade  as  i t  h i t  t he
rock below. The snakeÕs head rol led down before Ol i  and Hal iÕs feet .
They eyed each other with a mixture of shock and amusement:

ÒMalt and water!Ó shouted Oli

ÒHops and yeast !Ó added Hal i .  A vul ture cry burst  for th above
the i r  heads.  I ts  shadow s l id  down toward the gate  and the b i rd  landed
behind wal ls .  The du l l  sounds o f  sk in  r ipp ing and bones crack ing cou ld
soon be heard. They walked inside.

 ÒThe  a i r  i s  sou r  and  b i t t e r ,Ó  sa i d  O l i ,  p ro tec t i ng  h i s  nose  w i t h
h is  checkered neckerch ie f .  ÒI  can fee l  i t  even in  my mouth.Ó

ÒIt  is  gore that  I  smel l ,Ó sa id Inah.  ÒHuman b lood.Ó

When they entered the inner ,  smal ler  gate ,  the source o f  such the
stench was revealed.  The ter r ib le  image le f t  them breath less.  Ten dead
men were ly ing,  scat tered in  the yard.  The i r  whi te  robes were now
grey,  soaked wi th  b lood and ra in ;  the i r  ba ld  heads ashen,  pa le  and
s t i f f .  S t i l l ,  o n  t h e i r  f a c e s  f l o a t e d  n o t  t h e  m i s e r y  o f  p a i n  b u t  t h e
f reedom fe l t  on ly  a t  the  unw ind ing  o f  a  sou l .  On ly  those  who  a t ta in
w isdom in  l i f e ,  can  l e t  eve ry th ing  go  wh i l e  dy ing .  I t  seemed  -  t hey
had g iven themse lves  to  death  l i ke  a  dreamer  to  a  d ream,  l i ke  a  sa in t
to  h is  p rayer .  S t range,  a lmost  p leasant  countenance o f  the i r  fea tu res
shocked  the  g roup  o f  fou r .  The  p r ies ts  l ooked  as  i f  i t  had  no t  been
sharp weaponry that  had quieted them but the peace of  medi tat ion.  The
th ick  bo l ts  o f  Azmaran ian pugat -c rossbows ju t ted  f rom the i r  bod ies .
Vul tures r ipped apar t  the dead,  d igg ing in  yawning wounds -  the
te r r ib le  cu ts  made  by  zubras  and  s i z i r s .

ÒThese monks d id  not  se l l  the i r  sk in  cheap ly ,Ó sa id  Inah,  look ing
a t  t he  t r aces  o f  b l ood ,  p i eces  o f  a rmory  and  o the r  t a t t e red  a t t i r e  on
the ground.

Ò I  hope  t hey  d i d  no t ,Ó  sa id  O l i ,  g r i pp ing  h i s  l i t t l e  axe .  ÒThe
Azmaranians must have removed their dead.Ó

ÒAghabar tr icked them,Ó said Inah. ÒThey probably al lowed him to
enter in peace.Ó

Hal i  and Gal tar  examined the bar re ls  before  the ent rance ins ide
t h e  t e m p l e ,  h a l f  f u l l  w i t h  r a i n w a t e r .

ÒI t  i s  s t range tha t  monks  were  no t  a le r ted  by  the  A l l sea ,Ó sa id
Gal tar ,  watch ing a t  h is  own face,  which was mi r rored in  the murky
w a t e r  o f  t h e  b a r r e l .

ÒThe Al lsea is  cursed.  I t  a lways has been,Ó Ol i  answered.

ÒI t  is  s t range,  anyway,Ó said Inah.  She looked up,  above the



entrance door .  There was a sh ie ld made of  s tone wi th a sun,  twelve
r a y s  a n d  a  c r o s s  c a r v e d  i n t o  i t  -  s y m b o l s  o f  u n i t y  a n d  i n f i n i t y .
ÒUnfortunately, my mother was r ight.Ó

Gal tar  pushed the door .  I t  was unlocked.  Hanging on the s ide
p i l l a r s  o f  t h e  e n t r a n c e ,  a  f e w  o f  m a n y  o i l  l a m p s  s t i l l  t w i n k l e d  d i m l y ,
dy ing s lowly .  Down the ha l l ,  near  a  smal l  wooden s ta tue,  f lames o f
f ive  candles t rembled,  cast ing shadows on the wal l .  Wi th  occas iona l
movements  o f  the  a i r  tha t  s t reamed through the w indows,  the  f l i cker  o f
the  l igh ts  p ro jec ted  a  g ro tesque image -  the  deaf  dance o f  soar ing
ghos ts .  On  the  co ld  marb le  s tone  o f  t he  a l t a r ,  a  wh i te  sh ie ld
rec l i ned ,  sp l i n te red .  Beh ind  the  a l ta r ,  l ay  Nyard iÕs  body .  Severa l
terr ib le wounds covered his head,  shoulders and arms. Obviously,  he
had fought  barehanded,  hold ing only h is whi te wooden shie ld,  which
lacked even an i ron- t r im,  and was fasten wi th  ropes.  He had fought
hono rab l y ,  as  a  t r ue  l eade r  and  h i gh  p r i es t  o f  h i s  o rde r  -  w i t h  no
meta l  or  any k ind of  weapon at  a l l .  Af ter  defeat ing h im,  AghabarÕs men
fe t te red  h i s  l egs .  They  knew tha t  the  fo l l owers  o f  the  Wh i te  Sh ie lds
bu r i ed  t he i r  dead  w i t h  a  p i l l ow  be low  the i r  f ee t .  The  p r i es t s  be l i eved
in  that  the March to  Enl ightenment  would  lead them to  the Gate o f
I n f i n i t y ,  a f t e r  dea th .  Tha t  i s  why  t hey  o f t en  wa l ked  ba re foo t ,  and  t he
Earth was the i r  e lementa l .  Those who had k i l led Nyard i  had chained h is
legs on ly  to  make h is  las t  moments that  much more pa infu l .  Gal tar
f reed Nyard iÕs legs .  He took  then the two par ts  o f  Nyard iÕs sh ie ld ,
put  them together  and la id  i t  underneath the brave manÕs feet .
A l though death had le f t  the monkÕs face a  mass o f  sores,  peace s t i l l
r ad ia ted  f r om h i s  c l osed  eyes  and  f r om h i s  l i p s  t ha t  sm i l ed  a t  i t s
co rners ,  fo r  h i s  sou l  had  a l ready  found  i t s  way .  Ga l ta r  l ooked  then
in to  the  ha l lway  be tween the  two  ta l l  s ta tues  -  the  two  monks ,
bro thers ,  who had founded the  order .  They  were  s i t t ing  in  a  pos ture  o f
deep medi ta t ion.  In  the darkness of  the ha l l  beh ind them,  someth ing
s tood Ð a  deeper  b lack  in  the  b lackness  -  a  r ider  and  h is  horse .  

No hoof  sounds could be heard.  Si lence.  There was nothing to see,
and yet  i t  was there:  The messenger  o f  death,  watch ing Gal tar  wi th  no
eyes.

I I I

Two days had passed and Mamaki st i l l  had not arr ived. Images of
the  ru th less l y  k i l l ed  p r ies ts  smo lde red  in  Ga l ta rÕs  though ts  c rea t ing
an uncanny throng. Mourning souls called him: ÒAvenge us, young man
from the north, avenge usÉÓ And that was becoming hard to bear; and
harder ,  as  the  day grew o ld .

They gathered branches and ta l l  s t icks  and bu i ld  some sor t  o f
improv ised bur ia l  p la t fo rms.  Then they la id  the  dead on them.
C a r e f u l l y ,  o n e  b y  o n e ,  t h e y  s e t  t h e  l i f e l e s s  b o d i e s  o n  f i r e .  G a l t a r
l o o k e d  a t  t h e  f l a m e s ,  g i v i n g  h i s  t h o u g h t s  t o  t h e  p y r e :  Ò A l l  f l e d ,  a l l
goneÉ I  had  come too  la te  fo r  Anaya;  I  came too  la te  to  save  Nyard i .  I
am doomed,  cursed by demons to arr ive in  t ime only  to  bury a l l  my
hopes.Ó He knew: The journey must be continued soon. He did not want
to be la te again.  Something urged h im to carry  on southward,  towards
the  land  where  the  k i l l e rs  dwe l l .  He  cou ld  no t  wa i t  fo r  Mamak i  any



l onger .  Go ing  fo rward ,  tha t  was  h i s  way  o f  f i gh t ing  m ise ry .  No t  g i v ing
up, but perpetual  moving with a stubbornness that verged on madness.
On the other  hand,  what  k ind of  madness could he be drawn in to i f  he
stayed? Dangerous thoughts crept  into his mind,  a horrendous image of
h is  own sword  s t r i k ing  h is  hear t  -  w i th  h is  own hands .  The  inner
s t rugg le  tu rned  in to  a  rea l  headache  as  i f  h i s  though ts  were  look ing
fo r  the  way  to  cu t  h i s  head  ins ide -ou t ,  to  escape  the  mad cyc le .

Another morning came. With the coming of  the new day,  he fe l t  even
worse. Thorny impat ience taunted him. He needed to cont inue his quest
as soon as possib le.

ÒYou cannot  go  jus t  l i ke  tha t ,Ó sa id  Inah .

ÒWhy?Ó asked Gal tar .  He breathed heavi ly ,  barely contro l l ing h is
feel ings. ÒLike what?Ó

ÒMamaki told us to wait. Remember?Ó Inah crossed her hands before
her  ches t .  She  d id  no t  l i ke  the  way  the  conversa t ion  had  s ta r ted ,  bu t
she cou ld  not  re in  herse l f  because Gal tarÕs sudden wi l l  to  cont inue
the journey alone was unexpected and had astounded her.  At  least ,  she
had not  expected h im to  come up wi th  such idea so abrupt ly .  Even i f
Mamaki were not coming, Inah assumed that any further act ion would be
a  mat te r  fo r  d iscuss ion ,  a t  leas t ,  and  tha t  a  dec is ion  wou ld  be  made
c o l l e c t i v e l y .

ÒThings have changed. I  cannot wai t  any longer,  Inah,Ó said
Gal tar ,  leaning on his sword,  looking somewhere behind her back.

ÒHey,  I  am here,Ó she caught  h is  eyes wi th hers.  ÒYou wi l l  put  us
a l l  i n  dange r ,Ó  sa id  I nah .

ÒWhat are you talk ing about?Ó asked Galtar in a rebuking tone. He
buck led  h is  be l t  t i gh te r  and  pu t  h i s  sword  back  in to  the  scabbard .  Ò I
have  no  t ime  to  lose ,  Inah ,Ó he  sa id ,  tu rn ing  h is  eyes  to  the  sou thern
e d g e  o f  t h e  c l i f f .

ÒTime? You are talking about, t ime?Ó Inah shouted angri ly. ÒWe
have los t  our  t ime he lp ing you!Ó

Gal ta r  ra ised h is  eyebrow.  He looked a t  her  d isagreeab ly ,  ye t  a
b i t  su rp r i sed .  He  ce r ta in l y  d id  no t  expec t  such  a  ve rba l  on rush  f rom
her.  Now he was the one taken aback by the tone. He never argued with
a  she-war r io r  be fore ,  though.

ÒYes,Ó Inah cont inued,  ev ident ly  w i th  no  in ten t ion  to  g ive  up  her
anger. ÒMy mother and me - WE helped YOU only to find out how
d i s r e s p e c t f u l  y o u  a r e .  I f  t h i s  i s  y o u r  f i n a l  s i g n  o f  a p p r e c i a t i o n ,  s o
b e  i t .  I  d o  n o t  c a r e !  I  a m  s o r r y  t h a t  w e  e v e r  l e t  y o u  j o i n  u s . Ó

Gal ta r  s tood  s t i l l ,  h i s  m ind  s toned .  He  knew tha t  Inah  was  no t
go ing to  embrace h is  dec is ion wi th  open arms,  but  th is  rebuk ing tone
was  no t  wha t  he  had  expec ted  a t  a l l ;  no t  w i th  such  in tens i t y ,
l eas tways .  Ò I f  t ha t  i s  the  case ,  then  I  am so r ry  toÉÓ he  d id  no t
f in ish  what  he wanted to  say as  Inah chose that  moment  to  burs t  in to  a
wi ld  rage:  ÒYou are so se l f ish and so se l f  invo lved!  You have your  own



quest and nobody else is important,Ó her eyebrows f lared up and down
l i k e  a  b i r d  o f  p r e y .

ÒThenÉÓ he wanted to ca lm her  but  she d id not  le t  h im ta lk .

ÒThen GO! I do not mind,Ó Inah almost screamed her words. ÒYou do
not  know anything about  Aghabar,  you are too proud -  so sel f ishÉ Ah!Ó

Ò I  w i l l  n o t  l i s t e n  t o  t h i s ;  I  c a n n o t  l i s t e n , Ó  s a i d  G a l t a r  a n d
turned h is  face away f rom her  f laming eyes.  But  then,  she came c loser
w i thou t  fea r ,  obv ious ly  wa i t i ng  fo r  an  answer .

O l i  and  Ha l i  wa tched  them a l l  t h i s  t ime .

ÒWha t  a  sh rew ,Ó  sa id  O l i ,  h i s  eyes  b l i nk i ng  f as t .  Ò I  w i l l  l e t  a
hundred bar re ls  over run  me i f  th is  does  no t  sound l i ke  a  f igh t  be tween
newly weds, donÕt you agree Hali?Ó 

ÒYeah ,  b ro r .  I t  i s  a  so r t  o f  l o ve - i n -a -mug  b raw l ,Ó  sa id  O l i ,
shrugging. 

I n a h  s a t  o n  t h e  s t o n e  a n d  l e t  h e r  f a c e  f a l l  i n t o  h e r  s l i m  h a n d s .
Tears  f lowed th rough her  long f ingers .  Ga l ta r  neared her ,  s lowly .  He
lay h is  hands gent ly  on her  round shoulders .  She t rembled a t  the
touch.  ÒPlease,  Inah.  Do not  do th is  to  me,Ó he whispered look ing for
her  eyes.  She would not  look at  h im so he knel t  and took her  hands
f rom her  face and the i r  eyes met .  She eyed h im through her  tears .  ÒI
am sorry ,Ó he sa id .  ÒPlease,  do not  c ryÉÓ he wiped of f  the tear  that
coursed down her cheek. She let him embrace her hands in his and she
knel t  down as he d id.  They were kneel ing before each other ,
broken-hear ted l ike  two k ids  in  the sand whose cast le  had jus t  been
dest royed by a  wave.  I t  was the wave o f  dest iny .

ÒI  onlyÉ I  only wanted you to stay,  cannot  you see that?Ó She
sa id .  Ò I  mean  -  to  s tay  a l i ve .Ó

ÒI know, I  know,Ó he wiped the tears from her cheeks and hugged
her .  She hugged h im back,  t igh t ly .

ÒI  am sor ry ,  I  am so  sor ry .  I  fee l  s tup idÉÓ Inah wh ispered .
ÒPlease forgive me.Ó

Ò N o ,  I  a m  s o r r y ,  I n a h .  I f  I  c o u l d  r e s i s t  t h e  u r g e  I  f e e l ,  I
would.Ó

ÒI t  i s  a l l  f i ne  now,Ó she  sa id  and  s tood  up .  S low ly ,  she  took  o f f
her  neck lace,  which carr ied an azure medal l ion.  Her  f ingers  opened h is
hand,  and she p laced the medal l ion  in  h is  pa lm.  ÒI  on ly  beg that  you
p lease  su rv i ve ,  do  no t  d ieÉ  And  tha t  i s  a l l .Ó

Chapter Fi f teen

The Wing-Post

I

Someth ing l i ve  and s i lver -gray  was lay ing on the road.  Ered ian



stooped near  the body that  pu lsated in  the dust .  Gore was threaded
t h r o u g h  i t s  f e a t h e r s .  I t s  l i t t l e  e y e s  l o o k e d  a t  t h e  s k y  a b o v e ,
re f lec t ing  the  deep b lueness ,  in  wh ich  i ts  mighty  w ings  wou ld  never
f l y  a g a i n .  A i t r i  a n d  L o f a r  c a m e  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  b i r d .  T h e y  w a i t e d  a  b i t
for  Eredian to say something about the wounds on the dying hawk.

ÒThe hawk came from the Wing-Post we are heading to, no doubt. I t
l o o k s  a s  i f  i t  w a s  a t t a c k e d  b y  a  l a r g e r ,  s t r o n g e r  b i r d . Ó

ÒCarr ion -  The CrowmasterÉÓ said Ai t r i ,  looking toward the
southern sky.  ÒWe bet ter  hurry  up.  Some ev i l  sp i r i ts  are on the move
the re .Ó  A t  sundown  they  a r r i ved  a t  t he  g rassy  top  o f  t he  l as t  r i se  o f
the  Snow Mounta in  s lopes -  the  border  o f  Varas .  A  f la t  land o f  sparse
f o r e s t s  s t r e t c h e d  a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r  b e f o r e  t h e m .  A l t h o u g h  s t i l l  f a r  t o
the  sou th ,  the  Wing-Pos t  was  c lea r l y  v i s ib le  i n  the  d i s tance .  The
roo fs  o f  many  l i t t l e  lodg ing  houses  tha t  s tood  near  the  base  looked
f rom a fa r  l i ke  a  g roup  o f  sma l l ,  s leep ing  po rcup ines .  F rom the  roo fs ,
two bare ly  not iceable s t r ips of  smoke wound up and to  the west  over
t h e  s l i m  l i n e  o f  a  l o n g  b r i d g e .  U n d e r  t h e  b r i d g e ,  a  r i v e r  f o r k e d  i n t o
t w o  s t r e a m s  e m b r a c i n g  a  f o r e s t e d  h i l l .  I t  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  h i l l  o f  a  n e w
mountain chain -  the Valdic Mountains.  Lofar and his dwarves had begun
unpack ing the i r  ponies and mules.  Though t i red,  they whis t led or  sung
qu ie t l y ,  happy  to  be  tak ing  a  long  res t .  E red ian  wa lked  fa r ther  down
the grassy  s lope,  search ing the  area on h is  own.  He s tepped on a  f la t
rock  and leaned on  an  o ld  coarse-bark  oak  t ree  gaz ing  in to  the  va l ley .
Something he spotted. A shadow moved among the distant trees. He
immediately c l imbed the oak and crouched on a branch,  cont inuing to
watch a l lowing the warm southern breeze to  lave h is  face.  Lofar  looked
at  h im f rom below, hunkered down, quiet  in  the lengthy boughs and the
treeÕs roots.  He wondered whether Eredian was s imply enjoying the g i f t
o f  h is  except ional  e lven senses,  or  had he not iced someth ing
d is tu rb ing  enough  tha t  he ,  a  dwar f ,  wou ld  no t  be  ab le  to  see  i t .  He
dec ided  no t  t o  ask  abou t  i t ,  a t  l eas t  no t  r i gh t  away ,  f o r  he  knew  t ha t
h is  f r iend  d id  no t  l i ke  be ing  d is tu rbed  wh i le  med i ta t ing .  ÒHe may be
t h i n k i n g  o f  h i s  p a s t ,  o r  a b o u t  h i s  f a m i l y ;  h i s  b r o t h e r s  a n d  s i s t e r s .
I f  I  ask a quest ion now,  i t  would undoubtedly  upset  h im.  HmÉ But  what
i f  he smells danger? Oh, yes. He may actual ly have sensed some
mal i c ious  c rea tu re  and  i s  now th ink ing  abou t  how to  te l l  us  w i thou t
d is tu rb ing  us  too  much.  HmÉ No.  I f  he  had spot ted  any th ing  l i ke  tha t ,
he  wou ld  have to ld  me a t  once,  o f  course  -  I  am h is  f r iend,Ó thought
Lo far ,  and the  f low o f  h is  thoughts  wou ld  have cont inued on  and on  i f
his own tongue had not wagged suddenly:

ÒWhat, for hammerÕs sake, are you doing up there?!Ó exclaimed
L o f a r ,  h e l p l e s s  t o  c o n t r o l  h i s  c u r i o s i t y .  Ò I s  i t  s o m e  t h r e a t  y o u
s e n s e ?  I f  i t  i s ,  I  w o u l d  a p p r e c i a t e  i t  i f  y o u  a l e r t e d  m e  t o  i t .  I f
no t ,  we l lÉÓ h is  eyes  went  down to  the  va l ley .  ÒLe ts  jus t  say  then ,  I
am sorry.Ó

ÒDo not  be sorry ,  Lofar ,  for  you may be speaking for  your  own
inner  sense.  Somebody is  coming,  you are  r igh t .  I t  cou ld  be a  man,  or
an  e l fÉ  I  am no t  su re ,  ye t  I  do  no t  f ee l  d i s tu rbed  as  I  shou ld  be  when
sensing danger.Ó



Lofa r  looked  up  aga in ,  s t ra in ing  h is  eyes .  He cou ld  no t  see  the
el f  c lear ly  anymore,  for  Eredian was wrapped in  a shade that  was
growing between the branches and leaves as night approached. ÒPardon
my tongue.  Somet imes i t  i s  l i ke  a  foa l  be fo re  a  yoke ,Ó sa id  Lo far .  He
f e l t  r e l i e v e d  o f  h i s  q u i r k  b u t  l i t t l e  a s h a m e d  a s  w e l l .  H o w e v e r ,  n o
embarrassment  could prevent  h is  cur ios i ty  to  speak out ,  and that  was
LofarÕs nature:  ÒTel l  me, bror -  what do you see?Ó

ÒI see noth ing,  but  I  hear  vo ices,Ó answered Eredian.

ÒVoices?Ó the dwarf  now strained his ear and cupped his hand on i t
t o  h e a r  b e t t e r .

Ò I t  i s  the  wh isper  o f  a  woman,Ó sa id  the  e l f .

ÒA woman?Ó LofarÕs eyes widened, star ing at  the forest  in the vale
before h im.  Shadows grew long and dark there.  ÒDo not  say i t  is  a
wi tch  wh isper ing  some nasty  words  to  tu rn  us  a l l  in to  s tones and
trees.Ó

Ò N o t  a t  a l l ,  b r o t h e r .  I  w o u l d  n o t  s a y  t h a t  s h e  i s  a  w i t c h  o r  a n
enemy of any kind.Ó

ÒDo you  hea r  more  vo i ces?  I f  i t  i s  no t  a  w i t ch  then  i t  cou ld  be  a
m is t r ess  mu rmur i ng  t o  he r  l ove r ,  h i dden  i n  t he  f o res t ,  f a r  f r om  a l l
eyes ,  huu-hu-hu .Ó Lo fa r  chuck led ,  lean ing  the  face  o f  h is  axe  to  h is
mouth.

SomebodyÕs hand slapped him l ight ly on his head from the back:
ÒShut up,  LofarÓ Ai t r i  scolded him. ÒEredian might  g ive us more
guidance i f  you would  s top bother ing h im wi th  your  s tup id  quest ions,Ó
said the b lacksmi th  who came,  look ing for  them. ÒYou two bet ter  jo in
the dwarves;  we al l  need a good rest .Ó

ÒBut  f i r s t ,  I  wan t  t o  go  and  f i nd  ou t  who  wh ispe rs  i n  t he  fo res t ,Ó
said Eredian.  He c l imbed  down at  once f rom the t ree and ran downhi l l
i n to  the  young  woods  o f  the  va l ley .  A f te r  on ly  a  few qu ick  s teps  he
reached  the  fo res t ,  hopped  sw i f t l y  on  the  fo rk  o f  a  sap l ing  and  went
on over  the branches.  The e l f  then d isappeared in  the g loom of  the
tree-crowns.

I I

Two young women, clad in bear skins, crouched behind a great mossy
stone.

ÒThose are the dwarves of  King Udar,Ó whispered the f i rst .  ÒI saw
the  s tandard  w i th  a  ma t tock  and  a  boa r -sku l l ;  i t  i s  t he i r  symbo l .Ó

Nei ther  one of  them could  see or  hear  the shadowy f igure that
passed c l imb ing a  t ree  beh ind  the i r  backs .  Ered ian  l i s tened,  h idden
among leaves above them. According to their  at t i re and speech, he was
qu i te  su re  tha t  they  be long  to  she-war r io rs  c lan  o f  Wh i te  Bear .

ÒUdar is our al ly,Ó whispered another one. ÒShould we approach
them and warn them about  a l l  o f  the suspic ious n ight -creatures around,



before they set-up their  camp?Ó

ÒI  am not  sure .  We can go back  and ask  L ind in  f i rs t .  But  then,  the
night  may catch us,  so we would not  be able to warn the dwarves
anything before sunr ise.Ó

ÒThat would be too late,Ó said a voice above them, hidden amid
t ree - l eaves .  The  g i r l s  l eap t  i n  su rp r i se ,  no t  be ing  su re  abou t  t he
di rect ion the voce has come. Elves are good at  such t r icks.  ÒWho are
you?Ó They asked in  un ison.  Ered ian d id  not  pro long the i r  uncer ta in ty .
He went down immediately,  making a somersaul t  in the air  and landing
on h is  fee t  be fo re  them.

ÒLet  me in t roduce  myse l f ,  O  devanas  -  ch i ld ren  o f  the  po la r  l i gh t .
I  am Eredian f rom the elven realm of  Yidaman,Ó he said,  removing his
cloak and showing his open, unarmed hands.

They stepped back but gr ipped no weapon. El f  could see now better
-  both of  them had dark hair .  DolmaÕs was dark brown and long,
con f ined  w i th  a  band o f  s i l ve r -worked  purp le  sa t in .  She  car r ied  an
e lven bow s imi lar  to  Ered ianÕs.  SenyaÕs ha i r  was t in t -b lack,  cut
square  across  her  b r igh t  haze l  eyes  and fa l l ing  to  her  naked
shoulders.

ÒWhat are you doing here, Eredian? Your home is very far.Ó

ÒI came wi th the dwarves and my master ,  B lacksmith Ai t r i ,  look ing
for  our f r iend named Gal tar ,Ó answered Eredian readi ly  and added wi th
obeisance:  ÒI  bow to your  t r ibe.Ó

ÒA b i t  t a l l  f o r  an  e l f ,  i snÕ t  he ,  Do lma?Ó sa id  t he  f i r s t  devana .

ÒTall and handsome with loving manners, Senka,Ó said the another
one. ÒWe should grab him and keep him as a l ive trophy.Ó

A naughty smi le  appeared in  the end of  h is  l ips and h is  eyes moved
qu i ck l y  f r om one  g i r l  t o  t he  o the r :  Ò I  wonde r  wha t  k i nd  o f  j oke  i s
tha t ,  though  I  wou ldn ' t  m ind  the  p lay .Ó

ÒSenka is  mischievous.  But  s ince you do not  mind the play,  be
ready  fo r  a  ro le ,Ó sa id  Do lma ey ing  h im f rom the  fee t  to  h is  g reen ish
eyes. ÒWe eat smoked elves in winters.Ó They al l  chuckled then.

