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1

WAN SUNLI GHT touched the upper reaches of this unnamed western dale to which
Bri xi a's ungui ded wandering had brought her. It was far enough fromthe
ravaged

| ands eastward to prom se a breathing space of dubious safety—f one took
care.

Squatting on her heels, the girl grinmaced at distant clouds to the east, a

hi nt

of worse weather to conme. She drew the thin blade of her knife back and forth
across the sharpening stone, eyeing that silver of worn steel anxiously. It
had

been sharpened so nmany tinmes and, though it had been well forged and strong,
its

maki ng was in the past—the past she did not even try to renenber nowadays.
She

had to be very careful, she knew, or that finger of metal m ght snap, |eaving
her with no tool —nor weapon—at all

Her hands were sunbrowned and scarred, the nails of her fingers broken

ri mred

with a grime which even scrubbing with sand could not banish entirely. It was
very hard to think now that once all she had held was the spindle of a

spi nner,

or the shuttle of a weaver, the needl e of one who wought pictures in col ored
t hreads upon the thick stuff nmeant to cover the walls of a keep. Another girl
had known that living, soft and secure, in the Hi gh Hallack before the

i nvaders

cane. Someone who had died during the time stretching behind her like a
corridor, the far end of which was so faint in her mnd that she had
difficulty

rememnberi ng.

That Brixia had survived flight fromthat eneny besi eged keep whi ch had

al ways

been her home made her as tough and enduring as the metal she now held. She
had

| earned that tinme neant one day to be faced fromsunrise until she could find
some shelter in the com ng of dark. There were no feast days, no nami ng of
one

nont h upon another—enly tines of heat, and tines of cold when her very bones
ached and sonetimes she coughed and knew the bite of the chill until she felt
she woul d never be warm agai n.

There was little spare flesh on her now, she was as | ean and strong as a bow
cord. And near, in her own way, as deadly. That she had once gone in fine
wool ,

with a necklet of anber, and the pale western gold in rings upon her

fingers—to

her that now seened |i ke a dream-a troubl esonme dream

She had wal ked with fear until it had beconme a famliar friend, and, had it
been

bani shed from her side, she would have felt queerly naked and | ost. There had
been tinmes when she had nearly shut her eyes upon the rock walls of a cave,

or

upon the branches of sone tree arched above her, ready to | ose her stubborn
will

to endure, to accept death which followed her |like a hound on the trail of a



fal -deer already wounded by the hunter

Still there was within her that core of determ nation which was the heritage
of

her House—was she not of the bl ood of Torgus? And all in the south dal es of
H gh

Hal | ack had known the Song of Torgus and his victory over the Power of Llan's
Stone. Torgus' House mght not be great in lands or wealth, but in spirit and
strength it nust be reckoned very high indeed.

She raised a hand to brush back a wandering strand of her sun-bleached hair,
sawn of f raggedly at her neck level. Not for any skul ker of the unsettled

| ands

were the gold braided strands of a bower dweller. Now as she drew the knife
back

and forth across the stone she humed the Challenge of Llan on so low a note
t hat none but her own ear mi ght have picked up that thread of sound. There
wer e

none to hear—-she had scouted this place well shortly after dawn. Unl ess one
counted as listener the bl ack-plumged bird which croaked nenacingly fromthe
top of a nearby, winter-tw sted tree.

"So—so— she tested the keenness of the blade on that errant strand of hair
whi ch kept fluttering down into her eyes. The sharpened steel sliced easily

t hrough the strees, leaving a puff of severed hairs between her fingers. She
| oosed her hold and the wi nd swept those fromher. Then she knew a touch of
fear

again. Better—n this country unknown to her—that she had safely buried that
portion of herself. There were old tal es—t+hat powers beyond the reckoning of
her

own people could seize upon hair, nails, the spittle fromone's mouth and use
such for the making of ill magic.

Save that there were none here, she thought, to be feared. Evidences there
wer e,

this close to the Waste, of those who had once held this country—the Ad
Ones.

They had |l eft nonoliths of stone, strange places which beckoned or warned the
spirit.

But those were but the markers of |ong vani shed power or powers. And those
who

had wought with such were | ong since gone. The black bird, as if to deny

t hat ,

cried again its harsh call

"Ha, black one," the girl broke off her humto glance at the bird. "Be not so
bol d. Whuld you take sword agai nst Ua?" Sitting back on her heels, she

pur sed

her lips to give a | ow but carrying whistle.

The bird squawked fiercely as if it well knew whom she so summoned. Then it
arose to swoop down slope, skimmng only a little above the ground.

From the tussocks of green grass (there were no nore sheep on these hills to
nibble it ground short) there arose a furred head. Lips drawn back, the cat
spat, eyes slitted in annoyance as the bird sheered off and was gone with a

| ast

croak of threat.

Wth the vast dignity of her kind the cat trotted on up to Brixia. The girl
raised a palmin greeting. They had been trail conrades and bed mates now for
a

long tinme and she was inwardly flattered that Ua had chosen to conpany her
so

during her ainless wanderings.

"Was the hunting good?" she asked the cat who had now seated herself an arns
di stance away to give close attention to the tongue washi ng of a back | eg.

"O



did the rats nmove on when there were no nore people in that ruin to bring in
food for themto steal?" Talking with Uta gave her her only chance to use her
voi ce during this wary solitary wandering

Settling back, Brixia surveyed the buildings below Judging by the remains
this

had once been a well cultivated dale. The fortified manor with its adjacent
def ense t ower —+hough now roofl ess, bearing signs of fire onits crunbling
wal | s—Aust once have been snug enough. She could count twenty fieldnen's
cottages (nostly fromthe outlines of their walls alone for that was al

whi ch

remai ned to be seen) plus a |larger heap of tunbled stone which m ght have
been

an inn. A road nade a ribbon along which those cottages had been strung. It
had

run, Brixia guessed, straight to the nearest river port. Any traders com ng
into

t hese upper dal es nmust have foll owed that way. In addition those strange and
only partly tol erated people who roaned the Waste, prospecting in the places
of

the A d Ones, would have found this a convenient market place for their

di scoveri es.

She did not know what name those who had lived here had given their

settl enent.

Nor could she nore than guess what had happened to turn it into the
wast el and.

The invaders who had ravaged all H gh Hallack during the war could not have
reached so inland a place. But the war itself had spawned evil which was
nei t her

i nvader nor Dal e, but born of both.

During that tinme when the Dal esman's | evies had been call ed el sewhere,
two- | egged wol ves—the outl aws of the Waste—pill aged and destroyed at will.
Brixia did not doubt that when she went poking bel ow she would find

di sturbing

evi dence of how this settlenment had died. It had been | oot ed—perhaps even the
ruins conbed nore than once. She was not the only sul ker in the wasteways.
Still

she coul d al ways hope that there remained sonething usable—f it were only a
battered nug.

Bri xi a wi ped her hands across her thighs, noting with a small frown that the
stuff of her breeches was so thin over one knee that flesh showed palely

t hrough. Long since she had put aside skirted robe for the greater ease of a
forest runner's wear. She kept her knife in her hand as she reached out for
her

ot her weapon, the stout hunting spear. Its point had been new y sharpened

al so,

and she knew well how to use it.

Her pack she woul d | eave here hidden in the brush. There was no need to

i nger

long in the ruins, in fact perhaps she was wasting tine to even explore. But
U a

woul d have given her warning if anything larger than a rat or a neadow | eaper
laired there, and she could al ways hope for a find. Her spear had conme out of
anot her just such bl asted keep

Though the dale, as far as she could see, seened deserted, Brixia still noved
wi th caution. There m ght be unpl easant surprises in any unknown territory.
Her

life for the past three years taught her the very slimedge which |ay between
life and death.

She closed her mind firmy on the past. It was weakening for the spirit to

try



and remenber how it was once. To live for this day only was what kept one
sane

and alert. That she did |live and had reached this place unharned was, she

t hought, a matter for self congratul ation. The fact that once she had known
such

a keep as hone, worn soft wool, fancifully woven and dyed, over her now
nuscul ar

and fam ne thinned body, no | onger mattered. Even the cl othes she now had
wer e

| oot ed—

Those breeches, worn so thin, were of coarse and harsh material, her jerkin
was

of | eaper skin, cured crudely, then | aced together by her own hands, the
shirt

under she had found in the pack of a dead Dal esman, she having come upon the
site of an outlaw anbush. The Dal esman had taken his enenmies with him She
wor e

the shirt as she nade herself believe as a gift of a brave man. Her feet were
bare, though she had a pair of wooden-sol ed sandals in her pack, ready for

t he

harder trails. Her soles were tough and thick, the nails on her toes rough
and

br oken.

Her hair sprung fromher scalp in an unruly, wiry mass, for she had no conb
but

her fingers. Once it had been the color of apple-ale at its nost potent,

sl eek,

shi ni ng, braided. Now, bleached by the sun, it |ooked nmore |ike autum-killed
grass. But she no | onger possessed any pride in her person, only that she was
strong and cl ever enough to survive.

Ua, Brixia thought fleetingly, as she slipped fromone stand of brush and
tree

to the next (ever alert to any warning, ear, eye or nose mght give), was far
better named "l ady" now. She was large for a house cat. But it might well be
t hat she had never warned herself before any man-set fire—-being feral from
birth. Only then her calmuniting with Brixia would be doubly strange.
Bri xi a had awakened from very uneasy slunber one night near a year gone, as
far

as she coul d reckon, though she kept no cal endar, to di scover Ua seated by
her

fire, the cat's eyes reflecting the light like Iarge reddish coins in the
air.

Brixia had sheltered then in one of the noss-grown, roofless husks of sone
building the A d Ones had | eft. She had di scovered that those drifters she
nmust

nane eneny had little liking for such relics. But there had been no harmin
this

one—ust walls fast returning into the earth.

She had been a little wary of Uta at that first nmeeting. But, save that the
cat's unblinking stare nade her feel that she was being in sone way wei ghed
and

nmeasured, there had been nothing remarkabl e about Uta. Her fur was a deep
gray,

darker on the head, paws and tail—aith a blueish gl eam when the sun touched
it.

And that fur was as thick and soft as sone luxury cloth the traders had once
brought from overseas in the |ost years before the invaders' war tore the
dal es

fromtop to bottom east to west, and broke life apart into shattered pieces
per haps none of the survivors mght ever gather together again.



In that dark face Uta's eyes were strange col or, sonetinmes blue, sonetines
green, but always holding a red spark by night. And those were know ng eyes.
Sonetimes, when they were turned on Brixia, the girl had been
unconf or t abl e—as

at their first neeting—as if, behind the slitted pupils was an intelligence
mat ching her own to study her in serene detachnent.

Grl and cat, they now nade their way to shrubs which formed an overgrown and
unti dy hedge-wall about the larger ruin Brixia had guessed to be an inn

Remai ns

of two walls stood, fire marked and crunbling, no higher than the girl's
shoul der. There was a cellar hole in the ground now near filled, and she had
no

mnd to grub in that.

No—the best hunting ground was the |lord' s domain. Though that woul d have been
the first to be looted, of course. Still if the fire had gotten out of
contro

before the | ooters had finished, then—

Brixia' s head went up. Her nostrils expanded to catch that scent. In the

wi | ds

she depended upon scent as did any of the animals, and, though she did not
realize it, nor ever think about such things nuch, that sense was now far
keener

fromconstant use than it had been before war had nmade of her a rover.

Yes! Burni ng wood!

She dropped to hands and knees, craw ed with a hunter's caution along the

si de

of the inn, seeking a thinner place in that wall of brush which enclosed it.
At

I ength she lay flat, pushing forward the boar spear inch by inch, to lift
back

| ow hangi ng branches and increase her field of vision

Fire at this time of the year, when there had been no stormwth lightning to
set a spark, could only mark a canp of humans, Wich in this country usually
nmeant —eut | aws. That some who had once lived here might have drifted back to
see

what coul d be sal vaged— She consi dered that possibility and did not

al t oget her

dismiss it.

But even if the village Dal esmen had returned they could be her enem es now.
They need only catch sight of her for her to be their quarry. To their eyes
in

her present ragged state she was no different than the outlaws who had
despoi |l ed

t hem before. They might well take her for the scout of another such band.
Though Brixi a searched the scene before her with close attenti on she saw no
signs of any canmp. The house was, she decided, too destroyed to provide

shel ter.

However, the tower still stood, and, though its wi ndow slits were unshuttered
to

the wind and storns and nust have been so for a long tine, the rest presented
an

appearance of being less ill used.

Wioever sheltered here nust be in the tower. She had no nore than decided

t hat

when there was novenent in the doorway and soneone advanced into the open
Brixi a tensed.

A boy—dndersi zed-his fair head near as unkenpt as her own. But his clothing
was

whol e and | ooked in good condition. That was dark green breeches, boots, and
hi s



jerkin was of metal rings sewed on to | eather, provided with sleeves to his
wists. He wore a sword belt and, in the scabbard, a blade with a plain hilt.
As she watched, he threw back his head, put his fingers to his |Iips and

whi stled. Uta stirred, and then, before Brixia could stop her, the cat

fl ashed

out of hiding and sped into the courtyard before the keep, her tail banner
hi gh.

But it was not she al one who answered that sumons. A horse trotted from
around

the tower and canme to the boy, dropping its head to butt against his chest,
whil e fingers scratched the root of its forel ock caressingly.

Ua had cone into full view of the boy and now she sat down, prinly folding
her

tail end over her front paws; turning on him Brixia was sure, that sane
measuri ng gaze which she used with the girl fromtinme to tinme. She, herself,
was

unwontedly irritated at the desertion of the cat. For so long Ua had been
her

only conpani on—Bri xi a had cone to think of her as she mi ght a conrade of her
own

species. Yet now the cat had gone from under her very hand to visit with the
stranger.

The girl's frown grew the sharper. There was not hing here for her—-no chance
to

go searching for any useful |loot. Wat remained, if anything did, would be
di scovered by this intruder. Best slip away as soon as she m ght and | eave
U a

to her fate. After all it |ooked as if the cat wished to change her

al | egi ance.

The boy | ooked down at the cat. Now he | oosed the horse and went to one knee,
hi s hand out str et ched.

"Pretty Lady— he spoke with the accent of the upper dales, and his words
wer e

startling to the listening girl. It had been so |long since she had heard any
voi ce except her own.

" Come—tady—

"Jartar?"

She saw the boy's body stiffen as he glanced back over his shoul der at the

t ower

door.

"Jartar— That other voice was |ow and there was sonmething in it—Brixia

cr ooked

her armto rest her chin as she lay in hiding—even her breath slow and |ight.
Two of themat |east. She had better not try to nove yet—even though she was
nearly sure that the craft she had | earned by force of need was equal to
covering any retreat.

The boy stood up, went back in the tower. Wth a toss of its head the horse
anbl ed over the stone pavenent, heading toward a good stand of grass. But Uta
trotted toward that same doorl ess opening in the stone.

Brixia felt a small warnth of anger within her. They had so much—el ot hing, a
sword, a horse-she had had nothing but Ua. Now it seemed she m ght even | ose
the cat. This was the time to get away. Still she made no nove to slip back
as

qui etly as she had cone.

She had been alone for so long. Wile she knew that safety now lay only in

| onel i ness, yet nenory stirred. She watched the tower door with a certain

wi st ful ness. The boy had not | ooked formi dable. He wore a sword—but who in
this

| and did not carry such weapons as he could find? O late there was no | aw,
no



mght of Dale lord to offer protection. Safety one carried in one's own
hands,

in the strength and dexterity of one's body. However, though she had heard
only

one voice calling out of the tower, that had the deep tone of a man's, it did
not signify that there mght not be nore than one therein.

Prudence denanded that she creep away at once. Only—there was a need, born of
a

starvation of spirit, which was eating at her as m ght starvation of her
spare

body. She wanted to hear voi ces—see sonmeone—Brixi a had not known how deep
was

that desire until this noment.

Folly, Brixia told herself sternly. Yet she yielded to that folly, noment by
nmonent. One of those nonents proved her withdrawal already too |ate.

Movement in the door. Uta, who had reached the edge of that, w thdrew by a
graceful leap to the pavenent without, sitting tail over paws again. Then the
boy issued forth, but this tine he half supported a conpani on

A tall man, at |east beside the boy he seened tall. He wal ked oddly,
shanbl i ng,

his head bent forward as if he stared at the ground as he cane. His arns
swung

| oosely fromhis shoul ders and, though, like the boy he wore nmail (his being
a

wel | -made shirt of it—nAot crude ring and | eather stuff), his belt scabbard
hel d

no sword. He was w de of shoul der, narrow of waist and hip. H s hair had been
cropped, but not too recently, for it curled behind his ears and down a
little

on his neck, swept back fromhis sun browned forehead. That hair was very
dar k,

and so were his brows which slanted upwards at the far corners. There was a
cast

to his features which Brixia's troubled nmenory noted. Once, a long tinme ago,
she

had seen such a man—

There had been a story about hi mshe groped for the first tine in nmany

nont hs,

deliberately stirring up nenory she had sought to deaden. Yes! \Wat had they
said in whispers about that other man—a lord fromthe west who had spent a
single night in the keep, sitting at neat in the high seat of an honored
guest

at her father's right hand? He was—hal f bl ood! Triunphantly her rusty menory
produced the term she want ed—ene of those the Dal es fol k | ooked upon askance
but

trod softly about—ene whose fathers had wed strange | adi es—people of the Ad
Ones—nApst of whom had | ong ago | eft Hi gh Hallack, fading away toward the
north

or west where no sensible man would want to follow There were al ways

whi spers

about the hal f-bl ood—+hey were said to have powers which only they
under st ood.

But her father had wel coned that lord in open friendship and had seened
honor ed

that he stayed beneath their roof.

Now she saw that there was a difference between that man in her blurred
nenory

and this one who cane fromthe ruined tower. He did not raise his head to

| ook

about him as he advanced a few steps, but halted to stand quietly, stil



staring

at the pavenment. There was a curious enptiness in his face. He had no sign of
beard (perhaps that also was a mark of his ancestry) and his nouth opened
slackly, though his chin was well set. If it had not been for that enptiness
mrrored in his lack of all expression he m ght have been considered a

wel | -favored man.

The boy held himby the arm drew himal ong, the nan obeying docilely and
never

| ooking up. Bringing himto where there was a tunble of stones, his conpani on
gently forced himto be seated there.

"It is a fair morning— To Brixia's hearing the boy's voice was strained, the
words tunbl ed out too fast, sounded too |loud. "W are hone at Eggarsdale, ny
lord, truly at Eggarsdal e~ The boy gl anced about him gl ancing up and around
as

i f he sought some aid.

"Jartar— For the first tine the man spoke. Hi s head cane up, though there
was

no change in the dull cast of his face as he called that word aloud.' 'Jartar—
"Jartar is—gone, ny lord." The boy caught at the man's chin, strove to bring
t he

slanted eyes up to nmeet his own. Though the nman's head noved unresistingly in
that hold, Brixia could see there was no change, no |lightening of the
deadness

in that set stare.

"We are honme, ,ny lord!" The boy's hands went to the man's shoul ders, shook
hi m

The body in that hold yielded linply to the force of his shaking. Still the
man

did not resist, nor show that he recogni zed either boy, words, or the place
in

which he sat. Wth a sigh his young conpani on stepped back, again | ooking
about

the courtyard as if to sunmon up sonme aid which would break what |ay upon his
lord like a spell

Then he knelt, took the man's hands in his, held themtightly against his
breast.

"My lord," Brixia thought he used a vast effort to keep his voice even, "this
is

Eggarsdale." He forned each word slowy and distinctly, speaking as he m ght
to

one who was deaf but might hear a little if one took good care. "You are in
your

own place, ny lord. W are safe, ny lord. Your own safe place, you are hone."
U a arose, stretched, noved |ightfooted across the pavenent towards man and
boy.

Coming to the right side of the man she reared, setting her forepaws on his
thigh to l ook up at him

For the first tine there was a change in that face so lacking in any sign of
intelligence or enotion. The nman's head turned slowy. He m ght have been
righting against an obstructing force in order to nove at all. But he did not
face the cat. The boy's visible surprise becanme demandi ng concentration

i ncluding both cat and man in the intentness of his gaze.

Hs lord s |ips wrked. The man m ght be fighting to produce words which he
was

unabl e to speak. For a |long nmoment he continued so. Then he |ost that neasure
of

faint attention, if attention it had been. Once nore his face enptied, was

t he

mrror of a ruined mnd, as broken as the remmants of what the boy had call ed
hi s hone.



Ut a dropped from her place at his knee, eyed the down w nging of a butterfly,
to

bound away after that w th playful ness she sel dom di spl ayed. The boy | oosened
the man's hands, sprang after the cat, but she skinmred neatly between his
reachi ng hands, slipped away between two stones.

"Puss—puss! " He dodged around the stones, hunting and calling frenziedly, as
i f

to regain sight of the cat were the nost inportant thing in the world.

Brixia smled wyly. She could have told himhis efforts were in vain. Ua
went

her own way. The cat nust have been curious about the people in the tower.
Now

that the curiosity was satisfied they m ght never see her again.

"Puss!" the boy pounded with his fist on top of part of the tunbled wall.
"Puss!

| |he knew, for a m nute—by the Fangs of Oxtor, he knew " He threw back his
head

and cried that last aloud Iike a battle shout. "Puss—he knew—you nust cone
agai n—you must!"

Though he said that with all the intensity of a w se-wonan evoki ng one of the
Powers, he had no answer. Brixia realized what the boy wanted. That faint
interest of the man in the curious cat nmust nmean a great deal to his
conpani on.

Maybe it was the first response his | ord had shown to anything since wound or
illness had reduced himto this husk. So the boy wanted Uta to hand as a hope—
Brixia stirred alittle. So engrossed was that other in his own web of hopes
and

fears, she felt that he might rise to her feet and wal k away in the open

wi thout his noting her. And she should w thdraw—enly now a curiosity perhaps
akin to Ua's kept her where she was. Though her wariness had eased a

littl e—she

saw in these two no i nmedi ate open threat to herself.

"Puss— the boy's voice died away al nost despairingly.

The man shifted a little and, as the boy turned towards him he raised his
head.

There was no change on his dead face, but he began to sing as a songsnith

m ght

voi ce a song for a hall feast.

"Down cane the Power
By El dor cast -
Fi erce pride,
Strength nmeant to |ast.
Qut of the dark
At his cal
Cane that to nmake him
Lord of all.
But Zarsthor bared the Sword of M nd
Rai sed WIIl's shield,
Vowed by Deat h, heat and heart,
Not to Yield.
St ar Bane bl azed,
Gimand bright
Dar kness tri unphed
Over Light,
Zarsthor's land fallow lies,
Hs fields stark bare.
None may guess in aftertine
Who hel d Lordship there.



Thus by the shane of
El dor's pride
Death and ruin cane to ride
The stars have swung—
Is the tine ripe
To face once nore
the force of night?
Who dares cone in dark and shane
To test the force of Zarsthor's Bane?"

The poor verse might linp, sounding little better than the untutored riddling
of

an unlettered | andman, yet there was sonething in his singing which made
Brixia

shiver. Zarsthor's Bane she had never heard of. However nearly every dal e had
its own | egends and stories. Some never spread beyond the hills which
encircled

that particular holding. The boy halted. H s incredul ous expressi on once nore
becarme one of excited hope.

"Lord Marbon!"

Only his joyous hail had just the opposite effect. The nan's vacant face once
nore turned downward. However, now his hands noved restlessly, plucking at

t he

breast of his mail shirt.

"Lord Marbon!" the boy repeated.

The man's head turned a little to the right, as one who |istened.

"Jartar—=2"

"NO" the boy's hands clenched into fists. "Jartar is dead. He has been dead
and

rotting this twelfth nonth and nore! He is dead, dead, dead—do you hear ne!
He

is dead!"

The [ ast word echoed bl eakly through the ruins.

2

I T WAS UTA who broke the silence following the dying away of that resounding
and

despairing word. The cat crouched to face that portion of the hedge behind
whi ch

Brixia flattened in hiding. Fromher furred throat sounded what was near the
screamof a a tormented wonan. Brixia had heard such a shriek before—t was
Ua's challenge. But that it was ainmed at her cane as a shock

The boy whirled, his hand sl apping down on the hilt of his sword in instant
reaction. There was no chance now for Brixia to slip away—she had waited far
t oo

long. Wiile to continue to lie here only to be routed out of hiding like the
cowardly skul ker they mght well deem her—No! That she would not wait for
She arose, pushed through a thin place in that hedging, to advance into the
open, her spear ready in her hand. Since there was no arrow on any bow string
to

provi de nenace, she believed her spear was fair answer to the other's sword.
U a had faced about after that betrayal, staring round-eyed at the boy. H's
face

was taut, wary. Now his sword was out of the scabbard.

"Who are you?" There was wariness in his sharp demand al so.

Her nanme woul d nmean nothing to him During the past nonths of solitary



wanderi ng

it had come to nmean little to her either. She was far fromthe dale of her
birth, even fromany territory where nam ng her House m ght have some proper
identification. Since she had never heard of Eggarsdale it was logical to
suppose that such an isol ated western hol di ng woul d never have heard in turn
of

Moor achdal e or the House of Trogus which had ruled there before all ended in
a

day of bl ood and fl ane.

"A wanderer— she began, then wondered if answering that demand at all would
in

a small way weaken her position

"A woman!" He sl apped his sword back into its sheath. "Are you of Shaver's
get —or Hanel' s—he had a daughter or two—

Brixia stiffened. The tone of his voice—Pride she had forgotten nade her
stand

straight. She m ght have the outward seem ng of some field wench (which he
had

certainly deemed her by his manner) but she was hersel f-Brixia of Trogus
House.

And where was that now? There was a ruin as snoke bl ackened and desol ate as
t hi s—Aot hi ng el se.

"I have no tie with this land," she said quietly, but her |evel return gaze
was

a challenge. "If you seek sone field wonman of your |ord' s hol di ng—+ook

el sewhere." She added no title of respect to that statenent.

"Wl f head wench!" The boy's lip curled. He drew back a step, taking his stand
before his lord in a gesture of defense. H s eyes darted right, then left,
striving to seek who else mght lie in conceal ment.

"Those are your words," she returned. It was as she had thought, he believed
her

one of an outlaw band. "G ve not any nane to another, youngling, until you
are

sure." Brixia put into that all she could sunmon of the proper

di st ance- speech

she had once known. A Lady of the Hol ding would speak so in answer to such

i mpertinence.

He stared at her. But before he could reply, his lord noved, got to his feet.
Over the boy's slightly hunched shoul der his dull eyes regarded the girl

wi t hout

i nterest, or perhaps even not seeing her at all.

"Jartar delays— The man lifted one hand to his forehead. "Wy does he not
cone?

It is needful we be on the march before nooni ng—

"Lord," his eyes still on the girl, the boy backed another step, putting his
left hand on his lord's arm "it is time to rest. You have been ill, later we
shal | ride—=

The man noved inpatiently, shook off that touch

"There will be no nore resting— a shadow of firmess deepened his voice.
"There
can be no resting until the deed is done, until we have the ancient power
agai n.

Jartar knows the way-—where is he?"

"Lord, Jartar is—=

But though the boy once nore grasped at the other's arm the man paid no
attention to him There was again a shadow of awareness on his face, a
lifting

of that cloud of dull unreason. Ua trotted toward the pair of them cone to
stand before the lord. Now the cat uttered a soft sound.

"Yes— Exerting hinself, the man pushed aside the boy, went to one knee on



t he

paverent and held out both hands to the cat. "By Jartar's know edge we can
go,

is it not so?" He asked that question, not of his human conpani on, but of the
cat. His eyes met those of the animal with the same unblinking stare as Ua
could focus for as long and steadily as she wi shed.

"You know al so, furred one. Have you perhaps cone as a sendi ng?" The nman
nodded.

"When Jartar is with us—then we shall go. Go— The slight animation he had
shown

began to fail, know edge slipped visibly away fromhim He was |like a nman
swiftly overcone by slunber he could not fight.

The boy caught at his shoul ders.

"Lord— He | ooked beyond the man he supported to the girl.

There was such hostility in the glare he turned upon her that Brixia took a
stronger grip on her spear. It was as if he hated the sight of her enough to
open attack. Then a flash of understanding cane to her. He was noved by
shame—shane that soneone should see his lord so bereft of his senses.
Instinctively, at that noment, she al so guessed that for her to nake any sort
of

a nove, say anything which would show she did understand, might in turn
render

matters worse. Totally at a loss Brixia net the boy's glare with what calm
she

could summon. She wet her lips with tongue tip, but said nothing.

For a very long nonment they stood thus and then his glare becane a tw sted
scow .

"CGet out! Go— W have nothing left worth the stealing!" He nmade anot her
gesture

towards his sword.

Brixia' s tenper flared. Why that order seened like a lash laid across her
face

she coul d not have told. These two were nothing to her. She had seen
suffering

and troubl e enough, and had | earned that in order to survive, she nust go her
own way-—al one.

But she curbed that tenper. Wth a shrug, she retreated toward the hedge from
whi ch she had energed, caution telling her not to turn her back on the pair.
Though she, nor no one el se, need have anything to fear fromthe man.

The boy had himon his feet again, was urging himback towards the tower door
with a steady nmurmur of encouragenment pitched too | ow now for Brixia to hear
She wat ched t hem di sappear before she went al so.

