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Trey of Swords by Andre Norton

PART ONE : SWORD OF | CE

Chapter One

My nother was of the A d Race, those hunted out of Karsten when Duke Yivan
put

to the Qutlaws' Horn all of a blood far nore ancient than his, upstart

ner cenary

that he was, dabbler in forbidden things, one who conpanied with the
unspeakabl e

Kol ders.

O a heritage ol der than Karsten's nanming, all ny nother brought into Estcarp
when she fled death was herself and a tail of three fighting nen from her
father's lordship. Those she sent to join the Borderers who served under the
Qutwor |l der Lord Sinmon Tregarth, to hold back the evil which had conme upon our
worl d. She herself took refuge with a distant ki nswoman, the Lady Chriswitha.
And | ater she wed, not with a man of her own people, but with a Sul carnan,

t hus

di vorcing hersel f abruptly from her kind.

But he was slain in one of the forays against the southern ports. And, since
she

felt no home-1love anong his people, she returned to her own kin, bearing in
her

body a child conceived during her short wed-tinme. Also within her the need
for

life dimmed, so that when | was born ahead of the proper day, she went out
from

this life as goes a candle blown by an inpatient breath.

The Lady Chriswi tha took ne, even keeping nme though she had nmarried anot her
lord

fled fromthe south, Hervon. His fam |y had vani shed during the horning, but
he

was a man of war |earning and wrought well along the Border, rising to his
own

conmmand. And he had two daughters and a son, Inmhar. This |Inhar was mny senior
in

age by two years; a strong, healthy boy who took readily to the uncertain
wor | d

of alarns and war in which we were bred.

Wth me it was not so. Fromny birthing | was a weakling and needed nuch
care,

given to many snmall illnesses so that | was ever a concern and a source of

i npatience to all but my lady, this inpatience being nade plain to nme as soon
as

| was old enough to be aware of those about nme. Though | strove to match

| mhar,

t here was never any chance during our boyhood that | might. A sword fitted
into

his hand as if he were born carrying that blade, and he used it as if it were
an

extension of hinself, with a skill precise and beautiful to watch.
He rode fearlessly, and was out on patrol before he could count barely the
years

of his youthful training. And Lord Hervon took pride rightfully in his heir,
a
yout h who had all the attributes necessary to nake his way in perilous tines.



| trained with sword and with dart gun—the wei ght of the war ax was ever too
much for my arm Anong the dark A d Race, | was a stranger in nore than ny

| ack

of physical strength, for | had the fair skin, the light hair of the

Sul car s—but

unfortunately, neither the height nor the fine strong body of that people.
Though | tried so hard to match Inhar, in my heart | |onged for sonething

el se.

Not the sea of ny father's people, which night have been natural enough, but
rat her | earning—the forgotten | earning which had once been a part of our past.
It is true that no nale coul d possess the Power, or so the Wse Wnen, those
Wtches who ruled in Estcarp, proclaimed. But there were old | egends,
fragnents

of which | heard fromtime to time and treasured in ny nenory, that this was
not

al ways so. That once nmen had al so wal ked that road, and to sone purpose.

| could read well enough, and | hunted out all | could that pertained to this
age-di med past. Though | never spoke of such to those about nme—for they
woul d

have deened me stricken in wits, perhaps even a danger to the househol d
shoul d

the Wtches | earn of my heresy.

In the year | belted on ny own sword and took to riding with the Border
Quard,

Karsten | oosed agai nst us the greatest threat of all. The Kol ders were gone,
Lord Sinmon and his | ady having ventured overseas and closed the Wrld Gate

t hrough whi ch that horror had come. Yivan, lord in the south, had been a part
of

t he Kol der menace and had died of it. Then, for sonme tine, there had been
chaos

across all of Karsten, as lord fought against lord for the |eadership.

At | ast Ragan of Cleen triunphed. And, to unite his people, proclained a
crusade

against the Wtches. For it is always in such straits a shrewd nove to find
an

eneny outside the borders against which all may march, taking their m nds
awnay

from wounds and | osses nearer hone.

So there came a great hosting, but not of our swords, rather of the Power.
For

the Wtches united for a single night and day, summoni ng such strength as

t hey

could call. And then they ained this southward and the |and itself obeyed
their

conmands. Mount ai ns noved, the very earth twi sted and rent this way and that.
Accordingly they thensel ves paid a great price, for many of their nunber

peri shed, being used to channel that Power until it burned out their |ives.
Lest chaos fall upon us as it had on Karsten when Yivan was slain, Koris of
Gorm

took command in the Iand and the rule passed then fromthe Council to him
Lord Sinmon and the Lady Jealithe had been lost long since in a quest to the
northern seas, and there was no other war | eader great enough to command the
respect and loyalty of Estcarnp.

But there came a strange tale, passing frommnor to holding, holding to
nmanor ,

that the children of the House of Tregarth had fled the | and under the great
anger of the Wtches and that they were now outlawed, to be given no aid by
any,

| est those be condemmed also into the state where all nen's hands were
[awful |y



raised to pull them down.

It was whi spered that the known "Power" which Lord Sinmon had had and used was
in

his sons also. And that they had conspired, against all rightful custom to
aid

their sister out of the House of the Wtches where she trained. There was a
very

strange thing about them unknown el sewhere in the world; the three had been
born at one birthing! Thus, they were very cl ose.

| speak of these three because they caused the changing of ny life, and the

lives of all who dwelt in Lord Hervon's household. And I, nyself, was eager
to

hear all | could of the young | ords who, as their father before them
differed

from our kind.

Karsten being no | onger to be feared, Lord Hervon had set about realizing his
own dream for the future. During his riding up and down the land in his

hosti ng,

he had found a place which seemed to hima fair setting for a manor. And none
woul d gainsay his claimas it lay well to the east, in a section of the

country

whi ch had | ong been forsaken and hal f forgotten

Thus, we set out for this place to build anew in a peace which still seened
strange and which we still doubted, so nen went arned and we kept sentries

about. There were fifty of us, mainly men—+though the Lady Chrisw tha had five
worren i n her household and she had al so her daughters, her sisters, and their
husbands, as well as a child born two years after me to her younger sister
who

died thereafter.

Now | nust speak of Crytha—yet that is difficult. For fromthe time | |ooked
down into her cradle on the hearth-side, there was sonething which tied ne to
her, in spite of all reason. No kin-tie lay between us, nor could any. For by
t he anci ent custom of our people, she nust wed |Imhar when the time was right,
thus unifying the I ordship Hervon was determ ned to found.

She was truly of the A d Race, dark and slender. And to my eyes, there was

al ways sonething a little renote about her, as if she sometines said, or
hear d,

t hat whi ch was not shared by those about her.

Because of ny weakly boyhood, | was closer in conpanionship with Crytha than
| mhar, and she began to turn to ne in little things, asking that | aid her in
nursing a wi ng-broken bird and the Iike. For it was apparent from her

earl i est

years that she had a gift of healcraft.

That her talents went farther than that | |earned when | was near the age to
ride with the Borderers (having gained strength to the point that | could
cal |

nmysel f a fighter, if not an outstanding one). | had come upon her unawares by
t he brook which ran near the farmgarth which, at that tine, the Lady

Chriswi tha

cal | ed hone.

Crytha sat very still in the grass, which there grew nearly as high as the
top

of her head. Her eyes were closed as if she slept, but she noved her hands
gently back and forth. | watched her, puzzled, and then saw, with sick horror

rising in ne, there coiled in the grass a snake perhaps as |long as ny sword
arm

Its head was rai sed and swayed, follow ng the command of Crytha's hand. |
woul d

have drawn steel and slain the thing, but I found I could not nove.

At | ength she clapped her hands and opened her eyes. The snake dropped its



head

to the ground, disappearing into the grass as if it had been a hall ucination
"No fear, Yonan." She did not turn her head to | ook at ne, yet she knew that

I

was there. And as she spoke, that compul sion on nme vani shed, as had t he snake.
I

took two strides to her side, ny anger rising to match the fear that had held
ne.

"What do you do?" | demanded.

She | ooked up at ne. "Come sit." She beckoned. "Should I explain nyself to a
nmount ai n whose eyes | cannot neet without a crick in ny poor neck?"

| gingerly surveyed the grass, longing to rake through it with my sword that

I

m ght not drop upon her | ate conpanion—with dire results for both of us. And
then | settled down.

"It is a part of healcraft—+ think." But her voice sounded a little puzzl ed.
"They do not fear nme, the wi nged ones, the furred ones, and today | have
proved

that even the scal ed ones can be reached. | think we close our minds too

of ten,

or fasten them on such as this"—she |eaned forward a little to touch a single
finger tip to ny sheathed sword—so that we cannot hear much of what lies
about

us—the good of the wi de world."

| drew a deep breath, the anger seeping fromme. For some inner sense told ne
that Crytha knew what she was doing, even as | knew the swi ng of steel

"Yonan, renenber the old tales you used to tell ne?"

For it was with Crytha alone that | had shared my scraps of |egend and

anci ent

song.
"In that world, man had Powers—

"There are Powers in Estcarp,"” | pointed out. And then a new fear rose in ne.
The Wtches were avid recruits to their nunber. So far they had not drawn
upon

t he refugees from Karsten, unless sone girl child showed unusual skills.

Cryt ha—€ryt ha nmust not vanish behind their gray walls, lay aside all that
life

made good in return for power.

"I amno Wtch," she said softly. "And, Yonan, with you alone | share what |
know. Because you understand that freedomis nore than Power. O that one can
becone too fond."

| caught her wist inafirmgrip and held it, also drawi ng her gaze squarely
to

neet my own eyes.

"Swear not to try that again—hot with any scal ed one!"

She smiled. "I do not swear any oaths, Yonan; that is not ny way. This nuch
shal |l prom se you, that | will take no risks."

Wth that | had to be content, though I was sel domcontent in ny m nd when

t hought of what she night be tenpted to do. And we did not speak of this

agai n.

For shortly after, | joined the Borderers and we saw each other very sel dom
i ndeed.

But when we went to the east and set up the new Manor hall, it was different.
Crytha was of hand-fasting age. It would not be long until Inmhar could claim

her. And the thought of that was a dark draft of sorrow for me. So | tried
not

to be in her company, for already | knew ny own enotions, which nmust be
rigidly

school ed and | ocked away.

It was before we had the hall conplete that the stranger cane.



He wal ked in fromthe hills, one of our sentries at his back, and he gave to
Lord Hervon the proper guesting greeting. Yet there was about hima
strangeness

we all felt.

Young he was, and plainly of the Od Race. Yet his eyes were dark blue, not
gray. And he held hinself proudly as one who had the right to greet naned
warriors on an equal ground.

He said he was a man under a geas. But later he reveal ed that he was an
out | aw—ene of the Tregarth sons—and that he canme recruiting into the | ow ands
fromthe long-lost land to the east—Escore—from whi ch, he said, our race had
sprung in the very early begi nnings.

Lord Hervon saw danger in him and to this point of view he was urged by
Codgar,

his marshal. So it was judged he be delivered up to the Council's guard, |est
we

be deened outlaws in turn

But after he rode away with Godgar, there grew unrest and uneasi ness anobng us.
I

dreaned and so did others, for they spoke al oud of those dreanms. And we went
no

nmore to cut wood for the building, but paced restlessly about, |ooking toward
t he nmount ai ns which rose eastward. In us there was a pulling, a need...

Then CGodgar returned with his nen and he told a story hardly to be believed,
yet

we knew in this haunted | and many strange things cane to pass. There had been
a

vast conpany of birds and beasts which had gathered, stopping their journey
to

the west. And, guarded by those furred and feathered ones, Kyllan Tregarth
had

started back to the nmountains. But that company had | et Godgar and his nen

al so

return to us unharned.

It was then that the Lady Chriswitha arose and spoke to all our comnpany.

"It is laid upon us to believe this nessage. Can anyone beneath this hal

r oof

deny that in himor her now there does lie the desire to ride? | spoke apart
with Kyllan Tregarth—+n himthere was truth. | think we are sunmned to his
journey and it is one we cannot gainsay."

As she so put it into words, ny uneasi ness was gone; rather there arose in ne
an

eagerness to be on the way, as if before me |lay sone great and splendid
adventure. And gl ancing about | saw signs on the faces of the others that in
this we were agreed.

Thus, gathering what gear we should need for such a journey, not knowi ng into
what we rode, we went forth fromthe Manor we had thought to make our hone,
heading into a wilderness in which nmght lurk worse danger than ever cane out
of

Karsten or Kol der.

Chapter Two
Thus, we cane into Escore, a land | ong ago wacked by the magi c of those
adept s

who had believed thensel ves above the I aws of man and nature. In an uneasy
peace, it had lain for generations keeping a trenbling bal ance between the
forces of Light and those of the Dark. The adepts were gone—sonme had peri shed
in

wild quarrels with their fellows which had left the | and bl asted and
shadowed.

O hers had wought gates into other times and worlds and, possessed by
curiosity—er greed for power-had departed through those.



Behi nd, the vani shed Great Ones had left a residue of all their trafficking
in

forbi dden things. They had created, by nmutation, life forns different from
humanki nd. Sone of these were close enough to man to allow kinship of a sort.
O hers were of the Dark and harried the country at their will.

Before the A d Race had cl ai med such power, there had been another people in
t he

| and; not human, but appearing so. These had a deeper tie with the earth
itself

than any man could have, for they did not strive to rend or alter it as is

t he

customof ny kind; rather did they live with it, yielding to the rhythnms of

t he

seasons, the life which the soil nourished and sust ai ned.

These were the People of Green Silences. Wen the doom w ought by the adepts
cane upon the land, they withdrew to a waste yet farther east, taking with

t hem

or drawing to themcertain of the creatures which the adepts had bred. And
there

they dwelt, holding well aloof fromall others.

But there were remmants of the O d Race who were not seekers after forbidden
know edge. And those had journeyed westward, preyed upon by things of the
Shadow, until they reached Estcarp and Karsten. There, even as the Wtches
had

done to defeat Ragan, those ampbng them possessing the Power had w ought a

m ghty

eart hshaki ng, walling out their ancient honel and. So strong was the geas they
then laid upon men that we could not even think of the east—t dropped from
our

menories. Until the lords of the House of Tregarth and their sister, being of
hal f bl ood and so immune to this veiling, dared return.

Qur journey was not an easy one. The land itself put many barriers in our
way.

And al so, though we were nmet by those Kyllan had aroused to wish us well, we
wer e dogged by creatures of the Dark, so that we won to the G een Valley as
pursued as we had been in the flight fromKarsten a generation earlier

But the Valley was a haven of safety—having at its entrance speci al deep-set
runes and signs carved. And none that were not free of any dealing with the
Shadow coul d pass those and live.

The houses of the Green People were strange and yet very pleasing to the eye,
for they were not wought by man from wood and stone, but rather grown, tree
and

bushes twi ned together to formwalls as deep as those of any Border keep. And
their roofing was of the brilliant green feathers shed in season by those

bi rds

whi ch obeyed the Lady Dahaun

She was of our nobst ancient | egend—the forest woman who could call upon a

pl ant

to flower or fruit, and it would strai ghtaway do as she desired. Yet, as al
her

peopl e, she was alien. For she was never the same in nen's eyes, changing
ever

fromone nonment to the next. So that she m ght at one breath have the ruddy,
sun-tipped hair of a Sul carwoman, and the next the black |ocks and ivory skin
of

the O d Race.

Her co-ruler here was Ethutur, and all which remai ned steady about him al so
wer e

the small ivory horns which arose fromthe curls of hair above his forehead.
Yet



his shifts of feature and color were not as startling as those of Dahuan
Under Lord Hervon's orders, we pitched tents in the Valley for our own abode.
For, though it might be chill and comng into winter without the rock walls
of

this stronghold, within lay the nell owness of |ate summer.

It would seemthat here | egends canme to life, for we saw flying, pacing,
sporting, strange creatures which had | ong been thought by us to be out of

i magi nati on—ar ought by anci ent songsmths. There were the Fl annan—very snall,
yet formed enough like nmen to seem sonme far-off kinsman. They were wi nged and
sonmetines danced in the air for seem ng sheer delight that they lived. And
there

were al so the Renthan—targe as horses, but far different, for they had tails
i ke brushes of fluff clapped tight to their haunches; on their foreheads,
single horns curved in gleamng red arcs.

These had borne us fromthe nountains, but they were not in any way rul ed by
their riders, being proudly intelligent and allies, not servants, for the
Val | ey.

There were also the Lizard peopl e—and of those | |earned nuch. For | made ny
first friend anong their nunber. That cane about because of ny own private
heart ache.

Crytha had come into paradise, or so she thought. She bl ossoned froma thin,
quiet half-child, half-maid into a person strange to ne. And she ever
fol | oned

Dahaun, eager to learn what the |lady woul d teach

| mhar was constantly at the councils of the warriors, not always on the
fringe

as was fitting for one of his youth. He | apped up all the know edge of war as
a

house mog-cat will lap at fresh mlKk.

For we had cone into a Valley which was peace, but which was only a small
cuppi ng of that. Around us Escore boiled and seethed. Ethutur hinself rode
out

as war herald with the Lord Kenoc Tregarth to visit the Krogan, who were

wat er

dwel l ers. And other heralds went forth to arouse what help would cone at the
rising of the banner.

There was a shaping of arns at the forge, a testing of mail, and all that
stir

whi ch had been so long our portion in Estcarp. Save that now we were pitted
not

agai nst men but agai nst an unholy life totally alien to ours.

Fight | would when the tinme cane, but in nme there was a feeling of

| onel i ness.

For in all conpany, | had not one | could call rightly shield brother or cup
mate. And Crytha was seldomin sight.

It was the day of the storm which began the true tale of Yonan, as if up to
t hat

time | had been a thing only half finished, rough-hewn, and only partly
useful .

| had gone with a detachnent of Lord Hervon's swordsnen, with one of the

G een

Peopl e as a guide, clinbing up into the rocky walls which were our defense

t hat

we nmight | ook out beyond and see what lay there, also select for the future
t hose pl aces from which we could best neet any attack. It had been a bright
day

when we began that clinb, but now there were gathering clouds, and Yagath,
who

was our | eader, eyed those with concern, saying we nust return before the
wor st



of the wi nd broke upon us.

The clouds (or were they of the Shadow and no true work of nature?) rolled in
so

fast that we hurried indeed. But it chanced | was the last in line, and, as

t he

wi nd came down upon us with a roar to drown any other sound, ny foot slipped.
Before | could regain ny balance, | slid forward, my nails breaking, ny
finger

ti ps scraped raw by rock | fought to hold.

Now t he dark and the wind dropped a curtain to cut ne away from everything
but

the rock pocket into which the force of ny descent had janmred ny body. MWy
mai |

had not served to save ne from pai nful bruising; perhaps it had but added to
that. And water poured down upon ne, as if someone on the surface of the
cliff

above enptied one pail after another into ny cranped resting place.

| pushed with all my strength and so got farther back into this tenporary
prison, where a rock poi sed above took some of the wind and rain off ne.
Later,

I thought, | could clinb, but dared not try it yet in that rush which was
becom ng a stream cascadi ng down the wall to ny right.

There were fierce slashes of lightning across the small portion of the sky
whi ch

| could see, renminding me of the nost effective weapons of the Geen

Peopl e—their force whips. Then came a fearful and deafening crash close by, a
qgueer snell which nmade ne think that Iightning had i ndeed struck, and not too
far away.

The rush of water carried with it small stones, and it did not drain fast
from

the crevice | occupi ed, though that had an open end facing outward fromthe
Valley. So the flood | apped about my knees, and then touched mny thighs. |
squirmed, trying to reach a higher portion in which to crouch, but there was
none.

Whil e the drummi ng of the rain, the heavy boom of thunder never ended.

| was aware now, as | turned and strove to find a better shelter, that ny

ri ght

ankl e gave out sharp thrusts of pain, enough once or twi ce to make ne giddy.
So

| subsided at last, inmprisoned until the storm m ght pass.

It was during one of those vivid flashes of lightning that |I first saw an
answering glint of light fromthe wall to ny right. For a nonent or two, that
meant not hi ng, save there nust be sonething there which reflected the

fl ashes.

Then | wiggled a little, to free my shoul der better, so | mght feel along

t he

wal | .

My abraded finger tips flinched fromthe rough stone, then they slid onto
somet hing snooth; not only snoboth, but in a way oddly cool and pleasant. In

t he

dark, | explored ny find. It seemed to be a rod of sone sort, extending

out ward

perhaps the length of my thunb and only a little larger than that digit in

si ze.

| tried to pull at it, and it seenmed that it was a little | oose but did not
yield to the small anmount of strength I could exert in nmy cranped position
Yet there was somet hi ng about nmy unseen find which kept my fingers seeking it
out, touching it. That it was part of the natural rock, | doubted. It was too
snooth, nmore like a piece of nmetal or crystal which had been purposefully

wor ked. Yet the way it protruded fromthe native rock, with no break in that



to
hold it (as | was able to discover by touch), argued it could not be nman-nade.

The fury of the storm continued. Fromny constrai ned perch | | ooked out at

t he

wor |l d beyond the valley, but the darkness kept nme from seei ng anything. Save
here and there sonme glow close to ground, marking, | was sure fromall | had
heard, a place where a remant of the Power force still burned. For these we
had

seen in our journey fromthe nmountains, such being called to our attention

| f

the gl ow was blue that signified a point of safety where a man ni ght shelter
But a sickly dull white, or a green, or worst of all a red shot with

bl ack—those

signal ed traps for our Kkind.

The stormcl eared after what seemed to nme a very long time. Now the water
drained fromthe crevice. And the |lightning no | onger was | aid whi pw se over
t he

hills. | edged forward from under the rock | edge which had been ny shelter
and

tried to straighten up. My wet |inbs, ny wacked ankl e, made such novemnent
painful. | could feel rough outcrops to clinb, but could |I put enough weight
on

nmy ankle to try that?

Then | froze. There was a sound, not of rain nor thunder—nore |like a

skittering
across the rock above me. Coul d one of the Dark creatures have found its way
up

during the cover of the flood, was it now waiting to attack ne?

There came a light, a glow By it | saw the pointed, tooth-rimed snout of
one

of the Lizard folk. And then his forefeet, so rmuch |ike slender, fingered
hands,

cane into view. The |light descended slowy toward ne so | saw that it issued
froma stone held in a nesh of delicate wire fastened on a sl ender cord.

The Lizard folk, |ike the other nonhumans, communi cated by thought. But | had
none of the mnd touch which Crytha had so nurtured. | reached ny hand and
caught the caged stone. By that | could see ny ankle. The boot was very tight

and the leg above it swollen. | had given it a bad twist and it was plain |
dare

not put any wei ght on that.

Wth gestures, | tried to make my dilemma plain to ny rescuer. He stared at
ne

with jewel -bright eyes, then in a breath he was gone. For help, | hoped.
Though

I now began to dread that, too. My ineptness had | ong been a matter of rough
badi nage anong Hervon's nen. Here, on ny first wall patrol, | had nanaged to

make the worst possible show ng.
Wth the Lizard gone, curiosity led nme to duck back under the | edge and

survey
what | had found in the wall. Wen |I advanced ny dull |ight, there awke a
brilliant fire which was dazzling.

The thing was a rod right enough, fashioned of sone kind of crystal which
drew

light. And it glowed with a bluish sheen. Yes, it projected directly out of

t he

rock itself, but there was no mstaking that it was the product of sone
intelligence. Even though to find it so encased in solid rock was surprising.
| closed my other hand around it and tugged with all my mght. The rod gave
only

a fraction. It was plain that to free it entirely, one nust break the rock in



which it hung. But that | would do! | nust do! As the geas which had been
laid

on us all to bring us into Escore, | knew now that some force outside nmy own
i magi ning was driving me to do this. That ny find was inportant—that | would
have sworn oath to.

Now | turned quickly—there was a further noise overhead and the Lizard man
cane

cl anmbering down the wall with ease. To him this stone was an open stairway.
He

carried a rope coiled about one shoul der, and when he reached the bottom he
made

signs that | was to tie one end about ne.

Thus, | found in the stormboth nmy destiny in this |ong-shadowed | and, and a
friend—for Tsali was indeed a friend such as one could trust his life and
nor e

than his life upon

Chapter Three

So | was pent in the Valley for a tine. But the Lady Dahaun had shared her
know edge with Crytha, who brought to me a basin of bubbling red nmud. This
she

used to make a casing for ny ankle once ny boot was cut away. And as its heat
encl osed ny flesh, the pain faded and | slept.

My dreans had never been real, nor of the kind one m ght nane true sendings
of

t he Power —such as favored ones of our Race have fromtine to tine had as
warni ngs. But this tine | strode through a | and which was as real as if |
wer e

waking. And in ny hand | carried a sword—ene fitted into my palmas firmy as
if

it were an extension of ny own body, so that in ny dream| could not imagine
ny

life without that to hand.

Yet there was on nme a great sorrow and fear, not for nyself but for others.
And

as | went, | wept silently for a loss | could not renenber and yet which was
very great, weighing upon me heavier than any scout's pack. | saw that the
mai |

| wore was broken in places and rusted by stains. Wiile ny |eft hand was
pressed

agai nst mnmy side, the fingers bloodied. Pain gnawed under that pressure, a pain
I

fought against. For there was that nmy body nmust aid ne to do before I vyielded
to

deat h.

| mmut ably death drove ne; | knew that for the truth. Al behind me was | ost
to

t he Shadow, save what | carried. In ny dreaming mnd, | knew that this sword

must not fall to those who now sniffed ny trail

But | wavered, the burden of pain nigh bearing me to the ground. Wil e that
which lay before me shimered in ny sight. Tinme raced for me, with it ny
life,

oozing in sluggish drops fromny side. Yet nmy will did not yield to either
tine

or nny failing body.

The ground under ny stunmbling feet rose steadily, so that for all ny
determ nation, ny pace slowed. Still | kept onward. Now there arose a m st
before me. My lips shaped words | could not understand. Yet | knew that once
I

had known such and they had been to nme weapons near as potent as the sword.
Perhaps it was the Power of the words which carried me past the limt of



human

endurance. My breath cane in gasps; | could no | onger master the pain eating
at
me, but ny will still held.

| faltered at last to a halt, teetering on the lip of a drop. The m sts rose
frombelow, and | knew, in a part of ny fast-dulling mnd, that these were
born

out of what |ay bel ow+aw rock churned and set to a boil as if it were water
molten. Into this I hurled the sword. Wth it went out of me that strength
whi ch

had kept me on ny feet, brought ne fromthe stricken field where the Shadow
had

tri unphed.

As | crunpled to earth, knowing that now | could neet death, and did it
willingly enough, I awoke. | was sweating and ny hand was fast pressed to ny
side. | | ooked down, expecting still to see the blood dripping down the
shattered mail. But instead ny skin was snooth, unbroken. And | knew it had
been

a dream

| had not been Yonan then—o. Nor could | have put name to the man | had been
in

that time. But | carried with ne fromthat dream of death one thought—hat
whi ch

I had found enbedded in the rock on the heights was of the sword. To nmy hand
had

it once well fitted; so would it again.

However there was also in nme a need to keep this secret; the reason for that
I

did not know. | endured Imhar's jeering at ny ineptness. But, when Crytha
cane

to inspect the casing on ny ankle, | asked her concerning the Lizard man who
had

found ne.

It was she who told nme his nane—Isali—-and that he was one of the scouts of

t he

hei ghts. | envied her her gift of comunication with those other life forns
and

asked her to give himny thanks. But | was surprised when | ater that day he
padded into the small shelter where | lay and squatted down beside ne,

wat chi ng

me with his jewel -1ike eyes.

He stood perhaps near ny shoul der in height, being |large for his species. And
as

he squatted now on hind linbs, linber tail outthrust as a bal ance behind, he
slipped fromone wist a cord on which white and red earth-col ored beads were
i nterstrung, counting these through his slender fingers as if he gathered
somet hing fromthe touch alone. | had seen his people do this before and
hear d

some remark about it anong our nmen—that so the Lizard fol k apparently kept
records among thensel ves.

| stared at his crested head and | onged to speak—though |I knew that the words
I

woul d nmouth, even in the old tongue, would have no neaning. Only those of the
Green People could speak mind to mind with all who shared the Light with

t hem

agai nst t he Shadow.

Suddenly, Tsali wapped his beads once nore about his wist and, froma pouch
at

the belt (which was the only thing he wore over his rainbow scal ed body), he
brought a piece of thin, snoothed stone about the size of ny flattened pal m



O

this were carved lines of runes, the first intertilled with flakes of gold so
that they were clearly visible, the second rowwith red, the last with

omi nous

bl ack.

| had seen such before. These were for foretelling and were used by Wse
VWnen

who had not enough of the Power to becone full Wtches. Yet, as Tsali held
this

up before ny eyes, | believed that these runes were different in part.
Wth the plaque still in one hand, the Lizard man reached out his other to
catch

at nmy right wist before | knew what he woul d do. Holding ny hand with his,
he

raised it until ny fingers slipped over the snoothness of the stone, felt the
twi sts and turns of the deeply graven markings. Oddly enough, the stone was
not

cold as | thought it would be; rather warm as if it had rested near a fire
for

a space.

Under my flesh the synbols brightened and grew nore distinct. First, the
gol d,

then the red, and at length, the black. Yet ny flesh shrank fromthe | ast of
those rows, for | well knew, even little learned in the Power that | was,

t hat

these | ast were signs of ill omen and despair.

Tsali had watched as the runes cane to life and faded in turn, and there was
about his scal ed body grow ng tension

For it seemed that if | could not read what | brought to brighter sparking
there, he could. Wen at length | had pointed out the |ast of those synbols
he

took the plaque and once nore stowed it away. Yet he did not |eave ne.

Rat her he | eaned forward, his eyes focused on ne in such a steady stare as
conpelled a like answer fromnme. Slowy, very slowy there cane a faint
stirring

inm mnd. At first that started ne into flinching away fromhim ny

ast oni shment so great that | could not believe that this was nore than ny

i magi nation

It was not clear mnd speech between us, | was too lacking in skill to handle
such as that. Rather, | could sense only a query of sorts. And that had to do
with sonmething fromthe far past—

But there was nothing in my past which was of note, which would send Tsali so

delving into my mind. | was, perhaps, the |east of the House of Hervon, and
not

even of the full blood of the AOd Race. Or—what was |?

For one giddy nonent, | seened to whirl back into that dream when | wal ked to
ny

death in order to preserve sonmething (or destroy it); something greater than
nysel f, yet which had been nine. And I found that even waking | renenbered
now

in detail that clinb to the lip of the cup, the loss of the sword which had
been

so wholly a part of ne.

But that was only a dream—not of the here and now. | was not that stranger,
deat h-stricken froman unknown battle. | was Yonan, the half-blood, the
weakl i ng—

| was—bot h!

How | knew this nowthat | could not explain. | had heard of beliefs held by
some Qutlanders that, though an adept can live many lifetimes in | ength
duri ng



his space allowed in this world, other and | esser men return, to be born
agai n,

if sone task they have been set is ill done, so that they may once nore
choose

and act. It is hoped this time for the better

Was the inner ne such a one? Had the dream been not fantasy but a far-off
truth?

Who coul d prove it yes or no? Only ny dying walk was as real to me now as if
I

had i ndeed been a part of it—yesterday—er |ast night when |I had thought I
wandered in a dream

Now | knew that | must prove that to nyself. For that proof there was only
one

action—+ nust return to the cliff top, seek out that which was prisoned in

t he

stone, and bring it forth. If |I sawit, if | held it once nmore in my hand

t hen—+then perhaps that know edge that it had been m ne, was neant to be mnine
woul d come agai n.

There sounded a hissing fromTsali. Slight as it was, it broke ny
concentrati on.

He was still watching ne, but not with that conpelling intensity. Now he
nodded,

his crest head noving gravely up and down. And | knew that, if | could not
read

his thought, save in the faintest degree, mne had been far nore clear to him
| spoke, though I did not know if his alien ears could pick up and sort out
t he

sounds | nade into an intelligible pattern

"I must go back—~

It woul d seemthat he understood. For once nore he nodded solemmly. And that
nod

had something of a promise init, as if he intended that | nust do just what
I

desired.

Now | was inpatient for the healing of ny ankle and pestered Crytha to be

| oose

fromthe heavy cast of mud. Until she at |ast broke that and freed nme. |
coul d

feel no pain, there was no swelling, no mark. And when | got to ny feet,
felt

not hi ng save what was nornal .

But tinme to do what | wi shed, that was a different thing.