I I I

Sh immer o f  a  smal l  f i re  danced on the r ims of  dwarven sh ie lds,
t i d i l y  l i n e d  o n  t h e  l a r g e  f l a t  s t o n e  b e s i d e  t h e  o l d  w i d e  o a k .  A i t r i
and  Lo fa r  we re  s i t t i ng  bes ide  a  f i r e  wh i l e  t he  res t  o f  t he  dwarves
s lept ,  s lumber ing deep in  the i r  dreams.  I t  was a young company of
dwarven  fe l l ows ,  s t rong  and  b rave ,  ye t  s t i l l  no t  f u l l y  accus tomed  to
long march ing.  Th is  was the  f i rs t  long journey any o f  them had ever
made.

ÒThey dream about homely cooking,Ó said Lofar.

ÒThey may dream of a warm bad, as well, son.Ó



ÒNay.  They are miners ,  they can s leep anywhere.  I  can te l l  by  the
way they snore.Ó

One of the dwarves suddenly snored loudly and the sound faded
through a  few sweet  chomps.  ÒI  to ld  you ,Ó sa id  Lo fa r .  ÒI t  i s  a l l  about
food.Ó

Ai t r i  sm i led .  L igh t  w ind  b rough t  a  sound  o f  s teps  th rough  the
grass .  Lo fa r  took  h is  axe .  Three  s l im  f i gu res  moved  f rom the  fo res t  i n
the  va le  in to  the  moon l igh t  and  con t inued to  wa lk  uph i l l  towards  them.
A i t r i  s igna led  Lo fa r  to  pu t  h i s  axe  down.  I t  was  Ered ian  coming  w i th
h is  two new f r iends .

ÒLet me introduce to you these two devanas, warr ior-pr incesses
f rom the c lan  o f  Whi te  Bear ,Ó sa id  Ered ian.  The gent le  faces  o f  the
t w o  g i r l s  c a m e  t o  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e i r  f i r e .  A t  t h e  f i r s t  m o m e n t  h e  s a w
them, Lofar  b l inked couple  o f  t imes,  not  knowing what  to  say.  Then he
gathered h imse l f  qu ick ly :

ÒI bow to your beauty!Ó exclaimed Lofar bending low. He could not
take  h is  eyes  o f f  SenkaÕs face .  Her  b r igh t  s i l ve r  eyes  and  s t ra igh t
nose gave her  a  g lor ious look,  the phys iognomy of  a  sorcerer  ra ther
then  a  war r i o r .

A i t r i  s lapped Lo far  ups ide  the  head and sa id :  ÒI  bow to  your  c lan
-  tha t  i s  what  you are  supposed to  say .  I  wonder  what  your  fa ther  Udar
would th ink i f  he could hear such blaspheme from your mouth,Ó said
Ai t r i  then bowed to the young women:  ÒI  bow to your  c lan and I
apo log ize  fo r  the  foo l i shness  tha t  s l ipped  ou t  o f  my  appren t i ce .Ó

ÒOh,  I  do  no t  mind  h is  words  a t  a l l ,Ó sa id  Senka push ing  her  f i s ts
against  her  h ips .  Then she s tepped c loser  to  Lofar  and snatched h is
beard gent ly saying: ÒYou real ly know how to talk to a woman, eh?Ó

LofarÕs nose went red as i f  h is head was a furnace wi th smoke
f l y i ng  ou t  t h rough  h i s  ea rs .  A i t r i  on l y  l ooked  up ,  t u rned  h i s  eyes  and
murmured to  h imse l f :  ÒBlood f lows fas ter ,  long before  spr ing ,  w i th
todayÕs kids.Ó

They sat  around the f i re and Dolma to ld them the news that  had
come to them from the Wing-post of Varas: ÒMamaki sent us here f ive
weeks ago when a messenger from Varas reported that some strangers
were  roaming th rough the i r  land.  The w ing-pos ts  a re  fa i r l y  deep ins ide
t h e  t e r r i t o r i e s  a n d  n o t  a l l  o f  t h e m  a r e  y e t  f o r t i f i e d .  W e  h e a r d  r u m o r s
that  the Azmarans were gather ing for  the new expansion to the west .
Tha t  means  a l l  k inds  o f  d i ve rs ions  a re  poss ib le .  For  the  las t  few days
we have been scout ing around together wi th sold iers f rom Varas.  There
are  about  th i r t y  Varas ians  s ta t ioned  a t  the  w ing-pos t .  For  now,  hey
have four  fast  horses and a few ponies,  though only  one eagle and two
hawks in the bi rdhouse. Master Yidaman has sent a takan wi th the
r i d e r ,  e l f  L i n d i n . Ó

ÒOh,  I  know L id ind wel l ,Ó sa id  Ered ian.  ÒHis  whole fami ly  is
devo ted  t o  t he  v i r t ue  o f  t am ing  and  r i d i ng  t akans .  I s  he  i n  t he  pos t
now?Ó



ÒHe arr ived yesterday but  when he was about  to land,  a c loud of
large carr ion birds swooped on the takan and wounded the dragon-swan
b a d l y .  I t  f e l l  s i c k  a n d  i t  m a y  d i e  s o o n . Ó

ÒWhat about the r ider,  then?

Ò L i n d i n  w e n t  t h r o u g h  i t  w i t h  i n j u r i e s  a s  w e l l ;  b u t  h e  i s  f i n e  n o w .
H e  i s  s i t t i n g  t h e r e ,  t r y i n g  t o  c u r e  h i s  t a k a n . Ó

Ai t r i  smoked h is  p ipe ,  l i s ten ing  to  Do lmaÕs words  care fu l l y .

ÒIt would be good to have some druidÕs power at hand now,Ó Lofar
sa id .

ÒI f  the  e l f  cannot  cure  h is  takan ,  a  d ru id  cannot  do  much be t te r ,Ó
spoke  the  o ld  b lacksmi th .  Ò I t  i s  qu i te  c lea r  to  me tha t  he  was
ambushed by the creature cal led Carrion - The Crowmaster.Ó

ÒI f  i t  i s  as  you  speak ,  Mas te r  A i t r i ,  one  th ing  bo the rs  me  he re
then,Ó said Eredian. ÒAnd that is:  how did the Crowmaster know about
the  coming  o f  the  takan? IsnÕt  i t  a  b i t  s t range?Ó

ÒStrange,  indeed.  We both know that  Carr ion dwel ls  far  in  the
south.  Someone must have cal led him for  the task,Ó the blacksmith
re leased  a  pu f f  o f  smoke ,  l ook ing  i n to  i t ,  as  i t  soa red  above  the
f i re.  ÒÉStrange and fr ightening coincidence,Ó he muttered. ÒWere those
birds around here before, Senka?Ó

ÒYes. And actual ly ,  there is one more th ing,Ó said Senka. She eyed
Dolma who nodded.

ÒTe l l  me a l l ,  Senka .  I  have  to  know every th ing  to  be  ab le  to  he lp .
So go on, what else happened?Ó asked Aitr i .  He moved his pipe from one
c o r n e r  o f  h i s  m o u t h  t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  g r i p p i n g  i t  i n  h i s  t e e t h ,  l o o k i n g  a t
t he  c i nde r .  Then  he  l i f t ed  h i s  eyes  up  f rom the  f i r e  and  l ooked  a t  he r
again,  wai t ing for  more in format ion.  Senka cont inued:  ÒOnly a day
before the takan arr ived,  a man came to the Wing-Post .  He was a pr iest
of  whi te  sh ie lds.  He escaped the massacre in  the Vald ic  Mounta ins.
Their temple was attacked by orcs and Azmarans led by Aghabar. The man
was able to escape the s lay ing because of  the confusion that  ensued
when the dragon ar r ived.  He to ld  us that  the dragon was angry  wi th  the
at tackers  because they  had not  conquered the  temple  ear l ie r ,  so  i t  a te
two orcs and one human from the Azmaranian l ines to punish them. After
tha t ,  t he  Wh i te  Sh ie lds  were  a t tacked  aga in  by  the  j o in t  f o rce  o f
orcs, Azmaranians and the dragon. The monks were f inal ly defeated by
the end of the day. This monk managed to sneak through the
enci rc lement  and f led.  On h is  way through the land of  Varas,  he was
attacked by carr ions but somehow managed to reach the post.
Un fo r tuna te ly ,  he  fe l l  i l l  f rom seeming ly  the  same s i ckness  tha t  has
h i t  the  takan .Ó

ÒHumm, HummÉÓ Aitri looked towards the post. A young bright moon
shone above i t .  ÒObviously,  the CrowmasterÕs bi rds fo l lowed the pr iest
here.  And the Crowmaster must be around st i l l ,  h idden and close enough
to  a t tack ,  ye t  fa r  enough away to  remain  unnot iced by  your  f r iend
Lindin or Eredian.Ó 



ÒMaybe i t  is  the t ime to  go forward then,  and move out  f rom the
open space,Ó said Lofar.

A i t r i  g lanced a t  h im and h is  dwarves.  They a l l  s lumbered,  snor ing
deep in thei r  dreams.  

 ÒLook a t  your  dwarves,  Lofar .  I  do  not  th ink  we shou ld  cont inue
r igh t  now.  The boys  are  t i red .Ó

ÒI t  shou ld  no t  be  a  p rob lem,  I  w i l l  wake  them a l l  now,  i f  you
wish,  Master ,Ó sa id  Lofar .

ÒMy  dea r ,  Lo fa r ,Ó  sa id  A i t r i  qu ie t l y ,  l ook ing  a t  h im  w i t h  wo r r y .
Dark  r ings  c i rc led  LofarÕs eyes.  ÒYou yourse l f  a re  t i red ,  your  tongue
has got ten s lower and your eyel ids are as heavy as a sawmi l l  s tone.  We
marched a l l  day  long and we a l l  need to  res t .  Though,  we wi l l  gear  up
soon.  YouÕl l  wake them before sunr ise,  then weÕl l  go to the
wing-post.Ó

IV

Mis t  f l oa ted  on  the  r i ve r  wh ich  murmured  beh ind  th ree  l i t t l e
cottages. Three great beams supported a tremendous wooden frame of the
s t ruc tu re  i n  t he  m idd le .  I t  soa red  h i gh ,  ho ld i ng  a  g rea t  p l a t f o rm  on
the top. A man was cl imbing down from i t .  As he descended, he examined
the  jo in t s  on  h i s  pa th ,  shak ing  some o f  t he  rods ,  check ing  the i r
s t reng th .  Long i ron-na i l s ,  deep ly  hammered,  he ld  i t  fas t .  He  g r inned
w i t h  s a t i s f a c t i o n .  A i t r i ,  w h o  j u s t  a r r i v e d ,  w a i t e d  p a t i e n t l y  f o r  t h e
captain to cl imb down. The man was commander of the post; broad
shouldered wi th fa i r -brown as lant  eyes,  h igh forehead and nose
s t ra igh t  as  an  a r row.

ÒGreet ings,  A i t r i  the Blacksmi th,Ó said he.  ÒLong t ime no see!
Gald must  have been bored up in h is  land of  Rank and h is  towers of
Katagala!Ó

ÒHei l  Neva,Ó said Ai t r i .  ÒWhat about your god, Varan? I  heard
abou t  some b i rds ,  f l y ing  a round ,  un inv i ted .  Apparen t l y ,  the  b i rds
ru ined h is  heaven ly  garden.  Is  tha t  t rue?Ó

ÒI  w ish  I  can  laugh on  th is  one,Ò sa id  Neva,  squ in t ing .  Two o f  h is
rangers  d rew a  canoe  ou t  o f  the  r i ve r ,  l ook ing  ques t ionab ly  a t  the
group o f  dwarves .  He wave to  them and they  swi f t l y  ran  to  jo in  h im.
Soon  a f te r ,  they  a l l  ga thered  in  the  b igges t  cab in ,  wh ich  se rved  as
the storageroom and had a kitchen. Several women were cooking the
morning meal and Dolma went to help them.

ÒLook who we have here, a lady warr ior,Ó said the woman in charge,
who wore a  whi te  muf f in  cap and a  br ight  b lue p la id  apron over  her
large breasts  and wide h ips.  ÒYou bet ter  take that  b lade and cut  some
vegg ies  here ,  s is te r .Ó

ÒOf course,Ó said Dolma and drew her sword out. ÒThat is why I am
here.Ó

ÒOh,  I  was  jus t  k idd ing ,  my dear ,Ó sa id  the  lady ,  as  the  b lade



shone before her .  ÒI  know you were out  a l l  n ight ,  donÕt  bother
yourse l f  w i th  the  k i tchen work .Ó

ÒBut  I  would  l i ke  to  he lp ,Ó sa id  Dolma.

ÒI f  you want ,  then jus t  s i t  here  and watch.  You may learn
something.Ó

Dolma leaned by the corner and watched them work. The three
younge r  l ad ies  g lanced  a t  he r  o f t en ,  bu t  she  cou ld  no t  t e l l  whe the r  i t
was  ou t  o f  cu r ios i t y  o r  d i s l i ke .  Devanas  were  an  en t i re l y  ma t r i a rcha l
c lan .  I t  was s t i l l  common in  o ther  Gald  t r ibes  to  have women a t  a rms
as wel l .  The people of  Varas,  however ,  had a d i f ferent  and more
d i s t i nc t i ve  app roach  to  so ld ie ry  Ð  tha t  j ob  was  rese rved  so le l y  f o r
the i r  men.

The  ha l l  a t  t he  base  o f  the  s t ruc tu re  se rved  as  a  s tab le .  The
leve l  above was a b i rd-house.  Long wooden p i l la rs  prot ruded out  in to
t h e  a i r ,  h o l d i n g  t h e  l a n d i n g  p l a t f o r m .  A t  t h e  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  p l a t f o r m ,
and a b i t  h igher ,  was seated a smal l  watchtower.  From there,  hawks,
eagles or pigeons were sent with messages. The elvish master Yidaman
had agreed to g ive one precious dragon-swan to each of  the four
w i n g - p o s t s  t h e  a l l i a n c e  h a d  b u i l t .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  a l l i a n c e  s t a r t e d  t o
b u i l d  b i g g e r  p l a t f o r m s  ( l i k e  t h i s  o n e )  f o r  t h e  t a k a n s .  

E red ian  me t  w i t h  t he  e l f ,  L i nd in  t he  t akan - r i de r .  L i nd in  was  o f  a
smal ler  s ta ture than Eredian.  He had dark b lue eyes,  deep as the
Osohor Sea. Eredian had met him before. Lindin was the youngest son of
L iden,  the  renowned takan- t ra iner .  H is  fami ly  had long he ld  the
t rad i t ion  o f  taming  and breed ing  takans .

ÒWhere is your horse, Vinge?Ó asked Lindin.

Ò I  l e n t  i t  t o  a  g o o d  f r i e n d  o f  m i n e ;  i t  i s  a  l o n g  s t o r y .  I  h o p e  h e
is  good,  though.  Tel l  me,  how is  your  takan?Ó

ÒNot good, Eredian.  Not good. My takan lay in the stable now,Ó
sa id  L ind in .  ÒBut  f i rs t ,  le t  me take  you to  the  house where  we keep
the  monk f rom the  Whi te  Sh ie lds .  Master  A i t r i  i s  a l ready  there .Ó

The sick man was ly ing in a dark room. Women from a nearby vi l lage
had changed his cloths and bandaged the wounds, and made sure that
there was a lways someone there to  take care o f  h im.  He was s t i l l
unconsc ious ;  h is  body covered in  scars ,  par t i cu la r ly  h is  head and
hands.  He s lep t  uneas i l y ,  su f fe r ing  f rom a  s t rong fever  th rough wh ich
h e  m u t t e r e d  t o  h i m s e l f  i n  a  d e l i r i u m :  Ò B l a c k  w i n g s . . .  t h e i r  b e a k s . . .  I
have to watch for my eyes.Ó

Ai t r i  sa t ,  check ing  the  pr ies tÕs pu lse  on  h is  neck  and hand.  The
b lacksmi th  gen t l y  l i f t ed  the  manÕs eye l ids  and  g lanced  a t  h is  pup i l s .
Then he looked in the manÕs mouth. Even the untrained eye could see
how swollen his tongue was. ÒPoor young monk,Ó said the woman who was
p lac ing a  wet  c lo th  across  h is  fo rehead.  Ered ian and L ind in  entered
the room.

ÒWe sent  our  fas test  grey hawk yesterday,Ó sa id  L ind in .  ÒI t  is  a



p i t y  t ha t  ou r  b i r ds  a re  on l y  weak  l i t t l e  message -ca r r i e r s .  The
a l l i ance  shou ld  f i nd  a  way  to  s t reng then  the i r  w ings .  I t  wou ld  be  n i ce
i f  we  cou ld  t ra in  some war -b i rds ,  f i gh t i ng  eag les  o r  someth ing  l i ke
that.Ó

Ai t r i  s t i l l  l ooked  a t  the  weary  man:  ÒNot  good .  He  may  d ie  soon  i f
we do not f ind a healer.Ó He then spotted something wrapped in
g o a t s k i n .  I t  l a y  t h e r e ,  o n  a  l i t t l e  b e n c h  b e s i d e  t h e  b e d .  T h e  o b j e c t s
was the s ize o f  a  human sku l l .  ÒWhat  is  th is?Ó asked Ai t r i?

ÒIt  is the gemstone he brought with him,Ò answered Neva, the
captain. I t  seemed to be something very important.  Anyhow, We decided
no t  t o  unwrap  i t  be fo re  he  woke .  I f  he  does  no t  recove r ,  we  w i l l  wa i t
for someone who knows how to deal with magical stones. I  mean, one can
never  be  cer ta in  w i th  those  mag ica l  th ings . . .Ó

ÒI t  i s  good to  be  caut ious ,Ó sa id  A i t r i  and eyed the  monk aga in .
ÒThe White Shields know how to help those who are dying. They help
peop le  surmount  the  journey  o f  the  sou l ,  and  ye t  I  can  do  no th ing  to
he lp  h im l ive ,Ó Ai t r iÕs vo ice t rembled in  despai r .  He took the manÕs
hand in  h is  own and whispered:  ÒI  hope,  a t  least ,  you know how to  d ie .
Ye t  I  p ray  to  Ga ld  tha t  I  may  b r i ng  you  back .Ó  A i t r i  t hen  c losed  h i s
eyes murmur ing the words of  h is prayer.

Suddenly, a horn sounded. I t  came from the watchtower above them.
The watchmen shouted in  a ler t :  ÒA f lock of  crows!  They are at tack ing a
horseman coming from the eastern road!Ó

Chapter Sixteen

Carrion The Crowmaster

I

Mamaki  was r id ing hast i ly  on the f i l thy  road a long the dense woods
of Varas. She was approaching the Wing-Post tower when dark, menacing
c louds  o f  b i rds  appeared.  They  rose f rom the  t ree  tops  be fore  her ,
gather ing in to  one gargantuan f lock ,  and f ly ing down on her .  She
wie lded her  spear  above her  head in  a  c i rcu lar  mot ion keeping the
b i rds  a t  bay  fo r  a  wh i le .  The keenest  o f  the  c rows -  those who dared
to  come too  c lose  -  had  the i r  w ings  s lashed and the i r  fea thers
d i s p e r s e d  i n t o  t h e  a i r .  T h e  o t h e r s  f l e w  u p  h i g h e r ,  t r y i n g  t o  a t t a c k
her from above, swooping down on her head and the hand that gr ipped
the spear .  The at tack went  wi thout  success.  V inge was car ry ing her  a t
the  same pace .  Then ,  the  la rges t  c row o f  a l l  made  a  huge  c i r c le ,  as  i f
s i gna l i ng  to  o the rs  some new tac t i c  t hey  a re  abou t  t o  use .  I t  f l i pped
on i ts  back and dove down at tack ing the horse,  a iming i ts  sharp beak
at  VingeÕs neck.  A p ierc ing neigh broke out  f rom Vinge and h is  eyes
w idened  in  pa in .  He  s tumb led ,  g r ipp ing  the  g ian t  c row in  h i s  tee th ,
breaking i ts backbone. Blood spr inkled onto VingeÕs neck. The horse
fe l l ,  squeez ing in  agony the dy ing,  b lack ,  fea thery  monster .  Mamaki
tumb led  f rom the  h i s  back ,  fa l l i ng  in to  a  cobweb o f  t ree  roo ts .  Then
the crows pounced on her even harder,  seiz ing the chance. Mad and wi ld
was  the i r  v i c to r ious  sc reech .



ÒCome on ch icken.  I t  i s  not  a l l  over  yet ,Ò she spoke as b lood
oozed f rom her  nose and l ips .  Her  sp i r i t  was h igh but  her  weary  body
d id  no t  respond .  She  rec l i ned  l imp ly  i n  t he  bushes ,  wa i t i ng  fo r  t he
f ina l  punch .  A  g rea t  c row landed on  her  ches t ,  sw ing ing  i t s  beak  to
h i t  he r  i n  t he  face .  Sudden ly ,  an  a r row  z ipped  and  s tuck  i n  i t s  neck ,
throwing the feathery  body on the t ree- root  bes ide.  Another  b i rd  came
from behind MamakiÕs back, but squeaked immediately when a second
arrow swept  i t  away.

Ered ian  was  f i r i ng  h is  a r rows,  runn ing  w i th  inc red ib le  speed
across  the  f ie ld ,  jumping over  the  la rge  rocks  and bushes.  Ar rows f lew
f rom h im as  i f  he  had not  two but  four  hands or  more .  F i f teen ar rows
he had in h is  quiver  and one by one,  a l l  o f  them streamed away sending
f i f t e e n  c a r r i o n - b i r d s  t o  t h e i r  d e a t h s .  T h e n  h e  p u l l e d  o u t  h i s
s c i m i t a r ,  s t i l l  r u n n i n g  s w i f t l y .

The  b i rds  tha t  a t tacked  the  fa l l en  V inge  sca t te red  be fo re  Lo fa r
and h is  dwarves.  He led s ix  of  h is  dwarves to MamakiÕs a id whi le  the
res t  o f  t hem rema ined  a t  t he  pos t  i n  t he  case  o f  a  f l ank  a t t ack .
LofarÕs dwarves had fo l lowed Eredian,  swinging thei r  mal lets  and axes,
crushing and hewing the heads of many crows. The remaining birds
backed away to  the  fo res t  sc reech ing  and f lapp ing  the i r  w ings  in
pan i c .  Soon ,  A i t r i  and  Va ra  a r r i ved  w i th  a  g roup  o f  men  and  a  l i t t l e
wagon pu l led  by  two pon ies .  Qu ick ly ,  they  a l l  l i f ted  the  wounded
horse. Eredian was happy to see Vinge again, yet sadness overtook him
as they placed the animalÕs weary body onto the wagon. The ponies
pul led i t ,  and the smal l  co lumn headed back to  the Wing-Post .

Eredian placed his hand on VingeÕs neck: ÒYou have a bad wound.
But  you are  a  Vranates ,  a  s t rong breed.  You wi l l  surv ive .  Soon,  you
wi l l  ga l lop  aga in ,  even  s t ronger  than  be fo re .Ó

Two Varasians helped Mamaki to walk. As they passed by Eredian,
A i t r i  and  Lo fa r ,  she  heard  them ta l k ing .  They  were  wonder ing  i f  t he i r
f r i e n d  w a s  s t i l l  a l i v e .

ÒDo not  worry ,Ó sa id  Mamaki .  ÒYour  f r iend is  a l ive .  He is  wai t ing
for  me in the Vald ic  Mounta ins.Ó

ÒThank you,  Mamaki ,Ó sa id  A i t r i .  He drew c loser  to  her ,  g iv ing a
s ign  t o  t he  two  so ld i e r s  t ha t  ca r r i ed  he r  t o  speed  up .  ÒWe w i l l  t a l k
abou t  i t  l a t e r ,  once  we  reach  she l t e r .  WeÕl l  wa i t  f o r  you  t o  ge t
bet ter .  Then you can te l l  us everyth ing you know about  Gal tar .Ó The
group headed to  the wing-post  in  haste.

A sudden sound from behind stopped them al l  for  a moment.  I t  was a
h i g h - p i t c h e d  b i r d - c r y  t h a t  e c h o e d  s h r i l l y  i n  t h e i r  e a r s .  T h e y  a l l
t u rned  back  to  the  eas t ,  l ook ing  fo r  the  source .  The  shock ing  v i s ion
f roze  the  b lood- f low o f  every  one  o f  them.

ÒMama holds a batt le ax!Ó shouted Lofar,  widening his hazel  eyes.

ÒMaholdax!Ó exclaimed another dwarf as his jaw dropped down.

A shadow loomed over  the wavy out l ine,  t ravel ing the eastern
ho r i zon .  The re  s tood  a  f i gu re ,  da rk  and  th rea ten ing ,  t a l l e r  t han  the



ta l les t  man.  Crows,  thousands o f  them,  rose h igh above the fores t .
They  were  ga ther ing  in to  a  g igant ic  f lock  tha t  spanned fo r  m i les .  Then
the f lock ro l led down, toward the company wi th a horrendous screech.
The sounds mixed in to  one queer  no ise that  forced them to cover  the i r
ears.

ÒRun, quick!Ò Shouted Aitr i .  ÒNeva, take care of Mamaki.  Save the
horse as wel l !Ó

The captain did as Aitr i  demanded. He and his men immediately
hur r ied  wi th  the wagon towards the post .  Ered ian co l lec ted h is  ar rows
in  a  rush,  p luck ing them out  f rom the fea thery  corpses.  He found
twelve arrows undamaged, and placed them back into his quiver.  The
then  e l f  ra ised  and ,  look ing  g r im ly  towards  the  f lock ,  he  announced:
ÒReady for another throw,Ó

The f lock was fast  approaching them.

ÒWe must take good care of her, boys,Ó shouted Neva to his
soldiers who were helping Mamaki walk. She was pale with drowsiness,
bare ly  held her  eyes open.

Ò I  w i l l  be  f i ne ,Ó  she  wh i spe red  i n  a  f a t i gue .

ÒSoon,  we wi l l  need your  hea l ing  sk i l l s  more  than anyth ing  in  the
wor ld ,  Mamaki .  I  w i l l  car ry  you,Ó sa id  Vara  and took Mamaki  in  h is
arms.

