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G yphon in Gory by Andre Norton

Joi san

ABOUT ME THERE WAS ONLY THE GRAY LI GHT OF PREDAWN, WHI CH | eft the ridges
bl ack

and harsh against the sky. Like all who deal secretly, | used this cover of
shadows as | prepared to ride forth. Though | believed | was well arned in
spirit for what | must do, still | shivered under my mail and leather as if
needed t he cl oak now roll ed behind ny saddle.

"Lady Joi san—

That voice out of the dark, deep-set Abbey gate gave nme a start. | swung

ar ound,

nmy hand going w thout bid of conscious thought to the hilt of the sword

SWi ngi ng

heavy at ny belt.

"Lady.."

It was Nal da, who had been ny right hand, and sonetinmes the left also, when

t he

i nvaders drove us out of Ithdal e and we wandered gui del ess westward across
unknown | ands. Last night | had given her, not ny orders, but my confidence.
She had listened as | pointed out that those who were |left of our people were
now safe in Norsdale, that they would continue to be given shelter and work
by

t he Danes, even as were the other refugees who had come this far, there being
no

near fear to trouble their future.

"But you," she said, shrewdly seizing upon what nust have col ored ny voice,

"you

speak as if you will not be here."

"I will not—for a space. None of us can know what |ies ahead from one day's
dawning to the next. | have been your lady, and, in a manner, also your |ord,

during our wanderings. Now | nust consider my own affairs.”

"My lady, do you go to seek him then—ny Lord Amber?"

"Not Amber!" My answer had been sharp. That was the name we had given him
when

he first found us and we had thought himone of the O d Ones aiding us
because

of some whim "You know that he is my wedded | ord—Kerovan. Yes, | nust go to
hi mer at |east seek him | nust. Nalda."

| had hesitated then, shy of revealing ny feelings to anyone, even to Nal da,
true of heart though she had al ways been. But she had nodded. "Wen ny lord
rode

forth these five days past—+ knew you would follow, ny lady. There is the
bond

bet ween you, which cannot be denied. Nor are you one to abide behind safe
wal | s

to wait there in patience for tidings. You nmust be a-doi ng—even as you were
in

It hdal e when we strove to defend it." Her voice faltered. | knew that she
renenbered what ties of her own had been broken on that raw, red day when we
had

run fromdeath, our escape so hard bought.

| had beconme brusque, for menory is sonetinmes a burden one nust throw away

| est

it weigh too heavily, the past agai nst what nust be done in the present.

"To you | would give nmy keys, if those still hung fromny girdle. | set you



in

charge of ny people, knowing that you will see to their good—
She had interrupted ne quickly. "Lady, you have kin here. | amnot of the
keep

househol d nor kin to the House. Wat will ny Lady Islaugha say to this? She
has
recovered and no | onger wanders in her wits—and she is a proud woman—

"She may be ny aunt but she is not of Ithdale," | had pointed out decisively.
"This is our own matter, none of hers. | have told the Lady Abbess that you
are

to be ny deputy. No"—+ shook ny head at the open question on her broad,

sun- browned face—the Abbess does not know ny intentions. | have only said

t hat

this shall be so should accident or illness strike at ne. Your authority will
stand. "

There was only one under that roof besides Nal da who knew what lay in nmy head
or

heart—and it was by her contrivance (that of the much revered Past- Abbess
Mal wi nna) that | rode forth wearing unfam liar steel and | eather, nounted on
a

tough nountain mare, in the dimlight of norning. O would ride when | had
done

wi th Nal da.

She came closer, her voice a husky whisper. It wuld seemthat she, no nore
t han

I, wanted to arouse any notice. Now her hand, pale in this dimlight, raised
as

if to catch at the reins | had gathered up when I swung into the saddl e.
"Lady, you rust not go alone!" she said urgently. "I have been burdened wth
worry since you told nme of what you would do. Qutside this dale the country
nmay

be a trap—danger crawl s there.
"Al'l the nore reason that | ride alone, Nalda. One only, who goes with

cauti on,

can slip between shadows." My hand rose to cup over that which hung about ny
neck—the gl obe of crystal with its inprisoned silver gryphon, my lord s own
gift

to ne, and one that was—was what? | did not truly know, this might be the
tine

for me to discover the power of that which | wore, carried, and had once
used,

wi t hout understanding what it could or woul d do.

"I have seen things, Nalda. Yes, and been a part of them also, that would
make

t hose raving Hounds of Alizon turn and run, their tails clapped between their
legs, their jaws foaming with fear. | ride alone and when |I return, then ny
lord

shall be with ne—that, or | shall not cone at all!"

She stood, her shoul der brushi ng agai nst ny saddl ebag, |ooking up at me with
searching intensity. Then she nodded briskly as | had seen her do many tines
on

the trail when we had conme to the solution of some problem

"So be it, ny lady. Be sure when you cone for an accounting all shall be as
you

wi sh. May Qur Lady of the Harvest Shrine guide your way—for she is ever

m ndf u

of those who love true!”

| made nmy own farewell, but Nalda's invocation of Gunnora, the lady who is
m ndf ul of the pains and pl easures of wonenkind, was a warmthing to carry.
In



nmy heart | bl essed her for such an invocati on—+hough she gave it in the very
shadow of the House of the Flanes, where Gunnora holds no rule or place.

O was there one behind the walls who would al so give me a bl essing strange
to

the I earning of the Danes? As | headed out into the first thin light of day I
t hought of that other—the

Past - Abbess Mal wi nna, her ancient body so well tended by her "daughters," who
per haps did not even guess what her thoughts mi ght be or where they m ght
roam

| had sought her out in msery, coming into her small walled garden, which was
a

pl ace of infinite peace, though there was no peace for me, nor could there be
now. Wthin me battled feelings that were hot and high. | had thought her
perhaps too old to understand what | felt. She was so near the Dames' idea of
perfecti on-how coul d she find synpathy for ne?

Then 'ny eyes had nmet hers and | knew that there was full awareness there.
She

did not weigh me in that |ong noment we sat so, eyes linked to eyes, or
rebuke

nmy savage inpatience. Al she took fromnme was that hampering self-pity, ny
sense of outrage, and so cleared ny thoughts to positive ends.

"I will not let it end so!" I had cried out of ny hurt and anger, which fed
each

other into a mghty storm

Still our gaze had | ocked. She gave ne not hi ng—+ was young, uncertain. |
want ed

some one to say now, "Do this, or that, Joisan, and all wll conme right."
Except

there was no one left to so order nmy life. | stood al one.

That | oneliness was the very core of what ate at ne.

"I amhis wife—not only by cerenony, but by nmy heart's wish!" | said that
with

defiance. To speak of such enotions here might well be a sin. The Danmes of
Nor st ead put aside all the desires of the flesh when they take their vows.

" Two

ways | can claimhimstill we are not one!"

She did not answer—y words tunbled on, growing shriller as |I thought upon ny
| oss.

"W stood against evil, and after that, | thought our true marriage mnust

cone.

He—+ knew he was exhausted by the struggle, that he would turn to ne
soon—perhaps that he nust learn a little to be hinself after that ill fortune
had passed.

"So | was patient." Now, remenbering nmy words, ny clasp on the reins

ti ght ened,

| stared ahead not seeing the road before me. "I tried to |l et himknow by
wor d

and act that in himl found all that any worman ni ght desire. Marriage between
House and House is not rooted in liking of maid for man, man for maid. W
wed,

or are wed, for the advantage of our kin. But | believe, yes, | mnust believe
that sometinmes a richer life conmes fromsuch couplings. | thought it would be
m ne!

"You know t he marks he bears,"” | had continued, "the sign of the Ad Ones.
Waen

his enem es sei zed and woul d have used nme for their foul purposes he al one
cane.

Then | understood that such marks meant nothing, he was not one to hold in
awe,

but one to | ove.



"His hurts were mine, his way ny road. | know this will be so as long as that
FIl ane Eternal burns upon any altar. But—what | had to give himwas not
enough.."

So | had poured out ny hurt, and nmy hands had been tight upon the engl obed
gryphon which was all he had left ne, even as | held it now, |eft-handedly,
for

confort. The gryphon was the badge of ny lord' s house, but this talisnmn was
far

ol der, a thing out of the Waste where the O d Ones had gone.

| looked down at it. Even in this half light its tiny gemed eyes glittered,

I

could al nost believe that its half-furled wings had noved, that it |onged to
break free of the confinenment of the crystal. It was a thing of Power, though
neither ny Lord or I knew howto use it. Also it was a Key—

| remenber the words of that strange man who had cone at the end of nmy lord's
battle. Neevor, he had called hinself. It was he who said that | held a key.
What | had was not enough! My pain caught at nme, it had burned away pride.
Pride

of that kind I did not want. | shifted in the saddle, | was beyond the
out er nost

farm soon | rnust turn into the southern way-path. Still | could not contro
ny

backwar d- 1 ooki ng t houghts.

When | had made that same cry to the Past-Abbess she had answered nme w th what
I

had not expected—agreenent.

"No, what you have is not enough."

"Kerovan." She had said his nanme in her soft voice, as if she blessed him
"He

has been ever made poor. Hi s father—+o hima son was needed for his own

pri de,

that one of his blood follow himin the great seat of his hall. Kerovan knew

this with his heart before he coul d understand.

"Darkness feeds and grows stout on unhappi ness, draws al so thoughts which are
m sshapen and hurtful. W all have such thoughts—sone held so secretly we do
not

know wi th our full mnds that they exist. Yet, in spite of such a fashi oning,
Kerovan was not wought into what they term hi maonster. Rather he is
stronger

within than he believes.

"I have met your lord."

That startled ne, for | knew that no man entered the inner part of the Abbey.
I

nmust have nmade sonme sound, for the Past-Abbess had sniled at ne.

"Great age brings its own privileges, nmy child. Yes, when | heard your story
I

wi shed to learn nore of him He came and—n spite of his inner wall against

t he

wor | d—he tal ked. What he said was | ess, of course, than what he did not, but
he

reveal ed nore than he knew.

"He now stands in a place fromwhich run many roads—he nust choose and that
choosi ng shall nake of him for good or ill, a different man. Child, we know
so

little of the Ad Ones. Though, in spite of prudence telling us to walk with
care, we are drawn to the unknown—those wonders and perils beyond our
under st andi ng. Kerovan has their heritage; he is nowlike a child who faces a
pile of glittering toys. But the caution born of his strange birthi ng makes
hi m

ever suspicious. He fears giving way to anything that he senses will make him



feel instead of think. Mbst of all he fears hinself, thus he will not be
dr awn

to any he | oves—=

"Loves?" | had been bitter then

"Loves," she repeated firmy. "Though he knows it not, nor, even if he did,
woul d he allow hinself to be noved now He feels safe within those walls of
hi s—not only safe for hinself, but for others. He will not cone again to you,
Joi san—t+hough he does not adnmit this even to hinself. He will not cone
because

he cares—because he fears that the strange blood in himshall, in sone
nmanner ,

t hreaten you."

"But that is not true!" | had cried then. My hold upon the crystal gryphon

became so tight that | mght have crushed it.

"To himit is. Unless he can break his inner wall—=

"Or have another break it for him"

She had nodded then. And again, when | had added, "I amnot free, nor shal
he

be! Let himride south at Lord Ingry's bidding as he has done. They will try
to

use hi meven as they nake wardsigns for evil behind his back. He shall find
no

friends there. Ch, why did he go?"

"You know why, child."

"Yes! He thought he had nothing else, that he might as well spend his life

t hus.

So he tells his wife that she is free—and he goes! Well, | care! | have no
fal se

pride. If Kerovan rides to the bidding of those who woul d make him a tool —+hen
I

shall ride also!"

"You shall. For this is a neant thing, and, perhaps, of greater inportance

t han

you can guess now. Go with the WIIl of the Flane. That shall be your cloak
and

shelter, dear child. May It lighten your path and kindle joy in your heart at
last."

So she had not only given ne her full blessing, but, by her orders, the

st orehouse of the Abbey had been opened to nme. There | had chosen weapons and
gear fromthat brought by refugees, keeping my own council until all was
readied. Then | held ny neeting with Nalda and so had cone to this lonely
ride

into the unknown.

My mare, an ugly beast if conmpared to the larger horses of the plain, was
mountain bred. | called her "Bural” which is a landsman's name for a tough

r oot

it is hard to pull free. She turned now under my urging into the trai

sout hwar d

that nmy lord and his escort had taken earlier

| had little hope of catching up with him there were too many days gone.

Al so,

t hough this road nust be ny guide, | was wary of riding openly.

The [ and was now a roam ng place for nore than one kind of eneny. Before the
war

the Waste, which lay not too far distant, had been a haunt for outlaws and
masterl ess nmen, raiders. | also had heard that there were small bands of the
eneny quartering the land to the eastward—+though those had grown fewer of

| at e.

Per haps their scouts had found this trail, visited it to spy upon any traffic
there.



Once this had been a nerchants' path. The abbey dal es were notably good for
trade and several sponsored yearly fairs. However, there had been no attenpt
to

keep this road open since the invasion began and now it was overgrown; Ww nter
slides had cut away slices of the way where it clinbed the ridges.

I was glad of the coming of better light, for several tines | had to di snount

and | ead Bural over |oose footing. Still | was not too delayed until the
second

day of travel when a thick m st becane a threat. It was so conplete a

cl oaki ng

of the ground that | could see less than a sword's |length before nme. Misture
gathered on ny helm trickling down to wet ny face, and my hands were clamy
on

the reins as | led the nare on

To continue so blindly was folly. | began to | ook for shelter. There were
rocks

and heaps of stone in plenty, but nothing in the way of a cave or even a
hal f-roofed crevice. | had no mind to squat on wet stones in the open while

wai ting for better weather

Then, before us reared a sudden barrier of rock. Bural jerked at the reins,
turned her head stubbornly to the left, though whether that was north, south,
east, or west, | could not have said. W had left the road earlier, as it lay
strai ght and open for a space and | had no mind to be seen

Since the mare was so stubborn, and the footing seenmed | ess | oose in that
direction, | allowed her her will. Thus we skirted along the wall so closely
that now and then the saddl ebag brushed the stone. | do not know when I first
noticed that it was not just an escarpment of natural rock, but in truth a
wal |

made to sone purpose

The stones, though rough and very large, had been laid with such skill that I
do

not believe | could have forced the point of ny belt knife into the cracks.
Though on ot her rocks one could see the ash-green or rusty-red of lichen in
gromh, this wall was clear except for runnels of npisture condensed fromthe
f og.

| was certain we had conme upon another ruin of the O d Ones and | paused,
hol di ng out the gryphon as a test. The crystal was, as ever, warm while the
glittering eyes of the inprisoned beast were bright, but there came no rea
glow. Not all the remains scattered about the Dales were i nbued with unknown
Power. There were many no different fromthe new nmade ruins of our own where
war

had swept. | judged this to be one of the dead places where | had nothing to
fear.

Bural plodded steadily on. There was no break in the wall. Then, suddenly,

t he

mount ai n mare snorted, her head cane up higher as if she had scented
sonet hi ng

t hrough the nist. She hastened pace, pulling determ nedly when | woul d have
hel d

her back.

| drew the dart gun for which | had but little amrunition, took Bural's reins
into ny left hand. Swordplay | would trust to only as a last resort.

Now | snelled it al so, hanging heavily entrapped in the m st, wood snoke! W
could not be too far froma fire.

Before | could silence her, Bural uttered a |oud whi nny—and was answer ed!
There

was no holding her wiry strength, though ny tight grasp on the reins brought
her

head around. She bucked and kicked out. Qur struggle carried us into an open
space where the wall cane to an abrupt end.



In the murk there was a ruddy gl ow which nmust mark a fire. | saw a shape,

well -veiled by the mist, coining fromit toward me. As | brought up the dart
gun, Bural broke away and went trotting straight to the fog-nmuted fl anes.

| dared not be set afoot in the wilderness, so nust get the mare back, though
that fire, in this place, was likely tended by enem es rather than friends.
No

refugees woul d have willingly chosen these barren heights as their road.

The one coming toward ne swng aside to |let Bural pass, making no attenpt to
catch at her dangling reins. Tall—plainly a man. Now | could see he carried

bared steel. | nmust hold my own fire until | had a better target, for he
probably went nail ed.
| had seen death and had been ready to kill. But then ny actions had been in

defense, for nyself or the lives of others. To shoot coolly thus, |

di scover ed,

was a difficult thing.

"Jervon!" A hollow call cane fromthe ruddy blotch of flames behind the
advancing man. He did not turn his head, but he stopped and stood, his sword

still in his hand. Al | could see of his face beneath the rimof his hel mwas
a
whitish blur, for as he halted, so did I, still and waiting.

Anot her came out of the fog, near to the height of the man but nore sl ender.
The

newconer held out both hands, shoul der high, palmout, in the age old sign
for

truce. Passing the man, that second stranger approached me confidently as if
we

were kin neeting.

The mail this warrior wore had a strange bl uish hue, as if fashioned of a
different metal. | slowy lowered the dart thrower, yet did not slide it back
into the loop on ny belt. Now the m st ceased to mask all so conpletely and
was | ooking into a face browned by the sun, yet of delicately cut feature. |
was

fronting not another man but a wonman going armed |ike nyself.

Her hands dropped, but not to draw a weapon, rather so her forefingers

sket ched

in the danp air a sign. | saw that synbol gl eam sharp and clear for a space
of

three or four breaths and then fade. It was blue—yet partly green—and | knew
it

for a manifestation of Power.

An dd One?

| drew a deep breath, put the dart gun away, knowi ng well that no man- nade
weapon coul d be used agai nst such. Also | knew that any of the Power that was
wi t hout harm for my kind was of that pure color. Just as places of safety in
t he

Dal es gl owed the sane shade by night.

She snmiled, this wonan of the A d Ones. Then she nodded as if the answer to
some

riddl e had becone clear. Now she held out her right hand to ne.

"Come." That was neither order nor invitation, but |lay between. Her fingers
cl osed on nmine as | unconsciously reached out. They held fast as if she

hal f - expected ne to jerk away.

Her flesh was as danp and chill fromthe m st as mne, but no different, that
I

could see, from humanki nd. | was sure she nmeant ne no harm Rather she | ooked
on

me with a smle as if | were one she had been awaiting for a long tine.

She drew ne on to the fire, and I went willingly enough. As we passed the
nman,

he fell in on nmy other side, his sword now sheathed. He had a strong, conely



face, though there were lines laid deep about his eyes and lips. Yet now he
al so

smled in welcone, as if he were brother-kin.

| sensed alnbst fromthe beginning that there was a deep bond between these

t wo.

They did not speak to each other or to nme, but the three of us cane

conpani onably to a pocket where the fire had pushed back nost of the nist.
Beyond the flanmes were two of the |larger horses of the | ower Dales, now rough
of

coat, such as ny uncle had once prized in his stables before he rode south to
die. There was al so a pack pony, by which Bural stood, stretching out her
head

so that they might rub noses. All three of the horses had been stripped of
gear,

whi ch was pil ed, saddl es and packs together, behind the fire. At the side of
that were spits whittled fromwod inpaling the fat, dripping bodies of three
hill hens. The scent of the roasting neat made ny nouth water

The woman | aughed, pointing to the hens.

"See even @nnora has prepared for your coming. There is plenty for all of

us.

Sit, rest, and eat. But first— She turned to her conpani on who, without a
wor d,

fetched a small saddl e cask, drew the stopper fromit with his teeth, while
in

his other hand he held a horn cup into which he then poured liquid fromthe
cask.

The wonman took the cup and pressed it into nmy hands, serving me in the nmanner
that the | ady of a Dale keep does an honored guest—the wel cone cup to wash
trail

dust froma wayfarer's throat before he announces hinmsel f and his business.
ad formal manners— renenbered to bow instead of curtsy, and the proper

wor ds

cane to me without trying. "To the givers of the feast, thanks, fair thanks.
For

the wel cone of the gate, gratitude. To the rulers of this house, fair fortune
and bright sun on the nmorrow "

As | drank, the lady's nose winkled and she chuckl ed.

"For that last wish, we may all petition whatever Powers aid travelers here.
Unl ess"—she raised a long finger, as she had used it pen fashion in the air
earlier, and nibbled at it—unless all this has been the work of some Plan."

| saw her conpanion frown slightly, as if a menory he did not |ike touched
hi m

Studying themboth in this better light | thought that he was just such a nan
as

one mght find in any Dale force, though one of rank to seat at the high

t abl e.

Yet at the fore of his tarnished helm(for his arnmor had none of the

bri ght ness

of hers) there was no | onger any house badge. | found his face frank, open
strong of mouth and jaw as a man's should be, with an air of confident

pur pose

about him

The | ady—+ was sure she was not of Dale blood, which here in H gh Hallack
gﬁr;dnean strange kin. A d. Though she also wore a helm a small w sp of hair
(as if she had assumed that head covering hurriedly at ny coming) |ay |oose
ﬁgr cheek. The col or was very dark, also her features were thinner, sharper
ﬁzg eyes very large. | had never seen her kind in any Dal e hol di ng.



While | drank the wel come cup, they both sat at ease, cross-legged, on either
side of me. | wondered what to say beyond the courtesy of nmy nane. They coul d
wel I wonder why | wandered al one anong the hills, but to entrust strangers
with

the nature of nmy mission was folly.

Ker ovan

IN A LAND SUCH AS OURS A MAN | S WARY OF DREAMS. WE OF THE Dal es carry old
fears,

not the | east being that perhaps, when we dream our innernost selves receive
war ni ngs, orders...Save that we carry into waking only broken shards, to be
haunted by them Can a man dream hinself into madness? | have sonetinmes
feared

so. For | was haunted...Yet with the com ng of each nmorning | hoped again to
wake

fromthe shadow whi ch new deep dreans had | aid upon ne and which | never
coul d

remenber.

In a way | was captive—to whomor what | could not nane.

Wien | last went into the Waste it was in search of Joisan to whom| owe
duty.

Yes, | will have it so—duty only. She nmust not be nore to ne. No matter what
boy's hopes | once held, | recognize that they are not for ny kind-half nan,

hal f —ahat ? At | east | now have the courage to know myself for what | am and
show

it. I need only ook at ny bootless feet, bare after all those years when
tried to conceal ny otherness, to see the hooves upon which I wal k...

| went then into the Waste, still, in part, Kerovan of U nsdale. Wat did
cone

out as? | do not know. Perhaps | will never |earn—raybe for ny own good. Yet

I
was driven by restless |loneliness, sharp as any sword poi nt agai nst ny flesh.

Joi san—no, | will not think of Joisan. I will harness ny determ nation to
keep

her out of my mind. | need only renmenber how they | ooked at me in Norsdale
when

| brought her there—safe, still her own wonman. Then | broke our weddi ng
bonds,

| evoked wife-right for her, since she would not for herself.

That woman—the Past-Abbess...No, | will not think of her either. Their world
is

not mine. In truth; I felt no tie with the Dales, even though Lord Ingry had
sumrmoned ne agai n. Because not hing, any |longer, has neaning for nme, | have
answered his order.

Yet the dreans cone and | cannot tear themout of ny aching head as a man
tears

away the badge of a lord he no | onger serves. | hate to sleep—tdnless it be to
drop into darkness w thout another awakeni ng.

My escort sit and talk around the fire well beyond ne. Men, as | once was, or

seened to be. They avoid ne and | know it is only Ingry's will that has kept
themin my conpany.
Once | was fascinated by the O d One's secrets. | had gone exploring in the

Waste with the Wseman Riwal . Together we rode the Road of Exile. No—+ am not
going to renenber!

Hai r—+i ke the polished | eaves of autumm, her quick steps, her voice...Too
strong

a nmenory, a hurting which will never heal. | will not remenber! | amnot the
Kerovan that was...

To tranp about the canp at night is a way to keep awake. My body aches with
fatigue. The men watch me fromthe corners of their eyes, whisper. | do not
all ow nyself to think of them—or...



However, one cannot fight sleep forever. | dream again...

There was one of the A d Ones—Neevor— renenber his name. Wio he was or what
I

do not know. Once—+tw ce—he has given ne aid. A friend? No, those such as |
have

no friends. Wen | amawake | try to think of Inmgry and what he wants of ne.
A

cold man, strong with a pride that feeds on acconplishment, on strength of
will

and purpose.

W of the Dales (once | was of the Dal es) have never given oaths to any one
overlord. That was our great weakness when the invaders, having tested us
with

their spies, struck our land. Each lord fought for hinmself to defend his own
hol di ngs, so was speedily overrun

Painfully we | earned our | esson. The sea coast by then lay in their hands,
whil e

t hose ambng us who had the grace and | argeness of spirit to attract others to
serve under them were dead—either slain in fruitless battle, or by
assassination. Only then we drew together under three of the southern |ords
who

were far-seeing and strong enough to make a ki ngdom of sorts out of a |oose
conf ederati on of hol di ngs.

O these Ingry is the least |iked. However, no man who has served with him
can

deny that he has the iron will to gather support. A man does not have to be
loved to be well served. He, nobst of all, drew together our broken forces,
hamrered them nmercilessly into an arny where old feuds were unal | owabl e—an
arny

knowi ng only one eneny, the Hounds of Alizon

Only that arny was so battered and weary they could nake no real stand. They

raided, like the snarling outlaws of the Waste, fighting |Iike wol ves even as
t hose canny beasts hold to pack-kin.
Still the invaders poured into the port they had taken. The only advantage we

had was that they brought no nore of those strange weapons from overseas

whi ch

had gi ven us such bl ows—olling over strongholds as a man steps upon a hil

of

ants. Those, we were told by the few prisoners we took, were not of Alizon but
a

new magi ¢ known to allies of our enemes.

The fact that these | and-crawl ers were broken, or helpless, for sone reason
we

did not understand, neant little for they still had nen and weapons in

pl enty.

Though our sniths |labored in the far western Dales, we could not nake one
dart

do the work of two, and we nust at times raid for the very supplies we needed.
| had been one of the scouts seeking out such supplies. My childhood in the
far

Dal es, where | had been fostered with a hunter, gave me skills for such work.
I

had been content to serve so. for among ny own kind | was suspect even before
ny

physi cal differences were known—aonst er —hal f - man—+unor had al ways played with
ne.

Imgry had sent nme north nonths ago because ny father ailed. Also, there was
al ways the chance that the Hounds, nosing along the coast, might strike

i nl and

there. | had visited Unsdale in secret, learning then that | had enem es of



ny
own bl ood, ny closest blood. My nother had hated me frombirth, not

al t oget her

because of my m sshapen body but because (as | learned) | failed to be the
weapon she had sought, with her limted | earning of ancient Power, to forge.
Too proud she had been of that learning; | was not her only failure. Wen she

and her conpani ons sought to sunmon the sea to blast Alizon's nen, they

i nst ead

flooded the Dale itself and there remained no | ordship for anyone. Wen |
t hen

woul d have returned to nmy duty with the arny, | discovered the eneny between
ne

and-the Dale forces. Striking westward | had found—ny | ady...