I could not walk away fromthe drilling, the constant honing of our small
force
into a weapon for defense. Oddly enough, | had in ne the strong belief that I

must not share with any-save Tsali—the story of ny find. So that it was after
three full days of frustration and inpatience that | slipped away at dawn, to
once nore clinb the cliffs. But before |I reached the first handhol ds, the

Li zard

warrior appeared out of nowhere, flashing past nme up the rough stone with an

agility no man possessed.

It was good that Tsali had joined me. For once aloft, |I could pick out no
| andrmark; | did not know in which direction to begin ny search for the
crevice

into which | had so unexpectedly fallen. But it was plain Tsali did, for

| ooki ng

up to me and then bearing right, he nmade clear that he could guide ne.

In the day, with no storm clouds about, the rugged heights of the Valley were
very visible. There were many crevices in these peaks and they | ooked nuch
al i ke. However, Tsali had cone to a halt by one, and with a full swing of his



arm beckoned nme on

| got to my knees, peered down into the gash in the rock. Fromhere | could
see

nothing. My find nust lie farther back, under the half-shadow of the roof
rock.

To ny belt | had fastened a small hanmer which | had selected secretly from
anong the smith's tools, with it a sharp-bladed chisel. Though both were

net al

| did not know how they would cut this rock

Wth care | crawled down into the cut, Tsali lying belly down now on the lip
of

the crevice watching nme with steadfast eyes. | mght have m ssed what |
sought ,

for it was near the color of the rock which held it. But the fact that it
protruded was ny aid.

Though the rod had the feel of crystal, it was opaque, gray—tike any jutting
knob about. How then had the lightning revealed it with a glinrer? | fitted

ny

finger toit. Yes, it noved, but a very little. | could see, peering close,
t hat

there was a line separating it a little fromthe rock which enclosed it.
Delicately as | could, for | feared to break it, | began to work with chise
and

hamrer, tapping slowy, with care. Parts of the rock dropped away in very
smal |

and hard-won chi ps.

But | schooled ny patience and worked with a care | have never used in any

act

before. It was needful that | do this—that filled ny m nd, possessed ne fully.
I

was not aware of the sun which blazed down, to nmake the crevice a caldron of
gl owi ng heat so that | doffed first mail shirt, then underjerkin of padded

| eather, and worked with my skin reddening in the force of that beam

My hands began to shake and | | eaned back agai nst the wall of the crevice,
suddenly afraid that, with some off-center blow, | mght shatter what I
sought .

There was a hissing fromabove. | | ooked up and Tsali held down to ne a
bottle

fashi oned of the tough valley gourds.

Wor ki ng out the stopper, | drank thankfully. My shoul ders ached—but when I

| ooked at the stone where | worked, ny spirit was as renewed as ny throat
from

that drink. It was indeed a sword hilt | had so painfully uncovered. | had it
free now down to the cross hilt. But it would take hours nore to nanage the
bl ade—+f | ever could. How had any netal |asted through the heat generated by
the nolten rock into which nmy dream self had hurled this?

| put out nmy hand, curved ny fingers, and grasped the hilt. That which | had
felt in the dreamonce nore flooded into me. This was mine! Never before had
I

felt so strong an inpression of ownership, as if some object had been

fashi oned

only for ny own handling, to be held jealously fromall others.

My grasp tightened. Wthout being truly aware of what | did, | pulled the

hi It

toward me. There was a nonent of resistance, and then it cane | oose with such
a

snap that | overbal anced and fell back against the other wall of the crevice.
But —what | held was only the hilt. No bl ade projected, strong and keen-edged,
beyond it!

My di sappoi nt nent was so vast that for a second or two | could have wailed as



m ght any child. It was nmine—but what it had been was gone, lost in time and
boiling rock, even as | had feared.

Still, 1 could not toss it fromme. My fingers curled and held as if now
their

will was apart frommne, or else they were conmanded by a part of ne | did
not

know nor under st and.

| held nmy find farther into the sun. Perhaps one of the valley smths could
reset it to a blade. It was not a treasure in itself that | could see. In
col or,

the crystal of the pormel was gray, yet in the sun | caught a faint rippling
of

inner light. It had been worked with a carving like a scraw of runes,

per haps

to keep it fromturning in the hand. However, those were so worn they were
now

but a pitted pattern of unreadable |ines. The crossbar was of the sane
crystal-like material. Yet | was sure this was no crystal nor quartz of which
I

had know edge.

| sighed. When | shrugged on ny jerkin again, | stowed ny find against ny
ski n.

A usel ess thing-still—+there was sonet hi ng—

Was it a scrap of before nenmory which stirred deep, deep in ny nmind? | could
not

catch it. | only knew that what | held had once been as needful as life to ne
and that it had cone once nore into ny hand for a purpose.

Chapt er Four

In the days which followed | was tenpted often to take the hilt to the smth
and

see if it could be fitted to any bl ade he had worked. Yet each tine that

t hought

cane to me, | found that | could not do this. No, there had been only one
bl ade

which would fit. And time had taken that. So ny find nmust remain usel ess.
But | discovered that when |I slept, for some reason, | brought the hilt out

(always in the dark and in secret) to hold in nmy hand. Did I wish to use it as
a

key to unl ock the past? Perhaps. Though anot her part of ne did not desire

t hat

either. Still | kept it ever with ne.

Perhaps it carried with it some good fortune for a warrior. O el se grow ng
ol der, and living under the sky of the Green Valley and its healing, brought
about a slow change in ne. | becane nore apt as a swordsman—ence even

di sarm ng

I mhar in practice. And that not by chance, for it was ever his way to nake ne
seem awkward and w t hout skill

Sonetimes | believed that had nmy secret been whole | could have confronted
any

man in our conpany and not cone out the worse, battle-trained veterans as
nost

of them were.

W of Hervon's House were not the only people to be drawn over-nountain into
Escore. Others followed in time. Then we, with the G een People, went forth
(for

t he Lady Dahaun had al ways know edge, carried by her messenger birds, of

t hose

W nni ng across the nountains.)

This | and was awake, and evil paced it, save those few places guarded by
remmants of the Power. Thus were we ever on guard when we ventured on an



assay.
It was during one such, at night, though our people encanped by a pl ace of
Light, that the Thas attacked us.

These |ive underground, seldom seeking the upper world, then only at night or
on

days well clouded. Though they had not first been reckoned anong the
fol | oners

of the Shadow, in these hours they listened to the call of the Dark Ones,

t hus

becom ng our enenmies. During the night attack they were defeated only by an
out gush of water which was brought about by Lord Kenoc and Godgar of our own
troop. However, Lord Kenpc was grievously wounded and, on our riding, he was
swept fromus in a flood of the same water which had earlier saved us.

H s | oss was counted a sore one. For, though a man, he has studied the

anci ent

records at Lornt. And it was a fact that he had called forth a sumons and
had

been answered by one of the Great A d Ones, even though those had all been
deemed gone from Escore. His sister, the Wtch Kaththea, withdrew to a pl ace
of

nmysteries, striving there to find some answer as to whether he lived or died.
For she believed that he had not departed on the Last Road as yet.

Thus, Crytha becane a cl oser companion to the Lady Dahaun, though she was not
trained in witchcraft as had been the Lady Kaththea. So | saw even | ess of
her .

This was not a season for wedding, at |east that thought heartened nme. For

| mhar

could not claimher at a time when war raged around us.

Twi ce we had driven off attacks of the Dark Ones. Mnstrous fornms had circled
the valley walls, striven to clinb and bring death to all. Those G ay Ones,
who

are neither man nor wolf, but the worst part of both, came to harry us;

ot her,

even nmore alien things with them In the sky above wheel ed and battled the

gr eat

Vorgs who answered the sunmoni ng of our hosts. But what sonetimes fought with
t hem were such creatures even ni ghtmares coul d not spawn.

I found that Tsali took to accompanyi ng whatever patrol on the heights | was
assigned to. It followed that nmy conpani onship wi thout words with the Lizard
man

became nore a part of my life. When we were al one (though such tinmes were
few)

he often let ne know by gestures, in very diminpressions | could pick up
from

his thoughts, that he wanted to | ook upon the sword hilt. | would bring it
forth

(it always felt then a part of nme), and he would stare at it intently.

Per haps, | guessed, he knew nore of its history, buried in the rock though it

had been, than | did. How | longed to speak nmind to mnd and ask this. Men
have

their | egends—perhaps the Lizard folk also had their tales from an anci ent
past .

Maybe even one about that dying man who had not been Yonan—

| tried very hard to reach out with my thoughts, but it would seemthat the
talent was denied me. Yet in otherwise | was changing, as | was sure. And
what

m ght have happened had not another fate taken hand in nmy life | cannot

fat hom

It was Crytha who brought the end to one part of nmy life, the beginning of
anot her. For there came a norni ng when she was nissing fromher couch in the



Lady Dahaun's hall. And the Lady of Green Silences canme to Hervon's cluster
of

tents with a sober face. She held out her hand, on the pal mof which lay an
i mge roughly fashioned fromclay. Strands of hair had been enbedded in its
head, a scrap of scarf Crytha favored w apped about it in a crude robing.
The Lady Chriswi tha, |ooking upon that thing, grew white. Her hands trenbl ed
as

she reached forth a finger to touch, and yet did not dare. Then there arose
such

a wath as | had never seen in her. She spat out:

"W were told that this was a safe |land!"

"So was it," the Lady Dahaun returned. "This abom nation was not fashioned
her e.
| do not know how it was put within the bed place of your kin-child. | have

| earned that she went forth at first dawning, telling my people she would seek
a

bed of Illbane to be harvested as the dew still lay upon it, naking it tw ce
as

potent for healings. She appeared as al ways, under no conpul sion; though it
seens that in this she was certainly noved by another's will."

The Lady Chriswi tha | ooked about us, as if with the eye she could see
Crytha's

trail. Her lips came firmtogether as | have seen them upon occasi on, as now
her

fear was under deep control

"You can follow?"

"W have followed," the Lady Dahaun replied. "But there is an end to her
trail

up there." She gestured toward the heights which walled in the valley.
"Why—why Crytha? And from whence canme that—=2" ny foster nother then demanded,
"She—she nmust be found!"

"Why Crytha? Because she is who she i s—ene of buddi ng Power, as yet

unt r ai ned—at

an age when that Power can be used by—ethers. Fromwhence it cane, it has
about

it the stench of Thas. They possess certain talents which it now seens they
are

devel oping to a degree we have not known. As to the finding, | have tried the
scrying—there is a wall against the far sight—

| though of the Thas | had seen during our battle with them when they had
attacked and been driven off by the gush of water. They were of the earth,
smal | er than nmen, dusky bodi es covered with a growth which was tough and
rootlike. As if they had i ndeed grown and not been born. To our eyes they
wer e

repul sive—+i ke the | egendary denmons. And to think of Crytha taken by such

In that noment | forgot | was liegeman to ny lord, that | was a warrior under
orders. | noved w thout thinking to snatch that crude image fromthe Lady
Dahaun.

"Yonan!" The Lady Chriswitha stared at ne as if | had suddenly nyself taken
on

t he gui se of one of those deep earth dwellers. "Wat would you—=2"

But I was no | onger the Yonan she had fostered, the weakling who owed life to
her care. In that nonment, as ny fist clenched around the image, |I felt deep
within me a stir which | had known only in ny dream | was soneone el se
struggling for freedom someone with nore certainty of purpose than Yonan had

ever possessed. | think that I was no longer a youth of little pronise.
| nst ead,
two hal ves of ne canme together to make ne the stronger in that uniting. | did

not even answer the Lady Chriswitha, for there was a need tearing at ne which
I



could not control

"Where on the heights did they lose the trail?" | turned to the Lady of G een
Sil ences, speaking to her as | would to an equal

| saw her eyes wi den as she gazed back at me. For a nmonent, she hesitated. As
she did, the Lady Chrisw tha broke in:

"Yonan—you cannot —=

| whirled about, forgetting all courtesy. "This I will do. Either | bring
Cryt ha

back or else | die!"

It was her turn to show an astoni shnent which overrode even her anger and
fear.

"But you—=
| made a gesture of silence as | |ooked again to the Lady Dahaun
"\Where?" | repeated sharply.

Her eyes searched ny face for what seened to me far too long a tine. Then she
answer ed:

"No man can hunt safely through the burrows of the Thas. The earth is theirs;
for them it fights."

"So? | do not believe this. Lady." My left hand lay on ny mail-clad breast and
I

could feel (and | knew | was not dreaming this tinme) a kind of throb against
ny

body sent forth by the ancient sword hilt.

She bit upon her lower lip. Her right hand arose and in the air she traced
sone

synmbol . There was a faint light follow ng that tracing, gone again in an
instant. But now Dahaun nodded

"The risk is yours, warrior. We dare not raid into the Thas burrows wi thout
greater protection than we have now. This act of theirs may be intended not
only

to gain control of a beginning talent which they hope to warp, but also to
drain

us of warriors needed for defense.”

"One man may go w t hout weakeni ng your defense by nuch, Lady. Wth or w thout
your leave will | do this thing."

"It is your choice," she returned gravely. "But this much will | warn you: if
the Thas are now governed by one with the Dark Power, there is little a man
can

do agai nst such. You know not hi ng of what you may face."

"True. But who knows when he lies down at night what the rising sun will
bring

tomorrow?" | countered with words which seemed to flowinto ny nouth by the
will

of that shadowy other which the touch of the hilt had awakened in ne.

There was a hissing, startling us both. Tsali reared up to ny left. H's

bri ght

eyes met mne for a single instant before he | ooked on to the Lady Dahaun. |
knew t hat between them now passed that comunication |I could not understand.
In

nmy hand, | squeezed tight that ugly thing of clay, hair, and ragged cloth. |
knew enough of the way of Power that this dare not be destroyed. For such a
destruction m ght harmthe one | would protect. However, it was a tie with
her .

Just as the sword hilt, now warm agai nst ny breast, was a tie with that

ot her,

greater self | could only dimy sense as yet.

"Tsali will go with you."

It was nmy turn to be surprised. Though the Lizard nmen were of the earth, even
as

those of the Green Valley, still they are not |like the Thas, who hate the sun



and are not at ease save in their deep burrows.
"He can be eyes for you, such as no man possesses,'
is

his free choice to do this."

Per haps | should have refused to draw another with ne into an unknown

gover ned

by the Shadow. But at that monent the part of Yonan which was stil

uncertain,

| acking in confidence, felt a surge of relief at that prom se. Al one anong

t he

Val | ey People, Tsali shared ny secret. It did not matter that his skin was
scal ed, mne was snmooth; that we could not speak to each other. For he could
project, and | could receive, a feeling of Ri ghtness about what | nust now do.
| shoul dered a bag of rations and two water gourds filled to their stopper

| evel s, those stoppers being well pounded in. For arms, | had ny sword. |
woul d

not take the dart gun, for these had very little ammunition |left, and what
remai ned nmust be for the defense of the Valley. The Lady Dahaun brought ne a
pouch which | could clip to nmy belt, holding some of her salves for wounds.
But

it was with the Lady Chriswitha, Lord Hervon still being absent on a patrol
that | had ny final word before | left to face the unknown.

"She is already hand-fasted, Yonan." My foster nother spoke quickly, as if
what

she had to say made her uneasy and she woul d have this over.

"That | know. "

"I'f Imhar were here now—

"He would do as | amdoing. But he is not, and I am"

Then she acted as she had not since | was a sickly little |lad. She put her
hands, one on either side of ny face. The throat veil of fine mail which
depended from nmy hel m hung | oose so that | could feel her touch warm on ny
cheeks.

"Yonan, Yonan— She repeated ny nane as if she nust. "Wat you try—fmay the

G eat

FIl ane abi de about you, hedge you in. Forgive me ny blindness. She is of ny
own

bl ood, even though there is in her that which is not of ny spirit. For she is
like the mai dens of the other years, having that part in her which we thought

Dahaun continued. "And it

had flickered and died, save in Estcarp. There will be always that in her
whi ch

no ot her can possess, nor perhaps even understand. She is ny kin, however—
"And hand-fasted to Inmhar,"” | replied grimMy. "My honor is not totally |ost,
even though I am not of pure blood, ny Lady. She will come back, or else
will

be dead. But after, | shall make no clainms on her. This | swear."

There were tears in her eyes now, though she was not one who wept easily. And
all she answered then was ny nanme—

"Yonan!" But into that one word she put all she could summon to hearten ne.
Chapter Five

| kept the image, tucking it into nmy belt and naking it fast there with a
thrice-knotted | oop. For such things, even if they are used in the working of
evil, are connected with the victins they are used against. It m ght be that
in

this rough thing of clay, rag, and hair | could find a guide.

Near m dday we clinbed the cliffs, followi ng the path of those who had traced
Crytha earlier. Tsali took the |ead, as ever, his clawed hands and feet far
nor e

apt at this business than nmine. But | had caught up to him as he paused by a
deep cleft in the rock, one into which the sun, burning brightly as it did,
could not far penetrate.



| lay belly down on the rock which |lipped this, striving to see what |ay down
bel ow. But there lay a thickness of shadow there through which only part of

t he

rough walls was visible.

VWhile the closer | put my face to the opening, the nmore | was aware of an
odor,

fetid and heavy, after the cool clean air of the valley. This carried the

hal f-rotted scent of wood, fast being reduced to slimnmy sponge by age and

wat er,

and with that, hints of other nastiness.

| checked ny pack, ny weapon, before | swung over that |ip, searching for
hand

and toe holds. The descent was rough enough to offer those in plenty. As |
went

that snell grew stronger. Tsali had followed nme, but nmore slowy than usual
He

wore a cord about his neck, a pouch of netting in which was a junbl e of

st ones.

As we went farther into the shadows of that om nous cutting those took fire,
to

give off a gl ow of subdued I|ight.

The descent was a |long one, far longer than | had judged, and had specul at ed.
And, for all ny care, | nade what | thought was far too nuch noise, mny boots
scraping on the stone as | forced the toes into holds. Tine and again

froze,

flattened against the wall, |istening. Yet never was there anything, save ny
own

breathing, for Tsali nmade no sound at all

However there hung about us a subtle warning of danger, the know edge that we
were indeed intruding into eneny territory. Sol strove to alert all ny
senses,

bringing to service all that | had | earned of scouting.

At last | reached a |level surface. Wth care, | edged around on that, thinking
I

had merely found a | edge. But Tsali landed Iightly on the same perch to ny
left,

and held out his bag of |uninous stones. By that dimlight we could see that
we

were indeed at the bottom of a giant slash. A narrow way | ed both right and
left, but Tsali gestured left.

Judgi ng that he rmust know nore of such burrows than I, that then was our
choi ce.

Though this was no snooth road, for we scranbled over |oose rocks, squeezed
by

outjutting of the walls. What had been a crevice becane a cave. Wen
stretched

back ny head to | ook aloft there was no | onger a ribbon of sky to be seen
Tsali pounced, using his claws to free sonething froma sharp rock, then held
out to ne a pinch of fiberlike stuff. Fromit arose strongly the noxi ous odor
I

touched his find gingerly. The stuff was coarser than any hair | had ever

fingered, nore like fine roots. | could understand that this marked the
passage

of one of the Thas who had so scraped free a small portion of his body
covering.

Tsali hissed and hurled the discovery fromhim his gesture plainly one of
scorn. | had not known before his personal feelings concerning the Thas. But
with that gesture he made them plain enough. Again |I |onged for the power to

comuni cate with him
The roofing of this way dropped abruptly. Water beaded the walls around us,



trickled down the stone, to puddl e between the | oose stones, making hazards.
Luckily soon this changed and we crept al ong, only noisture-sleeked | evel
rock

under f oot .

Tsali's light was very linited. W could scarcely see nore than a foot or so
beyond us, though he held the pouch well out. Then we had to get down to our
hands and knees to craw . | put off mnmy pack, pushing it before nme. Still ny
shoul ders brushed the roof of this passage fromtine to tine.

Save for the snmell and that tuft of hair, we cane across no further signs

t hat

this was a way used by the eneny. Perhaps it had recently been opened or
explored, in testing tor some underground entrance to the Valley. But any
such

woul d fail, since the Green People had | ong ago set about their stronghold
such

signs of Power as none of those serving the Shadow mi ght cross.

How | ong we craw ed | do not know, but at length that hole gave way to a
cavern,

one far beyond our reckoning as to size depending upon the feeble |light we
had.

Rows of stalagnites arose |ike savage fangs, to be matched by stal actites as
sharp above. Tsali squatted, his head turning fromside to side.

Even ny senses, which were far less than his, caught the thick scent which
was

lying here. The Lizard man cl osed both hands over his pouch of |ight stones,
shutting off even that small source of illumnation. | knew that he so

si gnal ed

the need for extrenme caution

| listened—so intently that it would seemall the strength of every sense

had
was now channeled into one. And there was sound. Part of it | identified as a
st eady dri ppi ng—perhaps from sonme steady, but small, fall of water.

However from farther away, nuch nmuted, canme a rhythmc rise and fall of what
was

nei t her distinguishabl e words nor song, but which, | was sure, was not of the
cave, rather of those who used it.

There was a very faint gleamto ny left, Tsali had dropped one hand fromthe
net

bag. Now | felt his clawed fingers close around ny wist. Wth that hold he
gave

me a small, meaningful jerk. He wanted us to advance on out into the great

bl ackness of the unknown.

| heard it said that the Lizard people could see above and bel ow t he range of
men, able to pierce what might be to us full darkness. It would seemthat |
nmust

now al |l ow ny conpanion to prove the right of that.

Slinging ny pack back into place, | arose, Tsali beside me. Step by cautious
step, we ventured on. Qur path was not straight, for Tsali zigzagged,
apparently

to avoid the rock formations which would nake this a giant maze-trap for
anyone

as nightblind as I. As we went that other sound grew stronger, taking on the
rise and fall of a chant. But if those we hunted were within the bounds of
vision they had no light to betray them

Tsali took another sharp turn to the left. Now | could see a glow, faint,

greeni sh, but still a break in the thick dark of the cavern. Against this the
formati ons made mi sshapen rods like a grill, sonetimes thick enough to vei
t he

gl eam al t oget her.
The chanting continued, grow ng ever |ouder—but in no tongue |I knew. Sonehow



that sound made the skin on ny body prickle with that warning which ny
speci es

feel when they go up agai nst the Shadow. Tsali crept now, dropping his hold
on

me, since we had the guide of that distant light. And | strove in turn to
nove

as noi sel essly as possi bl e.

The unwhol esorre radi ance flourished as we crouched cl ose together to | ook into
a

second and smal |l er cavern. There hunched Thas, unnistakable in their ugliness.
I

counted at |east a dozen. But rising above their m sshapen forms was Crytha.
They had hal f-encircled her, but their | ow slung heads were not turned in her
direction as if they watched her. Rather they all faced toward a tal

st andi ng

pillar which glistened in the Iight cast by stal ks of |unpy growths half of

t he

Thas hel d before them as m ght worshippers hold candl es at sone shrines.

The pillar had a sl eek, snoboth surface facing Crytha. Now | could see that
her

eyes were tightly closed. Yet her face was serene, not as someone forced into
action by her enem es, rather as one who noved in a dream

Dmy | could sight sonething beneath that surface, as if the pillar held a
captive or a treasure. The Thas wore no visible weapons. Slowy and carefully
I

eased ny sword fromits scabbard, |oosed ny pack to set that aside. The odds
were very high, but it was Crytha who stood there, whomthey had sonehow

cl ai ned

to do their bidding. For that she was now engaged in sone sorcery denanded by
t he Shadow | had no doubt at all. | surveyed the stretch of cave between ne
and

that foul conpany, wondering if a surprise attack m ght be the answer. The
Thas

appeared to feel so safe in this hole of theirs that we had found no sentry.
And

feeling thus secure would not an attack bew | der them for just |ong enough?
Such odds were very slimindeed, but | could at that nonent see no ot her
action

to take.

Crytha rai sed her hands. Though she did not touch the surface of the pillar
bef ore whi ch she stood, she made sweeping notions, first up and down, and

t hen

back and forth. Wile those squatting about her continued to chant in their
unknown tongue. | readied nyself for a leap which | hoped would take ne to

t he

girl's side. If | could then break whatever spell they had | aid upon her—
Tsali hissed. Something brushed nmy shoulder. | whirled. Qut of the darkness
behi nd us streaned | ong cords |ike m sshapen roots. Before | understood our
peril, one coiled about ny ankles, to give a vicious jerk and throw ne to the
ground. | raised ny sword in a slash neant to free myself fromthat bond.

The netal struck true enough, only to rebound froma surface on which no cut
was

visible. Even as | tried to swing again, another of those root cords snapped
tight about ny wist in spite of ny struggles.

Wthin a space of a few breaths | was both disarnmed and hel pl ess. But Tsal
was

still on his feet. It appeared that the cords disliked those gl eam ng stones
whi ch provided us with light. They feinted and tried to strike, but the

Li zard

man's |ightning-fast weaving of the pouch kept themat bay. At length he nmade



a
leap far to the left and was gone, |eaving ne a prisoner
There had been no halt in the chanting behind me. Nor, to ny conplete

surpri se,

did any Thas now advance out of the dark to make sure of me. Only the cords
still tightened on ny body until | was totally imuobile. Now | could see both
ends of those, as if they had not been used as weapons, but were in some way
living entities acting on their own. Yet all |I sawor felt were like |long
unbr eakabl e roots.

They al so had an evil snell, which arose about ne stiflingly. | choked and
coughed, ny eyes filled with tears as do those caught in acrid snoke. So the
Thas had their sentries after all, such as | had never heard of. | hoped that

Tsali had escaped. On him alone could I depend for help. O would | die,
snothered by this horrible stench? My head whirled dizzily as | slipped into
bl ackness.

There were no real dreanms. Rather sonewhere—a |ong way of f—a nane was call ed
I't

was not a name that | knew, yet it belonged to ne. And the call became nore

i nsi stent.

| stirred; that calling would not be stilled. Now | opened ny eyes. There was
a

snel |l of rottenness, but not strong enough to choke ne sensel ess as before.
To

my right showed a faint light. | tried to turn toward that. Sonething about
nme

resi sted and then broke; another puff of foul odor struck into ny face like a
blow, so | gasped and nearly | apsed once nore into unconsci ousness.

The Iight was above ne. | swung ny head farther. | lay at the foot of a
pillar

of +ce! The cold issuing fromit was biting. But the front of the col um was
snooth as glass. And within—aithin that stood a body!

It was man-shaped, nan-sized as far as | could judge. Only the face was

hi dden

in a strange way by three di anond-shaped pi eces of a gl eam ng nmetal fastened
t oget her by chains of the sane substance. Two covered the eyes, the third
masked

the nouth, leaving only the nose and a bit of cheek on either side visible.
The head was crowned by an el aborate war helmfromwhich a crest in the form
of

a jewel -eyed dragon | ooked down at nme. And the body wore mail. Wile the
hands

were clasped on the haft of a great doubl e-sided ax.

| levered nyself up, nmore puffs of stench answering every nmonent. Wen |
gazed

down along ny own body I saw that black and rotted cords were falling away.
Apparently the rootlike sentries of the Thas had not too long lives. Al so

t hey

had dragged me within their shrine, for I was sure this was the pillar before
whi ch they had chanted. Therefore—how soon would they return? O had they
bel i eved me dead and so laid ne here as an offering for the pillared one?
Action, not guessing, was what | needed. | pushed back fromthe freezing
chill

of the pillar and got stiffly to ny feet. Perhaps | could break off part of
one

of the stony gromhs in the outer cavern, use that for a weapon. | | ooked
longingly at the ax enbedded in the ice. That was of no use to himwho now
hel d

it, and perhaps far too heavy for ne even if | had it to hand, but it was the
only armin sight.

| saw now that the colum was not the only ice formed in this chanber. Beyond



the pillar, to my right, long icicles, thicker than ny wist, depended from
t he

roof. Sonme of them had sharp enough poi nts—for weapons? | al nost |aughed at
t hat

i dea, certainly that of a crazed man. Those woul d shatter at a touch—
"Tolar!"

| turned my head. Who had called that nane? It was the sanme as had sounded

t hrough the darkness to draw nme back to life again. I+ was Yonan! Yet
somet hi ng

in me responded.

Hardly knowi ng what | did, | |oosened the lacing of my mail shirt until |
coul d

grope beneath it, close nmy hand about the sword hilt, bring it forth. Here in
t he darkness —t gl owed! The gray-white of the dull crystal cane to life as
strong inner fires blazed within it.

If I only had a bl ade!

A bl ade—

My eyes went, | did not know why, save as if sonething so compelled them to
those long icicles which hung fromthe roof. And to them| went, though I
knew

this did not make sense. Still | selected one of those sharp points of ice,

t he

length of a sword blade. Then | exerted force enough to break it free.

The ice snapped off cleanly as if cut. Still noving under a command | did not

understand, | fitted the hilt to it. There was a burst of |ight which blinded
ne

for a nonent.

| mght still be dreaming, or I mght be indeed nmad, but that which | held
now

was no thing of netal or ice, but a sword, perfect and bal anced. It had now
been

called out of time itself to exist again for the sake of the Light.

Chapter Six

Now | returned to that prisoner in the block of ice. Surely he was a dead
nman.

Still an uneasiness lingered in me as | studied him as if, should I walk
away
and | eave himso pent there, | would indeed be deserting a battle conrade.

| approached closer to the pillar, kicking aside the shriveled remains of the
root bonds which were rotting away. There was a deep silence around ne.
Except

in my own mnd, where, very faint and faraway, sounded once nore that nane:
"Tolar!"

In ny hand the newknit sword did not cease to radiate |ight, though not with
the full brilliance it had given off when | joined ice to nmetal. But enough
to

provide a torch far nore effective than those stones of Tsali's, and
wonder ed

if its gleamcould betray ne. Yet | could not put it aside in this place of
dar k

nystery.

Cryt ha—¥sal i -where were they? How could | track themthrough this nmaze? Wth
no

m nd touch I would be lost as any tal entless beast, unless | could gain sone
cl ue.

The snell of the Thas remmined, but | could see no tracks. For underfoot was
bare rock hol ding no print.

And nmy eyes were continually drawn back to that inert figure in the pillar
as

if sone deep conpulsion tied ne here—+to it—+rather than releasing ne to the



quest

for the freeing of Crytha. Against nmy will | advanced toward the chill of

t hat

frozen colum. Cold radiated fromit, even as the light did fromny strangely
forged weapon. Yet the grip of that in ny hand was warm reassuring.

Who was this prisoner? How had he cone to stand so in Thas territory?

Pl ainly,

fromwhat | could see, he had no physical kinship with the squat, ill-forned
earth people. Was he their god? O sone ancient prisoner they had so set to
nock

and gl oat over at intervals? Wiy had they brought Crytha here to performso
oddl y?

Questions for which I had no answers. But, alnpbst wi thout conscious thought,

I

reached with sword point, to touch the surface of the frozen prison. As | did
that, | was seized as tightly as the root things had bound me. No | onger was
it

my will which noved me. No, another force overrode all which was Yonan

| raised the sword, to bring it down against that pillar. One unyielding
surface

met another, jarring nuscles along nmy side and shoulder. Yet | could not stop
nmysel f ai m ng such another blow, and a third; w thout any effect on either

bl ade

or pillar which | could perceive. | could not nove away, held as a man in a
geas, pledged to beat away at this columm of ice, fruitlessly, while my body
ached in answer each tine the sword thudded honme agai nst the unbreakabl e.

O was it breakabl e?

| could not be sure. Had a small network of cracks begun to spread outward
from

that point | had been crashing nmy bl ade against? This was the hei ght of

folly,

to so fight to uncover the body of the Iong dead. My brain m ght know t hat
wel |,

but what noved nmy armdid not accept such | ogic.

Nine times | struck at the ice pillar. Then my armfell to ny side, so
weari ed

by that usel ess labor that | could not sumon strength for another blow But—
The cracks | thought | had inagi ned—aere there! Even as | stared, they

wi dened,

reached farther across the surface, deeper, farther—a piece of ice as |large
as

nmy sweating hand fl aked away, to hit the rock below with a sharp tinkle. Then
anot her and anot her joined that!

I could no | onger see the man within, for the cracks were so many that they
starred and conceal ed all beyond the surface. Mdre and nore bits of ice fel
out. Wth themcane a rush of air so cold I m ght have faced the worst breath
of

the Ice Dragon. | stunbled back, enough wit and control left in me to flee

t he

range of that bl ast.

Now the shattered ice flaked quickly, fell in jagged |unps. There was not hing
bet ween ne and the body. Wile always the sword bl ade pul sed with |ight

show ng

t he stranger.

"Tol ar—so | ong—so | ong—=

| would have cried out, but my tongue, ny lips, ny throat, could shape no
real

sound. Those words had not been spoken al oud, rather they broke into my mnd
as

a great cry holding a note of triunph.