ÒYou are r ight ,  Vara,Ó sa id  A i t r i .  ÒShe may be the on ly  hope for
the  i l l - fa ted  p r ies t ,  the  horse  and  the  d ragon-swan.  Many  o f  those
birds have venomous beaks,Ó he stopped and turned for a moment towards
the east ,  look ing up a t  the  g iant  f lock  tha t  was approach ing them.  ÒNo
t ime  fo r  re t rea t ,  t hey  w i l l  ge t  us  on  ou r  way .  We w i l l  make  ou r  s tand
here ,  then  con t inue  to  re t rea t  s low ly ,  wh i le  you  and  your  f ron t ie rsmen
escor t  her  to  the wing-post .  Do i t  as  I  say.  Go!Ò Neva obeyed.  He and
his men hurr ied down the road with Mamaki and Vinge.

I I

A i t r i  went  down on one knee,  leaning the top of  h is  s ledgehammer,
Guldgrom, to his forehead. He began to speak words of  magic,  gather ing
his secret  power:  ÒXa sretn i  se sa Rank,  Rank day ruku Xa.  U dodiru
tom, snagu groma -  Guldgrom nos i !Ó (ÒXa,  le t  the Rank fa l l  ins ide;
Rank ,  g i ve  your  hand  to  the  Xa .  A t  the  touch  -  power  o f  thunder ,  l e t
me wie ld  i t  th rough th is  hammer  and set  the  thunder  f ree)

The f lock was gett ing closer.  The runes on Guldgrom remained
unchanged ,  no t  f l i c ke r i ng  as  they  shou ld .  A i t r i  l ooked  to  the  ho r i zon
and saw Carr ion the Crowmaster .  The creature spread i ts  b lack c loak
wh i le  the  dark  c res t  o f  fea thers  swayed  over  i t s  head .

ÒHe is  b lock ing my magic ,Ó thought  A i t r i .  ÒI  cannot  cast  fear  on
h i s  b i rds  ye t .Ó

ÒTo the death!Ó ut tered Lofar  and k issed h is  axe.  



ÒTo the death!Ó s ix  dwarves that  s tayed wi th h im repeated k iss ing
their  weapons. The shadow covered them al l  and the gargantuan f lock
plunged down on them. EredianÕs arrows f lew into the midst  of  the
f l y ing  mass ,  k i l l i ng  many  ins tan t l y .  Some o f  h is  a r rows soared  so
powerfu l ly  that  they penetrated two crows at  once.  The dwarves
gr inned,  gr ipp ing the i r  axes,  mal le ts ,  mat tocks  and maces.  Before  the
c lash,  each o f  them exc la imed the i r  own name,  e jacu la t ing  i t  as  a
war-cry :

ÒLofar ,  son of  King Udar!Ó -  ÒMirge,  son of  Entul !Ó -  ÒBeara,  son
of Yonhar!Ó -  ÒIrdfun, son of  Redgap!Ó - ÓNengo, son of  Deldar!Ó -
ÓPeyda, son of Grimi!Ó - ÓVuk, son of Antak!Ó

The birds screeched sharply.  Ai t r i  swung his s ledgehammer,
s lamming the sp i r i t  out  o f  the lead ing crow.  Ered ianÕs sc imi tar  hewed
the  w ing  o f  the  second  one  and  h i s  s l im  e l v i sh  kn i fe  cu t  o f f  t he  head
of  the th i rd .  The dwarves met  them wi th the same valor .  Feathers and
b lood  spu t te red  a l l  ove r  the i r  sh iny  buck les  and  he lms .  In  the
distance, the Crowmaster was making part icular movements above his
head,  per forming magical  commands.  The largest  b i rds of  the f lock then
ro l led  down a iming  the i r  c laws towards  the  dwarves ,  g r ipp ing  the i r
beards, ears,  noses.. .  Obviously,  the command has been received:
At tack the enemy in thei r  heads f i rs t .  Bi rds pounced on NengoÕs helmet
f rom behind,  pul l ing the helm over  the dwarfÕs eyes.  Bl inded he was
for  the moment ,  and the b i rds pecked at  h im merc i less ly .  Under  the
a t t ack  o f  many  beaks  h i s  he lm  f l ew  o f f  a t  l as t .  I ns tan t l y ,  he  rece i ved
a  t e r r i b l e  b l o w  t o  h i s  s c a l p .  N e n g o  f e l l  o n  h i s  k n e e s ,  r a i s i n g  h i s
arms to  p ro tec t  h is  face .  Peyda leaped up to  he lp  h im,  swing ing  h is
mace and smashing the b i rds ,  then s l ic ing them wi th  the edge of  h is
sh ie ld .  A  sharp  pa in  a t  the  back  o f  h is  neck  s topped h im.  He tu rned
and many blows met his face too.

ÒMy eyes!Ó Peyda screamed in pain. ÒThey have gouged my eyes!Ó

From that moment on the company joined together more t ight ly;  body
to body,  protect ing eachothersÕ back.  The dwarves brought  thei r
s h i e l d s  u p  c o l l e c t i v e l y  m a k i n g  t h e m  l o o k  l i k e  a  l i v e ,  f i g h t i n g  t u r t l e ,
wi th  the i r  weapons prot rud ing whenever  the chance arose to  s l ice a t
b lack  feathery  monsters .  In  tha t  fo rmat ion,  they moved above the i r  two
fa l len  comrades  to  p ro tec t  them.  A las .  I t  was  too  la te ;  Peyda and
Nengo were dead.

I I I

Dolma and Senka were running through the forest ,  carry ing the i r
weapons t igh t ly ,  ready fo r  a  f igh t .  They were  masked wi th  fo l iage and
the i r  faces  and  hands  were  pa in ted .  The i r  m iss ion :  to  f l ank  the
Crowmas te r  and  e i t he r  k i l l  h im  o r  e l se  i n te r rup t  h i s  mag ica l  con t ro l
over  the  f lock .  They  were  go ing  to  a t tack  h im f rom a  d is tance  w i th
DolmaÕs bow and then, i f  the arrow went amiss, they could engage him
in to  a  c lose  combat ,  and  d is rup t  h is  m ind  long  enough fo r  the i r
f r i e n d s  t o  r e g a i n  t h e  i n i t i a t i v e .

ÒI see him,Ó whispered Senka. ÒOver there,Ó



Dolma cl imbed a great tree, crouched on a long branch and checked
her  ba lance .  The  d is tance  was  s t i l l  f a i r l y  l a rge ,  and  so  she  needed  a
steady suppor t  be low her  legs to  tout  the bow wi th  enough s t rength  to
cove r  t he  space .  To  he r  r i gh t ,  i n  t he  remo teness ,  t he  f i gh t  was  a t  i t s
peak.  She heard screeches,  but  could see nothing through the black
c loud.  Carr ion the Crowmaster  s tood,  moving h is  body f rom t ime to t ime
exer t i ng  h i s  mys te r ious  con t ro l  ove r  the  f l ock .  La rge  fea the rs  ben t  on
the  w ind  a t  the  top  o f  h i s  b lack  he lm wh i le  h is  eyes  were  in  the  shade
of  a beak-shaped v isor .  Senka crouched beside the t ree,  touching the
ground.  She groped for  her  sc imi tar  prepar ing to  spr ing forward and
attack the Crowmaster as soon as Dolma had released her arrow. Dolma
drew an  a r row f rom her  qu iver  and  qu ick ly  l i cked  the  wh i te  fea ther  o f
the  ar rowÕs ta i l .  S ince  the  d is tance was greater  than usua l ,  she
stroked the feathers wi th her  f ingers making them narrower.  Her  hands
touted the  bow.  She he ld  her  breath .  The t ip  o f  the  ar row was a l igned
w i th  t he  t a rge t .  She  hea rd  t he  z i ng  o f  t he  w ind  as  i t  me t  t he
t i gh tened  s t r i ng  by  he r  ea r .

ÒAdd some feathers to your ass, chicken-master,Ó said she and the
ar row z ipped out .  Car r ion  was h i t .  They cou ld  not  see c lear ly  whether
h i s  hand ,  pa r t  o f  h i s  c loak  o r  even  h i s  l eg  had  caugh t  t he  a r row ,  ye t
Senka charged at him readi ly. She leaped towards the enemy, screaming
power fu l l y .  The Crowmaster  pu l led  two b lack  s t icks  f rom h is  be l t .  The
st icks were one-handed mattocks wi th beaks f ixed at  the tops.  Dolma
jumped down f rom the t ree and ran to  he lp  Senka in  the at tack.

On  the  o the r  s ide ,  ha l f  o f  t he  b i rds  d i spersed .  Some s ta r ted  to
f l y  back  to  the i r  mas te r ,  some con t inued  to  a t tack  the  g roup ,  bu t  the
i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h e  a s s a u l t  a b r u p t l y  s u b s i d e d .  A i t r i  n o t i c e d  t w o
si lhouettes and perceived them to be the Crowmaster and Senka
f igh t ing .  Immed ia te ly ,  he  kne l t  down,  lean ing  the  b lood-s ta ined
Gu ldg rom to  h i s  f o rehead .  I t  s tuck  to  h i s  f ace ,  as  t a rn i shed  as  i t  was
wi th b loody feathers.  He spoke the words of  magic and the runes
s tar ted  to  g leam.

ÒFEAR TO YOUR BIRDS!Ó thundered his voice, laden with power. An
outburs t  o f  wh i te  beams f lew th rough the  c loud  o f  b i rds ,  pene t ra t ing
many of  them, carry ing them away and reaching thei r  master .  A i t r iÕs
spel l  caught  the CrowmasterÕs at tent ion,  who was s t i l l  ent renched in
ba t t le  w i th  Senka .  Par ry ing  and  a t tack ing  her ,  he  fough t  fo r  h i s  own
l i f e ,  s l ow l y  re t rea t i ng ,  weakened  by  t he  a r row  tha t  had  s t ruck  i n  h i s
w a i s t .  T h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  h i s  c r o w s  s t a r t e d  t o  f l a p ,  f l y i n g
c h a o t i c a l l y  i n  e v e r y  d i r e c t i o n .  M a n y  c o l l i d e d  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r  o r  f e l l
in to  the t rees,  ramming wi th  the ear th .  A smal l  number  o f  c rows Ð
those  who were  ou t -o f - range  o f  A i t r iÕs  mag ic  -  f l ew back  to  the i r
master, swooping now on Senka. Dolma joined her, attacking the enemy
f ie rce ly .  F ina l ly ,  the  c rows became defens ive .  They a t tacked the  two
devanas once aga in  in  an a t tempt  to  pro tec t  the i r  master  as  he ran
away f rom the bat t le f ie ld .  When Ai t r i ,  Ered ian and the dwarves reached
the amazons,  Carr ion the Crowmaster was diminishing in the misty,
remote woods,  fo l lowed by the ta t tered b lack p i l low around h im.  The
blood-soaked ground was strewn with dead crows.

ÒAf te r  th is ,  I  wonÕt  be  ea t ing  ch icken-soup fo r  a  wh i le ,Ó snar led



L o f a r ,  s p i t t i n g  o u t  i n  d i s g u s t  a  f e a t h e r  t h a t  h a d  s t u c k  t o  h i s  l i p .

Chapter Seventeen

F i re -c ry

I

Ga l t a r  c l imbed  down  f r om the  c l i f f s ,  ca re fu l l y  l ook ing  f o r  ho les
and cracks,  us ing them as suppor t .  Be low h im,  the co ld  r iver  sp lashed
a g a i n s t  t h e  r o c k .  H e  w a s  s t i l l  q u i t e  h i g h  u p ,  a t  l e a s t  t w i c e  h i s  o w n
he igh t ,  when  h is  handho ld  gave  way .  He  le t  h imse l f  f a l l  i n to  the  co ld
cur ren t .  H is  body  met  the  r i ve r  w i th  a  la rge  sp lash .  Every  musc le
twi tched in  the f reez ing water  which swal lowed h im and gr ipped h is
hear t  w i th  co ldness.  He swam swi f t l y  to  the  o ther  s ide .  As  soon as  he
had stepped out  of  the water ,  he quick ly  unpacked h is  backpack,
p u l l i n g  o u t  a  f l i n t - b a g  a n d  h i s  c l o a k  s o  t h a t  t h e y  m i g h t  d r y  i n  t h e
open  a i r .  He  t ook  h i s  c l o thes  o f f  and  managed  t o  l i gh t  a  f i r e .
Sp read ing  h i s  we t  a t t i r e  a round  t he  l i t t l e  f l ame  he  no t i ced  a  s i gn
ca rved  i n to  t he  ba rk  o f  t he  t r ee  t ha t  s t ood  be fo re  h im .  I t  was  t he
s ign typ ica l ly  used as a pointer  when a large group or  an army moved
through the  land.

Soon ,  he  d ressed  h imse l f  aga in  i n  c l o thes  t ha t  we re  s t i l l  pa r t l y
wet  and h id  h is  backpack  in  a  ho le  among the  roo ts  o f  an  o ld  t ree ,
cove r ing  i t  w i t h  h i s  sh ie ld  and  p i l es  o f  l eaves .  The  ta l i sman  he  had
rece ived  f rom Inah he  fas tened to  the  base o f  h is  b lade ,  jus t  above
the  h i l t .  As  he  was  do ing  t h i s ,  a  l i gh t  w ind  b rough t  a  s t r ange  s tench .
He checked around and found horse droppings. They were st i l l  wet.  He
moved f rom one t ree  to  nex t ,  s topp ing  and l i s ten ing .  Large deer  w i th  a
c rown  o f  g rea t  an t l e r s ,  wa t ched  h im  w i t h  cu r i os i t y .  Two  l i t t l e  boa rs ,
who had been busy d igg ing under  the root  o f  a  b ig  s tump,  s topped for  a
moment ,  then dashed in to the forest .

Ga l ta r  t hen  began  to  t r ave l  sou th ,  c l imb ing  s tead i l y  up  to  a  l a rge
fores ted p la teau.  There ,  the  w ind brought  a  human vo ice  to  h is  ears ,
so he crouched and snuck through the bushes towards the sound. The
point of an Azmaranian rounded hut appeared among the trees. He looked
at  the  road and dec ided not  to  go fo rward ,  bu t  back ,  then around.  As
he did so,   a pal isade wal l  emerged before h im and he spot ted more
tents.  dozens of  them. A dog barked and the pounding of  many feet
could be heard. The t ips of numerous spears appeared behind the
bushes. They passed him by, but then more of them came, streaming in a
long column. Their  of f icers bel lowed, shout ing commands and the
so ld iers  d ispersed,  runn ing around.  They gathered together  wa i t ing  fo r
another command.

ÒA combat exercise,Ò thought Galtar.  As night approached, he
wi thdrew deeper  in to  the  woods.  ÒI  shou ld  go  c loser ,  bu t  the  dogs  w i l l
smel l  my presence.  Not  an easy task at  a l lÉ What  i f  Inah was r ight?Ó
Whispered a new vo ice in  h im.  ÒWhat  i f  your  impat ient  nature rea l ly
has endangered your f r iends Galtar? What are you try ing to achieve?Ó

ÒI am try ing to f ind Aghabar,Ó he argued. ÒNo,Ó cont inued the
inner  vo ice .  ÒYou be l ieve that  you can f ind  and beat  the  dragon.  But



know  you ,  t h i s  i s  no t  one  o f  t he  ba rd  O lanÕs  f a i r y - t a l es .  Th i s  i s  r ea l
l i f e ,  G a l t a r !  I f  y o u  c o n t i n u e  t h i s  w a y  y o u  w i l l  s o o n  f i n d  y o u r  o w n
death.Ó

ÒBut at  least  I  have found th is  camp,Ó he answered.  ÒNot a l l  has
been in  va in .  I  found them and I  can look and f ind out  more.  Mamaki
and  my peop le  w i l l  be  ab le  to  use  whatever  in fo rmat ion  I  f i nd ,  I  am
sure  o f  tha t .Ó As  n igh t  c losed  abou t  h im,  a l l  sounds  sank  in to  a
whisper  o f  the  wind in  the  t ree-crowns above.  He was ly ing  h idden in  a
ho le  nex t  to  a  l i v ing  t ree  w i th  scen ted  leaves  and  g rass  laced
underneath.  T i red and weary he was;  the st i l lness made h im forget
about  the enemy and he s lowly  fe l l  as leep.

The coldness of new dawn awoke him, br inging a fever that shook
h is  who le  body .  S ince  h i s  c lo thes  had  no t  been  en t i re l y  d ry ,  pa r t s  o f
i t  had  f rozen  in  the  morn ing .  A t  the  moment ,  t he  on ly  th ing  h i s
fever ish  mind  cou ld  th ink  o f f  was  f i re .  He needed i t s  warmth
desperate ly ,  but  then he grasped that  the smoke would reveal  h is
presence to the enemy. The coldness in h is  l imbs at tacked him so
s t rong ly  tha t  he  dec ided  to  go  back  to  the  p lace  near  the  r i ve r ,  where
his search had begun. And so he did.

ÒBack  and  f o r t h ,  back  and  f o r t h . . .  I  f ee l  l os t ,Ò  though t  he ,
r u b b i n g  h i s  a r m s ,  s i t t i n g  b y  t h e  s m a l l  f i r e  h e  j u s t  l i t .  T h e  f e v e r  w a s
gone now.  H is  c lo thes  d r ied  thorough ly  in  the  hea t  o f  the  f lames .
Fear ing  to  be  spo t ted ,  he  kep t  the  f i r e  l ow ,  sca t te r i ng  the  smoke  w i th
lea fs .  To  h i s  shock ,  a  sma l l  f l a re  be fo re  h im sudden ly  tu rned  in to  a
b u r n i n g  h a n d .  I t  g r o p e d  f o r  t h e  l e a f s  h e  h e l d .  L i k e  a  f i e r y  a n i m a l ,
the f lame then leaped up on h im.  He jerked back as i t  soared out  f rom
the soot  a lmost  ca tch ing  h is  ha i r .  Then a  laugh cou ld  be  heard .  A
ghast ly  laugh which came f rom behind a  wide t ree,  broken in  ha l f  by  a
thunder.

ÒWho are you?Ó asked Galtar, looking around in dismay.

ÒSkira is my name,Ó said the woman who came out from behind the
broken t ree.  She moved her  ha i r  as ide wi th  her  long s l im hand,
unve i l i ng  he r  f ace .  I t  was  pa le ,  i n  sha rp  con t ras t  t o  t he  redness  o f
her  fu l l  l i ps .  The  sp iky  l i nes  o f  her  eyebrows and  g rey  eyes  wrough t
something inhuman in her beauty.  Gal tar  s tood up,  sword in hand.

She nodded,  as i f  she knew him and smi led.  Her voice was quiet  at
f i r s t :  ÒAh,  the  sword  i s  in  the  hand.Ó I t  was  a lmos t  a  wh isper ;  words
drawing menacingly  s low f rom her  l ips,  as crawl  of  a snake.  She posed
a b i t ,  then asked:ÒWould you be less of  a  man wi thout  i t?Ó

Gal tar  d id not  answer.  He stepped back surveying quick ly  around.

ÒDonÕt worry. AghabarÕs men are far from here,Ó she said, now
walk ing s lowly  towards h im.  A red t r iang le  shone f rom her  neck lace.
Her long black dress was wrapped t ight ly around her,  and her untamed
red ha i r  came down to  her  wais t .  From there,  the dress cut  open,
revea l ing  the  wh i te  curves  -  knees,  long legs .  Th in  b lack  laces  wound
around her ankles holding her sandals in place; she made no more sound
than a cat  when she walked.  ÒWe are a lone here,  and the forest  is  so



co ld ,Ó  she  spoke ,  ha l f -wh i spe r i ng ,  l eav ing  he r  l i ps  s l i gh t l y  pa r t ed .

ÒYou k i l led Anaya,Ó sa id Gal tar .  H is  vo ice shook uncontro l lab ly
w i th  sudden i re .

ÒI  keep her  sou l  encased.  She is  f ree  f rom suf fer ing ,Ó she sa id .
ÒThere is  noth ing for  you to  worry  about ,Ó

Si lence.

ÒLove is suffer ing,Ó she added.

ÒYou made us suffer,Ó said Galtar. ÒWhy, Skira?Ó

She smi led at  f i rs t  then f rowned:  ÒYou have to hate your  enemy to
be  ab le  to  k i l l  h im.Ó She  looked  s t ra igh t  i n to  h is  eyes .  ÒOr  because  I
am an  ev i l  w i t ch ,  j ea lous  o f  he r  beau ty ,  and  I  wan ted  you  fo r  myse l f .
I s  i t  wha t  you  wan t  to  hea r?  I s  i t  wha t  man  l i ke  you  wan t  to  hea r
be fo re  they  k i l l ?Ó

ÒYou are a  beaut i fu l  woman,  Sk i ra .  I  do not  be l ieve that  you were
j e a l o u s  o f  h e r  a t  a l l , Ó

ÒBeaut i fu l  you say.  Oh,  am I?Ó the last  th ing she had expected
from th is  young,  wi ld looking Gald ian was a compl iment .  ÒHis thoughts
are more mature than his look,Ó she thought.  ÒWel l ,  thank you,Ó said
the  w i tch .  ÒYour  en t i re  l i fe  you  have  wanted  to  k i l l  Aghabar ,  the  man
who  had  k i l l ed  you r  fa the r .Ó  C lose r  and  c lose r  s t i l l ,  he r  hand
fr ivo lously  touched h is  shoulder  and she whispered:  ÒYou are so c lose
to gett ing your vengeance now.Ó

At those words,  the image of  Anaya ly ing dead st ruck h is  mind and
he jumped back,  ra is ing h is  sword.

ÒI will have my vengeance now!Ó

ÒYou remind me of one Azmaranian fool,Ó said Skira and shook her
head. ÒWhat a waste.Ó Her long leg stepped aside; as she walked behind
the  camp f i r e  t ha t  s t i l l  bu rned  qu ie t l y ,  smo lde r i ng .  The i r  eyes  me t .
For  a  smal l  f rac t ion  o f  t ime,  the  f lames ins ide  hers  seemed tamed,
l i ke  i n  t hose  o f  an  o rd ina ry  woman .  A t  t ha t  i ns tan t ,  no t  ha t red  bu t
l o v e  i n  h e r  e y e s  l a y  s t i l l .  I t  w a s  h e r  t r u e  p a s t ,  t h e  p e r s o n  s h e  o n c e
was,  a  long,  long t ime ago.  ÒI  am look ing at  your  long arches above
your chestnut-brown eyes,Ó said she. ÒYou are clever,  good-natured,
yet  so  w i ld .  I  hear  your  vo ice  and I  see the way you move.  You are  a
man o f  raw s t rength ,  bu t  so f t  o f  hear t .  No wonder  these  fee l ings
over took me.  Is  i t  jea lousy? Ð I  am not  sure,  any more,Ó she s ighed
and t rembled.  She spoke again and i t  appeared to  Gal tar  that  not
anger ,  but  sadness t rembled in  her  vo ice:  ÒI f  I  cou ld have any man
l o v e  m e  a s  y o u  l o v e  h e r ,  o n l y  f o r  a  d a y ;  I  w o u l d  n o t  m i n d  i t  i f  t h e
end o f  tha t  day  were  to  be  the  end  o f  my l i fe .  Wi th  sundown,  my l igh t
w i l l  exp i re .Ó Her  eyes now wandered over  the  c inder  be fore  her ,  as  i f
she was looking for something or someone that may l ive deep down,
under the ground.  She cr ied out  loud,  gazing in to the smoky remnants
of  the campf i re:  ÒOnce more,  you seized my soul ;  for  I  madly wanted to
fee l  the  g r ip  o f  your  red ,  power fu l  hands  over  my wa is t .  My  lus t  was



t o  b lame fo r  pa r t i ng  o f  s i s te rs ,  ye t  you rs  i s  t o  b lame fo r  AnayaÕs
death!Ó

Gal tar  s tood,  mot ion less.  He d id  not  know what  to  th ink.  Who can
be the person she was ta lk ing to?

ÒWhatever ,  no th ing  i s  l e f t ,Ó  sa id  Sk i ra ,  ra i s ing  her  head ,  l ook ing
at  Gal tar  s tern ly .  ÒYou may k i l l  me now.Ó

ÒI am man enough not to f ight  a woman,Ó he said,  then slung his
swo rd  a t  h i s  back  and  s t r ode  t h i t he r  i n t o  t he  f o res t .

She watched him walk away. Her face scowled: ÓYou ki l led my pet!Ó
her  vo i ce  sw i r l ed  up  l i ke  a  s to rmy  w ind  be fo re  a  co ld  ra in ,  and  w i th
one movement of  her  hand,  f i re rose f rom the soot  before her,  becoming
a  f i r e b a l l  a s  i t  f l e w  t h r o u g h  t h e  a i r .  G a l t a r  t u r n e d ,  s w i n g i n g  h i s
sword  in  a  w ide  semi -c i r c le .  The  f i reba l l  h i t  the  b lade  and  bounced
back to  her  wi th  a  loud crack le  and h iss.  Sk i ra  was shocked when the
f l ame came back  to  he r ,  ye t  she  a l l owed  the  f i r e  to  d i sso lve  i n  he r
body.  The b lu ish-whi te  symbol ,  a t tached to  the base of  Gal tarÕs b lade,
g lowed.  I t  was  the  ta l i sman o f  the  wate r -e lementa l ,  a  p ro tec t ion  f rom
f i re  t ha t  Ga l ta r  had  rece i ved  f rom Inah .