It would be wise to |leave the dale entirely, she told herself as she clinbed
t he

sl ope towards the ridge top. Yet she nmade no nove to go. An expertly flung

st one

stunned one of the |leapers in the grass, and she dressed the | ean body
skillfully, saving the skin to be worked upon at her |eisure. Six such would
forma short cloak and she had three already green cured and rolled within

t he

journey bag at her hidden campsite.

Knowi ng that she might not be the only one to have narked those canped in the
ruins, she took extra precautions at conceal ment herself. Had any outl aws
seen

t he horse, the sword the boy wore—that would be | oot enough to draw down a
smal |

raid. Brixia wondered if the boy realized how dangerous his canp anong the
forgotten hold buildings nmight really be. She shrugged. If he did not it was
no

responsibility of hers to correct that ignorance.



As she built her small fire of carefully sel ected wood which would give the

| east possible snoke, and then used a spark from her prized snapper to |light
it,

her thoughts were with the two below. Brixia was reasonably sure there were
only

t wo.

The boy named this Eggarsdal e and spoke of it as home. His Lord was plainly
unable to care for hinself-how then did they propose to exist? Yes, there was
gane of a sort to be found. But w thout a bow one had to have dexterity with
a

throwing stone to bring a | eaper down. She had near starved-had eaten grubs
and

chewed on grass—until luck favored her and she had | earned enough to remain
alive. Wiile a single | eaper made hardly a full meal for one at best.

Brixia turned those bits of her own catch she had spitted in the heat of the
fire, to be half cooked before she tore at themhungrily, and sat back on her
heel s. Though she had had no time to explore the | ong overgrown garden

pat ches

bel ow she could well guess that few edible plants had seeded, or rerooted

t hensel ves during what was doubtl ess years of abandonnment. There were herbs
one

could cull, and that she had done when and where she could. But those, if

t hey

could be found, would not show in any quanity. Unless those two had cone
suppl i ed—how were they to fare?

Brixia turned her stick spits again, jealous of the fire which sputtered and
| eaped under the spill of juices she had no way of catching. Her nmouth filled
with saliva as she smelled the roasting neat.

There was a small sound to draw her attention to the opposite side of the
fire.

"Unfriend," she said, eyeing Ua sternly. "If you have changed your House
Shield, lady, then go there and ask for a guest place at the great table—one
not to ne." Still she flipped one of her nmeat sticks up, stripped its burden

of f, using a leaf to shield her fingers, letting the half-seared chunks lie on
a

second leaf for Ua to take or refuse.

The cat sat waiting for the neat to cool enough to mouth. Yet she gl anced
only

now and then at the offering, rather watching Brixia the while in that

di sconcerting unblinking manner. The girl shifted. It was only Uta's

way—t her e

was no reason to feel that in sone fashion her own thoughts were being conbed
and shifted.

"Yes, go to them Uta. The big one seens to |like you well enough."

The girl narrowed her own eyes and stared as straightly back at the cat.
Ua's

actions in regard to the man had puzzled her. Not for the first tine she

wi shed

there was sone way of communication possible between them Before that desire
had been born of her own loneliness—at those tinmes when that had fornmed a
prison

for her. Then the physical presence of the cat had not been enough to bani sh
t he

girl's dark thoughts, Brixia had | onged for another voi ce—+o0 shake her out of
such achi ng enpti ness.

Now she wi shed speech because of curiosity. In some way Uta had been able to
pi erce the clouded mnd of this Lord Marbon—+o bring himinto sone neasure of
awar eness. Why—and how?

Brixia took up a skewer and waved it in the air, cooling the nmeat it inpaled
enough to chew at it.



"What did you do to him Uta?" she asked. "He is as one nmoon-blasted. Did it
cone froma wound, | wonder, or sone trick of the invaders? Perhaps a fever—
Who

is this Jartar upon whom he calls, and who the boy says is dead?" She chewed
vi gorously at the tough neat. Uta was eating, too, and had not even | ooked up
at

her questi ons.

That song—+t could not be any of a swordsmith's maki ng—erude, il

fashi oned—i ke

it had been done by someone without skill, only a driving purpose. Brixia was
slightly surprised at the turn of her own thoughts. But to her those carried
t he

sense of truth. Purpose in that song? Zarsthor's Bane—what el se had the song
named it? Star bane.

Soneone cal l ed Zarsthor had taken up the sword against a foe and had been
destroyed because the eneny had had this weapon. Brixia shook her head. There
were | egends in many about old wars and struggles. Al of themheld a small
kernel of truth, but a truth which meant nothing today. Unless the dark touch
of

Zarsthor's Bane still lay upon this dale.

Not hi ng was entirely inprobable anong the dales of Hi gh Hallack. The Ad
Ones,

before they had withdrawn fromthe | ands bordering the great sea (fading
northward or westward beyond the Waste itself), had strange know edge and
many

powers. There were places to be shunned and ot her places—She stopped eating
as

a sudden flash of menory struck her with such intensity that it was al nost as
i f

she herself had been whirled away in both tine and di stance.

The afternoon that they had fled from Moorachdal e' s keep, when the warning
came

that the defense could no | onger hold, Brixia's breathing quickened.

Runni ng—unni ng through the twilight—the soon-cone | eaping of destroying
fire

behi nd, the screanms and shouts—It seemed that at this nmonent she could fee
again a sharp pain beneath her ribs, that in her |eg—as she fought agai nst

t he

drag of her long skirt, fear sour in her nouth.

On—dp to the ridge. Kuniggod had run beside her, urging her on. Kuni ggod—
Brixia's face twisted at that nenory. She wanted to thrust it away from

her —ar

away—but nenory woul d not now be deni ed. Kuni ggod, who had risen from her bed
wheezi ng and coughing fromthe Deep Chill, but who had made sure her

nur sel i ng

was out and away before death fought its way to the door of the |adies

bower —4si ng the inner stair of the hall—+the bolt hole gate.

They had run through the night, apart from any others who had broken free.
Thus

Kuni ggod had | ed her to that narrow way anong tall stones where they had
stunbl ed along, clinging to each other, Brixia then half witless with fear
She

had been so unknowi ng of the way which they were taking that they had cone
into

that Pl ace before she noted truly what was about them

No dal esbl ood willingly sought the sites which the O d Ones had once cl ai ned
for

their own purposes—not unless such a seeker was a Wse Wmnman al ready | earned
in

some of the unwitten knowl edge. Even then that Wse Wnan wal ked softly and



with great care, for there were malific powers to be faced—sonetines rising
wi t hout warning. Save that Brixia had always heard it whispered that such

pl ague

spots of the Dark had their own warning atnmospheres and could be snelled, or
felt, before the foolish were full into their nets.

Wher e Kuni ggod had gui ded her was one of those shunned places, yet it seened
that her old nurse had had know edge of it. For as she had sunk, coughi ng,
with

tearing gasps for breath in between, the worman had clutched at Brixia,
hol di ng

her with all the strength she could sumon when the girl, coming to her
senses,

woul d have run forth again.

"Stay— she had gasped. "This is—ot—ef—-any evil =

Then Kuni ggod had fallen forward on her face so that Brixia had in turn knelt
to

gat her her into her arms, hold her, while the woman choked and struggled for
breath. The girl knew that her old nurse could go no farther, nor could she
go

on and | eave her. So she had huddl ed under the gl ow of a nmoon which was far
t oo

full and bright—for it appeared to hang directly above themshow ng her every
detail of the place.

It did not forma true circle she perceived by a closer study. Rather stones
of

a silvery gray-white, which shimrered in this light, formed two crescents,
their

poi nted horns sonme di stance from each ot her—eaving so two entrances to the
i nner part where the refugees crouched. Those stones were not rough, rather
had

been smoot hed before being set so. Brixia could see that there were lines
traced

near the top of each. But whether those forned some design, or were the
remai ns

of inscriptions too weather worn to be any longer read, the girl could not
tell.

However, the |onger she studied those stones the nore the |ight appeared to
curdle and cling about them They nmight, to her fear dazzl ed eyes, be giant
candl es, their light exuding fromthe sides as well as fromthose crowns
wher e

wi cks shoul d have been. Yet the light in the stones did not spread far beyond
them only furnished a glow to cloak each pillar

Looki ng upon those steady glimers of light Brixia's first fear of the
unknown

had sl owy seeped away. Her heart, which had pounded so fiercely as Kuni ggod
had

drawn her here, slowed its beat. She began, without realizing, to breathe
bot h

nore deeply and quietly. From sonewhere came a nunbing, a |assitude, which
oddl y

conforted her. Her head nodded, she felt pleasantly drowsy, content.

At length she nust have slid down to lie, Kuniggod' s head still pillowed on
her

arm feeling as safe as if she rested behind the drawn curtains of her own
bed.

And so lying she fell gently into a deep sl eep.

When Bri xia had aroused the next norning she still lay with Kuniggod, and it
had

taken her time to realize where she was and what had happened to her. No
stark



fear returned to assail her. A curtain had dropped between her and what had
happened the ni ght before—as if years of time separated one part of her life
from anot her. She had sensed a new strength, the restlessness of purpose

whi ch

she coul d not understand, but her ignorance did not bother her

Nor had the girl felt nore than a shadow of sorrow when she knew t hat

Kuni ggod' s

spirit had left her. Brixia had placed her nurse's hands together on that
qui et

breast, kissed her forehead. Then she had stood and | ooked at the pillars. In
the Iight of norning they were sinple stone. Still there continued to abide
in

her this peace, or an absence of enotion—a new freedom from her fears. She
knew

then that it lay within her to survive—that survival in fact was demanded of
her

for a purpose which was not clear.

Whet her that peace was of good or ill, she did not question. In that dawn

l'i ght

it gave her the strength to go on living, and enough of it she bore with her
as

shi el d and support through what |ay ahead.

Now i n this canp above Eggarsdal e Brixia sat gazing into the flames and
wonderi ng. What had worked in her during that night she had spent encircled
by

t he doubl e sign of the new noon? Wiy had that nenory now returned to her so
exactly and in such vivid detail at this moment when sonehow she had never
desired to recall it before? Wiy did it seemthat all which |ay before that
hour

was of very little account in her life, rather that what she had done since
had

nor e neani ng—woul d be of use to her?

Why—and why—and why—?

"There are many whys," she said aloud to Uta. The cat was washi ng her face,
but

at Brixia's words she stopped the swing of her paw, |ooked over at the girl
"I am Brixia of the House of Torgus—er am|l still, Ua? On, | do not nean the
wearing of fine wool, the sitting in a seat of honor, the saying to man and
woman—€o t hi s—and having it done. Those are not the signs truly of House
birth.

Look upon ne," she | aughed and was startled, realizing howlong it had been

since she had voiced such a sound. "I | ook as such as m ght beg neat froma
feasting, or be stoned froma village by those mnded not to treat with
suspi ci ous wanderers. Yet it is true, | amBrixia of the House of Torgus—and

that only I nyself can take from ne—by sone act so unworthy of ny heritage

t hat

I must judge nyself and render punishment thereafter."

"Your young friend in the valley rendered outward judgment upon me, Uta." She
shook her head. "I thought | had thrown aside pride as a useless thing. Pride
does not put food in the mouth, covering on the back, keep breath within
one's

body. Not that kind of pride. Perhaps | have rather the need to say 'you
cannot

def eat nme—you shadow of fear!' That is the kind of pride you walk with, U a.

I

think it is a good pride."

She nodded enphatically. Still in the girl stirred a core of discontent. She
had

renenbered too nuch, even though it was clouded and far away. And how t hat
boy



had | ooked at her—that now began to sting nore than it had even when it first
t ouched her.

"So be it!" Brixia balled her right hand into a fist and drove that into the
cup

of her left palm "Those two are nothing to ne, Ua. Nor can their thoughts
touch ne now. W shall be off with the norning comng and | eave themto |ord
it

over their tunbled bl ocks of stone.”

What she said was the best of good sense. Still—

As Brixia went about making her preparations for a night's canp—finding a

br eak

in the ridge which was nearly half a cave and covering its floor with dried
| eaves and grass for the kind of nest she had cone to use for her tenporary
| odgi ng pl aces, she paused now and then to glance at the tower bel ow. Now she
did not skulk or attenpt to conceal her presence. For she was sure that the
boy

had no reason to seek her out, his care for his lord would occupy himfully.
She wat ched himcome fromthe tower, take the horse to where a streamran
After

t he ani mal had drunk, he led it back into a walled field. Then he went again
to

the stream side, bringing along a | eather saddl e bottle which he filled and
carried back to the tower. Never did he | ook up, she night already be w ped
from

his mnd

Sonehow, that, too, was |like a prick against tender skin. Though why she
shoul d

care, Brixia did not understand. H s unconcern made her nore bold. She took
no

cover as she herself went to that streamw th her own worn water carrier. And
she Iingered to wash her face and her neck, wi shing that there was a poo

her eabout s whi ch she could use for a mrror. Though perhaps it was just as
wel |

there was not, she decided as she conbed through her thatch of hair with her
fingers, picking out bits of leaf and twig |l eft by her journey through the
hedge.

Why she |ingered—even arranged to canp here for the night—Brixia could not
understand. Her stay had no purpose, yet, when she tried to plan going on
there

was an uneasi ness in her which would not let her |eave that bed for far

Restl essly she prow ed al ong the ridge above. Even when she, al npst
absent m ndedl y, brought down another |eaper she took no pleasure in her skil
or

such excel l ent unexpected addition to her supplies.

When Brixia returned to her nest place, she found Ua crouched on the crown
of

one of the rocks which fornmed its sides—the cat's head fixed so that she

| ooked,

not down at the tower, but rather along the ridge itself to the westward
wher e

the dal e opened its other throat upon the dreaded Waste.

"What is it?" Brixia had seen that concentration in Ua before, and she had
f ast

| earned what it mght well portend.

Though the girl's senses, trained by the |ife as she was follow ng, were
keener

than nost of her kind, they were sadly linmted conpared to the cat's. Brixia
rai sed her head, used sight and her sense of snell, as well as hearing, for
t he

task of finding what was serious enough to keep Uta so absorbed.



There was a trail of snoke fromone vent in the tower. Those sheltering there
apparently did not know the trick of picking the right dried wood to give as
little sign of a fire as possible, or else they did not care if their
occupation

was noticed. No, not the Keep—then—

The girl dropped down in the shadow of the rocks, staying on her knees, the
standi ng stone favored by U a pressing agai nst her |eft shoul der, exposing as
little of her body as she could while she surveyed the dale. There were the
br oken wal |l s which had marked the fields, the gardens, and the crop pl aces.
Brush made a thin screen, spreading ever farther, along sonme of those walls.
To

the west the fields ended in a copse of wood which no sight, unless it be

t hat

of a bird, could penetrate.

But up out of that wood now burst birds. Those wheel ed and cal |l ed hoarsely.
Bri xi a snatched up her spear. She knew meani ng of such al arm signs very well.
There was an intruder in the wods—and these birds had very little to fear
save—nan!

I ntruders—om ng out of the waste? Had they been of the same party as the two
bel ow surely they would have ridden in fromthe east followi ng the old road.
Qutl aws—+ats and wol ves fromthe Waste gathering to gain what scant pickings
m ght still lie here—even as she had earlier thought to conmb the ruins.

Rats and wol ves they m ght be-but they had fangs and cl aws!

A boy with a sword—a nman with blasted w ts—and neither given any warni ng.

The two were nothing to her. And what had she—a knife thinned near to the
poi nt

of breaki ng when she put any pressure on it—a hunting spear? It would be
folly—+ank folly—

Her thoughts hammered at her. But she was already slipping away from her

hi di ng

hol e, headi ng down sl ope, using every fraction of cover craft she knew.

Besi de

her Uta crept with the same caution

This act was folly, but somehow she was bound to it.

3

KNOW NG VELL that the tower must already be under observation by those hiding
in

the wood which lay in the opposite direction fromthe way she hersel f had

t aken,

Brixia crouched in the last bit of cover considering her next nove. It was

pl ai n

she nmust conme into the open in order to reach that shadowed door. If she were
only Ua now—

Ua! A furry head nudged agai nst her arm and she gl anced at the cat who eyed
her

intently in return. Then Uta noved to the right, nelting in her owmn way into
t he

tangl e of brush. Perforce Brixia went on hands and knees after her

struggling

to force a path through that mat of vegetation

Stone broke the wall of brush—the foot of the wall which had once been the
out er

defense of the keep. It was roughly laid, one unsnoothed bl ock placed upon
another. Uta used it as a | adder, clinbing fromone pawhold to the next on



her
way to the top.
Brixia ran her hands over the sane space. There were cracks and crevices

enough

to provide her with a neans of ascent. She hesitated, her hands pl anted
firmy

agai nst the stone. Folly! She could still turn back—+each the upper sl opes of

t he dal e unseen. Wy was she doing this?

She had no answer save that some conpul sion deep within kept her to it.

Sl i ngi ng

her spear across her shoul der by the thong which held it during her travels,
t he

girl put her fingers and toes to searching out a | adder way of her own.

Ua flattened her furry body on the top of the wall, peering down as if she
wi shed to know whet her Brixia followed her or not before she went on. As
Brixia

did start to clinb, the cat, with a flirt of her tail, vanished.

Wul d the ruins of the manor cl oak her passing over the wall fromthose in

t he

copse? Brixia had no idea, she could only hope so. Listening, she could stil
hear the clanmor of the disturbed birds, and she judged fromthat the skul kers
were yet under cover.

On the other side of the wall stretched the paved courtyard which fronted
bot h

the fortified, and now half razed, house, and the tower at its side. Brixia
dropped, having chosen to land in sone rankly grow ng vegetation rooted bel ow
in

a patch of w nd gathered soil

From that she made a dash to the shattered side of the house, noving beside
it

until there remained only a last crossing of the open to reach the tower

door.

U a was before her, just disappearing into that opening. Brixia took a deep
breath, and unslung her spear. She had no intention of entering there w thout
her weapon to hand. It mght be that she would not be judged a friend—er at

| east an ally.

A sprint took her to the door, she dodged inside before any sound she had
made

could act as warning. The dusk within was only partly dispelled by a hearth
fire. Near that sat the man, watching the flames, U a beside him But the boy
was on his feet, facing her, bared steel in hand.

Bri xi a hastened to speak before he could nove. She wanted no struggle wth
hi m

"There are lurkers in the wood. Your fire snoke drew t hem perhaps— She waved
one hand to the hearth, the spear ready held in the other. "Or you might even
have been trailed here. You have a horse, there's his mail," now she gestured
to

the man, "those al one would be lures for any outlaw "

"What's it to you?" the boy demanded.

"Not hi ng. Save that | amno wol fhead." Brixia retreated a step. Her thoughts
were confused. Wiy had she allied herself with these two who i ndeed neant
nothing to her?

The boy watched her even as he noved in turn to stand before the man as a
shi el d.

"You stand alone,"” Brixia continued, "as far as any fight is concerned.
They' ||

lick you up as easily as Uta takes a nouse, and far nore speedily, for they
do

not hunt for sport."

H s expression of wariness did not change. "And if | do not believe you?"



She shurugged. "Have it your way then. | do not put iron at your back to urge
you into battle." She glanced around the chanber in which they had taken

r ef uge.
Against the wall to her right was a steep flight of stairs leading up to the
next story. This room had a bench against one wall, a stool on which the man

sat, a pair of saddl e bags. Two cl oaks had been used on top of hacked
branches

and grass to forma pair of beds. That was all.

Her eyes cane back to the bench. That offered a forlorn chance, but it was
al |

they had. She did not believe that they could dare to retreat now+the boy

m ght

be able to nove under cover, but burdened by the man—o—

"That," she pointed with the spear to the bench, "can go across the door—f
you

had not the fire you night have hidden up there," she nodded to the stair.
"That's if they did not trail you in and know just how few they face."

He thrust his sword back in its scabbard and was al ready headi ng toward the
bench. Brixia slung her spear and went to the other end of that. The boy

| ooked

up at her as he bent over to take a hold.

"Let be! W do not need you! | stand by Lord Marbon—=

"Do so. However, though | have no lord to fight for, | still have ny own
life."

She caught the other end of the bench and heaved. Shuffling together they
brought it to forma |ow barrier when placed across the doorway—a nearly
usel ess

one the girl privately thought.

"I'f only—= The boy glanced to the man by the fire. It appeared to Brixia that
he

was not speaking to her, rather voicing some thought. Then his attention
returned to her and there was an open scow on his face. He laced his fingers
t oget her, cracking his knuckl es.

He spoke again—as if the words were pulled out of himby forceful extraction
and he hated the fact that he nmust say this:

"There m ght be a way out—-he would know "

Bri xi a, remenbering how she herself had | ong ago won out of just such a

pl ace,

knew a sudden | eap of hope, as quickly vanquished. If the Lord of Eggarsdale
had

had any emergency exit fromhis domain it was either destroyed in the taking
of

the keep, or else'its secret was so lost in the mazes of a disturbed mnd

t hat

it could never be known now.

"He will not renenber." Then she added, because any one will cling to hope,
"WII he?"

The boy shrugged. "Sonetines he can a little— He went to kneel by his charge.
Once again Uta had raised to her hind |l egs, was resting her forepaws on the
man's knee. Hi s hand caressed her head, though he still stared into the

fl anes.

"Lord," the boy put out his hand, "Lord Marbon—=

Brixia took up a position by the door, dividing her attention between what
was

happening in the roomand |istening for any sound fromwi thout which m ght
nmean

those others were noving in. There cane the whinny of a horse—and she grew
tense, bringing up her spear

"Lord Marbon— the boy's voice was sharper, nore insistent. "Lord Jartar has
sent a nessage—



"Jartar? He is coming at |ast?"

"Lord, he would nmeet with you. He waits by the far end of the inner ways."
"The i nner ways? Why does he not come openly?"

"Lord, the eneny holds about us. He dares not try to ride openly. Is it not
al ways Lord Jartar's way to come and go unseen?"

"True. The inner ways then." The man stood up, Uta now rubbi ng against his

| egs.

He surveyed the cat and there was life and animation in his face. "Ha, furred
one. It is good to have one of your house again allied with us, as in the
days

that were. The inner ways—then."

He wal ked with a free stride quite unlike the aimess shuffle, to the end of
that cavern within the thick keep wall which housed the hearth and their
smal |

fire. Wth his hands he stroked the stone there even as he had stroked Ut a.
H s fingers, which had noved so confidently as if he knew exactly what he
nust

do, slowed. One hand dropped to his side, he raised the other to rub al ong
hi s

forehead as he | ooked to the boy over his shoul der

"What — all assertive life was gone fromhis voice. "Wat—=

Ua stood up on her hind |l egs, her paws dangling before her |ighter underbody
fur. She newed softly, authoritatively. Lord Marbon | ooked to her. His
attitude

was one of |istening, he mght well have understood the sounds the cat made.
"Lord," the boy nmoved in upon his other side. "Remenber—ord Jartar is

wai ting!"

The man | ooked about. He had not lost all the |ook of intelligence, though

t hat

apat hy seened to be sliding back over his face once again.

"This—this is not—hot—+ight—= H s glance took in the walls, the bareness of
t he

chanber.

Brixia could have gnawed her fingers in her inpatience. Her inmagination

whi ch

seened to have been suddenly aroused, pictured for her what m ght be creeping
up

out side. That they could hold the tower roomwas inpossible. Also that she
had

al l owed herself to be caught in this trap for some foolish and not understood
reason aroused her anger agai nst herself. But caught they were—even if the
boy

spoke the truth and this Lord Marbon had a hidden bolt hol e—+hat such m ght
| ead

fromthis very roomwas yet to be proven. O that the cracked brain could
remenber —

"Jartar—yes!" Once nore the use of that nane appeared to pull together the
man' s

scattered thoughts—ust as the strings set on the doll by a puppet showran

(such

as she had seen once | ong ago) brought to life carved wood and | eat her
Once nmore Lord Marbon put out his hands to the wall. Brixia heard what she
had

feared from outsi de—a sound which could only have been the scrap of a boot
agai nst stone. She readied her spear and then | ooked to the stairway. Wiy had
she not seen before the possibility of that? The two of themw th sword and
spear, mght have held the top of that stair—at |east buying a few nore
nonent s

of life. The knife in her belt—that would be her |ast key out, better than
any



fate she woul d be of fered—

The sound from out si de was not repeated. But she did not doubt she had heard
it.

Only a louder grating snapped her head around for a noment. Beside the
firepl ace

a gap in the wall had appeared. Into that the boy pushed, suddenly and with
full

force, his lord. Ua sprang, vanished in the darkness, and, as the boy

st epped

within, giving no warning to her, Brixia sped in turn. The gap was cl osing
but

she braced the spear as a | ever and fought her way in. As she pulled out the
shaft again, the wall swung totally closed | eaving her in deep darkness, so
thick it was |like a tangible cloak about her.

Bri xi a heard sounds from her right, and she put out her hand slowy. The
space

in which she stood was very snmall, with a wall to her left and another
directly

before her. Wth an idea of either a clinb or a descent in her mind, Brixia
used

the spear to sound a way to the right.

Tappi ng before her she went sone five steps until the floor vanished. Stil
using the spear as a guide the girl discovered there the first of what m ght
be

steps. At that point she paused to listen again. Sounds were continuing from
that direction. So, if she was ever to find her way out, she nust follow
Brixia tapped her way with the spear, testing each step before she took it.
Her

left hand slipped along a wall which was dry at first, and then grew slined
with

nmoi sture the farther she descended. Now there was the snell of stagnant water
and other foul things. Twice her hand burst a fungi growth maki ng her cough
from

the acrid stench that | oosed.

She counted twenty steps in that stairway then her spear cane warned her of

| evel space ahead. The sounds made by those she trailed were nuted. Brixia
wonder ed how they could have drawn so far ahead. Unless they went w thout

t aki ng

t he precautions that she thought it prudent to exercise.

There was a conpl ete absence of |ight and the dark wei ghing on her spirit,
gave

easy rise to that fear with which her species had ever regarded night and
what

mght cram in it. She loathed the slimy feel of the wall, but at the sane
tine

she needed to touch that as an additional guide through this place. How | ong
these "inner ways" mght run was an unknown factor. Such escape passages were
usual ly set up so that the exit would be well beyond any besieging force.
That

i n Moorachdal e had been twice the length of the village street—er so she had
al ways heard it said.

Now she felt a breath of air nmoving agai nst her cheek. It was not strong nor
fresh enough to banish the stench of slime and the unseen wall grow hs, but
it

did signify that there was sone ventilation here. Brixia pushed forward, her
cal l oused feet encountering the sane moisture and slinme as cl oaked the wall.
Once the girl was nearly shocked out of her iron control when sonething she
trod

upon wriggled. She | eaped away, her feet slipping, until only a quick tw st
of



her body kept her fromfalling full length into the noi some mess on the fl oor
Brixia discovered a turn in the passage by running full face into the right
hand

wal | . At her left now showed a very faint gray which was shut out tw ce and
t hen

reveal ed once agai n—a change which must signify the passage of the others.
The way sl oped up and she drew a deeper breath of relief, believing that she
was

nearing its end. Only to know di sappoi nt rent when she reached the source of

t he

light. For that filtered through a crack in the rock and proved to be far too
narrow to do nore than all ow sonething as sl ender as her spear to penetrate.
However, the very small portion of |light did show another turn, this time to
t he

ri ght.

Brixia was about five strides along that when there cane a burst of real
l'ight,

t he red-orange of flanme, ahead, and toward that she hurried. The gl ow showed
her

that the passage she foll owed ended on an edge of a | edge. She | ooked down
into

what had been a natural cave without the sign of any tampering by man.

Agai nst the wall, holding a torch, was Lord Marbon. She could see only the
back

of the boy who was on his knees crawming into a hole at the other side of the
cave. O Uta there was no sign. Although he held the torch, Lord Marbon had

| ost

that return of reason which had brought theminto this underground way. He
stared vacantly ahead, his eyes wi de and unblinking in the shine of the

fl anes.

But, as Brixia slipped down beside him ready to pass by and attenpt the new
passage on her own, he turned his head slowy to | ook at her

Sonething stirred deep in his eyes, his |ips noved—

"Star blazed, grimand bright,
Dar kness triunphed over right—=

The girl was startled. Then she recogni zed the Iines he had sung—the song of
Zar st hor's Bane.

"Find it—aust find it— He spoke hurriedly, slurring his words together

Mar bon

caught at her arm showi ng surprising strength, for he held her quiet so, and
she knew that, short of using force, she could not break free. "Nothing' s
right—+t is because of Zarsthor's Bane." He lowered his head a little,
thrusting

his face closer to hers. "Must find— The recognition of a sort nade his eyes
fully alive.

"Not Jartar! Who are you?" Hi s voice was sharp, held a ring of comand

"I am Brixia," she returned, wondering just how rmuch his wandering sense had
ret ur ned.

"Where is Jartar? Did he send you then?" His grip on her was tight and steady
enough so that when he shook her, her whol e body noved.

"l do not know where Jartar is," she tried to find sone words which woul d
satisfy this lord who, by the evidence of the boy, called on a dead nan.

"Per haps— she used the sane excuse his attendant had, "he is waiting
out si de. "

Lord Marbon considered that. "He knows, fromthe ancient runes—enly he—I

nmust

have it! He promised that it was mne to use. | amthe last of Zarsthor's



['ine.

| must have it!" He shook her again as if he would force what he wanted out
of

her by such rough m shandling. Now her hand cl osed about the hilt of her belt
knife. If it were necessary to use that for protection against a mad nan—why,
t hen she woul d.