"Tol ar—ai d—=
There was no longer a greeting, rather a plea. And | knew whence it had cone,

fromthat body which had been |l ocked in ice. | noved jerkily, again as if
another mind and will, roused from some unknown depth within me, was ordering
ny

i tbhs—pushing that identity which was Yonan into sone side pocket where its
desires could not interfere.

| stooped stiffly, laid ny ice sword upon the rock, and then | went forward.
No

| onger to neet a freezing blast (perhaps that had been dissipated upon the
opening of the crypt) but to reach for the shoul ders of the body within.

Hs mail was ice-cold, the flesh beneath it seemed rocklike. But | tugged and
pul l ed, until the nasked man fell forward, near bearing ne down also by the
wei ght of his body. He was utterly stiff, as if conpletely frozen as the ice
whi ch had encased him

| tugged and pulled until | had himstretched on his back, his hands stil
tight

gripping his battle ax, his hidden face turned upward. Then | knelt beside
hi m

wondering what | must do now It seemed to ne that no natural nman could have
survived that cold. But there had been adepts and nmen of Power in plenty in
Escore in the old days. And it could have been that such as they were able to
stave off death in ways we ourselves had |ost record of during the years of
our

exile.

To warm his flesh—+ had no fire here and I did not see how !l could get himto
the surface. O if | wanted to! For we had been warned often by the G een
Peopl e

that many of those who renained outside their own Valley were nore apt to be
of

t he Shadow than of the Light. Perhaps this was sone Dark | ord who had fallen
af oul of one of his own kind and ended so because his know edge of the Power
was

| ess than that of his eneny. If so—we wanted none |ike himloosed, and what |
had al ready done, under that strange conpul sion, was to aid evil.

| peered down at him holding out the sword, that its light, close to his
body,

m ght give me a clearer view. He was human in formas far as | could see.

Whi ch

meant little enough, as the adepts had once been human, and there were al so
evi |

t hi ngs which coul d weave hal lucinations to cloud their true forns.

The hel mand the mail he wore were different fromany |I had seen. And the ax,
with its keen-edged doubl e head, was no weapon | knew,. While those odd

di anond

pi eces veiled his face too closely for ne to judge what night |ie beneath.

Now t hat conmand of my will which had brought ne to free himceased. No voice
cried "Tolar" in nmy mind. I was again Yonan, nyself. And any decision woul d
be

m ne al one.

Above all | wanted to | eave himhere—+o go out hunting Crytha. Still—

Among fighting men there are certain |l aws of honor by which we are bound,
whet her we desire it or not. If this captive was alive, if he was of the

Li ght +hen | could not |leave himto the Thas again. But what was he—friend or
bitter foe?

| laid down the sword, not again on the rock, but across his breast, so that
t he

metal of its new blade rested partly on his ax. My fingers went to those

chai ns

which held in place his mask. For it seenmed to nme that | nust | ook upon his



real

face before | made ny choice

The chains | ooked frail enough, until | took theminto ny fingers, lifting
t hem

alittle fromthe icy flesh against which they lay. | tugged at those which
| ay

across the tenpl es beneath the shadow of that dragon-crowned hel m Suddenly
t hey

gave so | was able to pull themup and away fromthe cold face. A second pul
| oosened that of the chin fastening, and I threw the whole from ne.

| had so bared a human face with no distortion of evil | could detect. But

t hen

such evil can lie inwardly, too. He seened agel ess, as are all the A d Race
after they reach maturity until just before their long |ives cone to an end,
unl ess they fall by accident or battle.

Then—

The eyes opened!

Their stare caught and held ne, nmy hand half out for the hilt of ny sword. A
very faint frown of puzzlement drew between the dark brows of that face
"Tol ar ?"

Once nmore that name. Only now it was shaped by those lips slowy losing the
bl ue

of col d.

"I am Yonan!" | returned fiercely. No nore tricks would this one play with ne.
I

was who | was. Not a dying man in a dream-a body answering to a spirit it did
not know.

Hs frowm deepened. | felt then, and cried out, at a swift stab into nmy mnd.
He

read ne ruthlessly as | withed, unable to | ook away. He was—

"Uruk— He supplied a name. Then waited, his eyes searching mine, as if he
expected some answer out of my menory.

| snatched the sword, drew away fromhim It seened to ne at that nmonment that
I

had i ndeed brought to |life one of the eneny. Yet | could not kill him

hel pl ess

as he was now.

"I am not—ef the Shadow. " Hi s voice was husky, hoarse, like netal rusted from
long disuse. "I am Uruk of the Ax. Has it been so long then that even nmy nane
is

now f or got ?"

"It is," | returned flatly. "I found you there." | gestured with ny |eft hand
to

the pillar, keeping the sword ready in nmy right. "Wth the Thas yammreri ng

bef ore

you—=

"The Thas!" He strove to lift his head, the upper part of his body, but he
struggled like a beetle thrown upon its back, unable to right itself again.

" And

what of the Banners of Erk, the Force of Klingheld, the battle—yes, the
battle!".

I continued to shake ny head at each nanme. "You have been |ong here, you who
call yourself Uruk. I know of no Erk, nor Klingheld. Though we fight the Dark
Ones who nove freely in this Escore. W are allied with the People of Geen
Silences and others—ith more than half the country at our throats—+f they
can

be reached!"

There was a skittering sound, bringing nme instantly around, ny sword ready.
And

it appeared that ny wariness gave that weapon power, for its blade blazed the



hi gher. But he who spun into the open in a great |eap was Tsali. hugging his
net

of stones still to his scal ed breast.

He | ooked to ne and then to Uruk. And it was upon Uruk he advanced. Though
hi s

mout h was open and | saw the play of his ribbon tongue, he did not hiss.
Whil e Uruk rose now so that he supported hinself on his el bows, though that
action followed visible effort. Now he watched the Lizard man with the sane

searching stare which he had first used on me. | believed that they were in
t hat
silent conmunication and | was again angry that | |acked the talent. My boots

crunched on the splinters of ice which had fallen fromthe pillar as |
shifted
closer to them

Uruk broke that communi on of gaze. "I understand—n part. It has been very
| ong,

and the world | know has gone. "But— The frown of puzzlenment still ridged
hi s

forehead. "Tolar—Folar | reached. Only he could wield the ice sword. Yet |

see

it in your hand and you say you are not Tolar?" He nmade a question rather than
a

st at ement .

"I amnot Tolar," | returned firmy. "The hilt of the sword | found set in a
rock; by chance alone | found it. Here the Thas had taken nmy weapon. After
by

some sorcery, | was noved to break off one of those icicles. And when | set
it

against the hilt—t becanme a full sword. | have none of the Talent, nor do

under stand why this thing happened.”

"That bl ade woul d not have come to your hand, nor would you have had the
power

to nend it," he answered slowy, "if sonme of that which was Tol ar's Power had
not passed to you. That is |Ice Tongue—+t serves but one man and it cones to
hi m

of its own choice. Also, it is said to carry with it sone small menory of him
who held it last. O perhaps the specul ations of the White Brethren may hold
a

germof truth in them+that a man who has not conpleted his task in this world
is

reborn that he may do so. If it came to you—then you are the one neant to
bear

it inthislife, no matter who you are."

Tsali had laid aside his bag of |ight stones, was snappi ng open a second
pouch

he had at his belt. Fromthis he took another round object. Hol ding that

bet ween

two claws, he began passing it down Uruk's body fromthe dragon hel mon the
man's head to the boots on his feet. Fromthe new stone there diffused a

pi nki sh

mst to settle down upon the body he treated, sinking into the other's white,
chilled flesh.

Now Uruk sat up

"You spoke of the Thas," he said to nme, and the grating hoarseness was gone
from

his voice. "Thas | would neet again. And | believe that you al so have a

pur pose

in hunting them-=

Cryt hal

| took even tighter hold on the blade this nan fromthe past had called Ice



Tongue.

"I do," | said quietly, but with a purpose enough to make those two words
bot h

proni se and threat.

Chapt er Seven

Qur new conpani on noved jerkily at first, as if the |long period since he |ast

strode by his own will had near |ocked his joints. But, as we went, he

st epped

out nore ninbly. And | saw that he turned his head fromside to side, his
eyes

under that dragon-crowned helmalert to the dark which so pressed in upon us.
Only the bared bl ade of |Ice Tongue and the stones Tsali carried fought

agai nst

t hat .

Once nmore | nust trust the Lizard nan as a guide, for he beckoned to us and
t hen

wove a pattern back and forth anmong those fangs of stal agnites, seem ng
entirely

sure of where he went. | hoped that, having escaped the nmenace of the root

bi ndi ngs, he had followed Crytha and the party which held her when they had
| eft

me in the ice cave.

Uruk did not speak, nor did I, for | thought perhaps any sound might carry
her e,

alerting those we sought. But | saw as | went that he began to sw ng the ax,
first with his right hand and then the left, as if with that weapon he was
equal Iy dexterous in each hand.

The great ax of Volt which had cone to Koris of Gorm-er rather he had taken
it

wi t hout harm fromthe body of Volt hinself; a body which had vani shed into
dust

once the ax was in Koris' hold—that was the only war ax | had know edge of.
I't

was not a weapon favored by either the Sulcarmen or the O d Race—at | east
wi t hin

nmenorabl e tine, but there was such utter confidence in this Uuk as he
exerci sed

that | was sure it had been for himthe prime arm nore so than any sword or
dart gun.

Questions seethed inside nme. Wio was Uruk, how cane he to be encased in his
ice

pri son? What part had he played during the final days of the chaos which had
engul fed Escore after the adepts had enacted their irresponsible and savage
ganes with the Power? He m ght be an adept hinself, yet sonehow | thought
not .

Though that he had sonet hing of the Power within himl did not doubt.

We canme out of the great cavern into another one of the runs which formed the
runs of the Thas. Here the snmell of themwas heavy. | saw the ax in ny
conpanion's hand rise, his survey of what |ay about us grow even nore intense.
Tsali beckoned again, bringing us into the passage. Luckily this was not one
in

which we had to crawl. But it was confined enough so that only one at a tine
could walk it. The Lizard man went first and then Uruk gave ne a nod as m ght
a

conmmander in the field do to a subordinate officer. Wth a gesture at ny
still-shining blade, he indicated that its light nade ny position in the van
necessary.

The passage took several sharp turns. \Where we night at present be in
relation

to the upper world, | could no | onger even begin to guess. Once we had to



edge

across a finger of stone laid to bridge a dark crevice. Then | believe |
coul d

hear, far below, the gurgle of water.

Suddenly Tsali stopped. Wile Uruk's hand fell upon ny shoul der in noisel ess
warni ng. But, dull as ny hearing mght be in conparison to that of the Lizard
man, | could catch the sound, just as | could see a grayness. As if the
passage

we now followed opened into a larger and |ighted space—+though that |ight mnust
be

a very di mone indeed.

Tsali gestured once nore. From here we nust advance with the greatest of
caution. He hinself dropped to all fours, as the Lizard nen sel domtravel ed
while in the presence of humans, to scuttle on. | gripped the blade of Ice
Tongue between my teeth and crept on hands and knees toward that |ight.
Morments | ater we reached the entrance to the tunnel. What |ay beyond us nust
have once been a cave | arge beyond any nmeasure | knew. But |ong ago there had
cone a break in the roof which arched over our heads, a wi de crack far above

any
hope of reaching. And it was that break, very small in comparison with the
r oof

itself, which emitted a |ight born of an exceedi ngly cloudy day, or of

begi nni ng

twilight. So that it did very little to illum ne what |ay bel ow.

This was a city—er at |least a town—aid out by precise patterning. Narrow

| anes

runni ng between crude buil dings nmade by fitting rocks together into m sshapen
wal I s. These were perhaps as high as a tall man m ght reach, were he to stand
on

ti ptoe. And the structures had no roofs nor wi ndows, only a single door
openi ng

at floor I|evel.

The Thas were here—n their boxes of houses, scattered through the narrow
streets. There appeared to be a great deal of activity, centering on a
round-wal | ed buil ding near the center of that collection of roofless huts.
heard a sharp, indrawn breath beside ne and turned nmy head a fraction. Uruk
stretched nearly flat, but with both hands cl asped about the haft of his ax,
stared down into the teeming life of the Thas village, and his expression was
certainly not one of curiosity nor of peace, but of a cold and determ ned
resol ve.

"They will have the girl,"’
chiefs

tower. Whether we can reach her or not—=

The chiefs tower nust be that edifice centrally placed. Though in the outside
world I would not have named it "tower," since it stood perhaps only a little
above my own height. | was nore interested at the nonent in those dwellings
cl oser to where we |ay.

Stones had been piled to erect those walls, yes. But | could see, by
straining

nmy sight to the uppernost, that even though those rocks had not been nortised
into place by any form of binder, they seemed to stand secure. And

remenber ed

far back in ny chil dhood watching a naster mason |ay such a dry stone wall,
choosing with an al nost uncanny skill just the right stone to lie next and
next .

Those "streets" which wound so untidily through the settl enent offered

nuner ous

possibilities for anmbush. To fight on the | evel of the Thas, when perhaps

t hey

had nmore surprises such as the root ropes, would be conplete folly.

he said in the faintest of whispers, "in the



Instead, | began to mark a way fromone wall to another in as straight a line
as

| could to where Crytha nust be. To clinb the first wall (which was rough
enough

to all ow hand and foot holds in plenty) and then, using all one's care, to
| eap

to the next and the next was possible. There was only one place where that
| eap

woul d force a man to extend hinself, and that lay at the open space
surroundi ng

the "tower" itself.

The Thas were smaller than men. Perhaps their tallest warrior mght barely
top

my own shoul der. But they were numerous enough to drag a man down—dnl ess he
could travel from one house wall top to another across their hidden city. And
when a man is desperate, there sometines cones a confidence which he never
bef ore believed he had.

Swiftly, | explained what | believed m ght be done. | spoke directly to Uruk
since | was sure that he could mnd-contact Tsali far better than nmy cl unsy
gestures.

The Lizard man hissed. But he nade fast about his neck his bag of I|ight

st ones.

| hated to | eave Ice Tongue out of ny hand, but |I would need both of those to
make such a try. So | sheathed the sword. Mich of the radi ance was shut off.
But

the hilt still showed inner, rolling stripes of alive color

Uruk fastened his ax in such a way (he tried it twice to make sure it was
positioned just right for energencies) so that he could seize it from over
one

shoul der fromwhere it rested upon his back. Having nade such preparation we
wriggl ed down the slope, going to earth time and tine again, until we were
behind the first of the box houses | had narked.

I could hear the guttural speech of the Thas, but not near to hand. And,

al though I had cone to grief on the heights of the Valley during the storm |
believed that this | had to do. | pushed all thought of failure out of ny

m nd.

The clinmb was as easy as | guessed and, only nonents later, | reached the top
of

the wall. Luckily that was wi de enough to give nme good foot room Tsal

fl ashed

up and past me, rounding a corner, leaping with the grace and ease of his
heritage to the next wall. There was no one in the single roombel ow, but

t hat

did not mean that we would be so lucky a second or a third tine. It needed
only

one Thas to | ook aloft and spy us and then—

Resolutely, | shut such m schance out of my mind, followed Tsali. My | eap was
not easy or graceful as his but | landed true, to hurry in the wake of the

Li zard man. Nor did | |ook behind to see if Uuk had foll owed, though once or

twice | heard himexpel his breath in a short grunt.

W were three-fourths of our way toward the goal of the "tower" when we were
spotted at |last by one of the dwellers in a house we used so uncerenoni ously
as

a steppingstone. A shrill cry made me flinch, but |I had not really believed
we

could win across the town without a sighting. And |I thought we continued to
have

a chance —unl ess the enenmy was equi pped with nore of those noxi ous roots.
Tsali had already made the next leap; | again foll owed. But the discovery
nmust



have shaken me nore than | knew, for | teetered on the stone and had to drop
and

hold on lest | fall into the room bel ow

Now | heard cries echoed along the streets, and those | nmust close ny ears
to,

concentrating only on winning to where Crytha mght be. | had reached the

| ast

house. Before nme was the space which | was not sure | could cross aloft. |
saw

Tsali sail out, alight on the tower wall, but such a | eap was beyond ny
power s.
As | hesitated, Uruk drew up beside nme. "Too far," he echoed ny own thoughts

al oud.

Bel ow t he Thas poured from every crooked way, nassing about the doorway to
t he

tower. There was nothing left but to fight our way through. | drew Ice
Tongue.

And, as if the strange bl ade recogni zed our peril and would hearten us to
face

it, the sword Il ength blazed brilliantly.

Fromthe Thas, there arose a wailing. | did not wait to see what weapon
awai t ed

me now. Instead, | |leaped directly into the crowded space. At |east one body
was

borne down by my weight, but |I kept ny footing. Now | waved overhead the

bl azi ng

sword. It made a humm ng sound, nor did the light of its blade dim

Thas cowered away fromme, crying out, raising hands to shade their eyes.
Then

Uruk drew level with ne, ax ready in hand. Hi s appearance was a greater bl ow
for

the earth men. They fought, yes. Sone died, by sword, by ax, but it would
seem

that the sight of our two weapons, or perhaps us al so, had weakened their
nmorale. | heard Uruk chanting as he swung the ax, though the words |I could
not

understand. In that nmonment, another flash canme out of that dreamlife. Surely
we

had fought so before. And Ice Tongue, that was born of water, could tear away
the earth.

W pushed our way to the door of the tower. As we reached it, Tsali edged
forth

fromits interior, walking backward. H s eyes were fixed on Crytha behind. He
drew her as he might I ead a horse forced to obey by pressure on the reins.

Her face was without expression, her eyes were still closed as if she slept.
Uruk edged beside her. Before | could nove or protest, his armencircled her
slight form he raised her across his shoulder, leaving his right armfree to
wield the ax, while the girl lay as linp as the dead in his grasp.

Now Tsali joined the battle. Fromhis belt pouch, he scooped handful s of
powder

whi ch he hurled into the faces of those Thas who ringed us around. They cried
out, then hands dropped clubs and spears, to cover their eyes as if blinded.
W could not take to the wall tops again, and the | argest body of the Thas

st ood

bet ween us and that passage by which we had conme. Uruk assuned command now.

"This way." H s order was confident, as if he knew exactly what he did.
Because
| could offer nothing better, | had to go with him

W retreated, doggedly, not down a lane—but into the tower itself, which to
ne



was arrogant folly. But Uruk, still holding Crytha and the ax, while Tsali and
I

stood ready to defend the door, |ooked about himas m ght a nan who knew very
wel | what he shoul d do.

"At |least this has not changed," he said. "Hold the door, Tolar—+ do not

t hi nk

t hey have found the bel ow way after all."

He laid Crytha on the rock floor, to give a mghty shove with his shoul der
against a | ow table which occupied the mddle of the room Wen that did not
nmove, he raised his ax, to bring it domm with a force | could al nost feel
Under

the blade, the table split, cracked into pieces, which he kicked aside

i mpatiently.

Then | heard hissing from Tsali and swung around to bare the sword at

gat heri ng

Thas. They had brought pieces of rock which they held like shields to hide
their

eyes whil e behind those they advanced grimy.

"Conme!" Tsali remamined to throw a | ast handful of his potent dust into the
air.

That formed a small cloud, nmoved out over the Thas, and sifted down. By so we
gai ned a short breathing space. Wiere the table had stood there was reveal ed
a

rectangl e of dark. Uruk, with Crytha once nore over his shoul der, dropped

wai st-deep into it.

"Hurry!™"

| sped with Tsali to that opening and we crowded through, though my feet nust
have been very close to Uruk's fingers. The descent was not |ong. Qur stones
and

the sword gave us light enough to see that we stood in another way | eading
into

t he dark.

"Take her— | had barely time enough to catch Crytha, steady her against ne.
Uuk reclinb that stair to jerk down the trap door. | heard the pounding of
hi s

ax and saw that he was jamri ng into place bars | thought nothing m ght break
"So— | heard himlaugh through the gloom "It would seemthat a man never
really forgets what he needs to know. Now, Tolar who is Yonan." He descended
t he

| adder again. "W wal k ways which were old before the Thas cane to play
vermn

in these hills. And | believe we can wal k them safely. Shall we go?"

Though Crytha remained in her trancelike state, Tsali could control her in
part.

So, as we threaded through very ancient corridors which tine itself nust have
forgotten, she wal ked on her own two feet. Al so, the | onger we journeyed so,
t he

nore she canme back to life. Wen, at last, we cane to the end of a final

| ong

passage and Uruk pressed his hands here and there on the wall, she was near
awake, knowi ng ne and Tsali, though she seemed uneasy w th Uruk

The stone which barred our way slipped aside with a harsh grating, letting us
out into the world above. | |ooked around, searching for a famliar |andmark.

And si ghted one such directly above. W were again on the nountain wall of
t he

Green Valley. Once back there, the Lady Dahaun could surely bring about the
conpl ete healing of Crytha.

Uruk tossed his ax into the air, caught it by the haft.

"It is good to be alive—again," he said.

My fingers caressed the hilt of Ice Tongue. "It is good to be alive," |



agr eed.

| still did not know what kind of ally | had unwittingly brought into our
ranks,

but that he was a friend | no | onger doubted. No nore than | doubted that |
could face battle as readily as any of ny kin. And with such a sword—wahat

m ght

a man live to do? A confidence |I had never before known swelled within ne.
PART TWO : SWORD OF LOST BATTLES

Chapter One

In the norning light there seened no shadow able to threaten this |and.

Bel ow,

the cup of the Green Valley lay alive under the touch of the sun with
somet hi ng

akin to the glint of a great jewel. While for the four of us on the

hei ght s—er

at least to three of our conmpany—this held all the prom se of wel come and
safety

we believe possible in this badly riven and di sturbed country.

| reached out to Crytha, forgetting at that nmonent | had no right to claim
nor e

of her than common conradeship, or at the nost, such affection as she m ght
hol d

in her heart for a brother. For she was already promised to Inhar, son to ny
foster lord, Hervon. | was only Yonan, near the |least of his household

| i egenen;

though at my birth his | ady had opened her heart and arnms to ne.

But Crytha's arnms hung at her side. She did not | ook toward me. Rather she
st ood

with her teeth set upon her lower lip, blinking her eyes slowy, as mght one
awakeni ng after a puzzling dream That she had been conpletely ensorcel ed by
t he

Thas, who had stolen her for purposes of their own because she possessed in
part

sone of the Talent of the Power, that | had known fromthe nmoment | had seen
her

with those deep-earth dwellers in nmy quest for her freedom In my belt pouch
I

could, if I would, still find that lumpy figure of clay, hair, and rag which
had

lain secretly in her bed to draw her to their purposes.

It was Tsali, the Lizard nman, who had used the nmind touch to control her as
we

fought our way clear of the Thas. But during the last part of our journey it
had

appeared she was regaining her full senses. Though to us so far she had not

spoken.

Now | dared to break the silence between us:

"Crytha?"

Very slowy her head turned, allow ng her eyes to nmeet nmine But her stare
awakened fear in ne, there being no depths in that gaze. She still | ooked

i nward, | guessed, not outward, and that by her free choice.

"Crytha!" | repeated with an urgency which | hoped woul d reach her ear as |

could not nyself reach her by thought.

Now sonething did stir deep in her eyes. The frown of a puzzled child ridged
her

forehead. She shook her head as if to banish so the sound of her nane as |
had

uttered it. Then she spoke, hardly above a whisper

"Tol ar—=

"No!" | flung up ny sword hand between us. That nane haunted me, cone out of



a
dead dream out of the past. Just as | had felt a stranger nmove within ny

m nd

t ake command of ny body, when | had brought to being again the uncanny sword
whi ch now rode on ny hip, seemingly whether | willed it so or no. Such a

strange

sword, newly forged by sone Power froma hilt once bound in a rock centuries

old, and a length of ice | had broken free froma cave wall. Yet it fitted ny
hand as if it had been fashioned only for ne.

"l am Yonan!" | near shouted that.

She gave a whi nper, and shrank back fromnme. Tsali, in one of his flickers of

speed, pushed between us, hissing at nme. The fourth of our conpany spoke
first.

He had | agged behind as we canme to the inner rimof the Valley wall, as if
reluctant to take our path, and yet, because he knew no other, he was drawn
to

us.

Ur uk—and who was Uruk? He had been a prisoner of the Thas, set for what nust
have been generations of tinme (as we nortals knewit) within the heart of an
i ce

pillar in one of their innernost caverns. It was ny strange sword, which he
hi nsel f had named "l ce Tongue,"” that had freed hi mwhen that stranger
battling

for recognition within me had forced ny attack against the pillar with the

bl ade. And he had also called ne "Tolar."

He stood now, studying nme from beneath the shadow of his hel mon which
hunched

the jewel -eyed dragon of his crest, his great ax resting head down upon the
rock, but still gripped by both his hands. My uneasi ness agai n awoke as
stared

defiantly back. He nmust have been an ancient enemnmy of the Thas, yes. But that
did not necessarily nean, in these days of war, that the eneny of an eneny was
a

friend or an ally. And of Uruk, in truth, | knew very little.

"She has been far under the Shadow," he said. "Perhaps she so gained a

cl earer

sight than nmpst-—=

"I am Yonan," | said grimy. Now | jerked Ice Tongue from ny scabbard, and
woul d have hurled the blade fromme. But | could not.

"You hold Ice Tongue," Uruk said. "Having been born again, it carries its own
geas. And that has been transferred to you-whoever you nay be or how you nane
yourself. It is one of the Four G eat Wapons, and so it chooses its own
master."

Wth nmy other hand | fought to unflex ny fingers, break the hold they kept
upon

the crystal hilt, which was no | onger clouded, as it had been when first |

f ound

it, but rather shone with that sparkling of light which had fired up in it
when

t he bl ade had been once nore fitted to the grip. But | knew within ne that
there

was no use in what | tried; | was not the master, but rather the servant of
what
| carried. And, unless | could learn the mastery | |acked, then I woul d—

| saw Uruk noddi ng and knew that he could read my thoughts, as could any

wi el der

of the Power.

"Time is a serpent, coiled and recoiled upon itself many times over. It can
be

that a man may, by some chance or geas, slip fromthat one coil which is his



own, into another. If this happens he can only accept—for there is no return.'
"Tol ar out of HaHarc— Crytha was nodding too, as if she had the answer to
some

puzzle at |ast.

HaHarc? That was a tunmbled ruin which |ay beyond the Valley, a place so

er oded

by tine (and perhaps beaten by the Shadow) that no Iiving man coul d rmake sure
whi ch was house, which was road, if he passed anong its shattered bl ocks.

Men said that the hills thenselves had danced when it fell; but that they
danced

to a piping out of the dark. Even the | egend concerning it now was a very
tattered one.

"I am Yonan!" | slammed |ce Tongue back into my sheath. "HaHarc is |ong dead,
and those who lived there are forgotten by man and nonster alike."

"So HaHarc is gone," U uk spoke musingly. He no | onger watched ne so closely;
rather he | ooked into the Valley lying belowus. "And this is your

st ronghol d,

Tol ar - t ur ned- Yonan?"

"It is the stronghold of the People of Geen Silences, their allies, and we
who

conme over-nountain."”

"Those are they who now cone then?" He freed one hand fromthe hilt of his
ax,

to make a slight gesture downward. And | saw that a party was indeed climbing
the rock wall toward us.

Crytha gave a sudden little sigh and sat down, as if her |legs could bear her
no

farther. And Tsali flashed away, down to neet those clinbers. When | would
have

nmoved to follow himthat | mght speed help for Crytha, | discovered I could
not
go any nearer to the drop than where | still stood.

In nme there was a rise of fear. The valley was guarded, not only by the val or
of

those within its walls, but by nmpst ancient and strongest signs of the Power.
| f

any carried on himthe brand of the Shadow, he dared not cross its lip,

unl ess

he was an adept of the Dark

Whi ch | was not—ot of the Shadow Unless—+ |ooked at Uruk and ny Iips
flattened

against my teeth. | had freed this man against ny will, but | had done so.
Was

he of the Dark, such an act woul d have besm rched ne al so.

"You—t"

He did not give ne tine to add to that threat, or accusation. In answer he
strode past ne, lowering hinmself a little over the rock rim only to return
and

bend over Crytha, lifting her gently to | ean against him where |I was
hel pl ess

to nove.

Fear and rage warred in ne. It was plain then that the danger to those of the
Vall ey lay not in U uk—but somehow in ne—er in the sword! Yet the hilt of that
I

had dug out of the very rock of its walls, and that had conpani ed me down
into

the heart of our defense, nmeeting then with no barrier. Save that | had

dr eaned

thereafter, horribly, of howit had cone to an end and ne—er soneone who had
once been me—with it.



Now | set, with trenbling fingers, to the unlatching of the buckle of ny
sword

belt. | could try once nore to rid me of this encunbrance, this threat to the
Yonan who was. Perhaps if | did not touch the sword itself | could succeed.
And it would seemthat in that speculation | was right, for when sword and
bel t

fell fromme, | could step over themto the sane cliff edge as U uk had done.
But | heard his voice from behind ne:

"No man can so easily set aside the fate laid upon him"

"So." | snarled like a snow cat, ny anger blazing high as | had seldomfelt
it

before. "W shall see!"

I would kick this sword, send it flying back, away fromthis place. The rock
broke in many crevices; let it fall into one such and be buried, even as the
hilt had been hi dden before.

But, before | could nove, those from bel ow reached us. The Lady Dahaun noved
qui ckly, nearly as swiftly as Tsali. and she was the first to reach us.

Behi nd

her came Lord Kyllan and with him Imhar, and three others—+wo of the G een
Peopl e, one of our own nen.

Crytha pulled away from Uruk with a weak cry of joy, such as | would have

gi ven

the pain of a wound to hear had it been uttered for ne. She fled into the
open

arnms of the Lady Dahaun; there she wept with sobs which tore at her young
body.

The Lady Dahaun whi spered gently and that sobbing ceased. But Lord Kyllan
with

| mhar at his shoul der, noved forward to face Uruk and ne. And it was to ny
conpani on that they |ooked the first, their glances flitting quickly by ne.
Uuk was smling, a snmall snmile which lifted |ips alone and did not reach his

wat chful eyes. | saw that Lord Kyllan was as much on guard in his own way.
But

| mhar scow ed. However, neither was the first to break silence—+t was as if
t hey

were not quite sure which words to choose at this nonent.

It was Uruk who spoke, and not to them but directly to the Lady Dahaun

He swung up his ax, holding its double blade at the | evel of his breast in
what

was plainly a salute.

"Hail, Lady of the Green Silences—Merhart that was!"

Still holding Crytha close to her, she raised her head to stare at himas if
she

woul d reach his every thought.

"It has been | ong since that nane passed the Iips of any bei ng—

"So | have guessed, Lady. But it has been long since | was able to walk this
earth. Whether you be in truth she who bore that nanme, or one come |ater of
her

bl oodl i ne, still you nust know ne."
She nodded gravely. "Uruk of the Ax. But the years fled past have been very
many. "

He shrugged. "To me they were a dream | was captive to Targi —ene of his
choi cer

jests, or so he thought it. | have even been a god—+to the Thas—f one can
concei ve of the Thas wishing a god to bow to. But | would guess that even
this

long toll of years you speak of has not yet resolved our warring."

"That is so. For a while we dwelt in the waste, to allow the Shadow to grow
dim

rent by its own many furies. Mdst of the Great Ones are gone. But what sone



of

themleft spots the I and now as di seased fungi will spot once solid wood. And
the war sword has gone forth to raise us again."

Uruk laughed. "Then it would seemthat | have been roused in tinme. U uk of

t he

Ax never refused battle."”

Lord Kyllan broke in then, and | believed he still |ooked at Uruk with small
favor and nore suspicion

"This man is truly of our belief, Dahaun?"

"He is a legend," she replied. "And | egends grow—=

"Qut of proportion in truth,” Uruk broke in to end her answer. "Yes, Lord,
am

not of the Shadow. Once | was master of a city; | led a province of this |and
into battle. What | amnowis a single pair of arms, a head with sone old
skills

of war hi dden anbng ny thoughts, and this." He lifted the ax a fraction

hi gher .

"It is one of the Four Wapons. And," now he swung a fraction, pointing with
hi s

chin at me, "there stands he who can hol d anot her—ce Tongue has been reborn
in

hi s hands!"

| heard the Lady Dahaun draw a swift breath. She | ooked fromnme to the sword
and

belt | had shed, and then back to ne again. There was a little wonder in her
eyes, which speedily becane measurenent.

"The Sword of Lost Battles—" she said.