ÒCurse you!Ó she yel led.  ÒHere is  magic you wi l l  not  res is t ,Ó she
crouched down,  touching the ear th,  whisper ing her  magic.  At  her
command, grey smoke whir led up from the ground under GaltarÕs feet.
H is  legs  s ta r ted  to  s ink  in to  the  so i l ,  wh ich  had  sudden ly  changed
into quicksand.  ÒShow me the warr ior  sp i r i t  now!Ó Ski ra rose
exu l tan t ly ,  watch ing  h im as  he  sank  to  h is  knees .  He t r ied  to  escape
the mud and reach terra f irma, but every movement drew him down
deeper.  Soon,  the mud had swal lowed him to h is  waist .  He c l inched his
teeth and snar led at  her .  ÒThe wol f  is  t rapped,Ó she laughed,  watch ing
h im.  ÒI  wou ld  k iss  you now,  s incere ly ;  so  sweet  and so w i ld  you are  a t
the  door  o f  your  dea th .  Bu t  I  am a f ra id  you  w i l l  b i te  me,Ó she  laughed
showing  her  tee th  and  in  her  eyes ,  her  pup i l s  tu rned  in to  f l aming
needles.  Gal tar  had sunk to  h is  chest ,  deep in  the mud.  The red-ha i red
woman was vanishing among the trees, behind long hands of bushes and
grass, when he screamed her name:

ÓSKIRA!Ó

She turned,  expect ing h im to  beg for  mercy.  But  i t  was no mercy
t h i s  w a r r i o r  w o u l d  a s k  f o r .  I n s t e a d ,  w i t h  a l l  t h e  s t r e n g t h  h e  c o u l d
gather ,  Gal tar  swung h is  sword madly  wi th  both  arms,  throwing i t
ahead .  The  b lade  f l ew  ree l i ng  l i ke  a  boomerang .  I t  h i t  t he  w i t ch
s t ra igh t  i n  t he  ches t  and  the  sha rp  s tee l  pene t ra ted  he r  body ,  na i l i ng
her  to  a  t ree.  A hor rendous cry  was severed f rom her  throat  and her
w h o l e  b o d y  t u r n e d  i n t o  a  f i e r y  t o r n a d o  -  l i v i n g  f i r e  e l e m e n t a l .  I t
sw i r led  a round  the  sword  and ,  in  agony ,  he r  f i e ry  hands  t r i ed  to  c lose
a round  the  h i l t .  Bu t  t he  ta l i sman  tha t  was  fas tened  to  the  base  o f  t he
blade formed an impenetrable mist  around i t .  She wanted to grab the
sword and pul l  i t  out  badly,  but  her hands were shook more and more
each  t ime  they  came near  the  h i l t .  F ina l l y ,  he r  body  co l lapsed ,
leav ing  on ly  a  p i l e  o f  soo t  on  the  g round .  A t  t he  same t ime ,  the  ea r th
a round  Ga l t a r  so l i d i f i ed .  Go ing  back  t o  i t s  na tu ra l  s t a te ,  t he  g round



pinched h im around h is  chest  wi th  a s t rong grasp.  He fe l t  enormous
pa in ,  as  i f  he  was  be ing  cu t  i n  ha l f ,  and  unconsc ious ly  he  u t te red  a
loud  c ry .  H is  hands  were  ba re ly  f ree .  In  despa i r ,  t hey  sc ra tched  a t
the ground before him. Then a heavy boot  stepped on his shoulder.

ÒWhy such haste, north-man?Ó said someone, with a voice l ike a
crude saw scraping a th ick oak.  Gal tar  recognized the Azmaranian
a c c e n t  i n  i t .

Chapter Eighteen

Dead ManÕs Word

I

Aghabar  s tepped before  Gal tar .  Four  ta l l  guard ians fo l lowed the
genera l .  Broad-shouldered,  they wore dark  green tun ics ,  w i th  wide,
wh i te  t rouse rs  t i ed  under  the  knee  and  l i gh t  l ea the r  boo ts  w i th
horn- l ike endings on toes.  B lack ha i r  s t reamed down below the i r
po in ted he lmets .  From the s ides and back o f  the he lmets ,  a  f ine
c h a i n m a i l  v e i l s  f e l l  a s  f a r  a s  t h e i r  g i l d - w o r k e d  s h o u l d e r - p l a t e s .
Aghabar le isurely moved aside his green cloak which was threaded with
f ine needlework ,  revea l ing h is  body armor .  I t  car r ied two crossed moon
s ick les  a t  the  f ron t  Ð the symbol  o f  Yez idÕs four  horns .  On each
shoulder-st rap,  he wore a human skul l  that  was painted b lack and
through which protruded an i ron pike. AghabarÕs aslant eyes had no
color .  His th ick eyebrows and pr ick ly  nose resembled a screaming eagle
s t reaming down to  s t rong,  sharp  l ips .  H is  sp iky  cheek bones ju t ted
above h is  th ick ,  charcoa l -b lack  beard .  He gr inned,  showing h is  bur ly
tee th .  Ga l ta rÕs  sword  was  s t i l l  s tuck  in  the  t ree .  The  bark  was
charred b lack ,  s t i l l  warm and smoke rose f rom i t .  Aghabar  gr ipped the
b l a d e  a n d  p u l l e d  i t  o u t .

Ò I  canno t  be l i eve  Sk i ra  bu rned  he rse l f ,Ó  sa id  the  ta l l es t  o f
AghabarÕs off icers.

ÒPronunciation mistake in the magic words. It  happens,Ó AghabarÕs
ironic tone made his men laugh. He then walked s lowly and proudly back
towards  Ga l ta r ,  as  i f  he  were  inspec t ing  an  army.  Wi th  a  sudden je rk ,
the Azmar crouched,  set t ing the edge of  the b lade under  Gal tarÕs ch in.

Ò I f  I  s l i t  y o u r  t h r o a t  n o w ,  y o u  w o u l d  d i e  t e n  t i m e s  s l o w e r  t h a n  i f
I  were  to  cu t  i t  w i th  a  f ine  Azmaran ian  saber .  S t ra igh t -b laded  swords
l i k e  t h i s  o n e  a r e  t h e  p r o o f  o f  G a l d i c  p r i m i t i v i s m .

ÒThose pr imi t ive swords s lew your  ass in  the past ,Ó Gal tar
answered readi ly.  Such words, given calmly from a defenceless man
s tuck  i n  the  g round , le f t  t he  Azmarans  d i squ ie ted .  A  murky  ve i l  f e l l
over  AghabarÕs features .  He rose s lowly ,  g r inn ing as  i f  cons ider ing
what  sor t  o f  to r tu re  such inso lence deserved.  Then,  he  k icked Ga l ta r ,
f u l l - s o l e ,  s t r a i g h t  i n  t h e  f a c e .  B l o o d  g u s h e d  f r o m  h i s  n o s e  a n d  l i p s .
Gal tar  grabbed AghabarÕs leg and tugged i t .  The genera l  fe l l  w i th  a
large thump that  shook the t rees around them. Despi te the many
s i tua t ions  he  had  thus  fa r  encoun te red ,  th i s  one ,  wh ich  le f t  h im
grounded ,  w i th  no  chance  o f  f i gh t i ng ,  d id  no t  l ower  Ga l ta rÕs  sp i r i t .



Instead,  the young manÕs hard-b i t ten nature d id  not  care about  the
consequences. AghabarÕs men seized their sabers and sizirs ready to
butcher him. Aghabar stopped them with one sharp movement of his hand.

ÒWel l ,  wel l .  Ful l  of  temper,  arenÕt you?Ó The black bearded
g e n e r a l  s t o o d  u p ,  w i p i n g  d u s t  f r o m  h i s  c l o t h e s .  H e  d i d  i t  l e i s u r e l y ,
lending each of  h is  movements a spec ia l  impor tance;  a l though,  ins ide,
he  was bo i l ing  -  h is  l i t t le  eyes  g ive  h im away.  ÒYou shou ld  know tha t
be tween  b rave ry  and  s tup id i t y  the re  ex i s t s  on ly  a  th in  l i ne .  You
shou ld  no t  c ross  i t  when  you  a re  on  t he  edge  o f  t he  c l i f f .  I t  cou ld  be
dangerous ,Ó he sa id ,  ta lk ing  so  c lose ly  to  Ga l ta rÕs face  tha t  he  cou ld
smel l  the  gar l i c  and  zak i rya  on  the  genera lÕs  b rea th .  ÒI t  i s  so  easy
to  fa l l ,  you snot ,  so  easy!Ó He rose aga in .  Once more,  h is  boots  were
menac ing ly  c lose to  Gal ta rÕs face.  ÒYou are  not  in  the  pos i t ion  to
perform such pranks,Ó said Aghabar,  extending h is  hand to one of  h is
men, ÒGive me your sizir, Guna.Ó The man passed a curved dagger to his
m a s t e r .  A g h a b a r  t o o k  i t  a n d  s t a r t e d  t o  c l e a n  h i s  n a i l s  w i t h  t h e  t i p  o f
the b lade:  ÒHow about  reth inking our problem? LetÕs say,  I  g ive you an
eye in  the eye.  Maybe you wi l l  behave yourse l f  then.Ó he pu l led
Ga l ta rÕs  head  by  h i s  ha i r ,  f o r c i ng  h im  to  l ook  up .  Ò I  w i l l  d i g  ou t  one
eye  f r om  you r  sku l l  and  t h row  i t  be fo re  you ,  so  you  can  l ook  i n t o  i t  -
eye  in  the  eye ,Ó he  laughed,  tu rn ing  to  h is  peop le ,  repeat ing  as  a
reminder that the whole thing was supposed to be humorous. His men
laughed hoarse ly .  The t ip  o f  the  razor -sharp  b lade sh immered in  f ron t
o f  Ga l ta rÕs eyeba l l .

ÒI  have another  idea,Ó said one of  the guards.

ÒWhat did you just  say?Ó Aghabar asked his of f icer.

ÒI  sa id  I  have an  idea.  We can take  h im w i th  our  t roops  to  the
upcoming  ba t t l e  aga ins t  h i s  pack ,  march  h im  a t  t he  f ron t  o f  ou r  l i ne .
His  men wi l l  be less cheer fu l  when they see the i r  comrade sp iked,
ha l f - a l i ve .Ó

ÒThat  i s  no t  a  bad  idea ,Ó sa id  Aghabar .  Ò I  l i ke  i t ,  Ka id .  You  a re
ve ry  imag ina t i ve .  I  have  go t ten  a  l i t t l e  ne rvous  he re .Ó  He  go t  up ,
making a shor t  cut  on Gal tarÕs cheek.  The red l ine of  b lood st reamed
down his face, but he made no sound. ÒA l i t t le warning mark,Ó snapped
Aghabar,  los ing h is  pat ience.  ÒCal l  Durgmak to d ig h im out !Ó

ÒGeneral ,Ó said the of f icer  named Guna, showing his b ig teeth,
what few were lef t  to h im. ÒHow about we leave him here so his sacred
deer can piss on him?Ó

ÒHaahahhhaaa,Ó Aghabar laughed with his off icers.

The i r  laughter  mixed w i th  d rumming o f  a  d is tan t  thunder .  In  the
eas t ,  murky  c louds  dr i f ted  over  the  se t t ing  sun.  The w ind  ne ighed,
swaying the t ree-crowns above the th i rs ty  ground.

I I

They drew him through the mud. Though the grey mist  and dr izzle
Gal tarÕs steps shuf f led wi th the horseshoe pr in ts .  The muddy road led
them through the camp. A skinned lamb, spiked on a bloody rod,  stared



at  h im wi th i ts  dead eyebal ls .  Everywhere he looked he saw
s lan t -sh ie lds ,  po in ted  he lmets ,  zubras ,  s iz i rs  and pugats .  Peop le  were
l i n ing  up  and  p i l i ng  the i r  wa r -gea r ,  mak ing  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  no i se  Ð
ra t t l i ng  sound  wh i ch  was  t e l l i ng  a l l  abou t  t he  g rea t  p l an  t he
Azmananian general bear in his mind.

Animals. Sheep and cows, war-horses and mules, so many of them.
Then so ld iers  -  the i r  s t re tched faces wi th  w ide cheekbones gr inned,
wondering and frowning. Yet only some of them greeted Aghabar, bowing
with the words: ÒVermek Yezid, (Hand of Yezid) O, Aghabar Ð Vermek
Yez id ,Ó they sa lu ted whi le  the i r  Vermek rode proud ly  w i th  h is  prey
fas tened  to  h is  sadd le .

They  wen t  t oward  the  wa l l s  o f  t he  fo r t i f i ed  c i t y ,  wh i ch  vague ly
resembled the much larger  and r icher  center  o f  power,  Ulan Az,  the
ci ty where Aghabar had once been greeted as a hero, but f rom which he
had s ince been expel led as t ra i tor .  The column approached the gate and
entered the for t .  On one of  the balconies,  two women spoke to each
other ,  po in t ing  to  the  pr isoner .  Through the  obscure  b lend o f  sounds
the vo ice of  ch i ldren could be heard,  though somewhere in  the
d is tance .  F i rs t ,  they  took  h im to  the  b lacksmi th  and  th rew h is  sword
in to  t he  f u rnace ,  be fo re  h i s  eyes .

ÒSay goodbye to th is  p iece of  garbage,Ó said Aghabar .  ÒI t  wi l l
serve us wel l  as a horseshoe, ha-haÓ

That  n igh t ,  they  le f t  h im cha ined  in  a  cage ,  exposed  as  exo t i c
game, at  the c i ty  square.  When cur ious crowd went away at  last  and
darkness  covered i t  a l l ,  he  looked up in  the  ra in  and wh ispered:  ÒO,
Gald, do not leave me now.Ó

A hooded man approached the cage. He spoke not, but left  something
before  the nauseous pr isoner  and shook h is  shou lder .  I t  was food -  a
loa f  o f  b read ,  a  good  chunk  o f  sa l ted  bee f  and  la rge  gob le t  o f  f resh
water .  Hungry  as  he  was,  Ga l ta r  wo l fed  i t  a l l  down,  then drew la rge
gu lps  f rom the  gob le t .  Soon  a f te r  he  fe l l  f as t  as leep .  The  mys te r ious
man came once again, picked up the empty goblet and vanished.

I I I

ÒHe is weak enough. We can free his l imbs now,Ó someone said.
Gal ta r  opened h is  eyes.  Shaf ts  o f  sun l igh t  penet ra ted through the
c louds  tha t  s low ly  d r i f t ed  away .

ÒOnly hands! Leave the chain on his legs,Ó said another man.
Galtar  knew the second voice.  I t  belonged to Aghabar.Ó

A so ld ier  f reed h is  hands and drew the Gald ian out  f rom the cage.
Wi th  h i s  ank les  i n  i r on  g r i ps ,  he  d ragged  h imse l f  f o rward ,  l u r ch ing .
From somewhere,  an o ld man drove a fat  hog wi th a st ick.  As the
f r i g h t e n e d  a n i m a l  r a n ,  i t  h i t  t h e  p r i s o n e r .  G a l t a r  f e l l  o v e r  i t s  b a c k ,
caus ing  so ld ie rs  to  laugh .

C lang ing  o f  hard  meta l  bo l ts  cou ld  be  heard  fo l lowed by  shr iek  o f
a  heavy  door  and he  was taken in to  a  dark ,  fou l -smel l ing  tunne l .



ÒTake him down, Durgmak,Ò he heard Aghabar saying. At that
instant,  massive inhuman hand gr ipped his neck from behind and forced
h im to  bow.  The creature  threw h im down in to  the ce l la r  w i th  such
s t r e n g t h  t h a t  h e  s t u m b l e d  o v e r  t h e  s l i p p e r y  s t a i r s  a n d  f e l l  t o  t h e
bot tom,  in to  darkness.  A sharp s tench mixed wi th  heavy mois ture h i t
h i s  n o s t r i l s .  B e l o w  t h e  s t a i r s ,  i n  a  h o l e ,  h a l f  i n  t h e  w a t e r ,  l a y  t h e
par t l y  ea ten  body  o f  a  w i ld  dog .  Rats  swarmed around i t ,  r ipp ing  the
c o r p s e  w i t h  t h e i r  s p i k y  t e e t h .

ÒAghabar, you shame of Yezid!Ó Shouted Galtar. ÒLet me ask you one
thing!Ó

Aghabar was about to leave and was busy thinking of his many
p lans .  He  wou ld  no t  pay  a t t en t i on  t o  t he  ca l l  o f  a  p r i sone r  no rma l l y ,
bu t  Ga l ta rÕs  vo ice  c rack led  th rough  the  dark  ha l l s  l i ke  thunder ,
b i t i n g  a t  h i s  v a n i t y .  F r o m  o t h e r  c e l l s ,  p r i s o n e r s  r u s h e d  a t  t h e  b a r s .
Aghabar stopped. He stayed for a moment and went back.

ÒAsk. But you wi l l  not  get an answer!Ó said Aghabar,  s lamming the
heavy door.

ÒI  want  to  know how you k i l led  my fa ther !Ó Gal tar  threw h imsel f  to
the  doo r ,  g rabb ing  the  i ron  ba rs  i n  the  na r row ho le  i n  the  th i ck  wood .

ÒHah!Ò shouted Azmar.  ÒI have k i l led many fathers,  just  as they
have ki l led many Azmaranian sons! See, I even gave you an answer. Now
en joy  you r  mea l  down  the re .  I  hope  the  ra t s  w i l l  sha re  i t  w i t h  you .
Jus t  ask  them n ice ly ,  hahhh.  Thats  i t ,  I  am done w i th  you,Ó sa id  he
and s t rode back to  the nar row tunne l ,  towards the door .

ÒMy father defeated you, Aghabar! He wanted to negot iate your
surrender and you k i l led h im. You are a coward,  the shame of  Yezid!Ó

Bat of  the steps that  were walk ing away hal ted.  Aghabar stopped
again .  H is  beard  shook in  a  sudden fury  and he grunted:  ÒI  had i t
enough.Ó The general came back once more. His enraged eyes bent on
Ga l ta r  th rough  the  s l i t  as  he  thundered :

Ò L i s t e n ,  y o u  s n o t  o f  a  s p y !  W h o e v e r  I  k i l l e d ,  I  k i l l e d  i n  f a i r
combat - with my hands and with my saber.Ó

Now Ga l ta r  g r inned  in  the  face  o f  h is  cap to r :  ÒYou a re  a  l i a r .  You
k i l led  h im wi th  a  pugat .  You had another  man d isgu ised as  yourse l f  to
negot ia te in  your  s tead.  You sacr i f iced many of  your  men,  many sons of
Azmaran,  on ly  to  save your  own ass f rom the bat t le f ie ld !Ó

ÒOpen the door!Ó screamed Aghabar and the guardians did as he
ordered. They never hesi tated to do what their  leader commanded,
especial ly when he was angry. Tal ler than Galtar,  Aghabar was among
the ta l les t  and s t rongest  Azmarans in  the whole empi re .  H is  arms,  wide
l i ke  bu lks ,  were  ready  to  s t rang le  and  squash .  A t  tha t  moment ,  a l l  he
wanted was to  fee l  Ga l ta rÕs bones c rack ing  under  h is  f i s ts .  Ga l ta r
s tepped back.  He stood to at tent ion wi th  h is  rounded shoulders braced
yet  re laxed.  He c l inched h is  tee th ;  mouth  c losed and eyes squ in t ing
f i rm ly ,  f i xed  a t  AghabarÕs  eyes .  The i r  f l i cke red  under  the  t remb l ing
l igh t  o f  a  to rch  on  the  wa l l .  The genera l  caught  the  look  and moved



his eyebrows up and down, popping his eyes out,  teasing the young man.
Gal tar  was look ing at  AghabarÕs eyes whi le  h is  actual  a t tent ion was on
h is  l imbs .  E red ian  taugh t  h im  tha t .

When  Aghabar  moved  h i s  f ron t  foo t  on ly  a  l i t t l e  b i t  f o rward ,
Galtar knew what that  meant.  The Azmaran has been creat ing the r ight
d is tance for  an at tack.  Ta l ler  than h is  opponent ,  AghabarÕs arms could
reach  Ga l ta r  w i th  one  qu ick  ex tens ion  and  h i t  h im a t  any  t ime .  A f te r
a l l ,  a  guard  s tood ready beh ind  h is  back ,  a rmed wi th  spears ,  ready to
p rod  the  cap t i ve  a t  any  t ime .

ÒYou cal led me a coward. Now you wi l l  see what I  can do with my
bare hands,Ó said Aghabar and his mace-f ist sprung towards GaltarÕs
face.  A t  the  same t ime Gal ta r  s tepped as ide ,  jus t  enough to  avo id  the
blow and move h is  le f t  hand up to  grab AghabarÔs wr is t .  As fast  as a
mountain stream, GaltarÕs r ight hand f lew over AghabarÕs arm, swinging
as a b lade,  s t r ik ing h is  AdamÕs apple.

Aghabar  fe l l ,  eyes  bu lg ing ,  face  b lue  and  wh i te .  The  f igh t  was
over .  Ga l tar  remained s t i l l .  Not  a  move.  Musc les  tense,  shak ing f rom
the amount of  unlashed wi l lpower.  The guardians aimed their  spears
toward  the  pr isoner .

ÒWil l  of Yezid,Ó a strong commanding voice echoed from the
darkness. ÒCowards can trample words of honor but righteous Azmaran
warr iors  cannot ,Ó spoke young Kaid ra is ing h is  saber  h igh whi le
ho ld ing  a  b laz ing  t o r ch  i n  h i s  o the r  hand .  He  s tepped  i n  f r on t  o f  t he
th ree  guardsmen.  H is  dark ,  g reased ha i r  fe l l  b ra ided  over  h is
shou lders .  He revea led h is  nob le  face,  wh ich  spor ted  a  neat ly  cu t  dark
mustache and a  shor t ,  po in ted beard .  At  h is  s ide,  two o f  h is  men s tood
ready to  f i re  the i r  crossbows at  the guards.  The guardsmen gazed at
Ka idÕs  f i gh te rs  w i th  d i smay .  Then ,  f rom the  o the r  pa r t  o f  t he  ha l l ,
more of KaidÕs men came, aiming their pugats and sabers. They were
easy  t o  r ecogn i ze  by  t he  b raced  t ea rd rop - l ea f  a t  t he  f r on t  o f  t he i r
pointed helmets.  Before,  they had served Ulda and now they gave thei r
allegiance to the young man named Kaid, UldaÕs sucessor. They headed
towards  the  ex i t ,  t ak ing  Ga l ta r  w i th  them.

The group was just  about  to  s tep in  the dayl ight  when someth ing
s topped  them.  A  la rge  s tu rdy  o rc - foo t  b locked  the i r  pa th .  I n  the
backl ight,  i ts massive murky-green body overshadowed the door.

ÒWhat is going on here, Kaid?Ó grumbled the orc.

ÒWho allowed you to come here, Durgmak?Ó

ÒCaptain Durgmak! You should cal l  me by my rank, of f icer Kaid.  And
the one who a l lowed me to  enter  the  pr ison was not  you.  That  i s  fo r
certain. Where is Aghabar?Ó

ÒAghabar is away.Ó

ÒAway? Then, I  want th is Galdian he caught,Ó said the orc captain
po in t i ng  the  hand le  o f  h i s  f l a i l  t oward  Ga l ta r .  ÒAghabar  sa id  t ha t
every man he catches goes to us.Ó



ÒYour beloved mentor is gone Ð dead.Ó

The orc  b l inked a t  those words,  yet  showed no o ther  s ign o f
su rp r i se .

ÒAghabar may be dead but not his word!Ó growled the creature,
s h o w i n g  h i s  b i g  f i s t .  F r o m  h i s  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a  f l a i l  h u n g  l o w  o n  i t s
chain,  cast ing shadows on the blood-stained ground. A few more orcs
showed themselves from behind their  captain, nodding and murmuring in
agreement  a t  wha t  the i r  ch ie f ta in  had  jus t  sa id .  They  b rough t  up  the i r
sh ie lds ,  ho ld ing  up  the i r  sp iky  mace-c lubs .

Kaid swung back h is  c loak,  exposing the long gem-worked h i l t  o f
h i s  saber  tha t  wa i ted  in  a  r i ch l y  engraved  scabbard  a t  h i s
j ewe l - c rus ted  g i r d l e :

ÒCaptain Durgmak,Ó spoke Kaid,  in a tone of  new author i ty,
ÒAghabar agreed that  only humans captured in bat t le would go to you.
He a lso  agreed tha t  no t  a l l  o f  them wou ld  be  g iven to  you.  S ince no
bat t le  has yet  occur red and no pr isoner  o f  war  has yet  been captured,
no man wi l l  be de l ivered to  you.Ó

Captain Durgmak watched the human before him. Gems from manÕs belt
shone onto the orcÕs face,  bother ing h is  eyes whi le  he looked at  Ka id
w i th  d i sda in .

ÒI  want  th is  man,Ó snar led  the  orc  capta in  and h is  so ld ie rs
poin ted the i r  weapons to  Kaid .

Kaid spoke br ie f ly :  ÒWe taught  you,  orcs,  who threw stones,  to  use
bows and arrows; we brought you up to be an army with true combat
ab i l i t ies ,  when you were no more than a  w i ld  horde.  You are  no bet ter
than the dog which b i tes the hand that  feeds h im.  You had your  deal
wi th Aghabar,  but  you have no deal  wi th me. You bet ter  go back now to
your camp.Ó

The orc  f rowned,  wr ink l ing h is  nose and grumbl ing through h is
tee th :  ÒYouÕl l  be  so r ry  fo r  th i s  no - respec t ,Ó  he  tu rned  to  h i s  o rcs
and gave them the s ign  to  fo l low h im out .

IV

The rumors about AghabarÕs death spread quickly through the
set t lement .  The fo l low ing  day  Ka id  ca l led  fo r  an  assembly  o f  the
h igh-rank ing of f icers  and the people whose reputat ion was of
importance in  the colony.  Great  tensions rose between the two
cu r ren t s ,  Ogaman  and  t he  U rez i .  I t  was  no t  on l y  t he i r  t r i ba l  o r i g i n
tha t  d i c ta ted  the  d i f f e rence  bu t  a l so  the  recen t  s t rugg le  be tween  the
two d i f fe ren t  v is ions  o f  the  fu tu re  fo r  the  AzmaranÕs empi re .  The
set t lement  he ld  the largest  populat ion of  those who embraced the o ld
Azmaran  p ro tec to ra te  o f  t he  Urez i  t r i be .  Peop le  f rom a l l  s ides  o f  t he
Azmaran Empi re  had es tab l ished th is  p lace in  the i r  search for  a  re fuge
after a new Khan, Ugdash Batra, had come to power. When Aghabar was
expel led f rom the Empire he came to th is  set t lement ,  showing h imsel f
t o  b e  a  c a p a b l e  l e a d e r ,  p r o m i s i n g  a  g l o r i o u s  r e t u r n  t o  a l l .  T o  f u l f i l l
t h i s  p romise  he  had  a l l i ed  w i th  the  o rcs  and  w i th  some o f  the



inhabi tants of  Naroxa Ð the underwor ld.  However,  these a l l iances had
not  been approved by a l l  members of  the set t lement .  On the contrary,
the  idea  s t rong ly  d i v ided  them in to  more  fac t ions .

Birds sang in the sunny af ternoon.  Several  Azmaranian chi ldren
w e r e  r a i s i n g  l i t t l e  c l o u d s  o f  d u s t  u n d e r  t h e i r  s m a l l  f e e t ,  s h o u t i n g
wh i le  h i t t i ng  a  wooden  ba l l  w i th  l ong  s t i cks .  They  p layed  a long  the
road that led from the camp to the woods. Galtar and Kaid walked among
the  t rees ,  fo l l owed  by  th ree  guard ians .

ÒI  have  ca l led  you  lucky  because  I  was  no t  sk i l l ed  enough to  k i l l
you.  Now I  am the lucky one,Ó said Gal tar .