No, | would not think of her as that—even though, by all the laws of the
Dal e,

we were securely wed and had been since chil dhood, |ong before we ever saw
each
ot her. Joi san...

| cannot master ny thoughts any nore than | can nmaster ny dreans. | see her
with

her people, | see her with my cousin Rogear, who cane to her under ny
nanme—she

believing ne to be an AOd One; | see her in the Waste, under Rogear's
control

bei ng used by himand nmy nother as a tool because in her hands was that thing
of

true Power which |I had found and given to her—the ball with its inprisoned
gryphon.

Yes, | cannot flee her in nmind as | have in body. | see her always, proud,
full

of courage, kind of heart, all things a man wi shes for. A man—+ was not a
nman,

yet still | want her.

Why does she linger so in my mind—+ have rel eased her? There are good nmen in
plenty in the Dales to give her all she deserves. | amnot to be nunbered
anong

t hem

| rode away nmore to free nyself from her than because Inmgry sunmoned ne, |et
ne

face the truth of that. And | amso tired—yet when | sleep | dream..Still
nmust

sl eep—though there is a pride in ne which will not let nme show fatigue or
weakness to those who ride with ne. Yet at last | nust give way...

The hall was so vast that its walls lay beyond ny sight. Geat pillars forned
ai sles along which drifted wi sps of sweet-snelling mst, which coiled and
wove

patterns in the air as if invisible hands played with their ribbon I engths.
There were no torches, no wall |anps, but there was |ight.

| moved between two lines of the pillars, seeing as | passed that runes were
graven over their surfaces. These runes, also, held light of their own, sone
gray as early dawn, sone faintly blue.

The nines bothered me. | should be able to read them+the nessages they
carried

were or had once been of vast inmport—perhaps the history of a people or a
nati on | ong since vani shed.

For this place was very old-the feeling of age lay so strong that it was a
wei ght to press upon any venturing here.

Age—and know edge. Qur own keeps had their record roons. There is sonething in
a

man whi ch makes himwi sh to | eave sone renenbrance of his |ife and deeds.



However, the records of ny people were as neaningless scrawm s nade with a
twig

inriver sand conpared to all this. Also it was a place of Power. Power that
could be felt, tasted. Tilled this place throughout.

Still, 1 was awed, but not fear-ridden. Al here seened so far renoved from
t he

being I was that | could not be touched by it. The being that | was...

I was Kerovan. | clutched tightly at that scrap of identity. \Where | was |
did

not know, but who | was—that | could not forget. My decision held defiance.
The pillars became only shadows | passed at a swift, steady pace. Though

hear d

not hi ng audi ble I was aware of a kind of whispering inside ny head—small
bodi | ess thi ngs pushed and pl ucked at sone protective covering over ny

t hought s,

striving to win an entrance.

Ahead was an intensifying of the light. The radi ance, centered at that spot,
began to change col or, deepening to blue—then fading to a silver that was |ike
a

fire for brilliance.

Though | had no sense of ny feet pressing any pavenent, | sped al ong as m ght
a

runner intent upon his goal. There was a rising excitement in me as if | were
i ndeed engaged in a race and that the end of it, for good or ill, lay just
ahead.

That which was so alight was a dais, a point of which extended toward ne. |
guessed fromwhat | could see that its full shape was that of a star. On that
stood what m ght be an altar wought of crystal—-an altar—er a tomb—for a form
rested wthin.

| reached the point of the star, there to sway dizzily for a nmoment—orward
with

the inmpul se that had borne me here, back when | encountered resistance from

t he

air itself. Perhaps this fornmed a protection for the sleeper

He was neither man nor bird; still a part of both species seenmed fused in
hi m

Though, as | | ooked upon him this unnatural coupling seened natural and
right.

H s face was avian—provided with a bill-like extension, which was both nose
and

mout h; wide, if now closed, bird eyes. On his head rose a crest of feathers,
whi ch extended, growing smaller, down to his shoulders, then al ong the upper
parts of his arnms. However, his feet were not birdlike—+ather broad paws

show ng

the tips of nmighty talons, which nust have been w thdrawn into sheaths. On

t he

contrary, however, his hands were a bird's claws, |aced together about the

hi It

of a sword, unsheathed, unblem shed by time, the bl ade appearing not steel but
a

rod of light.

Al this and yet he was no nonster. Rather the sanme awe that had filled ne

si nce

| came here intensified. There, surely, lay one who in his own tine had been
far

greater than any of those who call thenselves "nen."

Why | had been sunmoned to this place | did not know, for sunmmoned | was sure
I

had been. Those whi spers in nmy head grew stronger, battered harder, with an
alnmost frantic intensity as if they had but a little tine in which to deliver



some nessage and feared their mssion was in vain.

Still | gazed upon the sleeper. Mre and nore it seened to me that there was
somet hi ng about himthat was of the gryphon—that synbol of ny House, which
al so

hung inmprisoned in crystal in the ball that Joisan wore. He |acked the beast
body, the wi ngs—yet his avian face—erested head—paw feet —l aw hands—yes
there

was a |ikeness.

That thought opened the door for an instant to the whisperers, for they
becane

audi bl e at | ast.

"Landi sl , Landisl!"

| turned my head back and forth as one does to di sl odge buzzi ng woodsfli es,
trying to escape that shrilling. Once before | had heard that name—for nane
it

was—but where and when?

Mermory opened—+ had called it when | had faced the black sorcery of ny

not her's

and Rogear's raving, though then it had been so alien that | had not
under st ood.

"Landisl." My own |ips shaped that once...

There foll owed a nonent of dark, a twisting and wenching, as if ny body had
been seized and jerked out of one life into another. | opened eyes upon
l'ight.

But it was not the brilliance of the star dais. | blinked and blinked agai n,

stupidly, benused...There was a fire, born of wood, real, of this world...
Standi ng over me was the chief of those sent by Ingry. Behind himthe other
nen

stirred in the early norning light. | felt a surge of rage—+ had been so

cl ose

to knowi ng—earning...This dolt had broken the dreamthe first dreamthat had
meant sonething, fromwhich | mght have | earned!

| still found difficulty in seeing trees instead of pillars—fire...This tine
I

did not |ose the details | dreaned. Rather | carried with ne, as we got to
hor se

and rode on through the nmorning msts, a vivid nenory of that other place.

In fact, | becane nore and nore sure that that had been no ordinary dream

I nstead, part of me, which thought and could remenber, had been drawn into
anot her time—er worl d—where there still did lie the body of the gryphon-nman,
sl eeping or dead. Landisl." | tried to shape that nane waki ng and found t hat
now

h was di storted, sounded so unlike, that | caught ny tongue between ny teeth.
Nor did | exchange any words with nmy conpanions. | did not even note when

t hey

forged ahead, |eaving a gap between us.

Finally I summoned resolution and shut the vision or dream back into nmenory.

I

had an odd feeling that if | allowed nyself to dwell upon it too long, or too
often, | mght be | ost sonewhere, between the world in which | now noved and
t hat ot her pl ace.

| concentrated with determ nation on what |ay about me—the norning' s warnth
of

sun, the track along which we rode, even the nmen of our company. My old
scout i ng

instinct returned and | was as alert as if | noved on a foray.

Now | wanted to talk, though heretofore I had held al oof fromthe others,
speaki ng only when spoken to, which was sel dom That the war in the south was
in

stalemate | gathered fromcoments | had heard. Qur own fighting had becone a



smattering of raids nmade by small squads of nen. Inmgry and his two
fell ow| eaders were busied about the foragi ng of weapons, the rebuilding or
buil ding of a closer knit army, under tight |eadership.

The invaders, also, appeared |ess aggressive, willing to hold to what they
had

sei zed, but making few attenpts to enlarge that territory. Two of the men |
travel ed with had been tal king eagerly of a Sulcar ship, which had nade a
landing to the far south and been met by a scouting party.

Those hardy nerchant adventurers had brought news of a second war overseas,
one

t hat hampered the plans of Alizon. The Sul cars, always fighters, had taken
with

theman invitation to come coast raiding if they could, taking toll of the

i nvader s’

captured seaports. Wether anything m ght cone of this |oosely discussed
alliance no man knew, but the possibility was heartening.

However, we all knew that the Hounds nust be defeated in the Dal es, and that
we

al one must face the struggle for freedom That was dictated, not only by
stiff

Dale pride, but the fact that we could claimno other allies—having al ways
been

a |l one people living nuch to oursel ves.

O were we alone? | |ooked to the west as that thought stirred in v ny nnd.
In

t he begi nni ng, generations ago, the Dal esnen had come up fromthe south. W
are

a | egend-1oving people with our songsniths ever ready to blow up a small
encounter into an epic battle. Oddly enough, though, we had no tales of our
race

that reached farther back than our coming into H gh Hallack. That our fathers
then built well-fortified keeps here suggested they had | eft behind turnoil
and

troubl e.

What they had fled fromwe do not know. W are not nomads by nature. Each
lord

kept his fort-keep snug, trained his sons to war as a matter of course. Yet
we

had faced no threat, until the comng of Aizon, that was nore than a brush
with

outlaws, a kin feud between one Dal e and the next.

Qur peopl e had cone, however, into a haunted | and. The A d Ones (and how many
races and ki ngdons there had been of themwe shall never know) had al ready
wi t hdrawn. They | eft behind them nunerous traces of their own, alien to
humanki nd. There are places where no nan dares venture, not only for his
life's

sake, but al so because of a threat to his spirit. O her places are known to
wel cone, bring peace and healing. Some of our blood sought out what small
secrets they could uncover, but that |ore was often baffling.

However, though the O d Ones had | eft coast and Dal es for some conpelling
reason, we are all certain they had not altogether wthdrawn from our world.
There was the Waste to the west, a vast buffer between us and even nore
unknown

land, full of signs of Power, potent places. W knew well that there was life
t her e—besi des the outl aws—perhaps left to spy upon us, perhaps utterly
uncari ng,

since their affairs and desires mght be so far renmpved fromthose we
under st ood.

There were fighters anong the O d Ones—we have found traces of ancient and
terrible wars. Metal seekers have brought out of the Waste masses so



congeal ed

and nelted that it proved such had been the targets of vast forces.

If the Dal esmen had first believed that they only lived in H gh Hallack on
suf ferance, long, undisturbed years had lulled us into thinking that we had
nothing to fear fromthose others. Still—suppose that the invaders, who knew
nothing of this land, the things that trod the WAaste, were to overrun us?
Wher e

next would they strike? Wuld they be stopped by | egends and shadows?

W were not even sure why those of Alizon were unl eashed upon us, traveling
overseas to expend such fury upon a country, which, by all accounts, was far
less rich and useful than their own. | had heard one story that a

hi gh- r anki ng

prisoner, taken when one of their mghty earth-craw ers had broken down,
reported that those who had lent themthose alien weapons had said the secret
of

vast power was to be found here—enough to make them masters of the world. So
their ruler lusted for that.

The only place where such a Power could be found mi ght be the Waste, or in a
land that mght lie beyond that. If that belief was what had brought the
Hounds

upon us...Then—eoul d those of the Waste be nade to see that they had a part in
our war?

No t hi nking man doubted that if Alizon invaded there they would come up

agai nst

potent forces. But could the w elders of those be persuaded nowto lend aid
to

t he Dal es?

| chewed upon that, finding it held a flavor | liked. To neddle with Power on
our own, as ny nother and Rogear had sought to do, was fatal folly. However,
to

enlist on our side those who had tamed it was another thing. Had this lain
somewhere in Lord Ingry's m nd?

| sent nmy horse forward with a click of tongue, suddenly eager to reach the
journey's end—as we did by nightfall.

My last neeting with the southern | eader had been in a forester's hut, no
trappi ngs of state had backed that tall man with the cold greenish eyes. Now
I

sat on a stool in a small keep's great hall

I mgry occupi ed a hi gh-backed chair which had been taken fromthe dining dais,
yet still raising himabove those who cane to him The man's authority was

i ke

an unseen arnor, though the latter in truth he did not wear at present, only
t he

plain |l eather of a lord hone froma day's hunting. The hunt he spoke of,

t hough,

| ay before and not behind him

| had waited for sone change of countenance when he sighted my bared
hooves—they

had been boot-hi dden at our last neeting. Only | canme to believe that indeed
I

could have been as inhuman as the gryphon-man of ny night vision and he woul d
not have noted the difference since | was there to serve a purpose.

For Inmgry, only his own anbition and ainms had inportance. Everything he said,
t hought, acted upon, was for one purpose al one—+o0 achi eve plans that burned
in

him to the extinction of all else.

He had laid out on the bench between us a nmuch creased and spotted | eaf of
parchnent. There were marks on it that my own past scouting had added, but
nmuch

was bl ank, and, upon that blank surface, his hand lay now, palmflat.



"The answer lies here." That he was so frank with ne was enough to make ne
wary.

It was not in his nature to share even the thin edge of his plans with

anot her.

Neither was it in himto be conciliatory, to ask instead of order

"Be a little more plain with me my lord!" During the tine since | had at |ast
accepted this man's orders | had gai ned freedom of a sort—at high price. He
could not overawe ne any | onger

"We have acconplished rmuch." That was not boast, but a matter of fact. "Qur
smths have worked the nmetals that canme out of the Waste—n spite of the
danger .

W have now many weapons better than any of us have ever seen. W gat her
nmen—but

al so we have |ost.'
"Stil

the invader ships land fresh troops. Oh, it is true that they have not
advanced

against us in force for a tine. But that is not because we have held them W
can as yet only worry their flanks, strike a small bl ow here, another there.
Though"—+there was a faint satisfaction in his tone now—they have at | ast

| earned the folly of pursuing us too far into I and we know far better than

t hey.

Now'—he | eaned forward a fracti on—"we have | earned for certain somnething
new—

When he paused | dared to strike in with a question. "Is it true they seek
sone

nmyst eri ous power ?"

He shot ne a glance so sharp and piercing he mght have used the dart thrower
on

Now the palmlying on the map clenched into a fist.

his belt.
"So nen tal k openly of that?"
| shrugged. "It was a story told even before | rode north. There nust be sone

sane reason why Alizon harries us, when, if we are to believe the word of
traders, there is nothing in this land to match theirs. W possess no
treasure."”

There was no deference in what | said. | spoke as equal to equal Ingry was a
force, yes, and those of the Dales mght be very glad it was w el ded for

t hem

However, he no longer inpressed ne. | was, in a way, inner-walled against him
NOW.

He studied ne with narrowed eyes. | think | had suddenly becone a person, not
a

weapon ready to his hand. That inpatience that |lay ever close beneath the
surface of his manner retreated a little. He considered me in a new way for |
was not the boy who had gone to U nsdal e—but a new factor to be fitted into

t he

gane.

"Your hand," | continued, "lies there upon the representati on of the Waste.
I's

it there you believe your goal to be? No treasure in truth—-but Power..

H s expression did not change, but | had a sensation of fronting pure cold.
Heat

of anger was not for such a man, his rage would ape the icy breath of the

W nt er

Dragon. | had prodded himthen as | sat there, unnoved, draw ng on ny

sel f-confidence. Wiy should | care that this Lord was ridden by anbiti on—+to
carry on great things if fate allowed? I was not of his kin.

"Yes, it is the Waste—er what it can hold." He had decided to accept ne as
was. "We do not know what it may be. This rmuch we have | earned fromnore than
one prisoner—the Hounds want sonething they nust find or control. In their



own
| and they face an ancient eneny—ene they woul d devour as they have much of

t he

Dal es. This eneny—by their accounts—may be kin to our O d Ones. They were
ar med

in rumby others who have sonme way of divining what they seek but not the
manpower necessary to take it. The know edge lies here!" H's fingers turned
inward, his nails scraped across the map as the talons of a hawk m ght grasp
jealously held prey.

Joi san

THE M ST HUNG LI KE TAPESTRIES I N SOVE GREAT HALL. SHUTTING IN the fire those
t wo

whose warnmth and life it served. Now | was there also and oddly content in a
way

| had not been since that hour when Kerovan had turned his back upon nme and
ridden forth from Norsdale. | watching himgo dry of eye, though weeping in
ny

heart. That sorrow and fear had been ny own and | would not allow any to see
t he

signs of it. But here—+t was |ike—tike being with kinblood. | marveled a
little

that | felt so

"I amElys," the worman sai d, adding no House or Dale to mark rank. Yet

mani festly she was one who would sit at the high table in any hall.

"And this"—her hand reached forward a little as if, were there no space

bet ween

them she would lay fingers on his arm(again | felt the bond between them
and

| hungered for its like)—is Jervon."

"I am Joi san." Because they nmade no claimof land or kin, neither did I

"Joi san," she repeated, her head a fraction to one side, alnmost as if she
expected some echo fromthe mst.

That thought rmade nme uneasy once again, broke through the dreanlike content
whi ch had held me for a fraction of tine. | turned ny head quickly. Only our
four horses stood there.

"But you are also.” Elys's fingers twitched, as if, against her will, they
sought to sunmon sone trick of Power. Then her tone changed as she added the
same warni ng Nal da had gi ven ne.

"This is a dangerous land in which to ride al one, Joisan."

| made the same reply that | had in Norsdale: "For one alone and careful, it
nmay

be | ess dangerous than in company."

To ny surprise Jervon gave a |low | augh. "She is right." He spoke across ne to
Elys. "Have we not proven the truth of that ourselves? As |ong as one stays
away

fromcertai n—places." To that |ast word he gave enphasis.

For a nonent | thought that his conpanion might take his words am ss, though
I

knew not hi ng of what lay behind it all. | saw her teeth close for an instant
upon her |ip. Then she nodded.

"There are dangers and dangers. Only.." She turned her head to catch ny eyes
in

as direct a gaze as the Past-Abbess had bent upon ne when | had inforned her
of

my plans. | did not know whether | held this woman in awe or not, but | knew
she

was nore than she seened, and sonehow she knew nore about ne than | had told
or

wanted a stranger to di scover.

"You carry," she said abruptly, "such protection as will serve you well. How



el se could | have felt your coming hither so strongly? But you are not of

t hose

who by bl ood have the use of such."”

My hands flew to the gryphon. Any chance to conceal it now was too | ate. That
El ys guessed, or knew, sonething of its value |I had no doubts now.

She shook her head quickly. My alarm must have been very transparent and easy
to

r ead.

"No, Joisan, | do not know the nature of what you wear or to what use that
nmay

be put. Only that it is a thing of Power. That you wear it so openly neans

t hat

that Power is ready to your hand—

"No!" Least of all did | make any claimof strange talents before one who was
of

the dd Blood. "This is a thing of Power, yes. But | do not know how to
sunmon

what it may control. Perhaps nmy lord can riddle some of it, for this is his
gift—that is nmy wedded lord. | have seen it act—but not by my will." O had
some

of its strength gone forth that tine | feared for Kerovan's |life because

had

willed it? Who could tell nme that?

"And your lord is?" Jervon asked that.

My chin came up defiantly. Did he know of Kerovan? By his gear he nust have
served or did serve nowwith the Dale forces; he was clearly no outl aw

Per haps

he had heard those vile whispers, runors of "nonster."

"hal f-man, " whi ch had poisoned ny lord' s life, wal ked himaway from ne.

"My wedded lord is Kerovan of U nsdale,” | answered and brought pride strong
into ny reply. "He rides now to answer the summons of Lord Ingry."

"Kerovan?" Elys made a question of the nane as she spoke to Jervon. He shook
hi s

head.

"There are many lords with I ngry—those who still live. O himl have not
heard. "

| was sure he spoke the truth, but Elys, it was plain, was not satisfied. She
turned that probing gaze now upon the gryphon itself.

"He who made a gift of such a thing," she comented, "must be no common nman
and

of no comon heritage."

| knew | must nmake a choice. After all Elys was one who mght well share
Kerovan's burden, though she appeared to accept it as a part of her life, not
a

curse. As Jervon also did. That he did and their bond was the stronger for
hi s

acceptance (as any, |ooking upon themas | did with eyes made wi se by nmy own
hurt, could see) brought weariness upon ne. These two were strong because

t hey

had each other, were thus forged into a nore fornidable whole. That was what
I

| onged for with Kerovan. Perhaps | lacked wit, or strength, to bring such
coupling about; perhaps | was too young, too poorly school ed in things of any
heart save my own. Envy arose in nme like a black and bitter taste in ny nouth,
a

shadow on the spirit. But | gave themtruth because they held what | wanted,
and

per haps sone small crunmbs of know edge of how they had gai ned that oneness

m ght

fall within ny reach



"Lord Kerovan is partly of the dd Blood. He is—different."
| did not know what to expect, aversion, disbelief..Wat foll owed made ne

gasp
in surprise. Elys caught the hand which [ay upon ny knee. \Wen | dropped ny
other, in surprise, Jervon's strong fingers closed about it, linking us three

toget her. From each of themflowed warmy into nme a feeling of peace and
confort. That envy w thered, |eaving only wonder and a vast |longing, a birth
of

hope.

The mist did not lift fromthis refuge between the ancient walls. W feasted
on

the fat-dripping birds, watched the shifting billows of the feather-soft

cl oud

about us. The original purpose of the wall, which enclosed this space on
three

sides, we did not knowthere was no sign that anything had been erected

wi t hi n.

Under us the bare rock had been snmoothed to a pavenent on which the mist left
danp drops. Fromtinme to time Jervon di sappeared into the nmist, with an
uneasi ness about himthat watched me quickly.

"This is a dangerous place?" | had felt none of that warning which the
gryphon

shoul d have given. Elys shook her head.

"Not openly. Still, when one rides the Dal es these days, there is ever a need

for caution. Jervon is a nman of war. H's band was beaten into death, only he
survived. It is not his way to accept any refuge he does not prove many tines
over."

"You— | hesitated and then dared because of ny deep need. If | only knew how
these two had conme together | mght better be able to confront my lord. "You
are

not of the Dal es—but he is..

She caught ny nmeaning | amcertain, the one | could not quite put into bald
and

open wor ds.

"I do not know of what blood I am" she answered ne. "Those who gave nme birth
wer e washed ashore on the coast here after a great stormseemngly they fled
some danger, but what | was never told. My nother was one who had strange
know edge, she was Wse. Only, because she wished to give her lord children
she

had to strike a dire bargain with certain Powers. Wen ny brother and | were
born at one birth, she paid for us with her life. My brother— She hesitated.
"He had none of her heritage. He distrusts such know edge—+t may be true that
men cannot control the Mbon Strength.

"The invaders came, ny father went to war, later nmy brother. | gave what help
I

could to those coast people who had been our friends. Sone things | |earned
from

their Wsewoman—+ was very young and had not much teaching. Qur people fled

i nl and and Jervon found us. He was sore wounded in both body and spirit. Later
I

had a message that my brother was in danger. So | rode, and Jervon with ne,
because his |ord was dead and he had no kin left. W=

Agai n she hesitated, then continued, her voice comng in a tunble of words as
if

she woul d quickly be done with the rest of the story. "W did what was to be
done for ny brother's sake. Wth himthere was no place for me. | am what |
was

born and few nen—very few-<an accept ne so. Perhaps, in truth, only one." She
| ooked now at Jervon as he cane back to us through the fringes of the mst.
There was that in her eyes which nade ne once nore know envy. So, | was sure,



I

| ooked upon Kerovan—but all that | had to offer had not been enough

"Now, " Elys spoke nore briskly, "we ride together as blank shields, |ending
our

sword strength to those who need it nost. Yes, | amwar-trained. It was ny
father who willed it so. W are kin less, |andless, but never w thout what we
need nost."

Ki nl ess and | andl ess they m ght be. Wwman of Power, Man of Sword-but they
wer e

one.
"Where do you ride now?" | asked. Though |I had determ ned to make this quest
al one, now | |onged, suddenly and fiercely, for her to say south. Surely if
t hey

were bl ank shields the gathering of forces under Lord Inmgry would attract

t hem

Rather to nmy surprise Elys shook her head. "I do not yet know. There is..! She
| ooked troubled. "Joisan, would you fear if | nmade a scry pattern for you?"

| renenbered once | had seen that done—and also for me—n the bow of the
Past - Abbess. Then | had seen ny lord but had known it not.

"You can do this?"

"Only for others, not for Jervon—ot for me. It is like all Power—t does not

work for the direct advantage of the summoner. Still | feel it should be
tried
now-for you."

"Once it was done for me—enly | did not understand then what was nmeant by what
I

saw. '

El ys nodded. "Many times such foreshadows can be obscure. They can even
decei ve—al ways renenber that. You nust not confidently expect that this or

t hat

will come to pass. W make nmany decisions, turn right on sone path when we

m ght

have turned left, enter into a hall wherein it chances that we nmeet with one
to

alter our future. There are ways beyond counting in which fate can be so
changed. All we learn fromthe bow is one single path. Do you wish me to do
this for you?"

Jervon was now standing at her back, his face sober. Wen he spoke quickly,
before | could answer, it was to Elys not ne.

"This is needful ?"

"I think so." Her words cane slowy. "If Joisan agrees—this may be a part of
why

we were led here.”

He knelt to open one of the saddl ebags, bringing forth something bundled in a
heavy swat hing of cloth. This he passed to Elys as if he handl ed bare steel
uncertain that it mght not turn its cutting edge agai nst him

The wrapping was in two parts, the outer being a |l ength that m ght have been
cut

froman old cloak. Underneath that was a fair piece of linen with across it,
not

in stitchery, but as if one had applied a scorching hot brand to its surface,
browni sh runes and synbols. Al Elys's attention centered on what she did.
saw

her 1ips nove, though she spoke no words aloud. Yet it seemed that now the

m st

held at bay by our fire, had a life of its own and began to encircle us,
pushi ng

agai nst an unseen barrier

VWhat lay within the inner cloth was a cup of noon-bright silver, into the
wai ting holl ow of which Elys poured liquid froma snmall vial she took from



her

belt pouch, measuring it drop by drop. Now | heard the murmur of her voice as
she repeated in cadence what could only be the spell words of a W sewoman.
Carefully she set the cup on the rock between us, hol ding both hands about

it.

Her eyes were closed, her head upheld as if she | ooked far beyond.

Then, she jerked her hands away-some mi ghty heat m ght have bl asted

out war d—and

| ooked directly to ne.

"Watch then!" | could not have di sobeyed that order even if | w shed.

| leaned forward, my hands on the rock, ny arms braced on either side of the
cup, ny head bent so | mght see clearly wthin.

At first there was nothing, only that thin filmof oddly dark liquid. I could
not see through it to the silver beneath. Then the liquid began to swrl

about

and about, rising in the hollow

| felt dizzy, ny head giddy, | could not turn away ny eyes. Slowy the liquid
stopped, now it filled the cup to its very brim still dark...Anmrror's
surface

but one that refl ected nothing.

Not hi ng? No, there was novenent there, not caused by the liquid itself. A
shadow

arose to the surface, changing, becom ng clearer. Now | saw, not ny own face
reflected therein, but a sharp picture.

"Ker ovan!"