"Yes. And this young lord has just discovered the first of its secrets—that
it

cannot pass your protection runes."

"I will not have it!" | cried out and woul d have kicked it far fromnme as |
had

pl anned to do. But the Lady Dahaun shook her head slowy.

"You can leave it here," she said, "yet it will not |eave you. Each of the
Four

Weapons chooses but one owner, in tine to becone one with that man. But this
one

has an ill geas on it. It was meant to serve the Light, but there was a flaw
in

its forging. It brings ill to himwho carries it—to the cause in which it is
carried. Yet it is not of the Shadow as we know and hates all of the Dark."
"Yes," Uruk added, "until it be returned to its source it is ill-fated. But
who

says that the time of return may not cone now?"

| shook ny head and noved away fromthe sword determinedly. "Let it lie then
Ve

need no ill luck. And I amno tinme master to neddle with the Power or the
past .

Let it lie and rust into nothingness where it is."

And | thrust ny right hand into ny arnpit and held it there, for at that
nonent

nmy very flesh rebelled against me and ny fingers would go forth against ny
will

to pick up once nore that ill-onened bl ade.

Chapter Two

The fire danced high, its light touching now on this face anong our conpany,
now

that. For there had been a gathering of all those of authority, both small
and

large, within the Valley. The Lady Dahaun and Lord Ethutur of the G een



Peopl e,

Lord Kyllan and Lord Hervon from over-nountain, he who | ed the Renthans, and
Verl ong, the wi nged, also the chief of the Lizard nmen. And together with them
had come their chief warriors, spreading fan-wi se back into a dark where the
flame |ight did not reach. Anpbng the first rank sat Uruk, his ax across his
knees, with never one hand nor the other far fromit.

Bet ween her fingers, the Lady Dahaun held that figure of clay and hair and
rag

whi ch had drawn Crytha fromour protection to the Thas. And the eyes in that
conpany fastened on what she hel d.

"I't would seem" Ethutur broke the small silence which had lain for a space
on

us, "that our protection is not as secure as we believed it. For such a thing
could not have come into this place otherw se.™

| clasped ny hands tightly before me. My right palmitched; the fingers kept
cranping as if they would hold something. In nme a hunger gnawed, a hunger
nmust

fight with all my strength. For | had done as | had sworn. |ce Tongue | ay
wher e

| had dropped it on the heights above and | would have no regrets—o regrets!
"This," the Lady Dahaun bal anced the ugly talisman on one palm "was not

f ashi oned beyond our walls, but within them"

At that saying, our uneasy glances swept fromface to face around our circle.
Wul d she tell us now that anbng us was a traitor? Yet how could that be? Who
had enough strength of the Dark Power to pass the barriers so often renewed
and

set to our defense?

"The clay," she continued, "is of the brookside; this hair is fromthe head
of
Crytha, as is this also hers." She flicked with one finger tip the rag

tw sted

around the image.

"Who— Lord Kyllan's hand was on his sword hilt. Hi s face, young-seenm ng as
it

was, was grimand set as if he | ooked ahead to sone battle wherein he m ght
go

down to defeat.

"Crytha." Her answer cane so quietly that it took nme two or three breaths of
time to understand. And then | woul d have protested, but before nme was Lord
Her von.

"Why, Lady, would she fashion a trap in which to entangle herself? This is
not

sense, but folly!"

"She did not fashion it, nmy lord, not know ngly. But this maiden of your
house

has nore talent within her than we realized. Untrained, the Power can harm as
wel |l as aid. She had drawn upon what lies within her eagerly, as a nman drinks
at

a pool of clear water when thirst tornments him foreseeing no evil in her
acts

since all she desired was for good. She is a born heal er of great promni se.

But

no talent is single in one, and where Power opens the door and there are no
saf equards, then there can creep in that which we fear nost.

"Those saf eguards we have set to make invulnerable this Valley work against
physi cal invasion. But some subtle brain has devised a way of reaching out

al ong

a level of mnd which is not guarded, which cannot be detected, except by the
trai ni ng which those of the Talent use as their shields."

"Such a questing thought will not trouble us who are so shielded. But it can



i nfl uence—and wi t hout their know edge or understandi ng—those who have not
such

shields. Fear not, now that this evil has so revealed itself it cannot use
her

again as a tool in its hand. Uruk"—she spoke directly to hi m=who hol ds the
Thas

within his hand?"

He did not answer at once. And when he did, he spoke nmusingly as if he

hi nmsel f

faced some riddle.

"Lady, you say | ambut legend in this new world of yours. | lived in another
time and a different Escore. My eneny there was Targi. The Thas paid hi msone
| i egeshi p—enough to let himuse their burrows for ny prison. But Targi—" He
shook his head slowy now. "I have not sniffed out any of his mschief since
I

was freed. If he lives— He slapped his hand flat down upon the head of the
ax.

"I would know it! W are too bound in enmty for me not to do so."

"Targi was slain in Emin." The words came frommy |ips, but they were not

m ne

| saw all those in the conpany turn their eyes, startled, toward ne. "It was
t he

Lost Battle." That which was not Yonan continued. "Lost for the Banners of
Eft,

for the Fell owship of HaHarc. Yet the Shadow was al so driven back; no side
coul d

claimvictory on that day."

My sword hand flewto ny lips, covering them | was shaken by this sudden
arousal of that other. And was well aware that those on either side of ne
withdrew a little as if | were reveal ed as an unclean eneny. Yet | had thrown
away | ce Tongue— was Yonan

| saw that Ethutur regarded me with a frowmn. His Iips noved as if he would
speak, but the Lady Dahaun checked himw th a gesture. Then she rai sed her
hand

and traced in the air certain synmbols. As green fire they blazed, and then

t he

green becane blue. Wiile it seened to nme that | whirled giddily across the
fire

bet ween us, that all which was nme hung in mdair, naked and defensel ess
before

t hose signs of her witchery.

"Who are you?" | saw her |ips nmove to shape the words, but they sounded very
faint and far away. Sonme m ghty chasm now stretched between us.

| struggl ed. Yonan—+ was Yonan! But | heard my own voice answer in the sane
thin

and faded tone of far distance.

"Tol ar—Fol ar of Ice Tongue."

"And what woul d you here, Tolar?" came her second question.

"The past nust be erased, the evil geas broken."

"And this is your will, Tolar?"

"I have no will in this. It is a geas which has been laid upon ne, that ny
failure be redressed and tinme rewoven."

| —er that substance which was part of ne—-no | onger hung before the Lady of

G een

Sil ences. Rather | was back once nore in nmy own body. But | no | onger sat

anong
t he people of Hervon. Rather, | had noved into the open, so that the breath
of

the flame nearly scorched my boots. | knew, bitterly, that he whom | had

f ought



so hard to destroy was now fully awake within ne. | had no | onger a place
her e,

but must be about sonme strange and terrifying quest which held little contact
with the world | had al ways known.

"I must return.” My lips felt stiff. In spite of the heat of the fire | was
chilled, as | had been when |I had hacked open the ice pillar of the Thas to
free

Uuk. And in me at that noment there arose the conviction that | went to
deat h

itself, yet | could not prevail otherw se against the conpul sion which noved
ne.

Uruk arose. "This hosting is mne, also. For though the craft of Targ
prevent ed

my fighting aforetinme, it shall not now Lady"—ence nore he sal uted Dahaun
with

the ax—=we go into the dark; think of us with fair wi shing, for our path wll
be

very strange and the dangers along it such as few nmen have ever experienced."
"Boy— | was aware Lord Hervon was beside ne, his hand grasping ny sword arm
There was a growing pain in ny right hand, a pain which would never | eave ne
until once nmore | clasped Ice Tongue and carried through what that uncanny
sword, and this stranger within me, wi shed. "Yonan-what wll you do?"

| sensed concern in his tone. And that part of nme which was still the youth
he

knew gat hered a neasure of courage from his thought of me. But so small a
part

of my person was now Yonan it m ght have been that a stranger spoke those

wor ds.

"My Lord." | gave himfull courtesy; to me he now seened as far away as our
voi ces had earlier sounded. "I go where | nust go, do what nust be done. For
I

am what | ce Tongue has nade ne, and it | shall serve until once nore cones

t he

end. Perhaps this tine"—small hope struggled within ne—the end will be a
better
one." Yet nenory overclouded that hope, as | knew again the sharp pains of ny

wounded body as | had dragged nyself to that place into which | mght fling
t he

sword, lest evil find it and turn it to a still greater danger

Hs hand fell fromny arm Wile that conpany noved out and back, |eaving a
pat h

into the dark, away fromthe cheer of the fire. Down that steadily darkening
way

| wal ked, and shoul der to shoulder with ne, Uruk. While within me sonething
was

stricken and began to die. Wien it was truly dead I would be a nman w t hout
hope,

with only the geas left to nove me on.

Though it was dark ny hands and feet seermed to find for thenselves the way to
climb the cliffs. And I went upward with greater speed and ease than | had
ever

gone before. Dimy | heard the novenents of Uruk to ny right. | felt no
confort

in his conpany, he was too nuch a part of this thing which held ne

pri soner—whi ch was killing Yonan as surely as if it tore open his breast to
slit

his heart.

When we reached the top of that way | saw the light and it drew nme. The sword
I
had di scarded had a torchlike hilt. | stooped and picked up the belt,



buckl i ng

it once nore about nme. Then | fingered the grip, to find it warm not chil
as

normal crystal.

For the first tine since we had left the fire, Uuk spoke. He did not nmake a
guestion of that word, it was rather as if he affirmed a resol ve.

"HaHarc."

"HaHarc," | echoed in agreement. As yet that stranger (he whomthey called
Tolar) was not in full control of my mind, only of my will and body. | did
not

have his menori es—except in fleeting, tine-broken pictures. But when Uruk had
uttered that name, then | knew it for our goal

But we were not to reach those near-forgotten ruins unchall enged. For, as we
made our way down the opposite wall of the nountain encirclement, nmy skin
seened

to prickle between ny shoul ders; | found nyself sniffing the air. Iistening.
Evil was abroad in the night—and the nenace it exuded was strong enough to
awake

every instinct of caution. | could not throw away ny life, rather nust | live
for the veil ed purpose to be demanded of ne.

It seened that ny hearing was keener, that | had other and new senses which
brought nme strong intimations of danger waiting below And in the noment
there

flashed into nmy mnd words—a thought not nmy own—

"Those of the Shadow nove—

But | had none of the Talent; how could | have caught this warning? No, Yonan
had no Talent, but what did | know of the gifts and strengths of Tolar?

A rising puff of wind carried to us a thick stench. Not Thas, no—&ay Ones.
Those runners on evil roads who were neither man nor beast, but the worst of
each wedded into one. | paused in ny descent to listen

A faint scratching at the rock—not directly below but farther to ny right. |
peered down into a well of blackness. Then | saw the pallid blink of eyes

whi ch

had a vile radiance of their own as they were raised to nine.

"Move to the left." Once nore that nmental nessage cane clearly. "There is a

| edge. | already stand upon it."

The Gray Ones nade no sound. | set nyself to exploring handholds to ny left.
There were enough to give nme easy passage. Only nonments later ny feet found a
firmsurface and I could let go of those holds, turn to face outward.

"They are not silent hunters usually," ny conpani on continued his soundl ess
conmuni cation. "There are but five." He mentioned that as if five of the Gay
Ones nmeant nothing at all to arned nmen. At that | wondered, fleetingly.

| saw the betraying eyes bel ow. They noved steadily al ong what nust be the
base

of the cliff, perhaps the height of a man—a little nore—until they were again

beneath us. | drew I ce Tongue.
It was as if | had suddenly produced a torch, limted though that
illumnation

was. And in my hand, the sword itself gave forth a sound so strange that had
not

my fingers clung to it willessly | night have dropped it.

The songsnmiths who tell and retell our |egends, keeping alive so nuch which
is

| ong since gone otherwise fromthe world of men, speak at times of "singing
swords, " marvel ous bl ades which give forth a shrill song when they are

battl e-ready. But |ce Tongue—snarl ed! There was no other word to describe the
sound it made.

And its snarl was echoed from bel ow. A dark bul k sprang up toward us. Not a
G ay

One, for it showed no lighted eye discs.



Uruk noved and, in the light of ny blade, | saw his ax descend into that

bl ack

mass, heard a horrible howing as the creature, whatever it mght be, fel
back

and away. Now the Gray Ones | eaped up, as if naddened into stupidity by the
woundi ng of their battle conrade. For our position above them gave us a
superiority which no sane creature woul d have ignored

Again I ce Tongue snarled as | cut down at a mi sshapen head, felt flesh give
bone shatter. They | eaped to reach us as if they were frenzied, conpelled to
attack in spite of the fact that we could so well deal with themfrom where
we

st ood.

Thus in the dark we slew and sl ew again. Screans and whi npers arose from

bel ow

us. But we twain voiced no war cries. Nor did |Ice Tongue "speak" by nmy will
or

training, but as if it, itself, had such a hatred for those below that it
nmust

vent that in force

At length, Uruk's thought came to nme, "Enough. They are dead."

| leaned on the bared sword, searching for any telltale flash of | um nous
eye,

listening for any sound. But the night was now both black and still. | felt
nmysel f weary, drained, as if Ice Tongue had drawn upon ny very spirit.

"W nust nove," Uruk added. And in me, too, a feeling of urgency warred wth
t hat weariness. "Those here have their masters, who will soon know that they
are

dead. "

W followed the ledge on for a little and found at length that it narrowed so
that we rmust descend once nore. And, when, at |ast, the ground was under our
feet, Uruk turned sharply away fromthe scene of our struggle.

"HaHarc— he said. "W are not yet masters of tine."

What he meant | did not yet guess, but | w ped |Ice Tongue on a rough clunmp of
grass and foll owed him though | kept that bl ade bare and ready as | tranped
al ong.

Chapter Three

Though there was no noon and the stars were very far away, affording no |ight
at

all, yet we two strode through the night even as we had left the fire in the
Val | ey, shoulder to shoulder. W m ght well be follow ng some torch-illum ned
path. In me there was a certainty as if ny nmnd saw i nstead of nmy eyes. Yet
anot her part of me was ever on sentry duty agai nst what m ght slink behind on
our trail

| had been tired when we had returned fromthe venture in the burrows of the
Thas. My rest had been but a short one before we had been sunmoned to that
council. Yet now | had no feeling of fatigue, only a burning desire to get
ahead

wi th what rmust be done. Though the nature of that act, whatever it m ght be,
was

still hidden from ne.

Uruk did not break the silence between us, with either thought or speech. The
Lady Dahaun had called himlegend, but she had accepted himat once, which
neant

he was not of the Shadow. And he had known Tol ar—yet | was afraid to try to
recall any early tie between us. Yonan still flickered faintly within me, his
fear enough to inpose this |ast desperate restraint.

If evil did sniff behind us that night, it kept its distance well. Perhaps

t he

sl aughter we had wrought at the base of the cliff made the eneny wary. O
maybe



they would entice us on in our folly well away fromthe Valley so that we
woul d

be easy neat for them Dully, | wondered which of these guesses was nearest
to

the truth as | went, ever on guard.

That wan |ight of gray which is the first awakening of the norning rendered
visible a wild, churned | and. Some chaotic novenent of the earth had had its
way

here. Uruk slowed. | saw his hel ned head nove right to |l eft and back agai n,
as

i f he sought a sign which was m ssing.

Now we mrmust weave a path through a choking of brush and shrub which grew up
about tumnbles of dark blocks of stone. Still, when | surveyed this with

hal f -cl osed, neasuring eyes, | could see patterns—as if buildings of m st and
fog spiraled upward fromthose battered remnins, and roads opened for us.
Uruk paused. When | | ooked at himl| saw his face set, his nouth grimlipped.
He

searched the ruins ahead with a fierce, compelling stare as if he would tear
out

of themby the force of his will alone some mghty secret.

"HaHarc— He did not use the mnd touch, rather spoke aloud as if he could
not

quite believe in what he saw. Then he swung the ax, and there was rage in

t hat

swi ng as he brought the weapon down, to decapitate a thin bush. He m ght have
been striking out against all the past with that usel ess bl ow

For a | ong nonent he stood, the withered | eaves and branches he had cut stil
lying on the ground, the blade which had severed them pressing their w eckage
into a drift of soil. Then he shook his head. Once nore he stared about him
intently and | sensed that he sought sone | andmark which was very needful for
what ever he was to do here. But ny battle with that other within ne had begun
once again, and | felt suddenly drai ned of strength, of any care concerning
what

m ght |ie ahead.

Uruk noved forward, but hesitantly, not with the swift purpose he had shown
before. It could be that, fronted by these ruins, he had |ost sone | andmark

whi ch he needed. Still we wove a way anong bl ocks, pushing through the
growt h

t hough now | foll owed behind him

The vall ey which had held HaHarc was narrow at its entrance. | could mark in
t he

growing light that it had been closed here by a wall or fortification running
fromone side of the heights to the other. Though the stones of that building
were so cast about that it would appear the land itself had shaken off that
bondage, as indeed it nust have done.

Past that point, the way before us wi dened and those structures which had
been

divorced fromthe walls showed taller, |less tunbled. The stone was darkly
weat hered. Still here and there, even in the gray of early dawn, | could

si ght

remmants of carving. Sometinmes | had to close nmy eyes for a breath or two
because | could also see the m st curdle, raise, bring back ghostly shadows
of

what nust have been.

W stunbl ed upon a street, still paved, though drifted with soil which had

gi ven

rootage to grass, some small bushes. This ran straight into the heart of the
destroyed fortress city. For | knew without being told that before its
destructi on HaHarc had i ndeed been both. Like the Green Valley, inits day it
had stood as a stout oasis of safety against the Shadow



On Uruk tranped, now facing strai ght ahead, as if he had at last found the

| andmar k he sought. Thus we came at |ength upon an open space where the ruins
wal led in a circling of stone blocks, tilted and fissured now. At regul ar

i nterval s about this had been set up, on the inner side of that circle,
nmonol i ths, carved with runes, headed by tinme-eroded heads; sone of nen and
some

of beasts, strange, and yet nenacing—but in their way no nore menaci ng than
those creatures of intelligence who comaraded the People of G een Silences.
Sone had fallen outward, to shatter on the pavenent. But others | eaned this

way

or that, still on their bases. And two or three stood firmy upright. Wthin
t he

guar di anshi p of these there was another building, which, in spite of its now
much broken and fallen walls, | think had been tower-tall. And the stone of
its

maki ng was different fromthat | had seen el sewhere in the ruins—for it was
t hat

dull bl ue which marked those islands of safety throughout Escore, the blue we
had been taught to watch for during any foraying as a possible place of

def ense.

Once more Uruk stopped, this tine facing a gateway in the tower. Had there
ever

been any barrier of a door there, that was | ong since gone. | could see

t hr ough

the opening into a di mchanber, wherein blocks fallen fromthe higher stories
were piled untidily.
"Tower of luchar—"
rai sed

it, echoed oddly back, "luchar, luchar."

My other menory struggled for freedom |uchar—+ had known—

A man—tall as Uruk—yet not one | had seen in the body, no. Rather he was—wahat ?
A

ghost whi ch coul d be sunmoned at will to hearten people, who in the l|ater
days

of HaHarc needed strongly sone such synbol to reassure themin a war they
sensed

was al ready near |ost? luchar of HaHarc. Once he had lived—for very | ong had
he

been dead—dead!

| denied luchar, for all his tower. Uuk, leaning a little on his ax, turned
hi s

head toward me. | saw his eyes beneath the rimof his dragon-crested hel m
They

hel d a sonber anger.

"luchar— he repeated the nane once nore, to be echoed. He mi ght so have been
uttering a warning to ne.

Then he raised the ax in formal salute to that travesty of a tower. And

f ound

nmyself willed by that other to draw | ce Tongue al so, and give with it a
gesture

toward t he open doorway.

Uruk went forward, and | followed. W passed beneath that w de portal. And
saw

on the walls without the traces of flame, as if luchar's tower had once been
t he

heart of sonme great conflagration. But wthin—

| halted just beyond the portal. In my hands Ice Tongue bl azed, and there was
an

answering fire running al ong the doubl e blades of Uruk's ax. There was an

ener gy

Agai n he spoke al oud and his voice, though he had not



in this place, a flow of some kind of Power which nade the skin tingle, the

m nd

wi nce and try to escape its probing. However badly time and di saster had
treated

HaHarc, in this, its very heart, the Light held, fiercely demandi ng. Bringing
with it a fear which was not born of the Shadow, but rather a foretaste of
some

great demand upon courage and spirit, fromwhich he who was nerely human mnust
flinch.

But there was no evadi ng that demand. My hands shook and | ce Tongue quivered
fromthat shaking. But | did not drop the sword, that | could not have done.
Uruk had noved on until he stood in the very center of that circular chanber,
and now he turned and beckoned to ne.

Unhappily, but realizing that | could not resist what had |ain here so |ong
waiting, | took three or four long strides to join him No earth had drifted
here, the stone under our boots was clean; for those rocks which had fallen
from

above lay close to the walls. It mght have been that the force which flung
here

determ ned to keep the core of its hold clear. Now | saw that the pavenent
was

crossed and recrossed by lines, into which some dust had shifted, so that the
pattern they fashi oned was not to be too clearly defined.

Uruk took his ax, and, going down on one knee, he used one of the blades wth
infinite care, scraping away that shifting of ancient dust, to nmake plain

t hat

we stood within a star. \Wile again nmoved by the stirring of that other will
whi ch had becone an inner part of me, | used the tip of Ice Tongue in a like
manner, bringing into clarity certain runes and synbols, all different, which
had been wought near each of the points of that star. Two | recogni zed;

t hose

the Valley used for its safeguarding; the others—+ could have opened Tolar's
menory perhaps, but stubbornly | resisted.

Whi | e al ways about us, pressing in upon mind and will, was that sense of

wai ting

Power. Had any of it drained during the ages of HaHarc's loss? It did not
seem

so to ne. Rather | thought that it had stored energy, waiting inpatiently for

the rel ease we were bringing, if unwillingly on my part.
H s task done, Uruk arose and gestured again to ne.
"The fires—=

| knew what he neant, though the | ogic of Yonan denied that this could be
done—even while the sword of Tolar noved to do it.

| passed slowy around within the star, reaching out with Ice Tongue. And
with

that ice-turned-uncanny-nmetal | touched the tip of each point of the star set
in

the rock. Fromthat touch sprouted fire—a fire unfed by any | anp, or even any
fuel, burning upward unnaturally out of the blue rock itself.

Then Uruk raised the ax high and his voi ce booned as might the gong in one of
the shrines tended by the Wtches. | did not understand the words he intoned,
I

do not think perhaps that even that |ong-ago Tol ar woul d have known them To
each adept his own nystery, and | was certain that Tolar had never been one
of

the Great Ones of Escore.

If Uuk was (but sonehow that | doubted also), at |east he had gi ven no ot her
sign of such. But that he could sumon sonething here | had no doubt.

From those points of flane ny own sword had awakened into being there now
spread



a haze—si deways—though the flanes of blue still arose pillarwi se toward the
br oken roof above us. And that haze thickened.

As Uruk's voice rose, fell, rose again, the wall of m st grew thicker.
sensed

that out of our sight, hidden behind that, presences were assenbling—eoni ng
and

going —dniting in sone action which U uk demanded of them | kept |Ice Tongue
bared and ready in my hand, though the Tolar part of ne felt secure.
Exci t enent

was hot al ong ny veins, quickened my breathing.

The mist had risen to fill the chanber save within the star where we stood
4

head felt giddy. | had to tense ny body to remain standing; for | had an odd
i dea that outside the m st the whole world wheel ed about and about in a nmad
dance no human woul d dare to see, or seeing, believe in.

Uruk's chanting grew softer once again. He dropped the ax, head down, agai nst
the floor, leaned on its haft as if he needed sonme support. H s whol e body
suggested such strain, a draining of energy, that, without thinking, | took a
step which brought ne to his side, so that | could set nmy left armaround his
shoul ders. And he suffered nmy aid as if he needed it at that nonent.

H s words came in a hoarse, strained voice, and finally they died away to
silence. | saw that his eyes were closed. Sweat ran in runnels down his
cheeks

to drip fromhis jaw line. He wavered, so | exerted nore strength to keep him
on

his feet, sensing that this nust be done.

The fires on the star points flickered lower, drawing in that mst, in sone
way

consumng it. There were tatters in the fog now, holes through which a man
coul d

see. But | did not sight the fallen bl ocks, the same chanber in which we had
entered. Now the floor was clear, and there was other |ight beyond our

fl anes,

flowing fromlanps set in niches. Between those |anmps strips of tapestry
hung,

the colors muted perhaps, but still visible enough, blue, green, a netallic
golden yellow, with a glitter, as if the real precious netal had been drawn
out

into thread to be so woven.

Then the star fires flashed out as if a giant's breath had bl own t hem
altogether. W were left in the glow of the |anps, while beyond the open

door way

shone the brightness of the sun. | saw near that door a table and on it a

fl agon

and gobl ets.

St eadyi ng Uruk, who wal ked as if he were nearly spent, | brought himto that
table. Laying Ice Tongue on its surface, | used ny free hand to pour pale
liquid

fromthe flagon into one of the cups, then held that to my companion's |ips.
Hs

face was drawn, his eyes were closed. But he gulped at what | offered as if
he

needed that to retain life within him

And as he drank | heard sounds—voices, the humof a town. | |ooked over

U uk's

shoul der. As the room had changed, so had HaHarc. My hands shook as |
realized

what must have happened. W wer e—back

No!

Tol ar nenmory no longer warred with Yonan, but with its own self. | could



not —+

could not live this again! The pain fromny first dream shot through nmy body
as

| remenbered, only too vividly, what the past had held then, and now it had
returned to face nme—nol

Chapt er Four

There was no brightness in this day. Dusky clouds covered in part the sky,
whi | e

fromthe ground mist curled |ike smoke from uncount abl e canpfires. Thick and
evil was that mist, eye could not pierce its billows, nor could any m nd send
expl oring thought through it. Thus we knew it was born of w zardry and what
it

held was truly the eneny.

| stood with Uruk, with others who wore battle nmail and helns fantastically
crowned by this and that |egendary creature. To nost of themthe self | once
was

could give names, yet we did not speak one with the other. Qur silence was as
thick as the m st bel ow on the plain.

Uruk shifted his weight. | could guess what was in his mnd, for nmenory had
returned to me full force—Folar nenory. But that was al so a nmenory which
stretched into the future. This was the Lost Battle. Though |I could not see
them | could count over in that nenory the nanes —and speci es—who gat hered
within the mst bel ow

What task |lay upon Uruk and ne now was sonething which | believed no man, nor
adept, had tried before. Could we, know ng what we did, alter the past? O
woul d

we be slaves to it—marched on to face once nore the sane fates which had
overtaken the men of HaHarc in the | ong ago?

Though | had searched ny small gl eaning of |egendary lore, | had never
chanced

upon any tale of time travel, of the ability to so alter what had been. And
i f

we were so fortunate—what would be the result? Wuld HaHarc later fall to
sone

ot her Power fromthe Dark?

Ti me—what was tinme? A neasurement we ourselves forced upon the world,
counti ng

first by light and dark, then perhaps by the building of cities, the reigns
of

notabl e lords. Tinme now stood still as we drew our battle |ine and watched

t he

forward creep of the fog.

"Be ready." Uruk's hal f-whisper reached nmy ears only because we stood

shoul der

to shoulder. It was com ng —Ay skin crawl ed, ny body tensed—the first of our
chances to fight nenory reached out to us. My nouth seened overfull with
sal i va.

I swal |l owed and swal | owed agai n.

If we were not the puppets of time—+hen—

There was a sudden swirl in the mst. A dark figure strode through its
curtain.

Manli ke, it stood erect. But it was not hunan.

"Targi's famliar—= Uruk's ax lifted slowy, very slowy.

Mermory supplied what was going to happen now. In the before Uruk had net that
creature, slain it—and then the fog had taken him | watched, waiting for the

pattern to grip himnow | saw himsway, as if some force pulled at him
strongly.

"No!" His voice was as loud as a battle cry. "I play not this game the second
time!"

| heard the nmen about us stir, mutter, and knew that stares of astoni shnent



wer e

aimed at him For themthere was no coil in tinme; this happened in the here
and

now, not in the distant past.

The thing which was Targi's servant was fully in the open. It was

t hi ck- bodi ed,

wearing no mail, covered only by a wiry pelt of coarse, tangled hair. Its
head

was both feline and apeish in contour, and it snarled, its lips curling back
to

show tusks. Its great paws were clawed, and in one it carried a short spear
with

I ong, serrated netal for a head.

Those with us still looked to Uruk. W could all catch the chall enge now The
thing below did not issue that. It was only a vessel which carried Targi's
hat e.

Its legs were bowed as if by the great weight of the barrel of its body, and
it

rocked a little fromside to side as it cane.

No, the chall enge shot into our mnds, as a burning fury of battle |lust and
red

hate. | saw nmen surge forward, ready to break our line on the heights, drawn
by

that defiance in a way they could not control. So had it happened bef ore—But
Uruk did not stir. He must be using all his own Power—for still he wavered
forward a step or two jerkily. On himwas that challenge centering. Once he
had

answered it, not realizing then what it neant.

"No!" The word broke again frombetween his teeth. H s eyes were afl ane by

t he

rage aroused in him rage which perhaps (even knowing to what fate it would
deliver hin) he could not |ong continue to control

If Uuk went to neet that thing it would di e-but we woul d al so | ose our snall
advant age bought of nenory. This was the first test set the twain of us.

And if Uruk did not go? Two men were al ready runni ng downsl ope, heading to
answer that overwhel mi ng chall enge. Wile those about and behind us were
nmuttering, watching Uuk with unbelieving eyes. They might all break, dash
forward into that mist. Only Wuk could hold them from such folly. But—

| was running. Wthout taking any straight thought, | headed for the beast,
whose ears went flat |ike those of an angry cat—spittle flecked about its
fangs.

I ce Tongue swung free in nmy hand, and again | heard the snarl which was its
own

battle cry. As | neared Targi's servant, fear was a weight on me. The hairy
thing towered well above ne in height; that weapon it was sw nging up m ght
shatter the sword I held if blade net blade—ef that | was sure.

There were nore dark forms breaking through the curtain of the mist. | heard
a

human voi ce scream but | dared not | ook save at the nonster before nme. Tol ar
had not done this before. In so little mght |I indeed disjoint the flow of

t he

past .

| did not think, it was rather that sonething outside nyself commanded ny
body.

The thing lunbered on, its awkward-seem ng pace much swifter than | had
guessed.

| dropped to one knee. |ce Tongue slipped through nmy hand even as the ful
force

of that hate which noved the enenmy switched fromUruk at |last, to beat at ne,
an



unseen weapon worse than any forged steel

Did | cry out ny horror and fear when that mnd thrust struck ne? This is one
menory | cannot search and find. But | used nmy sword, not as | would have in
decent and honorabl e open battle. Instead | hurled it as one mght a throw ng
kni f e.

It was not bal anced for such work, yet the inpetus of ny throw carried it
true

to target. | saw the point of the flam ng blade strike into the creature's
swayi ng paunch, not biting deep enough perhaps to count, but cutting skin and
flesh.

The shaggy thing paused, staring down at the sword piercing into its body.
Its

| eft hand caught at the blade. Then it threw back its head and howed, its
red

eyes coals of sullen fire. | felt its pain—but ny own spirit |eaped. It could
not bear to touch that blade. The Power which had wought |ce Tongue was
utterly

eneny to any of the Shadow.

Now t he nonster swung its weapon, not to reach nme as yet, but to batter at

t he

sword. One of those serrated edges caught at the hilt and jerked it free from
the thing' s body. Ice Tongue whirled away to my left.

| threw nyself, with such force that ny body skidded al ong the ground, the

t ough

grass sleeked by tendrils of escaping mist aiding ne. But just as | reached
t he

bl ade, put out ny hand to cl ose about the hilt, a great clawed foot stanped
down

upon ny wist. The weight of the beast towering over ne, the stench of its
body,

near laid ne open to panic. So—+f | did not die in one way fromthe Lost
Battle,

I would in another. We might not alter that final reckoning, even if we

t ur ned

back ti me.

Straining to turn ny head, | endeavored to nmake nyself face death as it cane
by

the hands of Targi's servant. There was shouting around us, yet | was not
awar e

of any other caught in that struggle. My world had narrowed to the hul ki ng
shape

hunched over ne. Blood dribbled fromthe gaping wound in its belly. It tossed
away its weapon. One hand strove to cl ose that wound; the other, claws ready
to

pierce ne, mail and flesh alike, descended to tear nme apart. | fought madly
agai nst that pressing weight on my wist. Then sonme saving sense took
conmmand.