Ò F a i l i n g  t o  l o v e  i n  p e a c e  i s  l i k e  m i s s i n g  t o  h a t e  i n  w a r .  I  h a v e
cha l l enged  th i s  o l d  Azmaran ian  say ing ,  say ing  t ha t ,  i f  we  f a i l  t o  l ove
in peace,  we a l ready have war and i f  we have war,  that  means that
a l ready we d id  not  miss  to  hateÓ sa id  Kaid .

ÒHm, very  ph i losophica l ,Ó sa id  Gal tar  ÒDid I  miss to  hate the
night when I met you?Ó

ÒYou d id  not  k i l l  me,Ó sa id  Ka id .

ÒYet  god sent  you in  t ime to save me,Ó Gal tar  sa id.

Ò I t  may  be  god .  T rue .  Or  i t  cou ld  be  on ly  the  fac t  t ha t  you
entered at  the t ime when our Azmaranian fact ions were coming to a
crossroads.Ó

ÒI see.  My hands were f reed before I  was thrown in to  the ce l l  and
I  was g iven food the  n igh t  be fore .Ó

ÒWe are  a l l  par t  o f  a  g rea ter  game,  Ga l ta r .  Sk i ra  v is i ted  Aghabar
from t ime to t ime, and my scouts informed me when they spot ted her.
But i t  was the AghabarÕs man who found your tracks. Once we found you,
I  r ea l i zed  t ha t  I  cou ld  use  you  as  an  excuse  t o  ge t  r i d  o f  Aghaba r .  I
jus t  d id  not  know how,Ó sa id  Ka id .  He walked unhur r ied ly ,  w i th  h is
hands a t  h is  back.  He g lanced at  Gal tar ,  expect ing h im to  add
someth ing.  Gal tar  nodded shor t ly  but  sa id  noth ing,  so Ka id  cont inued:
ÒBut your words of anger sped things up.Ó

ÒI  am no t  su re  t ha t  I  k i l l ed  h im ,  Ka id ,Ó  sa id  Ga l t a r .

ÒArenÕt you?Ó Kaid raised his eyebrow. ÒAghabarÕs arrogance let
h imse l f  l oose ,  ye t  you r  sp i r i t  p reva i l ed .Ó

ÒHe got  a  dagger  in  h is  back,  Kaid.  We both know that .  I  was not
t ha t  f as t .Ó

Someth ing l ike a smi le  f lew over  KaidÕs face.  He s topped for  a
moment .  The smal l  wooden ba l l  ro l led  before  h is  fee t  and he k icked i t
l i g h t l y ,  b a c k  t o  t h e  k i d s .  T h e  t a l l e s t  o f  t h e  b o y s  t o o k  i t  i n  h i s
hands and bowed his head, thanking. Kaid nodded short ly and the boys
turned back to their  joyfu l  game. ÒWhatever,Ó said Kaid.  ÒAghabar is
dead now. I  remember, he used to talk about himself  and how he would
mee t  a  he ro i c  dea th .  Ye t ,  he  go t  i t  i n  t he  way  he  dese rved  -  k i l l ed  i n



a cel l  by barehanded man,  in  the very ce l l  where he had tor tured many
men.Ó

ÒLet  me guess then,Ó sa id  Gal ta r .  ÒIn  th is  sens i t i ve  t ime o f
change i t  would not  have been heal thy to  keep a man l ike me a l ive,  and
around.Ó

ÒYou  guess  r i gh t ,  Ga l ta r .  Bu t  I  do  no t  wan t  t o  k i l l  you .  I  owe  you
m y  l i f e ,  a f t e r  a l l .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  I  d o  n o t  s e e  y o u  a s  a  t h r e a t  t o  t h e
Azmaran Empire,  nei ther inside nor anywhere outside.  The real  enemy is
w i t h i n .  Howeve r ,  i t  wou ld  no t  be  w i se  t o  keep  t he  k i l l e r  o f
yesterdayÕs leader  under  the protect ion of  the new one.  Fact ions
inside the Empire,  in and out  of  Azmaran,  grow in number and the need
for  s t rong leadersh ip  is  more urgent  than ever  before ,Ó spoke Kaid .
Then ca l led one of  h is  guardsmen.  The so ld ier  came,  g iv ing Gal tar  a
backpack, studded body-armor,  a smal l  wooden shield,  a saber and sol id
boots.

ÒI  persona l ly  packed i t ;  food and water  fo r  some t ime,  a  rope and
a few other  th ings you may f ind  usefu l .Ó

ÒThank you,Ó said Galtar looking around. They were deeper in the
fo res t  now,  qu i te  fa r  f rom the  se t t l ement .  Ò Is  th i s  the  moment  o f  ou r
parting?Ó

ÒAlmost .  Only  few more words,  my f r iend f rom the nor th ,  i f  you do
not mind.Ó

Ò I  d o  n o t  m i n d  a t  a l l .  I t  i s  m y  p l e a s u r e  t o  t a l k  w i t h  s u c h  a
br igh t  person l i ke  you.Ó

ÒHa-ha. Bravo, Alu. You yourself  would make a great leader some
day,Ó sa id  Ka id  and pu l led out  someth ing f rom h is  pocket .  I t  was the
amulet  Gal tar  have found on UldaÕs scorched body in the ru ins of
Hooydoom Vaar.  ÒTel l  me, Galtar,  who gave you this? We found i t  in
your backpack.Ó

Gal tar  to ld  h im then about  h is  adventure  in  the  ru ins  and how he
and Mamaki  had found the body.  Ka id  l i s tened to  h im wi th  cur ios i ty .
Then he drew out  another  amulet  f rom his  pocket  and studied i ts
s i l ve r -b l u i sh  su r f ace  i n  t he  day l i gh t .  Ga l t a r  r ecogn i zed  t he  t a l i sman
he had received f rom Inah.

ÒI  thought  i t  had  been los t  down in  the  fu rnace,  toge ther  w i th  my
s w o r d ,  f o r  i t  w a s  a t t a c h e d  t o  i t , Ó  s a i d  G a l t a r  i n  s u r p r i s e .

ÒYour  sword mel ted but  on ly  when we f ina l ly  detached th is  f rom i t .
Th is  ta l i sman res is ted  the  f i re ,Ó he  handed the  amu le t  to  Ga l ta r .
ÒWell ,  you brought me the UldaÕs amulet of speed, so you deserve to
ge t  your  own back .  I  be l ieve  tha t  wou ld  be  fa i r .Ó

ÒI  guess  so ,Ó Ga l ta r  smi led ,  pu t t ing  i t  a round h is  neck  ÒSha l l  I
go now?Ó

ÒNor thman,  you  a re  o f  an  impa t ien t  k ind .  I  w i l l  l e t  you  go  soon .
Just one more thingÉÓ



ÒYes?Ó

ÒYour godÉ He carries a massive hammer, right?Ó

ÒThe Tar, yes,Ó

ÒAnd  wha t  i s  t ha t  Ta r  ch i e f l y  used  f o r?  Fo r  c ra f t i ng  i r on  o r  f o r
smashing the heads of his enemies?Ó

ÒBoth, I  think,Ó said Galtar.  ÒHow about your god? What does he
carry?Ó

ÒYezid  ho lds  noth ing.  He has the body o f  a  horse,  the  to rso  o f  a
human and the head of  a snake with three eyes and four horns. The
horns are  not  there  to  ram,  but  to  defend our  peop le  when the t ime
wi l l  come for  the sky to fa l l  down.  Though many in  Azmaran today
be l ieve  d i f fe ren t ly .  The new Khan Ugdash Bat ra  is  ca l l ing  fo r  a  new
Yez id ,  t u rn ing  a l l  o f  Yez idÕs  d i v i ne  a t t r i bu tes  to  h i s  own  needs .
Bat ra  i s  exp lo r ing  a  new,  more  war - l i ke  message in  the  s ta tu re  o f  our
beloved God and I  worry about i t .  Aghabar was very much l ike Batra.Ó

ÒI see what  you mean,Ó said Gal tar ,  th ink ing over  h is  own p ic ture
o f  t h e  g o d Õ s  p r e s e n c e  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  l i v e s  o f  a l l
Ga lds .  He never  ac tua l l y  thought  o f  i t  much,  fo r  Ga ld  was  there ,
a lways s i t t ing  on h is  th rone,  lean ing on h is  long hand led hammer  Tar .
H e  w a s  t h e r e  a s  a  p r o t e c t i v e  b u t  s t r i c t  f a t h e r - f i g u r e ,  b e t t e r  t o  o b e y .
ÒWel l ,  maybe Gald uses his hammer more for  i ron-craf t ,  but  he
cer ta in ly  could smash the heads of  h is  enemies i f  he needed to ,Ó sa id
G a l t a r  a t  l a s t .

ÒOh rea l ly ,Ó sa id  Ka id .  ÒThen le t  me te l l  you that  Yez id  cou ld
prod anyone wi th  h is  horns ,  too .  Yez id  can run even fas ter  than
anyth ing  on  two legs  and see fa r ther  w i th  h is  th ree  eyes  then those
wi th  two,Ó he  looked a t  Ga l ta r  w i th  a  phony  i rony ,  cha l leng ing  h im.
Then both warr iors  laughed loudly .

Ò I  d i s l i ke  l ong  f a rewe l l s  my  f r i end ,  and  t h i s  one  t h rea tens  t o
become one,Ó said Kaid.

ÒYezid upon you, Kaid!Ó

ÒGald upon your paths, Galtar!Ó

Chapter Nineteen

Naked Sword

I

Gal tar  marched swi f t ly  a longside the lake,  which wound smooth ly  in
the shape of  a  s leeping snake.  The c lear  water  a l lowed sunrays to
r e a c h  t h e  b o t t o m ,  r i c h  w i t h  l i f e .  F i s h  o f  a l l  s i z e s  w e r e  t r o l l i n g
among the stones and grass. A high forest surrounded the lake. Among
the many b i rch and p ine t rees,  massive boulders lay between the t ree
roo ts .  Here  and  the re ,  w i l l ows  hung  over  the  wa te r  l eav ing  the i r  l azy
l imbs  to  f l oa t  on  the  c lean  and  qu ie t  su r face  o f  t he  wa te r .  F rom the
other bank, hidden behind a rock, someone was watching the Galdian.



Two eyes f lamed behind a dark vei l .  Those were eyes of a widow who
jus t  spo t ted  the  k i l l e r  o f  he r  husband .  She  tu rned  to  the  o rc  Cap ta in
behind her.

ÒI  want  h is  head on my lap ,  Durgmak.  Then I  w i l l  he lp  you get  r id
of  Kaid,Ó said the woman quiet ly ;  eyes red wi th sorrow and abhorrence.

ÒAt your service Hanim of Vermek Yezid, (Woman of YezidÕs Hand)Ó
sa id  Capta in  Durgmak and gave a  s ign  to  h is  four  l ieu tenants  to  fo l low
him.

ÒNo fool ish decis ions anymore,Ó Galtar spoke to himself .  He had
dec ided  no t  to  rush  in to  danger  aga in  by  t rave l ing  a lone .  I t  wou ld  be
be t te r  t o  reun i t e  w i t h  h i s  f r i ends ,  so  t ha t  t oge the r  t hey  m igh t  come
up  w i th  a  p lan  to  f ree  AnayaÕs  sou l .  A f te r  a l l ,  Sk i ra ,  U lda  and
Aghabar  had  a l ready  pa id  the  p r i ce .  Sa t i s f ied  w i th  th i s  conc lus ion ,  he
f e l t  a  n e w  s t r e n g t h  f l o w i n g  i n  h i s  v e i n s .  A  j o l l y  w h i s t l e  c a m e  o u t
f rom h is  l i ps  as  he  wa lked ;  then  he  s topped  to  take  a  gu lp  f rom h is
water -sk in  and crouched down to  cool  h is  neck and the face in  the
l a k e .  S u d d e n l y ,  i n  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  l a k e ,  h e  n o t i c e d  a  f l o c k  o f
b i rds  f l y ing  up  and away in  the  d i rec t ion  he  jus t  come.  From across
the  lake ,  rus t l ing  sound o f  bushes cou ld  be  heard .  He s t i f fened and
his  eyes quick ly  examined the area.  There,  a  deer  was running,
f r i gh tened .

ÒI am surrounded,Ó swung through his mind and he pul led out his
sword and in  three jumps reached the top of  a  rock.  He crouched,
gaz ing  to  the  no r th ,  sou th ,  then  nor th  aga in  shad ing  h is  eyes  w i th  h i s
hand. Nothing yet .  A menacing s i lence. He jumped back to the ground,
prompt ly  lay ing  h is  ear  on  the  grass .  Now he heard  i t :  the  uneven
stomp of  many feet  in a great  haste.  They were coming f rom north and
south,  so he sprung away f rom the lake,  towards the east  and ran.  He
was running through the forest  and could hear them screeching and
how l i ng  a f t e r  h im .  He  was  f as te r  s t i l l ,  bu t  how  l ong  cou ld  he  run  l i ke
this? Many thoughts swarmed in his head: What should he do? Should he
stand and f ight? Maybe,  but  against  how many? More than f i f ty ,  he was
sure  o f  tha t .  Shou ld  he c l imb a  t ree? No,  they would  smel l  h im and
tear  the  t ree  down.  Cou ld  he  d ig  h imse l f  a  ho le  to  h ide  in?  There  was
no t ime to  d ig  anyth ing deep enough.  Just  run.

RUN!  Ga l ta r  reached  a  l i t t l e  h i l l  and  c l imbed  up ,  b rea th ing  ha rd ,
h is  face  f rom the  rush ing  b lood.  He leaned on a  ba lk .  On the  ra ised
grassy ground before h im he spot ted three large co lumn- l ike s tones.
They were gravestones,  tw ice h is  he ight ,  erec ted on a  c i rc le  made of
t i led  rocks .  Remnants  o f  anc ien t  t imes -  the  th ree  s tones  had s tood
there for  hundreds,  maybe thousands of  years.  Their  posi t ion reminded
h im o f  a  s tory ,  wh ich  he once heard  f rom A i t r i ,  about  th ree w ise  men
d iscuss ing  in f in i t y  and  dea th .  Moss  c l imbed the i r  edges  par t l y
cover ing  the  rune  carv ings .  They  were  s t i l l  readab le .  On the  inner
s i d e  o f  t h e  f i r s t  s t o n e  w a s  w r i t t e n :  

Be merc i fu l  to  those

who are merciless 



and thou g iven shal l  be 

t h e  g r e a t e s t  s w o r d  o f  a l l ,

which wi l l  s lay any enemy.

The runes on the second stone read:

Be naked in  bat t le

and thou g iven shal l  be 

the armor of  venerate,  he lm and sh ie ld

tha t  no  mor ta l  can  penet ra te .

On the third gravestone, these words had been engraved:

Be the one who leads and bears 

those who cannot walk or see

a n d  a  s t a l l i o n  t h a t  f l i e s

w i l l  b e  t h e  t r i b u t e  p a i d  t o  t h e e .

The screeching and growling sounds got louder. The headhunters
were approaching the hi l l ,  marching in four columns. He watched them
coming and what  he saw d is t ressed h im in tense ly .  I t  was not  fear ,
however ,  fo r  he  had le f t  fear  beh ind  in  the  Snow Mounta ins .  I t  was  the
shock of  something never seen before.  Of  course,  he had seen orcs,  but
he had never  seen or  heard of  an orc wie ld ing anyth ing more than a
club. His eyes had probably caught them in the camp before the Azmaran
set t lement ,  but  a t  the t ime he had been preoccup ied wi th  thoughts  o f
h is  own surv iva l .  These orcs  wore  cha in -mai l  and  i ron  he lmets ,  a l l
shaped  to  f i t  t he i r  s tu rdy  heads .  They  came in  fou r  d i sc ip l i ned
columns,  which was unusual  for  orcs who were typical ly  unruly  and
chaot ic .  This is  what Ugdash Batra and Aghabar had done, prepar ing for
the  new expans ion to  the  west :  they  had taught  the  orcs  tac t ics  and
f igh t ing  techn iques.  They had g iven them armor  and too ls  and sk i l l s
advanced enough that the orcs could now bui ld their own weapons. Each
of  the four  co lumns numbered for ty  orcs,  armed wi th wide sabers,
spears and maces. Their leaders swung their  two and three headed
f l a i l s ,  g r i n n i n g ,  b o o s t i n g  t h e  c o u r a g e  o f  t h e i r  s o l d i e r s  w i t h  w i l d
barks.  Thei r  capta in c l imbed before them. He was hal fway f rom the top
when he  s topped,  look ing  a t  Ga l ta r  who s tood in  f ron t  o f  the
gravestones.



ÒThis  i s  i t !Ò  sa id  the  o rc  cap ta in .  ÒYou choose  th is  o ld  g rave  to
be your own!Ó

Galtar  looked down at  h im, hardly understanding what the captainÕs
nonhuman voice had proclaimed. He was about twenty steps away from
him.  Ga l ta r  cou ld  bare ly  see  h is  eyes .

ÒYes,Ó shouted Galtar.  ÒThis is where I  have decided to die,Ó he
said,  suddenly assured that  what  he spoke was the t ruth.  He was going
to  d ie  here .  That  was h is  dec is ion  and he was not  bo thered by  i t .  On
the cont rary  -  a  ca lm rage began to  grow ins ide h im.  He shor t ly  eyed
a t  the  g raves tones  beh ind  h im.  A t  the  o ther  s ide  o f  the  s tones ,  a
horseman stood. Not one who would help him in the upcoming batt le,  but
one who had come to claim his human soul. The Death Messenger. No
face,  no eyes,  no sound.  Gal tar  looked a t  the horse.  No eyes,  no
whinny,  no snor ts .

The  s t i l l ness  o f  dea th .

Ò I f  t h i s  i s  t he  w i l l  o f  Ga ldÉÓ he  tu rned  to  t he  o rc  cap ta in ,  ÒSo
be  i t !Ó

T h e  c a p t a i n  r a i s e d  h i s  f i s t .  T h e  o r c  l i e u t e n a n t s  q u i e t e d  t h e i r
no isy  so ld ie rs .  Soon,  the  on ly  sound was tha t  o f  the  w ind howl ing
through the gravestones.  ÒBe nakedÉ in bat t leÉÓ Gal tar  thought of  the
runes.  The orc captain was watching his prey.  And then,  something
st range happened.  Someth ing that  on ly  the mind of  a  t rue warr ior  could
grasp .  The  man on  the  h i l l  pu t  away  h is  sh ie ld .  He  took  o f f  the  a rmor
and armle ts  tha t  Ka id  has  g iven  h im.  He took  h is  c lo thes  o f f  and
n e a t l y  s t a c k e d  i t  a l l  o n t o  t h e  s h i e l d .  H e  h e l d  t h e  s a b e r ,  t h e  l o n g
curved blade he had been given. He had never used such a weapon
before.

ÒYou should drop your sword too.  No use f ight ing.  You have only
one blade, and we have many,Ó said the Captain.

Ga l t a r  s t ood ,  up r i gh t ,  naked ,  h i s  ha i r  f l u t t e red  on  t he  w ind .  He
gazed above the orc captainÕs head, past his army and down into the
va le ,  beyond the  fo res t ,  and in to  h is  memor ies .  From there ,  the  vo ice
o f  A i r t i  f l o a t e d  u p  t o  h i s  e a r s ,  r e m i n d i n g  h i m  o f  t h e  o l d  s a y i n g .  H e
extended h is  arm, in  which every muscle twi tched bulg ing and the b lood
rushed  i n to  h i s  ve ins  l i ke  a  w i l d  t o r ren t .  He  wh i spe red :

Ò I t  i s  n o t  t h e  s w o r d  t h a t  f i g h t s  t h e  b a t t l e  b u t  t h e  h e a r t  t h a t
beats in a hero brave.Ó Then a pr imeval  war cry rose up f rom the naked
man ;  bu rs t i ng  ou t  o f  h i s  t h roa t ,  r umb l i ng  the  a i r ,  shak ing  the  g round ,
tearing the sky: ÒIT IS NOT THE SWORD THAT FIGHTS THE BATTLE BUT THE
HEART THAT BEATS IN A HERO BRAVE!Ó

The vis ion of  a bare bodied human male chal lenging them with a
b lade  in  h i s  hand  d rove  the  o rcs  l i v i d  w i th  ba t t l e - rage .  They  cha rged ,
screaming, shaking in ecstasy. And he rushed towards them, running
across  the  s lope ,  down,  to  s lay  and  to  be  s la in .  He  sprung  up  in  the
a i r ;  open ing  h is  a rms to  embrace death ,  th roa t  open to  d r ink  b lood,
eyes  w ide  to  see  he l l .  Fa l l i ng ,  swoop ing  down l i ke  an  eag le ,  h is  saber



c la imed the  cap ta in  f i r s t .  He  ran  down,  sudden ly  mov ing  as ide ,  sw i f t l y
a t t ack ing  an  o rc  l i eu tenan t .  Ha l f  consc ious ,  ha l f  i n  t r ance  he  was .
Now the mace of  a fa l len enemy was in  Gal tarÕs le f t ,  and the saber
g r i pped  i n  t he  r i gh t  hand .  The  b lade  was  f l a i l i ng  ove r  t he  i r on -p i ked
bal l  of  h is mace. He wielded i t  madly and his mace was slamming and
crash ing  a  sh ie ld ,  he lmet ,  a rm,  head,  b lade,  leg ,  a rm aga in ,  he lm
again,  head again -  and again -  and many,  many t imes an eye,  a  throat ,
a boneÉ The saber and the mace became his arms; his fangs Ð sharp
daggers .  Every  o f  h is  s t r i kes  was wor th  th ree  b lows,  every  one o f  the
b lows  c l a imed  a  l i f e ,  and  eve ry  l i f e  c l a imed  fed  h i s  r age  w i t h  a
b i za r re  j oy .  Demon ic  f i r e  b lazed  i n  h i s  eyes .

Then suddenly, surrounded by numerous orcs who wanted nothing less
than  to  r i p  h im apar t ,  Ga l ta r  l os t  h i s  g round .  The  who le  o rc  pack
began  to  ro l l  w i t h  h im  down  in to  t he  va l l ey  -  a  g ian t  wave  o f  bod ies ,
war cr ies and screams. They were pushing him, charging over and over,
whi le  he hacked and s lashed at  them, madly wie ld ing h is  b lade,  which
seemed to be everywhere at  once.  The f ight  carved a beast ly  gr in deep
in to  h is  face and he looked even more f r igh ten ing than the
b lood th i rs ty  ba t t le -o rcs .  Gore  spa t te red  h is  bodyÉ

I I

He was hacking and s lashing at  them madly,  yet  strength was s lowly
fad ing f rom h is  musc les.  He wie lded h is  b lade again and again,  red
w i th  b lood ,  ye t  a f t e r  soon  i t  l os t  i t s  sha rpness  and  was  no  l onge r
dead ly .  H is  weapon f lew less  and less  around h im,  on ly  in  f ron t  and a t
t he  s i des .  The  beas t l y  g r i n  ca rved  i n to  h i s  f ace  t u rned  i n to  t he  g r im
face  o f  t ime ,  su f fe r ing  w i th  no  end .  He  was  f i gh t ing  w i th  more
fe roc i t y  than  the  b lood th i r s ty  ba t t l e -o rcs ,  bu t  numbness  assa i led  h im.
His  eyes  roamed,  look ing  fo r  another  ta rge t ,  when sudden ly ,  he  fe l t  a
te r r i b le  b low tha t  b roke  h i s  l e f t  shou lde r .  He  was  aware  o f  h i s  a rm
separa t ing  f rom h is  body but  no  rea l  pa in  came.  I t  go t  worse .  A  spear
prodded h is  chest ,  a  mace broke h is  sku l l  and a saber  cut  h is  hand.  He
witnessed the lacerat ion of his own body. Then, who was this? Who was
t h i s  t h a t  f l o a t e d  a r o u n d  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  i t  h a d  a  b o d y  o f  i t s  o w n ?
Death came.  The death of  the body;  but  what  is  go ing on in  h is  mind?

ÒWhat is going on in your mind?Ó asked the man without a voice -
The Death Messenger.

ÒYou want the answer? Do you really want the answer, you
nothingness, you empt inessÉ Here is the answer that  I  have had ready
for you for as long as I  can remember!Ó shouted Galtar awakening from
the hor rendous rever ie  to  wh ich  the  bat t le  had dr iven h im.  Wi th  one
great  swing,  he hewed the head of  the Death Messenger.  Wi th th is ,  h is
saber  broke a t  i ts  base and remained s tuck  in  the ground together  w i th
t h e  d a r k  s k u l l  o f  t h e  c r e a t u r e .

Gore spat tered h is  body,  spout ing out  f rom the i r  broken snouts
whi le  he  lacera ted h is  enemy. . .

He had ki l led many. The murky bodies were so densely mounted, wide
around,  that  no ground could be seen.  Some were st i l l  s tammering,
badly wounded - the gruesome pi le resembled a colossal sea-monster



tw i tch ing  in  i t s  te rmina l  pa in .  Remain ing  orcs  s tood down be fore  h im,
gasp ing .  A las ,  no  s t rength  was  le f t  in  h im.  The n igh tmare  o f  h is  own
death over took h is  soul .  But  who had been f ight ing in  h is  s tead? Who
had wielded his body whi le he was experiencing his own death?

ÒAm I a demon or a man?Ó he thought and then shouted: ÒWho the
hel l  I  am?Ó

ÒYou are a man of  enormous st rength and wi l l ,Ó said the last
capta in  o f  the  orcs .  ÒBut  we have beat  you a t  las t .  The pr ice  was
h igh ,  bu t  your  dea th  i s  go ing  to  be  cer ta in  now.Ó

Suddenly,  a shadow covered them al l .  Something l ike a g iant  eagle
came down from the clouds. Great wings f lapped above him and the
c r e a t u r e  u t t e r e d  a  c r y  t h a t  m a d e  a l l  o f  t h e  o r c s  h a l t  a n d  g r o w  s t i f f .
The orc captain stepped back in fear.  A dragon-swan landed beside
Gal tar .  A whi te  teardrop g l immered between i ts  great  eyes.

ÒTear? My takanÉÓ murmured Galtar with disbelief.

Chapter Twenty

Naroxa

Large,  long horns hung over  h is  ye l lowish eyes.  He was the o ldest
of the demons in Naroxa as was commonly known to be a Vrag

Ph i losopher ,  the  ass igned teacher  and  persona l  guard ian  o f  l i t t l e
Volos,  the son of  lord-demon Eseveles and h is  wi fe  Anputa,  the

jackal-head queen of  the Anubis.

ÒWe are l iv ing in  the dark,Ó spoke Vrag Phi losopher and h is  voice
echoed before diminishing into the shadows. ÒOur home is this deep
abyss, the yawning emptiness of mother-blackness.Ó

His  appren t i ce ,  l i t t l e  Vo los  l ooked  ove r  the  edge ,  down in to
abyss, amused.