He was there, arnored, helned, but still bare of foot—er hoof. The nmail he
wor e

was strange, holding the sane blue sheen as that which clothed Elys. He sat
with

a bared sword stuck point deep in gravelly earth as if he nust keep a weapon
cl ose to hand. Behind himgrazed three horses, and there was a stream coarse
grass, sone stunted bushes. There was a strangeness about that land as if it
were not Dal e country.

H s face was that of a carven figure like unto those | had seen in the

Wast e—nothing remaining in it of the Kerovan | wished to see. In a way he was
as

wal l ed in crystal as the gryphon—beyond ny reach

| dared not | ook too long directly upon himlest ny |onging draw fromne the
strength | needed. So | busied nyself studying the place about him trying to
| ocate sonme | andmark, sone way of telling where he so rested.

How | ong that picture held | did not know Then it began to fade, was gone.
While, as a bubble is pricked and becones not hing, that which filled the cup
fell back to the bottom of the holl ow

"I think"—Elys spoke first, breaking through nmy frustrati on and despai r—t hat
is

the Waste."

| settled back, aware now of the ache in ny shoul ders, the pain of ny hands,
as

if | had tried to dig into the unyielding rock with ny fingers.

"The Waste?" | echoed. Wy shoul d Kerovan head back into that piece of il
onmen?

He had gone to Lord Ingry. Had the sight of his hooves, the know edge that he
was of what would seemto a Dal esman tainted bl ood, made himan exile after
all?

Jervon shifted a little where he sat beside Elys. "So— Hi s brows drew

t oget her

inafrom. "Well, it was well within the real mof possibilities that sooner
or

later Inmgry would be noved to try that.'
whi ch

H s eyes were on the cup around



El ys was once nore enfolding the cloth, having thrown the liquid it contained
into the fire, only to have her act followed by a burst of brilliant flane.
"Try what, ny Lord?" Instinctively | gave himthe honor title.

"Imgry"—ith one hand he caressed his chin where an old scar nmade a

hal f - di scerni bl e seam—has al ways been one to plan—+to dare—f another bears
t he

burden of the action. I would say that it is nowin his mnd to neet with
some

of those in the Waste—and not the outlaws or scavengers—to perhaps propose an
al liance."

Anger burned in ne. "Using ny lord," | burst out, "because he is of m xed

bl ood

and perhaps, that being so, some of those who wander or abide there m ght

t hen

feel kinship? He uses men hardly, does this Ingry!"

"It is because he does," Jervon replied, "that perhaps, in the end, he wll

i npose peace in this land. He is not |oved, but he is obeyed, and that

obedi ence

draws together nen who m ght not otherw se be held to any strong purpose.”
"But the Waste.." Lord Ingry's qualities of |eadership meant nothing to ne.
"Kerovan has been there—-he barely |ived when he went up agai nst one Power.
And

he has no | onger access to this." My hand covered the gryphon. "He is not
trained or arnored against what prow s there. May Inmgry be everlastingly
cursed!™ My hands curled talon-wise. | wished that | were a hawk to tear at
t he

face of that cold and devious |ord.

"Your lord nmust have chosen to do this. Ingry could not have forced himso."

Elys still held the now shrouded cup. "There is that in hinm-she spoke as if
Kerovan were before her, or else that she i ndeed knew hi m wel | —=whi ch woul d
not

yield if he wished it not. He is"—she shook her head sl owl y—he is unlike any
I

have net before. A man of two natures, each held at bay lest they lead himto
destruction. Wthin himis |ocked Power he does not want. He m ght even ride

hi s

present road because he seeks the peace of death."

How coul d she know hi mthus? Unless there was in her the gift of what the

W sewonen call the True Sight.

"No!" | was on ny feet, |ooking around as if | could seize a weapon to

destr oy

her words. | fought to master my fear as | said then, "If he is in the Wste,
there, too, | go!"

"The Waste"—Jervon mi ght have been speaking to an inpatient child—=is very
| arge. You have no gui de—

"But | do!" I did not know whence cane ny conviction as my hand was tight on
t he
gryphon. "There is this—and | shall learn howto use it!"

"Perhaps that is possible,"” Elys said slowy. "But are there the seeds of
Power

in you?" She arose and began studying my face. "No, you do not know what you
can

do—ot yet. However, this is the road you will follow* Jervon started to
speak.

She stopped himwith a gesture. "This is a choice she has al ready nade, for
good

or ill. Wat remains.” Now she | ooked at himinstead. "The Waste and a man
who

may or may not be found, a task which may or nmay not be beyond the doing. W
have been only drifting, you and I, do we now make a choi ce al so?"



Hs from grew darker but he said at once, "If so be your will."

She shook her head vigorously. "Not ny will. The day is past when |I choose to
ride and you follow W go as of one mnd or not at all."

| looked eagerly fromone to the other. This Elys might not be one of the AQd
Ones, but she controlled a fraction of Power |earning and through that m ght
be

able to claimkin-right with the Waste roaners. | had spoken of a guide, but

I

knew not how to nake use of it. This was no venture of theirs, save | wanted
to

ride in their conpany. Their cl oseness of spirit was warmto ny heart, so
clung to the fancy that being with themlonger |I could |earn the secret of

t hat —.enough of it to smooth ny way w th Kerovan

Jervon hitched at his swordbelt. "M ght as well ride one way as another," he
commented. "Also | think that your Kerovan" . —aow he spoke to ne—since he
was

di spatched by Ingry, would head directly westward fromthe headquarters. Thus
we

go south if we would pick up his trail."

"I have heard that Lord Inmgry buys much of the sal vaged Waste nmetal for the
forging of arnms,” | said. "Therefore there must be a going and com ng of

t hose

who deal in that. Perhaps Kerovan would follow their trails."

"Well enough. Let norning cone and this mst rise—then we ride south and
west .

If there lies any trace of such a trail we can cut it soin tine."

The mist that inprisoned us did not rise during the rest of that day, stil

clinging heavy as night cane. | watched it uneasily as the darkness grew, for
I

kept thinking that, fromthe corners of ny eyes, | now and then caught a hint
of

nmoverrent within it which was not the billows of the fog itself, but rather as
if

somet hing nore tangi ble hovered there, using it as a cloak fromwhich to spy
on

us.

Jervon ventured out fromtine to tinme com ng back with arn oads of dead wood,
whi ch he piled close to hand. Only when the dark really deepened Elys put an
end

to that. She confirnmed my own suspici ons when she produced from her belt purse
a

sl ender stick of blue.

Wth this in her right hand and her left raised so that her slender fingers
wer e

free to nmove in conmplex patterns, she proceeded to draw lines on the
pavenent,

fencing in our canpsite, including the mounts, which Jervon had hobbl ed and
brought closer to the fire. What Elys finished at last was a star of five
points, setting the lines true with skillful accuracy, though the |abor wore
away her strange pen

In each of the outflung points she proceeded to add an intricate synbol, thus
| ocking us in. The horses had been restless for some tinme past, throw ng up
their heads, snorting, staring into the mst with signs for grow ng

uneasi ness.

However, once her work was conpl ete, they quieted.

Nor, | discovered, did | myself now have that sense of being watched by the
unseen.

| shared journey food fromny own store with nmy new conpani ons as we settled
down in the warnth of the fire, agreeing upon taking watches turn about to

f eed



the flames. Elys, by lot, was the first sentry. Wapped in ny cloak, not

I ayi ng

aside my mail, | strove to sleep, crossing nmy hands over the gryphon on ny
breast.

Jervon awakened me at the proper tinme and | watched the paling of the stars
as

nmorni ng drew near. For the mi st had withdrawn, save for a ragged wi sp or two.
The star drawn for our protection held a faint light of its owm. | studied it
and wondered how one | earned such lore. The Dal esfol k believed that only one
born with the Talent could be taught, though we had W sewonen, healers,
gatherers of herb lore, and the like. Yet there had been the Lady Math—y
aunt .

She had taken the | esser vows of the Danes, and to all such this kind of
learning was a sin. Still, in the last hour of her life, she had brought forth
a

curiously carven wand—before sending me forth fromour threatened keep—saying
she woul d have her own kind of vengeance agai nst the despoilers and nurderers
besetting us. The keep had burst apart in flane and flying stones, taking to
their deaths nost of those who had dared invade its inner walls.

That the destruction had come by her will | had never doubted, though I do
not

know what Power she had called upon in that hour or how she had summoned it.
Mght it be that sone of full Dal es-blood, wary as they were of the brooding
past, did indeed share a ghost of Ad talent. Perhaps children born and
nurtured

in this haunted Iand were really apart fromthe parent stock. | had never
consi dered that before.

It was our customto | ook askance on anything that smacked of such | earning.
Those proven of hal f-bl ood were avoi ded, | ooked upon by nost as...In the nane
of

nmy dear lord, | refused to use, even in ny mnd, that ugly nane. Wat of the
rest of us who bore no outward stigmata? Did we also carry traits of
strangeness

that were not as obvious as ny lord's cloven feet, his eyes of anber yell ow,
but

that could, if known, exile us quickly?

Was this an argunment | could use with Kerovan? If | could but display a
little

of the talent, prove to himthat | was not as pure bl ooded as he believed...|
noved restlessly around the fire, longing for the com ng of true norning. Had
I

found an ally in Elys, one who would train me if | had that which would be
fertile ground for |earning?

It took many years to nmake a Wse woman, it was said. | had no such tine to
spend. | renmenbered once again that neeting with Neevor, that stranger of the
Waste who had said the crystal gryphon was a key, which | only could use when
the tine cane. If so—surely his words argued | had some command of Power.

| wanted to shake Elys awake, demand that she aid nme. But | fought against

i npati ence, kept ny desires in check for the proper time. This was not a
matter

that could be rushed, ny nmind told ny heart—but oh, how ny heart raged for
action!

Ker ovan

| MGRY MAY HAVE THOUGHT HI MSELF PERSUASI VE; THE FI NAL deci sion was ny own. |
had

listened to his sunm ng up of what he believed the enenmy wanted—and of what

m ght be done in return by making contact with some authority within the

Wast e,

to give a warni ng—and nake an offer. The latter, to be sure, was an arrogant
gesture on his part, for what had we to offer that could match those forces



t he

A d Ones commanded? | did not have the ambition that drove Ingry. On the

ot her

hand, if by some fluke of fortune, | mght succeed, | would have achi eved
somet hing that the Dal esman nust admit only a despi sed hal f-bl ood woul d dare
to

attenpt.

He offered me a command, but | refused it. He did not like that. | think he
want ed no anbassador to have too nuch freedom

"One man," he had said, "to go alone is too high a risk."

"One man. Lord Inmgry? Look at me. Ask any in this hall if | amin their eyes
a

man. You have made nme your envoy because of ny heritage. Then let ne go as if
I

amtruly of the blood you deemne. | shall ride openly and wait to see what
fortune will send. What | can do, | shall. | prom se nothing."

Rel uctant as he was, he knew | spoke the truth. Nor was he niggardly with
equi prent. | was offered, and accepted, mail, sword, and helm new-fashioned
of

t he sal vaged nmetal fromthe

Waste. All nen knew that this was the best, an alloy we had no equal for in

t he

maki ng of fine armanent.

| chose horses, three of them fromthe lines. The nounts fromthe eastern
Dal es

(there were all too few of those left now) were of little use in the west.
Nor

did I want hill-bred stock, for, hardy and tough as those were, the Waste was
partly desert. A nount used to the plentiful waters of mountain springs could
not stand the heat and | ack of forage and drink.

What | took were such beasts as were used by the Waste scavengers. Luckily,
in

that sweep Ingry had ordered to gather all avail able mounts, these had

appear ed.

Slightly larger than nmountain-bred ponies, they were gaunt, with | ong necks
out

of proportion to their bodies. Their eyes were unusually |large and heavily
lidded, well |ashed to screen out glare of sun and wi nd-borne grit. Their
hooves

were broader than normal, meant for the traversing of shifting sand. They had
a

reputation for being vicious, and it was al ways necessary to hobble or tether
t hem at ni ght.

Two | would ride turn and turn about, and the third would serve as a pack
animal. It took me four days of careful preparation, of selecting supplies.
And

| did not dream again on those nights between

| refused the map Ingry had played with during our interview Such sites as
wer e

marked on it had conme by word of mouth from scavengers, who were not to be
trusted, being always jeal ous of their sources of supply.

Wien Riwal and | had travel ed the Road of Exile, that had been well to the
north. The road that had led ne to the place where Rogear and my not her had
wrought their black incantations was also in that direction—barren and
desol at e.

If there was any life nowto be found in the Waste | felt | would discover it
el sewhere—though the A d Ones could not be judged by our standards. Stil

t hey

must need water, sustenance of some kind, shelters nore than a junble of
ruins.



Thus | decided to strike straight west, following for the first part of ny
journey the faint trail left by the scavengers bringing in netal for Ingry's
forges.

| rode out in the early norning saying no farewells. The night before | had
nmet

with Inmgry for the last time. He spoke again of the urgency for carrying ny
war ni ng of invasion to any of authority I might find—ef his conplete
certainty

t hat somewhere in the unknown west |lay whatever it was that the invaders
really

sought. He did not conme to watch ne out of sight—+ was nerely a dart he had
[ aunched. If | struck true, that was good; if | failed..Wll, all he could do
had been done.

My nount fought control, but when | was well away fromthe canp and headed
west

he settled down, while the two on | ead ropes canme easily enough. Al of them
fromtime to time held high their narrow heads, expanding red-lined nostrils
as

if they searched for some scent that was of inportance.

W were four days along, the last three well into a scrub wi | derness, before
t he

one | rode cried out, making a sound like an eerie scream The other two
answered him their weird cries echoing back from jagged-topped heights,

whi ch

overhung the path so darkly we noved t hrough shadows as thick as twlight.
The

wal I s of that cut grew increasingly high, draw ng together overhead. Then the
two cliffs actually net, formng an arch into an even darker day.

My nount broke into a fast trot | did not try to restrain. The others

qui ckened

stride in turn. W passed through a rough-walled tunnel to come out into a
brighter light than | had seen for hours.

Here was the Waste. No remnant of any path remained, only bare rock as

footi ng,

t hough that was crossed here and there by a runnel of coarse sand. The | and
itself was a rolling plain. In the far distance were shadows agai nst the sky,
whi ch | thought nust mark highlands. For want of a better guide | fastened on
t hose as ny goal

The I ed horses were no | onger content to trail behind, but noved up, one on
either side of ny nount, matching their pace to his, as if they also had
riders

and we were readying for a charge. | thought that they were at home in this
country and perhaps they could, by their attitude, give nme warning of other
life

forms we m ght encounter though who, or what, could live in such a |land as
this

I found hard to guess.

| made canmp while the sun was still up in the afternoon sky, for ny horses
had

cone directly to a dip in the land, at the bottom of which there was a

sl uggi sh

st ream pushi ng out of the ground, running for a space, only to be swall owed
once

nore by the greedy earth. However, along its banks grew grass and severa
stunted bushes. Qut of the nearest of those clunps burst wi nged creatures.
They

nmoved with speed, but | saw that they were black of feather and their heads,
hangi ng downward on oddly crooked necks, were rawly red as if new pl ucked.
Their squawks were as unnatural as the cries of the horses had been and they
circled overhead, plainly angry at being disturbed. |I did not like the sight



of

them There was sonething foul about their black bodies and those naked heads.
What had drawn theminto the brush made itself plain within a moment or two.
For

a noi sone stench of sonething dead, and dead for some tine, arose strongly,
as

nmy horse half |eaped, half slid down to the water's edge.

He plunged his nuzzle deep into the water, his conpani ons copying that action
as

speedily. | slid out of the saddle, nmade ny tether ropes fast to the nearest
bush. Then, though | disliked the business, | went to see what |ay where the
still-scream ng birds had been busy.

Bird beak and bl azi ng sun had done nasty work, but there renmai ned enough to
perceive that this had once been a near-human form+though very small. A
child—here? |I tried not to breathe as | made nysel f nove closer. \Whatever it
had

been alive, it was no kin to Dal esnen. The body, where flesh still renuained,
was

furred with a bristly brown hair standing stiffly up fromthe roots. The head
and face were so destroyed | could not trace any features, and for that | was
glad. Both fingers and toes ended in great hooked claws, in some of which

cl ods

of earth still clung. The thing lay half in a scooped out pit as if it had
been

digging frantically to escape whatever fate had struck it down.

Usi ng branches | broke froma bush, | rolled the thing farther into the hole
and

tossed rocks and sand over it. | had no intention of leaving it uncovered were

I

to camp here

As | worked | kept glancing around. Whatever had killed this creature m ght
j ust

still linger—+though there was very little cover about and | did not believe
t hat

the birds woul d have been feeding, or ny horses would have entered the oasis,
had there been danger.

| picketed ny nmounts as far fromthat rude grave as | could, and | did not
drink

of the water nyself, rather relied on what |

carried in ny saddle bottle. The shape and size of the dead creature

i ntrigued

ne.

There are many | egends of things that have ventured or blundered out of the
Waste in tines past, of nonsters and denons, which men, during the early days
of

our people in the Dales, had fought, killed, or been slain by. |I had heard of
great scaled reptiles with tal ons and beaks, of furred creatures near as tal
as

a keep tower, of smaller flyers with stinger tails carrying a fell poison
Then

there were those in human form who coul d persuade a nan they were kin, then
ensorcell or kill him

Ri wal had been so enthralled by the Waste nysteries that he had kept records
of

such stories and had shared themwith ne. In his cottage he had bits and

pi eces

of old immges that he had found—sone beautiful, sone grotesque, sone
frightening. However, we could never be sure whether those had been nade to
resenbl e actual life forns or were the inaginings of artists who nust have
dreaned strange dreans. Nowhere could | renenber having seen or heard of



anything resenbling the creature | had just buried.

Its wickedly sharp claws m ght have been enpl oyed for nore than digging. Wth
that thought in mind | drew ny sword, set it point down in the earth close to
hand as | opened ny supply bag, found the tough trail rations, and chewed
slowy, alert to any sound.

The birds continued to wheel overhead for a time, shrieking their anger

Finally
they drew into a flock and, |ike a noisome black cloud, circled the oasis for
a

last time, then flew northward over the Waste.

The horses continued to graze, never raising their heads. As a rule their
speci es could not be brought to approach dead things so easily, yet these
three

had not shied away when we entered the cut. | settled to nmy dry neal,

rem ndi ng

nmysel f that | must never make the worst possible error—that of judging any
life

forml found here by the standards of the Dales. | had entered a new and

di fferent world.

After the flight of the birds it seemed very qui et—broken only by the sullen
gurgle of the water, the sounds made as the horses cropped grass. There was
no

buzz of insect, no rustle of breeze through the tw sted and curled | eaves of
t he

bushes. The heat of the westering sun seemed heavier. My mail burdened ny
shoul ders, sweat trickled frombeneath the rimof my helm

Havi ng finished eating, | explored this pocket further. \What herbage grew
made

the nost of the water's trickle. Al ong the banks grass was thick, bushes like
solid balls, so intertwined with one another that | thought even a sl ashing
sword could not have cleared a path.

The water issued froma rock-walled bank, the stone of which was sneared with
a

rusty-red stain rem nding ne unpl easantly of bl ood. Another warning agai nst
drinki ng here. That crevice was not natural, | decided, too well shaped—as if
it

had been set here to pipe in a flow of water for travelers. Wat kind of
travel ers?

Downstream | searched with care, but | could discover no signs that any had
canped recently. The sand and gravel did preserve here and there fornl ess
prints

suggesting that it was used by animals native to this harsh | and.

What was the thing | had buried? I could not force nyself to disinter it for

anot her examination. Still, | was troubled by its presence. To establish a
canp

here, even for the sake of the horses, would be, | decided, too great a risk
This oasis nust be a | oadstone for any |life nearby.

| did linger until the sun was nearly down before | let the horses drink a
second tine and then headed out into the open country, taking care to pick a
way

that | ed across the rockiest section | could find, so we would | eave no trail.
Those heights, which | had marked as a goal, were now a black fringe across a

rapi dly darkening sky. | began to | ook for shelter, even if it were only an
out croppi ng rock against which | could set nmy back in case of attack.
finally

sighted a stand of stony spires set closely together, and toward that |

t ur ned

t he horses.

There was still light enough to perceive that this was the first indication
somet hing living here had needed a honme or rough fort. Wat | had first



t hought

to be spires of natural rock were a building. The structure had been so
attuned

to its surroundings that you could al nost believe it was sone freak of nature.
The tall rocks that formed its walls were rough, unworked, set vertically,
but

very closely, side to side, so that the cracks between were as narrow as
their

surfaces would allow. They were of the sane yellow sh-white as all the

boul ders

| had seen hereabouts. Wiat | did not expect was that the interior they

guar ded

was filled by what |ooked, in this half-light, to be a vast, untidy nest.
Dried brush, clunps of coarse grass torn up by the roots, had been packed to
such a depth that the top of the nass reached ny wai st when | disnounted. |
prodded at it with swordpoint. Under the touch of metal the stuff broke

apart,
turned to powder, so dried and old it was.
Fastening the horses to one of the side pillars, | set about raking out that

mess, using mainly my sword, as there was reluctance in ne to touch any of

t he

debris with ny hands. At length I drew on ny mail gauntlets before | dug into
the [ ower I|ayers.

Sonet hing hard rolled against nmy boot. |I |ooked down into the enpty eyehol es
of
a skull. Mnifestly this was the remains of a human, or sonething near human.

I

put the thing aside and kept on with ny task

There were nore bones, which | had no desire to examine, and a faintly evil
snell that grew stronger as | delved deeper, throwing out the fetid, decayed
material. | became aware of a persistent itching about ny wist as | tossed
out

the last | could grub free

Washi ng my gauntl eted hands with sand, | unfastened the wi st binding and

t ur ned

back the supple lIinkage to bare what had becone so much a part of ne during

t he

nmont hs since | had found it—that band of netal | had di scovered by chance and
whi ch had saved ne when Rogear had tried first to blind, and then to kill.
The band gl owed; it was warm The runes carved around it were bright sparks
of

fire. I stared down, near entranced, until on sudden inmpulse | thrust my arm
into the space between the pillars. The marks fl ashed even brighter—yet | had
had no warni ng of uneasi ness.

Still, fromthe tall rocks, fromwhich | had scraped the |ast of the nest,
cane

an answering spark of light. | drew ny small boot-top knife and picked out
from

a rock a scrap of the same blue metal as made up ny wist band, tucking it
away

in ny pouch.

To keep nmy horses better tenpered, tethered as they were away from grass and
water, | crunpled journey cakes upon a rock. They nosed at them avidly,
payi ng

no attention as | nmade them secure for the night before I crawed into the
space

I had cl eared.

There was only the one entrance, though overhead was no roof. The rocks
tilted

slightly inward so that the open space above was small. | pulled before the



door

itself ny saddl e and the bags of supplies, using themas a barricade. This

ni ght

I wished that | had sone conrade-at-arns to share watch and watch. Instead
nmust depend upon that faculty any soldier learns, the art of awaking into

i nstant awareness at the | east change in his surroundings. Once nore | laid
ny

sword, bare-bladed, at nmy side, while |I sought sleep

I f any danger prow ed the night it did not come near ny refuge. However, |
was

awakened at dawn by that same shattering screammy mount had earlier given
when

he first sniffed the wind fromthe Waste. | craw ed out to discover all three
of

the horses pulling furiously at their halters, rearing and pawi ng at the
rocks.

Though | used all the art | knew to soothe them | discovered, once | had

| oaded

and saddl ed, there was little | could do with them They were determ ned to
head

back to the oasis and perforce | had to allow that, since they needed grazing
and water. They could have it as | broke nmy own fast.

Thus the sun was about an hour above the horizon when we set forth again

t owar d

the heights. Gradually the country changed. The desert stretch becane a
brown-gray soil that rooted clunps of grass, seared by the sun. As we passed,
ny

| ed horses strove to snatch mouthfuls of the stuff, their el ongated necks

ai di ng

themto so feed. Bushes were next, then trees, sone of which my aninmals nmade
wi de detours to avoid.

| trusted to their instincts for they knew this land far better than I. Near
m dday | saw the first noving thing. The clunps of brush had becone so thick
that we rmust swing well to avoid them and on such a side venture | caught a
gli npse of more open | and.

Crossing that was a rider. Though he was distant | could not nistake the
glint

of sun reflected fromarnor. H's horse was unlike ny three; there was no sign
of

t he | ong neck.

He rode with the ease of a nman who knew exactly where he was going. | did not
thi nk hi ma scavenger—+though he could be an outlaw. O ...this might be the
very

ki nd of contact | had been sent to seek! | loosened my sword in its sheath
and

headed out into the open willing to let nyself be sighted, in spite of
possi bl e

risk.

Certainly his mount was of better stock than the desert-bred nags | had

sel ected, for, though he did not appear to be going at nore than a
confortabl e

trot, he continued to draw ahead. Nor did he seemaware that | foll owed.

Not too far before himstretched a spread of woodland. | wanted to catch up
before he vanished into its shade. If | were to neet with trouble |I desired
such

confrontation in the open. So | urged ny mount to a faster pace, though he
snorted and jerked at the reins angrily.

The stranger was al nost under the shadow of the trees when the ill-tenpered
beast | bestrode actively protested our chase. Voicing one of those screans,
he



arose with his forefeet pawing the air. The other two used their advantage at
the sane nonent to pull back on their |ead cords. Perforce | was brought to a

speedy halt.

Viciously my nmount continued to rear and kick, attenpting to attack his own
conpanions. | had ny hands very full striving to control the three of them
What

suddenly pierced the din they were creating was a whistle, comranding,

i mperative

My horses set all four feet to the ground again. Still their eyes rolled to
show

the whites, ribbons of foamdripped to the earth they had torn up with their
hooves. However, now all three stood as if as well rooted as the trees not

t oo

far away.

Taking as tight a grip on reins and lead ropes as | could, | |ooked around.
The rider | had trailed had finally swng about and was heading toward ne,

t he

gait of his nount a snmooth flow ng gallop. Indeed that horse wax different.
As

large as a |l ow and-bred stallion, it possessed a strangely dappl ed hide such
as

| had never seen before; shades of gray-brown nerged into one another so
there

was no clearly spotted pattern, only a suggestion of such

H s horsecl oth was not woven, but rather formed by the skin of sone
beast —si | ver

gray and al so spotted. As he drew nearer | recognized it for the tanned hide
of

a snow cat, one of the rarest and yet nost deadly and cunning beasts to roam
t he

hei ghts within the Dal es.

He, hinself, wore arnmor of the same silver-gray as the skin. The hel m which
over shadowed his face until he seened half masked, was surnounted by a
beautifully carven crouching cat of that species. There were yellow jewels of
eyes in the cat head, and, by some trick of the sun, they appeared to blink
as

if the thing were alive and nmerely resting on a perch, watching ne curiously.
The stranger rode only a short distance toward ne before he pulled up his
shadow patterned horse. My three beasts sweated, stared w | d-eyed, gave the

i npression they were possessed by terror. Yet this other had, as far as |
coul d

see, made no gesture suggesting attack. His sword still rested in sheath, its
heavy pommel forming the head of a cat, while the belt he wore was agai n of
fur

and its buckle a snarling feline head.