Instead of struggling I went down linmp, as if easy neat for this nightnare.
Only nmy left hand caught at Ice Tongue. | had time for a single act. In ny
fingers the blade cut at ny palm still | had no choice. | pushed up a little
to

stab at that descendi ng paw.

Per haps the force of the blow the creature ainmed at ne added to the success
of

nmy desperate defense. For the point inpaled the paw even as it had cut the

paunch.

The thing squawked, jerked up its paw, drawing by so the cutting edge of the
sword grievously cut my palm | could not hold on. So | had to watch

hel pl essly

as, with a shake of the fist, it again freed itself fromlce Tongue, sending



t he

sword flying out of ny sight.

Now it raised its other great foot, the one it bal anced upon grinding ny

wi st

into the ground so that the pain made me dizzy. | knew what the thing planned
to

do. One mighty stanp with that other foot and | would be as smashed as an

i nsect

under a boot sol e.

| had no defense. | could not even see well, since the pain fromny pinned
wi st

and | ower armdrew a red haze between nme and that very certain death. Yet the
smashing bl ow | expected did not fall. Instead the beast reel ed away, back
from

me. | heard it give a grunting how and its body crashed not too far away,

bl ood

punpi ng froma huge wound in its throat. For its deformed head had been
al nost,
but not quite, severed fromits neck

"No!" In spite of the wave of pain fromm wist and the other hand which
streamed bl ood, | held on to consciousness. There was no m staking the sw ng
of

that ax. To save ny life (or perhaps because the ancient conpul sion had

i ndeed

been greater than he could w thstand) Uruk had followed the pattern of the
past —he had killed Targi's servant.

| saw himgo into a half crouch, his ax once nore at ready. Sonehow | | evered
nmysel f up on the el bow of ny injured forearm though each nmovenent was like a
stab into my shrinking flesh. |ce Tongue—=?

Then | saw sonet hing el se—sonet hi ng which whirled out of the mist. | found
Voi ce

enough to warn

"Behi nd you!"

Uuk whirled with a skill born fromlong hours of training. Hs ax was up as
he

turned. Something dark, ropelike, hit the blade of that, dropped linply away
again, severed. But it was only the first of such attacks. He ducked and
struck,

ducked and struck again and again. Then, in backward stunble to elude a

| ar ger

one of those flying cords, he tripped against the body of Targi's servant.
Before he could right hinself one of the cords snapped hone about his arns,
drawi ng them t oget her though he fought in vain to get ax bl ade agai nst them
| knew those living ropes—Fhas' work! Now | got to ny knees, holding ny

br oken

wrist tight against nmy body. My other hand was sticky with ny own bl ood—+to
nove

it or my fingers was tornent. But—

Just beyond where Uruk struggled and fought for liberty, | saw sonething

el se.

I ce Tongue was standing, point into the ground. Its hilt was a light to guide
me. Somehow | tottered to ny feet, skirted the severed root which stil

wriggled, reached the sword. | could not close either hand about its hilt.
G ddy, | went once nore to ny knees, |eaned closer to the shining blade. M
mout h gaped wide. | bent nmy head sideways and caught the hilt between ny jaws.

It took effort to work it free of the soil. Then | had it. Uruk— turned

ar ound.

He was now conpletely prisoner; even the severed ends of roots crept to weave
their | engths about himthough he struggl ed and heaved.

| did not have strength to get to ny feet again. Rather, on ny knees,



crossed
t he space between-us.

"Your hands—" | aimed the thought at him

| saw his eyes go wide as they found nme. He lay still as | noved toward him
The

m st had not parted, but we could hear shouts, screanms, and the sound of
weapon

agai nst weapon. In spite of all our plans and hopes, the men of HaHarc had
been

drawn into Targi's chosen battlefield. Uuk free m ght make the difference;
hi s

orders they would foll ow.

| reached his side. The hilt of Ice Tongue wavered in ny nouth. Any bl ow
coul d

deliver with it would have little force. | now possessed only one snall hope.
Targi's creature had not been able to touch it; might it then have the sane
effect on the living ropes?

Bendi ng ny head, | pressed the point of the blade into the root which had so
ensnared Uruk's arnms. | had no strength, the point would not penetrate—ny
ganbl e

had no hope—But —

The root under the point of the sword wi ggled, strove to elude that touch

l'i ght

as it was. | fought grimy to bring all the pressure | could bear on it at

t hat

point. Suddenly, as if the nmetal had sawn through tough hide to reach a core
no

t ougher than mud, the point sank in.

Like the living thing | nore than half believed it was, the root snapped

| oose

fromits hold on Uuk's wist to strike upward at my shoul der and caught.
could no longer hold Ice Tongue. The sword fell frommy mouth. In its falling
it

cl anged agai nst the head of Uruk's ax. Now the ax bl azed under that touch as
t he

sword had upon occasi on.

As | slunped forward, the roots withed away fromthat blaze, reaching

i nst ead

for me, clinging and squeezing, where they clung, with a kind of vindictive
anger. But | saw Uruk swing the ax once nore, slicing through what was | eft
of

hi s bonds.

Just as he won to his feet, had half turned toward nme, the fog gave up

anot her

formand with it smaller things | knew of old. Thas! Wile he about whom

t hose

cl ust ered—

| heard Uruk's cry:

"Targi!"

Chapter Five

As his dead servant, this Lord of the Dark towered above the snaller Thas. He
was a figure brought out of sone tonb—his dark mail dull, bedewed by the
condensing mist. But his head was bare, and he carried no weapon save a

sl ender

bl ack rod, topped by the bl eached-bone skull of sone small animal. Hs skin
was

a pallid white, showing the nore so because of the darkness of his mail. And
hi s
hair, which grewin a brush like the nane of a Renthan, was brilliantly red.

Tongues of fire might so appear to rise fromhis long skull, for that hair



bristled erect.

Nor was his face entirely human. It bore no expression nowsenly the eyes were
alive And in them boiled such a fury as no man could show. Uruk was on his
feet,

his ax ablaze as | had seen |Ice Tongue. That blade lay on the ground. | saw a
Thas dart to seize it, |eap backward again with a guttural cry. | held on to
consci ousness with all my strength.

"Well met." Uruk's voice did not soar to a shout, yet it carried even through
the din of the m st-shrouded valley. "This match of ours is |ong overdue,
Targi . "

There was no answer fromthe sorcerer, nor did the deadness of his bl eached
face

show life. But he paused and | saw his eyes go from Uruk to the ax.

"You are a dead man." The words burst in nmy mnd, coldly, shaped w thout
enotion

behind them forned with such a vast self-confidence as struck at the

begi nni ng

hope whi ch had sprung in nme. For by this much had we altered the past—Uruk
was

not prisoner to the commander of the Thas.

| then saw Uruk | augh, though I could not hear the sound of his |laughter. The
two of them had forgotten me. Hugging still ny broken wist against ne, |
strove

to pull nyself up. There was a flick across ny body. One of the root cords

| ooped there. | plucked at it feebly with ny wounded hand. Then the Thas

cl osed

in, though they did not drag ne fromthe field. Rather stood about ne,

wat chi ng

their master and Uruk

One of them gave a coughing grunt and fell. | saw the end of a dart between
hi s

shoul ders. Then the others scattered, or threw thenmselves to the ground,
striving thus to present the smallest of targets. | saw a Gay One |ope from
t he

mst. He stood watching for a monent, his tongue lolling fromhis fanged

j awns.

Then he sheered away. It would seemthat Targi was to be left to his own
actions.

The bl ack wand wove a pattern in the air between the Dark One and Uruk. But
t he

latter raised his ax and sl ashed down, his target not yet the man, nor even
t he

wand. Rather that weapon was used to cut through the air whereon reddi sh
synbol s

shown. As the ax passed, they did break into wi sps of mst, blood-dyed in
col or.

| could have cried out at what filled ny nmind—syllables roared there. It was
as

if my thoughts were shattered before I could shape them dashed and broken
Targi —-what man could stand so to the spells Targi could command?

There was one—Fol ar was of this time, he had been shaped by the know edge of
such as Targi. But—Yonan had not. And—

I was Yonan!

Deep | reached, fighting against the pain of both body and m nd, seeking that
ot her who knew not Targi, nor HaHarc, nor this world. Yonan who had none of
t he

tal ent—oul d | hide behind his very lack, that [ack which | had half resented
all ny life, at this nonment?

My head was a battlefield. The will of the sorcerer mght be ainmed
principally



at Uruk, but sone of his conpulsion spilled into ny m nd, churned and
obscured

nmy thoughts. | concentrated, first on pain, sumoning the pain of ny hand, ny
wist, to dwell upon it, surrender to it. While behind nmy enbrace of that
pai n

of body, | sought for Yonan

He was buri ed—as near death as any personality m ght approach before the
final

flickering out of identity. I was Yonan! And over Yonan nen | ong dead had no
dom ni on, no matter how potent their talent mght be. I was Yonan

My pain | cherished, used it as a barrier while |I sought to nourish into life
that small spark fromthe far future.

"Yonan!" So did | call upon ny other self.

Targi raised his wand, pointed it at Uruk. In spite of ny owmn efforts | could
sense, through every nerve in ny battered body, even through the m nd

sought

to fortify against his sorcery, how he was drawi ng Power to him It was

al nost

visible to the eye, that Power.

Still Uruk swung the ax back and forth before him touching nothing tangible.
I't

m ght be that in that ceasel ess swing he erected sone barrier against the
other's attack. And, slowy, he noved forward.

| felt Thas' crooked hands on ne, draw ng ny bound body to one side, as they
kept well away fromthe space between those two. The forces there m ght well
be

lethal to | esser beings. | was Yonan—sonentarily | had been diverted fromny
own
guest within. No, | dared not relax ny poor protection again. Waves of that

force had | apped agai nst ne, bringing a black despair so great that, had
been

free and Ice Tongue within ny reach, | would have turned its bl ade upon
nysel f.

Who can stand agai nst such as Targi's assured thought? Master of Power that
he

was, who else could put hinself forward as an eneny?

The very body in the dull black mail seenmed to swell, to grow The eyes of
Tar gi

were twin flam ng suns under the still-clouded sky. And this man who woul d
front

hi m —aho was he to challenge the strength of Targi! That demand burst redly
in

ny m nd.

"Who am 1, Targi? | amwhat you yourself made me." Uruk spoke aloud, as if he
woul d not touch mnds with the sorcerer. In that way instinct told ne danger
did

indeed lie. "To each evil, Targi, there is an answer. It would seemthat we
are

so paired."” Once nore his ax swung.

Now the Dark One no | onger painted his blood runes on the open air. He drew
t he

wand between the fingers of his left hand. And | saw, yes, in truth | saw
it—dnless it was some ensorcel |l ment which touched and held nmy mind —that the
skul Il which crowned it opened its fleshless jaws and fromthat issued a
shrill

keeni ng.

The pain | had called upon for my defense becane at that nonent nmy bane. It
arose in a red agony, pulsing in answer to the keening of the skull. And
saw

the Thas cower on the ground, their gnarled hands, which | ooked so rmuch |ike



twisted twigs, tight held over their ears.

Did Uuk's swing of ax slow? | could not be sure. Now Targi bal anced the wand
as

a man bal ances a light throw ng spear. Even the Tolar part of nme did not know
what woul d happen shoul d that weapon of the Shadow strike Uruk. But that it
woul d be nore potent than any steel +that | coul d guess.

| ce Tongue—+ gl anced at the sword, which lay with its glittering bl ade
bel yi ng

the grayness of the day and the fog. It was far fromnme nowas if it did

i ndeed

abi de i n anot her age.

| ce Tongue obeyed but one master-had not Uruk said that once? How well did it

obey? Dared | —dared | let Yonan retreat frompart mastery within me? |
bel i eved
that now Targi's awareness was centered on Uruk; | had only to fear the side

| ash of the power he night use against the axman. Tol ar—and |ce Tongue. COddly
enough | had not tried to explore before what that stranger within nme knew of
his forceful weapon. | did not know—

No, that was false! Tolar leapt into command within my nmenory. |ce Tongue—ene
of

t he Four—+t becanme part of himwho took it—but only if he were the one to
whom

it would answer. There were things about the sword which even Tolar had only
heard runor ed.

Taki ng a great chance, | fought against the wall of pain | had so carefully
erected as ny defense. | opened wi de once nore the door for Tolar

Though the Thas squatted about me and | was surely their prisoner, nmy mnd
was

not bound. | willed ny attention only at the sword.

Ice Tongue! O ny desire and need | feverishly wove a cord as strong and
suppl e

as the root ropes. | was not even aware at that nonent that what | would do
was

utterly beyond any know edge of Yonan's, even of Tolar's. In the world where
I

I ay now existed only two things—+ce Tongue and ny will.

| had heard much spoken of the disciplines those who wield the Power nust set
upon thensel ves, of the years they nust work to bring into their hands the
reins

of illusion and ensorcellment. Yet they were then able, by pouring energy
into

the right channel, to nake the earth itself obey them—even though they m ght
die, burned out, in the doing of it.

| ce Tongue—

Was indeed that blade blazing brighter, glowing like a narrow streamof fire
in

the grass tranpled down by our struggle? |I closed off all surm ses,
everyt hi ng

but my driving will. It was like shutting all the doors along a corridor, so
that one's mind dwelt only upon what lay at the far end.
| ce Tongue—

In ny sight the sword appeared to grow, no longer fitting the hand of any
true
man—at her such a weapon as only a giant mght swing. And it began to nmove—

For a nonent a snall tinge of triunph broke my concentration; | was quick to
wal | that off. Al which lay within me, which I called "will," "desire,"
"determnation," mnmust be focused on what | woul d do.

Ice Tongue! | put into that silent call the full strength | could summon,
sending forth that order silently but still as strong with any Tal ent Tol ar

m ght possess.



The bl ade slid forward, as if indeed ny thought was a cord or one of the root
ropes | ooped about its hilt.

It came between Uruk and Targi. The Dark One still bal anced his wand as a
spear,

but he had not yet thrown it. O did he need to throw it; was he rather
ai m ng

its full energy? Uruk was forced back one step and then a second.

I ce Tongue!

| put into ny unvoiced conmand the |last distillation of all | had called
upon,

that faculty | had not even known | possessed until | put it to this fina
test.

The sword gave a kind of jerk, its point rising though the glow ng crystal of
the hilt still rested on the ground. It arose so—and fell again as the energy

drained out of ne far too swiftly. But it fell toward Targi, striking across
hi s

f oot .

There was a bolt of force no one could see, but which struck straight into

t he

mnd ny efforts had left wide open. | had a single instant to think that this
was deat h—then there was nothing at all

But if death were nothingness it did not claimnme. For pain sought ne out
first,

and | could not set that aside. It filled me with a deep tornent. Then
becane

aware of a touch on ny forehead between nmy eyes. At first that touch, light
as

it was (though it was firm enough), added to ny pain, which throbbed and
beat

maki ng of ne a cringing ani mal who had no hiding place.

Then, fromthat touch, there spread a cool ness, a danpening of the fires of
ny

agony. Little by little pain subsided, though it |eft me apprehensive even as
it

went for fear that raging tornent would be unl eashed again. But the cool ness

whi ch cane now was |like rain on |long-dried soil, soaking in, strengthening ne.
| opened ny eyes.

Above ne was a sky still drably gray. But hanging over me was a face which ny
dul I ed, exhausted mnmind coul d renmenber.

" Ur uk?"

I must have shaped his name with nmy stiff lips, but he read it, and sone of
t he

frown which the rimof his hel mnearly hid snoothed out.

Mermory came |inping back. | shaped a second nane:

"Targi ?" Only to see the frown once nore return. 'W were cheated in so
nmuch—he

lives," he said aloud, as if m nd touch was sonmehow not to be used. | thought
I

could guess why—ny brain felt bruised, shaken. Perhaps it was as wounded as
ny

body had been and to have entered it would have driven nme mad.

"Wher e—2"

"He wrought an illusion in the end and escaped in it. But there is no safety
with Targi free."

"The Lost Battle—=2" Menory again stirred and sonehow hurt, so | w nced.

"We changed that. Wen Targi fled, those who followed himdid al so."

"But before he did die." My nenories were nixed. Wen | tried to think
clearly,

to sort one fromthe other, the process nmade nme giddy and ill.

"Not this time. In so nuch we altered tine, conrade. But whether for the



better

after all"—ruk shrugged—how can we tell? This much | know, Targi must be
our

meat . "

"Why—=" | found it too hard to voice ny question

But he rust have read it even in the chaos which now m xed nenory with nmenory.
"Why did he go? That was your doing, Tolar. Your sword upon his foot

di st ur bed

his spell casting. The Power reflected back on him as it will when any
ensorcelling is inconplete. He fled the death he woul d have drawn on us. But
he

is master enough to win sonetime and build therein his own spell. W can only
now be hounds on his trail."

| closed nmy eyes. At that nmoment | could command neither ny body nor ny

shrinking mind. | wanted only darkness once again, and sone nercy gave it to
ne.
Chapter Six

My wist was stiff-set, with a splint to keep it so; ny other hand had been
treated with the healing nud to which both man and ani mal turned when there
was

need. |ce Tongue was sheathed at ny side. But we were still in the past, the
Val | ey of HaHarc behi nd us—the open countryside before. And if the cl ouds
wer e

gone, and the sun shone there, yet it still seened that there was a shadow
between us and its warnth and encouragenent.

Tol ar had no nore nmenory to I end ne now. For we had changed the course of
action—+ had not lurched, death-smitten, fromthat fog of Targi's brewing to
destroy my bl ade and di e hopel ess and hel pl ess anpbng the rocks. Nor could I
now

have nuch in Yonan to call upon either. Though |I had tried with all ny
determ nation to learn the ways of war, yet here and now | was |like a green
yout h who had never ridden on his first hosting.

Alittle apart stood Uruk, |eaning on his ax. And though he stared straight
into

the day, | thought that he saw nothing of what [ay before us; rather his mnd
nmoved i n anot her fashi on—questing—

There had been those of HaHarc who had volunteered to back us; still that

Ur uk

utterly refused. It would seemthat the hunting of Targi |ay upon the twain
of

us al one.

"He will go to the Thas." Uruk spoke for the first time, that unseeing stare
not

breaking. "He will seek his heart—=

"His heart?" | echoed. For in these nonents of suprene effort when | had

conmanded | ce Tongue | believed | had burned out of me nost of Tolar nenory
—even as the Wtches of Estcarp burned away their controls when they set the
sout hern nountains to shivering down on Karsten invaders.

Uruk blinked, the nmasklike brooding left his features. "H s heart—that part
of

himwhich is his talisman and the core of his strength, He would not risk

t hat

in battle, not even with us, whom he deenmed so nmuch the lesser. But if he
woul d

repl eni sh his Power, then he nust seek it to re-energi ze what he has
exhausted. "

"To the Thas? We seek them underground?"

Uruk blinked for the third tine. "Were else? And we narch into a trap if we
do

so. He will expect our com ng, lay his own anbushes, and di spose of his



forces

to defeat us. Already he has spun a nmaze through which no thought can
penetrate

for our sure guide. And he will strive to take us—by body, or by that part of
us

he wi shes the nost to control—eur mnds. This is a wager of high Forces,
conrade. The result may fall as easily against us as in our favor—perhaps
even

the former is nore likely."

"Before when his body died," Uuk nused, "his inner essence was hel pl essly
pent

where he had concealed it. | remenber." The ax shifted a little in his hands.
"Why think you he had nme kept living in that pillar? He needed a body—but
somehow the Thas failed himin that ploy. Perhaps that was why they took your
Vall ey maid, sensing in her sone hint of talent which m ght acconplish what

t hey

t hemsel ves could not do."

| recalled vividly that scene Tsali and | had wi tnessed in the cave where
Crytha, conpletely under some spell, had confronted the pillar which had

i mprisoned Uruk. That-had that been a part of the attenpt at transference

Ur uk

now spoke of frankly?

Now, too, | thought of those roots which were obedient to the nen of deep
earth,

of the darkness of their burrows, of the fact that we possessed no guide. On
t he

other side of the scale lay even heavier ny conviction that Uruk was entirely
ri ght -we nust destroy this Targi in one tine or the other. And it would seem
that fate itself had decided it would be in the past.

My bandaged wrist—+ could still hold Ice Tongue in ny newy heal ed hand, but
I

was not ambi dextrous in battle. And in any sudden attack | woul d doubtl ess
prove

a hindrance. Still the sword itself, as | had had good proof, was a potent
agai nst the Thas.

"When do we go? And where?" My voice sounded weary in my own ears. Yonan, who
knew so little and in his life had | acked so nuch confidence in hinself,
asked

t hat .

"W go now," Uruk returned. "And |Ice Tongue can sniff out the door to any
Thas

burrow for us. It is in ny mind they core these hills now, perhaps striving
to

weaken the very walls of the earth beneath in order to bring an end to
HaHarc."

There was nmore than a ring of truth in that. | thought fleetingly of the old
| egend that someone—er sonet hi ng—had pi ped and HaHarc's walls had tunbled in
answer. |If there existed a honeyconb of tunnels running beneath those upper
wal I s, such mght indeed have come to pass.

So we went forth fromthe place where the nmist had hidden the valley of the
battle. The bodies of our own slain had already been gathered, laid on a pyre
of

honor, and reduced to cl ean ashes.

The Dark Ones had been al so so dealt with—but with no honor paid them For
al |

men knew that sonme of the Dark Lords could reani nate the dead, though no
spirit

returned to bide behind their enpty eyes. Rather the rai sed dead were cl unmsy
tools, difficult to use, for they must be eternally held to any task set them
Gray Ones, nonsters—and sone were nen, so like those | had known all my life



that nmeeting them | night not have realized they had sold themselves to the
G eat Dark.

Though the bodi es were gone there was a litter of weapons still to be

gar ner ed,

and a squad of nen of HaHarc was about the harvesting of those. Those, as
t hey

noved, | ooked straightly at us, but none questioned where we went nor what we
woul d do.

There were tracks cutting the soil, sonme |eft by hooves, others by the

cl awed,

hal f - human feet of the Gray Ones. Also there were trenches, slinmed wthin,
snelling vilely, as if what had inpressed those upon the once clean earth had
craw ed upon their bellies after the fashion of giant slugs.

It was only for a short space that Uruk followed this plain trail of those
who

had fled the battl eground. He was heading, | was sure, for a line of

hi I | ocks,

very small beside the ranges which protected the valley behind us, yet heaped
hi gh enough to form | andmarks.

And one, | noted under this weak and wayward sun, had three tall stones

pl ant ed

on it, seenming like the bolls of trees whose branches had | ong ago been riven
away by sonme stormw nd. These were not of that sleek blue stone which narked
the "safe" islands. Rather the stone was strange to the eye, being much
pitted

and of a rusty red.

I found | had a dislike for those stones, and the closer we advanced to them
the nore ny uneasiness and distaste grew. Now I swal |l owed, as does one who
strives to conquer nausea. |ce Tongue, which | had drawn and carried

awkwar dl y

inm left hand, still gave forth a light discernible even in the sunlight.
Now,

through my grip onits hilt, there spread in me a kind of warning.

"Where—=2" | dared to break the silence between us. But Uruk neither glanced
at

me nor spoke. His strides were deliberately nmeasured. Yet there was no
hesitation as he clinbed the hillock toward those om nous pillars.
I ce Tongue noved in my hold. The point dipped as | clinbed, trying to keep up

with the axman. | have seen the Wse Wnen | ocate water, or things of netal

| ong

underground, how their rods then turn in their hands wi thout their wlling,
pointing to the proper spot in the earth.

So it seenmed that this sword out of time now acted in a |like manner. | would
not

have had the strength to force it up and away fromthe earth which lay at the
foot of the red pillars. Uuk was right again; in such a way the Sword of

Lost

Battl es was our guide.

| noticed that Uruk passed the first of the pillars with care as if he w shed
no

part of himor his clothing or arnor to touch its forbidding surface. By the
second stone he stopped. Ice Tongue pointed in my own grip at the ground
beneat h

nmy boots. | had to struggle with the blade to keep that hold, for it fought
as

if the netal had a will of its own and would bury its point into that spot of
earth.

Uuk's lips curved in were nore a snarl than a snile. "Did I not say so?" he
asked. "We have found what we have sought, the door to a burrow. But | think
such doors are not for the wary. It would be best we choose our own entrance



to

Targi's runways. Do you try to trace if it runs beyond this point."

I fought with the sword, finally forcing it away fromthat point where it
seened

to wish to bury itself. Uruk edged by the first of the three pillars, seeking
t he opposite downward side of the slope. Now he stepped back to let ne take
t he

| ead.

The sword continued to point earthward, and Uruk uttered a sound close to a
harsh | aughter.

"So goes it then." He gl anced back, neasuring the distance fromthat | ast
pillar. And then he gave a swift nod, as if answering sone question of his
own

whi ch he had not voiced al oud. Raising the ax, he ainmed a blow, one with al

t he

wei ght of his trained strength behind it, at the slope of the hillock.

The netal edge of one head bit deep, gashing the turf, throwing clods of it
broadcast. A second and a third tine Uuk sent the ax against the hillside.
The

fourth tine it broke through in a small place, |oose earth shifting into the
hol e he had so uncover ed.

It took very little nore ax work to clear a space so that | could lie belly
down

and | ower Ice Tongue slowy into that opening. The sun did little to pierce
t he

hol e, but the gleam of the blade showed that this was perhaps not a cavern,
but

rather a tunnel in the earth, |arge enough for us to force a way through
Wth a deep breath, walling swiftly fromny nind all the warnings |lest | not
be

able to go at all, | set Ice Tongue between ny teeth and wiggled through

l anding in a confined space which carried the heavy reek of Thas in its stale
air. Though there was no sign of any lurking earth dweller. Swiftly | noved
farther down the passage to give Uruk room enough to foll ow ne.

The passage had been shored up here and there by heavy roots deeply enbedded
in

the earth, and rough-sided bits of stone ramed in to aid that precaution, as
if

this was a runway which it was inmportant for the earth people to keep open
"Paugh!" Uruk spat. "This stink is foul."

W found that the passage had not been constructed with such visitors as us
in

mnd. For it was necessary to move ahead stooping, our bowed shoul ders now
and

t hen rubbing agai nst the roof, bringing down om nous trickles of earth

tried

not to think about. Here Wuk took the |l ead once nore as if he knew exactly
where we were headed.

As we noved away fromthe hole our only light cane fromlce Tongue. | raised
it

high so that its wan glitter m ght shine over nmy conpanion's shoul der. The
earth

under our feet was as tightly packed as any |ong-used gane trail, and al ways
t he

snel | of Thas cl ung.

Wthin a very short space we cane to where the passage ended in a well-Iike

opening. Uruk knelt and felt beneath its crunbling ruin.

"There are clinmb holes,” he told ne in a soft whisper. "Shallow, but | think
we

can wedge toes and fingers into them" Then he slung the ax over his shoul der



and warily lowered hinself into the dark opening. | kept |Ice Tongue between
ny

teeth as | felt | dared not lose the small light it gave us. But | waited
unti |

| heard Uruk's soft whisper before | dared swi ng over and seek those linited
hol ds.

Down, down, down—fy jaws ached first, as | kept that grip on the sword; then
t he

ache spread down ny tense body, shoul ders, arns, fingers, toes, feet. And
still

there seened no end to this descent. | feared I m ght choke and | ose hold on
t he

sword by spewing forth my |ast neal because of the stench here. But | hung on
grimy, limting ny world to two things—keeping |ce Tongue ready and hunting
t he

next and then the next hold.

That descent seened endl ess—but perhaps to someone not so tense as we were,
it

woul d not have been any great feat. But | was very glad when Uruk's warning
reached ne and | felt once nore a wide and solid surface underfoot.

There was nmore rock in the walls here, only that rock was crisscrossed with
r oot

supports. And the stone on the walls showed signs of having been roughly

wor ked,

to the extent of having the worst of the natural protrusions broken away. W
no

| onger had to clinb down—but the passage itself sloped nmore and nore, making
certain that we were fast going well below the surface of the ground outside.
"Wait!" | had not really needed that command from Uruk. Tol ar was not yet
totally dead within nme, and the sense of an evil presence was so strong that
it

brought nmy hand up to hold Ice Tongue at ready for an attack. | saw what

gl owed

ahead—swirling tendrils which rem nded ne of that other fog which Targi had
used

to cloak his force. Save that here light was a part of it and the bill ows
shone

with a greeni sh radi ance which made me think of |ong-buried corruption. While
an

odor even viler than that of the Thas puffed forth at us.

Chapt er Seven

Uruk's laugh startled me, for to nmy mnd those arnms of m st were indeed

omi nous.

However, there was contenpt in the sound he nmade as he watched themthin,
reach

out for us like tentacles of sone sea nonster such as the Sul carnen knew in
t he

far south. And quick on that |aughter he began a soft chant.

| saw his words. By what feat of sorcery this happened | could not explain.
But

the words formed blue sparks in this gloom issuing fromhis lips as a
stream

yet spreadi ng out beyond to gather in a glittering puff cloud of their own.
He

nmoved confidently forward and perforce | foll owed.

Then that glitter of blue sparks touched upon one of the threatening tendrils
of

mst. There was a flash. The m st whi pped back to join a center core which
grew

opaque, ever darkening, as nore and nore of the unnanable material was drawn



to

it.

Now there was no mist, rather a wavering figure which did not appear certain
of

what concrete formto take. Fromit issued a feeling of nenace, building so
quickly that it was like a blow But if whatever that thing was thought to
find

us open to such counterattack, it |earned quickly that we were not. For

t hough

it flung itself to the rocky way under our feet and strove to crawl at us,

t he

bl ue m st dropped in turn

"Ha, Targi!" Uruk no | onger chanted; now he called as a man will shout a
personal challenge to the eneny. "Do you then think me already your
pl ayt hi ng?

Hel mbiter"—for the first time he gave his weapon a nane—is no steel of any
man's forging. You should know that."
The mi st w nked out.

Uruk nodded. "He nust be greatly shaken,'
t he

Great Ones, no nore than am|I. But | would have thought he fancied his hold
on

the Dark Power stronger." Now his voice sharpened and he demanded of me: "How
did he die—n that tine we know?"

| dredged up Tol ar nenory. Targi —-had Tolar seen himdie? O only heard it
reported before his own grievous wound had driven himfromthe field? Then

t he

words cane to ne haltingly, for the pictures in ny mind were very dimand far
away.

"He died by an ax. They raised an outcry when they found his body—that |
remenber. "

"By an ax," Uruk repeated. "Then—=

| knew what troubled him If it had been his Hel mbiter that had so dealt
with

Targi, to slay himagain mght avail us nothing. Unless we could al so reach

t he

i nner core wherein Targi or what was of the real Targi mght find secure

ref uge.

"He will strive to repeat the pattern,” Uuk said, this tine as if to

hi nsel f.

" Gp_t

The way before us was dark. That evil coiling thing of little real substance
had

vani shed. However, we had not |ost our wariness, which was well. For now out
of

t he dark agai n cane snaking, some actually crawling upon the rock to better
entangl e our feet, those root ropes. The ax swung—+ need not use the proper
hand

on |l ce Tongue to prick at those reptilian, wiggling |ines of dark

It was butchery there in the half-dark. Neither Thas nor rope could truly
face

our weapons when we set our backs to the wall of the passage and swung the
bright nmetal to bring death. The sword snarl was that of a wolf eager to be
at

the throat of its prey. And, while Helmbiter did not give tongue in a |ike
manner, yet the very passage of the doubl e-bl aded head through the air nmade a
ki nd of singing. Wile the Thas squeal ed and grunted.

Uruk raised his voice above their clanor. "Make an end now " he ordered.
"Tar gi

used these to buy himtine—+the time he nust not have. He thinks he will be

he said musingly. "Targi is not of



saf e

in that place he has devised, so we nust reach him before he sets a lock to
guard his safety.”

W canme away fromthe wall in a charge. Wuk roared aloud the old battle cry
of

HaHarc. The sound of his voice was nearly deafening in that small section
and

t he bl aze of our weapons nade themliving fire in our hands.

The Thas broke. | knew of old that they were fighters who needed the dark to
make t hem confident. And there were bodi es' enough, nostly from Uruk's

hewi ng,

to di scourage them Whether Targi w thdrew the conpul sion he had | aid upon

t hem

to attack we never knew. But at our advance they broke and ran. Some fled
ahead

down the | efthand section of the passage, sonme withdrew to the right behind
us.