ÒThe red radiance is looming f rom below,Ó said the boy.  ÒDoes i t
come f rom the  f i re  tha t  gave  b i r th  to  the  wor ld?Ó

ÒThe rosy redness that  you see,  f resh and br ight  l i ke  your  young
skin,  comes f rom hel l .Ó

ÒHell? What is that place?Ó

ÒCome with me,Ó the teacher gave him his hand. ÒI wi l l  show you
wha t  k i nd  o f  a  p l ace  he l l  i s .Ó

Together,  they walked to a boat,  which was long and narrow and
made of  numerous skeleta l  hands that  gr ipped each other  in  a b izarre
cobweb of  bones.  The boat  crawled on the l i fe less water ,  through the
tunne l s  t ha t  wen t  s l ow ly  down  i n  l ong  sp i ra l i ng  c i r c l es .  On  the i r  way ,
t hey  passed  t he  f i ve  ha l l s  o f  he l l .  The  f i r s t  one  was  t he  ÒHa l l  o f
Noise and Relent less CriesÓ. There, people were extract ing screams
from each otherÕs throats,  reaching wi th bare hands into eachothersÕ
mouths.  They were pu l l ing out  s t r ips  o f  smoky mat ter ,  wh ich they then
fas tened onto  a  long,  th in  need le .  Wi th  the  need le ,  each one p ierced



his  own ear  pa in fu l ly  and deeply .  The boy demon s t i r red.

ÒWhy are they doing that?Ó asked the boy.

ÒI t  makes i t  easy to ext ract  the scream out  again,Ó answered the
teacher.  ÒThey are prompted by an immense need to feel  the pain,
because  o f  t he  l i f e  t ha t  t hey  chose  t o  l i ve  be fo re  -  caus ing  pa in  t o
others.  Therefore,  they have to  spend some t ime wi th  us and pay for
w h a t  t h e y  d i d .  E a c h  o f  t h e s e  h a l l s  i s  f i l l e d  b y  t h e s e  k i n d s  o f
creatures.  The major i ty  of  them come f rom the realm of  humans.  But ,
you  can see many races  here ,  even fa i r ies  and e lves ,  a l though i t  i s
v e r y  r a r e  f o r  t h o s e  r a c e s  t o  f a l l  t h i s  d e e p .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s  o u r  j o b  t o
keep a steady stream of souls f lowing down here.Ó

They padd led  the  boat  by  the  res t  four  ha l l s  -  n igh tmares  sea led
wi th  unbearab le  horror .  As he watched the sou ls  tor tur ing themselves,
Vo los  was  g rea t l y  d i s t r essed .  He  f e l t  as  i f  he  h imse l f  was  f a l l i ng
in to  the  da rk  abyss  o f  so r row,  toge the r  w i th  o the rs .

ÒIs that a compassion you feel,  Volos?Ò asked Vrag.

ÒI donÕt know,Ó answered the boy, thinking. ÒMaybe. I  feel
strange.Ó

ÒCursed by ignorance they are,  Volos,  by the ignorance they
adored.  They never wanted to be awaken, they turned bl ind and deaf  to
The Knowledge and they thought of themselves as perfect.  And as
per fec t  as  they  though t  they  were ,  they  be l ieved  they  have  r igh t  to
j udge  and  r i gh t  t o  k i l l .  So  t h i s  i s  wha t  t hey  dese rve .Ó

ÒWil l  they have to  s tay here forever?Ó Asked Volos.  ÒI  mean,  wi l l
they ever pass on into some better  existence?Ó

ÒWel l  asked,  c lever  boy .  Once they  pass  th rough a l l  f i ve  o f  the
ha l l s ,  they  can  be  born  aga in  in  the  upper  wor lds ,  l i ke  Rank  o r  Xa ,
bu t  we  t r y  to  keep  them here ,  reborn  as  one  o f  us ,  i n  the  wor ld  o f
Naroxa.Ó

ÒOne of us? Can they choose what they real ly want,  eventual ly?Ó

Vrag now paused, looking down at the surface of  the water:  ÒCan
they choose? Hmmm.Ó

Li t t le  Vo los  was  no t  sure  i f  h is  teacher  does  no t  know the  answer ,
wh ich  wou ld  be  s t range ,  o r  he  s imp ly  t r i ed  to  avo id  i t .  So  the  boy
con t inued ,  po in t ing  towards  the  las t  ha l l :  Ò I  mean ,  once  they  pass  a l l
o f  t he  ha l l s ,  t hey  may  be  f r ee  t o  go  back .  I f  t hey  choose  to  do  so ,
weÕl l  be  gone,  ex t inc t ,  r igh t?Ò

ÒWell ,Ó says Vrag bending his large horns upon the boy, ÒSince
there  is  so  much t reachery  and ev i l -do ings on the sur face,  we do not
have to  worry  much about  keeping our  ha l ls  fu l l .  Wi th  the way people
l ive nowadays, more and more demons are coming to l i fe, making ready
our  day o f  f ina l  t r iumph.  The upper  rea lms wi l l  be  swept  away before
our  god,  qu i te  s imple.Ó



The boat  reached a large plateau and a great ,  heavy door opened in
f ront  o f  them wi th  a  long drawn screech.  ÒHere we are  a t  las t .  Your
parents  are  wa i t ing  fo r  you.Ó

The teacher  and h is  apprent ice  walked onto  a  gran i te  p la t form,
then up  across  a  w ide  s ta i rway  to  the  ga l le ry  wh ich  looked ou t  on to  a
g r e a t  g a t h e r i n g  h a l l .  F r o m  t h e r e ,  s i x  h u n d r e d  a n d  s i x t y  s i x  p i l l a r s  o f
ga rgan tuan  s i ze  sc raped  h igh ,  ho ld ing  the  l i v id  ce i l i ngs  o f  Naroxa .
D im ly  l i t ,  on l y  a  dozen  o f  t hem were  v i s ib le  to  the i r  eyes .  They  were
a l l  r i ch l y  ca rved ,  and  the  f i r s t  s i x  he ld  the  images  o f  Judgmen t  Day
on the i r  bases :  Peop le  look ing  in  hor ro r  a t  g ian t  waves  o f  wate r  and
f i r e ,  m o t h e r s  c a r r y i n g  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  v i l l a g e r s  t r y i n g  t o  p r o t e c t
the i r  l i ves tock  i n  va in ,  t he  sky  pou r ing  heavy  ra in  and  ea r th  gap ing .  

On the upper balcony, Lord Eseveles and his wife Amputa were
s i t t i n g  i n  t h e i r  h i g h  t h r o n e s ,  r e a d y  t o  r e v i e w  t h e  t r o o p s  t h a t  w o u l d
soon march through the hal l ,  down before them. Thei r  marr iage uni ted,
f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  h i s t o r y ,  t h e  t w o  l a r g e s t  c l a n s  o f  t h e
underwor ld,  Anubi  and Demons,  in to one army.  The union was st i l l  not
per fec t  o r  comp le te ,  bu t  th rough  la rge-sca le  jo in t  exerc ises  p rogress
was being made. Two thousand Anubi jackal-heads marched in four
co lumns .  The i r  f u r  g l i s t ened ,  l i t  a s  i t  was  by  many  f i r es  t ha t  bu rned
f rom the  g rea t  p i l l a rs  a long  the  ha l l .  They  showed  the i r  wh i te  fangs
proudly,  s tepping to the beat  of  the drums. Beside the columns marched
a drummer,  a  s tandard-bearer ,  a  horn b lower ,  and f ive  capta ins wi th
the i r  l eader .  Then ,  i n  the  s im i la r  fo rmat ion ,  two  thousand  red-sk inned
demons entered the ha l l .  Horned and wi th  fur ry ,  muscular  legs,  they
marched,  the i r  hoofs  s t r ik ing as  one.  Fo l lowing them,  three mass ive
demonic vanguards stepped to the front. Great hoofs drummed, heavy and
fur ry  legs  s t radd led .  The i r  g igant ic  to rsos  and immense ly  s t rong arm
musc les  loomed as  v i r i l e  bu l l s  sk inned  to  the  naked  f lesh .  The i r
m i g h t y  t a i l s ,  r e d  s l i t  e y e s  a n d  h o r n s  w e r e  r e a d y  t o  d r i l l  a n d  k i l l .  O n
the i r  w ide  g i rd les ,  f ie ry  scourges  reposed,  th ree  heads  on  each .

ÒImpressive,Ó cheered Amputa. ÒWhen are they going to take command
o f  t he i r  o r c  un i t s?Ó

ÒSoon,Ó answered Eseveles.  ÒI  am st i l l  wai t ing for  Sk i ra  to
arr ive.  The Azmarans have t ra ined orcs long enough.  I  am sure they are
ready  to  j o i n  us ,  so  we  can  advance  the i r  sk i l l s  f u r t he r  more  to  ou r
needs .  These  t h ree  e l i t e  o f f i ce rs  w i l l  t ake  good  ca re  o f  i t .Ó  The
fanfares now became louder and the drumbeat stronger:  The black l ions
wa lked  in .  There  were  s ix ty -s ix  o f  them,  sadd led  and  b r id led .  On the i r
backs,  long-haired demons,  c loaked in red,  rode armed wi th long spears
and l ion -head i ron  sh ie lds .  Beh ind  them,  f i ve  more  l ions  en te red .
These f ive were much bigger than the others; they were red-maned
Ogna-beasts.  Thei r  manes were smolder ing,  ready to burst  in to wi ld
combust ion .  Walk ing  grace fu l l y ,  unbr id led ,  they  passed the  ga l le ry .
Beside each walked a sorcerer,  three men and two women - high pr iests
o f  the  Red Tr iang le ,  d ressed in  over -embel l i shed,  dark ly  red  and b lack
garments .  A f te r  them,  the  f i res  a t  the  en t rance were  ex t ingu ished by  a
cold  wind that  ro l led down f rom the gate.  Emerg ing f rom the darkness,
snow f lu r r ied  ins ide and a  gray ish  shapes came for th  a t  the  gates .  The
icy sur faces of  the helmets and armor sh immered.  Thei r  faces were l ike



skul ls  o f  ice.  They rode on komias,  mares of  the winter-mounta inÕs
n igh ts ;  mares  o f  w indÕs dead ly  ch i l l .

ÒLook at them, Amputa,Ó exclaimed Eseveles and stood up exuding a
great  conf idence.  ÒThese are the only  ones prepared and ready fu l ly  to
m y  t a s t e ,  d e a r .  I  a m  s t i l l  w a i t i n g  f o r  m o r e .  T h e  d r a g o n  w i l l  j o i n  u s
soon ,  as  w i l l  t he  Gob l i n  k i ng .  The  so rce re rs  o f  f i r e  a re  b r i ng ing  more
good news about our al l ies among the people of Azmaran too. Our t ime
is coming.Ó

Anputa took her husbandÕs hand: ÒWhat a mighty army you have
gathered,  my dear .Ó She then took her  sonÕs l i t t le  hand in  hers .
ÒNobody can beat  such an army. Freedom and contro l ,  eternal  l i fe ,  are
these not  the fee l ings you have whi le  watch ing th is  parade,  Volos my
son?Ó

ÒWhat about the sword?Ó asked the boy. He was a half-breed; a
clever creature who possessed his motherÕs head and the horns and tai l
o f  h i s  f a t h e r .  Y e t ,  h i s  w i t  w a s  s o m e t h i n g  e x c e p t i o n a l ,  a  f a c t  h i s
teacher  had  no t i ced  f rom the  beg inn ing .  Th is  was  no t  the  f i r s t  t ime
that  her  son had asked a  quest ion that  the adu l ts  o f  Naroxa had had to
answer  w i th  cau t ion ,  th ink ing  tw ice  be fo re  g i v ing  the i r  answer .  Th is
t ime however ,  h is  mother  d id  not  th ink  about  the answer ,  for  she was
ra the r  t roub led  by  the  ma t te r .

ÒThe sword? What sword you are talking about, Volos?Ó she asked,
l ook ing  a t  he r  on l y  son  w i th  ca re .

ÒThe  one  tha t  can  k i l l  us  a l l ,  as  the  s to ry  says ,Ó  sa id  the  boy
look ing at  h is  motherÕs eyes.  Even h is  ch i ld ish mind could recognize
the  ab rup t  f l a re  i n  t hem -  a  m i x tu re  o f  f ea r  and  wo r r y .

ÒThere is  no such sword,  my ch i ld ,Ó she sa id,  t ry ing to  sound
per fec t ly  ca lm.  But  when she sa id  no,  i t  was the ÒoÓ that  t rembled a
m o m e n t ,  a s  a  y e l l o w  l e a f  i n  t h e  e a r l y  a u t u m n  j u s t  b e f o r e  i t  f a l l s  t o
the ground. Eseveles hunched forward,  tak ing the boyÕs t iny shoulders
in  h is  hands :

ÒThat  i s  the  s to ry  about  the  end  o f  the  o ld  wor ld ,  r igh t?Ó asked
the fa ther  demon,  but  Anputa in ter rupted h im qu ick ly ,  her  words
t rampl ing  each o ther :  ÒThat  i s  on ly  a  s to ry ,  more  l i ke  a  legendÉ
someth ing that  is  imagined.Ó She d id  not  want  her  ch i ld  to  be bothered
by  such  a  t e r r i b l e  sub jec t ,  one  tha t  cou ld  poss ib l y  g row  i n to  a  g rea t
fear .  She knew how sensi t ive l i t t le  Volos was.  Her  husband stopped
h e r .  H e  t h o u g h t  d i f f e r e n t l y .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  E s e v e l e s ,  i f  h i s  s o n  i s
ask ing  someth ing  tha t  ser ious ,  then he deserves  an honest  rep ly .  I t
can  be  answered  d i rec t l y ,  as  the  Lord  wou ld  p re fe r ,  o r  cau t ious ly  as
the  mother  wou ld ,  though in  bo th  cases  i t  must  be  the  t ru th .  The
father  spoke to  h is  son:  ÒThe sword you are ask ing about  is  broken,
bu t  we take  good care  o f  i t s  shards .  You shou ld  know tha t  par t  o f  the
s t o r y  t h e n ,  t o o .  T h e  o n l y  t h i n g  t h a t  m a y  b o t h e r  y o u r  l i t t l e  i m p i s h
mind  i s  tha t  you  cannot  see  i t .Ó

ÒFather ,  I  have a l ready seen i t .Ó



ÒNo, you did not.Ó

ÒI  have he ld  i t  in  my hands ,  fa ther .Ó

ÒYou are making this up, arenÕt you?Ó Eseveles quickly eyed her
wi fe ,  lower ing h is  mighty  horns.  She was shak ing,  for  she knew her  son
w e l l .

ÒNo,Ó sa id  the  boy .  ÒI  t r i cked the  guards ;  I  snuck  in  and took  a
qu ick  look .  Come what  may ,  I  cou ld  no t  res is t  i tÉ  so  I  he ld  the  shards
shor t ly .Ó

Ò W e l l ,  m y  s o n ,  I  h a v e  j u s t  c a u g h t  y o u  i n  a  l i e .  I f  y o u  d i d  t h a t ,
you  wou ld  have  fa l l en  s i ck .  Very  s i ck .  And  i f  you  had  touched  i t ,  you
would have died. Those heroic demons who brought the shards down here
f rom the  bo t tom o f  the  sea  d ied  soon  a f te rwards ,  fo r  tha t  sword  i s  a
Demon Slayer .  That  is  why we keep i t  here,  locked up so wel l .Ó

Ò T h a t  i s  e x a c t l y  w h a t  I  a m  t r y i n g  t o  s a y ,  f a t h e r .  F i r s t l y ,  i t  w a s
no t  l ocked  up  we l l  enough  because  I  reached  i t .  And  I  d id  t ouch  i t .  I
mean ,  I  cou ld  no t  he lp  myse l fÉ  and  t hen  I  expec ted  t o  f a l l  s i ck ,  ye t  I
did notÉÓ

Eseve les  s ta red  to  the  b r igh t  red -go ld  eyes  o f  h i s  boy .  To  h i s
deep shock,  he could only  read one word in  them: Truth.

The Demon now rose, crying out loudly: ÒGUARDS!Ó

ÒYes master!Ó

ÒGathe r  a l l  you r  so ld ie rs ,  qu i ck l y !Ó  A l l  p resen t  s tood  i n  s i l ence
for a bit .  ÒWhat happened?Ó Asked one of the red sorcerers. ÒThe sword
has been s to len!Ó Shouted another  one,  l i f t ing  h is  hands up.

ÒButÉ but the shards we have are locked awayÉÓ

ÒThose are fake! The real  one has been stolen. Cal l  the damn
GUAAAARDS!Ó The LordÕs voice drummed throughout the great corridors.

Chapter Twenty-one

Lenen She

I

Foamy waves  s t re tched  a fa r ,  t rave l ing  to  the  eas t  to  g ree t  the
r is ing  sun.  Two seagu l ls  screeched above,  ca l l ing  to  each o ther ,
c i r c l i n g  i n  t h e i r  s e a r c h  f o r  f i s h .  G r e a t  w i n g s  d i s t u r b e d  t h e  b i r d s ,
c l imb ing up f rom beh ind the  waves.  I t  seemed as  i f  the  un inv i ted
creature was coming out  f rom the deep blue sea.  The takan f lew across
the water ,  th rough the c lear  sky  o f  a  new dawn.

The w ind  qu ie ted  and the  takan  s l id  lower .  Now i t  was  f l y ing  c lose
to  the water  aga in ,  a lmost  touch ing the waves.  As i f  made f rom the
whi te  sea- f ro th ,  dense c louds f loa ted on the  sur face fa r  away.  The
dragon-swan turned s l ight ly  towards them. Soon the long whi te s t reaks
of  the  mis t  -  hands o f  count less  sea-ghosts  -  ex tended fo rward  to



embrace the r ider .  They entered the whi teness and suddenly the th ick
foggy  mass  was  a l l  tha t  Ga l ta r  cou ld  see .  Ye t ,  the  takan  was  f l y ing
onward  sure ly .  Soon i t  l anded,  touch ing  the  g round,  runn ing  shor t l y  to
a  f i n a l  h a l t .

A l though the takan landed fu l ly  and s topped,  Gal tar  cou ld  not  see
the  g round  ye t .  He  wa i ted  a  b i t  un t i l  t he  fog  d i spersed .  Warm a i r
s ta r ted  to  ba the  h is  naked  body .  H is  takan  s tood  on  b r igh t  s i l ken
sand.  Before h im st re tched a forest  packed wi th  unusual  t rees such as
he  had  never  seen  be fo re .  A lmos t  every  t ree  was  r i ch  w i th  f ru i t s  in
b r igh t ,  warm co lo rs .

A s  h e  l o o k e d  b a c k  h e  f e l t  a  l i g h t  w i n d  b l o w i n g  i n  h i s  f a c e .  I t
ca r ryed  some s t range,  ye t  re f resh ing  scen t .  Rus t l ing  o f  the
t ree-crowns could be heard whi le  the p ic ture he saw caught  h im shor t
o f  b rea th .  Hundreds  o f  g l immers  j i t t e red  i n  t he  fo l i age .  The  sma l l
l igh ts  moved so l i ve ly  that  i t  seemed as i f  numerous go lden bees
scattered suddenly awakened.

ÒGald!Ó he shouted in amazement and climbed down from his winged
mare immediately.  ÒGolden apples!Ó the two words sl ipped off  his mouth
as he walked c loser .

ÒTake one, i f  you are hungry,Ó a new voice twinkled f rom
somewhere.  I t  sounded cheerfu l  and fami l iar  to h is  ears,  somewhat
s i s t e r l y .  He  t u rned  a round  i n  a  f u l l  c i r c l e .  The  vo i ce ,  me lod i c  and
so f t  seemed as  i f  was  coming  f rom everywhere .  Not  fa r ,  to  h is  r igh t ,
the sea waves f lowed onto the sand at a slow pace. ÒWhat a peace,Ó he
thought.

A s lender s i lhouette of  a woman shimmered in the distance.  The
m is t y  f i gu re  wa l ked  t owa rd  h im ,  s l ow  and  l i gh t ,  as  i f  g l i d i ng  on  t he
t i p  o f  t he  waves .  Soon ,  he r  con tou rs  t ook  a  f u l l ,  so l i d  shape .  He r
d ress  has  been  l i t  w i t h  an  unea r th l y  l i gh t  o f  wh i ch  Ga l t a r  cou ld  no t
f igure  out  the  source.  She was dressed in  a  ra inbow.  I t  was a lmost  as
i f  her presence was merely a mirror  of  her being somewhere else and
far,  in a heavenly place where no human ever stepped. Golden locks
were st rewn throughout  her  th ick hai r  which a lmost  reached the ground.
I t  rad ia ted.  Her  smooth  sk in  was o l ive  and t rans lucent .  Three green
jewels  shone in  the  top  o f  her  s l im c rown.  The two marb les  o f  her
eyes,  g l is tened peacefu l ly  beneath the gent le  curve o f  her  eyebrows.  A
p l a c i d  s m i l e  f l o a t e d  o n  h e r  l i p s .

ÒWelcome to the is land of  Arank,  Gal tar ,Ó she said.

ÒWho are you?Ó he asked, enchanted by her appearance.

ÒI am Lenen She, the green fairy-queen.Ó

He s tood speechless,  awe-s t ruck by the l ight  that  exuded f rom her .
Ins ide her  aura ,  a t  once he spot ted many t iny ,  w inged creatures ,  no
b igge r  t han  t he  t i p  o f  he r  f i nge r .  They  we re  f l y i ng  a round  he r  wa i s t .
Lenen She gave him her hand.

ÒCome with me,Ó she said. Bemused, he took her hand without
t h i n k i n g  a n d  l e t  h e r  l e a d  h i m  t o  t h e  f o r e s t .  A t  f i r s t ,  h i s  s e n s e  o f



d i rec t ions  was confused but  tha t  d id  no t  de ter  h im.  H is  mind was a t
peace and f ree.  Deep ins ide,  someth ing was te l l ing h im that  he can
bel ieve th is  woman. They walked on a narrow road,  among ta l l  b i rch
t rees .  A  f resh  a f te r - ra in  scen t  was  sp read ing .  The  song  o f  b i rds
ming led  in  the  b ranches ,  b lend ing  in to  one  un i f i ed  tone ,  l i ke  mus ic .
The melody was new to h im, yet  i t  sounded pleasant and dear and,  in
some unexplainable way, famil iar. A sweet daydream enwrapped his mind.

ÒWhat is this music Lenen She?Ó he asked.

ÒTh is  i s  the  mus ic  o f  Mother  Ear th ,Ó sa id  she ,  her  s i l ve ry  vo ice
f lowed as a fountain of  heavenly garden. She crouched and landed her
pa lm down,  touch ing  the  t ips  o f  the  g rass .  ÒI f  you  bend your  ear  to
the  g round ,  you  w i l l  hea r  i t  even  be t te r .Ó

He d id  as she sa id ,  s tooped and la id  h is  head on the grass.  And
lo !  The  mus ic  sprou ted  up ,  c l imb ing  the  f lower -pe ta ls .  Then,  the
me lody  was  sp read ing  f rom the i r  l i t t l e  c rowns ,  up  and  i n to  t he  a i r .
Then the  fa i ry  queen led  h im deeper  in to  the  fo res t .  Ye l low and red
leaves  f l u t te red  on  the  w ind ,  sw i r l i ng  a round  the i r  f ee t .  Above  them,
b ranches  in te r tw ined ,  fo rm ing  a  roo f .  A l l  on  the i r  pa th  and  th rough
the  t ree - roo f ,  sha f t s  o f  day l i gh t  decan ted  on  the  g round ,  p i ck ing  up
t h e  c o l o r s  o f  t h e  l e a v e s .  H e r e  a n d  t h e r e ,  b u t t e r f l i e s  f l e w ,  w h i l e  t h e
sun l igh t  shone th rough the i r  tender  w ings .  F rom f lower  to  f lower  they
m o v e d  l e a v i n g  c o l o r f u l  t r a c e s  i n  t h e  a i r .  T h e  r o a d  l e d  t o  a  l a k e ;  i t s
wa te r  c rys ta l - c lea r .  The  b r igh tness  o f  the  b lue  sky  spark led  on  the
sur face o f  the  lake.  The l igh t  descended th rough the  water ,  reach ing
a l l  the  way down.  Ga l ta r  cou ld  see the  s i l ver -g ray  pebb les  and p len ty
o f  co lo r fu l  p lan ts  a t  i t s  bo t tom.  There ,  f i sh  o f  many  s i zes  meandered
f ree l y .  Ac ross  t he  l ake ,  a  t a l l  wa te r f a l l  sp l ashed  down  i n to  t he  wa te r
wi th  the perpetua l  hum.  From i ts  foamy cur ta in ,  a  long ra inbow rose
up ,  and  van i sh ing  h igh  i n to  t he  sky .  A t  t he  b i r t hp lace  o f  t he  ra inbow,
two horses, white and snow-maned, stood. Each had a large horn that
p ro t ruded be tween the i r  ears ,  on  the  top  o f  the i r  p roud  heads .

ÒGald. . .  Unicorns!Ò excla imed Gal tar .  The unicorns looked at  the
two  v is i to rs  qu ick ly  then  con t inued  to  d r ink  f rom the  lake .  Lenen  She
spoke to him:

ÒYou have to swim and then dive through th is water fa l l .  Once you
a r e  b e h i n d  i t ,  y o u  w i l l  s e e  a  s h o r t  t u n n e l .  W a l k  t h r o u g h  i t  a n d  a t  t h e
o the r  end  you  w i l l  f i nd  you r  new  a t t i r e .  Take  i t ,  d ress  you rse l f  and
fo l low the  two un icorns .  They  w i l l  awa i t  you  there .Ó She ra ised  her
arm to Gal tarÕs forehead,  extending her  f ingers and making a subt le
movement  l i ke  a  sma l l  sea-wave .  Her  f i ngers  f l owed in  the  a i r  as  i f
she  we re  p lay ing  an  i nv i s i b l e  ha rp ,  and  he  f e l t  a  s t range  t i ng le
between the eyes. Her body vanished, leaving a green aura,  which
ascended,  fading in to the ra inbow high above Gal tarÕs head.  Gal tar  d id
as  she sa id .  He went  in to  the  lake and swam to  the  water fa l l .  He dove,
enduring the wal lop of  the slamming water and came up again on the
other s ide.  A smooth rock appeared before him. Several  gems twinkled,
st rewn about  i ts  edges.  As soon as he stepped on the ground,  a
fami l ia r  vo ice  came through the whoop o f  the  water fa l l  beh ind h im,
cal l ing h is  name.  ÒGal tar .Ó He turned.  From the whi te  haze that



sh immered  be fo re  the  la rge  wa l l  o f  wa te r ,  a  g i r l  wa lked  toward  h im.  I t
was Anaya;  beaut i fu l  as only he,  who loved her so much,  could
remember.  She stood before h im -  a l ive and real .