Though he had halted some di stance away, | could see those cat heads clearly.
They | oonmed as if they were the House sign of some clan.

W sat so for some nonments of silence, eyeing each other across that gap he
had

chosen to keep between us. Now | was able to nake out nore plainly his
features

He was young, | thought, perhaps near ny own age. Hi s face was snoot h—but

t hat

was not strange, for many of the Dal esnen grew little or very scant beards
unti |

they were well past the middle span of life.

H s skin was brown, and his eyes were slightly elongated, sloping up a little
under straight brows. The nore | studied him the surer | became | had found
one

who called this Waste, or some place like it, his home. This was no strayed



Dal esman. Hi s accoutrenents were too finely wought, his nount a superb
ani mal .
Al so, though he | ooked fully human, yet | did not need that |ight warnth at

ny
wist totell nme that this was one who possessed Power of one kind or another
He regarded me with an equally intent study. | was certain he had not nissed
t he

sight of ny hooves in the special stirrups | had devised. Did he know of any
of

nmy kind? Were there any of ny kind or kin—er was | nerely hal f-m sshapen
hybri d,

and so, in the eyes of any true blood here, as nuch a mstake of birth as I
was

in the Dal es?

| knew that w thout any warning it was useless for ne to approach himcl oser
I't

was plain that nmy three aninmals held himin odd terror. They shivered, while
foamstill gathered at the corners of their nouths.

Since he had not drawn steel —did he think that | was so unworthy a foe, so
hel pl ess that he need not defend hinmself in that way—dare | accept him as

neutral ? There was no other choice. | would do what | had to.
Taki ng a chance, | dropped ny reins and rai sed ny hands pal mout. The
sil k-fine

mesh of nmy mail fell a little back fromny wist and the sunlight nmade a bl ue
flame of that band.

WAs it a passport, sonething that would gain nme recognition in this place, at
this time? | could only wait on the stranger's answer to ne.

Joi san

AS THE LI GHT OF DAY GREW STRONGER MY COMPANI ONS ROUSED.

The mi st was gone and the protecting star about us faded. Jervon gave the
animal s each a small neasure of grain, led themout to water at a hillside
spring, while we opened supply bags for our own food.

Wth the nounts saddl ed, the packs on the pony, we headed away fromthe
wal | s,

following a hint of a trail, a shadow of a road, perhaps one so old that even
the hills across which it cut had forgotten it.

Jervon | ed, heading westward across hei ghts where there were no signs of any
travel er before us, save tw ce a tunbl edown hut such as were built by herders
when they took the flocks out for summer forage. Those days of peaceful
her di ng

were past. We saw no one or any life, save for a blundering hill hen or two

t hat

ran squawki ng fromunder the very hooves of our horses, and once a glinpse of
a

snow cat staring arrogantly down fromso high a |l edge I wondered how even

t hat

venturous clinber could have reached it.

W |lit no fire that night since we canped in the open, it was plain that ny
conpani ons noved with the wariness of scouts and took all precautions. As we
sat

closely together, nore for the need for conpany than the warnth of our bodies,
I

asked whet her they had ever been into the Wste.

"Only to the fringes," Jervon answered. "For a while we rode with scouts who
were sent north to see if the invaders had headed down country. There was no
sign of any Hound passing, though we conbed the country as best we could. W
saw

t he begi nning of the Road of Exile."

The Road of Exil e—Kerovan had nentioned that during those days when we had
travel ed to Norsdal e, |eading ny poor people to safety. He had once travel ed



for

a space along it, though he had not told me many details of that journey.
Even

that rmuch of his past he had refused to share with ne.

"Do any know where that |eads?" | asked.

"Not that | have heard. We did not try to followit. But neither have | heard
of

any other open road into that country."

During our day's journey | had had no chance to speak to Elys about ny idea
of

early norning. Somehow | did not wish to mention ny |longing to master Power
before Jervon. It was not because | feared he m ght object. Because of Elys
he

accepted nmuch where any ot her Dal esman woul d have decried the very idea. It
was

rather that | was shy of making a plea for aid and did not know just howto
phrase such

During the next four days | had no better luck. The I and was so deserted

t hat ,

even though we traveled with all caution, we covered a goodly anount of

di st ance

in a short tine. On the fifth evening Jervon pointed to the westward where
there

was a yell ow gl ow across the clouds, differing fromthe clean sunsets | had
al ways known.

"The Waste."

During our journey to the southwest we had searched diligently for any trace
of

a track such as the netal gatherers m ght have nade, but had not sighted a
single sign of such. Now, when we had unl oaded the pack pony and El ys had
collected certain dry branches, which she said would not yield nuch notice of
a

fire, Jervon did not unsaddl e. Rather he proposed to ride out on a half
circle,

seeking again for trail marks.

As the yell ow sky-glow faded, Elys and | spitted hill hens to roast, a nore
tasty neal than we had had for four days past. This was my chance and, as we
wor ked, | made ny desires known to her, hurrying | est Jervon return before
was

done.

She |istened, but when she spoke it was with a npst serious note in her |ow
Voi ce.

"There is sone logic in what you say. It could well be that this country has
an

i nfl uence over those born here—even if they have never had any reason to
bel i eve

they had tal ents because fortune did not demand such efforts fromthem As
for

| earning the calling of Power—yes, | could teach you a little, if you showed
aptitude, even as | was schooled in ny girlhood and youth. But there is no
tine.

This is not know edge that one can pick fromthe air. It needs careful study.
However, that does not nean that you cannot strive within yourself to awaken
what may lie in you. Only you nust be very patient."

After this warning she began there and then outlining to me sone disciplines
of

mnd | could practice, while | vowed that if |I could wi n anything by
foll owi ng

her teaching—that | would do. So fromthat hour forward | stretched nmy mind as
a



warrior stretches and exercises his body that battle skills may be known to
every muscl e over which he hol ds conmand.

W rode on in the norning, though Jervon had again found no gui de, heading
outward into a land that was grimand full of foreboding. | knew that the
Wast e

must be a mixture of different kinds of |land, but here it was all sand and
gravel and bare rock upon which the sun beat with great waves of heat. W
used

the tricks of travelers in such desert |and, seeking shelter during the worst
hours, traveling in the early morning or in the evenings. W did not nove at
ni ght, bright though the nmoon m ght hang over us.

Here there were too many oddly shaped shadows, strange sounds (though those
wer e

far awmay). It was better to canp, even though our traveling tine was thus cut
to

a craw, and be sure we were on guard.

By sone favor of fortune we did chance upon nmeager grazing and water each
day.

Jervon remarked that, though there was no sign of any road, it mght be that
we

had stunbl ed on sone travel ers' route—perhaps | ong forsaken

| watched nmy gryphon anxi ously, hoping it might in some way offer a clue as
to

whet her we were headed in the right direction or not. | did not know what |
expected, it was mainly hope that kept ne at that quest. Only the gl obe

remai ned

ever the sane.

Jervon wove a zigzag path ahead of us, still hunting a track, returning

al ways

to report he found none. Perforce, because we had to have sone goal, we chose
to

head toward the Iine of heights in the west—+hose that |oomed purple-black at
ni ght and brown by day. They were the only noticeabl e | andmar ks.

On the second day Jervon returned at a fast trot fromone of his side

expedi tions. We had kept our horses to a walk for their own sakes and this
bur st

of speed on his part suggested trouble.

"There is an oasis with water where there has been a canp," he reported, "and
recently.”
So slima chance that that canmp had been Kerovan's. Still | at once swung ny

mare in that direction, the others with ne. The oasis lay in a narrow cleft,
cutting below the surface of this sandy waste. It held greenery, dark and

wi t her ed-1 ooki ng. The water of the stream was not pleasant appearing either,
rather dark and turgid as if it were a stagnant pool, though there was a

sl ow,

rolling current. However, our beasts drank greedily as Jervon pointed to
wher e

grass had been shortened by grazing and that not |ong ago.

"There is sonething el se—~ He beckoned us to foll ow himbetween two bushes.

I sniffed and wished I had not. There was the sweet corruption-snell of death
here! The ground was disturbed, a pile of stones covering a narrow, filled-in
depr essi on.

"An ani mal woul d not be buried." Elys surveyed the stones. "But that space is
too small to hold a nman."

To ny relief she was right, only a half-grown child could be in such a short
grave. But a chil d—XKerovan could not have killed a child!

Elys's eyes were closed, she swayed, Jervon was at her side instantly, his
hand

out to steady her. She shuddered before she | ooked at us again.

"Not of our bl ood—t was not of our blood. Sonething strange—er perhaps not



strange in this land. But whatever it was, it lived as a servant of the Dark."
| drew back involuntarily. The Dark—that signified the evil Powers and al

who

served them Had Kerovan been attacked again by such force, which he spawned
in

t he Waste?

"Leave be!" Jervon's order came harshly. "There is no need to fear the dead,
do

not mnd search for it. W nust not nmeddle."” It was the first tinme he had
spoken

so, with such a show of authority.

She turned away. "You are right. And this is truly dead—for nmany days | would
say."

"Then Kerovan— | stunbl ed over one of the rolling stones. He nmust not have
been

responsi ble for that death, though he could have buried the corpse. | held on
to

that belief as tightly as | could. | hoped that he had not fronted agai n—and
al one—a dire danger of the Dark

"I do not believe," Jervon continued, "that this is a place of good onen."
The three of us withdrew fromthat grave place, as far down the cut as we
coul d,

al l owi ng our mounts, who showed no distaste for their surroundings, to graze
t hrough the hottest part of the day. Wen the sun was westering we started on
It was when we topped the far bank of that sinister hollow that what | had
waited for so | ong happened. The gryphon flashed with nore than the sun's
reflection. At ny cry the others drewrein, while | shifted in the saddl e,
this

way and that, ny attention close fixed upon the ball—ntil | thought | judged
in

what direction it flashed the brightest.

My conpanions willingly granted ne the |lead and | pushed Bural at a faster
gait

to where a circle of pointed rocks rose abruptly fromthe sand-drifted
ground.

Lying to one side there was a mass of dry stuff, which had plainly been dug
from

the core of the rock huddl e. Powdery, disintegrating wood ningled wth
remai ns

of long-w thered vegetation. Perched on the highest point of that noldering
heap

sat a grinning skull and | thought that | sighted other bits of brittle bones
in

t he decayed nass.

"Someone made canp here." Jervon slipped fromthe saddle, went to peer within
the circle of rocks. He stirred the dark heap a little with the toe of his
boot .

"This may once have been a nest lying within that."

"The nest of sonething |arge enough to hunt such prey?" Elys gestured toward
t he

skul I'.
Jervon stopped to view it the closer, though he did not touch it.
"Very old, | think. Also what |aired here once nust have been gone for a |ong

tine," canme his verdict.

| cupped the crystal between ny palns. Now heat flared fromit, startling ne
into a cry of pain. | let the globe fall, to swing at the end of its chain.
Though | nade no nove of body it continued to nove. In spite of my disgust
and,

yes, a growing fear, |, too, disnounted, advancing unwillingly toward the
heap



of debris, where that holl ow eyed skull rested—by chance or design

Then...

There appeared in the dark eye hollows of the skull (I could not be so preyed
upon by illusion even here) an answering fraction of |ight. My shaking hand
was

at nmy nmouth, keeping back a cry of panic to which I refused voi ce.

The crystal now lifted fromits place on ny breast, pointing outward, pulling
the chain that supported it into a taut line, as if it strained for freedom

I

had said it would be a guide, nowit drew ne toward that ancient, time-worn

t hi ng of bone.

Unable to control the gryphon, | knelt, ny hands going out, in spite of ny
efforts not to nove. | was not going to touch that dry and years-|eached
bone—

was not !

The crystal becanme a ball of sparkling light, so bright | could no | onger

| ook

directly at it. Wile to ny ears, or perhaps within ny head, cane a very

fai nt

sound, like a far-off solem chanting, such as might mark sone cerenony. |
wanted to put ny hands over my ears and run as far as | could fromthat skull.
No skull—-no! Air curdl ed about the yell owi sh bone, took on visible substance,
buil ding up a thin and unsubstantial vision of a face, a head. The eyes, the
sharply jutting nose—so pointed that it mght be likened to a bird's
beak—ever hanging a small chin, obliquely set eyes...No hunman face!

There was an urgency in the |ight-sparked eyes, a denand nmade upon nme—but one
I

could not interpret. There had been sonething |ost, which nust be found.
There

was danger to be faced—there was—

The wi sp of face vanished. While the bone it had built itself upon—+ gasped!
That, too, was crunbling into ashy powder. | cried out, "Wat is it that you
woul d have ne do? What do you want ?"

The chant of that far-off ritual ceased, the terrible demand faded. Now the
engl obed gryphon lost its blaze of light, fell to rest again near ny heart.

O

t he skull nothing remained.

"It wanted.." | stammered, turning to nmy conpanions, but | had no rea

expl anation for them

Jervon's face was inpassive, Elys stared beyond nme into that holl ow anong the
rocks fromwhich the skull and the rest had been cl eared.

"There was sonmething there!" | was obsessed with what | had seen. But had

t hey

al so shared ny vision?

"One who dies during sone task laid upon himfor good or ill," Eys said

sl ow vy,

"clings to a shadow of life, unwilling to depart to new roads until that task
is

fulfilled. I think that such a shadow clung here. It is now gone—for good or
i

"But it did not tell me what it wanted!" | found | could accept her words,

accept them so conpletely that now | w shed the skull back that | night again
demand of whatever shadow was tied to it what | nust do and where. For now
bore a burden al so—though that m ght be an illusion only | could perceive.
"There will come a tinme when you shall know " Elys did not say that as one
prom ses enlightennent to calma bew |l dered child, rather as one who is sure
of

the truth.

| rose to ny feet, ny hand noved, as it so often did for reassurance, toward
t he



gryphon. Then | jerked ny fingers away before they could cl ose about the

gl obe.

| wanted to rid nyself of the thing! That is, one part of me did, while,
deeper

in me, arose an excitement that demanded that | yield to an unknown force

t hat

| throw aside all those old fears and wariness of ny people and go forth—+to
grasp...as yet | did not know what.

W did not linger long at that strange nesting place but went on. and soon
there

cane a wel cone change in the land. The arid desert gave way to grow ng things.
An arrow shot by Jervon brought down a creature not unlike the deer of the
Dal es. Thus we ate fresh neat and were able to drink the water we found in a
much nore whol esone oasis. Here were the signs of ol der canps and we believed
we

had chanced upon one of the regular rest sites of either scavengers or
out | aws.

Since the grazing was good we decided to rermain there while Jervon once nore
went out scouting.

| was certain in my own mnd that Kerovan had sheltered anpbng the rocks, also
that he had been in the narrow valley earlier. Inwardly | was discouraged.
There

was no trail to be followed through this wlderness and I could neither guess
his destination nor direction. The gryphon—no, since its actions with the
skul I,

even that | distrusted.

Though | tried talking with Elys, her answers were so randomthat | began to
bel i eve she either had thought better of her agreenent to aid me, or that the
epi sode of the skull had sent her into deep specul ations of her own.

| sat back on ny heels to | ook about me. This rough pasturelike |and was

nor ma

to Dale eyes, at least nmore so than that portion of the Waste we had crossed.
I

renenbered tal es of the scavengers—that scattered across this country were
cities or fortresses so blasted that all that remained were |unps of
congeal ed

nmetal, which they hacked free to sell. The netal itself was uncanny, for
sonmetines it expl oded when touched with tools, killing those who woul d naster
it.

Who were the A d Ones'? What kind of lives had they |lived here? That skull
when

it had taken on the senblance of life, had been nore avian than human. The
dead

had not been in our formentirel y—had it been nore—er |ess—than us?

"Whio were the A d Ones?" | had not realized that | asked that al oud unti

Elys,

shaken out of her preoccupation by ny voice, answered.

"I think there were many different kinds of them She who taught nme a Wse
worman' s knowl edge once said that they knew too nmuch, tried too many uses of

t he

Power. That they coul d change and did change into many fornms. You have
certainly

heard | egends.."

| nodded. Yes—the |egends. Some were of nonsters agai nst whom our Dal e
forefathers had fought with fire and sword. O hers—taking the seeming of fair
worren and comely men—enticed the venturesone away, sone into pernmanent
exile,

others into visits fromwhich they returned so benused and bewi | dered t hat
never

again did they fit into human life, but went wandering, seeking that which



remai ned ever hidden fromthemuntil their longing ate theminto death.

"The use of Power," Elys continued, "can be the deadliest fate |aid upon one.
I't

i s sonehow bred into us, maybe doubly so into them that the nore we know,

t he

nore we nust continue to seek. | think that those ancient ones | earned,
tanmpered, attenpted too rmuch. Their thirst for know edge becane the only
nover

intheir lives. So it would follow that they nm ght not be bound by any code
of

right or wong—enly by their own wills and desires..

The truth of that | had al ready seen proven when Rogear had used the force of
his will to bend nme for a space into a tool —save that nmy dear |ord had
followed, to prove hinself stronger. Yes, Rogear and my lord' s own

not her —et her s—had pl ayed with Power, drawing it greedily to them However, in
the end, it had turned upon them eaten them up. Perhaps to bring upon them
t hei r endi ngs.

"Can one use Power and still escape such consequences?" | nade that a

hal f-question, a new fear noving in me. Was | already, in ny great need to
gain

my will with Kerovan, tainted with this hunger for the unknown? \Wat had
seened

to be a straightforward plan of action when | had ridden out of Norsdal e was
now

confused. | was ni bbl ed upon by doubt, which grew stronger. \WAs Kerovan—eoul d
he

be right? Was it know edge derived of the Dark and not the Light that would
gr ow

between us if we kept a bond and built upon it? Must | resist what lay in ne
clamoring for fulfillnment?

No! That belief |I refused to accept. | renmenbered again that strange man who
had

appeared out of nowhere when nmy |ord had been so beaten down by the Dark, al
t hose nonths ago. Neevor—he had said that | had the key, that we were fated
to

use it together. And for good—surely for good. | rnust allow no such doubts to
creep into ny nind.

Jervon returned just before sundown, excited and eager. He reported having

f ound

tracks of three mounts, one he thought ridden, the other two |led. "There was
a

fourth also," he added.

"Three of the horses are still there grazing free. There are packs al so—but
no

one canps. | believe that soneone net with the traveler—their trails lay

cl ose

t oget her. "

I was on mnmy feet at once, heading for Bund. "Kerovan—he may have been taken
captive!" In nmy mnd churned the many dangers that coul d have befallen him

"I do not think so. There is no sign of any attack. The horses are of the
desert

breed the scavengers usually use and they are peaceful. It is a good
situation

for a camp.” Now he | ooked to Elys. "Al so there have been safeguards pl aced."
She raised her eyebrows. "OF what nature?" she demanded sharply.

"None of a kind | have seen before. There are four peel ed wands, each set
upright in the earth at the outer limts of a well-seized grazing field. One,
to

the north, has fastened to it a tuft of horse hair. That to the south bears a
patch of snowcat fur. To the east is one with an eagle feather, to the west



one
bearing boar bristles. | did not touch any. However, they manifestly have a
pur pose and the horses do not stray past them"

| glanced at Elys for an explanation. She |ooked as baffled as | felt.

"Where did he go? The man of that canp—+t is Kerovan!" | did not know why I
was

so sure, perhaps nmainly because | wanted to be.

"There are hoof prints—+eadi ng on westward into a wood. | woul d have fol | owed
but

Agran here"—he drew his hand down the neck of the horse he bestrode—would
not

approach it. He was as wild with fear as if a red bear reared in the way
reaching for him It is plain that was forbidden territory and Agran
recogni zed

it."

"But if the horses will not foll owt+hen we can go afoot,"” | persisted.
Jervon regarded ne gravely. "Lady, | would not try to enter that place
whet her

astride or on my own two feet. It warns one off, | believe that sone power
rul es

there. We can but canp and wait at that place—+o dare nore is to achieve
not hi ng. "

| refused to believe himthen. W did ride on to that strangely marked canp
and

saw the horses as placidly grazing as if they were in a fenced field, never
venturing beyond those wands. | paid only passing attention to those; instead
I

set Bural on the way to the wood.

She shied violently, near tossing ne fromthe saddle. Twice we fought a
battl e

of wills until | was forced to admt that | could not make the mare venture
near

t he shadows of the trees.

My conpani ons had gone their own way, establishing canmp in the sane hol | ow
wher e

t he vani shed traveler had left piled saddle and gear. Jervon tried the
experiment of turning our own beasts into the square with the three desert
horses and they appeared also to respect the wand barrier so that they need
not

be put on grazing ropes.

Only | was far too inpatient to remain in canp awaiting a return that m ght
or

m ght not come. Having proven | could not ride into the wood, | was

det er m ned

to attenpt it on foot, with the turf torn by hoof marks for ny guide.

My start was brisk enough, and neither Elys nor Jervon attenpted to argue ne
out

of it. It was not until | was some distance along ny chosen path (so was |
strengt hened in stubborn determ nation) that | realized | could not nove
fast,

nor could I touch any of those hoofprints with ny boots. Rather, wthout any

volition, | was zigzaging back and forth just to avoid that.

An uneasiness was growing in me for which | could not account. | persevered
but

agai nst a growi ng sense of danger, of opposition, so that ny pace grew sl ower
and slower, in spite of ny will to push on

It was not that | was fronted by any visible wall forbidding entrance to the
wood. No, rather my energy was steadily sapped, ny will itself weakened with
every step | fought to gain. | decided that | was not repelled by fear

itself,



rather a growi ng awareness that | was intruding rashly, rudely, on private
ground, that | ventured where | had no right to go without invitation

Even though | had come near under the outstretched branches of one of the
tall

trees, | realized that my hope of traveling farther was done. This was

f or bi dden

ground. Reluctantly | turned back, faced toward canp. Then it was as if a
strong

force swept nme up, a stormof wi nd (though not a |eaf rustled, none of the
tall

grass rippled) pushed me away, heavy at my back. | had dared to approach a
guar ded refuge—the wood was a sanctuary—-but not one tor those of ny kind.

Ker ovan

AS | SAT WTH WHAT | HOPED WAS AN APPEARANCE COF EASE, THE SUN shi ning on that
band of netal, | was certain the stranger's oddly set eyes w dened. For a
nmonent, perhaps two breaths, his gaze held on that. Then he dropped his reins
in

turn, the shadow steed standing quiet, all four feet planted rock fast, as
its

rider's hands arose in an answering gesture of peace. At least in this much
he

foll owed Dal e custom

Cautiously, half fearing that nmy horses might come to life and bolt, |

sl i pped

fromthe saddle. None of the three noved as | watched themwarily before
advanci ng through the tall grass toward the cat-crowned nan.

He waited until | was a sword's |length away before he spoke—soft slurred

wor ds

with a lilting cadence. He mi ght have been reciting sone formula. | shook ny
head, then replied in Dak speech

"Greeting to a sharer of the road; may the— | hesitated now. | could not

wi sh

hi m Fl ane Bl essi ng—such words might be an insult to one who worshi ped ot her
powers. Nor could I, in all honestly, call upon the Flame nyself, since | was

marked as one with no right to the belief of true nmen.

He frowned. For the fist tine there was a shadow of expression on his

i mpassi ve

face. Had a faint tinge of surprise also crossed it for an .instant? Wen he
spoke again he used Dal e speech, accented, but clear

"Where ride you, man?" He nmade the word "man" sound like a title of disrepute.
"In search of = | hesitated again. To informthe first corner of ny reason
for

riding the Waste was folly.

"In search of = he pronpted. Now it was true he wore an expression and it was
grim "Ad treasure, of scrap heaps to burrow in, scavenger?"

H s hands dropped, not to seize sword as | had first thought, rather to

gat her

up reins. | knew he was preparing to ride on where ny nmounts woul d not

fol I ow.

At that noment | knew fear. For | had a strong feeling if he went | would not
again see himor discover nore of his kind, while it could well be he
represented just those | had been sent to find.

"I amnot a hunter of old netal —-a scavenger." | hastened to say. "I ride with
a

nmessage. "

"What message and to be given to whonP" He was plainly inpatient.

"The message | do knowbut to whomit is to be delivered—of that | am not
sure. "

"Ri ddl es!" he snapped scornfully.

"Not riddle but ignorance. | amout of the Dales where there has been war for



two years and nore.."

He had been on the point of turning his horse, now he stayed that novenent.
"War." Again there was scorn in his tone. "One petty |lord nman agai nst his
fellow, quarreling over half a hillside of near-barren land."

H s contempt for the Dal esmen was open. | half agreed inwardly that he was
right. That was all that war had been for years-hot famly feuds in which nen
died, to be sure, but there was no wi de ravening of the countryside.

"This is true war," | made haste to explain. "lInvaders from overseas such as
we

have not seen before, using new and terrible weapons." There was no need, |
decided, for me to explain that nmost of those weapons had been by now
rendered

i mpotent through sonme | ack we did not understand. "All the coast they hold
and

now t hey sweep farther inland. Always they bring reinforcenents. W die and
there are fewto fill our enpty saddles, or even horses to wear those

saddl es. "

He leaned a little forward, his eyes narrowed. By some trick of the Iight

t hey

yet showed, within their depths, tiny glints of flame such as | had seen
earlier

in the cat eyes of his helmcrest.

"So—why do you then come to the Waste—you in warrior mail? Do you run?"

Tenper unl eashed or | eashed | had | ong ago |l earned to use as a weapon. | did
not

need to show any inner fire in answer to his taunt upon this occasion

"I bring a message, as | have said." | decided there was only one way | m ght

achi eve nmy purpose after all—-and that was with the truth. "W have taken
prisoners and they have tal ked. Their story is that what they seek is a
sour ce

of power, and it lies to the west. We think that they believe this.
Ther ef or e,

it is not our Dales that is their final goal but perhaps—this—' | nmade a
gesture to include the neadow i n which we stood. Once nore the wistlet

bl azed.

"Your | and—and perhaps those you name kin."

He nade a sound deep in his throat, a snarl such as a cat m ght voice. Now he
pointed to ny wistlet.

"\Where got you that?" he demanded

"By chance—+ found it in a streamin the Dales."

He smiled, the lift of his |lip resenbling a cat baring fangs—though the
teeth

he di spl ayed were no different than my own.

"And where got you those?" This tine he pointed to ny hooves.

| answered steadily enough

"My birthright—er birth curse. | have heard it said both ways in ny tinme."
Agai n those narrowed eyes studied nme closely. Wen he spoke sone of the
har dness

was gone from his voice

"I think you may have found those who will listen to your nessage—er may find
themafter | take .council. Your animals" —he glanced disdainfully at the
fear-struck desert horses—tcannot follow our trails. Their breed would die of
terror were one of ny people to approach themclosely. | go nowto ny pack
| ord.