Uruk noved swiftly. He might not trot nor run through this murk, but he nade
t he

best pace the cranped quarters and our uncertain footing allowed him And
kept

at his back, though I |ooked often to nmake sure that those who had run had
not

doubl ed back to follow us.

In ny owmn time, the Thas had envenoned their spears. But those we tranped
over,

lying still sometines in hands no | onger able to raise them showed no

di scol oration of point. In so much were we now favored.

W canme to a forking of the passage, then a second, and a third. Each tine
Ur uk

turned right or left with no hesitation. | did not ask, but sonehow
bel i eved

he knew where he went.

Thus we broke froma side way into one of those caves through which Tsali and
I

had earlier gone—er if not that, one so nuch like it no man could tell the
di fference. The stalagmites shown with crystalline sparkling as |Ice Tongue's
brilliance caught them | would have been nuddl ed by the nunber and variety
of

t hese age-1ong m neral growhs, but ny conpanion did not pause, nor search. |
saw that Hel mbiter swung a fraction in his grasp; perhaps that was acting
now

as one of those needl es the Sul carnen kept |ocked within bows to point a

pat h
across the sea.
So we reached at last to another opening in the wall, a crevice |I night have

over|l ooked, for it required careful squeezing to get by a large lunp of rock
into it. Another narrow passage awaited beyond, only the walls of this had
certainly been hewn smooth, and | saw here and there a pattern of runes | did
not know-save fromthem seened to reach a col dness to touch the innernost

part

of a man, awakening in hi muneasi ness and despair. Only the warm sword hilt
in

nmy scarred hand fought that subtle assault upon ny courage.

Uruk sl owed his pace. H s head was well up, for that passage had not been the
cranped size bel oved by the Thas. Men, or sonething rmuch |ike men, had made
it.

"Now— The word was half a breath he expelled. "Now we win or fail

Tol ar-that -was, for we have tracked himas he never believed any man born in
t he



Li ght could do. And at the bay he will throw against us all his strength—=

He had hardly gotten forth the last word when a bl ow out of nothi ngness
struck

against us both. It sent me reeling unsteadily back, toward that

hal f - conceal ed

entrance. This was as if a giant and all-powerful hand had thunped agai nst ny
chest, leaving ne no defense, hurling me away. | lashed out wildly with Ice
Tongue, seeing nothing tangible to so attack but feeling that I mnust do

somet hing or be utterly overborne and rendered hel pl ess.

Uruk was forced back also, but only a step or two. Hi s shoul ders were hunched
a

little, his feet planted apart as if he were determ ned there would be no
nor e

retreat. | tried to copy his stance. Mrre than that, | fought to edge forward
again to join him

The pressure continued. | had not been able to win a palms-length forward,
no,

instead | had | ost two backward. Anger, dour and sullen, filled ne, unlike any
I

had felt before; Tolar's anger, which had in ny touch with himbeen so
tattered

by despair. Tolar—ence nmore | turned to that hidden other part of me which

t he

sword had brought to birth.

Uruk was noving forward, his action resenbling that of a man wadi ng through
thick nud. Each step he took was short, but he made it. | rubbed shoul der
agai nst the wall where ny last retreat had borne me. Now | took the sword
into

nmy right hand, put out the left. As | had felt for those holds in the deep
wel |,

so did | now lock fingertips into the lines of the runes. Very small was the
pur chase such holds gave nme. But | cane forward again, slowy, one hindered
step

agai nst anot her, just as Uruk noved.

Per haps his ancient eneny could not divide that force easily, so that he was
not

able to fend us both off at the sane tine. Thus we were w nning by small

| engths. The throat veil of mail of nmy hel mswing | oose, | was breathing
heavily, concentrating on ny battle along the wall.

Uruk fared better—his steps grew |l onger. Under the threatening dragon of his
hel mcrest his eyes were set, gl ow ng.

Thus, through a time which seened endl ess, we worked our way al ong t hat

passage.
And the pressure agai nst us seenmed never to relax. | was panting, and the
beating of nmy own heart pounded in ny ears. On—-n—t

Then, even as quickly as the m st had gone, so did this vanish, | went to one
knee, overbal anced by that w thdrawal which canme between one breath and the
next. | saw Uruk stagger, but not nore than a step

Hol ding the ax still before him he broke into a jogging run, one | was quick
to

try and match.

W energed into a place filled with that green-gray radiance | had | ong known
marked a strong center of the Dark Forces. There were no stal agmtes here,
rather pillars worked into shapes of horror, each a nonster or a man, the
latter

seem ngly | ocked in sone unbelievable tornent fromwhich not even the end of
time mght deliver him

Down the wi de center aisle between those pillars, which, after a first glance,
I

woul d not | ook upon—for even seeing themstirred in me a fear | feared



coul d

not suppress—Yruk went directly to the center core of this place.

It was perhaps a tenple. But what god or force had been worshi ped here, that
had

been none born fromthe adoration of ny species. Here the pillars forned a
circle, and in the center of that was set, on a half-pillar of rusty red, a
crystal skull.

At the foot of the pillar lay, in a lank tangle, the man | had seen on the
battlefield—JFargi. Hs eyes were wide, staring unseeingly overhead, and his
body

was flaccid, that of the newy dead.

But in the brain pan of the skull -

| could not force ny gaze away fromthat swirl of raw colors, colors which
hur t

one to | ook upon. They surged, interwove in patterns, and—they had neani ng.
need only look so for a little |longer and that neaning would be nade clear to
me. It was the greatest thing | had ever done—+ would be privil eged beyond
any

of my kind—+ would rul e—+ul e!

| saw Uruk step over the body, raise his ax. Uruk—he woul d destroy—he—t was
he

who was the enenmy in this place! Kill-—XKill-—

Only the fact that nmy injured wist would not obey ny will rmade my bl ow a
feebl e

one. |ce Tongue grated against the mail covering his shoul der. But that was
enough to deflect the fall of the ax. It clanged instead against the pillar
The skull rocked on its perch, as the colors caught within it noved in an
even

madder interweaving. | had kept grip on ny sword, but only barely. That
ill-aimed bl ow had nearly taken it from ny hol d.

Ur uk—he was danger! As long as he lived—as long as he |ived—

He had turned those bl azing eyes on ne.

"Let me in, conmmade—= In ny mnd a powerful voice cried |like a burst of pain.
"We can finish him—together—=
Uruk's ax swung al oft again. | was no match for himeven with |Ice Tongue—

"Thrust low" that other in ny mnd urged. "There is a weak spot beneath his
armthrust for his heart! And then—=

"Yonan!"

| tottered, raising nmy hand to ny head, crying out with the pain which was a
tornment there. The sword hung heavy in my hold, its point toward the bl ocks
of

rock under our feet.

"Yonan!" came that call again.

"Thrust —ow " bade that other commandi ng presence pouring into ny nmind. Wakly
I

knew or guessed what was happeni ng—

| raised the sword and | brought that blade down, largely by the weight of it
al one, since there was very little strength left in nme. Ice Tongue fel

squar e

upon the done of the skull

There foll owed such a tornent within nmy head that | hurled the sword from ne,
fell to nmy knees, clasping ny head on either side and noaning.

| did not see Uruk raise the ax again. But | heard the clack when one of its
edges met the skull, cleaving it, shattering it, as if it were indeed ancient
bone. There was a wild clanor in nmy mnd—+ would go mad—that thing which had
tried to possess ne would see to that. Babbling | sank forward, face down on
t he

paverent, while eye-aching light swirled about nme, closing ne in.

But there had been a small part of Yonan unconquered, a fraction which had
retreated into hiding. And now (how long | was under pressure of Targi's wll



I
shal I never know), that scrap of the one |I had once been canme out of hiding,
in

desperation, | think. | was stiff, cold, yet I was still alive and Targi no
| onger held me in his bonds. | centered what remained of my own will on
novi ng

nmy hand—to prove mainly that this I could do. Then, aching in every nuscle,
struggl ed up.

Around me was a very gray light, forbidding, though only a faint shadow of
t he

threat | had conceived had earlier hung there. Wthin reaching distance |ay
Uruk, while beyond him where we had seen the di scarded body of Targi —

Had those fragnments of brittle bone, those ashes, once really been a man or
t he

senmbl ance of one? O the crystal skull which had dominated this hall, strove
to

master us, there was not even a broken shard remai ning. But there was
sonet hi ng

el se—there lay the hilt of a sword, a bl adel ess weapon now as dingy gray as
t he

i ght around.
| crawled to Uruk. His ax had not suffered the same change; no, it lay intact
under his hand. | felt for a pulse at the side of his throat. He still lived.

Now | funbled ny water bottle | oose fromnmny belt, raised his head to rest
agai nst my shoul der, and dribbled the liquid between his teeth. At |ast he
swal | owed, coughed, and his eyes opened.

For a nonent he stared at me as if | were a stranger to him Then—

"Tol ar—=2" but he hesitated over that nane.

| shook ny head. Putting aside the water bottle, | reached for the sword
hilt,

to hold it into his line of vision

"I am Yonan—even as you sunmoned ne."

Hs |lips curved very slightly. "And return you did, to our salvation. Targi
great in sorcery as he was, could not control the yet unborn. So |ce Tongue
has

| eft you—for good or ill this tine, | wonder?"
Sonmewhere in me | aughter bubbled. "For good, so shall | believe. | am done
with

ill-onened weapons and anci ent battles, either lost or won. The future is what
I

shal | make it!"

Then | renenbered-were we still in the past? | had only the evidence of what
remai ned of Targi to bolster ny hope that we were free of tinme change.

Uruk nust have followed the glance | gave to those nearly vani shed renains;
hi s

m nd caught mnmy thought. "I think it is your tinme now, Yonan-who-was-nore.
Targi,

at least, is very dead. And the shattering of his power could well have swept
us

onward once again. If that is true, Escore still has sone use for us. Shal
we

endeavor to prove that?"

The hilt of Ice Tongue was dead. | sensed that never again would it play any
part in the schemes and ploys of men. | laid it down on the w de step which

supported the pillar on which the skull had been. Targi had striven to use
e,

he had failed. It was that intangible trophy which | would bear fromthis
struggle; no man save nyself would ever see it. | was not Tolar, yet
sonet hi ng

of himwould always remain within ne, honing what | was nowinto a better



sel f,

even as a careful warrior hones his blades. |I could not deny that—+ did not
want

to. But | was Yonan—and sonmehow | did not want either to deny that or forget
it.

Per haps time had i ndeed swept us forward as the sea tide will sweep that

whi ch

it carries. If so, there would be other swords, other battles, and for ne a
new

life into which I nust fit myself carefully and with nore self-know edge than
many nen are given to understand.

"Time was, time is, time will be—" Uruk said—o he did not say it, the words
seeped into ny mnd. And in ne there was a sudden heady spark of joy. Tolar
could thank for this—that | had at |last that other sense | had al ways | onged
to

possess. | got to ny feet, reached down a hand to aid Uruk
Time will be—+the words sang in my mind, awakening inpatience in nme. Ice
Tongue

no | onger held me, and all Escore waited!
PART THREE : SWORD OF SHADOW

Chapter One

Around me the night was very still, yet it seened that just beyond the range
of

nmy sight, the seeking of ny ears, there was novenent. | pressed the pal ns of
ny

hands tightly together, breathed deeply and sl owy, summoned not only

cour age,

but that strange part of my mind which | had never understood, but which
even

in earliest childhood, | realized dimy was there—sonething which could
change

all the world for me if | could harness it properly. Only there was no one to
teach ne that then; | had only faulty instinct to depend upon

| 1 ooked down at those hands so tightly enfolded. | had seen themsticky with
clay and—o, | was not going to think of that. For renmenbering too deeply

m ght

open a door—i ke the one of the ever-to-be-feared Gates of the A d Ones—+to

t hat

which | sensed prow ing out there.

Yet there were those noving cl ose about me now, each and every one willing to
rai se protection such as the Shadow fears, to wall me around with their own
defenses. It was in ne that the flaw lay. And how deep or dangerous that flaw
m ght be haunted nme waki ng, was a part of ny dreans sl eeping, sonetinmes
strong

enough to bring me gasping to full consciousness, to lie shiveri ng—wondering
what | mght have done during that tinme ny waking mnd was not in comrand.

In ny race many wonmen are so cursed. Mdst may consider it rather blessed, but
I

do not. In Estcarp those with Talent are early detected and taken for
trai ni ng,

taught all the safeguards one nust have when one deals with the Power—even
[ightly.

But I was born into a tine of chaos, nmy people fleeing over the nmountains
from

Karsten, the few remai ni ng nenmbers of a very ancient race which the ruler of
that |and had outl awed. And even had we been left alone | mght never have
devel oped ny unexpl ai nabl e gi ft—since there were no Wtches in Karsten to
seek

out and train their kind. Wile the Wse Wnen who did dwell anong us did not
meddl e with the greater Powers, but the | esser, which have in themonly a



portion of the Tal ent.

| was born to the sister of the Lady Chrisw tha, who fostered ne when ny

not her

died of an illness | think now she willed upon herself, since she could not
face

a world in which her lord lay dead. They said that at nmy birthing she turned
her

face to the wall and would not even | ook upon nme. For it was the fact that in
protecting her escape froma band of Karsten over-the-Border raiders ny

f at her

had di ed.

But the Lady Chriswi tha had a heart which was big enough to open wide its
door

for me. And | was not her only fosterling in those turbul ent days. She had
al so

Yonan, who was half of the Ad Race, half Sulcar, the son of her
heart-friend.

There were al so her own children —+mhar, heir to the House, the Lady Dal his
and

t he Lady Meegan, both of whom were ol der and wed young to |iegenen of Lord
Hervon. But | was different—

At first they thought that | had been given only the healing gift. For |
coul d

| ook upon man or beast and sonehow see the ill which enconpassed them And
with

the animals | had kinship, so that in time | could not easily eat neat or

wi sh

any hunter well. Though this | kept secret within ne.

When the Wtches of Estcarp performed their |ast and greatest feat of battle,
maki ng the hills and nountains thensel ves nove by the power of their united
wills, and so walling off Karsten, then it seened that a new and nore
peacef ul

life stretched before us. | could remenber nothing but days of war—t seened
very strange to face peace.

And | wondered how those |ike Inmhar would |live. For he was born to war and
knew

nothing el se, nor cared for it, | was certain. | knew so little of him

t hough

he was to be ny lord, thus uniting the kin nore solidly together. But | think
that nmeant little to him and nostly it made uneasi ness for ne.

Yonan was nore friend than Inmhar. He cane fromtwo races which were born to
hol d

sword and measure steel with enem es—yet he was seemingly a son to neither in
t hat fashion. Doggedly he practiced swordplay, shot at targets with the dart
guns, strove to do all which was expected of a man in those years. Yet with
ne

he tal ked of other things, old | egends and strange stories he had heard. He
nm ght have been a songsmith perhaps—save that to his clunsy fingers the I ap
har p

was nore unl earnable than was the sword. It was as if within himthe cl eavage
of

race had somehow marred or | essened the nman he had really neant to be.

What woul d have becone of us had we stayed in Estcarp? Sonetinmes | have
wonder ed

alittle concerning that. Wwuld | have cone to wed with I mhar and perhaps
never

have known what lay buried within ne? Wuld | have been happier for that

i gnorance? Sonetinmes ny heart answers yes. But there is another part of ne
whi ch

denies that | could have done this.



However, even as we worked to build the Manor for the House, a youth came to
us

fromthe east. And his story of a need for us struck so deep into our m nds

t hat

nearly without thought we found ourselves riding not only into the unknown,
but

into a war which was nore grim and bl ack of purpose than all the struggles we
had known before.

Thus we came over-nountain into the Valley. And there I was |ike sone plant
which is given the soil it needs for full nourishment, sun, and water. For
nmet

the Lady of Green Silences—she who bears nany names in our ancient tales, but
who in this cycle answers to that of Dahaun. She and her people are not of
our

race, perhaps even of our species, but they are human-formed. And with those
of

the O d Race who had not defiled thenselves with dealings with the Shadow

t hey

hel d ki n-friendshi ps.

Wien Dahaun and | saw each other for the first time there was between us

i nst ant

know edge that we sought the same road. She took me into her househol d, where
I

first | earned how nuch there was for me to learn, and how little | had been
abl e

to give because | |acked such know edge. | was like one long athirst in a
desert

waste who is offered a flagon of cool water. But | knew that also as one who
thirsted, this | nust take slowy, a sip at a time. For the talent too
strongly

sei zed may turn upon one.

The Vall ey was a bel eaguered fortress—of the Power agai nst the Shadow. For in
this land of Escore there had been nmuch ancient evil wought by adepts who
had

set themsel ves above the rules of the Talent, feasting their crooked spirits
on

what they could warp nature into doing. And that ancient evil, though perhaps
much weakened by tinme, was now waking, gathering its strength to rage again.
Wthin the Valley, we were told, safety lay, for it was guarded by such
strong

runes of Light that naught which carried the foul mark of the Dark m ght
cone.

Yet our men (together with those who were not men in formand yet gave

i egeship

to the Light) patrolled the upper reaches of the heights, beating off attacks
that strove to win up sheer rock to conme at us.

Then—ene norning | awoke and nmy hands were sticky with clay such as | had
seen

along the riverbank. And in ne there was such an uneasiness that | felt as
guilty as one who unbars the door of a keep to let through the eneny. Still
al so

this | could not speak of, not to the Lady Dahaun, nor to my foster nother
But

| had that to keep ne busy. Yonan had been injured in a fall upon the

hei ght s—and mi ght have died save that Tsali of the Lizard folk found him
wedged

into one of the crevices there.

| was glad that | nust tend his ankle, occupy nyself in other ways. For

t hough

| had at once washed that clay frommy fingers, it seened to me that | stil



somehow carried the stain of it on nmy flesh, and the uneasi ness which was
part

of it lay at the back of ny mind where | firmy inprisoned it. Three tines |
tried to speak, and found that | could not shape the words; and so ny unqui et
grew, and | used what skills Dahaun had taught ne—still there was no
suggestion

t hat anythi ng of the Shadow had won through our barriers.

But I was reluctant to sleep that night, w shing even | m ght be watched by
someone—yet this | also found nyself unable to ask for

The dream cane as suddenly as if | had passed through a door. And it was as
vividly real as awakening, so real that all which lay behind me at this
nonent

seemed nore of a dreamor vision than where | stood now.

This was a hall —ot like those | knew in Estcarp—dnl ess very ancient Es m ght
hol d such. The walls appeared so far away on either side that they were

hi dden

by dusk. But the pillars on either side were tall, and their carvings of
strange

nmonsters very clear. A light which was not the warnth of sun, nor that of any
| anp, but which seeped greenly-yellow fromdivers of the pillars thensel ves,
gave ne full vision

There was soneone waiting here—soneone | nust nmeet—

| did not seemto walk normally as | flitted forward down the well -narked

ai sl e;

rather it was as if | were drawn through the air, weightless and w thout the
power to resist. Then the aisle ended in a circular space. And on a pillar
whi ch

was the center core of that, was a skull—ife-sized and carved of what seened
the clearest crystal. Still the brain pan was filled with whirling, dancing
light of rainbow colors, one shade eternally fading or deepening into another
And resting one hand lightly on the base where the skull was placed stood a
worman. She had sonme of the same | ook of Dahaun's people, for she changed

col or—her hair flam ng near to scarlet, then deepening to brown, and at | ast
to

bl ack; her skin one moment ivory, the next sun-browned. Yet | knew that she
was

not of the Valley.

Power radiated fromher as if she aimed that directly at ne. And, though her
coloring changed so fromone nonent to the next, her features did not |ose
their

own set expression. Her full lips were curved in a small, secret snile, as if
she dwelt exultingly upon sone know edge she woul d share with no one.

Her body was clothed only by whirls of mist which also withed and noved,
reveal i ng now a crinson-ni ppl ed breast, again a snmooth thigh, the beginning of
a

slight curve of belly .There was sonmething utterly wanton in that play of

cl ot hi ng which was faintly disturbing, reached perhaps that part of ne which
was

not here in answer to her sorcery.

"Crytha!" She flung out one hand in a parody of friendly wel conme. And her

voi ce

echoed in ny mind, not in ny ears. "Wll net, little sister—=
There was that in me which cringed at her carel ess claimof kinship. | was
not

of her bl ood—+ was not! And perhaps ny instant revul sion troubled the spel
she

had set upon ne, for | saw her snile disappear, her eyes on nme burn wth
anger .

"You are what and who I will you!" So quick was she with the | eash of
owner shi p.



"You will do as | say. Come to nme—

I could not fight that conpul sion any nore than | coul d have broken chai ns
whi ch

m ght have been forged about ny wists or linbs. To her | went.

"Look you!" She waved a hand toward the skull with its blaze of inner fire.
That

was now brighter, harsher, alive

Wthout my willing it ny hands went forth and touched the tenples of the
skul I,

one on either side. Into nme swept another will, inperious—everriding the |ast
remmants of what | was. | was given ny orders; | knew what nust be done.
"So!" the wonman | aughed. "W have chosen well, eh, Targi — She spoke to the

skull as if it were a living being. "Now you"—ontenptuously she | ooked at
me—go you about your task."

Qut fromthe pillars cane scuttling shapes. Thas—the underground peopl e, such
as

had already tried once to betray us. The | eader of that band caught at ny
hand

and I could not draw away. Under his urging | turned to the right.

W went through burrows; how many and where they ran, that | could not tell
Al

whi ch burned within me, with near the same bl aze which the skull had shown,
was

what | was to do. For it came to ne that there were linmitations on the woman
and

the skull. What nmeant so nuch to themthey could not acconplish because these
ways were forbidden them Perhaps the passage ran somewhere under the cliffs
of

the Vall ey and, even deep in the earth, the safety runes had a neasure of
power .

If so, such did not now work in ny favor. | could pass this way easily
enough,

but | could not free nyself fromthe tasks laid upon ne.

The rest—+t becane disjointed, nmore |like the broken epi sodes of a dream
wher ei n

one slides fromone bit of action to the next wi thout any |ogical connection
I

renmenber rnout hi ng words whi ch soneone el se—either the woman or the skull had
| ocked into my brain. And then—

There was sonething wong. | could feel the ensorcell ment | ock even tighter
on
me. But beneath that prisoning arose baffled rage. | had not conpleted ny

task—there had been unseen interference. The Thas surrounded me, pushed and
pull ed me along their black burrows. \Wat happened after— coul d never piece

t oget her.

But there came a tine when | knew | nmoved above earth, | saw faces which |
shoul d renenber, only the hold on nmy brain would not yet let nme. Then—

Then | cane fully awake—er alive—ence nore. | stood in the open air and

ar ound

me bl ew sweet wind, the chill of which I did not mind, because it carried the

freshness of the world I knew. And there was Yonan, and wi th hi manother who
wore strange arnor and carried a great doubl e-headed ax. There was al so Tsal
and then—dp fromthe depth before us which nmust make the Vall ey —Bahaun cane
and

with her Lord Kyllan, who was hand-fasted to her—ethers behind.

| cried out—this must be real —Aot anot her dream But only when Dahaun took ne
into her arms was | sure of that.

Chapter Two

The barrier against speech no |onger held, and | told Dahaun freely what had
been ny dream Though dream it seenmed, it was not. | had been drawn out of



t he

safety of the Valley—and that by the betrayal of a part of my own wayward

m nd

For they showed ne a figure wought of clay. And set to its rounded head were
hairs fromm own; about its formwas wapped a rag which |I had once worn.
And

this | knew without telling was of the Od Evil. So had | been reached and
wor ked upon by a greater force than we had suspected had yet striven to break
our boundari es.

Wien | described the woman who abode with the skull, Dahaun frowned; still,
there was puzzlenment in her frown. She made ne stay within her own quarters,
taking care before she left ne to use a wand, white and fresh-peeled, to draw
around the cushions on which | rested certain tokens confined by a circle.
And,

bef ore she had done, the need to sleep had so weighted ny eyelids that |
drifted

away. Though | struggled, for | feared above all to lose nmy will and thought
and

be drawn into dreans.

Dream again | did, and not happily. | was not now physically a part of that

second visit to the hall of pillars and the skull as | had been the first
tine.

Yet | could see—+ could hear.

There was a change in her who had woven that earlier spell, for I was as
certain

as if oath had been taken that it was the wonman who had reached out to draw
ne

to her through the runways of the Thas; | so rmuch under her spell | did not
know

where | went.

She no | onger showed the pride and arrogance which had cl othed her better

t han

the m st at our last neeting. And her beauty was nmarred, as if tine had
served

her ill. But still she was one to be feared and | did not forget that. Though
at
this time she did not look in ny direction nor show any sign that she knew of
ny

presence there.

Rat her she stood by the base on which the skull rested and her hands caressed
the crystal of its fashioning. Those blazing |lights had died, or been muted
so

that only a near-col orless fogging of the inner part renained.

| saw her nmouth and |ips nove, believed that she chanted or spoke to the

t hi ng

she fingered. There was a kind of passion in her face which was greater than
wr at h—al t hough that enotion underlaid the other. | could sense the forces she
strove to bend, to break, to control by her will—-and her frustration and
despair

that this she could not do.

Then she stooped to set her lips to the fleshless mouth of the crystal. She
did

that as | believed a woman woul d greet a | over, the one who was the center of
her life. And her arms went around the pillar so that the "face" of that
grinning thing pressed tightly against her ruby-tipped breasts. There was
somet hing so shaneless in that gesture that | felt revulsion. But | could not
flee, for that which had drawn ne here still hel d—dream though it was.

She turned her head suddenly, as her eyes sought me. Perhaps she now knew

t hat

some portion of me had been drawn once nore into her net. | saw exultation



bl aze

hi gh in those eyes.

"So—the spell holds yet, does it, younger sister? | have wought better than
I

hoped. "
Her hands arose in the air to trace lines | did not understand. Straightaway
that which was me was | ocked fast. Now she cane away fromthe skull, and so

vi brant was the Dark Power in her that her hair stirred of itself, arose in a
great flam ng nebula about her head, nore startling than any crown a queen

m ght

wear. Her lips were slightly parted, their burning redness |ike a gathering
of

bl ood on her ghostly fair skin.

She came one step and then two; her hands reached out for ne, that triunph
swel ling in her and about her |ike some robe of cerenony.

"There is yet time—with an able tool—= | think her thought was nore her own

t han

sent to me. "Aye, Targi,'
not yet lost!"

But if she had some plan it had failed her. For in that instant the spel
br oke,

she glanced back for a breath at the skull, "we are

t he woman and the skull she tended so passionately vani shed. | opened ny eyes
agai n upon the hall of Dahaun to see the Lady of Green Silences standing at
ny

feet. Wiile over me she shook a handful of near-w thered herbs, |eaves of
whi ch

broke of f at the vigor of her gestures, shifting down to lie on ny body. |
sniffed Illbane, that very old cure for the ills of the spirit; with it

I angl on,

the tri-leafed, which clears the senses, recalls a wandering mni nd

Only | knew what had happened, and | cowered on nmy bed of hides and springy
dried grasses. Tears which were born both of fear and the sense of my own
hel pl essness filled nmy eyes, to spill down ny cheeks.

Dahaun, though she | ooked grave enough, reached out and caught my hand even
when

I would shrink from her, knowi ng now that some part of me had been attuned to

t he Shadow and that | was held by all which had and was nost evil in this

I and.

"You dreanmed—" she said, and she did not use mind touch but rather spoke as
she

would to a small child who awakes terrified froma ni ghtmare.

"She—+ was drawn again— | munbl ed. "She can draw ne to her will—=

"The sane wonan—=2"

"The sane wonman, the skull, the place of pillars. It was as it was before.”

Dahaun | eaned forward, her eyes holding mne |locked in a gaze | could not

br eak,

for all nmy feeling of guilt and trouble.

"Think, Crytha, was it exactly the sane?"

There was sone reason for her questioning. | dropped my guard and drew upon
menory, so that in my mind hers could see al so what | had wi tnessed. Though
began to fear for her, lest some of the taint sleep with the know edge, to
i nfect her also.

She sat down cross-1egged by ny bed place. Crushing the last of the Il bane
bet ween her hands, she | eaned forward, to touch those now deeply scented
fingers

to nmy tenples.

"Thi nk—see! " she commanded wi th assurance.

So | relived in menory, as best | could, what | had seen in the dream

When | had done she cl asped her hands before her.

"Lai dan— She spoke a single nanme. "And—Fargi —



"Who is Laidan?" | ventured at |ast.

"One who mni xed—er mixes, since it seens that she nust still live in sone
bur r ow

of hiding—+the worst of two races within her. Laidan was of the People by her
not her' s right —her father— Dahaun shrugged. "There were many tales in the
tine

of her bid to rule as to whom he m ght be—though he was not one of us. It is

nmost commonly accepted that she was sired by one of the H Il Lords who
accepted

the rule of the Shadowwi |lingly. Laidan—and Targi — she repeated

t hought ful | y.

"Well, for that conbination there may be an answer. Those who went forth | ast

night (if they can do as Wuk believes) perhaps can make sure Targi shall no
| onger be a factor in any canpaign. But Laidan they would not have net in

t hat

past—for at the battle time she was el sewhere, very much engaged. "

"The battle?" To me she spoke in riddles. After a | ong neasuring | ook at ne
she

did not answer that half-question. Rather she spoke about what seened the
nost

urgent to ne now.

"It would seemthat Laidan, and that which she has so | ong guarded, have set
part seal on you, Crytha. How this may be | cannot understand. But the roots
of

it all my lie in the far past. However—f she can conpel you to cone to

her —even t hrough dr eani ng—

| already knew the answer to that, though ny body was so cold with an inner
fear

that it began to shake in vast shudders | could not control

"Then—+then | am a danger to you—an opener of gates— | said in a | ow voice
whi ch

| could not hold steady. | knew what | must add to that, but ny lips and

t ongue

woul d not shape the words. The fear which had seized on ne was now in near
control. However, if | would threaten a break in the defenses of the
Val | ey—t

was very plain that | had no | onger a place here. | stared at her dunbly,
unabl e

to do what duty pressed on me to do.

Dahaun shook her head slowy. "W are not totally defenseless in Power. But
it

may be that you shall have to face that you will be a prisoner, little
sister—

| flinched. "That—that is how she nanmed ne!" To hear the sane words from
Dahaun

added to ny burden of terror and guilt.

"So?" There was a firmline about Dahaun's lips. "So—she noves in that way?
There is this you nust understand, Crytha, because you have not had the
trai ni ng

in control which should have been yours when the talent first manifested
itself;

it is true that you are left vulnerable to such as Laidan. | do not know what
she may have | earned during the dusty seasons between the tine of the Lost
Battle and this hour. But that there are limits on her is also the truth, and
you rust believe it. She never commanded the G een Silences— Now there was a
proud sel f-confidence in Dahaun. "It took too long to | earn and she was ever
i npatient and greedy. Last tine she took your body to do her bidding. This

ti m—that being well guarded— she gestured toward the runes on the fl oor
"she

could only sumon up your dream self—which is useless to her, for it is of



anot her plain of existence and cannot operate physically. If Yonan and Uruk
succeed— Then she stopped shortly.

"Yonan—what of Yonan?" | was for the nonent startled out of nmy own

sel f-absorption. "Does—does he go to hunt this Laidan?"

Dahaun shook her head. "No, for she wilt not be where he would venture." She
said no nore, and with a sick feeling, | understood why. In sleep | could be
m | ked of such information should Lai dan agai n sunmmon ne.

"That she shall not do either," Dahaun picked the thought fromny mnd. "For
there are other precautions we shall take. Believe you this, Crytha. There is
no

reason to feel guilt because you have been caught in this snare. Adepts even,
in

t he past, have been ensorceled by their enem es. Warned as to the nature of

t he

foe, then we can take precautions.”

It was thus | becane for a time a prisoner of ny own people, of those | would
not have harmed and yet who could not trust now what | mght be forced to do.
I

lived apart in a smaller house where one of the Lizard wonmen waited upon ne,
for

t hose of that species could detect, through sonme faculty of their own, inborn

and not to be influenced, any change in me. Also, | was forbidden to use the
talent in any way—even for heal i ng—since such a use night open a path of
t hought

bet ween ne and she whom Dahaun cal | ed Lai dan

Yonan and Uruk—through the days | wondered where they went and to what

pur pose

t hey had gone. None dared tell me, nor could | ask. But the Lady Chriswtha
cane

to me with a suggestion which m ght be an answer to ny fears for the future.
It was well known that anong the O d Race she who married, or she who was
bedded

by any man (as had sonetinmes been deliberately done in the old days to

Wt ches

who were captured by the enemny), lost their power and talent. Only one
exception

in all the passing years had been known—-and that was the Lady Jealithe. But
her

lord had been an Qutl ander, of another race. \Wile he hinself (against al
nature as we conceived of it) possessed a portion of the Tal ent. However,
even

after she proved that the Power had not departed from her when she becane a
wife, still the Wtches of Estcarp would not receive her again anong their
nunber and she was | ooked upon askance.