ÒWi th  a  f ree  sou l ,  one  can  lea rn  the  sec re t  o f  l i f e ,Ó  she  spoke .
For a moment,  her voice echoed gent ly making al l  other sounds dim.
ÒWi th  a  f ree  sou l ,  one can learn  how to  come down to  an  ear th ly  l i fe ,
wi thout  los ing the knowledge.Ó She la id her  hand over  the wide scars
on  h i s  ches t .  Ò I  have  on l y  t en  hea r tbea t s  o f  t ime  l e f t  t o  be  w i t h
you.Ó Gal ta r  took  her  in  h is  a rms.  They hugged each o ther  t igh t ly ,
never  to  le t  each  o ther  go .  They  k issed  th rough  the i r  tea rs .  The  scen t
o f  t h e i r  n a t i v e  l a n d  w a s  i n  h e r  h a i r :  t h e  n o r t h e r n  f o r e s t s  i n  w h i c h
they had p layed together  as  ch i ld ren.

I I

When Gal tar  passed through the tunnel  he found h is  new at t i re
lay ing  on  a  rock .  He  checked  i t  ca re fu l l y .  I t  l ooked  the  same as  the
c l o t h e s  h e  h a d  w o r n  h e  h a d  f i r s t  l e f t  h i s  v i l l a g e ,  e x c e p t  t h a t  t h e s e
was newer ,  wi thout  any r ips  or  s igns of  the journey he had undergone.
Two th ings were ent i re ly  new:  the sandals  and the be l t .  The footwear
was ,  i n  fac t ,  a  comb ina t ion  o f  l i gh t  boo ts  and  sanda ls ;  cove red  a t  the
s ides  and  a t  the  back  bu t  open  a t  f ron t  to  be  fas tened by  s t raps .  The
so le  was  layered  w i th  so f t  sk in .  He  pu t  them on  and  no t i ced  tha t ,  w i th
them,  he wa lked w i th  s t range eas iness .  The be l t  was a  f i s t  w ide w i th
runes  wr i t ten  ins ide .  I t s  go lden buck le  was  in  shape o f  a  d ragon.  He
pu t  i t  on  and  con t inued  to  wa lk ,  fo l l ow ing  the  two  un ico rns .  They
brought h im before a roundhouse made of  stone.  I ts  roof  was grassy
wi th a hole in the middle that  served as a chimney.  The roundhouse was
a smi thy .  On i t s  door  was wr i t ten  par t  o f  the  poem he had found a t  the
ancient  mogi la :

ÒBe merciful

to  those

who are merciless 

and thou g iven shal l  be 

t h e  g r e a t e s t  s w o r d  o f  a l l ,

which can slay any enemy.Ó

He t r i ed  to  open  the  doo r ,  bu t  i t  was  l ocked .  Sudden ly ,  he  fe l t
someoneÕs hand on his shoulder.

It was Lenen again. ÒDo you understand these words, Galtar?Ó asked
Lenen She.

ÒI t  i s  ha rd  to  be  merc i fu l  t o  those  who  hur t  you ,Ó he  sa id .

ÒI t  i s  very  hard ,  indeed,  espec ia l l y  when the  knowledge is  no t
a c q u i r e d  i n  f u l l , Ó  s h e  s a i d .

ÒBut  I  understand that  one who can cont ro l  h is  anger  has a bet ter
chance of  surv iv ingÉ Al though you may miss the chance to  k i l l  your



enemy, then.Ó

ÒTrue. Did you ever miss such a chance in control l ing your anger?Ó

ÒYes. I  missed once, Lenen,Ó he said.

At  tha t  moment ,  the  door  opened before  h im by  i tse l f .

ÒGood.  Th is  door  wou ld  no t  open i f  you  had not  to ld  the  t ru th .
There  i s  a  task  ins ide  tha t  you  have  to  accompl i sh  in  o rder  to  have  a
bet ter  your chances of  surv iv ing,  as you would say.Ó They walked
ins ide .  The  room was  f i l l ed  w i th  b lacksmi th  too l s ,  nea t l y  depos i ted .
I t  seemed that  no one had touched them for decades. In the middle was
a furnace,  co ld  and bare .  At  one s ide o f  the  furnace was hung a  long
i ron  poke r  and ,  a t  t he  o the r  s i de ,  a  b lower .  A  l a rge  b lade -mo ld  l ay  a t
the entrance, wrapped in a dense cobweb. Everything was more or less
s i m i l a r  t o  A i t r i Õ s  s m i t h y  e x c e p t  o n e  t h i n g :  t h e  a n v i l .  I t  w a s  b i g ,
b igger than any one he had seen before.  The shin ing shards of  a sword
lay  on  i t .  The  hand le  o f  the  sword  was  g i ld -worked  a t  i t s  base  and  the
pommel ,  and was wel l -h i l ted in  the midd le .  The runes that  ran across
the  lower  par t  o f  the  b lade  looked s im i la r  to  those  he  had  seen on
Aitr iÕs sledgehammer,  Guldgrom. ÒIf  you want to cont inue your quest,
you wi l l  cer ta in ly  need a  sword,Ó sa id  Lenen She.  ÒThis  is  the  on ly
o n e  I  h a v e ,  s o  I  h o p e  y o u  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o  r e p a i r  i t . Ó

ÒTo repa i r  the  sword?Ó he was s t i l l  look ing  a t  the  shards  w i th
admira t ion,  not  c lear ly  aware o f  her  words.  He had been taught  to  be a
b lacksm i th ,  a f t e r  a l l .  He  had  l ea rned  f rom the  g rea tes t  o f  t he  g rea t
iron-crafters, but how many swords had he made alone? Only one. And
tha t  one had been eas i l y  me l ted  in  the  f i re  o f  the  Azmaran ian  fu rnace,
once the amulet had been detached. Now he real ized that his amulet had
been  l os t  as  we l l ,  du r i ng  h i s  ba t t l e  aga ins t  t he  o r cs .  He  t u rned  t o
her but  she was not  there any more.

ÒLenen She?Ó

No answer came. He went outside and looked around, cal l ing her
name but  cou ld  f ind ne i ther  Lenen nor  the un icorns.  The merry  ch i rp ing
of  b i rds was the only  sound he could hear  now.

Then he went  back ins ide the smi thy and star ted to  observe the
sword more c losely.  He checked the room for  the other  tools  he would
need to  do  the  job .  F i rs t l y  he  un-h i l ted  the  b roken  sword ,  remov ing
the long,  th in  sk in-s t r ips .  Then he removed the wooden cover  o f  the
h a n d l e .  I t  t o o k  h i m  a l m o s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  d a y  t o  d o  t h a t .  T h e  b l a d e  f i t
i n  the  mo ld  and  he  a l lowed the  shards  to  over lap  a  b i t .  Be fo re  he  pu t
i t  i n to  the  f i re ,  he  s t ruck  the  shard -ends  w i th  the  hammer  he  had
found near  the  anv i l .  He s t ruck  each one severa l  t imes to  make i t
th inner .  Then he made deep,  tee th- l i ke  cu ts  on  the  over lapp ing  par ts .
He l i t  the f i re  and when the furnace became hot  enough he put  the
ceramic mold in ,  le t t ing the handle  remain outs ide.  He watched
c a r e f u l l y ,  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  c h a n g e s  i n  c o l o r  o n  t h e  b l a d e ,  w a i t i n g  f o r
t h e  r i g h t  m o m e n t  t o  t a k e  i t  o u t .  I t  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  t o o  e a r l y  n o r  t o o
la te .  Heated  to  we ld ing  ho tness ,  s tee l  cou ld  be  burned eas i l y ,  so  he
h a d  t o  b e  v e r y ,  v e r y  c a u t i o u s .  F i n a l l y ,  h e  p u l l e d  i t  o u t  a n d  l a i d  i t



on  the  anv i l ,  he lp ing  h imse l f  t o  t he  l ong  i r on  tongue  and  c l i nche r .  He
star ted  to  beat  w i th  the  hammer  the  over lapp ing  par ts ,  thorough ly .
When the metal  went colder,  he repeated the whole process again.

The next day, he did the same, the work was repeated four more
t imes  and  a t  t he  end  o f  t he  day ,  t he  b lade  was  s t ra igh t  aga in  Ð  a l l  i n
one magni f icent  p iece.  The th i rd  day he spent  gr ind ing away a t  the
le f t -ove r  ends  and  h i l t i ng  the  sword  as  i t  had  been .  The  fou r th  day ,
one of  the un icorns came back to  h im.  Th is  t ime the d iv ine an imal  was
sadd led.  The un icorn  neared and s topped before  h im.  At  the  s ide o f  i ts
saddle was hung a scabbard. Rune signs, much the same as those
engraved in  the  b lade  were  wr i t ten  on  the  scabbard .  Ga l ta r  s l id  the
s w o r d  i n  a n d  i t  f i t  p e r f e c t l y .  H e  p l a c e d  h i s  f o o t  i n t o  t h e  s t i r r u p  a n d
as t r i de  the  un i co rn .  The  ho rse  t ro t t ed  towards  the  fo res t ,  w i t hou t
w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  r i d e r  t o  r e i n  h i m .  I t  c a r r i e d  h i m  f o r  a w h i l e  o n  t h e
nar row road  by  the  lake ,  pass ing  the  water fa l l .  Soon i t  reached a
smal l  p lateau on the other  s ide of  the lake where a stone monument
loomed in  the midd le  o f  the grassy h igh land.  The un icorn  ha l ted
lower ing his head,  and Gal tar  d ismounted.

ÒGald,Ó he sa id  in  awe,  gaz ing at  the s ta tue before h im.

I I I

I t  was  h is  god  be fo re  h im.  The  dour  f i gu re  was  s i t t i ng  on  a
th rone,  ch ise led  in  g ray  g ran i te .  H is  fee t  were  overgrown w i th  g reen
creepers,  which crawled up to h is knees.  Tamed under the helm, h is
dense  ha i r  f e l l  t o  h i s  shou lde rs .  I t  seemed to  Ga l ta r  tha t  t he  godÕs
su l len  eyes  reposed on a  hor izon fa r  beyond the  ear th ly  l i fe .  ÒHe
looks  a f te r  h is  peop leÓ thought  the  young war r io r .  Per t inac ious
determination was molded on GaldÕs face with a moustache, thick and
long,  and an opaque beard over  a  s t rong ch in .  H is  arms res ted a t  h is
s i d e s  Ð  t h e  l e f t  o n e  o n  a  s h i e l d ;  t h e  r i g h t  o n e  o n  h i s  g r e a t
s ledgehammer.  On the pedesta l ,  a  fami l iar  tex t  was impr in ted:

Be naked in  bat t le

and thou g iven shal l  be 

the armor  o f  venerate ,

he lm and sh ie ld ,  tha t  no  mor ta l  can penet ra te .

Sun shone down between branches laying its golden hands on the
statue.  Suddenly,  the godÕs armor began to shine,  changing color  f rom
gray to  a  g l i t te ry  go ld .  The same happened wi th  the he lmet  and the
sh ie ld .  Rays  o f  l i gh t  came f rom the  top  o f  the  he lm where  the  f i gu re
of a golden dragon was made as a crest. The same happened with the
dragon  incurved  in  the  m idd le  o f  the  sh ie ld .  The  f ron t  a rmor  was  a l l
made of  shiny scales Ð golden dragonÕs skin.  He real ized:  the helm,
armor and the shield were now detached and can be taken off .  

ÒGilparespasÉÓ he whispered the name of the legendary golden
dragon.   Shaken wi th awe,  he extended h is  arms forward,  carefu l ly
tak ing  the  he lm f rom the  s ta tue .  Then,  he  took  the  a rmor  and  pu t  i t  on
h imse l f ,  pa r t  by  pa r t ,  check i ng  eve ry  s t r ap  and  j o i n t :  t he



breas tp la te ,  t he  a rm le ts ,  t he  tasse ts  and  the  g reaves .  Las t l y ,  he
stepped away and swung his new blade a few t imes, checking his
f l e x i b i l i t y .

ÒI t  su i ts  you wel l ,Ó said Lenen She,  coming f rom behind the
s ta tue .

Ò I t  i s  i n c r e d i b l y  l i g h t  t o o , Ó  s a i d  G a l t a r ,  s t i l l  a s t o n i s h e d .  Ò I
must  be dreaming.  Te l l  me Lenen,  was I  ac tua l ly  k i l led  by  the  orcs  and
this is some kind of  heavenly garden?Ó

ÒThis  i s land  i s  par t  o f  the  Rank  rea lm.  I  b rought  you  here  f rom
the  ea r th l y  l eve l  o f  Xa .  S ince  the  l o rd  o f  Na roxa ,  Eseve les  i s
determined to come out ,  I  have a lso decided to take some act ion.  He
found his al l ies among the Azmarans; I  have found mine among people of
Ga lda .  Your  fa te  and  m ine  a re  i n te r tw ined ,  Ga l ta r .  I  cou ld  no t  do  th i s
wi thout  you,  nor  can you cont inue your  quest  w i thout  me.  Yet  the
fu tu re  i s  s t i l l  unwr i t ten .Ó She  moved  towards  the  day l igh t  tha t  sp read
across  the  p la teau and looked up ,  chant ing  in  a  ha l f -wh isper ing  tone.
Sudden ly ,  f l app ing  o f  g igan t i c  w ings  cou ld  be  heard .  A  g rea t  b i rd - l i ke
image overshadowed the sun above her. The winged creature came down
f rom the sky  and landed.  I t  was the takan that  had brought  h im here .
This  t ime i t  was saddled and br id led.  Lenen pet ted the takan between
i t s  eyes ,  t hen  tu rned  to  Ga l ta r  once  aga in :  ÒShe  w i l l  ca r ry  you  to  the
Is land  o f  the  Mourn ing  Serpen t  a t  the  mouth  o f  the  Ocean o f  In f in i t y
where Rahug l ives.  Though, I  would not recommend that you f ight  f rom
the takanÕs back  fo r  you  have no t  been t ra ined fo r  such f igh t ing .
E lves and smal ler  people  are eas ier  to  car ry  on,  so she may not  be
able to  maneuver  fast  enough for  you.  Therefore,  you bet ter  proceed on
foo t  once she lands .  Th is  a rmor  shou ld  p ro tec t  you  f rom the  ac id  tha t
the  d ragon  sp i t s ,  a t  l eas t ,  f rom severa l  b lows .  He  spews ac id  e i the r
as  a  nar row spou t  up  to  s i x ty  s teps  away ,  o r  w ider ,  bu t  then  up  to
th i r t y  s teps  i n  range .  Each  t ime  he  th rows  ou t  t he  l oad  f rom h is  j aws ,
h e  m u s t  r e - s t i m u l a t e  h i s  g u t  t o  r e f i l l  i t .  H e  w i l l  d o  t h a t  b y  r a i s i n g
h is  head  h igh  and  je rk ing  i t  up .  Tha t  wou ld  be  the  moment  to  s t r i ke .
I f  you  do  so ,  t ry  to  s tab  your  sword  f rom the  bo t tom up ,  be tween h is
s c a l e s .  I f  y o u  h i t  h i m  s t r a i g h t ,  t h e  b l a d e  m a y  s l i p  a s i d e .  B e
c a u t i o u s ,  f o r  h e  i s  i n c r e d i b l y  f a s t .  I  p u t  a  s p e l l  o n  t h e  s a n d a l s  a n d
be l t  t ha t  I  gave  you ,  t o  he lp  you  w i th  you r  speed  and  ba lance ,  ye t  i t s
power  i s  no t  i nexhaus t i b l e  and  i t  may  no t  wo rk  a l l  t he  t ime  fo r  t he
demons have probably sent var ious curses to the is land.Ó

Galtar approached the takan and pet her above her wide eyes, which
watched him happi ly.

ÒGood natured creature,Ó he said,  s lapping her on the neck and
took the reins. Then he mounted the saddle and the takan made two
short  moos as a sound of  approval .  He s lung h is  sword at  h is  back and
fas tened  t he  sh ie l d  as ide ,  ove r  h i s  l eg .

ÒMost important of  al l ,  you must f ind the Dead Diamond and break
i t ,Ó spoke Lenen She as her  ha i r  f lu t tered on the wind that  came f rom
t h e  s e a .  Ò I f  y o u  f i n d  i t  i n s i d e  t h e  d r a g o n Õ s  l a i r ,  y o u  s h o u l d  b r i n g  i t
ou ts ide  and  b reak  i t  i n  the  open  f ie ld .  Know tha t  on ly  the  sword  you
car ry  now can cu t  tha t  d iamond.  That  i s  why  I  wanted  you to  f i x  the



b lade .  I t  i s  no t  an  o rd i na r y  swo rd  bu t  a  l i v i ng  powe r .  Ye t ,  you r
sp i r i t  has  a  connec t ion  w i th  i t  f rom the  pas t ,  a l though  you  may  no t
remember i t  now.  AnayaÕs soul  must  be f reed,  not  only  for  the sake of
y o u r  l o v e ,  b u t  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  a l l  s e n t i e n t  b e i n g s  a s  w e l l . Ó

Ga l ta r  shook  h is  head .  A t  once ,  he  was  fu l l y  consc ious  o f  h i s  ro le
-  he  was  par t  o f  someth ing  la rger  and  he  d id  no t  l i ke  i t  much .  The
idea of  having AnayaÕs and his l i fe used as pawns in the game of  gods
s ta r t l ed  h i s  m ind  and  he  rebe l l ed ,  g r i nn ing  a t  t he  fa i r y  queen :  ÒFor
t h e  s a k e  o f  l o v e  I Õ l l  d o  i t ,  b u t  o t h e r s  c a n  p r a y  t o  t h e i r  o w n  g o d s .  I f
the mighty folks of  Rank want to play,  why they donÕt come down
themselves?Ó

ÒI wil l  pass your concern. They may come down indeed,Ò she smiled
on h im.  As she spoke,  he caught  a  t race of  a  s t range enigma in  her
eyes.

ÒI  lay  my  fa te  in  you ,  Ga l ta r ,  son  o f  Or l ta r ,Ó  sa id  Lenen ,  bend ing
her  head l igh t ly  and those were  the  las t  words  be fore  her  s lender
f igure faded away.

Chapter Twenty-two

In the DragonÕs Den

I

The  sea  waves  ba t te red  the  wa l l s  o f  the  H igh  C l i f f s ,  t he  g ran i te
vanguard of  Mount Satra Kalum. The takan circ led above the rocky coast
fo r  a  wh i le .  When  he  had  f i na l l y  chosen  a  p lace  to  l and ,  Ga l ta r  pu l l ed
t h e  r e i n s  f i r m l y :

Ò I t  i s  t ime  to  t ouch  t he  he l l i sh  p l ace  Tea r !Ó

Tear, the dragon-swan, bowed her head going down. At length, she
landed on the p la teau above the prec ip ice ,  ba lanc ing wi th  her  long
wings ,  tak ing  the  g round  f i rm ly  on  her  b raced  legs .  The  r ide r  d rew h is
sandaled feet  out  f rom a s i lver-worked st i r rup and swung down f rom the
saddle.  He turned about.  Fractured,  barren ground was thrown up before
him and extended a l l  the way towards the su l len mounta in  in  the
d is tance.  I t s  h ighes t  peak  van ished beh ind  s lowly  mov ing  s t r ips  o f
murky  c louds .  The i r  shadows c raw led  over  the  foo th i l l s  l i ke  g ian t
ghosts of  dead serpents.  A song- l ike sound was coming from the peak. A
pleasant ,  dreamy sound.  A chorus of  fa i r ies were s ing ing the melody
that  he had heard on the Arank Is land,  whi le  walk ing wi th  Lenen She.
Bu t  h i s  cu r ren t  scene ry  d i f f e red  i n  l ook  and  fee l  f r om the  i s l andÕs .
One would  expect  to  hear  c r ies ,  not  mus ic ,  in  such a  g loomy p lace,  dry
and creased,  cu t  w i th  bot tomless long cracks which la id  out  before  h im
now.  Remote ly ,  in  the  foo th i l l s  o f  the  mounta ins ,  two  pa le  do ts  were
mov ing  i n  h i s  d i rec t i on :  two  t ro t t i ng  ho rses ,  as  wh i te  as  snow.

ÒUnicorns?Ó thought  Gal tar ,  spot t ing the long shinny spikes
between their  eyes.  ÒWhat are such noble beings doing here? Could i t
be that the dragon has imprisoned them too?Ó The unicorns arr ived on
the rocky plateau and cont inued to pound towards him. His takan moaned
d is tu rb ing l y ,  wav ing  i t s  head .  The  un i co rns  b roke  i n to  a  w i l d  ga l l op .



Suddenly,  Tear ut tered a long warning cry.  The unicorns charged
f i e r c e l y .

ÒDEMON TRAP!Ó cried Galtar, gripping his sword.

A  b o l t  o f  l i g h t n i n g  s h o t  o u t  s c o u r g i n g  f r o m  t h e  t i p s  o f  t h e i r
horns ,  h i t t ing  h is  sword .  The ground s tar ted  to  shake,  rumbl ing  deep
beneath the rocks.  B lack s team sprung out  f rom the cracks wi th  a  loud
h iss .  The un icorns  now ran  le f t  and  r igh t ,  th rough the  beams o f  b lack
steam.  Each one they touched turned in to  a  ta l l  cyc lone.  St ronger  and
st ronger  the winds came,  swi r l ing and ne igh ing horrendously  whi le  the
many cyclones gathered, forming two large whir lwinds. His sword became
immense ly  heavy .  Then i t  f lew unexpec ted ly  up ,  by  i t se l f ,  as  i f  some
god l y  hand  had  g rabbed  i t .  Though  Ga l ta r  was  g r i pp ing  i t  f as t  s t i l l ,
i t  pu l l ed  and  j e r ked  h im  repea ted l y  t o  a l l  d i r ec t i ons .  The  un i co rns
now changed the i r  d i rec t ion  once aga in .  They s tar ted  to  run  in  w ide
c i r c l e s ,  a r o u n d  h i m ,  a n d  w i t h  e v e r y  f u l l  c i r c l e ,  t h e  w i n d  b l e w
s t ronge r .  Ga l ta r  s t i l l  he ld  h i s  sword  f i rm ly  when  the  s t range  power  i n
the  b lade  th rew h im s t ra igh t  i n to  the  hear t  o f  t he  tempes t .  I t  made
h im tumb le ,  shak ing  h is  body  v io len t l y ;  ye t  he  wou ld  no t  g ive  up  the
sword. One cyclone squeezed him whi le the other wrapped i ts windy
tendr i ls  around the sword,  pu l l ing .  Two powers  were a t tack ing h im at
once;  one was press ing  h is  body  toward  the  edge o f  the  c l i f f ,  and
another  one  was  t ry ing  to  ex t rac t  the  sword  f rom h is  hands ,  pu l l i ng
towards the mountain. The sword became hot and was set ablaze, sending
sharp pain through his palms and arms.

ÒGald!Ó he cried. ÒO, help me GALD!Ó howled the man helplessly as
the wind sucked the s t rength out  o f  h is  shoulders,  arms and hands.  The
sword was swinging f rant ical ly  every which way so much that  he thought
h i s  w r i s t s  w o u l d  b r e a k .  E v e r y  j o i n t  i n  h i s  b o d y  t u r n e d  l i v i d  w i t h
sore.

ÒNO!Ó he shouted, and his f ingers loosened.

I I

Chasms o f  i n f i n i t y  wen t  qu ie t ,

w h i l e  s n o w f a l l  p a i n t e d  a l l  r o o f s  w h i t e .

She  i s  wa l k i ng ,  l eav i ng  f oo tp r i n t s ,

smal l  s teps  in  the  snow.

She i s  s ing ing ,

shedd ing  smal l  tears  in to  the  sea .

A s  t h e y  a r e  f a l l i n g ,  r i p p l e s  w e r e  b o r n  t o  t r a v e l  f a r

ac ross  a l l  seas .

T h e  r i p p l e s  w i l l  u n i t e  u s  a l l  i n t o  o n e  g r e a t  w a t e r

Into the ALLSEA.



At  a  t ime long- forgot ten,  a  myr iad o f  sou ls  voyaged to  Nowhere!

Yet  each tear ,  lonely  wanderer ,  knows about  the coasts .

And who is the Master,  then?

Who is  the  Master  in  th is  ocean o f  fa te?

I I I

ÒGALTAR is my name, and I am your Master!Ó bawled the warrior,
overpowering the whir lwindÕs scream. ÒMy thoughts are your thoughts;
the  tear  in  my  eye  i s  the  tear  in  your  eye  and  my hear t  bea ts  in  you !Ó

Power fu l ,  dazz l ing  l igh t  f lashed f rom the sword and the who le
deser t  was  l i t ,  as  i f  th ree  suns  had  appeared  sudden ly  in  the  sky .  The
whir lwinds were gone,  d iminished to the c louds,  and the sword was
b r o u g h t  t o  a  s t a n d s t i l l ,  o b e d i e n t l y .

A st range,  hoarse cry now hooted before h im. The sk in on the
unicornsÕ heads was gone, laying bare i ts murky-red muscles.  Their
horns  had been c loven in  two,  and the i r  eyes  were  the  co lor  o f  pus .
F ie r y  m is t s  spa te  o f  t he i r  nozz les .  W i thou t  hes i t a t i on ,  Ga l t a r  r an
forward to meet them, swinging his sword above his head wi th both
hands .  S tee l  f l a red ,  b reak ing  the  ho rns  o f  the  f i r s t  mons te r -ho rse
and,  wi th  the same momentum, h i t t ing the second one at  the back of  i ts
neck,  hewing i t ,  so that  the head remained hanging on ly  on a few
l igaments.  The beheaded monster  cont inued i ts  run tumbl ing over the
h igh c l i f fs ,  down to  the waves.  The second monster ,  w i th  both  horns
broken,  charged a t  Ga l ta r  once  more .  Through i t  nos t r i l s ,  a  red  f lame
leaped ,  bu t  Ga l ta r  d ropped  and  ro l l ed ,  s lash ing  a t  t he  fo re legs  o f  t he
demon ic -an ima l .  I t  s tumbled  in to  the  c loud  o f  b lack  dus t  tha t  ga thered
f rom the  dead  wh i r lw inds ,  i t s  body  s l i d  th rough  the  soo th  severa l  fee t
in  leng th  and  s topped ,  dead .  Ga l ta r  rema ined  s t i l l ,  wa tch ing  h is
blade.  Peace came back to h im and he fe l t  the sword to be an extension
o f  h i s  own  hand ,  o r  be t t e r  ye t ,  an  ex tens ion  o f  h i s  hea r t  and  sou l .
The d is tant  b lack mounta ins were re f lec ted in  the b lood- threaded
stee l .  The runes a t  i t s  base g l immered.