If he wishes to see you | shall return—Man of the Dales."

He pointed now to the north.

"There is water there and good forage. If you wi sh—eanp and wait." He had
t ur ned

hi s nount, now he | ooked back over his shoul der

"I am Herrel."



| was startled. It is one of the strong beliefs of ny people, who know the
Power

only slightly, that to give one's nane to a stranger is a dangerous

t hi ng—si nce

a man's nane is an inportant part of hinself and he can be influenced through
it. Still this stranger had just, by that standard, shown great trust in ne.
I

answered as qui ckly.

"I am Kerovan." To that | added no title or lordship, for such were mne no

| onger.

He sketched a salute with his free hand, then rode without |ooking back

agai n,

while | followed his advice in |eading nmy now nore-bi ddabl e mounts on toward
that canpsite he had i ndi cat ed.

| did not have to wait long. Herrel returned and with himanother |ike him
save

that his hel mcrest was an eagle with half unfurled wi ngs, his saddle cloth a
netting into which feathers had been woven. He sat his horse a little al oof
while Herrel told me that | was bidden to speak with their lord. The second
rider busied hinself by driving four wands well into the ground, each being
topped with a tuft of fur or feathers. Herrel, indicating them told ne that
they woul d keep nmy nounts w thin bounds as well as any fence, but that | nust
go

af oot .

So it came that | paced as might a captive between the two of theminto the
dusk

of that dark wood. | did not allow my hand to brush near ny sheat hed sword
From

now on | rnust be doubly wary, though I did not sense fromthese two, as |
al ways

had in Ingry's canp, the waves of hatred that my appearance fired in the

Dal esnen.

Once within the first screen of trees, the way was not hard going. In fact
there

was a path or narrow road, wi de enough for only one horseman, so deep-trodden
one mght believe it was a highway used through nany years. To ny advantage,
ny

hooves were no | onger constricted by the boots | had worn so many years in
concealnent. In fact | was glad to stretch nmy legs by this tranp. The many
scents of the forest were heady. | drew deep breaths, and | discovered that |
was growi ng lighter of heart and | ess wearied than | had been since | entered
the Waste.

What did begin to inpress me was that | saw no other |ife save the three of
us

who nmoved silently, for the hooves of the horses awakened only the slightest
of

sounds. No bird hopped on any branch, nor did I spy, along the outer edges of
the trail, any beast's prints. The greenery was very dark nor had | el sewhere
seen such trees of so huge circunference of bole. Their bark was bl ack and
deeply ridged.

The path we foll owed wove a neandering way, turning often to avoid such an
obstruction as one of those trunks.

How | ong we traveled | had no way of knowing. My two escorts held their
curiously dappled steeds to a wal k, while around us the silence grew, the

l'i ght

became nore and nore dusky. Twi ce we passed stones, set upright, no normal

out crop-pi ngs, for they had been w ought upon by man.

The tops of each of them had been carved with diabolical skill—+ say

di abol i cal

for the creatures scul pture had evoked out of the rock were grim One was a



head, or perhaps better a skull, with a huge beak | oom ng out to threaten any
passerby. That bill was also a fraction agape as if about to seize on the
unwary. There was sonething of a bird about it, also a bit of a |ong-snouted
reptile. The hol es, which had been left to represent eyes, had insets, so
deep

within | could not see whether they were gens or not (though how, in the
absence

of sunlight, any gl eam coul d have been awakened from such was a nystery).

only

know that red pits of utter savagery regarded ne.

Nei t her of ny conpani ons so much as turned an eye in the direction of that

| oomi ng guardian. Nor did they, either, regard the second such we passed.
Wher e

the first had been beaked or snouted, this was a |life-size death's head
possessing close kinship to a skull of ny own race. The thing had been nore
graphically and disgustingly carved as if far gone in decay, stretches of
rotting skin portrayed across cheekbones and chin, a nose half sloughed away.
Once nore there were eyes to watch, these yell ow.

I made no comment as we passed these posts. For | was determ ned not to allow
ny

conpanions to believe | found anything strange in this wood. To nmy own pride

I

owed that much, so | clung to an outward show of self-possession as | would to
a

battl e shi el d.

W had left the skull post at |least five turns of the path behi nd when Herre

| eaned forward to sweep out an arm As if he had so | oosed the latch of a door
a

mass of branches lifted, swung to one side, to allow us out into the ful

l'i ght

of day once again.

The wood still stretched like encircling arms on either side, and, by a
di st ant

mar k across the horizon, formed another barrier there. However, directly
ahead

lay a section of land as wide as any Dale holding I had seen. Planted fields
were guarded by | ow stone walls from pastures in which horses, such as Herre
and his fellow rode, grazed. There was the blue sheen of a pond or snall |ake
farther west. Near that stood the first building that was not a

| ong- abandoned

ruin that | had ever seen in the Waste.

Stone forned the walls of the first story, but, rising above that, |ogs were
set

in tight company. The strangest thing was that these | ogs were apparently not
dead and seasoned wood. Rather branches jutted here and there and those bore
living | eaves. The branches were thickest near the top of the walls, and
spread

wide as if they so forned the roof.

From the point where we had i ssued out of the wood, running directly toward

t he

buil di ng, was a continuation of the forest path. Here in the open, however,

t he

way was nuch wi der. Perhaps four horsenen could have ridden it abreast.

He who had followed nme on the trail did not urge his mount forward and we
proceeded by the same |line of march as we had kept under the trees, save that
Herrel slowed a fraction to allow me to pace beside him For the first tine
since we left ny canp he spoke:

"The | odge." He gestured to the buil ding.

Any Dal e keep whose |lord abode within its wall would have fl own his banner
from



t he hi ghest point. None such flapped here. Rather in a line flanking the
front

of that half-alive structure, there was planted in the earth a series of

pol es,

all perhaps twice ny height. Fromthe top of each fluttered a narrow ri bbon
of

color. The closer we drew the better able | was to recognize the devices

t hese

bore. Wiereas the lords of Hi gh Hallack used for their heraldic crests either
some fanciful nonster, or an object suggesting a deed of val or performed by
some

ancestor, these carried very detailed pictures of well-known animals or birds.
A boar, a rearing stallion, an eagle, a nountain cat, a snouted and arnored
lurker of the river—+there were a full twenty banners and not two alike. Save
for

my escort, however, there were no signs of life except four men, stripped to
breeches and boots, at labor in the fields. Not one of themraised his eyes
from

his task to mark our passing.

Herrel swung out of his saddl e and dropped the reins of his horse. The ani nmal
stood as if tethered.

"Wait!" He flung that single word in ny direction, then passed beneath the
out growi ng, bushy | eaves of the building to push in a massive door. He who
had

been ny other guide or guard, swung his own nount around and rode off. Nor
did

he | ook back

| studied the strangeness of the keep for want of any better occupation
There

were wi ndows set on either side of the door on the |ower floor. Each was
covered

by a fine latti cework of branches perhaps as thick as my thunb. However, they
were of worked wood, showi ng no | eaves or twglets.

My attention was drawn to a stirring anong the | eaves above, certainly not

i nduced by any wind's rustle, for not the slightest breeze blew. | caught
si ght

here and there of a small head—then two or three nore—that could be viewed
only

for a noment, disappearing again before | had real sight of them | thought

t hough they were not of any species of animal or reptile | knew-and they were
not birds.

They left an inpression of a long, sharply pointed snout, ringed by fangs,
exposed as if the creature possessed no concealing |lips. Above that were the
eyes, bright, inquisitive, know ng...Yes, know ng.

Al most the whol e of the brush wall facing nme was a-shake now. Nunbers of the

creatures, snmall as they were, nust be gathering, right above the door. | had
a

sudden hint of what night happen should an intruder attenpt entrance there
against the will or orders given to such sentinels, guards, or whatever they
m ght be.

As abruptly as he had di sappeared, Herrel returned, the door |eft open behind
him He gestured for ne to cone. Nor did he glance above to where boughs
creaked

under unseen wei ght. The watchers remained at their posts, as, trying not to
show any interest in them | passed under that overhang and cane into the
hal |

of these Waste riders.

| had expected to walk into gloom for those tightly latticed w ndows
suggest ed

that they adnmitted very little light. Instead | discovered a green gl ow,



whil e

at intervals along the stone walls there were baskets of netal —Aot the torch
rings of the Daleland. In each of these rested a clutch of balls about the
si ze

of an egg. all of which glowed to give fair lighting.

The hall itself was enough |like that of a keep to make ne feel that these
horsenen lived a life not too different fromwhat | had al ways known.
Directly facing ne stood the high table. However, this did not have just
three

or four chairs of honor. Instead there were twenty, each with a high-carved
back, none set above its fellows. There was no second table for servants of
t he

househol d, only that one board.

A wide hearth took up nearly a third of the far wall, cavernous enough to
hol d

| ogs that nust be nearly the size of those forest giants we had passed anong.
Al ong the other wall, which was broken by the door, were bunks on which were

pil ed cl oaks and coverings made of the cured skins of animals. A chest stood
beneat h each sl eepi ng pl ace.

There were no wall tapestries, no carved panels or screens. However, on the
expanse of stone against which the high table was situated, a star was
outlined

in red-brown, the color rem nding one unpleasantly of dried blood. The center
of

that was a mass of runes and synmbols for which | hurriedly averted ny gaze.
For

it seemed to ne, that, when one viewed it directly, they cane to life,

wri ggl ed,
coil ed, nmoved as m ght headl ess serpents in their death throes. | glanced to
t he

band on ny wist. Its blue sheen neither waxed nor waned. Perhaps that neant
that for ne (at |least now) there was no danger, no Power of the Dark here.

| was given little time to | ook about, for a man, seated in the chair
directly

before the center of that wall star, noved. He had sat so utterly notionless
that now he startled nme as he | eaned forward. Both el bows were planted on the
table, his forearns outstretched al ong the surface of the board. He presented
t he appearance of one who had no reason to try to inpress a visitor, he being
who and what he was.

He did not wear mail, or even a jerkin, his chest and shoul ders being as bare
as

those of the field |aborers. Though he was seated he gave the feeling of

hei ght

and strength—the wiry strength of a good swordsman. A sword did lie there,

| engt hwi se on the table, both of his hands resting upon its scabbard.

The scabbard was | eat her, horsehide, while the ponel of the weapon was in

t he

formof a rearing stallion, such as | had seen depicted on one of the banners
without. To his right a helmalso rested, its crest the sanme design, save

| ar ger

and in nore detail.

He was dark-haired, and there was a |ikeness between himand Herrel, which
reveal ed, | decided, sonme kinship—+f not of close blood, then of race. It was
difficult to judge his age, though | believed himolder than my guide. There
was

about him such an air of inborn conmand and practiced Power as woul d reduce
Imgry's bearing to that of a funbling recruit new come to canmp. Watever this
warrior m ght be otherwi se, he was a long-tinme | eader and user of Power.

| do not know whether he was used to staring others out of countenance at
first



nmeeting, but the |look he turned on me was a heady m xture of contenpt, a very
faint curiosity, and much personal assurance.

Little by little I was learning howto deal with the unknown. Now | left it
to

himto break the silence. This might just be a duel of wills set to test ne,
he

who spoke first forfeiting an undefined advantage. How | ong we faced each

ot her

so | do not know. Then to my surprise (which | fought not to show), he flung
back his head and gave a |laugh carrying a hint of a horse's neigh

"So there is sturdy netal in you, hill-hugger, after all."

| shook ny head. "Lord"—+ granted himthe courtesy title, though I did not
know

his rank—1 speak for certain of the Dal esnen, yes, but if you | ook you shal
perceive | amnot wholly hill-hugger.” | advanced one of my hooves a
fraction.

If ny hal f-bl ood should prove a barrier here as it was in the Dal es, that
nmust

be nmy first discovery.

He had very level black brows, straight and fine of hair. They now drew

t oget her

in a frown. Wien he spoke it was as if a faint, far-off ring of a stallion's
battl e scream hung behi nd his words.

"None of us may be what we seem " There was bitterness in that.

Then it happened. The air thickened, wapping himin mst. Wen that cleared,
it

was pulled away by force, as if blown by the great arched nostrils of a

hor se.

For there was no longer any man in the chair. Rather a war stallion, such as

any
fighting man may see but once in a lifetine, planted forehooves on the board,
still nudging the sword. Its head, crowned by a wild mane, was |owered unti

it

near overreached the far edge of the table in my direction. Wiite teeth
showed

as it voiced the screamof a fighter

| gave no ground; afterwards that memory sustained ne. The thing was no

hal | uci nation, of that | was sure. Also the red fury in its eyes mght signa
a

death warning. In that noment, in spite of ny daze, | understood. |I fronted a
shapechanger —ene who could at will, or in the heat of some enotion, assune
animal form Not that of any ordinary beast, no, this was a nmanifestation of
t he

Were—one of the nost dreaded of our ancient |egends.

There was a deadly snarl to ny right. | dared to turn ny head a fraction
Wher e

Herrel had stood a noment earlier, there crouched a huge snow cat—tai

| ashi ng,

fangs displayed, burning eyes on ne as its nuzzle winkled farther and
farther

back.

Then—

A man again sat at the table fondling the sword. | did not need anot her

gl ance

to assure nyself that the cat had al so di sappear ed.

"I am Hyron," the man announced in a flat voice as if he had played a gane
t hat

no | onger amused him There was a weariness in his tone also. He m ght have
been

very tired at the rise of each sun, the coming of every night. "W are the



Wereriders. And you—what are you? Who are you? What do the hill-huggers want
of

us that they dare send a nmessenger?"

"I am Kerovan." Once nore | nade no claimof lordship or rank. "I was sent
because | amwhat | am-a hal f-blood. Therefore, there were those who believed
that you m ght give ne better attention.”

"A hal f-bl ood—ene they hold in | ow esteem And so they nust hold us al so—+hus
why woul d they wi sh a pact with us?"

"Lord Ingry has a saying to fit the need," | returned steadily. This

hor seman' s

taunts woul d awake no visible anger in me. "He has said that a conmon eneny
makes allies.”

"A common eneny, eh?" Lord Hyron's right hand had cl osed about the hilt of
hi s

sword. He played with the blade, drawing it forth fromits sheath a fraction
snapping it back again sharply. "W have seen no such eneny."

"You may, ny lord. And, if things continue to go so ill in the

Dal es, sooner than you think." Wth as few words as possible and as sinply as
I

could I told himof what we suspected to be the eventual purpose of the

i nvaders.

"A treasure—a Power.."
and

dolts. If these invaders found any such they would rue it bitterly in the
end.

Whoever dispatched them on such an errand is well disordered in what wits

t hey

possess. The Waste itself would fight with us.”

| felt Herrel stir rather than saw himnove. His lord' s gaze shifted to him
The

cat-hel ned warrior said nothing. All | perceived was that he and his | eader

| ocked gazes, though | gained the inpression that between them comunication
passed.

There was a need, | sensed, not to speculate too far concerning the talents
of

the Weres. They were not of the kind to take kindly to any who pried into
their

ways. But that this period of silence was inportant | was sure.

Nor was | too surprised when there appeared from behind us several other nen,
drawi ng near to Herrel and me as if they had obeyed sonme unheard summons to
counci | .

A loud click ended that period of silence, as enphatic a sound as if the fist
of

a man had cone smashing down. Hyron had given a final slamto the sword
smashing it back into the scabbard with full force.

He arose, not as a threatening stallion, but in man guise. Yet still he

| eaned

across the board even as the stallion had done.

"There is much to be thought on," he said. H s frown had returned full force.
Also there was a quirk to his lips as if he tasted something sour, perhaps
hi s

own words. "There is nothing in the Dales for which we choose to fight. On

t he

ot her hand"—he hesitated as if turning some thought over several tinmes to
examne it the better—there was once a geas |ai d—and perhaps that has

br ought

us to this meeting. If we consult and di scover that we indeed have a comon
enenmy—that your purpose can answer ours— He broke off with a shrug. Wat he
said had no real commtnent, but | guessed | would get no better answer. Then
he

He tossed his head with an equi ne gesture. "Poor fools



asked a questi on.

"Whom did you really seek when you cane so boldly into the Waste,

Ki nsman- by- hal f ?"

"Whoever there m ght be who would listen. Lord."

Now he raised a forefinger to scratch along the line of his beardless jaw
"You are forthright enough," he commented. From his tone could not judge

whet her

he thought me a fool for using the truth "That being so—there are others here
who might be interested in your warning." He smiled and | heard nmuffl ed
sounds

fromthose about ne as if they shared his amusenent. Did he want in to beg
hi m

for directions to those "others"? Sonmehow | believe that if |I did that |
woul d

| ose any advantage | had held in this interview

"This you may tell your Lord—er he whose schenme brought you to us— He fol ded
his arnms across his chest, once nore tossed his head so that the crest of his
hair fell in a lock over his forehead. "W shall certainly consider all he
has

said. If we make a decision in his favor, he shall hear so fromus. There
will

be a price for our services, of course. W nust have tinme to think of that.

Years ago we once sold our swords and sold then well. Those who bought had no
reason to claimthey did no receive full measure. If we choose to bargain
agai n,

your Dal esmen may find us worth any price we ask."

"That price being?" | mistrusted this horse | ord—ot because | thought hima
foll ower of the Dark, for I knew he was not. Still, |egends say that there
wer e

those among the A d Ones who were neither good nor evil, but whose standards
of

right and wong are not our measures.

"In due tinme and to your lord' s own face shall we state that,' he countered.
"Also, if you wish to gather an arny you need other allies." He suddenly
poi nt ed

to my hooves.

"Why not," he asked, "seek those with whomyou can clai mkin?"

| knew that | dare not show i gnorance now, that to do so would |l essen ne in
their sight. My nother's clan canme fromthe northernnost Dal es—there must lie
the mixture that had made ne what | was. So if |I did have kin there |I would
find

such.

| managed a shrug. "We have no maps of the Waste, Lord. | took the westward
hills for ny guide—that brought ne here. Now | shall ride north."

"North." Lord Hyron repeated. Then it was his turn to shrug "The choice is
yours. This is not an easy |and, none does ride or wal k here w thout due
caution.”

"So | have already discovered. Lord Hyron. My first neeting with a Waste
dwel | er

was his body—

"That being?" He asked it idly, as if it did not matter

Just because he would so disniss ny gruesonme find, | described the maul ed

t hi ng

| had buried and was only hal fway through ny story when | felt the whole

at nosphere about ne change. It was as if | had brought portentous tidings

wi t hout being aware of it.

"Thas!" It was a nanme, a word | did not know, and it exploded with force from
Herrel . The indifference of Lord Hyron had vani shed in the sane instant.

Joi san

ELYS STOOD ON A SMALL RI SE FACI NG THE FOREST LAND. SHE WAS frowning and the



hands that hung by her sides twitched slightly. I thought that she was

di sturbed, that she felt some need for action, yet she was not sure what.
Jervon

had brought the packs and our saddles close to the mark of a recent fire and
was

again off collecting wood. A small pile of branches lay at Elys's feet also
but

she made no nove to pick themup again. | paused beside her, turned also to
face

that line of trees that was so well protected against any invasion. Now that
I

regarded themnore intently | could see that the | eaves were darker green

t han

those I had known in the Dal es and they grew very thickly together

"There are no birds." Elys said abruptly.

For a nonent | was at a | oss. Then, thinking back, | could not renenber

havi ng

sighted, since we left the Dales, any wi ng-borne life. The Waste was indeed a
barren land. Still-why Elys should now be seeking sight of birds puzzled ne.
"I'n such a wod—yes, there should be birds," she repeated; her frown grew
heavi er.

"But <+ do not remenber seeing any since we cane out of the Dales."

She gave an inpatient shake of the head. "Perhaps over the desert—no—there
woul d

be fewto wing there. But this is a wod, a place to harbor themwell. There
shoul d be birds!" She spoke enphatically, her attitude one of foreboding.
Then

she gl anced at ne.

"You did not enter there after all."

"Jervon was right—there was a barrier. As if a keep door was closed and no
visitors wel coned. "

Her frown lightened a fraction. My answer might have supplied a pan answer to
her puzzle.

"There is a keep of sorts, | believe, in that wood. If that be so—then the
I and
is closed, save when those who hold it wish otherwise. It will open to their

desire only."

| did not like the idea her words conjured in ny nmind. "But"—+ spoke ny

t hought

al oud, trying to reassure nyself, perhaps have Elys agree with sonme hope or

confort—=1 cannot be sure that it was Kerovan who canped here, who was
enticed

within there.! Even as | spoke that denial | knew that any hope of it being
so

was folly.

"Enticed..! Elys repeated thoughtfully. "No. If he entered there he did so
willingly. These are not of the ones who entice, they have no need to do so.
They are-strong—

"What do you know or guess?' | demanded eagerly. "Have you then found sone
trace—some clue..

"I only feel," she replied. "There is Power there, but | cannot say wi th any
truth what it is. There is no sense of ill, but neither is there any of a
force

that is friendly, or beneficial. It is just—Power." She made a small gesture
of

baffl ement with one of her hands. "But | wish that there were birds."

"Why?" | still could not understand her preoccupation with them Nor why the

presence—er absence—ef birds m ght be so inportant.
"Because"—agai n she sketched that gesture of hel pl essness—"they woul d be
here



if all was well, judged by our own world. Wthout themthat wood nust be very
silent, a secret place—too secret..

Jervon called and we turned toward the canp. But she had wought upon ny

i mgi nation. As | went | found nyself straining to hear a bird call —ene of

t hose

things | had taken so for granted in the world | had al ways known that | had
not

been aware of such until it was m ssing.

Back in the canpsite | |ooked longingly at those other saddl e bags, which had
been | eft behind by the nissing traveler. If I could only rummage through

t hem

per haps so di scover for certain that they were Kerovan's. Yet | could not
bring

nmyself to do that. | was sure, far too sure, that this was his canp—but a
smal |

hint of hope did remain battling within ne and | feared to quench it and
al | ow

t he dark suspicions that prowl ed anmong ny thoughts entirely free.

As | sat beside the fire Jervon had kindled | still strained to listen
hopi ng

for the confort of the usual noises of the world. Even those nade by the
grazing

horses, the thud of their hooves as they noved about was a reassurance. There
was al so the crackling of the fire...

Elys had been far too right. That wood was ominously silent. Not a |eaf
stirred,

no branch swayed. The growh was rooted |ike a dark green trap, set to
swal | ow

up a reckless venturer at its own tinme and in its own way. Behind it, now
cutting off the setting sun, bulked that dark line of heights. Perhaps they
stood guard on the very end of the world. One could believe any weird fancy
her e.

| was too restless to sit still for long. Twice |I sought the snall rise where
I

had found Elys, ever watching the wood. Only the horses noved within the
oddl y

mar ked square of pasture. Wen | | ooked back over ny shoulder | saw that
Jervon

had taken out a whetstone, was using it on his sword bl ade, though he
continually glanced up and around with a keen neasuring | ook such as a scout
woul d use in unknown and perhaps dangerous territory.

Elys remained by the fire. Her back was straight, her head up, but I could
see

even fromny perch that her eyes were closed, and still she had the attitude
of

one listening intensely. It was said that the Wsewonen at tines were able to
detach a part of their inner sense, send it questing in search of what could
not

be seen, felt, or heard—by the body.

Where was Kerovan? Who had he gone to deal with inside that silent wood? Wy
had

he been wel coned within and | refused entrance? Had he arranged a neeting
with

one who did sentry duty there?

| was so inpatient for some news of himthat I could have raged in ny
frustration. The sun was gone, the sky was begi nning to di mthough bri ght

col ors

still spanned the sky with broad bands of brilliant hue.

Twi | i ght always came to the Waste as a tine of brooding evil, or so | had

f ound



it in the past. The shadows of these trees | engthened across the open neadow,
crept and crawl ed toward us. Even as there had been in that thick nist that
encl osed the ruin where | had met with ny present conpani ons, so here now
grew

the feeling that sonething—er things—dsed those shadows for sinister

pur poses,

and that a threat of peril hung here.

Yet the last thing | could have done—a thing | could not force nyself to

t hi nk

of doing—was to get to horse and ride away. Slowly, with heavy feet and a
feeling of growing chill within me, | left the rise to return to the
fireside.

As | went | shook ny head against those irrational fears—but | was not able
to

so rid my mind s sensing of that brooding, watching sonething...

Jervon had put aside his stone, sheathed his sword. The world was all the
nor e

qui et when the scraping of his whetstone ceased. He came to Elys, dropped on
hi s

knees behind her. H's hands went out to rest, one on each of her shoul ders.
| saw her quiver at his touch, as if he had drawn her back out of sone
trance.

Her eyes opened, yet she did not turn her head toward him

"There is trouble?" he asked softly. | was on ny feet again, |ooking at once
to

t he wood.

Her eyes, though they now opened, remained bl ank. She did not focus on
anyt hi ng

before her. At |ast one of her hands arose to close about his where it lay on
her right shoul der. Again she shivered.

"I'f I only knew nmore." Her cry held passion, even a note of despair. "Yes,
there

i s sonet hi ng—sonet hi ng w ong—arong—or else so different fromus that there
is

no understanding it!"

Startled, | wheeled to | ook at that wood, for | thought only of it. Ws

Ker ovan

returni ng, perhaps acconpani ed by whoever dwelt here? But surely Kerovan, for
all that strangeness in himsince he had sutmoned Power (in spite of hinself
when he fronted Rogear and the rest), was not so unhuman as to be what Elys
apparently now sensed.

"Who cones fromthe wood?" | denmanded of her, all ny fears aroused.

"Not the wood." There was still enough of the lingering after-sunset light to
see clearly what she did. She pulled out of Jervon's hold, set both hands
pal m

down on the earth where there was a patch bare of grass, |leaving only the
naked

soil. There she | eaned forward, her weight upon her arns and hands, while
there

was very strong about her that air of listening, of a need for concentration
So tense she was that | found nyself also kneeling, watching her hands

agai nst
the earth as if one could expect a sudden upheaval of the soil there.
"Under"—she spoke so softly that | barely caught her whisper—"under . .e+." |

was sure | saw her hands whiten across the knuckles as if she exerted her
full

strength to hold down a force under the ground that was struggling with a
mat ching effort to win free.

Then she threw herself backward and away, scranbled to her knees, seizing
upon



Jervon's armto drag himwith her.

"Up—and back!" That was no hal f-whisper, rather close to a shout of warning.

| also scranbl ed backwards, at the same tinme heard a maddened squeal i ng from
t he

horses. They were racing, their eyes wild, kicking out at each other, mlling
around wi thin that square marked by the wands.

Wil e the ground— The ground itself was trenbling, shaking and rolling under
ny

feet, the earth shifting as if it were as light and fluid as water, Jervon
had

drawn steel, so had Elys. Swords ready, the two crowded back fromthe spot
wher e

t hey had been a nonent earlier.