But it was not only his visible nadness which aroused her fears—t was
somet hi ng

i nside herself. Her head—she wanted to cry out—+to wench free of this Marbon
and

run and run—Because—deep in her she stood in front of a door and if that
door

woul d open—

This was not the shrinking that the sane soneti nes feel when confronted by

t he

abnormal anobng their own species. Her new enotion was totally alien. She
coul d

not turn her head, break the tie between their eyes. There was a need rising
in

her —somet hi ng she nust do—and nothing else in all the world mattered but that
need whi ch conpelled, which made her its prisoner. She found herself

whi speri ng:

"Zarsthor's Bane." That was it! Wat she nust find-what would give true
life—bring again into order all which had gone awy since the Bane cane to
life.

Brixia blinked once, again. The feeling was gone—+the need was gone! For a
nonent

he had ensorcelled her with his nmadness! Now she jerked and tw sted, breaking
his hold, inching away from himal ong the wall

But Marbon did not try to seize upon her once nore. It was rather as if, when
she had broken free, she had also rel eased himto slide back once nore into

t hat

pl ace of no know edge. For his face suddenly snpothed, becane entirely
vacant .

He stared at the wall, not at her. Wile the hand with which he had held her
fell to his side.

The hol e which mght lead to the open beckoned her, but Brixia was afraid to

go
to hands and knees, |eaving her back unprotected, |est he pounce upon her
agai n.

So they stood agai nst opposite sides of the cave as she tried to deternmine a
way

of qui ck escape.

"Lord— the boy's head suddenly appeared in the hole, "all is clear wthout."

Brixia burst forth, eager to share her know edge of what night be a danger.
"Your lord is crazed."

The boy's face contracted with rage as he scranbled to his feet.

"You lie! He took a bad hurt at the Pass of Ungo—the same time as his foster
brother was slain. Hs hurt and his sorrow has upset for a tine his know edge
of

what we do and where we go. He is not crazed!"

Hs lips twisted into a snarl. Brixia thought that inwardly he nust agree
with

her, but sonme enotion would not let himadmt it.

"He is back here—n his hone," the boy continued. "The healer said that were
he

in a place he knew well, his nenmory could return to him He—he thinks he is on
a

quest. It is an old tale of his House—the story of Zarsthor's Bane. He would
gain the Bane and put all right again. It is that belief which has kept him



alive."

"It is an old |l egend of his |ine—ef how Zarsthor who cane to Eggarsdal e
crossed

the brother of his | ady-she was of the O d Ones—and El der in his pride and
rage

made a pact with sonme dark power, |aying upon Zarsthor and his bl ood after
hi m

even onto the land he then held, a curse so that when they gai ned aught, they
| ost the nore.”

"When the fighting went against himso grievously this past year, ny lord
came

to think nore and nore of the Bane. And Lord Jartar, who had ever an interest
in

ancient stories, nore so if they dealt with the O d Ones, spoke with him

of ten.

So it becane fixed in nmy lord's mind there was perhaps after all a true
meani ng

in this story out of the past. Thus ny lord made a pact with the Lord

Jart ar—who

swore that he had chanced upon sone secrets which mght lead to the
unravel i ng

of this story of the Bane—that they would indeed search out the truth of
Zar st hor and what mght lie hidden in the past—

"But how does one find secrets out of the past?" In spite of herself Brixia
was

caught by a faint excitement. For the first time in a long march of days she
was

drawn to an idea which was not strictly a part of her fight to keep on |iving
fromone day's dawn to sunset, from sunset to the next dawn.

The boy shrugged, his face held a bitter twist of mouth, a frowning pull of
eyebrow t oward eyebr ow.

"Ask that of the Lord Jartar—er rather of his shade! He is dead, but the Bane
lives in nmy lord's mnd. And naybe it possesses hi m now past the point

wher eby

he can believe in aught else!"

Brixia bit her lip. The boy had al ready turned away from her. Perhaps Marbon
had

ensorcelled him too after the fashion which had worked on her for those few
nmonents when they were alone here. It could well be that in truth it was the
lord' s delusion which had |l ed themboth to this ruined valley, rather than
any

advice froma heal er.

She watched the boy take the torch fromhis conpanion, |lead the man to the
hol e

and gently force himto hands and knees, then push himtowards that exit.
Once

set in motion Lord Marbon did not resist, but craw ed on into the dark. \Wen
he

had vani shed the boy thrust the torch into a crack in the rock and dropped to
fol | ow.

Brixia, having no mind to remain underground if there was a way out, crept in
herself, on the other's heels.

The narrow passage was a short one, and they came out into a deeper twlight
where several trees and sone brush forned a curtain before the break in the
ground t hrough which they had come. They were well up on the northern sl ope
of

the dale's guarding hills. As they squatted there, under the cover of the

br ush,

Brixia surveyed the keep below. Faint light played in one of the tower's slit
wi ndows—there nust still be fire within. Al so she was able to count five



shaggy,

ill-kenmpt ponies, the like of which outlaws rode, if they were | ucky enough
to

be nmounted at all

"Five— she heard the boy hal f whi sper beside her. He, too, had wiggled
forward

until his shoul der nudged agai nst hers.

"Perhaps nore," she told himw th sone satisfaction. "Some bands nunber nore
nen

than nounts."

"We shall have to take to the hills again," he comented bl eakly. "That or
into

the Waste."

In spite of herself Brixia felt something of his discouragenent. She was
resentful of having to think of anyone but herself, but if these two wandered
on

wi t hout any supplies, or any nore know edge of woodcraft than she guessed

t hey

had, they m ght already be counted dead nen. It irked her that she was not

al l owed by that strange naggi ng, new born within her, to |leave themto the
fate

they courted by their folly.

"Has your lord no kin to shelter hinP" she asked.

"None. He—he was not always accepted anong those soft-handed, |ower dales
peopl e. He-has, as | said, other bl ood—$rom THEM= Anmong the Dal esnen "t hent
so

accented neant only one thing—those alien peoples who had once held all this
| and. "He—that was what nade hi m what he was—what he is. You woul dn't
under st and—you' ve only seen himnow," the boy's voice was a passionate

whi sper,

as if he feared he m ght not be able to keep his self control. "He was a

gr eat

warrior—and he was | earned, too. He knew things other Dale | ords never

dr eaned

of understanding. He could call birds to himand talk to them+ have seen him
do

that! And there wasn't a horse what wouldn't cone and let himride. He could
sing a sleep spell for a wounded man. | have even seen himlay hands on a
wound

whi ch was bl ack with poison and order the flesh to heal —+t did! But there was
no

one who could so heal him no one!"

The boy's head sunk forward until his face was hidden in the crook of his
arm

He lay quietly but Brixia stirred as there spread fromhiminto her an al nost
over poweri ng sense of pain and | oss.

"You were his squire?"

"After Jartar died | carried his shield, yes. But | was not rightfully a
squire.

Though | m ght have been sonme day if all had gone well. My Lord took nme by
choice fromanmong his nother's distant kin. |—-had no great possessions to
hope

for—we held but a border watch tower and there were two nore brothers—so
there

was no favor right for me. It's all gone now anyway—all but ny |ord-all but
ny

lord!”

Hi s voice was thick, and he hunched his shoulder in her direction. Brixia
knew

that he hated her know ng these feelings. She nust |let himalone and ask no



nor e.
Turni ng, she edged away fromthat vantage point. But-where they had |left Lord
Mar bon—+there was no one! She | ooked around qui ckl y—there was no sign of him—
4

"HE'S GONE!'"

Her cry brought the boy shoving past her. Then he was on his feet, conpletely
unheedi ng of any other eyes which m ght be watching frombelow Brixia tried
to

catch at him remnd himof their present peril. But her nove came too |ate,
he

had plunged into the brush on the other side of that pocket-sized clearing.
Plainly nothing mattered but his Lord as far as he was concer ned.

Brixi a remai ned where she was. Now that they were safe out of that keep trap
there was no need for her to company longer with the two of them No need at
all. Only, no matter how nuch her prudence insisted upon that, still she was,
a

nmonent or so later, noving reluctantly to follow the boy.

O Uta there was no sign either. Perhaps the cat, for some purpose of her
own,

had gone with Lord Marbon. Slowy Brixia pushed through the bushes in the
same

direction the boy had taken

Chance continued to favor themw th cover, for beyond the bushes there was a
sunken trough in the ground, much overgrown w th vines and brush. Newy

br oken

twigs and torn | eaves narked that as the path. Brixia advanced al ong the cut
warily. Though there was little danger of being surprised by any wild thing

| arge or vicious enough to attack wi thout warning, there mght well be other
things | oose in this dank place—+things suited to nest anmobng such growt h.

For there was nuch about these bushes, the vines, which was forbidding.

FI eshy

| eaves were a dark green, so dark as to appear snoked into bl ackness. Sone
wer e

veined with red or a rusty yell ow brown—Iike dried blood. Fromthose which
had

been crushed by passing of those she trailed there arose a nusky odor

unpl easant, different fromany vegetati on she had snelled before.

The branches and stens were bl ack, and that bl ackness, touching agai nst
Brixia's

arms, her body, left streakings upon her flesh and clothing as if they exuded
noi sture. She used the spear as best she could to push | ow hanging |Iinbs out
of

her way.

Now the girl suspected that this path, cut between two ever rising banks,
coul d

not be natural. Had it been fashioned by sonme now dried streamit would have
run

fromthe north—down slope. But this angled east to west along the side of the
ridge. It nust have been nmade to hide those energing fromthe bolt hole,

gui de

them towards the Waste.

Twi ce Brixia halted, determined to turn back, or at |east scranble up out of
this ill-omened path. Yet each tine she surveyed the growh along its walls
doubtfully (the brush obviously thicker there) she shrank fromforcing an
openi ng through it.

During her last halt she heard enough to bring her spear to ready. No voice
had

been raised in a true whisper, no crashing sounded from ahead or behind. She
stood, seemingly isolated, in a dull, dark green walled tunnel utterly alone.
No—that did not issue fromsmall gust of wind lifting the thick puffy |eaves,



nor —

The girl faced toward the way she had conme, striving to identify the sound.
I't

was a-a chittering—a clicking, as if teeth struck upper jaw against the

| ower .

She had heard once or twice a noise not too unlike it when Ua had watched a
bird beyond her reach.

"Utal" Brixia called softly—at the same tinme know ng deep in her mnd that
this

was not the cat. The sound was spaced—t might formwords of so alien a

t ongue

t hat she had no hope of translation

From behi nd? No, as she listened, tense, she was sure that sound did not echo
up

the tunnel which had grown deeper until the brush along its walls nmet to form
a

roof over her head. |It—-she stared downward—and a cold fear grew in her—t was
as

if that came from underground!

Every instinct urged her to go crashing ahead in instant flight. But—perhaps
t hat was what was wanted of her. Instead, making an effort for control, she
paused, her head a little on one side, listening to that clicking. Then she
saw—+the way ahead only a fraction visible under the conbination of dusk and

t he

over shadowed path, was shifting! Under the thick layer of |eaves which nade a
rot-muck into which her feet sank there was a-—sinking! The ground itsel f—yes,
she could feel a change in it! She had a sudden and horrifying vision of the
path falling down, away, into sone gulf, taking her with it. And that in the
hi dden burrow under her feet there awaited—

She dared no | onger hesitate here! Fearfully Brixia kept eyeing the ground
under

that mat of |eaves reduced to sline which bespatted her bare feet with every
step she took. What if sone—sone thing would now rear up to nake sure of her
capture?

The girl broke and ran. Wth a rising of the walls, or the sinking of the
pat h,

the way was clearer. She did not have to fight so hard to get through. By
straining for sight she could see the tracks in the nould. The others—er one
of

themwas still ahead. Now she wanted nothing nore than to be in the conpany
of

her own ki nd.

She hated and feared the blur of shadows. Wiile the stench of both the broken
| eaves and the nmuck stirred up underfoot was sickening. Brixia hurried on
awar e

now t hat the path under her feet was now steady and rising, as if aimng to
cross over the ridge height. Twice she slipped as that clinbing angle

st eepened.

Here there were marks in plenty to show that the others had fallen or been
forced to scranble ahead with increasing difficulty.

Slightly ahead, was a tangle of broken branches, crushed | eaves, sonme tw gs
still quivering. Thrusting through at the sane spot she canme out in the open
under a lowering sky. Yet there was enough light left to hearten her a
little.

Before her a ledge jutted into open space. On three sides that |ooked to be
wi t hout any escape and for a dazed nonment or so she wondered if the boy and
Lord

Mar bon had sonehow fallen off this exposed perch. Having very little head for
hei ghts, Brixia (there being none to witness her |apse from confidence) drew
near the left hand side of the | edge on hands and knees, even then quailing



bef ore | ooki ng down.

What she saw was astoundi ng. There was no mi staking here the hand of man—er
el se

that of some intelligent being who had altered nature to serve its purpose.
For

bel ow, huggi ng what was otherwi se a steep cliff, descended a flight of
stairs.

Weat her worn, covered with lichen, those steps angled steeply down to the

fl oor

of a narrow valley. Waile on the cliff which side-flanked these were hol | ows
and

ri dges of carving—al so weather worn and nottled by |ichen

Dusk deepened fast. In the limted |light those |lines and depressions seened
to

| eer or scow, formng faces so alien that Brixia quickly turned her eyes
awnay

fromthe wall. Bel ow she heard a rattle of falling stone and saw novenent.
There

was a curious hazy cover for the ground bel owquite a distance below as if

t he

base of this narrow valley was far under her perch, much deeper than that on
t he

side of the ridge fromwhich she had cone.

There the shadows lay very thick. But these were not yet dark enough to mask
t he

two who stood by an outcrop of stone. Even as her gaze centered on them the
| arger broke fromthe grasp of the smaller. Brushing aside his conmpani on when
the other tried to stop him the taller kept on westward, striding with the
nmeasured step used by the practiced traveler

Determ ned to catch up, Brixia arose, fighting the feeling of being about to
pitch forward from hei ghts, and began to descend the stairway. One hand went
out

to find holds in the carvings, for the wi de open space to her right nade her
head swm Deliberately she schooled herself to ook only at what |ay

i medi ately before her

By the time she reached the end of that way, for she had dared not hurry, the
other two were again well ahead. This second valley being strangely bare of
any

vegetation, she could see themin spite of an odd wavering of outline.

Bri xi a rubbed her eyes, thinking that perhaps it was her own sight which
caused

that difficulty in seeing nore distant objects. For whole monents the way was
clear, then again, when she | ooked down at her own feet or at one of the

out crops of stone (and those were nany) all was a bl ur

At least the air here was clear and she could breathe w thout drawing into
her

lungs the stifling stench clinging to that upper path. Here, though, the
footing

was hard for her unshod feet, drifts of gravel and small stones tornented
even

her well toughened soles. At last Brixia was reduced to a sl ow pace, |est she
render herself too foot sore to nove. She regretted those sandals |ying back
in

her pack—abandoned in the dale. Several tinmes she was tenpted to raise her
Voi ce

in a shout to those ahead, begging themto wait for her. Wth the dark so

cl ose

upon them surely sooner or later they too would be driven to halt.

The girl had seen nothing of the cat since she had entered that passage in

t he



keep, and Brixia wondered now if Uta had i ndeed come down fromthe upper

ri dge

at all. Sonmehow it was inmportant that Uta be one with them She found herself
worrying lest Ua had gone off on her own.

The dusk thickened, and, with that deepening of the dark, the girl becane
nor e

and nore wary. Perhaps that strange, invisible, charterer of the covered way
did

not follow here, but the sense that she was not alone, that there was that
whi ch

spi ed upon her, gripped tighter with each hobbling step which she forced

her sel f

to take.

To halt here was nore than she could do. She wanted conpany—any conpany—to
bani sh that feeling of being utterly at the nmercy of some unknown. Now and
agai n

she paused for the space of a breath or two, listening—+to discover that in
this

val l ey were none of the reassuring noises which filled nights in the open. No
i nsect chirruped or buzzed, no bird called—the silence was conpl ete, so that
her own breathing sounded | oud in her ears, an accidental scrape of her spear
haft agai nst the stone as sharp as the war horn of a keep conpany.

There was—Brixia tried to subdue her imagination. It was not true that she
wal ked am d a throng of unseen things! Nothing noved save hersel f. Shaking
with

nore than the chill of the night Brixia steadi ed her body agai nst a stone
whi ch

stood shoul der hi gh besi de her

Her fingers noved over a pit, a ridge—She turned her head to | ook. A face—t
What sorcery made the crude carving stand out against the stone, visible

t hr ough

t he dark, she could not guess. It was as if her touch had awakened i nani mate
stone into a spark of life.

A face—2 No, there was nothing rempotely human in the features of that nask.
The

eyes were huge, round, and each was centered with a small spark of flane

whi ch

formed a pinpoint of greenish white Iight. Where nose and nmouth shoul d have
appeared there was rather sketched, in a diabolically realistic formof art,
a

wi de nuzzle-nmouth a little agape, enough to show the tips of sharply pointed

fangs.

For the rest—Brixia made herself | ook, refusing to be cowed—ence she had
gotten

over her first astoni shnent—+t was really but |lines on stone—there was
not hi ng

nore—ust that nouth and the eyes. Perhaps the ones who had w ought that
expected the viewers' inagination to build the rest in their ninds al one.
Shane

at bei ng shaken by such a trick thing, Brixia struck the stone with her spear
and then hurried on, in spite of the pain of her feet. She refused to | ook
over

her shoul der as she went, though she was troubled by a feeling that there was
something in sly pursuit.

There was no doubt in her mind, that she now was traversing a place of the
ad

Ones. And, Brixia thought, of a species who were not inclined to favor any
human

encroachment on their territory. This was not, as that place Kuni ggod had

t aken



her to, a refuge. Rather it posed an abiding threat to those of her kind.
The narrow cut of the valley, as nuch as she could see of it in the dark

wi dened out into a nuch larger area. Once nore the girl hesitated. To wander
on

into the night with no guide was perhaps folly. If those she sought followed
a

trail, she had seen no sign of such since she had descended the cliff

stai rway.

But at |east here the foot punishing gravel had given away to patches of
grass.

Movi ng from one of those to the next she could not keep a straight |ine, but
did

save her feet fromfurther torment. Wile ahead—¥uld those other two be
foolish

enough to light a fire again? Here in the open that could only center on them
the attention of any prow ers abroad in the night.

The Waste had al ways had an evil name, and there were runors of all Kkinds of
non- human |ife which were to be encountered here. Its sinister barrenness

f or med

a western border to the Dal es which supported, of her own kind, only the
out | aws

and a few strange nen who were attracted by remants of what they thought

t hey

had di scovered concerning the Od Ones. It was to the Waste that the | ords of
the Dales had, in their extremty of the seasons just past, gone for help
agai nst the invaders. And fromthe Waste had cone that hel p—the

wer er i der s—whom

all nmen knew were not men at all but a daunting conbination of nman and fera
beast. That story had spread even to the few contacts Brixia had dared to
nmake,

[ andrren in hiding, as surly and suspicious as she hersel f had becone but
sonmetines willing to exchange a handful of salt for a brace of |eaper skins.
She had in her drifting, her fleeing and hiding, during the past two years
skirted the Waste many tines. Miinly because human enem es continued to |urk
bet ween her and what refuges mght still exist farther east. She had watched
t he

swarnm ng of outlaws to and fromits borders. But she had never ventured out
into

its depths.

That the Lord Marbon with his disordered wits m ght do this—that could be
expected. But that she need follow hi m—Brixia dropped to crouch on one of

t he

pat ches of grass, rubbing at her feet, her eyes wide, her ears alert as she
| ooked and |istened—The dark hid nost of what was to be seen, but there were
sounds out of the night here, not that frightening silence which had held the
val | ey.

Whi | e—she hel d her head high—Into her nostrils Brixia drew air scented with
a

fragrance which could be at the other end of a balance fromthe rotting
stench

of the narrow upper path. Sweet, fresh-she thought of meadow grass lying in
t he

early nmorning, webs on it pearled with dewflowers just opening to the day.
There was a garden—epen to the sun of m d-norning—+ts bl ossons ready to be
harvested and dried for the sweetening of bed clothes and body |linen—It was—
W thout being quite aware of what she did Brixia got once nore to her

f eet —roOVed

on into the night, drawn by that scent which grew ever the stronger. So she
cane

to the foot of a tree—(QOddly twisted were its branches, and those | acked



| eaves.

But it was afl ower and the flowers were white. Seeming to extend fromthe tip
of

each petal -+ike the glow of a snmall candl e-was a wisp of |ight.

Brixia put out her hand, but did not quite dare to touch petal or branch. She
was standing in awe and wonder when a hoarse croak aroused her

The girl faced about, her spear at ready. Faint as was the light diffused by
t he

flowers she caught a glinpse of what lurked there. Though they were little,

t he

noi se they made when they saw her m ndful of themwas | oud as sonething tw ce

their size could have raised. Small, yes, but in themlay horror
If a toad might rise upon its hind | egs, show evil intelligence inits
bul bous

eyes, fangs within its gapi ng nmouth—then that mni ght approach in appearance

t hese

croaki ng things. Save that these toad creatures had no smooth skin—at her

t hat

was covered with ragged patches of very coarse hair-hair—er fine tendrils. A
| onger growth weaved from each corner of their mouths, matching simlar ones
set

one above each eye. These were in constant notion as if the unwhol esone

t hr eads

had a separate life of their own.

Brixia set her back against the tree trunk They did not nove in upon her as
she

had expected themto do. That their purpose was utterly evil she had no doubt
at

all. For there beat into her mnd a cold hatred of all she was and they were
not. Instead of an open attack, they began to circle to the right, noving one
after another at a lurching gait—a ghastly parody of one of the round dances
manki nd i ndul ged in at feast tines.

They were silent now, but as each passed her, knowi ng eyes were turned in her
direction, and in each she read the foul ness of their desires. Round, they
nmust

be making a circle of the tree. Brixia herself slipped around its bol e,
keepi ng

that ever within touching distance of her shoulders, striving to see if she
wer e

entirely ringed about.

What they desired, the girl could not guess. But she knew well there was a
purpose to this capering. Faint nenories of some of Kuniggod' s stories cane
to

her. There was a way of working magic by the repetition of ritual words, or
in

the performance of certain acts in a set pattern. Was that what was happeni ng
here and now?

I f so—she nmust break their pattern before their magic was complete. How to do
t hat =2

Hol di ng her spear ready, Brixia dashed fromthe tree towards the nearest
portion

of the circle. The things gave before her, but they merely drew back a
fraction,

to continue their circling just beyond the reach of her spear. Wile from

t hem

cane a feeling of malicious amusenment. She was sure they did not fear her

t hat

they intended to prance so until their purpose was achieved.

If she was to break through that circle, over leap them or use her spear to
hi nder them | ong enough to be free—would she truly be free at all? To venture



away from even the neagre light given forth by the tree flowers was to be
caught

dark-blind in their own territory where they could hunt her down wth ease.
Bri xi a backed once nore under the branches and the upstandi ng bl ossomli ghts.
She was sure that the circle narrowed slightly with each revolution that the
dancers made. Soon she woul d have to make up her mind firmy and keep to it.
Either break free or suffer whatever they w shed to happen. Such i ndecision
was

not usually hers but neither was she accustoned to facing an eneny so far
renmoved fromall she knew.

Under the tree there was a sensation of safety. Wich night be only a
suggestion

born from her need and hope. Brixia touched the back of the trunk, gave a
start.

She m ght then have fingered warnmh of flesh. In that instant of contact
there

had sped a message into her mnd. Had that really happened? O again was she
benused and mi sl ed—perhaps by the sanme magi c the creatures evoked?

There was one way of making sure of that. Setting her spear in the crook of
her

armBrixia gently pulled dowmn a branch only a little above her head. Again,
out

of nearly forgotten years, she recall ed sonething of those words Kuni ggod had
al ways used when she went harvesting anong the garden plants. Wat she said
to

each shrub, bush or smaller green things, before she culled its bl ossonms. For
Kuni ggod had firmy believed that growing life had a spirit also which should
be

recogni zed and appeased by any gl eaner

"For my use spare ne of your bounty, green sister. Rich is your store, the
fruit

of your body. Beauty is yours and sweetness—and that which you freely give,

t hat

al one shall | take."

The girl placed her hand above a flower. The light its petals shed erased the
wi nd and sun browni ng of her flesh, instead gave the soft lustre of a water
gem

to pearl her fingers. She did not need to exert any strength to free the

bl ossom

fromits parent stem No, it was as if it loosed itself, to settle gently in
her

grasp.

For a | ong nonment she hesitated, even forgetting the dance of the toad

t hi ngs,

expecting that, once free of its branch , the wonder she held upon the
flattened

pal m of her hand would fade, lose its gentle radiance. But it did not, and
there

grew in her such a sense of peace, of Tightness with the world as she had not
renmenbered since that norning she had awakened in the place of the A d Ones.
Once nmore she spoke to the tree—er maybe not to a tree but an entity she
coul d

not see, could not touch with any sense, save that stir within her

"My thanks to you, green sister. Your free gift is nmy treasure.”

Movi ng, not by any conscious will, but as one who is asleep, and, within a
dr eam

acts out some deep hidden desire, Brixia let fall the spear, |eaving herself
def ensel ess by the standards of her kind.

Fl ower in hand she wal ked fromthe shelter of the tree toward that circle

whi ch



had narrowed to a point just beyond where the outnost branches overhung the
ground. Towards the whirling figures, whose dance had grown even faster, she
went confidently, grasping the blossom A cloud of fragrance nmoved with her
There was a croaking screech and the toad i medi ately before her stopped
short.

Its mouth stretched as it uttered hoarse gi bbering sounds whi ch m ght have
been

speech but none known to nmankind. Brixia stretched out her hand. The flower's
light streaned between her fingers.

The toad thing cowered away, crying out in anger. For a nmonent only it faced
her

defiantly. Then it turned to pelt away, still gibbering, into the dark. Those
who had flanked it in the dance broke line also. They did not beat such a
qui ck

retreat, rather snarled and gabbled at her, noving their paw hands in awkward
gestures. Though those paws held no weapons it was plain they threatened.
Between them and the girl the flower held its constant light, not bright, but
not dimm ng either. The creatures edged backwards. Brixia made no nove to
fol | ow

t hem beyond the line their dance had set—the lint of the tree's overhangi ng
branchi ng. She knew, though not how, that the canopy of that growth
represented

a barrier of a sort, and for her a refuge.

There was an attenpt to begin the dance once again. But, though those a
little

beyond her croaked and gestured, none woul d pass where she stood flower in
hand.

At last they broke in earnest, pattering off into the dark. Though they did
not

al t oget her desert the battlefield, for, as she returned to settle under the
tree

she coul d hear croaking calls, gibbering, arising through the darkness, and
guessed that she now | ay besi eged.

She was hungry and she was thirsty. Another brief thought of the pack she had
left in the dale at the beginning of this adventure made her sigh at her
folly.

But both hunger and thirst were nuted—they m ght have tornented another part
of

her, detached fromthe person who sat under the tree, nursing the bloom its
petals as fine and firmas if carved of some treasured gem stone.

On inpul se Brixia breathed nore deeply of that fragrance. Nor was she fully
consci ous of what she did then as she turned to the tree behind her shoul der
Placing the flower carefully on the ground, she knelt and enbraced the trunk
with her arns, setting her nouth to its snmooth bark. Her tongue touched that
bark, swept back and forth across its surface. Though her flesh did not have
t he

rasping abilities of Ua's, it would seemthat she did so fret the wood. For
there was moisture now rising to her licking. Drops oozed out which she could
suck.

Nei t her sweet nor sour, having a taste she could not honestly give any nane
to,

that noisture dribbled, flowi ng faster as her tongue continued to lick the
bar k,

answering the sucking of her lips. She swall owed, sucked, swall owed.

Thirst was gone, and hunger. Brixia was filled, revived. A murnuring

envel oped

her, blotting out the calls of the toad folk. Brixia lifted her head, |aughed
joyfully.

"Green nother you truly are! For your strength do | give thanks, Lady of the
flowers! Ahhh—but what thanks can such as | render unto you?"



There was a sadness born in her. This was the enotion someone m ght know i f
she

| ooked through a doorway into a place of great joy and yet dared not enter
therein. If this was magic (and how could it be else than that?) let no man
hereafter decry such nagic in her hearing. The girl |eaned once nore against
t he

tree and set her lips to the bark, not now for filling and conforting, but in
wonder and j oy.

Then she turned and curled up, the flower beside her face, her spear |ying
forgotten. Wth perfect faith in her safety she slept.

5

BRI XI A AWDKE softly and happily. The sun had arisen far enough to send gold
fingers into the Waste. She lay | ooking up drowsily, wapped in a strange
content, into the neeting of branches over her

Those fl owers which had been candles in the night were now tight closed in
sheat hi ng of red-brown outer casing. None had faded, fallen fromthe
branches.

As she turned her head a little the girl saw the one she had plucked resting
on

t he ground beside her, no | onger w de open, but changed into a cylinder of
br own

as were its sisters on the tree.

She was not hungry, nor did her feet ache now Instead she felt alert,
strong.

And—

Bri xi a shook her head. Did dreams hold over into waking hours? She could

bli nk,

cl ose her eyes, and see, sonehow with her nind, a pathway. There was grow ng
in

her a sense of conpulsion, a restless feeling that she was needed

sonewher e—for

a task she did not yet understand.

She picked up the tightly encased flower, putting it into the front of her
shirt

where it mght ride safe against her skin. Once nore on her feet the girl

| ooked

to the tree and spoke softly:

"Green nother, what nagic you have worked for me | amnot w se enough to

understand. But | do not doubt that it will snpboth ny path. In your name from
this time forth shall I go not unm ndful of all which grows fromroots, lifts
stens or branches to the sky. We share life truly—this | esson have | |earned."