Thus there was a solution to ny future. Let nme wed and bed with | nhar and
woul d no | onger be any threat to those in the Valley, since | wuld | ose ny
Talent. And in my despair | alnost seized upon this solution

For Imhar | had no | ove. But anbng ny people marriages were always arranged
for

t he good of the kin-clan. Though during the years of exile and war some had
cone

about differently—for | knew that the Lady Chriswitha herself had wed by
inclination, since there was no clan elder left in her House to arrange such
a

match for her. Lord Hervon had already lost his famly during the massacres
in

Karsten and had net with her first to bring sone news of kin—escorting ny
not her

to her.

Thus her weddi ng had been of her own choosing. But those of her daughters had



cone about in the old way, their husbands bei ng now | andl ess | ords who had
joined with Lord Hervon anong the Borderers and so had agreed to add to the

solidity of his House rather than start new ones of their own. | had been
hand-fasted to Inmhar nearly frommy birthing; only the constant war had
del ayed

marriage by cup and flane.

Now, though we were still ringed by danger even nore perilous, | need only
signify my willingness for marriage and take my place as Inhar's |ady,
putting

aside all hope of ever being once nore a w el der of Power.

| mhar was well enough. He was conely, a warrior born, and the heir to Hervon.
Only—enly in spite of nmy present fear and hurt | could not give consent. |
was

worn within me by the need for keeping, or striving to keep, that which was

ny
birthright. | could not say the words nmy foster nother and aunt want ed—they
choked in ny throat. | thought that ny dear |ady would be angry with ne and

was prepared to add her anger to the rest of the burden I rnust bear. But she
only voiced the suggestion of what | night do and then, after a nonent's

sil ence

which | could not break, she added:

"No one is born with the same gifts or talents, dear child. Inhar is his
father's son, and in himthere is a vast energy which since his boyhood has
been

centered on the making of war. Dal his and Meegan were content with what life
brought them They w shed for nothing el se but honme hall and children to be
borne fromtheir bodies. But if sonething else is given us— She fell silent
and

sat for a |long nonent | ooking at her hands where they |ay upon her knees. "W
are in a place and tinme of wonders, child. And we of another generation have
not

the right to choose for you as has al ways been done.

"I mhar—= Agai n she paused and then shook her head as if at her own thoughts.
"He

has his own talent, and he is happy to use it as he does. If you wish to bide
as

you are—there shall be no pressure put upon you for any weddi ng—

"But | am hand-fasted— | was bew | dered, hardly able to believe that she
neant

what she sai d.

"Wait, Crytha." Her words cane fast and with enphasis as if to inpress their
nmeani ng the nore upon nme. "Wait until you are sure!"

"But l-as | am| may be a danger to you—all of you—even to the Valley."
"Trust the Lady Dahaun—and wait— She got to her feet a little heavily and
saw

with eyes which were a little clearer that, though she showed no signs of age
(for the AOd Race do not until very near the end of their lives), her face
was

very tired, as if sleep mght cone to her pillow at night but true rest fled.
| caught her hand in mine and held it tight.

"Thank you—*

Gently she withdrew her fingers. "I would not see waste," she said. "Dear as
you

woul d be as a daughter in nmy house, | would not see waste."

And, so saying, she went away, leaving nme only the weight of tinme and the
conserving of my patience.

Chapter Three

Though | feared each night to dream agai n—and eagerly drank the potion Dahaun
sent me that perhaps this mght not be—t was that very night that once nore
our



def enses were breeched. Perhaps it had taken Laidan so |long to build powers
of

her sorceries that she had not until this hour been able to reach ne again.
Sight came to me and hearing, and it was as if sonmehow | had been blind and
deaf

all ny life to that noment. For there were subtleties open to ny senses now
whi ch | had never known before. Wether | stood in body or mind in that open
I

was not sure.

But | shivered in the chill of the wind, snelled the heavy scent of the trees
which it scooped up fromthe Valley to fling outward with a prodigal force.
Over head hung the moon—an ol d nmoon, nearly dead and ready to vanish fromthe
sky

in order to be reborn in a new cycle.

| raised my hands, |ooking down along ny body. | wore riding dress and ny
hands

were scratched, nails broken, as if | had pulled nmyself by nmain force to this
pl ace. Now | wanted to turn, |ook down upon the Valley behind me, wondering
(if

I were indeed here in body) how | had won to this height.

Then | realized that | was caught in the trap of a geas which did not permt
ne

even to | ook back—but only forward. So | wavered across the uneven footing of
this place, where there were many treacherous cliffs and slides to trap the

unwary. Also, | noved with purpose and certainty, though it mght not be ny
purpose or will which drove ne on

And | could well guess whose will had drawn me out of safety and set me on
this

journey. Twice | tried to break the hold upon nmy mnd and body, but so great
and

concentrated was that it was as if | beat with bare and bl oodstained fists
agai nst a door cast of sword steel.

Then, realizing that in this there was not yet any chance for escape, |
surrendered to the will of Laidan. | crossed the fissured rock, ny feet

bri ngi ng

me unerringly to a cavity in the side of the height. There | stooped to push
within a very narrow entrance which was half choked with fallen rubble.
There was no stench of Thas here. If Laidan held rul ership over those
burrowers,

she did not use them now, perhaps believing that ny will was so | ocked by
hers

that I would do exactly as | was bid and not strive to escape.

Though | was not Wtch-trained, | had the exanple of those of Estcarp al ways
at

the back of ny mnd. To control and force obedi ence on anot her demanded a
vast

concentration, continued, unrelenting. | did not know how cl ose to an adept
Lai dan mi ght be—and had not the Lady Dahaun said even the adepts thensel ves
m ght be ensorcel ed? Every step | took drained nore energy from her who bent
ne

to some task which lay in her desire. | walked haltingly, as slowy as |
coul d,

ever seeking, with sharp unexpected darts of nental force, to find sone
weakness

in what held ne.

That none had yet been found was no reason for ne to enbrace despair. Laidan
I

bel i eved, had fastened the full of what nust be a not inconsiderable talent
on

nme. Sooner or |ater she woul d—she nust—feel the strain of what she did. So |



nmust keep probing, at irregular intervals, ready for any second which m ght
win

ny freedom

These under ground ways were dark. | was swall owed up by bl ackness as if the
maw

of some great beast had engulfed me. But | resolutely held fear at bay.

Lai dan

needed ne; she woul d not waste what she needed. Therefore, even in the dark

did not have yet anything to fear—except the will which held ne captive.
Now there was a kind of nibbling at my mind. It did not come, | believed,
from

what Laidan had | aid upon me. She had to hold her manipul ation of me too taut
to

take any such liberties. No, this was |like a very vague nmenory struggling to
t hrow open some door and issue forth.

Al'l of mny species have such occurrences of nenory we cannot account for—times
when we see a stretch of country, a building, when an inner voice swells in

i nstant answer—sayi ng, "This you have seen before.” Even when we know t hat

t hat

cannot be possi bl e.

What tugged so persistently at me now nust be such a false nmenory. Or can it
be

true that we live nore than one life, seeking in each to repair the wongs we
have willfully commtted earlier? | have heard some of the AOd Race discuss
this

t heory upon occasion. But for ne heretofore, this |life had been enough—+the

wonder and pronmise of it filling ne always.
But —sonet i mre—sonmewher e—+ had wal ked these ways. | was so certain of that |
t hought, black as it was here, | could be sure of the walls rising on either

side. And those walls were not bare stone. No—deep cut in them were synbol s.
SO!

to prove nyself wong or right, | put out my right hand, confident that I
woul d

find my fingers sliding over such stone. And so | did. And the wall was
pitted

and sl ashed with deep cutting. Though | did not strive to trace any of the
patterns | knew were there.

For those patterns were not of ny Talent. Around them hung a taint of evil,

| essened perhaps a little by the many years they had been wought here. M

fl esh

recoiled as if | had touched fire, or burning acid, when | found them

The paverent under ny boots was snooth, with no falls of rock nor crevices to
provide any barrier. Then—+ was brought to a halt.

| sensed a sighing—a disturbance in the air. That which had taken conmand of
ny

body turned me to the left until both my outstretched hands once nore scraped
across engraven stone. And | tapped out with one foot, know ng, as surely as
if

| could see, that here a pit opened in the floor and the only way around it
was

a narrow | edge which ny tapping toe |ocated.

So | set ny shoul ders against that wall, ny hands braced tightly against it,
facing outward to the pit. Step by step | squeezed by the trap | could not
see.

While fromthe depths came ever that sighing, and with it a stale snmell. M
journey seemed to take an hour, though it could only have been m nutes before
I

was once nore on a wide and solid surface of a corridor

Now | saved my strength of purpose, no |onger naking those attenpts to break
t he



power hol ding me. For that passage shook ne greatly, the reason for it |ying,
I

was sure, in the depths of that nenory which was not a real nmenory.

| felt also that the passage now sl oped upward—at so gentle a curve that at
first I was not aware of it. This becane steeper as | went. Finally | knew

t hat

nmy feet unerringly had found a flight of steps and I was clinbing. Here the
wal |

to ny left was smooth and | ran ny hand along it for the sense of support it
gave ne in the dark

Up and up—as | inside the heart of some nmountain? Though | could not
remenber

any peak of unusual height anong those walling in the Valley. No, the true
chain

mountains lay to the north and the west—+those we had come over in our venture
into Escore.

My hands arose, at the command of Laidan rather than by nmy own desire.

Fl at - pal ned, they struck a surface just above ny head. And |I guessed that |
had

reached sone kind of trap door sealing off this place. | exerted nmy strength,
and not altogether at the bidding of nmy captor—for | wanted out of this trap
At first | thought that exit must have been seal ed or barred. Then, very

sl ow y

and reluctantly, it loosened in its frane. Gray light, thin like the I ast of
any

winter twilight, outlined a square on three sides. | arose two nore steps that

I

m ght set ny back to the door and, with a last conpelling effort, sent that
crashi ng up and back. Ancient dust puffed into ny face, making ne cough

For a nonent | hesitated, for what mght Iie above in waiting | could not

guess.
Then, because | must, | clinbed into the open. There were piles of tunbled
stone, even a trace of a wall, as if this hidden way had once issued into the

room of a building of size and presence. But if that were so, the way was—
I blinked and blinked again. For a second or two | saw clearly the desol ation

whi ch had been plain enough still in existence—the fallen blocks Iike
shadows.

Then those wi nked out. Walls arose out of the very earth itself, took on
sturdy

subst ance. There was a roof high over ny head veiling the sky. The pl ace of
t he

skul I -2
No—there were no pillars here and the wall was round. | could have entered
t he

ground fl oor of sonme tower. Wndow slits there were, but those gave little
light. Rather that cane fromtorch rods set at intervals on the wall,

pul sati ng

with a steady, contained flane.

The opening of the trap door through which | had emerged had pushed aside a
tanned, furred rug, into the making of which nust have gone nore than one
snowcat pelt. And there were stools and benches, much carven, a table nearer
to

the wall on which sat a bow of ruddy crystal overflowing with those small
red

grapes which are the sweetest and the rarest ny people knew Beside that was
a

flagon of worked netal with the sheen of silver and gold interwoven, which
had

been fashioned in the formof a traditional dragon—+ts neck curved upward,
its



mout h open to emit whatever fluid mght fill such a container

Al illusion; ny mnd gave a quick and, | thought, true answer. Yet when
stooped to touch the winkles of the rug, my fingers held the softness of
fur.

So this illusion could control nore than one sense at a tine.

I swung around toward the table, deternmined to test that guess further, but
there came a curdling of the air. So strange was that | stared as the

at nosphere

itself appeared to thicken, forma body. Then | faced Lai dan

She | aughed, lifting one hand to brush a strand of flame-bright hair out of
her

eyes.

"So you are duly surprised, little sister? Well, time can he obedient to the
will, even as is space—er the other boundaries nmen so conpl acently accept as

al ways unchangeabl e and fixed. This is Zephar—

For a nonent after she spoke that name her eyes were intent upon ne, al nost
as

if she expected I m ght recogni ze the word. Then she shrugged.

"It does not greatly matter whether you renenber or not. But all this"—she
flung

her arms wide, the mstlike covering that she had worn before seemng in this
setting to be nore opaque and nore |ike some normal weavi ng—answers readily
to

my call since | once had the ordering of it. Were nmenory is the sharpest,
there

we can beat tine itself.

"However, that is of no consequence. You are—*

She seated herself with deliberation on the only true chair in that chanber,
one

pl aced at m d-board by the table, its dark high back fram ng her hair to make
t hose strands appear even brighter

"Yes, we are in Zephar, younger sister. And in Zephar there is that which
even

in this crook-coiled tinme you can do." Now she set her chin upon one fist and
pl anted the el bow of that armfirmy on the table. Though her mouth m ght
still

snmle easily, her eyes were like bits of ice drawn fromthe teeth of the Ice
Dragon, as fromthem appeared to spread a chill which grew strong within that
t ower room

"You are life-linked with this one you call Yonan—though once he had anot her
nane and played the part of a tool—-enly not well enough. He had his death of
hi s

own pretensions, but not in tinme—=

And the word "tine" seemed to echo through the chanber |ike a gong froma

di stance, a sound not to be denied.

"Now he would play the fool again," she continued. "But the past nust not be
reversed, rather it shall be inproved upon. You, and through you Yonan (who
is

not hi ng but who unfortunately can nove to destroy what a lifetime—twenty
lifeti ms—annot bring once nore into being), nmust be used. Therefore—younger
sister—you shall take a hand and all will be as we w sh—

I found ny tongue at last. Perhaps it was the thought that she would make of
ne

a tool to pull Yonan down which brought that croak out of ne, rusty-sounding
as

if I had not given tongue in a score of years.

"As you wi sh— Had the two of us ever stood and bargai ned so before? A

t easi ng

ghost of nenory assaulted ne once nore. Perhaps not just in this sanme way, |
bel i eved, but we had been opponents |ong ago. Then | nust have known



nor e—Auch

nor e—
For a second tinme she laughed. "If you hunt down that very forgotten trai
you

will not find nmuch at the end of it-save that you failed then even as you
will

fail now. Believe nme"—her eyes were afire or el se had put on the di anond

bri ghtness ice can sonetinmes show under the sun—you will fail. You are even
less this time than you were when once before we fronted one another. Yes,
you

shall give nme Yonan and all shall be well. | will make very certain of that.
Cone! "

She arose, beckoning ne. And, as it had been since | had come into

consci ousness

this time anong the hills, | was wholly subservient to her will.

She did not even glance back to see if |I followed. Rather she went directly
to

where a stair spiraled around the circular inner wall of this place and

cl i nbed

qui ckly, | constrained to foll ow.

W canme so into a second and upper chanber where the ceiling was not so high
Here were shelves and tables holding all manner of basins, beakers, and snall
boxes. Fromthe ceiling and along the walls dangl ed bunches of wthered
vegetation which | thought | recognized as dried herbs. But the center of the
chanmber had been kept bare of any furniture. And there, set into the floor in
various colored stones so that it would ever be pernanent and ready to hand,
was

t he pentagram of witchery. On the points of the stars were thick black

candl es,

whi ch had been lighted before, as drippings of evil-looking wax ridged their
si des.

Beyond the pentagramwas a smaller circle, this bordered by runes which had
been

drawn on the pavenent in black and red. But lying in the mddle of that,
tightly

bound, a gag forced between his w de jaws, was—¥sali! Though how the Lizard
man

coul d have been brought here I could not guess.

Chapt er Four

Instinctively nmy mind reached to touch his. Only nmy thought send recoil ed
from

an unseen barrier so intricately woven that nothing could pierce it—nore of
Lai dan's sorcery. She had turned her back upon nme, and there was contenpt in
that. She must now have believed ne so poor a thing that she no | onger even
had

to exert her power to hold me in control. Rather she was concentrating upon a
search al ong those crowded shel ves, taking down here a closed pot of rude
wor kmanshi p, there a flask in which liquid swirled as if it had life.

| looked into Tsali's eyes and strove, though | could not reach himmnmind to
mnd, to make contact. And | saw that he knew me, yet there was that about
hi s

gaze which held shock—and—did | read repudi ati on?

In the beginning I had | earned what | knew of ny Tal ent because | could
conmuni cate with other life forns—those which are not the | esser (though

i gnorant men may deemthem so because they do not wal k, speak, or think after
our fashion). The Lizard people, the Renthans, the Vorlungs of the

Val | ey—they

had arisen fromstock totally unlike our own forefathers, but they were no

| ess

than we, only different.



Just as a fish lying in a sun-dappl ed pool, a pronghorn grazing in a nmeadow,
a

snow cat stalking in the upper reaches, have in themall the love of life, a
way

of thought equal to our own in power even if we cannot understand it.

I have also called to ne the scaled ones. And | renenbered now, in a small
flash, how greatly | had troubl ed Yonan when he had once found ne and a

ser pent

as close-linked as was all owed by our divergent natures.

But all those were clean beasts who had nothing of the rot of the Shadow in
them While here in Escore prowl ed creatures which to m nd-touch would be to
open wide a gate through which I, nyself, could be invaded. How much did

Lai dan

use those born as a result of ancient meddling on the part of a people grown
so

decadent that they would tanper with nature to anmuse thensel ves—er to provide
servants for further evil?

The Lizard man was clearly an eneny. And that she planned worse for himl did
not have to be told. But since she had lifted fromme nost of the force of
her

will, leaving only enough to keep me here, | began tentatively to | ook about
e,

seeki ng any weapon, any ally I mght find.

This cradle of sorcery had no wi ndows, and the thick stone walls were al

shel ved. Also, the ceiling over ny head was nuch | ower than that of the
chanber

bel ow. Now | could see that in the corners of that there hung the soft

t hi ckness

of years of webs, sone so heavy with settled dust that they seened small
ragged

bits of curtains. And in those webs—+ sent out a very small quest of thought.
The mind that | touched was totally alien, the spark of intelligence
frightening

inits cold avid hunger. | had never tried to sunmon any of the insect world
before. But that | had managed to touch at all was a small triunph. And,
apparently, Laidan, in her preoccupation, had not been warned that in so
nmuch—er

so little—+ had begun to evade the geas she had | aid upon ne.

| located another creeper consciousness, a third. It was very hard to hold to
them for their |level of consciousness was so different fromm own it was
like

grasping a cord which was constantly jerked fromny fingers, caught again

j ust

before it had totally escaped ne.

There were huntresses in those dusty webs, cold and deadly. O our concerns
t hey

knew nor cared nothing at all. But they were there. And now | made an effort,
concentrating on the | argest and what might be the ol dest of the webs.
Sonet hi ng

noved in the hole that was its center. So—+ had drawn its inhabitant thus far
into the open! I had no plan at all, nothing but a hope which was very di m at
that moment. But | put my own talent to the test, summoni ng those who dwelt
above. They seened to have fared very well, for when they appeared their

bodi es

were bloated with good living—and that in the [ argest web was | arger than ny
pal m

These were no ordinary spiders. There was poison in their jaws. They coul d

i mobilize their prey, enclose it in the web for future eating while it stil
lived. And their tiny eyes were sparks of evil light.

Lai dan had finished her selection of supplies for whatever infanmous sorcery



she

woul d do here. Now she noved purposefully around the star, setting a second
candl e beside the first, sprinkling the lines uniting themw th powdered
herbs—+the snell of which was noxi ous.

| could guess what she intended—that we would be within the barriers she was
maki ng very secure, but that Tsali would lie in that wherein shoul d appear
what ever being of personified evil she strove now to sumon from Beyond.
Tsal i

was meant to furnish the blood-gift to that—

However, she had to rel ease nore of her hold on nme to concentrate on what she
did. Now she muttered words | did not know, keening spells no true Wtch
woul d

soil tongue with. These nmust be very exact—for her life would also be forfeit
were she to neglect any of the safeguards she now wove here.

The | argest of the web dwellers came scuttling to the edge of her noisone
dwel ling, teetered there, her sparks of eyes seeking the prey which | had set
in

her mind was not too far away. She | aunched forth into space, spinning as she
cane the cord linking her to her dwelling. Now she swung back and forth, her
f at

body an orange and bl ack dot in the air.

| sensed the creature's dislike of the scents rising fromthe bruised herbs
bel ow. She longed to retreat, but the mental picture of rich feasting

forced

upon her held her suspended. A second |urking spider dropped from her
dust - coat ed den—then a third.

"Ah." Lai dan arose and rubbed her hands together, freeing them of the |ast

fragnment of leaf and stem "W are ready, little sister. There need only go
forth the summons—the sacrifice will be accepted—and you shall he wel coned as
one of us—=

"And if | choose not?" | no |onger watched the spiders |est Laidan | ook al oft

and see themtoo.
"You have no choice," she told ne. "You have no defense agai nst what | shal

call, and it will possess you—for a space. Wien it w thdraws, you shall be
its,

and then"—-she gestured with one hand to indicate all which lay within the
room—you shall learn willingly. There is that in you which shall open doors
for

us. Think you that we could have sumoned you el se wi se? And"—-nhow she eyed ne
oddl y—1 think that you even long for this deep within you. You are of our

ki nd,

little sister, one who would nold instead of be nolded. And that is a truth
you

cannot deny."

"I amnot of the Shadow," | returned stubbornly.

She shrugged. "What is Shadow, what is Light? You have heard only one story,
and

that told by our enenmies. There is much to be | earned. Shall we shut doors
and

| ock them upon that |earning nerely because of sonme fear of what |ies beyond?
There is only one true thing to desire—and that is Power! Al else is
swal | owed

up by tinme, broken and forgotten. Nothing within one lasts as long as the
will

to Power. You shall see, yes, and you shall rejoice in that—that you are one
of

those into which such Power may be poured, even as winter wine is poured into
a

wai ting flask."

There was sonething in her words which did find a part of me receptive. Just



as
| had doubted nyself when the Lady Chriswi tha had talked with me, so did that

doubt grow now in nme. | wanted—+ wanted to learn what | mght do were | to
use
my talent to the full! | wanted—Power!

Still—another part of me arose to do battle now. Power—t could tw st and
nar,

it could defeat its user, too. It—

The forenost of the spiders hung now above Tsali. | saw the bright eyes in
hi s

Li zard skull had nmoved fromme to that dangling creature, marking too her
sisters unreeling their threads to descend.

Lai dan had cone to stand with ne within the star. Now she raised a snall

bl ack

wand she had brought from beneath her nist draperies. She pointed it from one
candle to the next, and each started aflame with an oily, scarlet |ight.
Wil e

she chanted as she noved.

Wthin me a sickness arose, so | crouched a little, ny hands pressed agai nst
ny

m ddl e. Whatever there was of ny species which could be aroused by her
sorcery

was in such revolt that it tore at ny body. And nmy own resol ve strengthened.
Even as Lai dan summoned that which she would force to obey her, so did I fix

ny

wi Il upon the spiders fromabove. | still did not know what | night do with
t hem

as weapons, but they were all | had. And | had | earned enough fromthe Lady
Dahaun to know that in such sorceries the bal ance was very delicate and
easily

di sturbed. Laidan had encl osed both the circle and the star in which we stood
wi th her precautions, but she had not thought of what night |ie overhead.

The candl es gave forth what was to me a disgusting snell. However, | saw
Lai dan
breat hi ng deeply between the words she still nouthed as if, fromtheir scent,

she garnered sone needful food or energy. Then—

In the circle the air noved. But into that nael stromthere dropped the first
spider fromaloft. There was a swirling—+ saw Laidan start, her chant
faltered.

A second spider, a third, disappeared into that m sty colum. Laidan started
back—her hand raised to her nmouth, for the first time shaken by what she

Wit nessed—er felt—

I mght not be as receptive as the sorceress, but | was aware of a vast
troubling. Somet hing whi ch had been sumoned—t had recoiled; it was angry.
And—t was gone!

Lai dan gave a cry, her hands arose to her ears as if to shut out sone

i ntol erabl e sound. Though I was aware of nothing, except that w thdrawal.
Then

she, too, vani shed—w nked out instantly.

The flames of the candl es were extinguished, |eaving the roomin near

dar kness.

| was—free—

In a noment | crossed the star, grabbed fromthe table a stout-bladed knife
and

went to Tsali, slashing at his bonds. There was no | onger any nental barrier
bet ween us. But sonething el se weighed on the spirit in this chanber of the
pl ace Lai dan had naned Zephar

Tsali stood, his clawed hand closed tightly about nmy wist.

"Come—t" He scuttled for the stair, drawing me after him

There followed a blurring of the walls, of all the things in that room as if



stout stone were nelting, flow ng away into nothingness. | thought | felt the
steps of that stairway crunble and trenble under ny weight. And | guess

what ever

illusion Laidan had set there was now di sappearing, and that we night even be
ei ther trapped between times or perhaps buried under bl ocks of stone which

t he

ages between would tunble fromtheir settings.

At last, panting, we stood in the open, with around us only npbss-grown and

br oken stones, a corner of what night once have been an outer wall. Tsali did
not relax the hold he had kept on ny wist. His head darted fromside to side
with a speed ny own species could never have equal ed as he stood tensely, in
such a position of instant alert that | knew that we were far from safe.

"Lai dan?" | ainmed a single thought at his mnd

"I's not gone—yet— he confirned my own fear. "She fled into her own corner of
not hi ngness | est that which she had sumoned turn upon her. But there she

nur ses

her hate-which will grow the greater when she | earns what has happened

el sewhere. And because she has |inked with you—then you can furnish her a
door

t hrough ti ne once nore."

"What has happened el sewhere?" | seized upon that part of his warning.

"He whom she woul d have awakened is at last truly dead. The youth you cal
Yonan

and Uruk of the Ax have wought their own kind of magic. But in so nmuch wll
Lai dan's hate now be the greater. Though | think she dare not try anything as
yet. That recoil of spell drove her too far fromus. Only not yet are we
finished with her."

He led the way, still keeping hold on ne, out of that shell of ancient ruin.
Now

aut um-wi t hered grass brushed thi gh-hi gh about ne, near waist-high for him

"What —why did the spiders— | began. For though those spinners had done ny

will

and had apparently broken Laidan's sorcery, | did not understand how such a

thing could be.

"The bal ance of all spells,” Tsali returned, still nmore than half of his
attention given to what |ay about us, even though the last of the tunbled

bl ocks

now | ay behind, "rests very delicately. Wat Laidan sumoned demanded a bl ood
pri ce—and what she had ready for it." He thought-sent matter-of-factly, as if
he

had not been that sanme price. "But when other life cane into it, then it was
confused, angry-believing that Laidan had sought to engage its aid with so
poor

an offering. Those which are truly of the Shadow trust no one. Sone spells

t hey

are forced to obey, but if any bargain is not kept scrupul ously, then they
are

freed fromtheir obedi ence. Three spiders did not equal one Tsali— There was
wry hunmor in that which brought a smile to ny owmn lips in spite of that

| oweri ng

feeling of being naked of defense in a threatening world which had and did
burden nme as we went.

"Where are we?" | asked. Was this ny own time? And could we win back to the
Val | ey?

"To each question," ny conpani on picked up those thoughts very quickly, "I
cannot give full answer. But we must go with all caution. Laidan will have a

chance to repl enish her powers. Wen she finds that Targi is no nore"—his
scal ed

head shook from side to side—then she will not be appeased except by a ful
letting of blood. Since she perhaps cannot get at those who killed that which



was Targi, she shall be the nore bitter against us—

"Yonan—Uruk?" | made a new question of their nanes.

Tsali's answer cane as if now nore inportant matters were in his mnd
"Their road is their road—they have done well. It is up to us to keep faith
with

the Valley. W cannot return while Laidan— his thought seemed to flicker
there

as if he wanted to veil it fromme. But, bitterly, | knew what he woul d have
added and so did so nysel f:

"Whil e Laidan can lay her spell on nme." | made no question of that, for

knew

that it was the truth and one which | nust face with all ny strength of body
and

spirit.

Chapter Five

W wandered on. Tsali amended his pace sonewhat after we had won farther from
the ruins. The | and was drably brown. Autumm in its last stages had set its

i mprint here and had enptied the country of all growth, even as frost had

dr awn

subsi stence fromthe grass and weeds, now so dried and sere they rattled
faintly

in the w nd.

There showed the remants of a road, mainly a bl ock here and there, overcast
with drifted soil, or canted upward by the roots of a leafless tree. | stared
around, trying to locate sone |landmark that | could fix on. Though | knew now
I

could not venture back once nore into the Valley—ot until | was entirely
free

of Laidan's influence.

Now | knew hunger and thirst, and | wondered where Tsali would | ead us. But
did not ask. Rather | wal ked as one in a dream followi ng his urging. Yet

i nsi de

| sought for what might lie there as a part of my Talent. Against Laidan

had

no defense—er so | believed. How | ong before she dared venture out of hiding,
strive to make ne again her tool ?

Tool ?

Sonehow mmy apprehensi ve thought fastened on that word. Man wought in two
ways,

by the vision of his mind (which is not sorcery in itself) and with his
hands—er

t hose extensions of his hands which in the di mbegi nning some thinkers had
devi sed to answer problens they strove to solve.

There were the tools of a | andsman—+the plowto turn the earth for the

recei ving

of seed, the rake and hoe, the hamer, the saw, others | could not even nane.
There were, in addition, the tools which I had known—pots one could sling over
a

fire to withstand heat and cook the food within, the spindle for the making
of

thread, the needle, the | oomthe spoon, if you will, and a short knife, and—
Al so, there were other tool s—those of war. There was the dart gun—sy fingers
nmoved w t hout conscious orders as if to cl ose about one of those weapons,
seek

its firing button. There were the swords, and | ances; men turned nore to them
in

t hese days when we could no | onger fashion the darts. There were shields for
defense. And in the Valley, each of the Green People carried at belt one of

t he

force whi ps which were the children of |ightning, taned and donesticated to



their service

Al these were tool s—even the nind. But ny defeat lay in that | had not been
properly taught what m ght be done with the tool | was born wth.

Tsali angled off fromthe ancient remains of that road, pulling me eastward.

I

stunbl ed al ong at his bidding because I had no other plan to follow

The day was as ash-gray as the |life-sapped grass through which we trod a
pat h.

But there were no clouds | could see. Now | caught the sound of running

wat er,

and ny tongue nmoved in a nmouth which seenmed filled with dust. Down an incline
whi ch grew even steeper, Tsali pulled ne. Only now | was eager in ny going for
I

saw the water, running around rocks and over a stony bed.

| knelt at the stream bank to wash ny hands in the flow, which was chill,

t hen

made a holl ow cup of closely held palns and fingers to raise to ny |ips.

Tsal i

had gone a little away and crouched to lap with a long tongue. Wen | had

dr unk

my fill | |ooked about me with a nore conscious gaze. Drink | had had, but
there

was al so the need for food.

Tsali nade a sudden lunge with both forelinbs, and arose, water dripping from
his scaled skin, a fish wiggling between his claws. He waited until it
stilled

and flipped it to the ground behind him then squatted on the bank, his eyes
once nore intent upon the stream

Though | had long set ny own path of life, that | would not kill a living

t hi ng

for eating, still now | knew that |ogic nust determ ne ny survival and if
Tsali's catch neant [ife and strength, that | nust accept.

But | could not bring nyself to touch the dead fish. | could only watch as
t he

Li zard man snaked a second out of its world. He hunted anong the drift which
bordered the stream to return with a sharply pointed stick which he used to

gut

his catch and a stone with which he skinned the bodies.

There was no fire—Fsali would prefer his raw anyway, | knew. | eyed the
portion

he had set before ne with repugnance. But | rmust live and this was the only
f ood

avail able. I made nyself worry |oose bits of firmflesh, choke them down.
Thi s

was no worse than many ordeals a warrior nust face. Wile against Laidan and
her

world, | had no choice but to go to war.

From overhead cane a scream startling me so | near spit out the | ast nouthful
I

had forced between nmy lips. | | ooked up to see a bird, its bill opened to
Voi ce

anot her such squawk, inmpudently planing earthward as if to snatch the food
from

our hands.

In plumage it was al nost as dull-gray as the sky. But around its eyes there
wer e

circlings of light, blazing red—which gave a nonentary inpression that it

| ooked

upon us through dots of fire. Its like I had not seen before. And, though I

i mediately alerted ny bruised and battered other sense, | found nothing in



m nd

touch save what it appeared to be—a bird of prey, yes, but one which followed
its own fierce nature and no order of the Shadow

Its cries brought another of its kind. However, as they fed upon the offa
Tsal i

had thrown to one side, | experienced once nore that far-off stir of what
coul d

not be nenory (for | would swear | had never seen these birds before), yet—
The flash of their drab feathered wi ngs, the burning scarlet of the nask
about

their eyes, grew nore and nore inportant to ne. | found nyself on ny feet, ny
hands forming fists pressed tight against ny breasts.