The flames of the fire flared as wildly as the horses noved, spitting sparks
into the air while the brands upon which they fed shitted this way and that.

| saw the earth rise like a wave, hurtling outward, striving, it would seem
to

sweep us fromour feet. Jervon and Elys were on one side of that surge, | on
t he

other. | could not keep my bal ance as the wave sent nme wavering fromside to
side. Now there was a second peril. Between ne and ny conpani ons the soi
spun

around and around like batter stirred by a giant spoon. As it so spun the
circle

of that whirlpool reached farther and farther out gul ping down first the
fire,

t hen the unknown's saddl ebags, then one of the poles—that with the tuft of
grey-white fur—breaking so the unseen barrier that had confined the horses.
It was then | turned and ran, but not quick or far enough. One of the horses
had

found the opening and raced straight at me. | threw nyself to one side,

t oppl ed

and fell. The earth curled about ne in an instant, trapping ny |legs, flow ng
wai st high, engulfing ny flailing arms. | sank as into quicksand, soi
filling

the mouth | opened to scream forcing itself into eyes | tried to blink shut.
I

had but a single half-conscious nonent to draw a deep breath and try to hold
it,

as the ground took me down into darkness.

Choking, | fought again for air. | could not nove and ny fear was such that |
cannot now remenber nuch of what followed, mercifully perhaps. Then—+ coul d
once

nore breathe freely! My smarting eyes teared, striving to clear thensel ves of
the earth clotted on ny lashes. | could see nothing but deep dark—and a sharp
fear |lashed at ne—was | blind!

No—+t was not conpletely dark. There was a gl owvery faint—agai nst ny breast.
I

tried to raise my arnms to brush away the burden holding nme flat on ny back
and

di scovered that, twi st and struggle though | mght, ny wists and ankles were
secured in sonme fashion

However, those welling tears had cleared ny eyes enough so that, with the aid
of

the faint glow, | discovered | was no | onger encased in the earth. Rather
| ay
in an open space—though plainly I was still a prisoner

The glowwith a great effort | raised ny head and saw that it spread fromthe
gl obe of the gryphon, which nursed a small core of faded radi ance.
"Elys! Jervon!" | spat out earth and called. My only answer was a dull echo.



Once nmore | fought agai nst whatever held ne, and, by tw sting nmy hands as
hard

as | could, |I becane aware that each wist was ringed by bonds to keep ne
firmy

captive.

Captive. Then that action of the earth, which had been in force to engulf our
canp, was a trap! And any trap in the Waste nmeant —

| fought the fear that followed |like a sword thrust of ice cold. The Waste
harbored life we could not even begin to i magi ne—what had taken ne?

For sonme monents | lost control, flopping about as best | might, striving in
sheer terror to tear apart what held me. My wists burned fromthe chafing of
the | oops about them earth cascaded fromme in powdery puffs, until | began
to

cough and strangle, and so was forced to lie quiet.

Then | becane aware of a noi sone odor. Such was not natural to any earth
knew.

It was the stench of sonme beast's unclean den, of old decay and deat h.
gagged

and fought sickness rising sourly in ny throat.

Beast ...den... More fear awoke from such scattered thoughts to nip at ne. But
beasts do not bind their captives. This was the Waste-said that other, the
fear

i tsel f—anyt hi ng may happen here.

Gai ning such control as | could sunmon, | once nore called al oud the nanes of
ny

conpanions. This time, through the echo, canme another sound—sonethi ng brushed
agai nst the side of a narrow way—a scraping. | gulped, and in spite of ny
efforts to master ny growing terror (for in ny mnd forned the picture of a
gi ant scaled thing crawing through the dark), | closed my eyes. But | could
not

cl ose ny ears—er ny nose.
There was other life here now—+ustling. The odor was such to make ne gasp and

choke as | had when the soil had closed on ne. | felt a tugging at nmy wists,
ny
ankl es. There were hands (or were they paws?) funbling about ny body. | was

firmy grasped by a nunber of such—what, | dared not open my eyes and try to
see.

They raised nme. Then | was being carried through a passage so narrow that at
ti mes ny body brushed walls on both sides, continually bringing a rain of
dust

and cl ods down upon ne. Wiile that terrible foul odor never ceased to assault

ny

nose.

I think that at |east once | |ost consciousness entirely and perhaps that may
have | asted for sone time. Then | was dropped with force enough to awaken
pai n

frommany brui ses—and left to nyself. | becane dully aware that now there
wer e

no | onger bonds to hold ne.

Slowy | opened nmy eyes. The foul smell was still strong. Only the rustling
had

ceased, nor did | sense any of ny captors close by.

It was still dark, a thick dark, broken only by the gl eam of the gryphon.
had

lost ny helm nmy hair had fallen about nmy shoul ders and was matted with
earth,

sour snelling and sticky. | noved my hands cautiously, half expecting to be
rushed by those whose prisoner | was. My sword was al so gone, as was ny belt
knife and dart gun. Apparently nmy captors recognized the threat those weapons
of fered and had good reasons to be wary. | still wore nmy mail and the rest of



ny
cl ot hing was intact.

Wncing at the pain of my many bruises, | |levered myself up, noving with
gr eat
wariness since | could not tell how large was the place in which | lay. |
hal f

feared | mght strike nmy uncovered head agai nst a roof.

As | sat so, ny hands out on either side to support me, turning ny head very
slowy to peer fruitlessly into the dark, | gained the inpression that, far
from

now being in a tunnel such as the one | had earlier been dragged through, |
was

in a hollow of some size, perhaps a cavern

| continued to listen and so becane aware of a sound, which my still-dulled
senses finally identified as the drip of water. The nonment | thought of water
ny

dust-filled throat becane a tornent. | did not attenpt to get farther up than
on

nmy hands and knees. In fact even that much effort made nmy head whirl |ike the
churning earth that had brought me here. So | crawed a little at a tineg,
seeki ng the source of the sound.

It was mainly by a stroke of fortune that | found it, since the glow of the
gryphon was so faint and | could not even be sure | was heading in the right
direction. One hand, edging forward for the next advance to ny painful

j our ney,

pl unged down in liquid so cold it brought a sharp gasp from ne.

The gryphon, dangling forward, showed the dimoutlines of a small basin or
hol | ow, perhaps worn so by ages of such dripping. The drops thensel ves fel
from

somewher e overhead to splash into a catch pool, which I could have covered
with

nmy | ost cl oak.

| drank, splashed water on ny dust-covered face, drank again, a cupped
pal nf ul

at a tine. The water was as cold as if drained from some unreasonabl e bl ock
of

ice. But, as it flowed down ny parched throat, it brought with it a return of

ny

cour age.

When | had drunk ny fill, | felt strong enough to stand, bal ancing nyself
with

feet slightly apart and hands outspread at ny sides. Once on my feet, | stood

l[istening with all my might, for I could not rid nyself of the idea that
whoever

had dragged me here might well still have ne under observation and any nove
on

nmy part woul d provoke an attack

There was nothing to be heard but the constant drip of the water. At |ast |

t ook

the globe in one hand and tried to use it as a torch. But the dimlight
showed

me nothing. | felt wary of advancing blindly into the unknown. Yet to remain
where | was sol ved not hi ng.

It was plain | needed sone way to |locate the spring again after | was through
exploring. Now | considered ny clothing as an answer to that. Beneath ny mail
shirt was a quilted leather jerkin, under that a |inen chemise, all the
protection | had against the rub of, the link-mail. | funbled with the

I ashi ng

of my protective shirt, stopping every second or so to |listen. Then | dropped
the quilted jerkin on top of nmy body arnor, skinning off, last of all, the



['i nen.

Once nore | donned | eather and mail, then considered the linen. It was stout
stuff, well and tightly woven, nade to resist hard wear.

Had | been left ny knife I mght have had an easier piece of work, but | had
to

use the edge of ny belt buckle, even tug at the fabric with nmy teeth, before
I

could start a tear. Then there was a battle to make a second slit, a third.
Wrking at this so determinedly was settling for ny nerves. At |least | was
doi ng

somet hing that was for my own help. Finally | had a ragged coil of frayed

cl ot h,

tied into a line.

One end of this | nmade fast with the tightest knot | could fashion to a sharp
stone that helped to formpart of the basin wall. The anchorage being in

pl ace,

| wal ked forward, step, pause, step, until the cord pulled taut warningly.
There

was still nothing ahead of ne, even though I took off ny belt and swung it
forward as a lash, hoping so to encounter a wall. Defeated in that direction
I

edged to the right, determined to nake a conplete circle about ny anchor

| had gone perhaps a quarter of that distance when a barrier did | oomout of
t he

dark, barely visible in the globe light. A wall-so close | could touch it
with

nmy hand. Running ny fingers along its surface | noved on several steps. The
cord

grew so tight | was afraid of pulling it loose. | stooped to near floor |evel
where ny boots had ki cked some small rocks. There | found one to which | nade
fast the other end of the |ine. Heaping several nore of the rocks on top of
t hat

one | left it so, intending fromhere to keep to the wall as a guide.

The wall was all rock, not packed earth, rough enough to be the natural wall
of

a cavern. Yet it ran on and on without end, save that once it curved to form
a

si de chanber.

At last | did cone to a second section of wall that nmet the first at a right
angle. This | also used as a guide. | had, however, taken only a few
tentative

steps along beside it when | halted. The rustling sound, the noisone
snel | —bot h

were back! | was no | onger al one.

Hastily | wapped one end of ny belt about ny fist, |eaving the buckle end
dangling. This was the only weapon | could inprovise, but | could flail out
with

it through the dark and defend nyself so. | set ny shoul ders against the wall
and stood waiting, hoping ny ears could give ne warning of an attack

There came a grunting, which rose and fell —+t m ght even have been speech of
a

kind. Only | could not center it at any one place in the dark. Suddenly I

t hought of the gryphon gl obe—the light fromthat could betray ne. However,
had

no tine left nowif nmy ears did not play nme false.

| heard their rush, the pad of feet racing toward ne. Tense, | let the gl obe
swing free. Poor as its illum nation was, it mght serve if the creatures
cane

cl ose enough. Also, | had the belt whip.
| was hardly sure whether | could detect nmovenments or not, but | swing the



bel t

and felt it strike honme. There was a satisfactory squeal —perhaps | had done
nor e

damage than | m ght have hoped for

Ski ddi ng across the floor, to come to a stop just beyond the toes of ny
boot s,

was a dark hunch of a body. I swung the gl obed gryphon, needing to see the
nature of ny eneny. The thing gave a cry and fl opped hastily away. | gai ned
only

a quick i mpression of sonething nuch smaller than nyself, covered by thick
S?I;ur, not clothing, though it had four linbs, a body, and a blob of a head
?82 far from human ki nd.

The stench that arose fromit was nauseating. | swung the belt once nore,
Ei;?hg to catch it again before it could dodge. My blow failed, | only heard
inkle cl ang agai nst rock

There foll owed a determ ned attack and | | ashed out again and again. Wet her
t he

things were used to being nmet by resistance | could not tell, but their
grunting

rose to a screeching as they dodged and fl opped, so near the limt of ny

vi sion

I was nostly only aware by touch when caught any of themw th ny |ash.

| had no idea how many of themthere were, while | had ever the thought that
if

enough of them nade a concentrated rush at me | could hope for no escape.
For sonme reason | could not understand they did not try that, making only
scattered, darting attacks as if they were being held at bay by nore than

j ust

nmy clumsy belt. Then an idea began to growin my mnd that it was the gryphon
that rmust bother them | could nowtry a great ganble, which might |ose ne
what

little advantage | had, or | could keep on beating the air about nme until ny
arm

was tired past raising (it was already beginning to ache and it took nore of
an

effort to forestall those rushes).

If | only knew nore about the nature of the Power the gl obe enployed! | had
seen

it in action, yes, but both times it had been ani mated by one who had sone
know edge of such energy—which | did not. Neevor's prom se—that to nme it was
a

key—flitted through ny mind. But it was not a key |I needed now+rather a
weapon.

Wth the belt hanging ready in one hand, | ducked my head to tree the chain
of

the globe so | could swing it, though at a rmuch nore restricted length, |ike
ny

i mprovi sed whi p.

| whirled it up and around ny head. To my vast astoni shment, the result was

t he

same as that of whirling a flamng torch to increase its fire. There foll owed
a

burst of |ight—the gryphon was lost to sight in the brilliant flare—the beans
of

whi ch shot far farther than | would ever have dared hope.

For the first tine | saw the eneny clearly. They stood hardly higher than ny



shoul der as they shuffled backward in haste. However, they retreated stil
facing me, hands or paws outstretched and sweeping through the air in ny
direction, as if their desire to cut me down was so great they nust continue
to

wave those handlike extremties fromwhich sprouted huge, sickle-shaped

cl aws.

Their bodies were conpletely covered by a bristly growth, which | ooked

coar ser

than any fur or hair, nore like fine roots, while there were pits in their
rounded skulls though they did not appear to hold any eyes. Their faces
becane

nmuzzl es not unlike that of a foreshortened hound's, show ng great fangs of
teet h—hinting om nously at what their diets m ght be.

In the light of the globe they squirmed, cowered, raised their clawed paws to
cover their eye pits, while they shrieked and cried out as if | had handed

t hem

over to dire tornment.

Then, cutting through all that clamor, there sounded a single |ong,

hi gh- pi t ched

whi stle. The noise hurt ny ears—as sharp as a knife thrust into ny head.

The things' heads swung about on their bowed shoul ders, turning al nost as one
in

the direction fromwhich the whistle had come. Then they noved, scuttling
away

at a speed that took themout of the range of light into their nornmal dark.
could hear the thud of their feet as they ran until there was nothing but

sil ence once agai n.

So | had withstood one attack. Only | gained no sense of triunph fromthat,
being sure that it was only a first one and that those under-earth dwellers
woul d return. Wich nmeant that | mnust find some way out before they nustered
up

will or desire to try me again.

| held the globe closer to the wall straining to see any openi ng, know ng
better

than to forsake it and head out into the open bl ackness of this place.

That whi stle—and the things had answered it as hounds do their master's call.
I't

m ght well be that these creatures, who had tried to pull nme down, had

br ought

me here, were tools or servants of soneone el se, undoubtedly infinitely nore
dangerous. Wy they had been called off when they need only have tired ne
out ...

Unl ess...1 weighed the gryphon in nmy hand. If | only knew

| |l eaned one shoul der against the wall, the gl obe cupped agai nst ne. My
encounter by battle, brief as it had been, had left ne with an aching arm and
a

body, | was surprised to find now, shaking as if | had lately craw ed out of
ny
bed after a long illness. | realized it had been a long tine, or so a gnaw ng

within nme testified, since | had eaten. Water | had found—but food to

st rengt hen

ne..? Where in this dark hole could I hope to discover that?

The wall seened endl ess as | shuffled on, my pace very slow, for | also
st opped

every few steps to listen, always fearing that the dark-Ioving creatures
m ght

not come so boldly next tine, rather would creep upon nme stealthily. The
gl obe

gave off a warmth that battled the chill beginning to eat into ne. | kept
gl anci ng down to reassure nyself of the Iight-which had now faded to its



first

dimglow. The gryphon was once nore visible, its sparks of eyes seem ngly
rai sed

to neet mne. Suddenly | realized that | was whispering to it

First just Kerovan's name-which | said over and over in a sing-song as if it

were a spell that could lift me through all care and danger. | tried to raise
in

my mind a picture of himas | had |ast seen him

What foll omed was—o, | cannot ever find the words to descri be what happened.

I't

was as if some energy had hurled me back against the wall with a bruising
force.

| had—sonehow | had—i nked thought for an instant with nmy |ord!

Frantically | stared down at the gryphon, fighting to hold onto that instant
of

conmuni cati on—+o know+to feel ...l had not been alone. He...it had been as if he
stood beside nme. If | only could once nore..

"I'f I knew—+f | only knewt" | cried desperately to the gryphon. The gl obe was
a

link, but chance only had made it, and now it was gone. That it was my own

i gnorance that stood in the way made ny heart pound, brought tears of rage to
ny

eyes.

Rage would not help. | did not need Elys to warn ne agai nst unshi el ded
enot i on.

One commanded onesel f before one | earned to comand Power. That was part of

t he

| ong training she had spoken of —years spent in learning nastery, of how to
nouri sh talent.

W1l mght control talent, but one had to center will, shut away all el se,
put
all one's energy into formng of one's will a weapon as strong as steel. What

could | do with my will? This was the hour in which I could bring it and me to
a

testing—a testing that could nmean life or death.

Ker ovan

| STOOD THERE IN THE HALL OF THE WERERI DERS | COULD | NDEED feel the touch of
danger—yet this was not a threat ainmed at ne. No, it was sonething inherent
in

that single word Herrel of the cat-shape had uttered, the word that had burst
from himwhen | had described the mutil ated body | had di scovered in a di smal
oasi s of the Waste.

"Thas." It was Lord Hyron who repeated that word now, and his voice was | ow,
hardly above a whisper. | watched, for the second time, air begin to curdle
about him Whether he willed it or not this tinme, his shapechange had begun
Then, perhaps because he was able to control a near-conpelling enotion, he
was

man agai n.

"Watch the ground,"” he said to ne with the force of one delivering a
necessary

warni ng. "For the earth itself is Thas land, and they have the rule of the
under

surface of it. They are no friend to any who can wear that w thout harm" He
pointed a | ong forefinger at the band about nmy wist. "That they are now

f ound

near here—that nmeans natters are on the nove—wnmtters that have |ong been
dormant . "

He shook his head until his mane of hair near blinded himwith its fringe

acr oss

bri ght eyes.



"You are neither one thing nor the other, you who call yourself Kerovan.
Learn

what you are, and that speedily, or you shall be reduced to nothing at

al | —not

even bones left to dry in desert air."

Such was the farewell the lord of the Wereriders took of ne, for | was not

invited to be a guest under that bush roof. | had been offered no greeting
cup

when | came, no stirrup cup when | left. It was as if here | was |ess
consi der ed

than even the nost hunble of |landsmen. | did not allow ny tenper to take edge

fromthat; for I was not wishful to remain longer in a place where | could
never

be sure which shape those about ne wore was theirs in truth.

The sun was well west when | came forth into the clearing in which that

hal f-1iving keep stood. None of the Wreriders had gathered to see nme off.
Only

he who called hinself Herrel followed me out, to nmount again, and stood

wai ting

to escort me fromtheir holding. Perhaps in sone way they were as suspici ous
of

me as | was of them M last sight of the keep showed me that the branches

t hat

clothed its upper stories were waving as energetically as if stormtossed,
whi | e

fromthem nunerous small shapes sprang outward, heading in great racing |eaps
for the wood. Did they go to hunt by night, | wondered, as | trudged beside
Herrel's shadow dappl ed nount? O were they to form another part of my escort?
I

sensed in thema source of peril | did not understand, but thought it prudent
that | be wary of them

Once nmore we threaded that path through the wood. This time the gl oom had
deepened until now and then | stunbled, half-blinded by the dusk, though
nei t her

Herrel nor his nmount had any difficulty in keeping the trail. It crossed ny
m nd

that those of the feline breed had excellent night sight, so that this man
who

could will to be a furred, fanged hunter on four paws mght well share that
sense.

| specul ated, as we went in silence, as to howit mght feel to be a
shapechanger, to taste at desire another kind of life far divorced fromthat
I

nmysel f awoke to each norning. Did the instincts and thoughts of a man remain
alive in the mnd of the beast, or were such dulled and forgotten after one
endured the change? Was there in truth a real alteration of body, or was that
only a forceful hallucination which the Weres were able to inpress upon

ot hers?

Had | indeed seen Hyron as an actual stallion ready to savage ne, or just what
I

was meant to see?

So nmusing, | tried to recall such | egends of the Wres as the Dal esnmen knew.
But

all our stories were so old, so overlaid with the horror of people who had
faced

such a mxture of nature, that | really knew very little. | would have |iked
to

have questioned Herrel —-asked himwhat it nmeant to be two different natures
fused

into one. In ny owmn way was | not this also? Did he ever consider hinmself so



apart fromnormal mankind as to be cursed, walled off fromany small pleasure
of

life? No—that burden would not touch one who wal ked anong his own kin, who
had

t he conradeship of those who shared his own talent, if one could call it

t hat .

Also | knew better than to ask such questions of a stranger

Qur wi nding path so disguised the length of the journey that | was not sure
how

close we were to the outernost part of the tree wall when there cane a thin,
high chittering fromthe left. It was the first sound other than the faint

t hud

of hooves and the scarcely heard pad of my own feet to break the silence.
"Wait!" Herrel reined up

I, who was behind himon the narrow path, obeyed his order. He |eaned
forward,

his head turned a little toward the nearest of the tree branches.

Agai n, inperative, cane that sound. | heard Herrel whistle—not that command
note that he had used to stay the panic of ny horses, but rather as if he
sunmoned.

From the branch toward whi ch he had been | ooki ng sprang a snall creature,
certainly of the sanme species as those abiding in the roof of the Wre keep.
I't

bal anced on the Were's shoul der and gave a series of sharp squeaks, as if it
spoke to himin its own tongue.

At last he held out his armand the creature ran along it with the sureness
it

m ght have used on a stout branch, |eaped out, vanishing in the walling nass
of

green. Herrel |ooked to ne.

"Thas," he said tersely.

"Here?" Though | still did not know the nature of that eneny, the reaction of
the Weres earlier had made very plain this was a threat even they respected,
not

to be taken lightly.

"At your canp." He prodded his nount froma walk to a trot, so that | nust
run

to keep up. However, it was only a very short time before we burst free into
t he

open land. There was nore |ight here—nuch nore, for the western sky was
striped

with color. Only, what | | ooked upon was such an area of disaster as made ne
think for a nonent that | was the victimof hallucination. The ground where
had made ny canp was now a raw mass of new cut ruts and hol | ows, of great
circular scars, laying bare piles of soil. Were ny horses had grazed there
wer e

no animals, while fromthe broken ground there arose a stench of foul decay
strong enough to make me gag.

Down on his knees in the midst of that churned and torn sod was a man in

Dal esman' s arnor hacking at the earth with heavy jabs of his sword, sending
broken clods flying in all directions. At his side a worman, al so wearing mail
but without any hel mon her dark head, used the edge of a small armshield to
aidin the frantic digging.

As we broke fromthe wood, and | ran toward that mass, she gl anced up—then
reached to catch the armof the sword user. The man turned his head to note
us,

but he did not pause in his digging. It might have been that any halt in his
| abor could be, tor some reason, fatal

The wonan arose to her feet, shaking free a scoopful of earth she held in the
shield. There was |ight enough to see her face clearly, and | was startled,



for

there was that in it | recogni zed—though | could not have set nane to her. |
felt, as | had not ever before in my life, that her kind was ki n—+to ne who
had

no kin. Was she another inhabitant of the Waste, but closer to man in

heritage
than Herrel and his kind?
She spoke as | canme up to her, not to nme, rather to the man still digging.

"There is no | onger any use, Jervon. She is lost to us."

She then turned to eye Herrel and to himal so she spoke, sharply, as one who
had

the right to denmand answers

" Varrior, what manner of peril is it that can turn solid earth into a
whi r | pool

and engulf a traveler so? Wo casts such a Power spell and for what purpose?”
He continued to sit his nount, though he nmet her gaze squarely, a faint frown
on

hi s face.

"Thas," he replied.

And what are Thas—er could it be who?" she persisted, with the sane tone of
conmmand.

"Deep earth dwellers. The inner parts of the ground are theirs. It is their
given talent to command it to their desires when they wish. As to why they
set

such a trap here—= He shrugged. "The Waste hol ds divers species, we go our
own

ways, follow ng the demands of our natures. Though this is the truth: it has
not

been known for many seasons that the Thas venture outward from the nountains
where lie their chosen burrows. Though they may well have delved so w thout
our

knowi ng of it, they run their ways very deep. Also, we of the Waste neddl e
not

anong ourselves." His answer was chill, as if he meant it as a reproof for
her

persi stence, her open questioning of a matter he plainly thought was none of
her

concern.

She stepped across a deep rut, advanced closer to him Her conpani on had

ari sen,

his soil-encrusted sword still in hand. | had seen his like in the Dales, for
he

was plainly a man of that pure blood. Though he wore a helm it carried no
House

badge. Still there was nothing about himthat proclainmed "outlaw "

"These burrows, which the Thas run for their purposes,” the woman conti nued,
"how deeply may such lie and where?"

Herrel shrugged again. "Who knows? Or cares. W have never had any traffic
with

the earth-dwel |l ers—their ways are not ours."

"Nor do you want to neet them | presune." There was a note of challenge in
that. She was using a tone sharp enough to bring blood to the cheeks of any
fighting man. Certainly she stood in no awe of Herrel. If she knew what he
was...

| had a strong suspicion that she did. Perhaps she had had dealings with his
ki nd before and knew best how to gain answers. "Wy do they seek to entrap

t hose

who of fer them no harn®"

"We do not know. Thas are Thas. But such as this"-—-he gl anced down at the
churned earth, what had been a canmp and was now only a norass of disturbed



soi | =1 have not seen before. There is— H s frown grew deeper

"Perhaps you wish to say that there is sonethi ng new—an awakeni ng sonmewhere
in

this land," she answered him "Shapechanger, have you been so long safe in

t he

refuge of your kind that you do not sense a stir—er know that there is a new
el ement ready to invade the Waste? O d things can be stirred into life by

t hose

havi ng the proper key—and the power to turn such. If this is done wongly,

t hen

all, no matter who or how they seek to stand al oof, can be drawn in—nto a
battl e where forces, blindly awakened, cannot be easily controll ed—er
| ai d—agai n!"

Herrel had been studying her face. H's nmount noved restlessly, sidled away
from

her. | did not believe the Wrerider had any tear of the wonman, rather he was
nmoved by an instinctive wariness, which was a part of his heritage.

"You have Power," he observed. "Ask any questions of those or that which you
can

sumon. W have no dealing with the Teas, nor"—nAow he | ooked from her
directly

at me—do we want any with those who can awaken aught here. Carry no
assurances

of any aid nowto your lord, Dal esman-by-half. If the Waste stirs we shal
have

other affairs to deal with."

Wth no nore words and no backward | ook, he sent his mount trotting for the
wood, the horse's hooves throwi ng up clods of the |oose earth as he went.

It was nmy turn for questions. Who were these two, and what did they nean
about

anot her who had been trapped in the earth? Again it was the woman who spoke.
"You are Kerovan." She did not ask, she nanmed nme as one she had known wel | .
Her familiar use of my name was disturbing. Had she and this lighting nman
been

sent after nme by Inmgry (who was the type, | was sure, to always strive to
make

certain any plan by a double protection)? He could very well have caught
wi t hin

his search net this woman (I was sure she possessed the talents Herrel had
recogni zed by instinct) and dispatched her also, with the same orders he had

gi ven ne.

"I am Kerovan," | admitted, "and you?"

| waited for her to tell me of Ingry, but all she answered was, | am Elys,
and

this is Jervon."