That was so. Never again would she | ook upon fornms of life different from her
own wi t hout heeding their wonder. Did one who was blind and suddenly gain

si ght

view the world with such sharp clarity as was hers in this early norning?
Each twi st of coarse grass, rise of stunted and tw sted bush in the I and
beyond,

was transformed for her into a thing rare and strange. Al stood differently
fromits fellow, offered an infinite variety of shape.

Brixia picked up the spear. As the world of green growmh had come to a new
life

for her, so had there also been set in her mnd the way she nust go. In that
goi ng she nust no longer tarry. There was a need for her

On she sped at a steady trot. Those toad things that had striven to use their
sorcery to her defeat were gone. Wthout being told the girl knew that
sunl i ght

rai sed a barrier against them

Now and then, on sone patch of earth, she saw tracks; boots had pressed here.
Wwven in and out anong those markings were the pad prints left by Ua. The
three



she foll owed had cone this way.

In one place Uta's tracks were to one side, a nunber together. Brixia nodded,
t hough there was no other there to see her acknow edgnment of what the cat had
done. Uta, she was very sure, had deliberately set those signs for her
Brixia—+n a way as clear as any road sign of the Dales.

The girl no | onger questioned the purpose of her own actions. Dimy she

under stood that she could not turn aside now fromthis trail.

There was life in the Waste—but none which this nmorning appeared threatening.
Leapers junped once or twi ce before her, streaking away with speed in those
great bounds which had given themtheir country nanme. Brixia sighted an arnor
clothed lizard, its reddi sh scales matching the sand about the rock on which
it

sat. Jewel ed eyes surveyed her as she passed. It did not share the |eapers
fear.

A flock of birds called and fluttered up fromthe earth, to fly only a short
di stance and then |ight again, searching for insects. They were dun in color
as

was much of this land, for there were no sharp and brilliant greens, no
flowers
to star the grass. The vegetation was as dusty as the soil. One or two plants

with fleshy, grey-red | eaves stood isolated. Around the roots of those |ay
shel | cases of beetles, hony | egs, debris of feasts dropped fromthe stens
endi ng

in thorned | eaf pairs ready to close on new prey.

This part of the Waste did not lie level, rather possessed a nunber of
rounded

hill s—+i ke dunes of shore sand—save that these were of earth, not so easily
wi nd-shifted. Thus the trail Brixia now followed did not run straight, but
wove

a way back and forth among those. As they rose higher the less far she could
see.

The feeling of rightness with the world which had been hers upon awakeni ng
under

the shelter of the tree had ebbed little by little as Brixia penetrated
further

into the maze of the nound country. Coarse grass grew on the sides of

t hose—but

the clunmps did not resenble true vegetation, rather they appeared nore |ike
rank

fur covering the bodies of crouching beasts who all owed her to venture in so
far

am dst their herd so she would prove easy prey when they ceased to toy
cruelly

wi th her and sprang—

Fanci es—yes, but such as were not normally like her to dwell upon. Brixia
even

paused twice to thud her spear point into a nound side just because she nust
so

reassure herself that this was indeed only dank earth and grass and no such
nmenace as creeping thought suggested.

A portion of her mnd arose to question. These fear-fornms—surely they were
not

hers. Fear she had | ong known, but that was all of tangible things, wolves of
her own breed, cold, hunger, sickness—all which was ready to assault the
hel pl ess or the carel ess. Never had she drawn upon fancy to supply new

eneni es.

Brixia wanted to run blindly, in any direction which would take her free of
this

weavi ng way. Better a parched, dry desert than this! But she fought hard
agai nst



these fancies; instead of taking flight as her pounding heart urged, she

del i berately slowed her pace, set herself to concentrate upon one thing

al one—the watching for those signs of a trail which the others had left her.
It was only then when she concentrated fully on that Brixia discovered that,
whil e here and there was a boot mark plainly to read, a nore inportant sign
was

m ssing. Here Ua had left no paw print.

Brixia came to a sharp halt. The lack of those paw prints rang a stout
war ni ng

signal in her mnd. She did not understand why it was so necessary that she
be

sure she foll owed where the cat led, but it was—enough to send her facing
around.

She did not like the idea of retracing the way she had cone. Nor, she argued
with herself, might it be needful. But—-her hand sought w thout thinking the
furled fl ower bud pressed agai nst her breast, safe so within her clothing—
But —she was as certain as if a comrand whi ch must be obeyed had rung out of
t he

air over her head—this she nust do.

Even nore did the nmounds take on unlikely, eerie shapes. Brixia felt that

t hey

were solid earth only when she faced them squarely, fighting down her fear
From

eye corner they seened to swell, to dinminish, to take on strange outlines—
She broke into a trot, one hand still pressing the flower tightly above her
heart, the other holding the spear at ready. Then—

There was a nmound directly before her, as if it had arisen full hunped out of
the ground to box her in. The marks her own feet had |l eft ran on—and vani shed
against the rise of the mound. This could not be—was it illusion? Sonme of
Kuni ggod' s hal f renmenbered tales flitted back fromfar menory. Brixia raised
t he

spear and, without truly thinking of what she did, hurled it with full force
of

arm

The point sank into soil, the shaft quivered a little. That was no ill usion!
Solid earth did block her retreat. She had been sucked into sonme kind of
trap,

the bait those tracks. Brixia put out her hand and retrieved her spear

She nust not panic. Though she was shaking a little, her hand so danp as it
cl osed about the haft of her weapon that the wood turned a fraction in her
grasp. She hated to turn her back on that nound which should not have been
there. But she had to nake a choice. To linger where she was woul d sol ve
not hi ng

at all. That courage, which she had | earned as a matter of self preservation
argued that, now warned, she could do no better than go on and face what she
nmust face—better sooner than | ater when fear had | onger to gnaw at her

resol ution.

Once nmore she strode along the trail she had foll owed earlier. The boot marks
were easy to read. \Were had those three really gone? How | ong since she had
been enticed fromthe real trail? It was useless to rai se such questions now.
She had no one to depend upon but herself.

But whoever had arranged that trap seened in no hurry to announce its, or
their,

presence. She found that wearing, too. To be ever ready for an attack which
did

not come took the fine edge from her preparedness even as the edge could be
bl unted on a bl ade.

Around one nound and then another and then—

It was like stepping froma curtain darkened roominto the full |ight of day.
Earlier she had wi shed for desert, to be rid of the shadow t hrow ng nounds.



Now

Brixia found her wi sh answered, but she |liked the prospect far |ess than she
bel i eved she woul d.

Bef ore her stretched open country, bare of even the tattered bushes and

cl unps

of grass which had marked that |ying on the edge of the Waste. Here was only
yel l ow, red streaked, earth, worn by a network of channels which ran in so
many

opposi ng directions Brixia could not believe they had ever been cut by the
wat er

of sonme past fl ood.

Qutcrops of stone, of a sullen red with thick veins of black, raised Iike
protesting fists towards the sky in which hung a sun that gave a bl azi ng heat
to

neet Brixia like a wave fromthe open door of a keep bread oven.

She gasped. To go into that, set her bare feet on that parched and
furance- hot

soi | —such an act was inpossible. Mich as she distrusted the nound maze, she
nust

return to that. Turn she did—

But where was that gap through which she had just cone?

Brixi a swayed, clung to the spear, set butt against the earth, as her
support.

She shook her head, shut her eyes, held themso closed for a | ong nonent and
t hen opened them once agai n.

What she saw nust this tine be truly illusion! Geat weights of earth could
not

shift in the space of a few breaths to close the path down whi ch she had
cone.

Yet now, though she turned her head to | ook right and then left, there was
not hing but a towering earthen wall, no break in its |ength.

Brixia flung herself at that rise which should have been a gap. She dug the
spear point into the earth with one hand, with the other she grasped at a
handful of the grass to pull herself up. If there was no | onger any way

t hr ough,

then her answer was to clinb up and over.

The edges of the grass were as sharp as the blade on which she had set a new
edge-was it only a day ago? She gasped, and brought her fingers to her nouth,
licking the blood which appeared in bright Iines to drabble down her pal mand
wist. And she jerked away | est her feet al so have such cruel cuts.
Hunkeri ng down where the dank earth of the nound's foot net the bare earth,
she

tried to think sensibly. That something had happened whi ch was not of human
logic, there was no doubt. That it was a threat, that she nust accept also. In
a

way totally alien to all she had ever known, Brixia had been herded, by
drifts

of the earth itself, to this place.

Bl eakl y she understood that there was no retreat. She nmight be able to wal k
al ong the foot of the nmound wall either north or south, but there was a

gr owi ng

doubt that she would be allowed to so postpone whatever fate had harried her
this far. This had taken on all the evil sensation of a dreamout of the

al ways

to be feared DARK

That she woul d remai n where she was and tanely await di saster—o, she
sunmoned

her determination with that encouragenent she had used many tines before.

"I live," she told the enpty desert before her fiercely. "I have arns, |egs,
a



body—+ have a mind—I| amnme, Brixia! And | serve no will save nmy own!"

There came no answer to her defiance—unless the far off, harsh cry of what

m ght

have been some hunting bird provided that. She licked her dry lips. It seened
a

very long time since she had drunk of the tree's bounty. And there was no
chance

of water in that red and yell ow | and.

But into it she would go—by her own will and choice of tinme—-not that of the
intelligence which had set her to this trail. Now she pulled off her skin
j acket

and set to work with her knife to cut apart those strips she had so

| abori ously

| aced together. The resulting pile of skin bits she began to fashion into

f oot

coverings, shredding the hides into | engths which coul d be wapped about her
feet ankle high, and secured there with the tightest knotted thongs she could
i mprovi se.

Havi ng finished the only protection she could nmanage, the girl arose to her
feet, and, shading her eyes against the sun's glare with her hand, |ooked on
across the riven land. The many sharp edged gullies forned such a network

t hat

to steer a straight course would be inpossible. There were those outcrops of
rock and the possibility of some shade from such. But a haze held the

di st ance

wel | curtained and she could not be sure what night rise, or fall, ahead.
Brixi a shrugged. To wait woul d gain her nothing. She judged that it was well
after nooni ng, she could hope that twilight mght come with a neasure of

cool ness. Wth the spear ready to use as a staff if she m ght have need of
its

support, Brixia started out into the desert.

There was enough difference in the outline of one outcrop from another that
she

could pick a guide ahead and so make sure she did not wander in circles. Here
was one in a rounded pinnacle as if a single stunpy thunmb pointed skyward.
She

chose that as her first objective.

Twi ce she had to detour because of a gully too broad for her to junmp. It was
i ke maki ng a journey where one took three steps forward and two back. Though
there were patches of bare earth here, and such were marked with tracks, none
of

t he boot prints appeared.

The cl earest of such tracks was a print with four toes, each as |long as her
own

foot. It could be the sign of a bird—but one with such a foot—t nust then
stand

as tall as she, even | arger

However where there were signs of life, then there nust al so be the nmeans for
mai ntai ning that life. Brixia knew of no living creature which m ght exist

wi t hout water—therefore this |and could not be as dead as it |ooked. She

st ooped

and chose a small red ball of a pebble and set it in her nmouth, using the
craft

of a wanderer to serve her need.

Beside the thunb pillar she paused in the snmall patch of shade that provided
to

choose ahead anot her goal

It was then that the silence of this burning waste was shattered by a scream
fromthe air overhead. Brixia pushed back until her shoul ders scraped agai nst
the sun heated rock of the outcrop. She |ooked up—



Across the sky wheeled a bird, not close enough yet for her to distinguish

t hrough the haze of the heat whether it was sone oversize hawk such as she
had

often witnessed at the hunt among the hills, or a carrion eater whose domain
this was.

The scream was answered. Another one of its kind planed into view Together

t hey

circled the thunb rock and Brixia was certain that she was their quarry. As

t hey

dropped | ower she gasped.

Even the gold eagle that ruled majestically in the heights of High Hallack
woul d

be as a grass warbler conpared to these. If they alighted she was certain
their

heads with those threateni ng beaks agape as they now shrieked might be on a

| evel with her shoul ders.

She hel d her stance against the rock which at |east would protect her back if
she had to defend herself froman out and out attack, and gripped the haft of
her spear until her hands ached.

They swooped, and glided, keeping her pent here by circling, even as the toad
things had striven to inprison her under the tree. There was a third, then a
fourth cry as two nmore joined their fell ows.

That they were hunters she knew. Their beaks and the vicious talons on their
feet proclained the threat. Had she been caught in the open they m ght have
borne her down easily. But they seemed in no hurry to close in as yet.

More of the birds appeared until she was beseiged by six, while a seventh
kept

above its fellows. It was that which now uttered the piercing cries, while

t he

rest fell silent. Brixia began to specul ate that her position was now that of
a

snowcat who had been brought to bay on sone nountain | edge, hounds baiting it
while they waited for the arrival of their master.

Who—er what—ontrolled the birds? The feeling of being entranced in an evil
nightnmare grew stronger. Was it that she still lay in slunber back under that
tree whi ch had seenmed such a wel com ng refuge, that this was some dreamto
bring

about her undoi ng?

Dream or no she was able to feel heat, thirst, and fear which was not that of
a

dream but of a waking m nd. Ever alert, she watched the birds, unable to do
anyt hing el se. But she did go down on one knee to grub out of the baked earth
about the foot of the rock sone stones of a size to fit well into her palm

| f

she could bring down a | eaper, then there was a chance she m ght al so astound
an

over-confident bird, given a fair chance.

Brixi a made a careful choice of her stones, weighing each in her hand,

st udyi ng

its shape. She knew the val ue of such caution. At |length she had nine to suit
her, too heavy to be considered pebbles, yet shaped well enough to throw.

The birds still coasted silently about, their shadows sweeping back and forth
across the ground. Wiile that one farther al oft continued to shriek. That
answer

Bri xi a had conme to expect broke just as she arranged her |ast choice of stone
well to hand in a hollow in the rock, a pocket from which she could scoop her
ammuni tion and still remain standing.

That long drawn cry was not quite a match to the screans of the bird. And, as
far as the girl could judge, it sounded fromground | evel not the air above.
She



fingered her spear and studied the stretch of desert immedi ately before her
The stone escarpnments were in greater nunbers farther on, one nelting in the
haze agai nst another, so sometines she wondered if they did not, in truth,
form

a series of rock hills to match the nounds from whi ch she had conme. Now there
was a flutter of nmovenment by one to her left, angling up fromthe southwest.
That lone bird on sentry-go wi nged away, out toward what noved there. And
again

that call sounded. A human cry? Brixia could not be sure. Wile, even if what
cane to finish the hunt wore human shape, in this place such a famliar body
could well encase a very alien entity. The WAste was never to be trusted to
conformto the standards of Dal esnen.

What ever did come traveled at a pace which was close to a run. And it | ooked
human. True enough it seemed to speed upright on two legs and in formit was
man-| i ke—

Then—t took to the air. Being confronted by one of those gullies, the runner
| aunched upward in a huge | eap, throwi ng wi de the upper |inbs. Those appeared
to

expand, take on a wing-like outline. So supported the thing arose well into

t he

air, flapped the armw ngs, gained so a good di stance, the bird flying ever
above it.

It was cl ose enough now so that the haze no | onger cloaked it and Brixia knew
her hal f-guess was right. This was no outlaw who had sonmehow nanaged to train
birds as a hawker did his hunters, rather this was one of the | egendary
nonsters

of the Waste, sonme remant of the O d Ones, either servant or naster
descended

now to a seeker of nmeat in a heat riven |and.

Mast er —Ao, mistress!

That | ean body conming across the |land in those huge sailing | eaps, which were
hal f short flights, was grotesquely female, there being no clothing to cover
t he

heavy breasts, their scarlet nipples ringed about with a fringe of grayish
feathers. Patches of feathers grew el sewhere on the body, aping the hair

whi ch

so appeared on hunman frames. The head had a crest of pinions now erect. Wile
broad, strong | ooking, flight feathers began at each wist, extending rapidly
in

length size until at the shoul der they were near the length of the armitself.
The features on the face were nore avian than human. Eyes were deep set and

t he

mout h and nose were united into a huge, w ckedly curved, beak of a flame red
color. The four fingered hands, at the ends of the wing arns, were mainly

| ong

talons well arned for rending, while the thing touched not feet to the ground
bet ween t hose | eaps, but the true claws of a bird.

In height it topped Brixia, but its body was thin and both arms and | egs
nerely

bone with skin stretched across. As it drew nearer she could see that it al so
had a tail, the trailing feathers of which rippled through the air at its
darting novements

A last bound brought it to earth at a stand beyond the reach of Brixia's
spear.

There it paced back and forth, its head slightly on one side like that of a
bird

when its curiosity concerning sone strange object had been thoroughly aroused.
The bird which had escorted the thing settled on a stone the size of a

boul der

and folded its wings. But the other six continued on sentry duty around



Bri xi a.

Now t he WAste creature opened its beak and cried out—not the scream or even
the song of a bird. No, Brixia thought that the thing spoke. But to her the
words, if they were such, were unintelligible.

At least it had not attacked on sight. Could it be that as alien, yes, and
frightening, as this thing appeared, it mght still be brought to understand
that Brixia neant it no harmand was willing to go her owmn way? Mst of the
greater beasts of the wild dales, unless driven by hunger or believing that
their hunting grounds were invaded, were willing to preserve an uneasy peace
with a travel er who gave no overt threat. |If the sane held true here—At

| east

there was no harmin trying

Brixia tried to forget the talons, the sharp bill. She kept her spear in her
right hand, attenpting to nake it seemthat that was a staff only. Her |eft
she

rai sed palmout in the sign of peace which was instinctive with her own ki nd.
Her voice was hoarse with thirst but she used it as clearly as she m ght:
"Friend—riend— she repeated the word as distinctly as possible.

6

THE BI RD-WOMAN' S head still turned fromone side to the other as if she nust
do

so in order to focus on Brixia with one eye at a time. Now her bill-nouth
opened. Fromit canme not the earlier call but a nmocking screech of what
sounded

close to malicious human | aughter. She raised her arns high, the feathers
fringing them extended so that nore than ever these appeared |ike w ngs. Her
talon fingers spread to their wi dest extent and quivered, as if eager to rake
i nto defensel ess flesh. Wile there was nothing renmotely human in the gaze
she

held steadily on Brixia.

Now t he seventh bird which had been perched on the tall rock a little behind
its

nm stress arose into the air and headed straight for the girl. Brixia groped
behind her with a reflex action years of facing danger had taught. Her finger
cl osed about one of the stones she had laid ready there and she hurled it
with

the best aimshe could summon.

There was anot her screech. A noisone feather |oosed fromthe bird, as it

veer ed

and circled on up into the air, joining those others still in their besieging
ring about the outcrop.

Bri xi a brought the spear into readi ness, expecting nowto neet a forward dash
fromthe bird-woman. But the creature del ayed. Rather she hopped from one

cl awned

foot to another in an odd jerky dance. But she no | onger |aughed. Nor did any
of

the birds drop to dive in upon Brixia.

Why they hesitated to attack the girl could not tell. Unless—her hand went to
t he breast of her shirt, the bud—Wuld the now cl osely closed flower of the
tree whi ch had given her shelter again provide sone kind of a guard here?
Continuing to hold the spear at ready, she worked the bud out into the open
I't

was still tightly encased as it had been this norning, the shiny brown outer
petals sealing all which had given light and perfume in the night.

But when her hand cl osed about it Brixia was startied. Though, instead of

| oosing grip because of what she had felt, rather her fingers tightened the
nor e

on it. The bud was warm-Aot only warm but it pulsated in her hold. She m ght
wel | have cl asped a slowy beating heart!

Keepi ng her eyes on the bird-woman, Brixia brought the bud out and then dared



to

give it a quick glance. No, there was no sign of it opening. It renained
tightly

enf ol ded.

Agai n the bird-woman fanned her arm w ngs, sending the heated air of the
desert

to raise a portion of sand and grit, blew that, with the foul scent of her
own

body, directly into Brixia's face. Her jiggling dance grew faster, the claw
f eet

inturn stirring up the surface soil in spurts of dust.

One such kick sent flying to Brixia's own face the feather which had fallen
from

the wing of the bird. And that did not fall back to earth. Rather it arose in
the air like an arrow shot froma bowwth a definite target in view.

Bri xi a dodged. But it was not ained at her face as she had first thought.
Instead it shot up, to lay across the fist which was shut around the bud. The
strangeness of that was no natural happening, of that the girl was certain.
But did the feather cone to serve some purpose of these desert hunters? She
shook her hand vigorously, striving to send it flying. It did not flutter
away,

but remai ned bal anced across her fist as if fastened there.

And she dared not set down her spear to pluck it off-such a nmove m ght be

j ust

what these others awaited.

A feather—

Its touch was so light on her flesh she could not be aware of its presence
visual ly. Why—wahy had it cone to her and in such a fashion?

The black length of it was like a giant evil finger laid across to seal the
bud

fromthe |ight of day.

The black Iength of it—

Brixia's breath caught in a gasp. Bl ack—o! The color along the quill was
changi ng—The bl ack faded, becane gray—

Now t he bird-woman screaned, and her throat-wacking cry was picked up and
echoed by all those wheeling above. The sound nmade Brixia jerk her head,
cower

back agai nst the stone. She watched for the attack she believed that clanor
nmust

si gnal

But, save for her dance, the bird-woman did not nove. Wile the feather grew
lighter and lighter. Now it was the shade of fine ashes, nearly white—
Brixia flipped her hand frantically fromside to side, up and down, hoping to
shake it off. To no avail. The feather was now a pearly white. Not only
whi t e,

but it seened to draw light to it in an odd way, as if a very pal e radi ance
curved along it to be diffused at the edges. The radi ance—how coul d one be
sure

of such a thing in this blaze of desert sun?

At the same tinme there was novenent within Brixia' s tight hold upon the bud
as

i f sonething now struggled there for freedom She found that a will beyond
her

own commanded her nuscles so that her fingers began to | oose the protecting
grinp.

Her hand moved in a high jerk, though she had not consciously ordered that.
The

feather | oosed at |ast, spun upward and out and—

A bird flewup into the air. In formit was as |large and of the sanme shape as
t hose whi ch bel eaguered her. But in color this was the pearl-white of the



tree

flowers. Once in the air it darted forward straight at the head of the

bi r d- woman.

The creature fromthe Waste struck at it with outspread w ngs, screaned in
rage.

VWhil e the birds which served her broke their circle and came spiraling down
to

where she battled with the darting flyer

Bri xi a dropped her spear. Holding the bud tight to her breast she snatched up
her stones, one after another, and flung them at the wheeling birds, and
their

furiously dancing and screeching m stress. Some thudded home. There were two
of

the birds fluttering on the ground. The bird-wonman gave a great cry as one
Wi ng

dropped to her side and she did not seemable to raise it again.

But there was other novenent out on the desert land. Brixia had been so

i nt ent

upon her own struggle that she had not been conscious that a new force was
drawi ng in. Things scuttled about stones, noved so quickly she could not be
sure

of where they went. She only knew that this battle was now a focus for

i nt erest

and she could not hope that what came would be any help to her

The white bird had not attacked with either claws or beak, thought it was as
wel | equi pped with both. Rather it appeared to attenpt to confuse and m sl ead

the black flock and their mstress. Illusion? There could be no other answer
Brixi a thought. But whose illusion? It had not been born of any sorcery she
had

wor ked. She was no Wse Wiman, no dealer in the forgotten magics of the Ad
Ones. She—

In her mouth there was a faint taste of the healing, nourishing bounty of the
tree. And closing her in came the scent of its flowering. She had drawn into
her

bei ng what it had had to of fer—ot by consci ous know edge, but because it had
seened the natural thing to do. What had fl owed into her then?

"Green Mother," her voice was hardly nore than a croak, "I do not know what
have done—If | only knew "

Once nmore the bud within her hand gave a great beat, so strong a one that it
made the flesh and bone which encased it quiver. WAs that in a nmeasure sone
answer ? Sone reassurance? Brixia did not know what was happening to her—nor
did

she have time to set her nmazed thoughts in order

But the scream ng of the birds had brought another sound, not as an
echo—rat her

an answer. Creatures flashed into view, able to nmove so quickly that Brixia
had

only a fleeting inpression of supple, |lengthy bodies, either bare of any
hai r ed

covering, or else scale set. These | eaped out so that the bird-woman, with a
great squawk of rage, turned to give battle. She was not backward about
action

now as she had hesitated when fronting Brixia. It was as if she had not been
sure of what armanent the girl might bring to bear while what she w ought
with

now she knew wel|l and cl assed as an anci ent eneny.

Escape! Was this her chance? Brixia could not tell, but she was sure in that
nmonent while she viewed the whirling battle between the two parties of the
desert dwellers that she m ght never have anot her such opportunity. As she



made

up her mind to nove so, once nore the bud gave a throb as if urging her on to
that course. O it mght have been in warning—But as |ong as she was Brixia
she

was determined to follow her own will.

Back still to the stone, she edged to the left, turning slowy to put the
outcrop between her and the struggle. At last that knob of rock did hide the
skirm sh fromher. Bud in one hand, spear in the other she ran—hot out into

t he

desert but back towards the dark line of the mounds. Wether she would bring

up

agai nst the nound wall, pursued by the desert creatures to her death, she did
not know. But that she had a chance if she was driven farther into the
unknown

she was sure could not be so.

Above her the mounds | ooned, bare and dark under the westerning sun which was
now well on its way down the sky behind her. There was little confort in

Vi ewi ng

the hunps of this range. To spend a night in close contact with them was not
a

thing she wanted. But better that than the desert.

She passed over the rimof sand and gravel and saw before her the unyielding
rise of the coarse-grassed slope. In spite of the nmenace of those cutting

bl ades

she woul d have to win up and over, put at |east one of the nounds between her
and the open desert. Wether the bird-woman and her flock, always supposing

t hat

they did win out in their struggle with those other things, could foll ow her
here she did not know

Her side pained fromrunning as she lurched al ong. Hunger was a dull ache and
thirst was even worse. How | ong she could continue to keep goi ng she had no

i dea. She was not even sure that this was the place where she had cone

t hr ough

to enter the desert—er had been herded through at a dark and alien will.

Up then—she woul d have to make it. Exerting what strength she had |left,
Brixia

dug the spear deep into the nound a little above the height of her own

shoul der,

prepared to pull on that up the side.

She sprawl ed forward, slamm ng down on her face, so that the ill snelling
soi |

filled her nose, squeezed between her lips. For a | ong nonent her dazed mnind
coul d not understand what had happened. But as she fought to brace herself up
she coul d see—

The nmound she had prepared to clinb—was gone! She lay in a narrow way between
two arching rises of dank earth where the dying sun did little to show
anyt hi ng

ahead but gathering shadows. The road—er a road-had opened agai n!

Brixia was too wi nded by her retreat and her fall to do nore now for a nonment
or

two than to huddl e where she was, gasping for breath, smearing her hand

acr oss

her nmuck stained face to clean it as best she coul d.

She had been herded through this way before—was she now going to once again
follow a path which would | ead her to some other trap such as the desert had
nearly proven to be? If that was the truth of it-why should she hurry into
some

unknown danger ?

So Brixia continued to stay where she was as the |last rays of the sun

di sappeared at her back, and the shadows grew even darker and |longer, to



reach

for her with their hungry fingers. She was trying to marshall her thoughts in
order, to understand what had happened to her—f she could ever do that!

It seened to her now that, ever since she had gone down into the ruins of
Eggar sdal e and been caught there in the affairs of its mind-ruined |ord, she
had

not been herself, or the person she had |earned to be in order to keep on
[iving.

Did some WIIl now nove her without her consent, even w thout her clear

know edge, to suit a purpose which was not even part of the affairs of her

ki nd?

She was all dal ebl ood, no part of her had a trace of the A d Ones—she was not
like Lord Marbon who night indeed be pliable to enscorcel ment of one kind or
anot her.

Dal esnen—and wonen—had been caught up, true enough, in sonme of the sorcery
laid

traps which were scattered here and there across the country to work alien
wills

even after the passage of centuries. Brixia fromher chil dhood had had in

pl enty

war ni ngs based on those old tales, rife in any keep, concerning what mi ght
happen to any one foolish or reckless enough to go exploring in forbidden

pl aces. Men had entered for treasure and canme forth bl asted, dying, or were
not

seen again. Sone with a curiosity which rode themas strongly as the greed of
ot hers pushed them went seeking know edge. A few found it—and then

di scovered

that their own kin feared them and they were set apart.

Kuni ggod—Not for the first tinme during her | ong wandering Brixia thought of
t he

nmystery of her old nurse. Kuniggod had been a woman of authority, ruling the
House of Torgus as nmistress, for Brixia had not the age nor the experience to
manage the keep, and her father was cut off in one of the first battles with
t he

i nvaders—his true fate never known. Since her nother had died at her birthing
there was no other |ady of the dale.

But —-who was Kuni ggod? She was—how ol d had she been? Brixia held nenories of
her

nurse fromher own earliest years, and Kuni ggod had never seened to age-she
was

al ways the same. Though she did not claimto be a Wse Wrman with all the

hi dden

know edge, she had been a healer and a grower of herbs. Her garden had been

t he

finest Brixia had ever seen. That judgnent was not delivered because she

her sel f

had seen but little then beyond the boundaries of the dale.