IV

A c rack  yawned  in  the  m idd le  o f  the  sheer  c l i f f  be fo re  h im -  A
cave.  He stepped in to the darkness.  His  legs moved caut ious ly  over  the
s l ippery  ground whi le  h is  sh ie ld  was up and h is  sword prepared.  A co ld
mis t  wrapped around h is  fee t .  The co ldness c l imbed,  se iz ing h is  l imbs.
His muscles quivered and vapor escaped from his mouth and nostr i ls .  As
he walked deeper  in to  the cave,  the ch i l l  g rew,  and wi th  each new s tep
i t  grew harder to wi thstand.  The f loor  become more uneven,  threaded as
i t  was  w i th  razo r -sha rp  po in ts .  Soon ,  the  tunne l  w idened  in to  a  ha l l
o f  many leve ls  in terspersed wi th  s tony cascades.  Long sp ikes of  rocks
p ro t ruded  f rom the  th i ck  l aye r  o f  i ce .  Undernea th  the  i ce ,  s t range
symbo ls  g l immered  fa in t l y .  He  looked  a t  them,  t ry ing  to  d is t ingu ish
the i r  shapes,  but  they were un l ike  any s igns he knew.



ÒThese may be the souls of  people k i l led long ago and imprisoned
here ,Ó though t  Ga l ta r .  A  b lue  l i gh t  ran  fas t  ac ross  the  wa l l s ,  coming
f r o m  a  h o l e  i n  t h e  f l o o r ,  w h i c h  l e d  i n t o  t h e  l e v e l  b e l o w .  H e  k n e l t
down and bent  over  look ing  ins ide ,  bu t  the  b lue  l igh t  van ished.  He
entered the ho le .  As soon as he touched the ground a minute  f l i cker
passed and c l ink of  meta l  sounded f rom underneath h is  foot .  Ducats of
many  s i zes  l ay  on  t he  f l oo r  s t r e t ch i ng  be fo re  h im  i n t o  a  l a rge  p i l e  o f
jewe ls ,  s i l ve r  and  go ld .  The  image s ta r t led  h im:  b laz ing  mount  o f
dragonÕs hoarded wealth grew in his eyes. Among countless golden and
si lver  co ins he saw g i ld  worked Gotan swords,  Kerebian sh ie lds,
In i t ian spears and h igh helms.  There were a lso dwarven c lasps,
Azmaranian tasse ls  and jeweled horse gear ,  l i ke  s t i r rups and saddles.
The t reasure  sh immered,  re f lec t ing  a  pu lsa t ing  l igh t  tha t  was coming
f rom the  top  o f  t he  p i l e .  He  l ooked  a t  t he  sou rce  o f  t he  s t range
l igh t .  I t  was  an  oc tahedra l  gem-s tone .

ÒThe Al lsea?Ó he muttered. He had never seen the Al lsea, yet the
sea- l i ke  co lor  o f  the  s tone le f t  h im in  no  doubt .  Someth ing  was mov ing
ins ide  the  s tone  and  so  he  c l imbed the  mound to  ge t  a  c loser  look .  I t
was  an  image o f  Anaya in  i t .  He  rea l i zed :  ÒNot  the  A l l sea ,  bu t  the
D e a d  D i m o n d  t h i s  i s . Ò  S h e  w a s  s t i l l  a  l i t t l e  g i r l ,  l o o k i n g  a t  h i m .
Tears ran down her cheeks as i f  she was feared him.

ÒDonÕt touch me,Ó she said.

ÒI t  is  me -  Gal tar ,Ó he sa id ,  suddenly  appal led and deeply
saddened. Anaya was shaking, looking up at  him. She looked lost  and
terr i f ied.  In her  eyes,  he was a menacing shadow Ð a monster  that  was
go ing  to  hu r t  he r .  He  gave  h i s  hands  to  he r  bu t  she  s ta r ted  to  c ry :

ÒNo!  P lease,  p lease go!Ó she cr ied a lmost  hyster ica l ly .

ÒBut i t  is  me,Ó he said,  stammering,  broken inside.  She screamed.
He could  not  bear  the sadness that  gr ipped h im and he cr ied loudly
wi th  her ,  g rabb ing  the  d iamond w i th  bo th  hands,  le t t ing  h is  sword
s l ide  down the  mass  o f  go ld .  Abrup t l y ,  as  he  took  i t ,  the  d iamond
became pi tch black. The image of Anaya vanished and instead of her
face ,  the  empty  eyes  o f  a  dark  sku l l  watched h im.  The sku l l . . .  he  knew
that face and i ts empty eyes. He saw them before.  The massager of
death.

ÒYou cut my head off,  Galtar,Ó an eerie whisper came. ÒGood job.Ó
Then i t  b roke  in to  a  husky  laughter  wh ich  echoed o f  the  i cy  wa l l s .  The
laughter  faded away.  Si lence crept  in  again.  From the darkness behind
his back,  he heard something crawl ing.

ÒWhat is  going on in your mind?Ó asked a strange, low voice.

Ga l ta r  l ooked  i n to  the  da rkness  t r y ing  to  d i s t i ngu i sh  the  shape  i n
f ron t .  I t  was  l a rge .  The  vo i ce  spoke  aga in :

ÒYou do no t  fear  death  so  much as  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  los ing  your
mind.  DonÕt you agree,  Gal tar ,  son of  Or l tar?Ó The eminent  s i lhouet te
of  a  wyvern appeared,  drawn by the weak l ight  a t  the ent rance.  B lack
sca les ,  l i ke  we t  t i l e s ,  sh immered  be fo re  t he  go ld .  A  s t i c ky  gunk  f e l l



f rom a great  head that  came lower ,  bend ing i ts  long snake l ike  neck.  A
smoke  rose  f r om i t s  nos t r i l s .  F rom two  na r row  s l i t s ,  a  l ava - l i ke
redness peered out Ð the dragonÕs eyes. ÒSo, what are you?Ó its voice
now sounded l ike two giant rocks scraping each other. ÒTough persona?
Oh, you must be extremely tough when the golden scale-armor was given
to  you .  Bu t  Lo !  What  I  am? A tough persona,  as  we l l?  I  mus t  be ,  fo r  I
wear the scale-armored skin of  the black one, HOO-A, hoo-a, hooo-a,Ó
laughed the dragon.

Ga l t a r  wen t  s t i f f .  He  l e f t  t he  d i amond  s l ow l y ,  sea rch ing  w i t h  h i s
eyes ,  l ook ing  fo r  h i s  sword .

ÒLenen She! She knows? How terrible,Ó continued the dragon. ÒShe
knows my weakness.  I  am lost .Ó said Rahug, t ry ing to sound pathet ic
before breaking into mocking laughter again.  Whi le Rahug laughed,
Ga l t a r  qu i ck l y  r o l l ed  h imse l f  down  t o  t he  swo rd ,  r each ing  f o r  i t .
Jumping up again, he swung wide aiming for the diamond. Suddenly his
s igh t  b lu r red  as  a  te r r i b le  b low to  h i s  ches t  caugh t  h im unexpec ted ly .
I n  h i s  g rea t  des i re  to  f ree  AnayaÕs  sou l  he  had  fo rgo t  a l l  t he
warnings he had heard about the dragonÕs speed. RahugÕs tai l  was there
ins tan t ly ,  th rowing  h im to  the  wa l l .  Ga l ta rÕs body  s lammed in to  the
rock,  but  he was quick ly  up again.  To RahugÕs surpr ise,  Gal tar  turned
toward the ent rance and ran.  In  the narrow ha l lway,  the dragon could
not  open h is  w ings ,  bu t  he  cou ld  run  fas ter  than any an imal .  The
warrior sprang outside when the dragonÕs jaws opened wide, throwing up
an acetous l iqu id .  The green load h issed behind Gal tarÕs feet  burn ing
the  g round .  Runn ing  f o r  h i s  l i f e ,  Ga l t a r  r ea l i zed  t ha t  he  was  ac tua l l y
s p r i n t i n g  t o w a r d  a  d e a d l o c k :  t h e  s h e e r  c l i f f  o f  r o c k y  w a l l .

The dragon launched h imsel f ,  grop ing the land wi th  h is  mighty
claws whi le the ground shook underneath his massive body.  Gal tar  d id
no t  s low down.  Ins tead ,  runn ing  l i ke  the  w ind ,  he  c l imbed  the  wa l l ,
s t ra igh ten ing  h is  body .  Then  he  sprang  in  the  oppos i te  d i rec t ion ,
ca tapu l t i ng  h imse l f  w i t h  h i s  s t rong  l egs .  Ga l ta r  had  the  i nbo rn
n imbleness  o f  a  mounta in  t iger ,  ye t  w i th  the  mag ica l  be l t  and sanda ls
given to h im by Lenen,  he was even more agi le.  Rahug jo l ted back h is
neck as his head aimed for the running swordsman. But the dragonÕs
big,  muscle- laden body and his heavy bel ly  were a l ready moving wi th
t h e  r u s h  o f  i t s  o w n  i n e r t i a ,  s o  t h e  d r a g o n  l o s t  h i s  g r o u n d .  H e  f e l l ,
c rack ing the c l i f fs  around h im and many s tones ro l led down as the land
s t a r t e d  t o  s l i d e .

Ga l ta r  s tood,  ready  to  f igh t  now,  ex tend ing  h is  sword  toward  the
monster. Rahug jumped up and shook his head. They looked at eachother
for three heartbeats: OneÉ TwoÉ

É

A sudden crack broke through the air when RahugÕs large wings came
in to  v iew,  scoop ing  the  a i r ,  and  h is  shadow c losed over  Ga l ta r .  B lack
claws extended and Rahug swooped down on his prey as swift ly as an
eag le .  Ga l ta r  th rew h imse l f  to  the  ground,  evad ing the  c laws.  The
dead ly  na i ls  passed h im by ,  bu t  the  dragonÕs la rge po in ted  ta i l
wh ipped  th rough  the  a i r ,  downward .  On ins t inc t ,  Ga l ta r  th rus t  h is
sword up a t  an ang le  so that  the b lade penet ra ted deep ins ide the



musc les  o f  t he  ta i l ,  a l l  t he  way  down to  i t s  h i l t .  The  d ragon  sc reamed
and  f l ew  up ,  l i f t i ng  the  man  by  h i s  sword .

Ga l ta r  he ld  h i s  sword  f i rm ly ,  hang ing  h igh  in  the  a i r .  Rahug
car r ied  h im fo r  a  moment  o r  two more ,  h is  l i zard  face  gr inned
malevo lent ly .  Someth ing he had in  mind.  F ly ing over  the h igh rocks,
the dragon g lanced down conf i rming h is  pos i t ion.  I t  was a cursed bog
down there .  The dragon shook h is  ta i l  v io len t ly  and the  sword  s l ipped
ou t  o f  the  wound.  Ga l ta r  fe l l ,  sp lash ing  in to  the  sha l low swamp.  A
f l o c k  o f  s t a r t l e d  c a r r i o n  b i r d s  t o o k  o f f  i n t o  t h e  a i r  a n d  n u m e r o u s
snakes scattered, crawling around and away. Mud entered his armor and
murky  water  poured in to  h is  ears  and mouth .  He spat  the  d i r t  ou t ,
t ry ing  to  s tand up,  bu t  he  cou ld  not  move.  Lean ing on h is  sword ,  he
f i na l l y  s tood  up  fee l i ng  as  i f  a l l  h i s  l imbs  had  ha rdened .  The  d ragon
landed near the swamp.

Ga l ta r  now wa lked  w i th  d i f f i cu l t y ,  ba re l y  ho ld ing  h imse l f
s t r a i g h t .  H i s  l e f t  l e g  h u r t  w h e n e v e r  h e  l e a n e d  t o  t h a t  s i d e .  H i s  r i g h t
knee d isobeyed h im and he fe l l  in  the mud again.  Every s ing le  scar  and
scratch that  he had gathered f rom the beg inn ing o f  h is  quest  began to
burn.  Many of  the wounds s tar ted to  b leed.

ÒThis mud...Ó he muttered ÒThis mud is cursed.Ó

ÒSoon,  you wi l l  fee l  the soreness,Ó said Rahug,  ÒLike a burn of  a
b r a n d i n g  i r o n  i s  g o i n g  t o  f e e l .  T h i s  i s  n o t h i n g  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  t i c k l e
o f  a  mosqu i to  b i te  compar ing  to  the  pa in  you  w i l l  f ee l  soon ,Ó sa id  the
dragon and his head came down closer: ÒVery soon!Ó Galtar was
b r e a t h i n g  h e a v i l y ,  f i g h t i n g  t o  g e t  m o r e  a i r  i n t o  h i s  l u n g s .  H e  f e l t  a s
i f  t h e  s k i n  o f  h i s  c h e s t  h a s  b e e n  s t r i p p e d  b y  m a n y  i n v i s i b l e  n a i l s .
B lood  s t reamed over  h is  l imbs  and  the  sudden des i re  to  s t r ip  o f f  h is
armor  s tabbed in to  h is  mind,  overcoming a l l  o ther  thoughts .

ÒYou fee l  someth ing?Ó sa id  the  dragon,  le t t ing  the  i rony  be l l
together wi th h is words as he walked around the swamp. Step by step,
he  moved sh i f t ing  h is  mass  le isure ly ,  observ ing  the  p rey .

Ò I  see  tha t  my  consc iousness  i s  f i l l ed  w i t h  pa in ,  bu t  no t  I ,Ó
gasped Galtar.

RahugÕs head f lew c lose to Gal tarÕs face again:  ÒYou feel  i t ,  do
no t  t r y  t o  f oo l  me  w i th  t hose  d ru idÕs  t r i c ks .  I  know wha t  you  fee l
now.Ó

ÒI t  i s  on l y  my  consc iousness  t ha t  i s  f i l l ed  w i t h  pa in ,Ó  Ga l t a r
repeated, ÒNot I ,Ó he walked slowly towards the edge.

ÒOnly consciousness, you say,Ó RahugÕs voice turned into a frant ic
s c r e e c h ,  Ò I  w i l l  f i l l  y o u r  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i t h  a c i d  t h a t  w i l l  b u r n
every part  of  your skin.Ó The dragon pushed him back into the swamp
wi th  h i s  muzz le  and  Ga l ta r  t r i ed  to  h i t  h im  back  w i th  h i s  sword ,
loos ing h is  ba lance he lp less ly .  The man set  in  the mud.  ÒLook a t  that
golden body armor? Where has al l  the shine gone? Come on out; you
p i e c e  o f  a  r o t t e n  p r i d e .  I  w a s  w a i t i n g  f o r  y o u  j u s t  a s  I  h a v e  w a i t e d
fo r  many  be fo re .  You  th ink  you  have  foo led  me? No.  I  w i l l  k i l l  you  and



cont inue to  wai t  any se l f -proc la imed hero that  comes a f ter  you.Ò

ÒDea th  awa i t s  us  a l l ,  soone r  o r  l a t e r ,Ò  sa i d  Ga l t a r ,  qu i e t l y  as  i f
such thought wi l l  ease the pain somehow.

ÓHow wise,Ó said the dragon. ÒI know what awaits me a thousand
y e a r s  i n t o  t h e  f u t u r e ,  t h a t  i s  c e r t a i n ,  b u t  y o u ;  y o u  g a v e  y o u r  l i f e  t o
uncer ta in ty ,  to  what?  Ð Love?  That  was i t ,  wasnÕt  i t?

No answer .  Gal tar  was s i t t ing  in  the mud,  gasp ing.

ÒWas that a mistake?Ó asked Rahug.

Ga l ta r  ra i sed  h i s  head  s low ly .  H is  eyes  were  squ in t i ng ,  t r y ing  to
see the dragon once again.  Rage d ied on h is  swol len l ips and he sa id
nothing.  Clouds whir led above him and al l  of  the surroundings seemed
to tumble upside down. A great black shadow swallowed him.

Chapter Twenty-three

The God is Dead, Long Live the God

I

The c louds,  l ike  the mad ghosts  o f  heavenly  g iants ,  charged over
the sky above the dragon. Red smoke rose f rom the cracks in the
surrounding c l i f fs  and the a i r  became unbearable hot .  Someth ing large
and dark  was  sp lash ing  in  the  water  bes ide  Ga l ta r .  I t  was  a  hoo f ;  the
leg of an immense horse. I t  came in-between him and Rahug. I ts body
was that  of  a gargantuan horse but  i ts  torso human,  muscular  and male.
I t  had the  head o f  a  snake o f  wh ich  four  la rge  horns  rose .  The mighty
creature looked down at  the dragon wi th i ts  three g loomy eyes.  From
i ts  rear  legs ,  wh ich  s tood  in  the  murky  water  bes ide  Ga l ta r ,  ashen
pale r ipp les spread a long the waterÕs sur face.  As they reached Gal tar ,
he suddenly  fe l t  re l ieved of  pa in.  Rahug moved as ide,  shocked by the
appearance o f  th is  b ig  centaur - l i ke  be ing .  Yet ,  the  dragon was
caut ious enough not  to  quest ion whether  th is  un inv i ted guest  was a
f r i end  o r  f oe ;  i ns tead ,  he  ex tended  h i s  l ong  neck ,  j e r k i ng  h i s  head  to
t r igger  and spout  a  new load o f  ac id  f rom h is  dragon-gut .  A l though
weary ,  Ga l ta r  was s t i l l  a le r t  enough to  make a  sudden dec is ion .

ÒThe f inal  b low!Ó echoed through his mind.  He pul led out  h is  sword
and  ro l l ed  h imse l f  i n to  a  somersau l t ,  pass ing  under  the  be l l y  o f  t he
horse-creature. Rage erupted through GaltarÕs arms making his veins
swe l l  w i th in  and  a l l  over  h is  musc led  l imbs .  H is  war -c ry  b lended  w i th
the thunder  as  h is  sword-b lade g lor ious ly  b lazed.  Thrus t ing  h is  sword
upwards, the blade penetrated the base of RahugÕs neck, precisely
between two sca les  o f  h is  sk in .  The power fu l  s tee l  went  deep,  up to
the  h i l t ,  be fo re  Ga l ta r  j e rked  i t  away  aga in .  The  sk in  c racked  and
dark b lood gushed out .  Rahug screamed horr ib ly ,  t ry ing to  swing h is
head and  se ize  Ga l ta r  in  h is  jaws ,  bu t  the  c rea tu re  be fo re  h im took
ho ld  the  d ragonÕs neck  and  sea l  i t  w i th  i t s  s tone  l i ke  f i ngers .  Rahug
was  l os ing  b lood  rap id l y ,  shak ing ,  f l app ing  h i s  w ings ,  bu t  t he
c rea tu re  took  an  ever  f i rmer  g r ip  on  h is  neck ,  chok ing  h im to  dea th .

The dragon f ina l l y  co l lapsed.



I I

ÒWhat are you?Ó asked Gal tar ,  looking up at  the creature in awe.
Wi th th is  creature,  the curse was defeated,  the pa in was gone and he
was strong again. No answer came. The monster gazed somewhere, off
i n to  the  d i s tance .  Ga l ta r  obse rved  i t s  face  Ð  a  s t range  m ix tu re  o f
snake and human fea tures .  I t s  eyes  wandered fa r ,  as  i f  i t  were  wa i t ing
for  someone to  come.  Beh ind i ts  four  horns  and over  i ts  g reat
shou lde rs  and  musc led  back ,  i t s  l ong  b lack  ha i r  f l u t t e red  i n  the  w ind .
The ground started to shake again. Horse-hoofs drummed in the
dis tance.

ÒHide behind the dragonÕs corpse,Ó said the creature,  wi th voice
as deep as a  canyon.  I t  d id  not  look a t  the swordsman,  but  cont inued
s ta r ing  a t  the  hor izon .  Ga l ta r  obeyed.  He cou ld  hard ly  s tand  the  sme l l
o f  the dragonÕs in test ine as i t  poured through the wound on the lower
base of the dragonÕs neck. Then, another creature appeared, much l ike
the  one  tha t  a l ready  s tood  be fo re  Ga l ta r  -  t he  body  o f  a  ho rse ,  to rso
of  a  man,  four  horns  and snake l ike  head.  A t  las t  Ga l ta r  recogn ized the
v i sage  o f  t he  i con i c  f i gu re :  t he  god  Yez id .

Two Yezids,  actual ly ,  now standing before each other  as c lose
mir ror  images.  Whi le  the f lanks o f  the creature  who had he lped Gal tar
was gray ish-green,  th is  new Yezid was darker  wi th  lengthy b lack
markings. The new Yezid looked down at the dead body of the dragon and
sa id :

ÒSo,  th is  i s  what  you  have  dec ided  -  to  was te  the  las t  spark  o f
y o u r  p o w e r  i n  k i l l i n g  t h i s  u n w o r t h y  l i z a r d .  N o t  c l e v e r  a t  a l l .  W h o
cares about Rahug, the aged dragon, ruined by his own madness? At
l eas t ,  you  f i na l l y  came down .  I  sme l l ed  you .  I  wa i t ed  fo r  you .  Th i s
w i l l  b e  y o u r  l a s t  b a t t l e .  Y o u  l o s t .  T h e  v i c t o r y  i s  m i n e . Ó

ÒNo. I t  is  you who has f inal ly  come down and i t  is  me who speaks
th rough your  mouth .  What  v ic to ry  wou ld  i t  be  -  one  God k i l l i ng
himself?Ó spoke to one who helped Galtar.

ÒItÕs a l ie,Ó said the dark one. ÒWe are not the same. We never
were.Ó

ÒKnow you we are one body! A body with four legs that can run
freely across our mother steppe.Ó

ÒLIE!  Wi th those four  legs,  I  must  pursue the enemy!Ó said the
black one.

ÒWith these four  horns I  wi l l  defend my people when the sky
c rumb les ,Ó sa id  the  f i r s t  one .

ÒLIE!  Wi th  these  four  horns ,  I  w i l l  r ip  and  s lash  the  enemy!Ó

ÒWith  these th ree eyes,  I  see the  past ,  the  present  and the
future.Ó

ÒLIE! With these three eyes,  I  mark the enemy from far-away!Ó said
the b lack Yezid then dug h is  massive powerfu l  arms deep in to the



cracks in  the ground.  From down the cracks,  he pu l led out  two great
lava-stones.  They burned and crack led in  h is  hands.

ÒDo not  use that  lava,Ó spoke the fa i r  one.  ÒThe lava belongs to
Eseveles and the hel l ish wor ld of  Naroxa. We are guardians of  humans,
not demons!Ó

Bu t  t he  b lack  Yez id  d id  no t  l i s t en .  I ns tead ,  he  t h rew  the
lava -s tones  s t ra igh t  a t  the  hear t  o f  the  Yez id  be fo re  h im.  The  g rey
Yez id  s tumbled and fe l l  on  h is  f ront  legs.  A la rge wounds yawned in
h is  body.  He looked back a t  h is  mi r ror  image aga in ,  a t  the new Yez id
who had come to k i l l  the o ld one.  No words came out .  He looked in to
the o therÕs eyes as  t ry ing  to  unders tand th is  be t raya l .  Then h is  head
dropped.  The new Yezid ra ised h is  arms in v ic tory and howled:

ÒThe god is dead. Long l ive the god!Ó

An odd music came from beneath the largest crack in the ground and
a swi r l  o f  murky  haze covered h im.  A  chorus  o f  fa l len  sou ls  sung,
fo l lowing h im as he descended s lowly in to the crack.  From his  open
palms,  red smoke rose.  As he gave h imsel f  to  the abyss,  the crack
c losed  a f te r  h im.

Gal tar  drew near  the fa l len God.  He was ly ing on the ground,
look ing up at  the man,  wi th  h is  three fad ing eyes.  ÒHave you bet rayed
your people by help ing thei r  enemy, or  have I  betrayed my own god,  by
let t ing the god of  my enemies help me?Ó asked Galtar.

ÒThere is  no bet rayal  here,  on ly  a misconcept ion as to  who the
enemy t ru ly  is ,Ó spoke the dying Yezid.  ÒWe, gods,  were born out  of
the  be l ie fs  o f  ou r  fo l l owers .  We fed  on  the i r  hopes ,  p rayers  and
ca l l s .  We have  no  power  tha t  was  no t  f i r s t  g i ven  to  us  by  our
be l ievers ;  our  very  images were  c ra f ted  in  the i r  hear ts  and minds .  And
tha t  i s  why  I  now s tand  de fea ted .  The  new Yez id  i s  r i s ing ,  fo r
poisoned hearts have cal led him into being, and I  have become weak.
There  i s  no  speed  le f t  i n  my  legs  to  run ,  no  s t reng th  i n  my  ho rns  to
defend, and darkness is fal l ing on my eyesÉÓ he stammered. Then
some th ing  l i ke  a  sm i l e  l i t  h i s  f ace ,  as  t he  l as t  o f  h i s  wo rds  came
ou t :  ÒA t  l eas t ,  I  was  ab le  t o  f o resee  t he  f a l l  i n  t imeÉ  ea r l y  enough
to tr ick the demons and steal  the sword-shards from themÉÓ

I I I

The wester ing  sun was s t i l l  covered by  a  ve i l  o f  c louds when
Gal tar  brought  the Dead Diamond outs ide.  He placed i t  on a h igh stone
and  swung  h i s  swo rd ,  s t r i k i ng  i t  i n  t he  m idd le .  I t  c racked  and  b r i gh t
wh i te  god- l igh t  b l inded h im fo r  a  moment .  Then a l l  went  qu ie t  aga in .
The clouds slowly dispersed. He walked now weary, passing the two
great  shadows,  the two corpses:  the body o f  the dragon and the fa l len
god.

ÒIs she free now?Ó Empty-hearted and exhausted Galtar strode
toward  the  coast .  There  he sa t  look ing  a t  the  sea-waves,  gaz ing in to
the  sunse t .  Ò Is  she?Ó He spo t ted  a  b i rd - l i ke  s i l houe t te  in  the
back l igh t  o f  the  s ink ing  sun .  Or  was  i t  a  b i rd?  A  d ragon-swan f lew



t owards  the  i s land ,  f l oa t i ng  on  a  gen t le  sea  w ind .  I t  moved  i t s  w ings
w i th  ease ,  t hen  g l i ded  g rac ious l y  c l ose r .  S i t t i ng  on  i t s  back ,  d ressed
in  wh i te ,  Anaya  smi led  a t  h im and her  cur l y  puce  ha i r  t remb led  in  the
wind.

The End of Rank Xa Naroxa, book one, The Good Under