The Dal esnman only nodded. He stopped to catch up a tuft of grass and began

wi ping the soil from his bl ade.

"W cane,"” the woman continued deliberately, "with my Lady Joisan."

| froze. O all the explanations | had been prepared to hear that one was the
nost i mpossible. For a long breath | could not believe | had heard her

aright.

Joi san here? But —here—and why?

As | | ooked around wildly, Elys then added, "She was engul fed—n that." To ny
growi ng horror she pointed to the hol e where Jervon had been di ggi ng.
"You—you liel" | was caught now in such bewi |l dernment | could only deny and
deny

that such an inpossibility could be so. This was trickery, the kind of
trickery

those of the Waste might use to entrap one. "Joisan is in Norsdale-. | set

her



free—she is safe—she is..

That which welled in me now was an anger deeper, a fear greater, than

t hought

any one could hold. Now | knew—fleetingly-why |I had felt so cold. This was

t he

fire that had been in ne, that | had willed so fiercely into an inner prison
Jervon strode toward nme, his sword point rising, ainmed at the small hol | ow

| eft

bare between ny chin and ny mail.

"My | ady does not lie," he said with dangerous softness. "The Lady Joi san was
here and the whirl pool of the earth swall owed her down. She came out of her
concern for one Kerovan, who, "it would seem |acks any concern for her."
Madness...either they were—er | was—nad! Hal |l uci nati on—<oul d this be sone
spel |

born perhaps fromthat nmeeting in the Wereriders' Hall? To have any deal i ngs
wi th those who possessed Power was al ways dangerous and tricky. This could be
some subtle attenpt to try and influence ne by awaki ng enotions | dared not
allowto trouble nmy mnd—er ny heart.

Save that now Elys told me in detail of how the two of themhad nmet with

Joi san

in the Dales, and of her great desire to find nme, of how they decided I m ght
have gone into the Waste because of a scrying in which Joisan took part, of
how

they had cone here to what they believed was ny canmp—and then of the attack...
This was all true! | could not deny it any longer, and at that nonent | could
have t hrown back ny head and how ed |ike any w nter-haunted wol f. That Joi san
had foll owed ne! She had no part in ny life4ust as | had no right in hers.
was bound to a dark past, perhaps a worse future. She nust be free of ne.

That she had been taken, buried, caught in an evil web of the Dark spawn
because

of her m staken value of me—that | could not bear. Only | nust—+ had to
accept

the truth, hard as it was.

| crossed the ruts to the hole where Jervon had dug so fruitlessly and then |
| ooked up fromthat shallow pit to ask just one question. Though | already
knew

what the answer nust be and how | would stand condemmed by it, in my own
eyes,

as long as | lived. "How | ong?"

Elys had foll owed me. Now her fingers just touched ny arm | did not deserve
any

synmpathy, but | was still too frozen without, too a-fire within, to reject
her

out of hand.

"I do not believe she is truly buried."

| glanced at her, turned nmy eyes once nore to the earth. There was no use in
her

trying to reassure ne thus. Joisan was gone into the Dark. | was just

begi nni ng

to realize what a 1 oss was mne. | had believed when | rode out of Norsdale
t hat

| had arnored nyself, that | accepted in full the bitterness of what ny life
woul d be fromthat day forward. Now | knew that | had not sensed even a
hundredth part of what fate had brought to burden ne as long as | wal ked the
earth that had taken her

Now Elys's fingers tightened their grip. She gave a tug, which brought nme to
| ook at her again.

"She is not dead." Her words were quiet but delivered with conviction, a
conviction | could not accept, caught as | was in ny inner hell

"Lady"—+ spoke in the same quiet tone also, with a remmant of the old great



hal |

courtesy—you well know there is no way she could be buried so and stil

live."

"W shall see—and | prom se you this shall be true seeing.”

She nade a summoni ng gesture with her other hand. Jervon had already gone to
where a saddl ebag |l ay hal f-hidden in up-thrown soil. Fromthat he brought her
a

wr apped bundl e.

Twi | i ght was now upon us, but when Elys let fall the wapping there appeared
a

concentration of what light was left, centering on the thing she uncovered, a
silver cup that shone with a nmoon's full light, as if the nmoon's beans

t hensel ves had been forged into it.

| watched, dull-eyed, as she m xed pinches of dried herbs, which she took
from

smal | bags carried in her belt pouch, shifting theminto a very small measure
of

wat er Jervon poured froma saddle bottle. | saw her |ips nmove soundl essly as
she

twirled the cup. Then she held it out to ne.

Against ny will | accepted it. Not that | denied she could use sone talent to
so

sumon si ght of Joi san, but because | was so sure of, and so feared, what |

m ght see. Oh nmy wist blazed the band, rising to a glow that matched that of
t he cup—o warning there—eould it be a promse? | would not allow nmyself to
bel i eve that.

Hol di ng the nmoon between nmy hands | | ooked down—nto its holl ow bow .

As | had expected—darkness. No! The liquid within had taken on life of its
own,

swirled, though | held the cup steady. Now it clinbed the wall of the holl ow,
filling it to the brim Still | stared at a surface that remai ned dark. Then...
A glowso faint—still it held steady there. Perhaps the urgency of ny fear
and

desire gave power to nmy sight at that noment when | |onged so, needed this so
much. There—there was the gryphon! The small beast was alive with light, and
behind it—+ fought against the dark, | tried to conpel greater sight with ny
will. I nust seel Slowy, very slowy, | did. There was only a shadow of a
face,

but the eyes were open, it was the face of the |living—Joi san

Hal | uci nati on, meant to deceive?

No! Sonehow | was certain that the gryphon, that ny wist band, would not
al | ow

a false vision. | saw Joisan alive. She was not dead, crushed in the earth.
But

where was she—and how might | find her?

The liquid began to subside, fall back in the hollow | cried out, "No! I
nust

see—tearn where she is.."

Too late, as one part of ny mnd was forced to accept. Now there was only a
smal |l portion at the very bottom of the cup. The vision was |ost.

Elys took the cup out of my now shaking hands. | |ooked to her as | had not
done

for a long time to anyone—with pleading—for she was my only link with Joi san
"Where? And how may | come to her?" My tongue seened thick, swollen, so
coul d

hardly mouth those questions.

Wth the tutored prudence of a Wseworman, she went fromnme to pour away the

[ i qui d—rot upon the churned soil, but beyond, where the ground was stil

undi sturbed, gesturing with her other hand. Only when she had done with such
ritual did she again face ne.



"One is only shown what the Power can produce at that noment. And," she

| ooked

about her sonberly, "we have used the talent in a place that has been

di st ur bed

by that which is certainly not friendly to us, which may not be of the Light
at

all. It is best now for us to push on—away fromall influences that may arise
here.”

"But where is Joisan?" | did not nove fromwhere | stood in the deep ruts of
t he

freshly turned ground.

Jervon was at work, pulling sone pack bags out of the dirt. Those | had

br ought

had conpl etely di sappeared, but apparently others, carried by their party,
had

been so near the edge of the disturbance as to escape burial. There was no
sign

of the horses.

| crossed the disturbed ground directly to Elys, determ ned to have from her
any

hint that would aid me to find my | ady.

She did not | ook up, rather busied herself with the rewapping of the cup. I
could al ready guess her answer. There are limts to all talents. Perhaps hers
had been reached when she had shown nme that Joisan had survived. |In what
direction Joi san had vani shed, except down, or what further peril threatened
her +hose one could only imagine. | strove, with all the force of will |
coul d

sumon, to keep certain dire mnd-pictures out of ny thoughts.

Jervon had piled up what he had sal vaged. Now, facing east, he put two
fingers

to his lips and whistled. The sound carried as clearly as had those notes
Herre

had used to quiet ny horses. Elys, the wapped cup cradl ed agai nst her in one
arm now raised her right hand in a sumoni ng gesture.

| turned to look in that direction. Twilight was fast upon us now and | saw
not hi ng. Then, pushing through a rimof brush, a horse trotted, to stop
short,

snort, and plant its hooves hard in the ground, expressing plainly a refusa
to

advance any nearer that evil-snelling spread of torn earth.

Jervon, voicing those sounds an expert horsenman uses to soothe an excited and
frightened beast, advanced slowy toward the animal. Twice it snorted, the
whites of its eyes showi ng, once half wheeling as if to make of f again.
However ,

some strong tie between rider and mount held fast, so that the Dal esman was
abl e

to lay hand flat against the sweating neck. The horse, after one nore toss of
head, nosed agai nst the man's shoulder, allowing himto conmb its mane with
hi s

fingers.

Elys followed him still maki ng beckoni ng gestures. Before she reached her
conpani on, a second horse appeared at a slow and reluctant pace. Thus they
sumoned to themtwo that were excellent nounts of the type used and

cheri shed

by the fighters of the Dales. After themtrailed another, a snaller mare of
mount ai n breed, and lastly a pack pony. O my own desert nounts there was no
trace. Probably suited to this land, they had joyfully taken their freedom
once

they had fled. | divined that, by | ong association, these two who had
conpani oned Joi san in her search had established cl ose comunication wth



their
own horses—and perhaps those in turn had influenced the mare Joi san had
ri dden.

For | recognized it to be one of the sort commonly seen in Norsdale. | had no
hope that ny own woul d ever appear.

Because at the nonment | did not know what |ay before me now, | went to where
Jervon and Elys were stroking the sweating, still-frightened horses, using
sof t

wor ds of reassurance. The man gl anced at ne.

"Elys is right—ae had best nove on. Even these know better than to stay where
the Dark has been at work."

W brought saddl es and packs and nade ready, though the dark was gathering
fast.

Then, on Joisan's mare, | swung out across the open land, away fromthe

f or est

of the Weres, the place where Joisan had | ast been. | did not want to | eave,
but

neither could | linger on there. If | only had sonme clue... My hands tightened
on

the reins and ny wist band seenmed to flare with a last flicker of light.
Though the dusk becane thicker, Jervon, who had drawn up beside ne, |eading
t he

pack horse, did not pause. Then Elys came even with him so we three rode
abreast into the night.

Both their nounts suddenly whinnied and broke into a trot, ny nmare foll ow ng.
I't

was so we reached a waterway, cut deeply into the surface of the plain. The
wat er which had worn that gully was now but a small stream running through a
narrow m ddl e channel . However, the banks, down which our horses half slid
when

we allowed them their heads, gave one a sense of protection. W nade canp
there

as the full dark closed in. For want of any better hope |I had cone this

f ar —what

| would do next | had no idea.

There crossed ny nmind what | had said to Hyron, that | would ride north and
west

in quest of my own kind (if any such existed). That declaration had snall
nmeani ng now. Once before | had sought Joisan across this sane inperiled
country—-when she had been taken by nmy enemies. | knew w t hout any question

t hat

now | nust seek her a second tinme-save that | had no trail to follow

If you traced the tangle of our lives back to its beginning, where did the

i nterlocking of our fates begi n—that interlocking which had now endangered
her

twice over? Was it because she had been axe-wedded to nme in both our

chi | dhoods—er because | had given her the gryphon and so nmade her of

i mportance

to Rogear? Had my life not touched hers with these dangers she woul d have
never

fallen to this last peril

If she had not believed that she had a duty to nme, because she was ny | ady
(even

though | had fully rel eased her fromher vows), she would never have foll owed
ne

into this new danger. Therefore nmine was the fault, and if she could be saved,
I

must do it. At the monent | know that this stood above any task Inmgry had set
on

nme. What did | care for the Dales, even in their death throes, when Joi san



was
|l ost in sonme web of the Dark?

Joi san

IN SPI TE OF MY Tl RED BODY, OF MY HUNGER. OF THE NAGG NG FEAR that | was
trapped

forever here—so that the very dark itself pressed against me with a force
could alnmost feel, | forgot for a space all this—for | was possessed by this
i dea of the use of will. So slender and frail a thing as thought al one—i ght

this indeed be for me nore of a key than...

A key! It was as if | cane fully alive, waking out of a nightnmare-I|aden
sl eep.

Neevor had said it—and | had marshal ed only human thoughts of | ocks and
doors—ot of this! If | were right..!

Once nmore | set my shoul ders agai nst the support of the wall, ready to do
battle
in another way—with a part of myself. | cradled the gl obe, high against ny

breast, dared to take the chance of closing out ny senses for a space, al

t hat

| ay about ne, centering ny attention only on the gryphon—en its red eyes.
Now | did not fight to reach Kerovan—o. This was of even greater inportance
in

t he here and nowry own escape. If will—ay untrained will-held any force, al
of

it must be focused on ny key!

"Qut!" | do not know whether | whispered, cried, shouted that aloud, or if it
rang only through ny nind, answered by the strain | laid upon nmyself. "Qut!"
Slowy, with such an effort as even an hour before | had not believed |ay
wi t hin

me, | envisioned a wall such as that against which |I now | eaned—save wi th one
difference. In it was an openi ng—a door ...out!

The gl obe bl azed with heat, it burned. Still | held and willed that neat away
fromme. | had no body, no pain, | had only a will—a wll demandi ng obedi ence.
Qut!

Once nmore the globe burst bright with fire, dazzling ne by shooting forth
white

rays. Those shifted, though |I did not change the position of ny hand or what
it

hel d. The rays joined into one, becanme an oddly thick rod of pearl col or—as
if

the I'ight had taken on tangi bl e substance.

| turned in the direction it now pointed, began to wal k, keeping—wai th every
fraction of energy |locked on it—the picture in ny mnd of what | sought, of
what

I must find. At that nmoment nothing in the world nust be allowed to exi st
save

that my of light. I would have been easy prey for the creatures of the

dar k—had

t hey chosen to nobve in upon nme then

The ray crooked, turned, struck, as a spear is sent flying at a target—not
t he

wal | but a crevice, a long, vertical crack. Into that spun ny radi ant spear
and

| followed. The way was rough and | stunbled over |oose rocks and slippery

gravel .

Just as nmy armhad tired when I had used the belt |ash over and over, so now
ny

will was beginning to falter. The ray rippled, no longer so solid. This

narr ow

crevice sloped sharply upward and | clinbed; each tine ny footing shifted the
[ight dinmed a fraction as the focus of ny thought was disturbed.



It began to seemthat | had been trapped forever in an evil dream condemed
to

ever climb over a constantly shifting footing where |I fought for balance. The
fingers of ny left hand were rawtipped fromscranbling for holds on the

wal |

while nmy other wist was stiff and nunb as | held the gl obe out before ne.
The

illumination fromit grew fainter; | was nearing the limt of the conpul sion
I

could put upon nmy will.

Now t he gl eam was hardly brighter than it had been back in the cavern. | was
forced, in spite of nyself, to clinmb and clinb w thout knowi ng what a m sstep
m ght bring. Finally the inpression came dinmy, through ny exhaustion, that
ny

path was | eveling out once again. Al so, the stench that had polluted the

| ower

region was gone. | lifted ny chin a fraction, drew a deep, sobbing breath.
Surely what had touched agai nst my cheeks just then had been a thin

curr ent —of

fresh air!

Hope gave nme a last spurt of energy. | pushed forward to half fall out of the
crevice into a very different place, where | stood amazed, staring about,
first

in bew | dernent and then in grow ng wonder.

This still lay underground, though far above was a circular opening to the
sky.

For I was sure the dark expanse | sighted, with those points of light, could
be

no ot her than night sky and distant stars. However the cavern was filled with
a

pale illumnation that did not come fromany torch, lanp, or fire. Instead

t he

wal I s themsel ves gave off a diffused gl ow, pale and wan, but enough for ne to
see.

The chamber, cave, or whatever it mght be, was a hem sphere with a | evel
flooring. Round walls curved up on all sides. Such perfect symmetry coul d not
be

of nature's devising.

The floor was divided by a | arge nunmber of |low partitions, which foll owed no
| ogi cal pattern, cutting across or joining each other to forma crazy maze of
shar p- angl ed spaces. There was no design nor could | imagi ne any purpose for
such a meticul ous network of squares, triangles, and other odd forms. Sone

| ooked far too small even to set foot into, others were w de enough to

provi de

short paths, which | ed nowhere.

| decided to edge along the outer walls and thus seek any exit. For to reach
t hat roof opening was far beyond ny ability. But there did exist an unwalled
space between the first of the maze walls and the circunference of the cavern
It was not until | squeezed into that space and set out that nmy hand (which |
still slipped along the curve to steady nme, for to nmy rising concern | was
growi ng nore and nore unsteady on ny feet) discovered this wall was not as
snooth as it |looked. Instead it bore a regular series of indentations.

Peeri ng

nore closely at them | decided they were runes, though in what forgotten

| anguage they had been wought nust remain a nystery.

When, as a child, | had visited Norsdal e Abbey with ny aunt and had there
been

allowed to delve into the archives, | had seen nmanuscripts that reproduced
fragnments of inscriptions fromthe places of the dd Ones. Though for ny own
peopl e these remai ned a tongue | ocked agai nst their know ng, these



di scoveries
had been preserved because they marked this or that place that had had sone
i nfl uence upon the Dal esman.

How fiercely | longed to be able to read what was inscribed here. Perhaps the
very information | needed—how to get out—Ilay in those |ines under ny
fingers.

However, even though |I could not master their secret, | continued to slip ny

hand al ong over those | ost nessages as | went.
| had won a good third of the way around that curved rise, and as far as |
coul d

see ahead, there was no break in the wall, nothing to let me out into the
wor | d,

t he sky of which hung so tantalizingly overhead. | was tired.

At last, my |egs shaking under nme, | perched on one of the naze walls and | et

ny

hands fall to my knees. | was thirsty and ny thoughts kept running back to
t hat

pool 1 had found in the dark, the icy sweetness of the water there. This

pl ace

was utterly sterile and dead. No water—o food—+ had conme to the end of ny
escape way to discover but another trap

Nor did | believe that | could sumon up once again that strength of
concentration to bring the globe alive. Even as | rested there ny energy
seeped

away as though | were deep wounded, |osing heart's blood. My confidence

dr ai ned

in the same way, | huddl ed where | was, apathetic, in a state of uncaring.

I could not have slept, but I nust have fallen into a hal f-dream i ke state,
for

| did not blink and | ook about me again until | realized that the gray |ight
of

t he chamber was changing. @ ancing up | could no | onger see those pinpoints
of

stars. Rather, there canme a paling of the sky. In that outer world | could
not

reach, a new day nust be at dawn.

The sight of that portion of sky now was a dull torment to nme. | mght as
wel |

wi sh for wings, such as the gryphon sported, to raise ne out of here; there
was

no ot her escape. However, the sight of day broke through the state of
uncari ng

that had held ne. Sonehow | wavered to my feet, stood swaying. My nouth was
dry—y whol e throat parched and raw. Alnost | could turn again to the dark
way

t hat had brought ne here, return to seek the basin into which that bl essed
wat er

dripped in constant flow The rest of the curved wall was still to be
expl ored,

to no purpose. | turned unsteadily and viewed it all—no break save that
ragged

seam t hrough which | had first cone. To go stunbling in and out of that crazy
m xtures of spaces on the floor was utter folly.

Drawi ng on a very snmall store of strength, | began again to nove, w thout any
real hope, only because | could not sinmply sit and wait for death to enfold
ne.

The Iight above grew ever stronger. Day did not pierce to the walls of the
chanmber, there the gray still held. Then a sudden sharp flash to ny right
brought ny head around.

Dayl i ght had awakened a glittering response from edges of those |ow dividing



wal s that were i mredi ately under the done opening. The response was one of
rich

col or.

| stood in wonder to gaze at gembright sparks of red, of gold, of brilliant
green, of purple, anber, blue—wi nging fromstone that only noments before had
been lifelessly dull. It |looked as if a casket had been opened above, | oosing
in

carel ess profusion such jewels as even the weal thiest of the Dal el ords had
never

hoped to possess.

There was—+ began now to perceive it—sone arrangenent, sone pattern about

t hose

sparks. They lay thick in sone places, thin in others, not at all in a few
sections. A design perhaps, but one (the idea awoke sluggishly in a nmind that
had been overtired by nmy earlier efforts) that could only be properly viewd
and

understood if one could see it from above.

Coul d a person standing on one of the lowwalls see it? | |eaned back agai nst
the curved wall, an unconfortable position, to consider that. What good coul d
it

possibly do for me to make such an effort? This was only anot her unsol vabl e
nmystery and nothing to give nme any aid.

The glitter grew steadily stronger. | could al nost inagine that | saw msts,
of

color flaring upward even as flames arise fromwod bei ng consuned. There was
certainly sonething of inmport out there, tenuous, but perhaps having nore
substance than |ight al one.

In spite of my telling nyself that this was a usel ess puzzle beyond ny

sol vi ng,
| began to nake ny way, creeping fromone of the enclosures into the next,
toward that spread of radiance. Wiile | was still sone distance fromit, |

scranbl ed up on top of one of the dividing walls, teetered there, hands

t hr own

out to bal ance ne.

At first | thought that if there was any design | could not reach a height

hi gh

enough to discern its outlines. However, the longer |I traced one color to the
next, or the joining of the glistening walls that forned the base, the nore

began to perceive that what | |ooked at was in reality the representation of
a

synmbol | had seen before—earefully lined upon a sheet of very old parchnent
in

t he Abbey library.

The general outline was that of a winged creature, but not a bird or any of
t he

fanciful, nmonstrous beasts Dal esmen were pleased to use to identify their
House

cl ans. The outspread wi ngs, the point of one of which stretched quite close
to

the wall on which | now perched, were blue. Seeing that col or gave ne a
little

heart. It was well known that those places of the AOd Ones that held Power
t hat

was safe, or at |east unharnful, to my race were always touched with that
col or.

A round gl obe rested between the w ngs, the expanse marked by a circul ar
center

for the maze. This gl owed anmber-gold. While to the fore and back of that were
other colors in bright gemshades, as if the thing wore a double crown, one
at



either side of what m ght represent either a bodiless head or a headl ess body.
The longer | stared at that pattern the clearer it became, while the colors
wer e

now bri ght enough to dazzle ny eyes. | wavered back and forth on nmy perch, ny
weariness fighting against ny will. Only I was as one entangled in a strong
spell, for | could not turn ny back and nove away.

My hands cl osed about the gryphon gl obe, half expecting that to be afire,
gathering force fromwhat | |ooked upon. Perhaps | was too exhausted, had

dr awn

too much upon its energy in the cavern, for it did not awaken

If | were enspelled, that bondage held, not only held, but drew ne. Still I
did

not wal k straight toward the center; rather it was as if there was another in

conmand of ny nmovenents. For sone reason, | did not find this either strange
or
frightening

My path from one space to the next was odd, sonetinmes | circled, sonetines
retreated a step, a whole square, a curve, then went forward at a different
angle. | think I laughed |ightheadedly when it struck me that | might seem
to

any onl ooker, to be engaged in the novenents of sone formal dance, such as we
foot in the Dal e keeps at m d-year when the kin gather for feasting.

Back, forward, sidewi se, straight, ny feet noved, sonetinmes having to squeeze
into a space where ny battered boots scraped both sides of the dividers.
Still,

to all things there cones an end, and at |ast | stepped across the final one
of

the lowwalls to stand in that gol den center, not know ng why it was

i mport ant

that | be here, only that it was.

The light thickened as it streanmed upward, walling me in with a veil | could
no

| onger see through. It made a curtain, but | did not stir to sweep it aside;

I

had reached the place | was nmeant to be, fromhere there was no goi ng on

Now al |l ny great weariness of body and mind settled in full force upon ne,
actually bearing nme to the pavenent, so that | wilted as if nmy knees were now
as

soft as the bruised flesh that encased them | was thirsty, | was hungry, |
was

afraid. I would end here—+there was no | onger hope of reaching the world | had
known.

| curled about in that gold-walled circle as mght a child who has wept

her sel f

near to sleep. There was a dulling of thought and that pushed away the fear
bani shed the remai ni ng scraps of wonder—then even nenory. | watched drowsily,
wi t hout marveling any nore, the golden light grow thicker and thicker

Now | could no |longer see even the low wall fromwhich it rose. The I|ight
bill owed, began to spin, first slowy and then faster and faster. Because it
made ne dizzy to watch, | closed nmy eyes to shut out that whirl.

There foll owed a nonment of cold, utter cold, sharp enough to bring a cry of
pai n

fromme. Then a feeling of deep horror that | was—el sewhere—n a place where
no

one of ny kind should ever venture. Through this nowhere | was swept, or
pul | ed,

or pushed. | felt all three such urgings. The terror of the nowhere seeped
into

nmy head, drove out the part that was truly me. My inner self, so threatened,
fled thankfully into deep darkness and | knew nothing at all.



| opened my eyes. There was no curtain of golden Iight enclosing ne. |nstead
sunl i ght wrapped ne round, so warmy that my mail shirt was an overheated

burden, and ny skin stung froma begi nning bum | sat up

This was not the full |ight of day, through sone openi ng overhead, that

bat hed

me in heat. | did not still lie in the round of the circular chanber—+ was in

t he open agai n!

Did | dreanf? | pinched nmy own flesh sharply between thunb and forefinger to
t est

t hat —achi evi ng so pain but no change in what | saw. No rock walls here,

rat her

tufts of coarse-bladed grass and bushes. Not too far away a fl ock of birds
wei ghed branches—as they pecked eagerly at a bountiful harvest of scarl et
berries—so the whole growh, down to its roots, trenbled and swung under
their

assaul t.

Very slowy, still afraid that I mght break this spell-which was certainly
good

instead of ill—+ turned ny head. No, this was not deserted country. There
wer e

wal I's, or the remains of such. They stood at a little distance and it was

pl ai n

they had been tunbled by tinme, their stone much overgrown with npbss. One
squat

tower was actually topped by a small tree, which had rooted itself there to
t ake

the place of a keep lord' s banner

How had | cone here?

Just at that nmoment | did not care. What drew nme was the harvest of berries.
I

knew their like. Had | not gathered such many tines over—the excess being
reduced to a thick jamfor wi nter use? They had never |ooked so plunp, so
abundant in the Dales though. Now their sweet, yet slightly tart taste

prom sed

delight to nmy hot, dry nouth. | started for the bushes on ny hands and knees,
not sure | had strength enough to get to my feet.

The birds wheel ed up and away, scolding angrily, as | began to raid their

feeding place. | culled handfuls fromthe branches, cramred theminto ny
nout h,
their juice relieving ny thirst, their substance ny hunger. | ate w thout

t hought for anything el se, without prudence. If this were a dream after all
it

was the first one in which | had ever feasted with such satisfaction and
del i ght.

After the first edge was off ny thirst and hunger, | allowed nyself tine to
survey my surroundi ngs nmore closely. The bushes | attacked (I was raking
berries

fromthe third bush by this tine) had been planted in order, in spite of
their

now spraw i ng grow h, at what had once been equal distance from one another—a
fact still visible.

Beyond stood several simlar rows of trees. The closer | knew also as a fruit
bearer, though what it now bore was just beginning to grow pink. This was
anot her native of the Dales, which any keep-dweller, finding on his |and,
guarded and cheri shed.