No, travelers had marveled at it. While over the years before the invasion
mer chant peddl ers had brought Kuniggod roots and seeds fromfar places. Tw ce
a

year she had gone to the Abbey at Norsdale, taking Brixia with her when she
was

of an age to travel. And there Kuniggod had spoken with the Abbess and her

M stress of Herb lore as an equal.

She had, as the | andspeople said, "green fingers", for her plantings thrived
and

flourished. And at each time of sowing in the fields Kuniggod had thrown

al ways

the first handful of grain, uttering the blessing of Gennora of the Harvests
as



she so gave seed to the waiting ground.

Now Bri xi a guessed Kuni ggod had had her own secrets which she, her nurseling
had never even thought existed. Was it because she renenbered sonethi ng of
Kuni ggod' s learning that the tree had wel coned her |ast night, given her the
bud— For that had been freely given to her Brixia was now sure.

The bud had had somet hing to do—probably everything to do—with the change of
t he

feather into bird. Perhaps if she were only nore | earned she could use it for
better protection than the spear, the stones, she had cone to depend upon
Now she opened her hand and | ooked at the bud. But it was no |onger so
tightly

enroll ed. Those dark outer sheath petals were |oosening. Through the cracks
there issued a small glow. Fromit also came the fragrance—faint now, but
still

rising fromthe bud in her hold.

It had not withered nor faded. Clearly it was not a normal growth such as she
m ght have picked at random from any bush or tree known to the Dales. And it
was

opening swiftly, the petals springing back even as she watched. Wile the
heady

per fune soot hed sonehow both Brixia's hunger and thirst.

She | ooked over the soft glow of the flower back into the desert. The cl anor
of

the struggle there had died away wi thout her noticing it. She could see
not hi ng

stirring between her and the outcrop which had been her shelter

Now, | eaning on her spear as a support, she got to her feet and resolutely
turned to gaze at the dark way between the nmounds which had so strangely
opened

at her return. She went slowy, keeping nmoving by will alone, as her aching
body

answered weakly to the demands she made. But she wanted to be out of

si ght —and

per haps of the reach of any prow er—ef the desert country before she sought
shelter for the night.

As it had done when she entered the country of the nounds, so now did the
open

path between themtw st and turn. Sometines Brixia believed she was goi ng
north

in the general direction the tracks—when Uta's paw sign had been a part of
them-had | ed. But at other times she feared that she | ost nore ground in such
twi sting than she had gai ned.

However there was always a way open. While in the twilight the flower in her
hand beaned the brighter, saving her from being swallowed altogether by the
encroachi ng dark. She longed to find her way back to the tree, though she
feared

that that mght be inpossible. At |ength she was stunbling so badly that she
knew, with a stab of uneasi ness, she was nearly done.

She dropped down, a nound at her back, and stretched her aching | egs out

bef ore

her. The spear |ay across her knees, but both of her hands, cupped, rested in
her lap, and there lay the flower, now fully open, with a glinmrering life of
its

own, pulsating as if it breathed in a fashion not unlike that which kept the
air

flowing in and out of her own |ungs.

How | ong coul d she keep on—wi thout food or water? She did not want to think
of

what it would be like to cram on in the norning no better provided for than
she



was tonight. Resolutely she set her mind to the old discipline of living for
t he

nmonent only and not anticipating what di sappointnents or perils mght lie
ahead.

That she could flog her tired and fasting body to any sentry duty this night
was

i npossi bl e. The sl eep which now wei ghted her |ids, made her body lie linply
back, could not be denied. Brixia closed her eyes on the hunped nounds

| oomi ng

about her.

The flower lay flat open on her breast. Did its flowof light fit itself to
t he

beating of her heart? If it did Brixia did not rouse enough to mark that. But
it

slowed the flare and fade of light, and the breathing, the heart beat of the
sleeping girl grew calner as she rested in a relaxation deeper than she had
known for a long tine.

Did she dreanf? Brixia could not have said yes or no. There was a confused
trace

of memory afterwards—ef seeing Kuniggod lying in the place of the dd Ones—
not

dead, no—but sl eeping—sleeping as to her tired body—but awake in another and
nore important way. And Kuni ggod—er the essence of her which was nore

i mport ant

than any body-saw Bri xi a. Wether she wi shed her good—again Brixia could not
hol d any dream born menory of that. But that there was something of inport

t hat

passed between themyes. O that she was certain.

She opened her eyes. The darkness of the night was held at bay just beyond
her

body by the radiance of the flower. Now the sky overhead was cloud filled and
curtai ned agai nst even the distant sparks of the stars.

For a long nonent Brixia lay so. Then whatever summons had drawn her out of
sl unber once nore insinuated itself into her mnd. She got to her knees,

gr oped

with one hand for the spear. Her body did not seema part of her anynore—t
was

the need to get on which mattered.

On her feet, she started down the way. The glow of the flower only showed a
step

or two beyond. What m ght be waiting there was hi dden. Yet she nust go this
pat h

and there was a reason for haste. Brixia searched for that reason within
herself. Was it so needful that she catch up with those others? O was this a
subtl e warning that she rmust not linger in a dangerous territory? Wat had
made

atrap for her once might well so work again.

There were odd sounds to be heard out of the darkness. At first she thought
of

the birds—and their nistress—and then of the half seen serpent-like things
whi ch

had done battle with those. There were al so the night rangi ng toads—There
coul d

be dangers in the dark so countless that no man could list themin days—and
ni ght s—ef time.

Only, as she listened, the main part of what she heard canme nore and nore to
puzzle her. It was as if soneone, just beyond the reach of hearing
intelligible

wor ds, spoke—sonme one? Many voi ces, sone high, sone |ow and with nore force.
Brixia strained nore and nore in the hope of making out a single word, of



| ear ni ng whet her she did catch the nmuted speech of her own kind. Yet if there
was such conpany she approached it no cl oser even though she was wal ki ng
faster,

drawn on in spite of herself by the hope of finding perhaps the three that
she

sought .

This was as if the busy life of a dale flowed about her just beyond her
ability

to touch it, to make contact with what lay forever in shadow. O was she the
shadowtrapped in that fashion fromthe real world?

One coul d imagi ne anything in the night. Especially if one were |ight-headed
fromlack of food and water. The scent of the flower m ght even have addl ed
her

m nd sonmewhat —even as the juice or fruit of some growhs could drug and even
send mad the unwary.

Still Brixia wal ked, and listened to the voices al ways just beyond her
under st andi ng. Once she nursed a fancy that the nounds about her covered the
ruins of some keep and those who filled the dark with whispering sound were
t he

soul - shadows of those who had lived there. Such things had been known anong
t he

| egends of her people.

Qddly enough she no longer felt any fear. It was as if the purpose which had
sent her on al so envel oped her spirit, encasing her with a sense of
protection.

Right, then left, the way would turn, and her feet with it. And all around
ever

t he darkness.

Did she walk all the rest of the night? Brixia could never afterwards be
sure—or did she know how | ong she had lain in exhausted sl eep before she had
started on. One foot was set before the other nechanically now She did not
even

try to see what |ay ahead, the will which noved her superseded her own.

Nor was she aware at first that the country around her was changi ng. The
nounds

were growi ng fewer, but such as remnai ned gave her, though she could see
little

of themthrough the dark, a feeling of being nuch higher. Then the butt of

t he

spear which she used for a support thudded home not on soil but on sonething
hard, which gave forth a ringing sound that stirred her out of the half dream
in

whi ch she noved

Brixia raised her head. There was a dull gray in the sky. She dropped to her
knees, released a little fromthe conmpul sion to keep on. So the light of the
flower fell directly on the ground about her. There was a w de stretch of

bl ocks, fitted one to the other in a manner which could only mark a road.

Acr oss

the nearest ran a drift of soil. Wiile planted in the mdst of that, with the
firmess of sonething stanped with a purpose, was the clear mark of a cat's
paw.

7

ALMOST TIMDLY BRI XI A put out a finger tip to touch that track. It was real
2829 trick played by her eyes in the very dimearly light. Ua—f Ua had
iﬁgg si gn—then she hersel f nust have won through the trickery—at |east for a
ti me—whi ch had been played on her. If she hurried—then surely she could find
L?ﬁers, she would not be lost alone in a place of w tchery agai nst which she



had

only a flower to use in her own defense.

Brixi a wavered again to her feet and staggered forward. The flower itself was
once nmore closing, but nore slowy than it had opened. Enough light stil
spread

fromit to give her a clear sight of the path. So she continued to spy other
mar ki ngs surely left by Ua wherever there was patch of soil to play her

gui de.

The nmounds no | onger closed her in. Also here was sonething el se—a stand of

t horned bushes, growths she recogni zed. Though protected with |ong thorns as
was

the fruit still clinging to those branches, Brixia was ready to fight to fil
her mouth, know the relief of the tart juice fromcrushed berries to ease the
torment of both thirst and hunger. She ate ravenously, paying no attention to
scratches as she jerked whol e handfuls of the dark globes fromtheir stens at
once. They were poor fare, sour and small. But at that nonment she thought

t hem

better than any banquet of a high feast day.

Not only did she eat until she was unable to swall ow nore, but she pinned

t oget her sone of the |eaves, plucking the thorns to do so, and filled as best
she coul d the unsteady bag which resulted fromher |abors. There was no

prom se

t hat she m ght have such overwhel mi ng | uck again.

The first streamers of the sun were painting the sky when she had done what
she

could to assenbl e her supplies. So having recruited her strength somewhat,
she

now gave a nore detailed survey to the |Iand around her

Whet her or no the mounds through which she had cone had been the renains of
some

ancient ruins, there was evidence enough around that she did foll ow a way of
t he

A d Ones. Traces of walls projected here and there, and it was plain that a
paved road stretched ahead to where sonme heights greater than the nounds,

st ood

dar k agai nst the sky northward.

Since Uta's tracks pointed in that direction it was where she nmust go, nuch
as

her fast awakening distrust of everything to do with the Waste made her wary.
There was no "feel" to this place, however—she sensed neither the peace and
wel cone which | ay about some of the old remains, nor the warning shrinking
whi ch

was the foretaste of evil to come. The road ran strai ght ahead, its bl ocks
easy

to see, though covered in parts with soil in which grass, even bushes, had

t aken

root to cloak it.

By the clear light of day Brixia faced those higher hills and went forward,
but

not w thout such caution as she had | earned, until she reached those hills.
Li ke

t he nmounds they were covered with grass, dull green and rather wthered

| ooki ng.

While these were only the first of a barrier of rises which grewtaller and
tall er ahead. The road headed strai ght towards a break between two of the
hills.

On either hand stood a pillar of stone. These towered hi gh enough to match

t he

crowns of the wailing hills. The pillars were square with eroded corners,
bearing the same signs of great age as had the carvings on the cliff she had



descended into the Waste. On the tops had been set figures.

To the right, in spite of the wear of wind and weather, was a representation
of

a toad thing. It had been fashioned, wth unm stakabl e nenace and perhaps
warning, in a crouching position as if about to leap fromits post to bar the
pat h.

Whi | e opposite, not facing outward, as did the threatening toad, but across
t he

gap, staring slit-eyed at its fellow, was a cat. The figure was seated in the
same qui et fashion which Uta often chose, the tip of its tail folded neatly
over

forepaws. It displayed no dark prom ses simlar to the toad's threat, rather
a

suggestion of curious interest.

Viewing the toad Brixia's hand went to her breast, to press against the now
cl osed bl ossomfromthe tree. She was not surprised at an answer to that
pressure, the feeling of gentle warnth agai nst her skin.

Once beyond the pillars, the road narrowed so that if she stretched her arns
as

far apart as she night, her finger tips would brush, on either side, the

si des

of the hills.

Brixia was aware of sonething else. Though she tried to keep to her steady
pace,

here she went nore slowy. Not by any desire, but with the odd feeling that,
wi th each step she took, she was wadi ng through unseen, adhesive nuck which
sought to detain her. So shortly her effort to advance becane nore and nore of
a

struggl e.

The hunger which the berries had only in part stilled was agai n gnawi ng at
her,

thirst as well. Her bruised feet hurt, the crude sandal s having not protected
t hem over well. Water—food—+the hurt of her feet—-her body sagged nore and

nor e,

demanding relief for its needs.

At the same tinme that other sense of clarity, of oneness with the world,

whi ch

had been with her fromthe nornings she had awakened under the tree, was
returning to be a spur. Perhaps it was a warning that the needs of her flesh
must in no way master her now

Brixia continued on with dogged stubborness. Above her the slice of sky was
clear of any cloud. But full beams of the norning sun were shut out and a
chill

spread fromthe hillsides. The girl shivered, and often she gl anced behind
her .

A feeling that she was being foll owed grew stronger with every breath she
drew.

Per haps sonme creature fromthe desert dogged her just out of sight. She

| ooked

often to the sky, fearing to see, a sweep of black wi ngs there. Al ways she
i stened—sure that sooner or |ater she m ght hear the gibbering of the toad
thi ngs, or that confused nuttering which had acconpani ed her through the
nound

I and.

As she watched so intently for what |ay both before and behind her, Brixia
sighted nmore paw signs left by Ua. Always they were on the hillside to her
left, stretching behind cat marker

What part had Uta's people |ong ago played in the Waste? Brixia had seen from
time to time fragnents of O d Ones' working—small figures, grotesque, few of
t hem beauti f ul —son®e anusi ng, but nany disturbingly ugly, nost of species



unknown

to the Dal es people. There had been a few representati ons of horses, one or
t wo

of hounds (though with odd peculiarities which no Dale dog matched), but
never

had she seen a cat. In fact Brixia had al ways believed those had been, as the
Dal es peopl e thensel ves, newconers into a land the O d Ones had largely
desert ed.

Still it was plain that the scul ptured cat on the pillar nmust be as old as
its

toad compani on. Therefore Ua herself m ght have conme, fromno pillaged
honest ead or keep as Brixia had believed, but out of the Waste. If so—To
trust

anyt hi ng out of the Waste was folly.

Sl ower and slower grew the girl's pace, for with each step that struggle
agai nst

t he unseen pressure sharpened. Her nmouth was dry again so nuch so a handful
of

t he brui sed berries brought no ease. Water—a spring—a brook—Could such be
found

here? O was the Waste indeed nostly desert, its sources of water secrets
known

only to the life which crept, flew, wal ked here?

The t hought of water strengthened its hold upon her nmind. She had vivid
nment a

pi ctures of small pools, of a spring breaking out of the earth.

Wat er —

Brixia's head cane up, turned sharply right. She was sure she coul d not

m st ake

that tantalizing sound. Wter—+unni ng—ust over the hill. She faced the steep
rise. Just over the hill, or she certainly could not hear it so clearly!
Wat er —her tongue rasped across her dry |ips.

Then—

Heat —heat as searing as a glowing iron laid upon bare flesh. She uttered a
smal |
cry, clutched at her breast. Under the shirt—

Tearing upon her clothing she exam ned her body. The flower! Though the tight
bud it had returned to this norning had not again opened, it was once nore
emtting a light which she could see in this dusky way. Not only light, but a
strong heat which she had not felt even when she had fronted the bird-woman.
Bri xi a brought out the bud. The heat it generated did not |essen. Light
streaned

fromthe very tip where the ends of the petals fol ded agai nst each other, a
smal |l thread of light rem nding her once again of the wi ck of a burning
candl e.

On inpul se she held the bud closer to the slope she had been about to clinb.
The

light flared, and with that came a surge of heat so intense she m ght have
dropped the bud had she not half suspected such a reaction might occur

The girl bit her lip. The heat—a warni ng? She had asked a question in her

m nd

and that burning flare seened to | eave answered that peril awaited there. But
was there water? Now she strained to hear that sound which had been so | oud
and

[ uring—

It had ceased. Bait for another snare—a trap—=2 Wth the bud in the open where
she coul d | ook upon it so, that reassuring feeling of oneness with the world



took an upsurge. Yes, her confidence grew as nmight a plant in rich earth,
wel |

fostered by care.

So the water sound was a trap! Set by whom for whon? Brixia did not think
this

one set for her—ather it nust be one placed | ong ago—perhaps forgotten, but
still working, though the trapper had departed.

She thirsted still; only when she held the bud before her eyes her desires

| essened—f1| esh did not command spirit. The bud rmust not be hidden but used as
the spear, the worn knife, a defense as powerful as either

However, Brixia discovered that even if the flower could reveal the trap, it
was

| ess efficient against that curious pull which kept her wal ki ng agai nst the
counter feeling of unseen obstruction. Though all nen knew magi ¢ was both

| esser

and greater. Sone spells, they declared, m ght nove nountains and change the
worl d, and others could scarce lift a pebble. Thus the bud m ght be a

tali sman

agai nst one danger and little or no aid agai nst another

The light fromits tip did not die. That fact heartened her as the hills grew
hi gher, the way between nore and nore shadowed. To see the sky now she mnust
strain her head far back on her shoulders and stare directly up

Ahead the rearing hills came together, formng a high wall. But the path did
not

end, rather it fed into a dark opening. The arch over that was of stone, set
and

fitted as if to support a door. No such barrier hung there, however. The way
was

wi de open, yet it did not wel cone.

Brixi a paused. Her flesh tingled, the Iight of the bud was brighter, flaring
up.

This was—a place of Power! Though she had no training as a Wse Wman, she
was

able to sense that even w thout such | earning—ene could feel the out-reaching
of

this kind of Power in one's body.

But there were powers and powers. Al the world was bal anced, |ight agai nst
dark, good against evil. So it was with the Powers—and the Dark could be as
power ful and conquering in sone places as the Light was in others. Wich did
she

face now? She sniffed for the taint of evil—+tried to open sone illusive inner
sense to give her warning.

She had only the flower on which to build her frail hopes. It and the tree
from

which it sprung had saved her before. That the toad things who tried to net
her

with their sorcery were of the Dark Brixia had not the slightest doubt. And

t he

fl ower had been her defense in the desert as well as protecting her only a
short

time ago fromthe enchantnent of the prom sed water, working even here in a
pl ace whi ch she had begun to think was tainted with a trace at |east of evil.
In truth she had no choi ce—that comnpul si on which had brought her into the
Wast e

grew ever stronger as she journeyed. Try as she m ght now she could go no way
except ahead.

Step by halting step Brixia approached the nouth of the doorway. If the Iight
of

the bud only continued—the bud? In her hold the flower was once again

openi ng.



The girl hurriedly flattened her palm allowing it roomfor the petals to
unfurl. Fromthose arose that clean and cl eansing scent, while the |ight grew
ever stronger.

Still engrossed in the wonder of that new bl oonmi ng, she passed beneath the

st one

arch, into a way which woul d have been as utterly dark as the secret passage
of

t he keep had she not had the flower to hearten her

The walls were of dressed stone. Wthin a few paces of the entrance these
becane

dankly danmp with trickling nmoisture. Thirsty as Brixia was, she could not
bring

herself to attenpt to catch that. For the drops were thick and oily, as if
formed by unwhol esone |iquid oozing through the crevices.

Fi ghti ng agai nst the dank snell was the fragrance of the flower. Not for the
first time Brixia wondered how | ong the bl ossom mi ght |ast before w thering.
She

marvel ed that such fadi ng had not yet begun...Deeper and deeper bored the
passage. By the light of her flower-torch she saw paw marks on the floor. So
t he

others or at least Uta, were still before her

What did Lord Marbon seek? To his disordered wits had that ol d doggerel he
had

sung becone a truth he nmust prove? If so he might push on, uncaring, until he
dropped, worn out by the demands of a body which he did not rest nor tend. O
woul d the boy be able to break through that web of confusion, and, sooner or

| ater, rescue his lord?

Zarst hor's bane—Brixia shaped the words with her |ips but did not repeat them
al oud. What was Zarsthor's Bane? There were tal es a-nmany about | ost

tal i smans—thi ngs of power which could grant their possessors this or that
favor—er in turn bring about this or that fate. It would seemthat Zarsthor's
Bane was of the latter sort. Then why did Marbon seek it? To bring revenge on
his enemnmy?

The war was over. Even to such wanderers as Brixia had drifted the news that
t he

i nvaders had been driven back until, caught between the bitter hatred of the
Dal emen and the sea, they had been ground into nothingness. Qutlaws there
wer e

in plenty, and scavengers out to |loot and kill where no lord could nmarshall a
force to beat themoff. This was a blasted [and in which each man's hand was
rai sed in suspicious against his fellow There m ght be nany reasons for a
man

to long for a "bane" to use as a weapon.

She wondered how far ahead of her the others now were. If nan and boy and cat
had pushed on they m ght be a whole day's tranp ahead. But surely they nust
have

rested—

There was a scuttling noise. The thin radiance of the flower was refl ected by
two sparks of greenish light near the floor. Brixia paused, took a firner
grip

on her spear. She held the flower out, stooping a little, striving to catch a
gli npse of what noved there

A narrow head upraised. This creature was not unlike the Iizard she had seen
perched upon the rock when she first entered the Waste. It was not one of the
foul toads to be feared. Wen the beam of flower |ight touched it, the thing
did

not flee, as she had hal f expected. Rather it strained to hold its head

hi gher,

and that weaved back and forth on a supple neck. Its jaws parted and a tongue



flickered at her. There sounded a hiss, as it backed a little away. Keeping
al ways the same distance fromher, it made no other nove to either advance or
retreat

"Haa— she uttered that, hoping her voice night banish it when light did not.
Though the creature did not seem | arge enough to be a threat, she could not
tell

if it were poisonous.

Her voice did not send it into hiding either. Instead the lizard paused and
reared. Now she could see it was six-|legged—different froma lizard of the
out er

worl d. It balanced on the four hind feet, |lacking any length of tail save a
stub

jutting fromthe hind quarters. The two forepaws were oddly shaped—rore |ike
her

own hands, the clawed digits resenbling fingers. These dangled over its

lighter

underbelly as it watched her

Brixia stood still. Lizards could nove with Iightning speed. She doubted
whet her

she coul d counter any attack with her spear. Though when it was erect it

st ood

no taller than her knee, so size and weight were in her favor. Her best hope
was

per haps the flower.

"I mean no harm—= Wy she spoke to the creature the girl did not know, the
wor ds

cane from her nmuch as those others had when she addressed the tree. "I only
wi sh

to pass this way, seeing that it is set upon ne that | must. Remain free from
any harmfrom nme, scal ed one."

The tongue no | onger flickered. Instead the narrow head cocked a little to
one

si de, the unblinking beads of eyes regarded her, as Uta was wont to do, with
a

nmeasuring stare.

"I amno unfriend to you and your kin. By this gift of the Green Mther," she
stooped farther, holding the flower still |lower and closer to the lizard one,
"see that | amw thout harm"

A tongue, seeming so long that it could not be furled within the space of the
creature's nmouth, lashed forward, held for a nmonent but finger distance from
t he

flower, snapped back into hiding once nore. Still bal anced upon the two pair
of

hind feet, the thing edged away to the left wall of the passage, |eaving open
the way inmredi ately before her. Brixia believed she understood.

"My thanks to you, scaled one," she said softly. "Watever you desire—ray

t hat

thing be yours."

She wal ked by the upright creature, schooling herself to show no

appr ehensi on.

To it she must convey that she accepted w thout question what it offered,
free

passage wi thout harm

Nor did she allow herself to quicken her pace. If the creature was of the
true

Dark, then the flower had again proven its worth as a safeguard. If the
l'izard

were allied perhaps to the Light, the bl ossom nust have been her passport.
The way continued and Brixia wondered how | arge a hill she did traverse, for
t he



way had neither dipped nor arisen, but ran straight. Though there was no

gravel
here to cut the sadly worn wappings on her feet, the soles burned and ached,
and she was tired. Still, to rest in this dark pocket—o, that she could not

bring herself to do.

At last she linped once nore into the open. What she saw was a vall ey shaped
i ke a huge basin, high lands marking its rim sloping gently downward. Nor
could she detect fromwhere she now stood any visible break in that wall of
t he

hei ght s.

What nmeant the nost to her was that the center of the vale cupped a stretch
of

water. On that part of the bank closest to her burned a fire fromwhich a
thin

t hread of snoke arose. Up fromthe edge of the water cane the boy. O Lord
Mar bon she coul d see nothing—dnless he lay in the tall grow ng grass.

Wat er nore than conpany drew her stunbling on. She halted once to tuck the
closing flower back into hiding under her shirt. Then again using her spear as
a

support she went on; gaining some relief fromthe soft grass underfoot.

She was half the distance toward the | ake when Uta appeared out of the grass
besi de her. The cat nmewed a | oud wel come before, turning, she matched pace
with

Brixia's, escorting her toward the small canp. But the boy did not equal
Ua's

friendliness.

"Why do you conme?" His hostility was as open as it had been at their first
neet i ng.

The words with which Brixia answered himcane not from any consci ous thought
at

all. It was alnost as if they had been dictated by another

"There nust be three—three to search—and one—ene to find and | ose."

Lord Marbon heaved hinmsel f up fromwhere he had i ndeed been |ying near
concealed in the grass. He did not look to her, rather replied as if her

wor ds

had stirred himagain into either partial nenory or coherent thought:

"Three nust be—and the fourth—It is so. Three to go—ene to reach outside—It
is

truly so."

8

THE BOY SNARLED

"Do you dare to strengthen himin this haunted dream ng then?" he spat at
Brixia. "No word of reason fromne has reached himsince he cane through the
escape way. He would have only the Bane and will drive hinself to death for
it."

No word of reason had reached him perhaps, yet Lord Marbon's face no | onger
was

enpty, vacant. But his eyes were not for themat all, rather he watched the
| ake

eager| y—al nost demandi ngly. A frown of puzzlenent drew his dark brows cl oser
t oget her.

"It is here—yet it is not— There was a querul ous note in his voice. "How can
a

thing be and yet not be? For this is not of idle legend, | do stand in
Zarsthor's land!"

The boy continued to scow at Brixia. "See?" he demanded. "Through the night
and

day he would cone here, as if he knew this place as well as once he knew
Eggarsdale. Now it is as if he seeks some place he knows well —but he will not
tell me what!"



Ua left the girl, padded forward to the edge of the | ake. The water was not
rimred by any grow h of weed or plant. There was only a sharp line of I|ight
sandy earth enclosing it as far as they could see—an oval green-blue gem set
in

an unnaturally clearly marked tarnished casing of silver.

The cat | ooked back over her shoulder at the three of them Daintily, as if
urging themto watch her action, she advanced a paw, dabbled it fastidiously
in

the water, sending ripples out across the quiet surface. For nothing troubled
that mirror of water. No insect skated across its surface, no fish sent
bubbl es

upward to break

Brixia linmped around the boy to the cat's side. She dropped her spear, knelt
to

view herself in that liquid mrror. But there was no reflection to be seen
At first glance the water was turgid, unclear belowits quiet surface. It was
not muddi ed, for the color was not brown or yellow Brixia cautiously
advanced

her own hand, felt the liquid, which was slightly warm wash up around her
fingers. Wthdraw ng those quickly she exam ned them There was no staining
of

any kind left on her sunbrowned skin. And, when she held her hand close to
her

noi se, there was no snell either that she could detect.

Yet it was plain the | ake was not normal, judged by Dal e standards. As she

| eaned forward again, striving to see what night indeed |lie below the bud
fell

out of her shirt. Though she grabbed, it had already floated just beyond her
reach.

She had lifted her spear in an effort to hook it back to her when the boy
cried

out .

"\What —what i s happeni ng?"

For, as the bud floated out upon the water, it did not appear to drift at
random Rather it noved steadily away fromthe shore, spinning in a spira
pat h.

Where it passed the water cleared. The col or remai ned, but the depths beneath
coul d now be seen.

Bel ow t hat now transparent surface were rising walls, dones. Caught wthin

t he

filled cup of the |lake there lay sonme settlenent, or perhaps only a single
spreadi ng edifice, of strangely shaped buil di ng.

Qut and on swirled the bud, and clearer grew what its passage uncovered.
There

were carvings on the sunken walls and the glint of other colors subdued by

t he

hue of the water. Farther in towards the center the building stretched. Nor
did

it show any sign of ruin or erosion

" An- Yak!"

Brixia, startled by the shout, only saved herself fromfalling forward into
t he

enbrace of the |ake by clutching at the I ong grass.

“Lord!"

Mar bon passed her in a single long stride, halting only when the water washed
wai st hi gh about him his hands stretched towards |ay beyond. The boy

spl ashed

after, trying to drag hi m back

“No, Lord!"

Mar bon fought to wade deeper into that flood. He did not even |ook at his



conpani on, his attention was all for what the floating bud had discl osed.
"Let me go!" He flung the boy away. But Brixia, who had found her bal ance,
cane

to seize the man's shoul ders frombehind. In spite of his fight to free

hi nsel f,

she held on as the boy cane to aid her

Sonehow t hey dragged hi mout of the | ake. Then he coll apsed so that they had
to

support him between them pull himback to the fire. Over his now inert body
Bri xi a spoke to the boy.

"It is only because he is weak that we could master him" she pointed out. "I
doubt if we can force himaway fromthis place."

The boy had gone down on his knees to touch his lord' s face.

"I know. He—he is ensorcelled! Wat was that which you threw into the water?
I't

was that which caused—

Brixia stood away. "I threw nothing. It fell frommy shirt. As to what it
was—a

flower. One which served ne well." She told himcurtly of what aid she had
had

fromthe tree, and, in turn, its blossom

"Who knows what manner of thing is to be found in the Waste?" she ended.
"Mich

of the A d Ones' owning and rearing may be here still. Your lord naned that,"
she waved towards the water. "Is it what he has sought then? The place of the
Bane in truth?"