"Ninutra—t" | cried that aloud, my voice at that nonment rising even above the
i ncessant crying of the birds.

Ni nutra? A person—a place—? Under that need to know, | reluctantly opened ny
m nd and sought, deeper, deeper—+ecklessly. For such delving I had done
before

only under the control of the Lady Dahaun. And in such a place and tine as now
I

stood, the peril nust be very great. But that | brushed aside. | nust know
Ni nutra—there was a hazy image formng. | shut nmy eyes to the sky, the birds,
to

the world | knew, turned ny sight inward. N nutra—eone! | gave order to that
fragnment of thought—er nenory—what was Ninutra?

There was a feeling of giddiness. The nmental image sharpened, | felt

br eat hl ess,

filled with an expectancy in which excitenent outweighed, at this nonent,
bot h

fear and prudence.

A figure—about which held a nebula of flame color to match the patches about
t he

eyes of the birds. If | could only brush away that curtain of brilliant

radi ance—see the cl earer

Ni nutra—a Power—ot a place. O the Shadow? What had | then evoked?

No, that built-in warning which Dahaun's teachings had strengthened, did not
cone to life. Only neither did | feel the confidence | believed would fl ow
about

me if | summoned that which was turned to the Light. Could there then be a
third

force in this rent and warring | and, one which stood apart from both the Dark
and the Light—followed some path inconprehensible to both?

| fought to clear ny nental sight of that inage—er Power. But the |ight

cl ot hed

it too well. However, slowy there cane fromit, as water circles outward
when

one throws a stone into a pool, a feeling of energy which was warm grow ng
hott er—hotter—

Maybe | cried out. | know that | shrank within nme, strove nowto wll away

t hat

i mge, but | could not. Heat licked at me, but with it no feeling of anger. |
sensed that what Ninutra mght be was curious, that it stirred out of sone
deep

contenmpl ation of its own because ny feeble summons had disturbed it. Was this
one of the adepts?

If so, all which had been its human heritage was | ong since gone. It was pure
force of a kind | did not understand, so alien—

Then that imge receded fromthe fore of ny nind. Wth it went sone of the
heat .

Now it was rather as if |I |ooked down a long aisle to see at the far end a
form



standi ng. The red gl ow drew back into its body (I say "it" for there was no
sense of sex in this Power, there was little left but a pure force).

As | | ooked upon it so | was certain that once "I" (or the inner part of ne),
now fl awed and | ong buried perhaps by other lives and ages of tine, had once
had

contact with this Force and it had sonetinmes answered me. But that was |ong
and

| ong ago and the cord between us had frayed into dust—

| opened my eyes upon the dreary world by the stream The birds were gone.
Tsal i

squatted on the stones, his jewel eyes on nme. | found nyself whispering stil
t hat nane:

"Ninutra— And then | m nd-spoke to ny conpanion. "Tsali—what or who is—was
t hat

Power ?"

H s head bobbed, not to ne, but as if to the inmage | had evoked so mstily.
"One of the G eat Ones—not born of your blood, nor of mne, nor of any race
now

living. One of the ones who lingered anong us for a space—dntil those who
sought

the worst of the Dark arose and tried to sumon—

"But why do | now see this thing?"

"I do not know, Wtch maid. Save those birds"—he made a gesture at the sky
wher e

| saw t he distant wheel of w ngs— were once, long and | ong ago, found in the
Pl ace Apart where Ninutra chose to dwell or else maintain sone small contact
with this world. There were al so those there who opened their m nds and
hearts

and at tines they spoke of what lay in the future so that even the adepts
listened when they were the Mouths of Ninutra.”

Tsal i—was | ever such a Muth?"

He shook his head. "Ask ne not riddles, Wtch maid. Each race and species has
its own | egends. Do we |live again once we have gone to the cleansing fire?
And

if we so live, can we renenber? | do not know. "

"I sawNi nutra— | answered slowly. "And— | wapped nmy arns about nyself. "I
was warmed by the Force. |—=

My head came up. Now it was not nenory which moved within nme, rather a
portion

of know edge laid out clear and fresh in ny mind, as if there was held in the
air before me a scroll fresh fromthe witing of a keeper of the Deeper

Knowl edge. | had sought for a long time. And as such a seeker, | had left
nysel f

open so that Laidan had been able to enter into that part of ne which |ay
vacant

and ready for her sly suggestions. | do not know how ny vision had worked
upon

me in those moments when | had fronted N nutra, but now sone of those enpty
chanmbers in nmy mnd were filled.

Tsali stood tall, his crested head erect and swelling in color. | saw those
flaps of skin quiver slightly as if his whole body woul d express enotion
"Wtch mai dwhat would you now-="

"I do what nust be done,"” | cut across his half-question, half-protest.
Eyei ng the bank of the river under our feet, | found what | sought, a length
of

stick, drift, brittle and bl eached, but as straight as the eye could neasure
it.

This | took up, gripping it steadily. And as if it were a brush to lay on
pai nt

in the making of a picture, | drewwith it in the air that which lay now in



ny

mnd. So it rmust go, and go, and go—

What | had drawn could be seen there. First only as faint lines. Then the

col or

spreading inward fromthose lines, to give an opaque solidity. It glowed as a
coal on a half-dead night fire m ght glow | dropped the stick and stood

| ooki ng

at that hung in the enpty air, while fromny |ips came sounds unlike any

wor ds,

nore resenbling the harsh calls of those birds which had once nested in
Ninutra's dwelling of force and now had conme to scavenge in this much later
day

the results of Tsali's fishing.

Slowy, | put out ny hand. In me was the certainty that once ny fingers

cl osed

firmy on what hung suspended between the Lizard man and nyself, | would have
pl edged ny strength to a struggle | could not understand.

The red of that thing was fading, but its appearance of substance grew

shar per
and nore distinct. Wiy hesitate? | had really known ever since N nutra had
answered nme that this was to be done. | closed ny hand upon a hard surface,

t hough that was nearly as dull-gray now as the sky above us. Thus, |
resolutely

drew fromthe air what a knowl edge | did not yet understand had w ought—-a
swor d,

which to the eye still seemed vaguely and mistily edged.
"Thus works the will of N nutra," | said slowy aloud. "For here is the Sword
of

Shadow-not of the Dark, nor yet of the Light, but which can be born by either
belief. Only nowdo | claimit—and for the Light!"

| swung the miracle blade through the air, as a warrior would test the

bal ance

of a new weapon. For that is truly what | did in that nmoment. It was not as

heavy as the steel | had known, nor did it possess a slashing edge or even a
sharp point for thrusting. Its threat lay in other directions.

Tsali's thought came to me. "It is done— | read into those words a heavi ness
of

f or el ooki ng.

"It is done," | agreed. "It was for this that | was born—+ think. | am now
what

| must have been fashioned to be. And | et Laidan think of what hand she had
in

such fashioning."

Chapter Six

The strange sword | ost substance slowy even as wi sps of m st are bani shed by
the strong sun, though there was no sun over us at that nonment. Soon

hel d—othing. Still there was nowin ne the right and learning to call it
forth

again. | drew a long breath of wonder. My mind—f | could only have a space
of

peace in which to sort out what had poured w thout any sequence in ny mnd.
Now

| had no guide but ny own instinct, that and the sure know edge that battle
| ay

before ne; such a battle as | could not inmagine, even though brushed by a
Power

| had been.

| stared down at my enpty hand and | knew that, when | summoned it, that
weapon

forged in the name of Ninutra would return. But Tsali suddenly |ooked to our



back trail. He hissed as the crest on his head bl azed near bl ood-red.
"Hunters—" his thought reached ne in warning.

I was sure that those hunters were not fromthe Valley, nor perhaps of
humanki nd

at all. I sent ny own mind questing out, to touch for a bare instant of tine,
traces of the Dark Ones. Though of what species they were, | dared not probe
t he

deeper to discover.

"They hunt us—= O that nuch was | sure.

"They quest for scent; as yet they have not found it,
fl exed

his claws and hi ssed once nore.

So—we were hunted. Had Laidan returned to betray us to her evil co-forces, or
had our trail been picked up only by chance? The reason for their coming did
not

matter. It would appear | was not to be given the time | needed to marsha
this

new awaki ng of a talent | had never known lay w thin ne.

"Can we seek a hiding place?"

Tsali's head had swung around to a degree no human neck would allow There
wer e

hill ocks about us—but the nountain heights lay well behind. And also to those
I

did not dare to go now. | saw no beacon of blue stone set up anywhere,
pron si ng

a kind of phantom shelter to those who hated the Dark. W had early been

advi sed

that such could be islands of safety in a dubious |and.

"Wat er—= My conpani on made purposefully for the stream sliding down the bank
to

wade out into its slow current.

O course, the old, old truth—evil of many kinds dared not cross clean
runni ng

Tsali returned. He

water. | scranbled swiftly after him felt ny boots fill as wavelets set up
by
nmy strides |apped in over the tops of that footgear. | held ny divided skirt
as

high as | could, but the hem became sodden quickly. Wile |I discovered the
uncertain footing of |oose stones slowed nme whereas Tsali skittered easily
ahead.

My questing sense picked up an enmanation as foul to my mnd as corruption
woul d

be to my nostrils. Yet |I had not enough yet to name our pursuers. Now
resolutely did not try to touch agai n—test that reveal us in our flight.
The bed of the river was wi de but, as we went, the streamgrew narrower, a
curling ribbon of water as its center, stretches of gravel edging it. Wich
hinted that there were periodic floods to | eave the drift along the way,

hi gher

wat er unknown at this season. Also, it was shallow here and quite clear. |
coul d

see the flight of fish and arnored things which craw ed across the bottom we
di sturbed by our coming. One thing troubled ne greatly—

Tsali had turned his back upon those heights which mght or m ght not wall
t he

Vall ey. And now | made a decision, reaching out to nmeet his nind

"Tsali, warrior of warriors, | have taken a fate upon nme which is not your
burden. You can return—=

| got no farther. He | ooked back over his narrow scal ed shoul der to hiss at
ne.

And | felt the anger boiling in his nind.



"W go together, Wtch girl. Should one of the Brother-Kin of Reto, whose
wi sdom

hel d even the Great Snake for the space of two heart beats so that it could
be

truly slain, turn his back on an ancient eneny and say, 'This is no task of
m ne' ?"

"Your pardon, warrior." | could make no other answer. "But there is this—+
have

accepted the weight of sonething | do not understand, which nay even play ne
fal se at the noment we nust face our enenmies. | would draw no others into
what

may be a net of ill fate.”

"What creature can claimfree choice when the Great Ones stir again? Qur

| egends

speak little of your N nutra-whether he was for the Dark or the Light. But I
t hi nk he was one of those who turned his back upon both and went to a place
whi ch he al one mastered. And—

What he mi ght have added | shall never know but | heard again the squawking
cries and saw that over us w nged once nore those sane birds of gray and

fl ane.

They whirled and di pped, screeching. And in those nmonents | began to believe
that they were now allied with the evil which trail ed behind, scouts sent to
make sure we had no chance of escape.

| tried to shut ny ears to their clamor, yet they held my attention so well |
stunbl ed on a sline-coated stone and went to nmy knees, the water shockingly
cold

as high as ny waist. Tsali stood still, as intent upon those w nged pests as
I

had been. Now | saw himrub a clawed finger along the base of his head conb.
He had the attitude of one who listened intently, as if their incessant
squawki ng made excel l ent sense. | coul d understand nothing of it; even though
in

the past | had al ways before been able to establish contact with any living
thing. For, when | cautiously sought mnd touch, there was nothing, not even
that residue of instinctive cunning which | had worked upon with the spiders
in

Lai dan's sorcery room

There were—ust blanks! | could not even sense a mind barrier at work. And
t he

very fact that these birds were so protected made nme uneasy.

Their flying darts cane closer; | ducked ny head when one screaning bird
seened

about to attack my face, ny eyes. And | raised ny hands over ny face in
protecti on.

"Qur guides— Tsali appeared unnoved as they flew so cl osely about his head

t hat

it would seemtheir wings would brush his crest or his face.

"CQuides to where?" | challenged, cowering a little once nore as one ai ned
straight for ne.

"Who knows?" The Lizard man shrugged his narrow shoul ders. "But if we follow,
they will cease this calling, which nust ring well down stream by now. "

It was a choice between two evils, | knew. No one had ever said that those of
the Dark had no cunning. The racket of the birds nust indeed alert anyone
wi t hin

per haps nore di stance than | wanted to believe.

Tsali already waded toward the righthand bank. Now the birds circled once
above

his head, flitting on to pay full attention to me. More slowy, because of ny
wat er| ogged skirts, | followed him Then, when nmy feet were on the bank

their



scream ng stopped as if cut off. Instead the birds, though they still dipped
and

fluttered around, mainly before us, were silent.

W were away fromthe area of the ruins where | had felt stifled and so il

at

ease. Before us sloped a neadow. Though the tall grass was dull and near dry,
yet here and there a late lingering flower nade a scarlet or rust-yellow

pat ch.

However, aside fromthe birds of Ninutra, the field was enpty; an enptiness
whi ch spread out before us until there stood afar an edgi ng of woodl and.
Across that lengthy field we went. O course in so doing, we left such a
trail

behind us as the Dark Ones could sniff out with little trouble. But the
grayness

of the day now lifted a little. | held up ny soaked skirt, sitting down once
to

draw of f and enpty ny boots, which were beginning to show hard usage.

That way through the open was farther than it first |ooked; rather as if the
distant line of trees, through sone power, stealthily retreated at each step
we

advanced. The birds of Ninutra remained silent, but they wheel ed and di pped,
their novements certainly following a pattern, urging us forward toward the
di stant wood.

It was very quiet. And then, so faint it was hardly nore than a vibration on
t he

air, | heard a howing. That | knew fromny days in the Valley for the call of
a

Gray One—those creatures of the Dark which are neither nman nor wol f, but a

bl asphenmous uniting of both. The sound came from downriver, giving ne at | ast
a

clue to the nature of the eneny.

I had no long knife in nmy belt, no sword or dart gun. And Tsali's scabbards
for

kni fe and sword hung enpty, for his captors had despoil ed hi mwhen they had
taken him | heard himhiss and Iift his hands, extend his claws to the

gr eat est

extent.

W pushed forward with the best speed we could nmuster. The Dark Ones who
caught

any of us in the open had a potent charm agai nst whi ch no magi cs known coul d
operate. They need only ring us thrice and we woul d be hel pl ess to escape,
fit

meat to be pulled down at their desire. If we could reach those

ever - beckoni ng

trees, then such ringing would be far harder to acconplish.

It was here that the birds deserted us. Beating well up into the air, they
formed a vee of flight and sped straight on toward the wood. Perhaps whatever
strange task had been set them was conpl et ed.

My dragging skirt tripped me twice, though | held it as high as | could in ny
hands. Nor did | waste tinme |ooking back. For the hunting how broke again
and

mani festly nearer. Tsali, unencunbered by clothing, could have flashed away
and

been out of sight long before | gained the shelter of those trees. But he did
not. Instead he stooped swiftly twice, each tinme arising with a stone caught
fast in his claws. No true defense, for all his courage, against what
fol | oned

us.

| labored on. Hardly was | aware | had reached the trees, so hard set | was,

ny



breath came in great tearing gasps, until | struck one shoul der against a
trunk

with bruising force. Then | caught at that bark-clad pillar, holding on with
a

despairing grip lest | fall and be unable to win once nore to ny feet.
Tsali's hand caught one of mine; he pried to | oosen ny convul sive hol d.

"ont

He was right, but | was not sure that | was able. There canme a third how
from

behind, this full-voiced and cl ose, feeding ny panic enough to make ne |et
go,

stagger ahead with Tsali tugging at ne.

| brushed painfully against other trees; my clothing caught on | ow grow ng
thorns, tore when | jerked |loose fromtheir grasp. On and yet on. Here was
only

a small gray glimer of light. These trees, | began to realize, had not | ost
their | eaves—er rather needles, for the refuse under my slipping and sliding
feet was conposed of browni sh needl es near as long as ny forearm There was
very

l[ittle undergrowt h—even of the thorns—ence we had broken through the outer
barrier of the wood.

Now | saw the birds once again, settling on branches, only to flutter farther
ahead as we nade our | aborious way in their wake. And there was no sound—o
breeze troubl ed the needles of the trees. Not one squawk issued froma bird
throat. My own panting was |loud, and that | was not able to control

| staggered once and nearly fell —+eaching out frantically to ny right for a
huge

stone set on end. Only when ny fingers dug into the nbss which had covered it
did | realize that this was no natural pillar but one once enbellished by
some

intelligence. As | clung to that to catch ny breath, |I could see that this
was

the first in a line of such pillars which marched on into the depths of the
woods. And the carving ny fingers had laid bare was that of a bird, its eyes
deep pits into which even the noss had not rooted.

Anot her fragment of that not-nmenory gave nme a nonent or so of vision—ef the
stones of this way unencunbered by any growh, rather gray and splashed wth
col or where the carving on themhad been inlaid with paint. | sought the
war n- of f of Dark-fashi oned things, since these were not blue stone.

But —ho—ei t her Dark nor Light held here. And | think | then guessed what |ay
bef ore us—anot her real m al t ogether, one in which what concerned those of ny
bl ood was immterial. Was this the place of N nutra?

Anot her how fromvery cl ose nowt+he Gay Ones nust be coursing the neadow. |
| ooked about me for some hint of shelter. W could set our backs to this

st one,

but the outcone would never be in doubt—ae would be speedily pulled down—
O —

O itself nmy hand stretched forth into the air, prepared to accept sonething

fromthe unseen. | opened in nmy mnd the door to that chaotic place into
whi ch
had been poured all | could not yet understand.

Substance fitted into my palm | speedily curled ny fingers about to hold it
firmy. There was the gl owscarlet as if outlined in fresh fl owi ng bl ood.
Once

nore | had the Shadow Sword.

Now there welled in nme sonething which was not born of my species, which
nust

fight to hold steady. |I |ooked fromthe sword to Tsali and spoke what | now
knew

was the truth.



"This is not yet the place. Let us go!"

Fromthat point, it was | who took the lead along that Iine of pillars,
Ninutra's birds fluttering over ny head and a very grisly death, as | well
knew,

sni ffing behind.

Chapt er Seven

W fronted a great arch which was a marvel, for | think it had i ndeed been
hewn

of a single block of stone so large | did not see how any thereafter could
nove

it tothis place or set it upright. This was bare of carving, save at the
very

top where there was set a face, its eyes well above us to stare down the path
we

had come. Human in contour it was, but there was a | ack of expression, a
withdrawal in its gaze, which was not of ny kind. Nor could | say whether it
was

man or woman. Rather the features held el enents of both. But what nade that

i mage the nost notable was, unlike the pillars which had guided us here, it
seened untouched by the years; no marks of erosion lay upon it.

The sword in ny hand noved, alnost of itself, rising up in formal salute to
t hat

carving. | guessed that here was | ocked part of the essence which had drawn
us

on.

Behind the arch was only bare earth—er rather sand—silver in color. However,
| ai d out upon that background, in bold patterns, were tracings of other sands
to

formsymnbols | did not know. The area was divided into four quarters, each
bearing its own range of conplicated designs, the division being two narrow
paths bisecting it at precise angles.

I went forward down the path which had its opening at the gate. The instant |
was passed beneath that portal my flesh tingled, ny hair noved as if drawn by
energies | had never encountered before. | did not |ook back to see if Tsal
foll owed; at that nonment it was only needful that | reach the exact center of
this place.

There was power here surely, such as | had never felt before—even in that
chanmber where Lai dan had woven her abortive spell or in the circles Dahaun
used

in her own green sorcery.

There are many kinds of magic; the green which is of the earth and grow ng
things and includes in it the healer's craft; the brown which has to do with
ani mal s, our younger or unlike brothers we may strive to understand but

sel dom

can; the yellow, the blue, the red, the black. O nost of themI| knew a
little.

But this here was neither of the Dark nor the Light. Its source lay (or had
been

noved) ot herwhere. But what had been left nade ne feel, as | so noved boldly
toward its heart, as if | had flung off all clothing, to bathe nmyself in a
substance neither liquid nor light, possessing el enents of each

| came to the centernost point of that strange sand-covered area, where the
f our

patterns met to forma space only |arge enough for ne to stand and not

i nfringe

on any of those squares where lay the synbols. This—+this too—+ had known!

All my life | had never had a real home—though with the acceptance of ny kin
I

had lived pleasantly and well guarded. Still within me had there al ways been
that |onging for sonmewhere el se, something beyond the life | had al ways



known.
First | thought I had found it in the Valley when the Lady Dahaun opened ny
m nd

to what | might beconme, should |I have the skill and patience to follow the
way

she poi nt ed.

But this—

| held the sword with both hands, the fingers of one curled about the other
Wil e at that noment | heard-strained to hear—whispers which lay just beyond
ny

di stingui shing, so that in my frustration | could have cried aloud in rage
and

di sappoi nt nent .

Now | raised ny head so that | could |look to the sky, that sanme gray sky

whi ch

had overhung us fromthe first. No birds wheel ed there, not even a cloud

br oke

its stretch of |owering nenace.

And | dared to call aloud—ot by the mind touch—"Geat One, | am here!™

It seenmed to ne that the presence | so eagerly sought could not be far away,
that any nonment | might see before me that form | had m nd-visioned so

wr apped

in mst | could not distinguish its true being. This was the place of

Ni nutra,

of that I was certain. Yet—There was only silence. Even that rmurnmur of

Voi ces,

whi ch had so vexed ne because | could nmake not hing of the gabble, ceased.
There

was sone fault in me. If | had ever cone this way before (and | was sure now
that in the far-distant past the I who was the inner part of me had done so),
then all true nenory of that was |ost, |eaving ne now bereft and | essened.
My eyes filled, tears overflowed, to trickle down ny cheeks. Because | had
somehow been so sure of part of this | had clung to the belief that | knew
all —

| dropped ny eyes. There would conme no answer, no. | was no | onger one able
to

enter into those secrets which drew ne so strongly. | glanced at the patterns
of

the col ored sands. Once | had known, now | could push at the buried part in
ny

m nd and sense—very faintly—a small part of the neani ngs of those

convol utions

and spirals.

In ny hand the sword—t was warm heating. The bl ade glowed dully red, as if
it

were indeed steel which had been thrust for a space into flames. Mre intense

grew that heat, yet still | held fast, though | needed to set ny teeth fast
upon
my lower lip to endure. | was only hunmanki nd and not for me was the know edge

I

knew was | ocked within this place.

"Ninutra— Wthin ny mind | shaped that name, shutting fromne the pain in ny
hands. It felt as if the very flesh was frying fromnmy bones—still | held.
For

this | had commanded the small Talent | possessed and | woul d not be robbed
of

even SO poor an answer.

Now in nmy mind a conmand rang sharp and cl ear—

"Slay!"

| turned on my small square of path. Tsali had not followed nme into this



pl ace—no, he lingered just beyond the great arch

"Slay!"

One step | took and then a second; the pain in ny burning hands could only be
cool ed by bl ood—bl ood running down the blade | held. | had only to strike and
that bl ood would burst forth, to quench the fire which so bitterly punished
ne

for nmy presunption in invading a shrine not now open to ne. "Slay!"

And at that nmonent Tsali was gone, rather one of the |ean flanked Gray Ones
crouched in his place, his wolfs rmuzzle raised as he gave the call for the
pack.

"Slay!"

| was being tricked again. This nuch | realized as |I tottered forward. Then |
took a | ast step, but I fought nore valiantly for my mind.

"I pay no blood, Ninutra," | said and tasted the salt of nmy own blood fromny
bitten lip. "I deal not in death, but in life!"

As if those words had been a key turned gratingly in some |ock |ong since
near

rusted into inmobility, they brought ne freedom | held the sword and saw t he
blisters of burns arising on ny flesh until the tornment was nore al nbst than
I

coul d bear—but only al nost.

"No bl ood of mind-friend do | shed, N nutra!"

There was another |ong nmonent of utter silence. WAs | even able to
comuni cat e

wi th that Power which had once been strong here? O had its essence |ong

si nce

wi t hdrawn, |eaving only a residue of what might have formed the baser part of
it?

Then—+ was free of any pressure. In ny hands the hilt of the sword cool ed. |
did

not turn nmy head to |l ook, but I was certain that that shadow m sted thing

had

seen in my own vision was watching me, that | was being wei ghed one way and

t hen

another. | sensed even a very faint surprise, the first trace of enotion

whi ch

had ruffled the spreadi ng pool of oblique comunication in which | was caught.
There was no Gay One at the gate—Fsali stood there, |ooking back the way we
had

cone, his whole body as tense as one who expected to neet the shock of a
battl e

charge the next nonent.

Now | could join him And | believed that | knew what al armed hi mthose who
had

traced us dared to foll ow even here. Though in spite of that recent order

whi ch

| had defied, | still did not believe this was any stronghold of a Dark One.

| glanced at ny hands. Those welts of blisters had vani shed, and with t hem

t he

pain. But | still held the sword. In this nuch had the Presence in this
shrine

left ne arned.

W stood together, Lizard man and girl; Tsali with the rocks he had earlier
hunt ed brought forth fromhis belt pouch and ready to fling, | with Nnutra's
sword. And so they came upon us, but not up the path marked by the

st el e—+at her

fromthe wood itself. As they bounded into the open, the birds of Ninutra
screeched and dived at their heads. | saw blood run froma wound which just

m ssed the left eye of the forenost of that stinking band.

Tsali let fly with his rocks. One of the Gray Ones flopped earthward, a great



hole in his forehead. Another how ed and pawed at his shoul der. But | raised
t he

sword. Fromits tip there shot a lash of fire as brilliant as any laid by an
energy whip. And the Gray Ones pushed back

Their force parted to |let through another, two others.

One was hooded and rmasked, carrying in hands with unnaturally long nails a
whi p

whi ch he ained (the lash skillfully snaking out) to entrap ny wist. But |

sl ashed down with the sword and that thing was sliced cleanly through

H s conpani on | aughed, a sound which seened to infuriate the G ay Ones, for

t hey

snarl ed at her as m ght dogs who knew her to be their mstress but al so hated
her .

"So, Handmai den of one who has | ong since w thdrawn," Lai dan spoke al oud. And
I

knew that, in using her voice, she sought subtly to insult ne, perhaps so
trick

me into sone foolish act. "Did you at |ast renenber and cone running—to find
t he

Power you sought gone? Did you not recall nore—that the Lady of Fire was the
first to open her own gate and go el sewhere—=2"

| was a little startled. Sonehow | had thought of Ninutra (for no reason |
coul d

understand) to be one of the Great Ones, yes, but a sorcerer. Adepts had been
both wonmen and nmen. |If the inner had served Nnutra in the far past, | did
not

renmenber as nmuch as Lai dan thought.

"Ninutra is gone," Laidan repeated. "Too many years has her gate been cl osed.
Do

you think your thin voice can reach between scattered worlds, and even if it
did, she would answer? They said of her then that she wal ked her own way and
had

none she cherished greatly."

| did not try to answer her jeers. Something had answered, or | would not
hol d

t he Shadow Sword. Sonething had reached me when | had stood within that place
of

mul ticol ored sands. But whether that was only faint lingering of N nutra's
power

still able to, inalittle, answer those who knew how to call it-who could
say?

And was it that same indefinable sonething which now put words in ny mouth to
answer Laidan? | do not know, but | answered w thout conscious thought.

"You have cone seeking ne, Laidan. Now you have found me. Let us pledge that
this lies between the two of us al one—=

For a nonent | thought she would not agree. Still that twi sted smle which was
a

gri mace held about her 1ips.

"Very little sister,” her voice rang with bitter nockery, "do you presune to
chal | enge me?"

"I'f you wish."

Her smle grew the wider. "Very well.’
Ones

drew back. But their hot eyes were on us, and | knew well that her hold over
themwas a thing perhaps |I could not count upon continuing for |ong.

Fromwi thin her m sty clothing she brought forth that black rod she had used
in

her sorcery, while | took firmgrip on the sword. She had never once | ooked
at

it, nor seemed to mark that | held any weapon. A small suspicion fluttered in

She snapped her fingers and the G ay



ny
m nd—was it that Laidan actually did not see what | had?

She pointed the tip of her weapon at nme breast-high. | saw her |ips shape
wor ds

| did not hear but rather felt, vibrating through my whol e body as a

wr enchi ng

pain. | tightened ny hold on the sword. Once nore that began to warmw thin
ny

grasp. Slowy | swng it back and forth in the air before ne, as if by such a
pitiful act | could ward off the mal edictions she hurled at ne.

It seened that | could even see those words she did not speak al oud, that

t hey

turned into vicious darts seeping through the air to center on my body. Yet

t he

bl ade of the sword began to glow an even brighter red as once nore | nust
subdue

the pain of ny flesh where ny fingers tightened upon it.

Then | saw Laidan start; her eyes go wi de; her gaze follow the sw nging of

t he

sword blade, as if for the first tine she had seen it.

"No!" She threw her wand as a trained warrior mght |oose a small spear

| saw that fly through the air. And, in sonme odd way, tinme ceased to exist for
a

few heartbeats. So that instead of flying at normal speed, it appeared rather
to

hang transfixed in the air well within nmy reach. | brought down the bl ade of
t he

Shadow Sword, fighting the torment that novenent caused me, so that it struck
full upon the black wand.

Lai dan screamed, higher and nore terribly than any of the birds of N nutra.
The

wand splintered into pieces, shattering into only small needles which hit the
ground between us. And from each of these there burst a small black flane and
a

puf f of noxious odor. But Laidan withed, her body twisting as if she were
gri pped by great hands which strove to wing her about.

| heard the Gray Ones how, saw themrun madly away. Two bl undered into the
pat h

mar ked by the stele and stunbled, falling forward, crawing feebly on, and

t hen

lying still.

But Laidan jerked and tw sted and screaned—

"Slay!"

Once nore cane that order, and this tine | did not resist it. | threwthe
swor d,

even as she had thrown the wand. The m sty-edged point entered truly into the
hol | ow of her throat. She crunpl ed, her body drawing curiously in until—there
was not hi ng.

As the wand had vani shed, so was the Shadow Sword now al so gone. | stood with
enpty hands, staring at what | had wought at that |ast order. Then Tsali's
hand

touched my arm gently:
"She i s gone—but they,’
Ones,

"may get their courage back—er rather their fellows will. It is best we go

al so—=

| shook off his hand with the sane gentl eness he had used. Rather, now | held
both ny arns wi de and straight out fromny body. Down fromthe | eaden sky
wheel ed and darted the birds of Ninutra. They settled on ny arns, ny

shoul ders,

he pointed with his muzzle toward the silent G ay



silently but as if this was right and seemy.

| thought of Inmhar. He was just someone very far away whom | had once known
and

wi shed well, but with whom | no |onger had even kin-tie. And then, Yonan. In
ne

| realized a little sadly that Yonan had wi shed ne better than well, that I
could have put out ny hand and he woul d have taken it eagerly. But no |onger
could | do that.

Per haps the gate Ninutra had found was cl osed past all opening. But in ne

t hat

other | which had been stirring was near fully awake. | could not choose now
t he

road which tradition laid before me, as Inmhar's lady. Nor could | accept the
ri chness Yonan wished to offer me. | was nysel f—alone. As yet | did not know

just who or what that self was—er could be. But, even as the Sword of Shadow
had

burned with its power my hands, so now ny spirit burned within nme, lighting a
hardly endurable fire to learn, to know, to be—
| looked at Tsali, ny mind working to fit the proper words together. Before

was sure of them he nodded.

"So it nust be then. You have tasted Power; be very sure it is not tainted."
"It is not!" O that one thing | was confident; | had been since the defeat
of

Lai dan. So nuch woul d not have been allowed nme had | been beguiled by the
Dar k.

"Tell themthat | nust |earn—and that | amstill—o matter what may happen to
change ne—kin-bound. | swear this on blood I would not shed!"

| watched himgo. Then | turned ny back upon the huddl ed forms of the G ay
Ones.

And, with the birds still about nme, | faced inward to Ninutra's Shrine. O
rather, was it a school for the learning of things not of this time and

pl ace?

Now it seermed to nme that already sone of the lines of colored sand were

begi nning to send forth understandabl e neani ngs, even though the G eat One
who

had w ought them was | ong gone.