"How do | know? He has been one possessed, giving ne no choice but to follow
after. He has wal ked wi thout rest, would not eat or drink when | tried to
stop

him He is walled away in his own thoughts, and who may guess what those may
be?"

Brixia glanced back at the lake. "It is plain that he cannot easily be kept
from

what lies there. Nor do I think that together we can carry himaway while his
senses have left him"

The boy's hands tightened into fists, and with them he pounded on the ground,
his face twisted with both fear and concern

"It is true—= his voice was very low as if he did not want to acknow edge

t hat

to her but the words were forced fromhim "I do not know what | can do.
Bef or e
he has been as a child | could lead, not ny lord. | brought himto Eggarsdal e

for | thought that there his wits mght return to him Now he has brought ne
here—and within his nmind he is as far fromnme as if the sea runs between us.
He

is ensorcelled, and I know not how to break this bond upon him | know
not hi ng

which is of any use. Only what he has said of this Bane. Though the matter of
that is still his secret." He covered his face with his hands.

Brixia bit her lip. It was close to nightfall now She |ooked around with a
wanderer's sharp valuation of the land. Here there stood no trees, nothing to
give them any shelter at all. The fire burned on a stretch of gravel, but
there

were not even rocks to provide a barricade. She could no | onger see the
bud—f

it still floated it nust now be near the center of the I|ake.

The girl did not |ike the thought of being in the open when dark at | ast

cl osed

in. But she could sight no better canmp than where they now were. Slowy she
went



back to the side of the |ake.

Thirst parched her throat. Though she feared that stretch of water, and

per haps

even nmore what it covered, Brixia knelt and scooped up a palms hold of it,
setting her lips gingerly to the liquid. It had no taste, no scent her hunman
senses could detect. Uta crouched beside her and was busy | appi ng. Dared she
depend upon the cat to point out danger here?

The few drops she had sucked from her hand were not enough. Wth a fatalistic
shrug the girl scooped up nore and drank, then splashed handfuls to wet the
tangl ed hair on her forehead, drip fromher chin. It refreshed her, in a way
renewed her determination to wi thstand whatever m ght cone.

Gazing over the | ake she half expected to see that the nurkiness had
ret ur ned,

to once nore hide the structures below. But that was not so, she could stil
trace wall, done, roof, on and on outward. Nearly below her lay a paved way
whi ch ran straight ahead into the heart of the walls.

A snell of roasting nmeat drew her back to the fire. There the boy tended a
ski nned and quartered | eaper he had inpaled on sticks to sizzle over the

fl anes.

"I's he asleep still?" Brixia nodded at Lord Marbon

"Asl eep—er entranced. Who can say which? Eat if you wi sh,"” he spoke roughly,
not

faci ng her.

"You are of his House?" she asked turning the nearest of those chunk | oaded
sticks to roast its burden nore evenly.

"I was fostered in Eggarsdale."” He still looked into the flames. "As | told
you,

I am younger son to the Marshal of Itsford—y nane is Dmed." He shrugged.
"Perhaps there remains none nowto call me by it. Itsford was |ong since
swept

away. You have seen Eggarsdal e—+t is dead as the man who marched fromit."
"Jartar—=2"

Both their heads turned. Lord Marbon had raised hinself on one el bow His
eyes

were fixed on Brixia. She would have denied at once that she was whom he

| ooked

to see there, but Dwed's hand shot forth and his fingers closed with crushing
pressure on her wrist. She guessed then what he woul d have her do—et her
pretend to his lord, and, perhaps through such a pretense, Marbon mi ght be
dr awn

away fromthe trap of the lake. O else be led to explain his preoccupation
with

it. Making her voice as |ow as she could, Brixia replied:

"My ord?"

"It is even as you said it mght be!" H s face was eager, alight. "An-Yak
Have

you seen it—within the |ake?" Lord Marbon sat up. There was a new youth in
hi m

and Brixia realized how nuch this animation nade of hima different man.

"It is there," she kept her answers as short as possible, |est sone m staken
word of hers return himagain to the state that had held himfor so |Iong.
"Just as the | egend—+the | egend you spoke of," Marbon nodded. "If it is
there—then also within it must lie the Bane—and with that—yes, with that!" He
brought his hands together with force. "Wat shall we do with it, Jartar?
Cal |

down the nmoon to give us light? O the stars? Be as the O d Ones thensel ves?
Surely there is no limt for he who can conmand t he Bane!"

"There is still a |ake between us and it," Brixia said softly. "There is
ensorcel I ment here, Lord."

"Surely," he nodded. "But there must also be a way." He glanced up at the



steadi |l y darkeni ng sky. "Anything which is of value does not cone easily to a
man. W shall find a way-with the comng of |light we shall do so!"

"Lord, without strength a man may do not hing," Dwmed had w t hdrawn one of the
nmeat | aden sticks and held it out to Marbon. "Eat and drink. Be ready for
what

you would do with the day."

"Wse words," Lord Marbon took the stick, then he frowned slightly, studying
t he

boy's face, revealed as it was by the firelight. "You are—are—-Pbwed!" He

br ought

out the nanme with triunphant enphasis. "But—-how— He shook his head slowy, a
nmeasure of the old | ost enptiness returning. "No!" now his voice was sharp
again, "you are in foster ward—you joined us |ast autumtide."

Dned's scowW was gone, he wore an eager, hopeful expression

"Yes, nmy lord. And— He caught hinmself nearly in md-word. "And— it was

obvi ous

he strove to change the subject, "since we cane here, lord, you have not mnade
pl ain what the nature of this 'Bane' is we seek.”

Brixi a was pl eased at his cleverness. As |long as Marbon appeared shaken out

of

his apathy it was well to learn as nuch as they coul d.

"The Bane— Marbon replied slowy. "It is a tale3Jartar knows it best. Tel

t he

| ad, brother— He turned his attention to Brixi a.

So her woul d-be cl everness had been a mistake after all. She tried to think
of

the words of the doggerel song she had heard in the keep courtyard of

Eggar sdal e.

"It is a song, Lord, an old one—*

"A song, yes. But we have proved it true. There lies An-Yak, water buried, it
proves the truth. W have found it! Tell us of the Bane, Jartar. It is the
story

of nmy House and yours, you know it best."

Brixia was trapped. "Lord, it is your tale also. You have clained it."

He watched her narrowmy fromacross the fire. "Jartar,"” he did not answer her
guestion but asked one of his own, "why do you call me 'lord ? Are we not
fost er-Kkin?"

To that Brixia could find no answer.

"You are not Jartar!" Marbon flung the spitted neat fromhim Before she
coul d

get to her feet he was around the fire, moving with a cat's grace, a cat's

| eapi ng speed. Hi s hands had cl osed on her shoul ders, jerking her up to face
hi m

"Who are you?" He shook her with force, but now she resisted. Her own hands
cl osed about his wists and she exerted all the strength she could sunmon to
break his hold. "Wio are you!" he demanded the second tine.

"I am nysel f —Brixi a—= She kicked at his shin and gasped at the pain in her
brui sed foot. Then she gave a quick sidewi se fling of the head and set her
teeth

in his wist with the sane wild fury Ua mght have shown when resenting

rough

handl i ng.

He yelled and hurled her fromhimso that she fell into the grass. But there
was

enough outrage and strength in her to roll frantically away, scranble to her
feet. Her spear lay beside the fire, but she had her belt knife ready in her
hand.

Only he had not followed her. |Instead he swayed, and he held up his wi st,
eyeing the marks her teeth had | eft. Now he | ooked at Dwed who was beside him
"I where is Jartar? He was here—and then-sorcery! There is sorcery—Where is



Jartar—why did he wear the | ook of —ef =

"Lord, you have slept and dreamed! Cone and eat—

Brixia saw Dmed' s hold tighten on him Perhaps the boy coul d soothe Marbon
In

any case she had better stay well beyond the fire I est the sight of her again
cause trouble. She eyed the meat hungrily.

Dned succeeded in cal m ng Marbon. He persuaded the nman to reseat hinself, got
himto pulling the seared neat fromthe stick to eat. |Indeed the awareness
had

ebbed out of Marbon's eyes, his mouth becane | oose and sl ack—the forcefu
person he had been vani shed.

Bri xi a wat ched the boy persuade his lord to settle once nore to sleep. And
when

some time had passed w thout any novement in that recumbent figure the girl
crept back to reach for the charred neat, gulping it down only half chewed.
Dwed' s voi ce cane col d:

"He will not accept you. Why do you not go your own way—

"Be assured that | shall," she snapped. "I tried to play your game, that good
woul d cone of it. If evil has chanced instead it is through no fault of mne."
"Good or ill—we are better apart. Wiy did you followyou are no liege of his."
"I do not know why | followed," she said frankly. "I only know that sonething

I
do not understand willed it."
"Why did you speak of the three together when you cane?" he persi sted.

"Again | cannot answer. The words were not mine, | did not know what | said
until | spoke so. There is sorcery in old places— She shivered. "Who may say
how that will influence the unwary?"

"Then be not unwary!" he snapped. "Be not here at all! W do not want you-—and
he

may be beyond my control if he thinks you keep Jartar fromhimin sone
fashion."

"Who is this Jartar—er was he—for | heard you name hi m dead—that he so noved
your |ord?"

Dned shot a quick glance at the sleeping man as if he feared his lord m ght
wake

to hear, then he answered:

Jartar was ny lord's foster brother—they were closer than many who are

bl ood-kin. |1 know not from what House he came—though he was a man who was
used

to authority of his owmn. How can | find words to say so another can
under st and

if that other knew not Jartar? He was no master of any Dal e, yet anyone
nmeeti ng

wi th himgave himthe honor nane of 'lord" upon their first speaking. | think
there was sonethi ng strange about his past. My lord, too—sen said of himthat
he

was of mixed bl ood—that he had ties with the Cthers. If that was so of him

t hen

it mght be doubly so of Jartar. He knew thi ngs—strange things!

"I saw hi monce— Dwed swal | oned and paused, "if you say this is not
possi bl e, "

now he stared at her fiercely, "you give nme the open lie for | sawit. Jartar
spoke to the sky—and there came a wi nd which drove upon the eneny, forcing

t hem

into the river. Afterwards he was white and shaking, so weak ny |ord needs
nmust

hold himin his saddle."”

"It is said that those of Power when they use it to a great degree are so
weakened, " Brixia commented. Nor did she doubt that Dwed had seen exactly
what



he reported. There were many stories of what the A d Ones could do when and
if

t hey w shed.

"Yes. And he coul d heal tonan had a wound whi ch woul d not cl ose, but kept

ever

br eaki ng open. Jartar went out by hinmself and cane back with | eaves which he
crushed and | aid upon the raw fl esh. Then he sat with his hands upon the

| eaves,

hol di ng them there, and he stayed for a long time thus. The next day the

sl ash

began to cl ose—there was no foul odor. It healed w thout even a scar. My lord
could do so al so—+t was a gift which made himdifferent from other nen."

"But Jartar died— Brixia said.

"He died like any other of us—by a sword thrust through the throat. For he

st ood

above ny fallen lord beating off that scumwho spilled rocks into the pass to
stun us. He took a wound, blood ran as it would fromany man, and he died, ny
| ord unknowi ng. Froma rock blow on the head, nmy |l ord cane back to ne with

di sordered wits—as you see him Only he spoke of Jartar as one who waited
somewhere for him and that he must gain the Bane. First he said that it was

because of Jartar he nust do this thi ng—row—you have heard him | know no
nor e
of what he seeks than that song he will sing and sonme scattered words.

"When he canme to this place he wal ked as does a man who is so intent upon
what

he must do that he | ooks neither right nor left, but presses forward that it
be

speedily finished. Now it seenms he has taken it into his head that what he
seeks

lies out there— Dwed notioned to the | ake now hidden in the night. "I know
not

how to deal with himany nore. At first he was weak of body fromthe head
wound

and | could lead him take care of him Now his strength has returned. At
tinmes

it isas if | amnot with himat all-he thinks only of something | do not
know

and cannot understand."

Daned's words spilled out as if he found relief in talking of the burden he
carried. But that he expected any reponse or synpathy from Brixi a—fno, he
woul d

probably resent that she had heard so much after he had obtained relief from
such unguar ded speech

"I cannot— she began

"I need no help!" Dned was quick to refuse what she mght offer. "He is ny

| ord.

As long as he lives, or I do, that will not alter. If he is under sone
spel |l +this damed | and may well have set its shadow upon himforever, weak
and

open as his mindis. If that is so |l must find what | can to break himfree."
He turned his back on her and went to settle beside his lord, pulling over
Mar bon the journey cloak. Brixia huddl ed on her own side of the fire. She was
very tired. Dwed might want her gone, her own sense of self preservation

m ght

agree. But tonight she could not summon strength to nove on

There was no feeling this night of being guarded, or |lying safe, as there had
been under the trees. The girl curled in the grass and suddenly there was a
war m

and purring body next to hers. Uta had come to share her bed once again.
Brixia



stroked the Iength of the cat's body fromprick-eared head to snooth furred
haunch.

"Uta," she whispered, "what sort of a coil have you led ne into, for indeed

t he

first neeting with these two was of your doing and | may be undone because of
it."

Ua's purring was a song to weight the eyelids of the listener. Though al

she

had |l earned in the past dark years urged her to caution and to the safeguards
she had al ways depended upon, Brixia could not rouse herself again. She slept.
"Where is he?"

She struggled out of deep sleep, a little dazed. Hands pawed at her, shook
her .

She opened her eyes. Dwed had hol d upon her. His | ook was that of an eneny
peering at her over a battle shield.

"Where is he—you outlaw slut!"

H s hand rose, cracked agai nst her cheek, rocking her head.

Brixia jerked back.

"Mad—you're nmad!" she gasped and clawed farther along the ground, away from
hi m

When she was able to sit up she saw himrunning fromthe burnt out ashes of

t he

fire down to the edge of the I|ake.

"Lord—tord Marbon—" His cry arose |like a wounded nman's scream He spl ashed
into

the water, beating out frantically with his arns.

Bri xi a began to understand. Only Dwed and she—bot h Marbon and Ua were not
in

sight. In the same instant she knew the reason for Dwed's present fear. Had
hi s

| ord awakened—wal ked on into that stretch of water as he had tried to do | ast
ni ght —wal ked out to death beneath the surface?

She foll owed Dned to the | ake's edge. That clarity which the water had gai ned
fromthe passage of the bud was | ost again. There was no sighting of what |ay
beneath its surface, smooth and quiet as a mrror save for where Dwed

spl ashed

and sought to swm Swi mhe could not—ust so far was he able to win into the
wat er—+hen, as frantically as he struggl ed, he could go no further

He was fighting in that fruitless manner when Uta broke fromthe grass and
cane

unto the narrow strip of sand shore. The cat neowed, |oudly and demandi ngly,
a

cry Brixia knew of old. Ua sought attention

" Dned- wai t —+"

At first he might not have heard her, then he turned. Brixia pointed to the
cat.

"Watch!" she ordered, with, she hoped, enough force to nake hi m obey.

U a turned and bounded off, | ooking back now and then to see if she were

i ndeed

being followed. Brixia broke into a trot to keep up. There was no nore

spl ashi ng; she gl anced back. Dwed had conme out of the |ake, was poundi ng
after

t hem

So the three of themran on through the grass until they came to where Lord
Mar bon stood in a channel, dry, but cut deep enough in the soil of the valley
to

hi de his hunched figure fromtheir view until they were directly upon him By
his side lay Brixia's spear, earth stained, and in his hands was Dwed's

swor d.

Wth the point of that he pried at a wall of stones which stopped the end of



t he

channel

A dama dam set to lock up the | ake! Now he glanced at them

"Cet busy!"™ his voice was sharp with inpatience, "don't you see—we nust |et
t he

water flow It is the only way to reach An-Yak now "

9

"LORD MARBON! "
He | ooked around, his dark head bare, his face once more with the life of
intelligence to bring back that aspect of youth. So he was able to understand
her summons. Brixia pointed to the wall he assaulted. Hi s efforts there were
al ready being rewarded, for water oozed through between the stones in patches
of

wet .

"You pull those free without nmore thought," the girl observed, "and it will
be

as taking a stopper froma filled water-skin. A whole flood will rush forth
agai nst you."

Mar bon gl anced back at the wall, raised his armto draw across over a face

streaked with the sweat summoned by his efforts. Then he studied the damwith
narrowed eyes. Now he had the appearance of a man who m ght be noved by
sorcery,

but one who could also think for hinmself in some things and with judgnent.

"It is true, Lord," Dwed junped down into that sanme |ong dry channel to stand
beside him "Break that through and you nay be swept away."

"Perhaps— there was force in Marbon's answer. He tapped the spear butt hard
agai nst the stones.

By Brixia's guess there were already nore patches of noisture than there had
been even seconds ago.

"Lord Marbon—-bPbwed—get out—" she cried. "It is beginning to give!"

Hardly knowi ng what she did, the girl went to her knees, |eaned down to catch
at

Mar bon' s arm-si nce he was the nearer—snatching her spear fromhim Then,

t hrowi ng the weapon behi nd her, she tightened her hold on the man hinself.
Dwed

nmoved in on his other side, exerting his strength to urge his lord towards

t he

bank.

For a monment Marbon resisted themboth. His attention was all for the wall.
Then

he shook free of Dwed, pulled hinself up beside the kneeling girl.

"Up with you!" Marbon, too, was on his knees, reaching out to catch at Dwed's
mai |l shirt near the neck. Setting his hold firmy, he jerked the boy towards
t hem bot h. Toget her they pulled Dwed out of the channel just in tine.

The patches on the stones thickened to trickles of water. Then one, and a
second, spouted out as pressured streans to shoot beyond the foot of the dam
dashing on into the channel

"Away—" Marbon's arns swept out, sweeping both Brixia and Dwed with him
back

fromthe lip of the cut. They stunbl ed, dragged thenselves farther off. There
was a sound—Brixia, edging around without getting to her feet, saw water
fountain up above the banks. The whol e dam must have gi ven away suddenly.
Lord Marbon was on his feet, striding back toward the foam ng river he had
unl oosed, Dwed cl ose behind him Even Uta crouched near the rimof the
channel

peering down at the rushing waters.



That flood did not go far, Brixia saw as she joined the rest of the party.
The

rise in the slope of the valley nmght well have sent the draining water back
towards the | ake. Instead the new stream di sappeared not far away. Lord

Mar bon

had nmoved to that point, was | ooking down at the swirling, foamtopped whirl
pond.

"Under ground, " he nurmured—"a river underground."

However, he spared but little attention to that. Rather he hurried back to

t he

| ake itself.

The water poured away in a steady, rushing outflow Already a pinnacle arose
out

of the | ake. The top of a done showed, then another

"An- Yak, the | ong-hidden— Lord Marbon's loud cry of triunph arose above the
rushing of the water. "Three and one—ae have cone to find what has | ong been
| ost and vainly sought!"

Still the water drained. Walls rose clear and dripping. Brixia could see that
what stood here was unlike any other structure she had ever seen. Those walls
now com ng i nto view encl osed spaces for which there was no indication roofs
had

ever existed. There were two dones at the heart of that maze of walls,

bet ween

them a sl ender tower, standing not very tall—perhaps | ess than the hei ght of
a

manor watchtower. As the waters fell to disclose nore and nore, Brixia

bl i nked

and rubbed her eyes.

There was sonething very curious about what Lord Marbon named An-Yak. The
spraw i ng structures were small —+hey m ght have been viewing it froma

di st ance

so perspective reduced the normal size. She could not explain this

st rangeness—enly she herself felt |arge—+too |arge—a gi ant near buil dings
devi sed

for a nuch shorter race.

The toad people had been small —-and a statue of their kind had guarded the way
to

An-Yak. WAas this sone ancient dwelling of theirs—a tenple perhaps? Brixia
hal f

expected to see one of those warty, tendril haired heads break above the
surface

of the rapidly dw ndling water

Mat ching the color of flood itself, the hues of those buildings were both
green

and blue. Nor were those colors constant in shade. Rather, across the wet
surfaces those rippled, light and dark, dark and light.

W de bands of netal of a deep green encircled the dones. Those were set with
what m ght be gem stones; for, catching the sun's full light, they flashed
with

fire. It would seemthat |ong i mersion had in no way either eroded or
encrust ed

what had been built here.

The flood dwindled at long last. There was still a cupping of water in the
nm ddl e of the |ake, washing about the foundations of the walls, but no nore
fed

on into the channel

"An-Yak's heart—!" Marbon |l eaped fromthe rimof the |ake. As he noved
purposefully forward water washed about his ankles, then arose half way to
hi s

knees.



Brixia cried out. Caws struck her shoul ders, pierced her shirt, to catch in
her

flesh. She put up her hands to grasp Uta, settling the cat into her arns.
Dwed

was al ready splashing after his lord and it seenmed that Uta urged her to
fol | ow,

perhaps | ooking to Brixia to provide a way for the cat to reach the once

dr owned

bui I di ng dry f oot ed.

Her feeling that the proportions of the building before them (for she had
decided that it was indeed joined together to forma single structure) were
wrong continued. Its small size seened to be normal, her own in relation to
it,

too large and clunsy. Water washed lazily around her feet and—

A small wavel et, set up by the passing of the two ahead, broke agai nst her
own

legs. Init—Settling UWa nore securely in the crook of her left arm Brixia
stooped. She was right! Her fingers closed upon the tight bud which had swept
over the |l ake to reveal what lay under its surface. To hold the enfol ded

bl ossom

once nmore was conforting. Under the sun it was tightly shut as if it had
never

opened. Nor did it feel any nore as if it pulsed with sone life of its own.
Brixia tucked it into her shirt, glad of its cool wetness agai nst her skin.
There appeared to be no gate or other opening to | ead through the cluster of
wal I s about the two dones. The three splashed their way conpletely around the
outer edge to discover none such. The road they had seen fromthe bank canme to
a

dead end against one wall. Those partitions arose in a height slightly above
Lord Marbon's head, well above Dwed's. Brixia thought she mght just be able
herself to reach a hand to the top of one while standing on tiptoe.

Mar bon was not to be baffled. He had made the conplete circlet, now he turned
to

face the nearest stretch of wall. Reaching, he hooked his hands over the top
and

pul I ed hinmsel f up. He had not spoken since they had come down into the basin
of

the | ake, nor had he shown any sign of realizing he was not al one.

Though the vacancy in his face had gone, his new expression of deep
concentration walled them away as conpletely, he saw only what |ay before

hi m—

continued with urgency in every novement.

Up and over he went, to drop from sight.

"Lord—t" Dwed rmust know the futility of such a call as he voiced it. The boy
sprang in turn. His first leap fell short so his crooked fingers only drew
l'i nes

down the still wet surface of the barrier. Before Brixia came up, he junped
again, and this tinme caught and held, scranbling to the top by a determn ned
effort.

The girl loosened UWa's claw grip on her shoul der and held the cat up. Like
it

or not Uta would have to take to her own feet now, Brixia could not clinb

one- handed. And it would seem Uta was willing enough to do just that.
She joined cat and boy on the top of the wall. Fromhere the odd architecture
of

the buil ding was even nore clear. The walls encl osed spaces which jutted out
fromthe double domed center |ike—+ike the petals of a flower. They tapered
somewhat inward, the space each guarded roughly oval, narrower at the done
end.

There was nothing within these encl osures save nore water, washi ng hi gher



here

since it had been retained by the walls.

Mar bon, water wai st high about him had nearly reached the narrowed end of

t he

space into which he had swung. Now Dwed dropped, headi ng doggedly after his
lord. Brixia hesitated.

Curiosity alone, or so she had thought, had brought her this far. Now, as she
crouched on the wall top, she was in two m nds about continuing. Al the old
di strust of sorcery and ancient Powers noved in her. Dwed was drawn by his
fierce loyalty to his | ord—o such tie noved her. Wiile the alien feeling of
t he

pl ace made her nore and nore uneasy.

Ua ran lightly along the top of the wall. The cat had al ready caught | evel
with

Mar bon, now passed him headi ng for the doubl e-dones. Brixia shook her head.
This venture was none of hers. She remmi ned perched where she was, unw lling
to

go on, yet sonehow al so unable to go back

The wat er washi ng about on the section below was dim nurky. Anything m ght
SW m

below its surface. Marbon and Dwed went with their feet and | egs covered, she
had no such protection. Go back—

But still Brixia could not bring herself to do that. Rather she arose, to
bal ance carefully on the wall top, following Ua's exanmple. The wet surface
of

the stone was slippery and she advanced slowy, having no desire to slide
over.

Lord Marbon reached the far end of the walled enclosure and clinbed the wall
there. She could see him standing before the nearest of the dones. Ua
sprang—-not for Marbon's shoul ders, but up and out, |anding gracefully on the
hi ghest point of the done itself. She | eaned over to voice a loud new as if
addressing the nan beneath her perch demandi ngly.

Bri xi a swayed, fought for her bal ance. That sound that the cat had nade! Her
hands flew up to cover her ears. Pain shot through her head like a knife
sliding

into her flesh. No—

She coul d not hear that piercing cry now, she could only feel. Wile the pain
stabs foll owed near every breath she drew

There was a nist before her eyes—green-blue. As if the water which had washed
here was rising to capture themin a heavy fog of noisture.

"Lord—t"

Dwed' s voi ce—thi n—far away—despairi ng—

The pain stabs cane less hard. Brixia strove to see through the m st—

Ua on the done—Marbon beneath it—The girl uncovered her ears to rub her
eyes.

She teetered on the wall but made herself edge forward, one fearful step
after

anot her. What had happened? That bl ast of sound—hen pai n—

Her sight cleared slowy. She could see the done. See it—and at its crown a
dar k

spot. Uta was gone. Lord Marbon jumped and reached—eaped again, only to slip
back. He was striving to gain the place Ua had stood.

Brixia was dizzy, light headed, a little sick. In order to go on she was
forced

to seat herself on the wall top, hitch along there. Lord Marbon, with a

m ghty

effort, had sonmehow reached the top of the donme. Then—he was gone! She saw
Dwed

now |l eaping vainly to follow, only to slide back again.



"Lord—Lord—" his voice rang out, but this time the sound of his voice

br ought

no after pain such as had answered Uta's cry.

There was no sight of Marbon or the cat. Brixia reached the end of the wall.
Dned stood agai nst the foot of the dome, his chest heaving. He pounded on the
surface before himwith his fists. Gngerly Brixia arose to stand upright.
Now she could see nore plainly that puzzling alteration in the crest of the
done. There was an opening there! But how to reach it—2 She called to Dwed—
"Cinb up here. There is a door above there."

He was not long in joining her, still breathing hard fromhis attenpts to
scal e

t he done.

"He's gone—" Dwed gasped.

Bri xi a seated hersel f again, her |egs dangling over, hands braced in a tight
hol d on either side of her body.

"W can't get to himnow "

Daed turned on her fiercely. "Wiere he went, | will follow" he said between
set

teet h.

Let him solve the problemthen, Brixia thought. Dwed kicked at her with one

f oot .

"Move," he ordered. "If | take a run and then junp—

The girl shrugged. Let himtry such tricks. Wiy she had come this far and

i nvol ved herself in such madness, she could not understand. She hitched away
along the wall, rounding the slightly curved end to allow Dmed roomto
nmaneuver .

The boy backed up. Hands on hips, he stood a |ong nmonent to neasure by eye

t he

wal |, the space beyond, the rise of the donme. Then he sat down and pull ed off
his boots, thrusting their tops under his belt. Feet bare he retreated
farther

back on the wall

Turning, he ran, and Brixia watched him caught in spite of herself in a hope
that he woul d succeed. He | eaped out and beyond, his body slamm ng agai nst

t he

side of the done. One of his hands caught in the hold he sought, the edge of
t he

openi ng.

Scranbl i ng agai nst the dome with feet and other hand, he fought until he was
able to hook a second hold. Then he drew hinself up and di sappeared in turn
Bri xia sat al one.

Her gaze centered on the done. Well, they had done it—+tet the broken-witted
lord

and his stubborn fosterling seek whatever they believed mght lie there. It
was

none of hers to hunt. Her hands noved restlessly on her knees.

What was Uta's part in all this? That the cat had sought the done first—-had
cried out in such a way as to be answered by that frightening sound (or had
Ua's cry itself somehow been expanded into that?) Brixia could not deny. But
t he purpose—=?

"Zarsthor's Bane— she spoke the words al oud. They sounded curiously deadened
and far away. Even the water had ceased to wash about the walls and | ay

al nost

frighteningly mirror still. And there was a feeling of—ef |oneliness!

Bri xi a had | ong known | oneliness. She had endured, come to accept that state
as

not only safe but natural. But this was a | oneliness beyond—beyond what? Once
nore she was aware of that clarity of sight, that feeling of being clainmd by
somet hi ng out si de—beyond—

She shook her head, striving to shake | oose the grasp of those half



feeli ngs—hal f thought s—Aake them | eave her al one. Al one—Brixia gazed up into
the arch of the sky. No bird crossed it. This whole valley seened a deserted,
forsaken place. Silence closed about her

Agai nst her will she gazed once again at the dome—at that opening in the
crest

whi ch she saw fromthere only as a shadow against its surface. It—
was—one—ef —her —desi re—She gri pped the wall on either side until her fingers
were nunb with the force she put upon them

She fought. No—she would not! |t—+they—nobody coul d make her do this! She
woul d

turn—go back—this was no trap of her seeking.

Trap! Menory stirred.

Traps whi ch had beckoned or conpelled and which the flower had broken for

her .

Coul d the bl ossom work agai n? The girl | oosened one hand, her fingers stiff,
to

search within her clothing, to bring the closed bud into the light.

It seened even nore tightly furled now than she remenbered it. The fl ower was
dead—t rmust be—nothing could live this | ong after being picked.

Brixia raised her hand until the dried | ooking bud rested just bel ow the

| evel

of her chin. There was still a faint scent clinging to it. Sonehow sniffing

t hat

gave her a shadow of hope.

She breathed deeply once, again—Then lifted her head to gaze to the done and
t hat opening. She could do as well as Dwed in reaching that, perhaps better
And

she was going to! She was not one al one—she was a part of three—

Stowi ng the bud away again, Brixia got confidently to her feet. As Dwed had
done

she retreated along the wall, neasured the distance with care—+an—and j unped!
Her hands caught on the edge of the opening as they had upon the wall top
Then

she heaved up and over. Down into the dark she plunged as one might dive into
a

| ake. But she did not fall far and she | anded sonmehow with a roll she had not
consci ously pl anned.

Around her was no conpl ete dark. Rather there shone a bl ueish gl eam which her
eyes quickly adjusted to. The chanber was bare, but facing her was a doorway
which led in the direction of where the outer tower nust stand. Towards that
she

headed as soon as she regai ned her feet.

There was a passage beyond opened into another room Here she found those who
had conme before her. And—

Brixia gave a cry and dashed forward.

Uta crouched on a pillar her nouth half opened, for between her jaws she held
a

smal | box. The hair along the cat's spine stood erect, one forepaw was rai sed
in

either threat or warning, while her tail |ashed in rage.

Knife in hand Marbon circled the cat, while Dwned crept in on the other side,
also with a drawn blade. Ua saw the girl. Wth one of those | eaps such as

| aunched her on prey, she cleared Dwed's shoul der and | anded, claws out,

agai nst

Brixia, ripping the girl's clothing and scratching the flesh beneath as she
fought for a nmore secure hold.

One arm about the cat, her own knife now in hand, Brixia faced the other two.
Their expressions chilled her. In the past Marbon had shown a face w t hout
life,



then one filled with driving eagerness. \Wat | ooked out of his eyes now was
worse than any toad thing's malice. For this enotion dwelt within her own

ki nd—

or the likeness of her kind. Wile Dwed' s features had gone sl ack. He seened
as

| acki ng in consciousness as his lord had earlier been, yet still he noved
with

cruel purpose. Ua was the quarry for them both.

Bri xi a backed as Dwed got between her and the door through which she had
cone.

Her shoul ders net the wall of the chanmber and she slipped along with that at
her

back even as she had stood at bay before the bird-woman. For some reason they
did not rush her. Had they done so they surely could have pulled her down.
But,

t hough she was sure they neant to kill her if she did not yield themthe cat,
they did not yet close in.

The near insane rage in Marbon's eyes spread to twist his features into a
mask

of cruel purpose. He took a quick step forward. But the result was as if he
had

tried to wal k through the wall itself. Brixia was startled when the nman

sl anmed

to a full stop, unable to pass sone barrier she could not see. Ua's head
noved

agai nst her. The box was still clanped in the cat's jaws.

But Uta's attention renmained fixed on Marbon.

Dned |ingered before the door, knife in hand, guarding that exit, |eaving the
active hunt to his lord.

Mar bon's mouth worked, his |lips noved. It he spoke Brixia could hear no
sound.

Only she felt the cat stiffen against her. Into her own head, burst snall
thrusts of pain, sharp enough to set her gasping, building up strength with
every stab. It was as if some spell the man uttered soundl essly was so

transl ated to her torment.

Around the pillar where Uta had crouched curled a gray mst, weathing up the
length of that as a vine might grow. Marbon continued to attenpt to reach at
Brixia, pressing first this side and then that. The nist about the pillar
towered beyond the crest of that aimng towards the roof of the chamber.
There

it spread out in long wi sps—a shadowy tree putting out branches. Those spread
evenly, save directly above the girl and there they did not gather. \Whatever
protecti on was about her was present there also.

Ut a nudged agai nst her demandingly. The box—did Uta want her to take the box?
Brixia reached for it—Uta's head snapped away. Wat then—=2

The cat nosed against the opening of her shirt. Brixia, knife still ready in
her

hand, pulled open the neck of that. Uta straightway dropped the box within.
Now

the cat fought against the girl's hold so ruthlessly Brixia dropped her

bl ood

t hreadi ng al ong her scratched hands. A nonent after landing on the floor, Ua
made anot her spring—she was back again on her pillar perch

Mar bon wheel ed. His attention was still for the cat. His |ips noved steadily,
Bri xi a now caught a nutter of words.

"Blood to bind, blood to sow, blood to pay. So is it demanded!"

He reached out his left hand and, with his knife, he scored his own flesh
Wthout a single wince he waved the wounded hand, flinging a sprinkling of

bl ood

drops at the pillar. Dwned wal ked forward fromthe door as one walks in a



trance.

"Blood to pay— his lighter, higher voice repeated the words. Now he cut at
hi s

hand al so and watered the foot of the pillar

Tendrills of the fog spread out, to fasten on those drops where they had
fallen.

Brixia could see dark streaks rising fromeach drop as if the m st drew that
into its own substance, fed upon it.

The color of the nmist changed. As it darkened it al so became nore and nore
opaque. She thought now the illusion was that of stout vines clinging about
t he

pillar, rising to crawl out upon the ceiling. As she rai sed her eyes, she saw
that those were at |ast noving on over her head, thickening, darkening as

t hey

grew. Fromthose stal ks above drooped thinner tendrils which swayed, casting
back and forth through the air.

She gl anced anxiously at Uta, fearing that the cat m ght have been al ready
netted by the thicker gromh about the pillar. But there was a cl ear space
there

wi thin which Uta crouched, snarling.

"W are nothing—but the Power |asts forever!" Marbon cried.

"Fate has witten," he continued, "that our kind shall run, has run, beyond

al |

seas. W shall reach earth's | ast boundaries and shall end as dust shaken from
a

travel er's boot. But ahead in the heavens still lies Power, and those there
are

the Lords of outer space!"

There were powers and powers, Brixia thought wildly. Wat gathered here gave
of f

a stench, ever thickening as the evil tree thing took on substance. The sane
noi sone snell she had met with the toad things and the birds filled her
nostrils. Her knife fell fromher hand. Its too often sharpend bl ade
shattered

agai nst the stone floor. But she did not heed those splinters of metal

Rat her

she groped for the bud dead and brown. Wen she held that safe within her
hand

she becanme only a door, a mouth—a way for another presence to enter her
wor | d.

It was true, at |east she knew what part she had in this—she was a servant
and

now full service was demanded of her

10

BRI XI A MO STENED her lips with tongue tip. She felt strange—as if there was
now

a veil between her and the past—Who or what invaded her now, used her for a
nmout hpi ece—er a tool ? Whatever force of personality possessed her (and she
coul d

not detect the nature of the conpul sion present in control) it was not born
of

her own will, thought, or being.

"Hatred does not |ast forever, no matter how hot or how deep it has run,"

t hat

other will brought the words out of her now "If those who gave it birth are
gone it dwindles and dies. But in the brilliant |light of the past may lie the



sgeds of future glory—for those secrets rest hidden in the nmnds of man." So
?kgt presence gi ve tongue.

Mar bon stared at her. Once nore he appeared fully awake, conscious, the man
gﬁpe had been, m ght again be, coming into part |ife once nore. This vigor
ErAEZd up in himcentered in his eyes. Those appeared cored by a ruddy spark
ﬁLnger. Brixia felt as if his demandi ng gaze dug and pried at her, as one

m ght
strive to hunt fromits safe protection sonme shell dwelling creature.
"That was the thoughts of Jartar!" He hissed the nanme. "I know not how or why

I

can swear this! But Jartar— his voice died away, there was a flush across
hi s

hi gh cheekbones.

That whi ch possessed Bri xia spoke again. Her voice sounded different in her
own

ears, deeper, harsher.

"Hate dies—but while it lives it can twist and tornent the unwary who summon
its

ai d. However old the hates—even those backed by a Power can | ose their
strengt h—=

“Lord!"

Dned' s cry, one of ammzenent and fear, cut across her speech. The boy had cone
a

step or two forward fromthe doorway. He was no | onger blank of face, rather
seenmed one who was but an extension of a stronger will.

Around his body twined a dark tendril |oosed fromthe vine of mst. He
struggl ed

to throw that off, slashing furiously at it with his free hand. To no
pur pose,

for the mst, which seenmed nore and nore a tangible thing, clung and coul d
not

be | oosened.

H s face was stricken with fear as he withed nore and nore vigorously

agai nst

the whispy stuff. But thin as it |ooked it appeared well able to keep himin
thrall.

"Lord!" his repeated cry was a frantic plea.

Mar bon did not even turn his head to glance at his fosterling. Rather his
gaze

centered and narrowed upon Brixia, even as a man about to match sword agai nst
sword wat ches his eneny.

"Eldron, if you are here to protect the Bane,'
am

al so! | amof Zarsthor's line—eurs the ancient quarrel—+f you do not sulk
wi t hin

your Power—+then show yoursel f!"

"Lord!" The m st arose farther about Dwed. He was enw apped by it save for
hi s

white and stricken face, now a mask of fear. "Lord, by your powers—save ne!"
That which was still Brixia, not entirely possessed by the entity which nmade
use

of her as a vessel for other thought and enotions (Jartar's or Eldor's, who
could tell) knew what held Dwed was surely beyond the boy's strength to
resist.

That his courage had al ready so broken before the | ord he worshi pped nust
seem

he chal | enged sharply, "then |



to him bl ack defeat.

"The Bane!" Still Marbon gave no heed to his fosterling.

He strode to advance upon the girl, beat with his hand in rage agai nst that
invisible barrier between them He even slashed the air with his knife as if
he

could tear that asunder as he might fabric tight stretched.

"G ve nme the Bane!" he shouted.

Now about his feet the mst tendrils gathered in turn, puddl ed and thickened.
The fog drew about him crept upward along his body. It |apped his knees,

cl ung

to his thighs but he did not seemto notice.

Only Dwed hung in the stuff as a spider's prey is enw apped in web, helpless,
noti onl ess. The horror on his face was stark as wavel ets of the mi st touched
hi s

cheeks, clung to his chin.

"The Bane!" Marbon nout hed.

Ua stood tall on her hind feet. She sl apped out viciously at a tongue of the
m st reaching for her. At that same nonment Brixia was—enptied. She had no

ot her

word to describe that sensation of release. Sonething had w thdrawn. She was
now

al one, open to whatever Marbon m ght use against her. Even her knife |ay
shattered at her feet.

Her hand cl osed convul sively as if she could still grip the. haft of that
weapon. But what she held was the bud. And it noved! As her fingers spread
flat,

the flower began to open.

The dull brown outer husks split. Fromthe heart within came that gl ow which
had

| ightened her path, heartened her, during her journey through the night in

t he

Wast e

Powers and powers, she thought frantically. Now her other hand went to that
box

Ua had entrusted to her, closed on it where it lay within her shirt.

Marbon stirred. Hi s face was no | onger that of the man she knew-sl ack or
conscious either one. Could it be possible that features could withe in that
i ntol erabl e fashion—+esettle into an entirely different countenance? Even if
this change was only illusion, it was surely never meant for any one sane to
wi tness. She was icy cold, now filled with such terror that she coul d not
will

herself to the slightest novenent towards escape, even though Dwed now | eft
t he

door open for her going.

The man fronting her flung high his arns. Hs face turned up to the tw ning,
squi rm ng snakes of fog above them He call ed:

"Jartar—sl e—frawa—ti!"

The mist whirled in a pattern which nmade one dizzy to watch. Brixia, now that
Mar bon' s gaze no | onger held and conmanded hers, closed her eyes |est she

| ose

her senses watching the vortex of the fog. Then the fragrance of the flower
wafted upward to cl ear her head.

What he mi ght have called on she could not guess. But-—somnething answered. It
was

here—ai th her—for, though she did not open her eyes to | ook, she was sure
this

new presence | ooned near her—+eached out—

Box and fl ower—she did not know why the two cane together in her mnd and

t hat

conbi nati on seened ri ght —eedful. Flower and box—Bo not | ook! Wat is here



had

cone to cloud her thoughts, |essen what she m ght do to defend herself. There
was a tuggi ng which she nmust not yield to.

Once nmore the cry arose fromher, the appeal to the only thing which seened
to

prom se safety in this shifting and alien world.

"Green nother, what nust | do? This is no magic of nmy own—n these ways aml
lost!"

Did she in truth cry that aloud, or was it only thought so intense that it
seened open speech, a plea made perhaps fruitlessly to a power she coul d not
under st and? Who were the gods—those great sources of power who were reputed
to

use men and woren as tools and weapons? And did those so used have any

def enses

at all? Was this struggle now centering on her as battle between one alien
power

and anot her ?

Open!

An order—delivered by whom-er what? The thing Marbon had summned? If so she
was

i ndeed in danger. Brixia still kept her eyes tightly closed, tried to do the
same for her nmind. As the m st had made a prisoner of Dwed, so did the will
she

sensed strive to enmesh her—not in body but in nind

"By what | hold," Brixia cried aloud, "let me stand fast!"

Box and fl ower —

Her hands noved, bringing together the two objects she held. She could not be
sure whet her she acted by the commands of the Light, or the Dark. But it was
done. And at the same noment she opened her eyes.

There was—

She was not in the mist curtained roomof the pillar, rather she stood before
the high seat in the feast hall of a keep. There were torches blazing high in
the rings fastened to the stone of the walls. A cloth woven of nmany col ors,
each

hue fadi ng or deepening into the next, lay down the center of the board. And
on

that cloth were drinking horns of gleam ng crystal, of the righ green of

mal achite, the warm red-brown of canelian, such a display as only the

gr eat est

of the dale |lords m ght hope to equal

Bef ore each place was a platter of silver. And there were many di shes and
bow s

set out-—some bearing patterned edges, or set with the wi nk of gens.

At first Brixia thought that she stood in a deserted hall and then she

di scovered that there was indeed a conpany there, but those who sat to feast
were but the faintest of shadows, mere w sps so tenuous that she could not be
sure which was man and which woman. It was as if that which was inert could
be

clearly seen, but life to her eyes was that of those shades which sone

dal espeopl e said clung to old, ill-onened places and were ininical to the
l'iving

out of jealousy and despair at their own unhappy state.

Brixia cried out. She swayed, fought to nove fromwhere she stood directly
bef ore the high seat where he or she who ruled this shadow conpany ni ght mark
her presence in a nonment. But she could not flee, no, she was fast held to
face

what m ght cone.

A bl ack flash—f light could be dark instead of white, slashed between her



and

the high seat, as a sword might swing to set a barrier of moving steel

Cr ooked

and controlled, a will which was not wholly evil, yet carried with it the
stigmata of the dark, was like a blow as it strove to seize upon her. It
flailed

at her like a harshly laid on lash. And now it seened that the ghost shape in
the high seat did indeed turn upon her visible eyes of red flane.

The shadow deepened even as Marbon's features had appeared to nove and
change,

grew to be nore substance. It seemed to the girl that what crouched now in

t hat

hi gh backed chair was no noble lord such as might rule this hall. Rather that
which leered at her with those flame eyes, which night have been wought from
the coals of hell itself, was an outlaw, foul, the very worst of the brutes
she

had in the past fled, or hidden from know ng well what woul d happen to her
wer e

she to fall into their hands.

CGone!

Crouched on the high seat now was a toad thing fromthe Wast e—ebscenely

bl oat ed,

its toothed jaws agape, its clawed paws outstretched. A giant anong its kind,
fully as large and nenacing as the outlaw shape it had replaced. It gabbled
in

di storted speech:

"Bane—the Bane!"

Box and fl ower —

Bri xi a came aware that she was pressing both of these with bruising force
agai nst her breast. Box and fl ower—

The toad thing winked out. Now it was the bird-wonman. Her cruel bill clicked,
she held high her armwi ngs, the talons crooked, and it would seem she was on
the very point of hurling herself into the air, launching an attack on Brixi a.
I1lusions? The girl could not be sure. For as each appeared it was as solid,
seem ngly as substantial as the seat in which it sat or squatted. Box and

fl ower—

Now—row it was Dwed! Still enwapped in the mist he lay linply rather than
sat

in the high seat. Al was hidden save a portion of his face. He raised his
head

weakly, | ooked at her with eyes which were dulled with horror and yet held in
them a desperate plea:

"Bane— The single word was a tortured whi sper which echoed hollowy al

t hr ough

that hall.

Then—he was gone. In his place UWa—-Utta firmy visible but in the grip of a
nonst er shadow thing, twisting, fighting vainly to free herself ever as the
nm sshapen paws netted tight about her furred throat to squeeze all life from
her .

"Bane!" the cat squawked.

As had the others Uta vani shed. For a |ong noment the high seat seened enpty.
Then—o nore shadow-here was a nan as visible and as real as Marbon had been
when he fronted her in the bubble room

He wore mail, not the silken robe of a feaster, and a hel met overshadowed his
face.

"Marbon!" Brixia near spoke that name al oud and then she saw that this was
not

the stricken Lord of Eggarsdal e, though there was surely some close kin line
linking themone to the other. But on this man's face a harsh and arrogant
pride



had set an unbreakable seal. And there was a twi st about his lips as if he
bi t

upon sonet hi ng sour and unpal at abl e whi ch poi soned any pleasure of this

f easti ng.

Like their lord the others ranged there becanme the clearer. Nor were they
all,

Brixia realized with a shiver, of the human kind. There was a | ady robed in

t he

green of new spring | eaves who sat upon the right hand of the lord. But her
flowing hair was as delicately and freshly green as the gown which she wore,
and

her face, beautiful as it was, was not that of a human worman. On the ot her
seat,

tothe lord' s left, a cat's head arose not so far above the |evel of the

t abl e.

In color it mght have been Ua but Brixia believed, could she see it better
this strange feline would have been half again as |arge.

There were ot hers—a young man wearing a hel mon which the crest was a rearing
horse, and whose face had an unhuman cast-—ot as pronounced as that of the
green

womman, but unm stakabl e. There was anot her woman plainly robed in cloth the
color of steel, girdled with metal plates each of which was centered by a
mlk-white gem Her hair, as white as those gens, was brai ded about her head
so

that it itself formed a crown of presence. And her cal mface held strength
and

assurance. Yet there was about her sone of the feeling that she was apart
from

this company, an onl ooker at what m ght pass here, and yet not a partaker in
any

action. On her breast rested an intricately fashi oned pendant of the sane
white

stones. And Brixia felt that served its owner for as powerful a weapon as any
war bl ade.

At the far end of the table, where the other feasters appeared to have

wi t hdr awn

alittle to give themroom (as if they were not entirely wel cone), were two
others. Brixia, seeing themclearly, caught her breath.

That grotesque and attenuated creature who had been served by birds—This was
not quite her double. The half fermale figure was nore rounded, closer to that
of

a wonan, though unclothed save for the feathers. Al so the avian creature wore
a

genmed belt. Wiile nore jewels sparked froma w de collar-like necklace. But
that she was of the sane breed as the Waste creature there could be no doubt.
Next to her squatted one of the Toads—save there was a cl oser, near

bl asphenous

link between this nonstrosity and—a man? Bri xia | oathed the thought, yet she
could not escape it as her gaze, in spite of all her efforts, were drawn to

t he

creature.

Its eyes glittered with nalice and she could guess that, though it appeared
to

be here in acceptance if not in friendship, it liked its present conpany no
nor e

than the conpany wel comed it.

It would seemthat Brixia' s own presence aroused no interest in the feasters.
Not one pair of eyes sought her out in surprise, nor even appeared to rest on
her |1 ong enough to recogni ze that she was not truly of them What purpose had
brought her here she did not understand. Then—



She no | onger stood hel plessly fixed before the high seat. After a nonment of
startl ement she realized that she now, by sone feat of power (or the will of
t hat whi ch had sent her here) appeared to hang in the air above the feasters,
in

a manner whi ch enl arged her view of the whole hall and those in it.

The high chair of the lord faced, as was still the dales customin any keep
of
pretension, the great double outer door of the hall itself. Now, with a crash

whi ch brought instant silence to the nunmurs which Brixia had been able to
hear

only as a faint sighing of sound, that portal not only burst open, but the

t wo

| eaves were sent flying back to slamagainst the wall. It was as if a thunder
clap had been wested out of sone sumer stormto resound through the hall.
Wthin the cavernous opening of the door (for that portal mght well have
admtted without difficulty near a full conpany of fighting men in marching
order) there stood a single man. As the lord of the hall he was not dressed
for

feasting, but also wore mail and a helnet. While thrown back on his shoul ders
was a cloak lying in folds as if he had tossed it so inpatiently to free his
arnms for some meeting of swords

Yet the bl ade which he wore was still in its scabbard and he hel d no weapon.
No

weapon save the hate which was naked in his face. And Brixi a who had near
cal l ed

"Mar bon" upon her first sighting of the hall l[ord, was now al nbst convi nced

t hat

she woul d make no mistake in giving that name in truth to this newoner.

He did not advance at once into the hall but waited, as if he nust have sone
invitaton, or at least recognition, fromthe nman in the high seat. Wile he
SO0

stood quietly, surveying the conpany at |arge, there was an ingathering of
foll owers behind him

It was if he were a man standing anmid a conpany of children. For these who
stepped forward to flank him massed in place at his back, were of the size
to

make himseema giant. Yet they had the seening, not of the children whose

si ze

t hey aped, rather of being well matured and perhaps even of sone unusual age.
They did not have the stocky bodies of dwarves, but were slender and well
shaped. Only their small hands, their finely featured faces, were uncovered.
For

the rest they wore a mail which had the pearling of the interior of a shell
made in small plates which overl apped. While their hel mets were unm stakably
either giant shells, or else faithfully fashioned in that pattern

"Greeting, kinsman—

It was the lord of the hall who broke the uneasy silence that had fallen upon
t he echoing of the door crash. He was sniling a little, but it was an

unpl easant

smle with a gloating in the curve of his I|ips.

The man at the door net himeye to eye. He wore no smle, rather there was

t hat

in faint lines about his nostrils and his lips which said that only with

gr eat

effort did he hold his enotions under tight rein. Nor did he cone any farther
into the hall.

"You did not signify that you intended to honor us with your presence,"”
continued the lord. "But there is always roomfor a kinsman in Kathal =
"Such roomas is in An-Yak?" for the first time the newconer spoke. Hi s voice
was | ow but Brixia had an odd sense that she could feel within herself the



strain he was under to keep his rage in bonds.

"A strange question, kinsman. What may you nean by it? Have you and your

wat er

peopl e then sonme trouble Iying upon you?"

The man at the door |aughed. "A proper question, Eldor! Trouble you ask? And
why

must you ask that? Surely with your eyes and ears, your readers of the wind,
and

listeners to the grass, the birds, all else able to bear runmor or report the
truth, you al ready know what has happened.”

The [ ord shook his head. "You credit me with many powers, Lord Zarsthor. Had
I

but a fraction of such | need question no man—

"Then why do so?" snapped Zarsthor. "Troubl e—yes, we know trouble. It is the

ki nd which cones fromill wi shing, fromthe nmeddling with forces which darken
a

man to touch upon. | have not such great reach as you can nuster, El dor

still

have | heard of certain Callings, of bargains, and trysts, and stirrings in
strange place. They speak to ne of a Bane—

Anot her silence fell as he said that |ast word—such a silence as was nore

pot ent

than a battle cry shouted al oud. There was not even a stir anpbng the conpany.
They m ght have been frozen, each one, into instant and lasting immbility.
It was the woman of the white gems who broke that silence.

"You speak in anger, Lord Zarsthor—a hasty speech cannot be recalled for even
one word."

For the first tine his eyes flickered away from El dor, touched upon the
woman,

and were instantly back upon the lord, as if he needed to keep himever in

si ght

for a very necessary reason of his own. He spoke respectfully but he did not
| ook at her again as he so answered:

"Your grace, | amangry, yes. But a man can be angered by truth and so

ar nor ed

agai nst injustice, and creeping evil. My friends have al so certain powers.
There

has been a Bane |l aid upon ne, upon An-Yak—+ amwilling to swear this on oath
at

your very altar, under the fullness of your noon!"

Now t he worman turned her head and | ooked directly at El dor

"It has been said that there is a Bane raised against a lord and his land. To
this there nust be an answer—=

Elder's smle grew wider. "Do not trouble yourself, your grace. Is it not
true

that what |ies between kinsman and ki nsman are private things, resting al one
on

t hen®?"

Now it was the youth wearing the horse-topped hel mwho broke in. Under the
shadow of his el aborate helmet his dark brows drew close in a deep frown.
"Between kin and kin no one but a sworn |iegeman may raise his voice, such is
in

truth the custom Lord Eldor. But a Bane is not such a light thing as to be
used

wi t hout due consideration. | have been asking nyself since we gathered here
why

certain ones have been honored among us for the first tinme." He nodded and

t hat

inclination of his head clearly indicated both the toad creature and the

avi an



woman at the other end of the table.

Now there was a | ow murmur, which seenmed to Brixia to be mainly one of
assent,

spreading fromone to the next anong the other guests. Yet neither the

bi rd-woman nor the Toad—f their features could indeed register any rea

enoti on—seenmed to show either surprise or irritation at being so singled out.
The green haired lady's voice, as light and delicate as a breeze rustling
anong

river reeds, followed fast upon that spreading rurnmur:

"Lord Eldor, unneet as it is for guests to nmake such comrents, yet so is this
| and now arrayed, one power fronting against the next, that it mght be w se
for

you to forget the lack of proper courtesy and answer—

11

"WELL DO YQU SAY, Lady Lalana, it is not courtesy to question the
arrangenent s

of your host at a feasting. But since this is now a matter of openness in our
conmpany—-why, | do not stand under any shadow with a need for hiding what |
have

done, or will do." His confidence was high with arrogance at that nonent.

"It is true that there is a separation anmong us of Arvon and this grows the
wi der —Ami nly because no one raises a voice to ask why does this happen? W
are

not of one blood or one kind, yet for | ong we have managed to dwel| peaceably
side by side—*

The wonan of the white gens arose. Her calmface was in a manner, Brixia
sensed,

a rebuke to the speaker. Her hand cane up breast high between them and her
fingers moved in a gesture which the watching girl was not able to foll ow

But

what was a marvel was that those novenents left drawn on the air itself a
synbol

as if white fire, not springing fromany tangible source, blazed there.

For a nonent out of tinme that synbol stayed white—as pure as the light of the
full sumrer noon. Then it began to shade as if blood itself seeped in froman
unknown space to taint and corrupt it. Froma flushing of pink it turned ever
darker, though still its outlines remained intact and sharp to the eye.

Full crinson it became. But the change was not yet over—darker and darker—ow
it

hel d a bl ackness which at |ast was entire—Then the synmbol itself began to
withe in the air, as if the change brought about some weird torment to

subst ances which |lived and could suffer pain.

So at last the white synbol was now a bl ack one and its whol e character was
changed. While those around the feast board stared at it with grave faces

whi ch

grew even nore di sturbed and uneasy. Only the avian worman and the toad
creature

seened utterly undi sturbed and uni npressed.

Even El dor took a step backward. Now his own hand half lifted as if he would
reach out to erase fromsight that sullenly glowi ng stain upon the air of the
hall. But his fist fell back to his side again. However his face was stem set
wi th purpose.

It was not he, however, who broke the silence in which all those within the
hal |

seened to be holding their breath waiting for some catastrophic event. Rather
t he woman who had drawn the synbol spoke:

"So be it— Her three words rang out as mght judgnent in some court whose
pronouncenent could alter the fate of whole nations.



Apparently in answer to those words the major part of that conpany arose from
their places, turning to El dor faces which were set and accusing. But he held
hi s head high and gazed back with a defiance as protective as the arnor he

wor e.

"I amlord in Varr.'
nmeani ng.

The wonman of the white gens inclined her head a fraction.

"You are lord in Varr," she agreed in a neutral voice. "Thus do you affirm
your

| ordship. But also must a lord answer for that |and of which he is warden—n
t he

end. "

He showed teeth in a wolfish grin. "Yes, lordship is a burden to be accounted
for. Do not think, your grace, that | did not consider that before—=

"Before you wought with them" Zarsthor came a few steps farther into the
hal I .

Hs armwas raised as if he would hurl the spear he did not hold, the index
finger of his hand pointing to toad and bird-wonan.

He al so spoke with enphasis as if the words had a doubl e

El dor snarled. "I said | would settle with you, kinsman! You laid shame on
nel

now worse shall lay on you and your |and, and those fish men wi th whom you
lair!

Eaters of filth, dwellers in nmud, profaners of the world— his voice arose
into

near a shout. "You have spit upon the nane of your House and brought our

bl ood

near to the dust—

As El dor's rage showed the hotter, Zarsthor's expression becane one of
enotionless calm The warriors in scaled arnmor who had followed himinto the
hal | drew cl oser about him Their sword hands hung now close to the hilts of
t heir scabbarded weapons and Brixia saw them glancing swiftly right and |eft
as

if they expected to have enemies leap forward fromthe walls of the chanber.
"Ask of yourself, Eldor," Zarsthor spoke as the other paused for breath,
"with

whom you have consorted. What price have you paid for the Bane? To surrender
Varr perhaps—

"Ahhhh—= his answer was a how of pure rage. But a novenent at the far end of
the table drew Brixia's attention, as small as that shifting of position had
been.

The avi an woman hel d up her goblet, was |ooking down into the cup with

i ntense

concentration. \Wat she saw there might be of far nore interest to her at
this

nmonent than the exchange before the two lords. Her head bent forward in a
sudden

bob. Had her vile nouth dipped into the liquid, or had she, on the contrary,
spat into it? Brixia could not tell. But noving with alnost a blur of speed
she

now hurled the cup fromher directly into the center of the table before

El dor's

hi gh seat.

There was a flash of —eould fl ane be bl ack?—which flared up as the gobl et
smashed agai nst the board and spattered its contents outward. There were
cries.

Peopl e reel ed back and away fromthe outward curling black flanes which
continued to bl aze.

Even El dor staggered in retreat, his armflung up before his face to protect
hinsel f. While those others, the green lady, the rest, fled as the fire

l'i cked



out viciously as if to lash them

Darker grew the flanes and hi gher. They blotted out the scene for Brixia. She
caught a glinpse of sonme of the conpany in flight through the door, Zarsthor
and

his shell-helnmed followers mxed with them

At the sane tinme she was aware that the box she held in her hand—that which
U a

had gi ven her—was war n+no, hot—dntil the heat grew close to torment. Still
she

could not [ oose her hold and drop it.

The hall was gone—with it the black fire. The girl was caught in a place of
gray

not hi ngness. She found herself breathing in great gasps as if there were
little

air here and she could not find enough to fill her |aboring |ungs.

Then the grayness becane a stretch of ground—barren—+ift by furrows—but not

t he

furrows set by any landman's plow. No, this was as if some great sword had
hacked and hacked agai n—ts cutting blade driving all vestiges of life out of
t he wast age of | eached earth.

Farther the mist lifted to show nore and nore of the gray and ravaged | and.
Yet

Bri xi a knew by some nmeans that this had once been a fair country before the
shadow had fallen on it. She saw tunbl ed bl ocks, stained by tinme, and with

t he

faint shadows of fire scorch laid across them and believed that once there
had

stood here some great keep, proud and fine.

Now—eut of the curtain of mst which had withdrawn only a short way-there
came

fromeither side—two nmen. About them hung a visible cloud which the girl
realized was the hate which corroded and ate at themuntil they had naught

el se

to keep themliving. Though this place was not of their world, (How did she
know

that also, Brixia wondered fleetingly) rather a hell that they had made for
t hensel ves through tinme itself. No matter who had had the right of it when
this

had begun, both now were tainted, defiled by the war which had held them
turning in desperation and rage to the Dark when the Light would not support
them Now they were entrapped—al ways to wander in their hell.

Their mail was hacked, rusted with blood. Though they still wore sword belts,
neither had a blade. Only their hatred remai ned as their weapon

Now one raised a hand and hurled a ball of force of rage and hate at his
adversary. That broke against the other's breastplate in a rain of dark
sparks.

He reeled back a step or two, but did not fall

I nstead he who had been struck cl apped his hands together. There foll owed no
sound. But the man who had thrown the ball shook fromhead to foot as might a
young tree in the full blast of a winter storm

Brixia, without any volition on her part, against her will, moved forward
unti |

she stood hal fway between the two of them Their heads cane slowy around so
she

could see their faces in the shadow of their battered helns. Their features
wer e

wi t hered, scored by passion, yet she knew them for El dor and Zarsthor—eld in
hat e.

Each held forth a hand, not inploringly, but in command. They spoke together
so



that it sounded to her like a single sharp order

" Bane!"

Nor did they after fade as had the others—the outlaw, the toad—ta—Rather
their

figures | ooked even clearer, in a way brighter. Eldor spoke again when she
did

not nove:

"Gve it tone, | say! It is mne, | labored in its making, | made a pact
with

those |I distrusted, | gave much to have it! If you will not yield it
willingly,

then | shall call and what will come to ny aid will serve you as you
choose—for

the choice is yours!"

Zast hor spoke as urgently:

"It is mne! Since it was wought to break me, and all those who stood with
nel

then by the very right of Power, | have now the need to defeat it, and hi m—
gi ve
hi m back from my own hand that which he raised to damm ne. | nust have it!"

In Brixia's hand the box glowed warm And in her other hand |l ay the flower.
I't

seened to her oddly that each weighed nuch, but the weight was the same, and
in

her way she was a bal ance appointed to hold themso. This was in manner a

j udgrment she did not understand, to be delivered to those whose causes she
coul d

not know. One had threatened her—El dor. Zarsthor's words m ght have been

t aken

as a justification and a plea.

"I wrought it!"

"I fought it!"

That they cried together

"Why?" Her question seened to startle both of them How could she hope to
render

j udgrment when she knew so little of the rights of the matter which had

br ought

them at each other's throats?

For a nonent they were silent. Then El der noved a step closer, both his hands
out as if to take the box fromher by force if he nust.

"You have no choice," he told her fiercely, "what | shall summon shall surely
answer. And that comi ng shall be your bane!"

"Gve it to himif you are fearful! But you will never then know how enpty
hi s
threats may be," Zarsthor broke in. "Gve it to him thereafter you shal

wal k

in the shadow of fear for as long as you live—and even after! Even as we two
now

must wal k in this place because of the Bane."

Box and fl ower —

Brixi a found she could break the gaze with which they had held her, their
eyes

keepi ng her prisoner. Now she | ooked down at her two hands—at what those held
in

bal ance.

The box was open! Tight held within it [ay an oval stone—ight pul sed weakly
fromits visible surface. That light was gray, like a film of shadow—f
shadow

and |light could be one. The flower had al so opened to its greatest extent and
the Iight which came fromit was not the pure white which she had al ways



before

seen, but rather a green gl ow which was soft and soothing to her eyes.
"This is the Bane, then," she said slowy. "Wy was it w ought,

El dor —r ul y—ahy?"

H s face was grimand hard.

"Because | would deal with my eneny as | nust—

"No," Brixia shook her head. "Not as you nust—but rather as you chose, is
t hat

not so? And why was he your eneny—=2"

The harsh face grew even sterner. "Why? Because—because— Hi s voice trailed
away, she saw him bite upon his lower lip.

"Is it that you no longer know?" the girl asked as he continued to hestiate.
He frowned at her fiercely but he did not answer. She turned to Zarsthor
"Why did he so hate you that he had to make this evil thing?"

4=

"You al so no | onger know. " She did not ask this tine. "But if you cannot
renenber why you are eneni es—what does it really matter who holds this? You
no

| onger need it, is that not the truth?"

"I am El dor—+he Bane is mne to use as | see fit!"

"I am Zar st hor—and the Bane has brought me this— he flung out his arnms, his
hands cl asped into fists, to indicate the ravaged world about them

"I amBrixia," the girl said, "and—+ amnot sure what else at this tinme. But
that which abides in me says—et it be thus!”

She brought the flower above the box, made the dimlight of that greenish
gl ow

fall upon the gray stone within.

"Power of destruction—power of growh and life. Let us now see which is
mast er—even here!"

The gray filmon the stone no | onger appeared to nove. Rather it lay like a
still crust over the surface.

And, as the light continued to bathe that crust, it broke, flaked away to
revea

new radi ance. Wiile the flower slowy dinmed, its petals drew in, began to
wither. Brixia wanted to jerk it away fromthat devouring stone, but her hand
woul d not obey. Mre and nore the flower shriveled, the stone in turn gl owed
and

pul sed. It was no |onger the gray of death—ef this [and which was a
trap—+at her

it now had a green spark at its heart, it could have been a seed ready to
br eak

through its protective casing and put forth new life.

O the flower all which was left was a wisp, a frail skeleton of a bl ossom
Then

there was nothing at all. Her hand was bare. But in her other palmthe box
was

al so crunmbling, loosing its hold on the stone. Bit by bit it powdered away
into

dust.

There was no longer any warmh in the stone. If any energy dwelt within it,
t hat

was nore isolated than had been the Power in the flower. But its beauty was
such

that Brixia was awed by what she held. Then she | ooked beyond it from El dor
to

Zar st hor.

She held the stone out towards El dor

"Do you wish this now? | think it is no | onger what you once wrought, but
woul d

you have it?"



The frown had been smoothed fromhis face and with it nmany of the hard Iines
whi ch had aged and ravaged it. Dignity was still there and authority but

behi nd

t hose empti ons—a freedom H's eyes were alight, but he snatched back his hand
hurriedly as hers, holding the stone, approached the closer

"This | did not make. No Power granted ne fills it. | can no | onger demand it
by

right for nmny own."

"And you?" Brixia offered it now to Zarsthor

He gazed at the stone absorbedly, not |ooking to her. Then, wi thout raising
hi s

eyes, he answered:

"That which was nmeant to be ny Bane—no, this is not it. Green magic is life,
not

deat h. Though death has brought to me through that as it was once. But |
cannot

break this as | would have the Bane—oosed its evil upon all. This is yours,
lady, do with it as you will. For— he raised his head and | ooked about him
there was peace in his face, underlying a great weariness. "The geas which
bound

us in this world of our own making is broken. It is time we take our rest."
Toget her they turned away from Bri xi a, Zarsthor noved up besi de El dor

shoul der

to shoulder. As if they had | ong been shield brothers and not deadly enem es,
t hey marched on, followi ng some road only they could see, into the mst.
Brixia cradled the stone in her two hands. As if she awakened from sone
absor bi ng dream she | ooked about her with the begi nning of new uneasi ness.
That this place was not of any tine or world she had known she was sure. How
m ght she now return to her own place? O could she? Panic began to grow from
the seed of that first uneasiness. She called |oudly:

"Uta!l Dwed!" And finally—=Marbon!"

Then she |istened, hoping against all hope that there would be an answer to
gui de her. A second time she shouted, this tinme nmore |oudl y—enly to hear
not hi ng

when her own voi ce died away.

Names—as all knew names had a power of their own—they were a part of one-as
nmuch

as skin, hair, or teeth. They were given to one at the birth hour and were

t hereafter something which could be threatened by evil, used to strengthen
good.

Now al |l she had to aid her were nanmes. Still two of those she called upon had
no

ties with her, nor perhaps held any wish to aid, and the third was an ani nal ,
alien to her own kind. Perhaps she had no ties to draw her back at all.
Brixia lifted her cupped hands, stared at the stone. This was truly a thing
of

Power. It had been wought to bring evil, even as Eldor (or the part of him
who

had exi sted here) had clained and Zarsthor in turn had agreed. But its evil
had

somehow been di scharged by the flower. Could it serve her, she who had no
conmand over any force, no training as a Wse Wmn? "Uta"—this tinme she did
not

shout that name aloud into the mst, rather spoke it softly to the stone.

"U a,

if you have any fair feeling for me now—+f | amgranted any desire of yours
for

nmy sal vati on—t a—where are you?"

The light gl ow began to pulse in ripples fromthe stone. A deeper green

spar ked



inits heart—grew and spread. Brixia strove to keep her thoughts fixed on Uta.
That dark spot put out pricked ears, opened slits of eyes, becane a head. The
head in turn pushed out of the surface of the stone. Brixia, alnost beyond
wonder now, crouched down, held her hand closer to the earth. The tiny image
of

the cat was three dinensional as it arose fromthe stone. Wen it was fully
clear it |leaped to the ground.

M st whi ch had been encroachi ng ever since El dor and Zarsthor had gone,
curled

back fromwhere the cat stood. Uta's image turned its head up to the girl,
its

tiny mouth opened. But if it mewed she caught no sound. Then it began to trot
away and Brixia scranbled to follow it.

The fog swirled in, covering her own body to knee level. But it did not hide
t he

cat, a clear space continued to encircle and nove with it. She hurried to
catch

up as the illusion—+f that was what it was—noved faster

How far they had cone across the hidden | and Brixia could not tell. Then her
gui de slowed, and, to her despair, began to fade.

"Utal" She screamed. She could see through the small body now—+t was fast
becoming a part of the mst.

Brixia went to her knees. Wthout Uta she was | ost—and now Uta was nearly
gone.

Only an outline in the fog remained. If she could only bring it back! Now—
U a

had come when she called her name and concentrated on the stone—but perhaps
t he

cat's powers were not strong enough to hold her here until her mssion could
be

acconpl i shed.

What of ©Marbon—-bPbwed? The nman m ght be counted her eneny—at |east he had
seened

so before she had been caught into this place. Wile the boy then had been
entrapped in enchantnent. Even if she could reach them-dared she hope for any
hel p?

Dwed—ar bon—whi ch shoul d she try?

The man had been free when | ast she saw hi m—except for the obsession which
had

ridden him Brixia raised the stone to eye | evel

"Marbon!" she sunmoned.

There was no darkening of the stone heart, nor any sign that her call had
reached him whether or not he would answer her plea.

"Marbon!" Because she thought it now her only hope she call ed again.
Arippling in the stone, yes, but faint and with nothing centered in it.
However, as she dropped her hand in despair, she saw Uta a little beyond her
agai n!

From and cl ear, |arger—seenmingly substantial, Uta was watching her

i mpatiently,

her mouth opening and closing in soundl ess mews. Brixia junped to her feet,
ready to follow. Had Marbon in some way strengthened the cat? She did not
know—but that Ua was here again gave her a lighter heart.

Ua began to run and Brixia after her. The sense of urgency spread from cat
to

girl. On—

Then a huge, dark pillar |ooned out of the mst, rising so suddenly that
Brixia

felt it had not been there |long, but rather risen abruptly to front her. Uta
stood on hind | egs, pawed with her forefeet at its surface, plainly urging on



the girl the need to clinb.

She tucked the stone within her shirt once nore for safe keeping, then she
sought on the pillar sonme holds for fingers and toes. U a-vani shed. She had
not

faded slowly as before, but sinmply w nked out.

Brixia found by touch irregularities in the pillar her eyes could not detect.
Wth effort she began to clinb. The holds were small and the higher she went
t he

sl ower her progress becane. Yet she was w nning upward, if it were only a
nmatter

of a few fingers length at a tine.

Up and up, she knew better than to | ook down. Her fingers ached and then grew
nunb. Her whol e body was tense as it pressed against the pillars. Fear was a
heavy burden resting on her. Up and still up—

How | ong had she clinbed? There was no counting of time in this place—ronents
m ght have spun out into days—perhaps nonths. Al ways above her the pillar
reached higher still and there were hanging drapes of nmist to hide its

crest —f

it had a crest!

Brixia felt as if she could not seek another hand hold, the pain in her

shoul ders was intense. Up—ever up! She could not lift her hand again, the
effort

was too great. Soon her grip would break and she would fall—-back—+to be
swal | owed

up in the mst and forever |ost.

"Utal" her voice was a croaked whi sper which she had no hope woul d be

answer ed.

éiﬁ OF THE M ST cl oaki ng what | ay above her there reached—A giant paw The
cl aws were unsheat hed, extended in threatening curves just above her as that
E:n%g down in menace. Brixia clung despairingly to the pillar. But her hold
ﬁif ti ght enough. The cl aws hooked into her shirt over the shoul ders and she
rifn | oose fromher precarious grasp on the shaft, brought up through the

m st

ceiling. Up—and down—for she was released and fell, scraping her arm agai nst
stone, a wild yow ringing in her ears.
The pillar was still by her. But this was not the pillar she had clinbed—this

was smal | —she could span it with her outflung arm It formed a pedestal on

t he

crown of which crouched Uta—a normal sized Uta—The cat stared down and
Brixia

realized she was back in her own tine and space.

This was the same chanber in the once drowned buil ding of the |ake. But there
was no mst-vine choking walls and ceiling now Those walls, blue-green and
gl oam ng, were as bright as if newy scoured. On the floor, just alittle
beyond

where she was crouched, |ay Dwed, his head and shoul ders supported by Lord
Mar bon!

There was no sl ackness in Marbon's face as he gazed distractedly at her over
t he

boy's body. Nor was he under the hold of any power now. She sensed he was
truly

human, with his own nmind unlocked to free himfromthe shadow as well as the
obsessi on whi ch had inprisoned him



"Dwed—di es— He gave her no other greeting, nor did he act as if he had been
a

part of what had happened to her. Hi s eyes were haunted by fear, not for

hi nmsel f

she knew, but for the boy.

What he said might be true—but she was not willing to accept such a
despairing

judgrment. Brixia did not get to her feet, rather she crept closer on her
hands

and knees. That vast fatigue which had settled on her during her clinb out of
that other place still weighed her body. Reaching the two she funbled in her
shirt and brought out the stone.

"This is a thing of power," she said slowmy. "I do not know how to use it—but
when | called with it—btta answered. | called upon you al so—did you then hear?"
He frowned. "I had—t was a dream+ think."

"No dream " Her hands shook as she cupped the stone. "Perhaps—perhaps—f Dwed
has not gone too far, himalso we can call. Look upon this, lord, and cal
your

fosterling!" Her words had the sharpness of an order as she thrust the stone
into his full view, holding it directly above Dned' s body.

As if she had left himno choice Marbon's intent gaze dropped to the stone.
Ani mati on was once nore gone fromhis features, his face appeared drawn and
wast ed—ear as old as had been the countenance of Zarsthor in that other
wor | d.

He, too, mght have fought some age |long battle of mnd and spirit—his eyes
al one seemed alive.

Brixia hesitated. Dwed had no friend or liege tie with her. Wuld a cal
shaped

by her thought reach him be strong enough to halt his march into those
shadows

whi ch encl osed the Last Gate of all? But if Marbon did such calling, could
she

not in turn fortify himin sone way—her will al one perhaps giving him
addi ti onal

strengt h?

"Call!" she ordered once nore. At the sane tinme she sumoned all she knew of
concentration and ained her will, not at the notionless, scarcely breathing

body, but into the heart of the stone she held now near touching his breast.
"Call Dwed!"

Per haps Marbon did-silently. WAs it the stone which drew Brixia then into a
state of being which no voice m ght reach? She—er a part of her hol ding her
strong will and innernost spirit—was engul fed, swept on—not back into that
pl ace

of mists fromwhich she had brought the altered Bane. No, this was darker
nor e

t hreateni ng, cold, dreary—a place of despair.

"Dwed! " Now she herself shaped that name in her thought, not with her I|ips.
And

it seemed to her the soundl ess thought rang like an inperative shout.
Down—Bri xi a had a sensation of sinking further and further into this dead
worl d. There was a swirl of dusky green |ight about her but it did nothing to
make her | ess apprehensive.

"Dwed!" Not her thought-call this tinme. But when she caught it she hastened
to

echo it. Before her stretched a |line of deeper green, a cord along which the
color played now light, now dark, rhythm cally. The other end of that cord
remai ned hidden. To see with the mnd s eyes, Brixia had heard of that but
had

never really believed it could be done.



" Daed! "

The cord snapped taut. There was a need to save—+o draw—But no one could | ay
hand on this. For where there was no physical body, neither did a hand exist.
Wthin herself Brixia funbled, strove to master this new sense this awareness
she had not known any coul d have—whi ch she did not understand.

"Dwed!" Again that call in the other's voi ce—er thought.

Though the cord remmined taut, there was no nore novenent in it. There must be
a

way! In the past Brixia had known times when she had driven her body to a
poi nt

where fl esh, bone, and bl ood had been exhausted cl ose to death. Now-she nust
so

drive this other part of her. This was |ike using a new tool or weapon, for
whi ch she had no training—enly desperation and great need.

"Dwed!" That was her call this time. And it seened as if the name itself wove
about the cord, thickened and strengthened it. Qut flowed the wave of another
force, not hers. For a nmonent Brixia flinched fromuniting with that. Then
knowi ng that only together nmight come victory, she surrendered.

Dr aw—draw back the cord, guide so Dwed's return! Be not only an anchorage
holding himstill to life, but prepare for hima road of escape.

The cord—n her vivid nental picture that was begi nning to change. Snall

| eaves

of green-gold as brilliant as precious netal broke forth along it. Now it was
a

vine—Gow, pull—this way was life!

Thought cl osed about the vine in a grip as tight as willing hands mi ght have.
Dr aw—

" Dwned! "

Leaf by |eaf the vine was noving, com ng back and back. Pull

" Dwned! "

The vine was gone—the cold, the dark broke |like a bubble shattered from
wi t hi n.

She was in the light once nore, back in tine and place. Dwed lay still in
Marbon's arns. The boy's face was very pale, the green light of the stone
gave

it an overcast like that of the touch of death.

"Dwed!" Marbon's hand cupped the boy's chin, raising his head.

There was a flutter of eyelashes. Dwed's lips parted in a slow sigh. Slowy
t he

eyelids lifted. But the eyes were bl ank, unfocused.

"Col d— he whispered faintly. A shudder shook his |linmp body. "So very col d—=
Brixi a's hands shook as she still cupped the stone. On inpul se, and because
she

felt she had hardly any strength left in her nowto continue to hold it, she
pl aced the Bane on Dwed's breast, brought up his flaccid hands to rub between
her own. Hs flesh was clamy and chill

"Dwed— Marbon called his nane |loudly as the boy's eyes once nore cl osed. "Do
not | eave us, Dwed!"

Agai n the boy sighed. His head turned a little on his lord's armso that his
face was hal f hidden

"Dwed!" the name was now a cry of fear

"He sl eeps—he has not gone." Brixia fell back rather than noved away. "Truly
he

is with you again."

Wth you, she thought. Not with us. Wat part had she nowin their |ives?
"Only by your grace and favor, Wse Wrman." Mrbon settled the boy gently on
t he

fl oor.

She had seen this man's face vacant, enraged, absorbed by the obsession of
hi s



quest. But now he | ooked very different sonehow. She could not read the
meani ng

behi nd his eyes. She was too tired, too drained in mnd and body.

"I —-amno-W se- woman— She spoke slowy cut of the overwhel ni ng ache of that
tiredness. Uta pressed agai nst her, purring, rubbing her head along Brixia's
arm

in one of her nbst neani ngful caresses.

The girl half put out her hand for the Bane, but she never conpleted that
action. Instead a wave of darkness arose and swept her away.

Fl owers around her, she lay in a scented nest of blossoms. Qthers hung from
t he

branches whi ch curtai ned her around. She could see only the pearl white of
their

petals, the carved perfection of them Anmobng them wound vines brightly green
Brixi a thought drowsily that the rustling she heard was the whisper of flower
and vi ne together.

Louder grew that whispering—and with it a nurnur like the sweet plucking of
lute strings. The flowers, the vines, sang:

"Zarsthor's land fallow Ilies,
Hs fields stark bare.
No man may guess in aftertine
Who hel d the | ordship there.
Thus by the shane of Eldor's pride
Death and ruin cane to bide
The stars have swung—
The Time is ripe.
They face once nore
The doom of ni ght.
Br oken now i n dark and shane
Is the force of Zarsthor's Bane.

Green grow the fields,
The circling hills.

Lost in years past

Al ancient ills.
Wio holds this |and

Under the day,
WIl followin peace

Anot her way. "

Only jingling rhymes—no polished songsnmith's |ay.

The flowers swung to it, the vine | eaves whi spered and waved. Languidly
Brixia

cl osed her eyes, content to rest in this fragrant bed which was so far from

| abor, fear and pain. But through the song, the lute's murnur, a voice called
i mperiously:

"Brixial"
"Who holds this |and
Under the day,
WIl followin peace
Anot her way—
"Brixial"
Once nmore she opened her eyes. This was not her place of peace and flowers.
She
| ay under the open sky. Under her, as her hands noved ainm essly, at her
si des,



was the softness of grass cut and heaped to make a bed. She was not alone. To
her right Lord Marbon sat cross-legged, to her left was Dned still white
faced.

Ua arose fromby her feet, stretched and yawned.

Brixia frowned. Certainly she had not been here—no, rather in that doned

pl ace

of the | ake city—when |ast she renmenbered.

"You—did you sing that song?" she asked slowy, |ooking once nore to Marbon
"No." He shook his head. Wth his |ips shaping such a smle she thought she
coul d understand, seeing also that which dwelt in his eyes, softened his
features, that tie which had led Dwed to foll ow and serve his stricken

| or d—even

to the edge of death. If this man offered friendship it was a gift worth the
t aki ng.

"I't was you who sang—n your sleep." He told her. "O did you really wander
in

anot her pl ace, |ady, where dreans are nore real and this life but a dreanf
Though | find the promise in your song good. 'Who holds the | and under the
day!'’

—who holds the land." he repeated softly as if he found in that a prom se.
"What |and, [ord?" Dwed cut in.

"That whi ch the Bane once destroyed, which is now free again. Look, |ady, and
see how your song cones true!"

Before Brixia could nove Marbon was at her side, his arm slipped beneath her
shoul ders. He lifted her with a gentle concern which she had forgotten one of
her kind m ght ever show to another. She needed his strength for her support
for

she felt very weak, as one who arouses after a serious illness.

So resting agai nst himshe | ooked beyond. Uta pranced in a circle about the
growi ng spear of a plant. Gass lay in a waving, |lush crown of green about

t hat

spear, taller, richer in color than that growi ng el sewhere. And, half way up
t hat spear of shining red-brown there was a bulge in the bark

Bri xi a had never seen growh in action before. Even as she watched that
swel i ng

on the trunk cracked, opened to release a pod al so red-brown, perhaps the

si ze

of her little finger. While before her eyes that shoot which had given birth
to

the pod grew visibly taller, thicker, put out two branches, and still grew
The fresh grass spread out in ripples of vivid green on and on fromthe roots
of

the plant, shooting up to replace the duller blades which had been there.
There

were now smal |l er pods on the two branches. This—this was a tree—a tree

gr owi ng

the sum of years' thickening, spreading, reaching, in only nmoments of their
tinme!

"What —-where—2" Brixia clutched at Marbon's nearer hand.

"It grows fromthe seed you brought out of An-Yak, |ady. There we pl anted
Zarsthor's Bane. But what springs fromit is no longer evil. Geen magic,

W se

VWman. "

She noved to shake her head, brushing so against his shoul der

"I have told you-+ amno Wse Wman." She was a little afraid now-afraid of
anyt hi ng she could not truly understand.

"One does not al ways choose power," he answered quietly. "That sonetines
chooses

you. Do you think that you could have plucked the flower of the White Heart
had



you not had within you that which green magic inclined to! I+ sought the
Bane

for its power, and that dark shadow over-reached ne—for | am of Zarsthor's
dooned House and what was evil for himcould also root in nme, even as this
tree

has rooted here, its past blackness and evil destroyed."

"You sought no power, so it was freely given to you in your need. Did not
even

the Bane lose its threat in your hands? What you w ought then—that was
greater

magi ¢ than any | could aspire to do."

Bri xi a shook her head again. "Not ny doing—+t was fromthe fl ower—-al so, it
was

in the end the choice of Eldor and Zarsthor—for when they came together in

t hat

pl ace they had even forgotten what had tied themin hatred anong the shadows.'
She remenbered the two worn nen as she had seen them |l ast, how they had
answer ed

t he questions that soneone, or sonething, perhaps even the Bane itself, had
put

in her mnd to ask.

"Zarsthor?" He nade a question of the nane.

Brixia told himof the two who had demanded the Bane of her, and of how t hey
had

at |last gone away together, free of the bonds their own acts had laid upon

t hem

"And you say you have no power?" ©Marbon marveled. "How it cones to one does
not

matt er —how one uses it does."

The girl sat up, drawing away fromhis light hold. "I do not want it!" she
cried

aloud to all about her—spre to the unseen than to him Dwed, or Ut a.

Now the swift growing tree was nore than a sapling, ever thickening branches
hung | ower, burdened as they were with nmore and nore swelling buds. Even as
Brixia voiced her denial the first and |argest of the buds split its casing.
A

fl ower opened—white and perfect. Though it was day and the sun was out over

their heads—still the flower was in bl oom
Brixia blinked and blinked again. There was no denyi ng what she could so
pl ai nly

see. Fruit of the Bane Marbon had said. Brixia bit her lip. The flower she
had

carried—which had withered away in that fog-land—had it given its life to

t hi s?

She nust accept that such things could be when the evidence stood before her
eyes. New t houghts, awakening enotions stirred in her—they were both
fascinating

and frightening. Perhaps she had been marked for this task in sonme way on

t hat

first night when Kuni ggod had brought her into the refuge of that place of

t he

A d Ones—the place of quiet peace.

"What rmust | do then!" she asked in a small voice, w shing no answer, but
knowi ng she nmust listen to one.

"Accept," Marbon stood up, his arms flung wide, his face raised to the sky.
"This was the Bane killed | and of Zarsthor. Perhaps it has lain too |ong
under

the shadow to truly awake again." He turned his head to |l ook at the walls in
t he

sunken | ake basin. "An-Yak is gone. But one can build anew*



For the second time Dwed spoke. "Wat of Eggarsdale then, ny |ord?"

Mar bon shook his head slowy. "W cannot go back, foster son. Eggarsdale lies
behi nd—both in distance and time. This now is ours—

Brixia | ooked fromhimto the tree. That stood taller than Marbon now. Unlike
t he one under which she had sheltered her first night in the Waste, the
branches

of this were not tw sted nor interwven anong thenselves, but lifted their
tips

upward, spread well apart fromone another, as if to both wel cone the clear
sky

and roof that portion of the earth covered with the thick fresh grass.

Thei rs? Unconsci ous of what she did, she held out her right hand towards the
tree. That first bloomto open broke fromits stem Though she felt no w nd
agai nst her cheek, or ruffling her touseled hair, the flower drifted

st rai ght way

to her, settled upon her hand. Did it conme in answered to her unvoiced
desire—even as Ua (when she chose, of course) would cone to her call?
Theirs! Brixia cupped the flower and drew deep breaths of its fragrance. Like
an

outworn garnment the past dropped fromher. It was gone—the world was changed,
even as Zarsthor's Bane had becone this wondrous thing.