So | was in what had manifestly once been a garden. Now | |ooked to the
wal | s,

the three-crowned tower—ail were certainly part of a keep. Wonderingly
(havi ng

eaten what was, for that nmonment, ny fill), | pulled nyself up, still caught



by

t he puzzle of how | had cone here.

When | had opened ny eyes, | had been |ying—+ight therel

There was a slab of stone much nmpbss-grown. As | made nmy way back to it | saw
that some of the green cover had been scraped away, was now i n ragged
tatters.

It | ooked as if, when | had | anded—er sonehow arrived there—+ had done so
with

vi ol ence. Now | knelt and tore | oose nore of the npbss. Deep-carved right
under

where ny head had rested was the synbol of the ball with the outstretched

Wi ngs.

Sitting back on nmy heels, | tried to think logically. | had fallen asleep, or
been rendered unconscious, in the deep earth chanber, curled in the mdst of
a

t hree di mensional representation of what was carved here. Later...how nmuch

| ater?

| looked up at the sky. By the sun's westering position, the time nust not be
too far fromlate afternoon. O the sane day? Another? Or a still |onger

peri od?

There was no way of ny know ng.

The fact remained that sone agency had transferred me fromthe cavern into

t he

open, saving my life in the process. | could not be sure whether that act had
been deliberate on the part of an unknown intelligence, greater and nore
far-seeing than nmy own, or whether | had nerely stunbled on a process that
woul d

have worked for anyone fortunate enough to follow the conditions set by an
anci ent spell.

| was inclined toward the latter theory, perhaps because that was the nore
conforting. To believe that | was under observation, being noved at the wll
of

some O d One, was enough to raise my neck hair and bring shivers in spite of
t he

drowsy heat.

Very well —and for nowit did not nmatter how+ was out of the cave chamber.
Only

where might | be in relation to the place that had turned into an earth
whirl pool ? How far was | fromny | ate conpanions? | was certain | had not
been

somehow wafted out of the Waste itself, and | was weaponl ess, alone, with no
horse or provisions, in country |I did not know, w thout a guide. A series of
facts that were enough to make anyone quail. | had only my own wits to depend
upon. Night was on its inevitable way and | had no wi sh to be caught in the
open

by any such things as might run these ridges or crawl across the |and.

The answer to a quest for shelter was, of course, the ruins. Perhaps beyond
those broken walls I could find a hiding hole, a shelter until norning.

The wall nearest ne had fallen in convenient gaps so | did not have to seek
any

gat eway. Through one of the gaps | entered into a paved courtyard. Enpty

wi ndow

spaces and three doorways (one fringed by the rotting remai ns of a wooden
door)

broke the inner walls. Darkish holes those were, fromwhich | could be spied
upon, though unable nyself to sight any lurker. The place was alive with

bi rds,

and | remenbered Elys's dissatisfaction with the wood because it had appeared
to

har bor no wi nged i nhabitants.



Per haps the berry feast enticed them Still, where the ivy grew on the wall

of

what m ght have once been the great hall of whatever lord ruled there, there
was

a constant fluttering anong its vines, which suggested nests conceal ed there
in

goodl y nunbers.

| did not hear any pad of foot, any rustle of the drifts of |ast season's

| eaves

that |lay across the pavenent, but, as | turned slowy, inspecting all | could
see of the ruins, | found nyself indeed under observation

By the rotted door sat a cat—ot such an animal as was esteened in the Dales
because of the slaughter it caused anong rats and mice that feasted on stored
grain. No, this was half again as |arge as one of those sl eek-sided, striped
tabbies. Also its fur was uniformy a yell ow brown and, between its eyes,
bol dl y

mar ked by a rmuch darker growth of fur, was a V. Another such brand grew on

t he

upper part of its lighter breast fur

About an arnis distance fromthe first was a second of the sanme breed,
slightly

smaller, alittle nore lithe of body, but of the Iike uniformcolor of coat
and

mar ki ngs. The birds appeared to pay no attention to these who m ght well be
termed natural enem es, rather wheel ed back and forth overhead, intent upon
their own com ngs and goi ngs.

The cats were not alone. Before a second door squatted a small bear, sitting
up

upon its haunches and rocking a little to and fro. Catching sight of that red
brown form1 stiffened. My hand reached by instinct for a weapon | no | onger
carri ed.

This was a very snall specinmen of bear, to be sure. But if it were a cub and
its

not her was nearby—then | could have wal ked into a trap even nore cruel than

t he

earth one | had managed to escape. | knew only too well hunters' tales. Anong
the worst menaces to be found in the Dales were femal e bears who thought, or
suspected, that their offspring m ght be endangered.

While both the cats surveyed me with that unwi nking stare that their whole
speci es turns upon ny kind upon occasi on—enphasi zi ng the gulf between us (one
I

have al ways been certain they believe was set for their purposes)—the bear

pai d
me only fleeting attention. It snapped at a fly, then set to scratching
vigorously with one |Iong clawed paw at its own rounded paunch. | found that

somewhat di sarm ng and dared to expel the breath | had been hol di ng, w thout
knowing it, ever since | had caught sight of the creature.

| had been far too cautious to try to nove—now | dared edge backward toward

t he

gap that had given ne entry into this too-well-occupied courtyard. Cearly,
as

an intruder, | was better away. And | hoped with all my heart that | would be
allowed ny retreat.

"A femal e—very young—and very stupid..

| stopped short to stare. No one had said that! Only the cries and
twitterings

of the birds could be heard. No one had spoken. Then-how had | heard, and who
had di sm ssed me so summarily? For | was certain that those words had

concer ned

me. | funmbled with the buckle of nmy belt, ready once again to use it weapon



w se

as | had against the creatures in the dark. Only—who was the eneny here?
"To be young is a state through which all pass. And this one is not truly
st upi d—+ think—enly untaught. Wich is another matter altogether."

| turned a gasp into a gulp. My hair had worked | oose of its braiding since
no

| onger had a helmto hold it in place. | reached up with my left hand to
brush

away a straying lock that | mght keep close attention upon those three—+wo
cats, large, a bear, undersized. There was, | would take heart oath on that,
no

other |life here—save the birds. And those | discounted at once.

The smaller of the cats arose |eisurely and approached me. | stood ny ground,
even dropping ny hand fromthe belt buckle. It advanced until it was just
beyond

reachi ng di stance from ne.

| settled again into the sane dignified stance as its conpani on held, tai

tip

curled decorously over the front paws. Those unblinking yell ow eyes were
lifted

to m ne, caught—-and hel d—my gaze. Now | knew

"Who—what are you?" | had to moisten ny lips with ny tongue and use effort to
ask that question. My voice echoed back fromthe open eyes of the w ndows and
sounded far too small and tremulous in ny own ears.

There was no answer. Still | was sure | had not been mi staken. The speaker
had

been this aninmal —er the [ arger one behind it. One had conmented di sparagingly
upon ne, the other had replied with nore tol erance. And | had caught that
speech

i n—Ay m nd

Ker ovan

I WAS BUSI ED W TH MY THOUGHTS, MAKI NG MY DECI SI ON AS JERVON and | wor ked
toget her wi thout words, hobbling the horses after they drank, |leaving themto
graze through the night. When the noon arose | stood watching it, renenbering
the silver of the cup—a cup that could have been carved fromthat pure disk
Toni ght the stars al so seemed unusual ly bright, gens flashing in the

cl oudl ess

sky.

Beyond the valley of the streamthe | and | ay open, save for dark clunps of
trees

or brush here and there. | was used to the Dales with their protecting
ri dges.
Now, having on inpulse clinmbed to the edge of the river cut, | stood watching

shadows grow darker until each and every one of those growths appeared | apped
in

a pool of dark. The sky was alight, fresh and open—but this | and was secret,
it

hel d no easy road for such as us.

A rising night wind blew against nme. | had taken off my helmso that the w nd
tugged at my hair, dried the sweat that had gathered under the band of ny
headgear, cool ed me—perhaps too nuch. Silver and black was all this

| and—si | ver

above, black below. It was that darker part that held us.

I nsi de me somet hi ng awoke, stirred as if froma |ong sleep, then was gone

bef ore

| could seize upon it. Menory? No. | had ranged the Waste twi ce before, yes.
But

never in this direction

It was not possible for ne to recogni ze the | and before ne. Yet...

| shook ny head firnmly against such fancies. What | needed was cl ear-cut



purpose, a centering in on what was the nost inportant thing in the world—+to
find Joi san. Though how...Reluctantly | returned to our fireless canp where

t he

others had settled. | cane to stand before the two of them

"She must be found," | said bleakly. "Since ny owmn horses are gone, | shall of
a

necessity take hers."

"W ride with the norning," Jervon answered ne as one who stated the obvious.
"Go with safety. Bear with you ny heart thanks that you have served ny |ady."
"You do not understand." Elys's voice canme through the night that veiled her
face. "We ride with you."

For a nonent | tensed, so filled was | with the guilt | had drawn about ne
like

a cloak. Since it was because of ne Joisan had cone here at her great peril
what part of any rescue venture belonged to these two? | was willing only to
wel cone anger—and to turn it against others since | burned with it myself.
Then the W sewoman added: "Her way was our way—ef free choice. W are not
about

to turn fromit, nowthat it has brought this upon her. If you choose not to
ride in our company, that is for you to decide. Still we shall go."

How had Joisan so tied these two to her? Or—suspicion crawl ed where anger had
opened a way-—were they indeed Ingry's eyes ready to turn me fromny road when

they had the chance? Wl |l enough. | could watch and wait, be all fair words
and
t hanks, and still keep ny own path. Unless...

This Elys had the Power, and through that mght be a way to ny lady. | could
not

di sdai n any chance, however snall, of a guide.

"You speak," | said, "as if you have a road in mnd. But how can that be?"
Sonet hi ng of eagerness broke the right cover | tried to force on ny feelings.
Had | been jealous in part because these two had been ny lady's friends when
I

had |l eft her without any outward show of feeling? I clenched ny hands at ny
sides until ny nails cut into the softer flesh of ny pal ns.

"I know not hi ng of Thas—save they are of the earth. But..

| remenbered! By the Warnth of the Flame and the Flash of Gender's Spel
Swor d,

in that noment | remenbered!

"The mountai ns! The Werel ord said their dens were known to be anong the
mount ai ns!" | swung about, but even the brightness of the noon could not show
ne

now t hese distant ridges against the far sky.

"The mountains it is then," Jervon said, much as one speaks of riding to a
market to price wool, though | was sure he was not as pragmatic as he sounded.
This was a tinme when | could not, for Joisan's sake, push aside any
suggestion

of aid. | nust accept what was offered and be grateful -honestly grateful —+hat
it

was given.

| had thought that |I could not sleep, that |I rmust lie and renmenber too
nmuch—and

fear far nore. However, sometines the body defeats the nmind and brings it
under

domi nation. | found that ny eyelids grew heavy and...
No—+ did not dream O if | did...But | did not! It was no dreanmnor was it
any

sorcery sumoned up by Elys in sone nistaken hope perhaps of |ightening ny

i nner

burden. | was sitting up, ny hands half raised to ny head. There was the noon
and the stars, and around ne the dark. | could hear the rasping sound made by



a
grazing horse not too far away.

"Joisan!" | scranbled up, blundered forward a step or two—nmny hands

out stretched

to grasp sonet hi ng—someone—who was not there. "Joisan..

She had been there, or here—er...

| rubbed my forehead dazedly. Qut of the dark |I heard novement, whirled
about .

"Joi san!"’

"No. "

A single word of denial. One that | was hot to dispute.
"Il + saw her." | stamered. "She was here, | tell youl"

"He is ensorcelled?" It was Jervon's deep voice in the night. Then cane an
answer fromthe W sewoman

"He could not be—not with such a safeguard as he wears."

There was a glitter of ice blue, the band on ny wist. O course it had not
been

sorcery! | had seen Joi san—she had stood with bared head, her hair clotted
with

earth, smears of it across her face. There had been wonder in her eyes and
bet ween us—the gryphon! | had seen her

| must have repeated that, for Elys replied to words | did not renenber
uttering.

"Atrue sending. It was surely a true sending."
A sending! | shook ny head, tried to believe that nmy sight of her had been
nor e

than a willed vision. But once nore |ogic awakened in nme. | dropped down on

t he

ground, cl asped ny head between my hands—then changed and held the wist with
its band flat against my forehead. | closed ny eyes and tried with all the
force

| could sumon, all the will | knew, to reach out—+o touch—+to see...Only there
was no answer —hot hi ng hut the nobon above and the bl ack |and bel ow.

A hand rested on my shoulder. | strove to shake it off but the clasp clung.

"Let be!" Elys spoke with authority. "This is no land in which to open any
gates. Let be—+ do not think you are an utter fool!"

Did | indeed feel in that nmoment, even as she spoke, that sonethi ng—a faint
trace—a sensation that ny frantic searching had touched what shoul d not be

di sturbed except by fools? | could not tell—+though | shivered as |I might have
had a breath of v. inter wind swept across the gully and w apped itself about
ny

shoul ders in a lash-cut. | dropped ny hand, stared hard-eyed into the dark
knowi ng that ny chance was gone and | woul d have no value to Joi san should
now-as Elys had poi nted out—play the fool

Per haps | had never before been driven so...unless it was when | had trailed
Rogear into the Waste. The fernent within me urged ne on and on during the
next

two days. Had | traveled alone I m ght neither have eaten nor slept—antil |
fell

fromthe saddl e of a horse ridden near to death. Still it seemed that the

hei ghts toward whi ch we headed never drew any closer. My worst tear rode with
me, that suspicion that perhaps we had chosen wongly, that we were not
headi ng

toward ny | ady, but away.

Was it that constant nag of fear that brought back the dreans? | never
returned

in sleep to that place where the gryphon-man lay. Mistly | was in the conpany
of

t hose whose faces | could not clearly see, whose nurnuring voices | did not
understand, yet in me strained the need to both see and hear. From such dreans



I

awoke as weak in body as if | had run for a day, sweat heavy and sticky on ny
body.

| did not tell mny conpanions of these dreans. In fact | spoke very little.
Still

striving to free ny mind froma prison of dark thoughts, | made nysel f watch
both of them | asked no questions concerning their past, though such
guesti ons

began to crowd nmy mi nd.

Elys was a Wsewoman, nore than that—for she wore the mail of a warrior with
practiced ease and | saw that a sword was as famliar to her as it was to
anyone

who was trained in such usage for many years. Thus she was a strange

puzzl e—for

W sewonen and weapons have never consorted together fromall | had ever heard.
By her appearance she was not of Dal esbl ood; perhaps her talent therefore was
the stronger. Yet her tie with Jervon was very close and easy, acceptable to
both. Jervon, though he was plainly of keep-kin, had no visible taint of the
ad

Ones—and | did not believe he was one who bore ny own curse. Together they
travel ed wi thout nmany words between them but | was nore and nore aware that
theirs was so strong a bond that at tines it seenmed as if one could read the
m nd of the other.

It was Jervon who interested nme the nost. Al Dal espeopl e accepted

W sewonen—after a fashion. Those are born of our own blood with a talent they
enlarge by learning. Agirl with such a gift apprenticed herself early to one
wel | practiced in herb lore, in mnor Power control. She was thus set apart
from

chi | dhood, knowi ng thereafter no kin-tie, even anmpong those of her birth
famly

maki ng no marriage, rearing no child, unless she in turn took an apprentice.
Her

know edge was her whole life.

A Wsewonan's arts are of healing and peace. None goes arned, none speaks of
battle as Elys had made nention of skirm shes and alerts, inquiring of ne how
went Ingry's training of the new forces. She was two thi ngs—each opposed to

t he

other. How could this be?

Al so, how could Jervon, who | acked any pretense of talent, accept her so

whol Iy,

feeling none of the aversion that was bred into all Dal esnen—that wari ness,

t he

| atent fear of the unknown raised by the constant awareness that we dwelt in
a

 and which was not truly our own?

This alliance of theirs—y thoughts returned ever to the strangeness of

i t—was

by Dal e standards unexpl ai nabl e. Jervon was neither servant nor guard, that |
had |l earned early during this endless ride west. They were equals in spite of
their differences. Could one take two such opposi ng peopl e—as one woul d take
t wo

different netal s—and forge fromtheir uniting a third stronger, nore powerful
than either al one?

Jervon accepted Elys for what she was. Coul d anyone so accept—e, in the sane
fashi on?

They both spoke of Joisan, not as if they wished to add to ny burden, but
naturally, as if she had been brought into that shared compani onshi p of
theirs.

There came a time (did nmy face so reveal ny inner struggles) that Elys broke
t he



silence in which I rode with an abrupt coment.

"She w shed for nore.”

Anger touched nme, and then bew | dernent. More of what? Lands? Heritage? For
bot h

of us those had been swept away by the fortunes of the war. | had given her
her

full freedom+ held her by no prom se. Wat then was "nore"?

It this clear-eyed warrior woman coul d i ndeed reach into the turnoil of ny
t houghts, did she not realize that | knew Joi san was sonething apart,

preci ous—sonething | could not bind to me. Being what | was | woul d ask
not hi ng.

Not all were as accepting as she—as Jervon...

"Men fear that which has no substance, better they should | ook with clear
eyes,

open m nds,"'
deened

it adire thing you cannot escape. But have you not already faced it in
part—+faced and defeated it?"

Elys continued. "Joisan told nme of your heritage, that you

"I did not defeat it. Lady," | flared up in answer. "Wat | wought was

agai nst

enem es—enemm es who had taken ny lady to bend to their will. Nor did I al one
do

that thing. There was anot her Power that took a hand-which used nme as one uses
a

sword. Am | then to be conmended? Because | amwhat | am | was only a
doorway..!

Mermory noved. Who—what —had | been at that noment when a Power that certainly
I

had not summoned had turned agai nst Rogear and nmy nmother? | had not been

Ker ovan

t hen, but anot her—another who was greater, stronger, whole in spirit—
everyt hi ng

I was not, as | knew when he had w t hdrawn, and had never been nor coul d hope
to

be.

"Be not so swift to deny," she countered. "There are often skills that lie

sl eeping within one until destiny—and need—awakens and draws them forth. You
thi nk neanly of yourself and"—there was a note in her tone that brought a
flush

to ny cheek, a hot retort to my lips though I did not so interrupt

her —per haps

you find that to so think is a protection, a ward agai nst doi ng what you were
born to do. One cannot stand in the end against one's fate."

To that | made no answer seeing that if | spoke now what | deened to be the
truth she mght only say again that | hid behind an excuse, as she had j ust
accused me of doing. Nor did | find that | liked either of these two the nore
(for | brooded upon nmy conviction that they found in ne perhaps not the
nonst er

t he Dal es woul d name nme, but soneone so poor-spirited that | was not of the
breed to have honestly earned Joisan's regard). Perhaps |I should have been

gl ad

of that verdict, seeing that it would afford nme an added excuse to hold

al oof +when and if ny |lady was safely found. Only, contrarily, its affect upon
nme

now was to arouse a determination to prove that | was not |ess than Jervon in
ny

ability to accept. Though the acceptance woul d never be mine—t was Joi san's.
On the second day the country began to change—even as desert had gi ven way
earlier to grassland—though the hills still seenmed farther away. VWile we did
not see again any such silent and thick wood as the Wreriders' sanctuary,



there

were nore trees. Also, we forded one good-sized river, making our way across
on

the remains of a stone bridge, enough of which still stood above water to

gi ve

us dry footing.

Her eabouts were signs that this | and had once been under cultivation, perhaps
very fertile. There were fallow fields walled with stones set skillfully in
pl ace, and twi ce we sighted towers standing as watch points. W nade no

at t enpt

to explore these, for their surroundings suggested that they had been | ong
abandoned, and there was a fever burning, in nme at least, to keep pushing on
In m daftermoon of the second day we cane near a third such tower, only this
was

surrounded by a clunp of dark trees (nmost of which were unseasonably bare of
| eaf, but with branches so matted and entw ned as to form another kind of
defense). The band on nmy wist warned. | pulled back ny mail sleeve to see it
emtting blue sparks, visible even in the sunlight. Elys reined up, watched

t hat

tower as one | ooked upon a defended eneny position. She had caught her | ower
lip

bet ween her teeth and a frown of concentration drew her brows cl oser together
"Swing out!" she ordered, enphasizing that with a gesture to her left. "Can
you

not also feel it?"

Per haps because | had been for so many hours wapped in nmy own thoughts,

had

not been too much aware of what was round about. Now her comrand startled ne
into attention. | hunched ny shoul ders, tightened grip on the reins so that

t he

mare sidled under ne. It was as if an unexpected bl ow had struck out of the
very

air—ene | had no nmeans of countering.

The only words | can find to describe what chanced are that in that noment |
had

been attacked by a wave of pure evil. Evil is the only name for the foul ness
of

it. Cold it was, wholly inimcal to ny kind of life, or at least to that part
of

me that could claimkinship with humanity. | sensed a subtle novenent in ny
mnd, a feeble assault, as if what had | aunched that bl ow (perhaps intending
i nvasi on) had been drai ned through centuries until its force was only a faint

shadow of what it had once been. Something coiled out there behind the dark
of

the trees, the tunble of stone, something full of poison against the soul, as
an

adder is lull of poison to discharge against living flesh

W rode on, making a wide circle around that ill-inhabited place. However, we
had not gone far (though the pressure | had felt had faded entirely away)
when

there came the sound of wild screeching. Coiling up fromthe tower, in the
form

of a giant serpent rearing to strike, cane a spiral of birds.

Once al oft they wheeled, to fly directly at us. | saw, as they drew near

t hat

they were of the sane breed as those foul scavengers | had found at the
desert

oasis. Their raw red heads, arnmed with those nurderous curved beaks, were
stretched forward |ike spears, aimed at us.

Arriving just above us, they circled, continuing to screech, a clanor |oud



enough to hurt the ears. Fromthe flock sone darted down, two and three at a
time, skinmng just above our heads. | had flung up ny armin an intuitive
gesture of protection and the hand on ny wist blazed |ike |eaping flanes.
Qur

horses went wild, screaming in pure fear, tossing their heads frantically, as
i f

t hey expected that their eyes were about to be plucked out of their skulls.
There was no trying to hold them Instead we gave themtheir heads and they
ran,

directly west, until we cane to cover under a stand of trees. The birds

foll owed, settling on branches above, still shrieking what may have been dire
threats in their own tongue.

However, the branches prevented them from attacki ng us, and they raised
stronger

cries of rage and frustration. W discovered, as we threaded a way anong the
trees, that those wi nged denmons did not seem di sposed to follow beyond the
very

edge of the wood.

It was our hope, though there was no path, that we were not wandering in
circles

as we ducked down in our saddles to avoid being brushed out of them by

| ow hangi ng branches. Such ferocity in an attack nmade by w nged thi ngs was
new

to nme, and | marvel ed that they had not scored us with beak and tal on. They
m ght well have been trained, as were falcons of the Dal es school ed, to hunt
on

conmand—er el se they thensel ves possessed both a malicious form of
intelligence

and a purpose in harrying us.

"I trust," Jervon conmmented, throwi ng out an armto ward off a branch, "that
they will not be awaiting us when we reach the other side of this cover.
Never

had | thought birds were creatures to fear. But those—they could and woul d
t ear

a man's face fromhis skull —given the chance."

"Your ward is strong," Elys spoke to ne, and nodded to the wist band. It

still

shone, but the Tire that had awakened to |ife there as we had approached that
tower was less brilliant. "However, what |lay there was not only birds..! She
turned her head a little to one side as if she were |istening.

Al 1 could hear were the cries of feathered attackers growi ng steadily
fainter

as we drew away. | regarded the band of the Od One's netal with the sane

t hankful ness a warrior, pushed to a last stand, |ooks upon his sword. | had
been

very well served since chance had brought it to ne.

"No," Elys continued. "Sonething nore than birds laired in that place. Though
whether it is strong enough to |leave its den and cone into the open by
dayl i ght ...

Most things of the Dark use the night for their cover—unless they are masters
of

evil arts.

That ...force is no longer strong as it once was. But | think that we had
better

set as much di stance between us and its lurking place as we can before we
camp. "

W made a sl ow passage but we did win at least to the other side of the
covering

wood. No birds had flown above to lie in wait as we had half feared. Wat we
di scovered was sonething tar different—a broad road, better laid than any of



those in the Dales, showing only small signs of erosion at the extrene edges
of

the smoot h surface.

The hi ghway cane up fromthe south, but at the very point where we energed
from

anong the trees, it took a sharp, curving turn to the west. On either side it
had been cleared of tall growh, so that anything or anyone traveling there
woul d proceed in clear sight—an idea | did not find very nuch to ny present
taste.

| had seen a simlar highway once before. The Road of Exile, which led into

t he

Waste not far from U nsdale, resenbled this. It had served those A d Ones who
had passed fromthe Dales into a place and future we knew nothing of. Never
would I forget how Riwal and | had sheltered froma sudden stormin a ruin
standi ng beside that road and the vision that had cone to nme that night—the
march of the A d Ones, only half seen—but felt, yes—felt! That heavy sorrow,
whi ch had sent themroving, arose fromtheir ghostly passing to touch ne and
turn the whole world into a place of |oss and heart break

Here, however, lay a brightness, which that other road had | acked. Age had
[ain

heavy on the path of the Exiles; here abode a feeling that this highway m ght
still be in use, that at any nmonent a party of warriors, a train of

nmer chant s

poni es, night cone trotting into view

Elys slipped fromher saddle and Jervon gathered up the reins she rel eased.
She

wal ked forward until the very toes of her boots touched the slight crunbling
of

the surface edge. There she stood for a very |ong nonent, neither |ooking up
nor

down the way, but rather with her head bent, studying the surface itself with
care, as if she sought some |ost object that mght lie there.

Qut of curiosity I followed her, nmy mare treadi ng behind me as | haul ed on

t he

reins. A noment later |, too, sighted what had caught and so held her
attention.

The actual surface of the road was unbroken and snoot h.

However, inlaid in it were nmany synbols, arranged so that any who wal ked or
rode

upon it nust, of necessity, tread on themin passing.

Sonme were undoubtedly runes, unreadable, as far as | knew, to any now living.
Once more | was reninded forcibly of Riwal, of how he had spent nmpbst of his
life

in eager search for a clue that would unlock for himthe know edge scattered
in

the Waste.
Among t he markings of the runes were al so designs that had no resenbl ance to
witing. | saw stars of Power, their five points always filled with synbols.

There were also silver outlines of footprints, not only of men (or some race
nearly human) but al so of beasts—hoofprints, the pad marks of what nust have
been outsized cats, the pointed toes of birds.

These |l ast, judging by their length, nust al so have been giants of their
species. The prints and the star points both glistened under the sun rays as
if

they were inset with some burnished netal, or even with tiny gens, though
there

was no color other than the silver of the Mon's mirror about them

Elys knelt, holding her hand out, pal mdown, over the point of one of the
stars

that was not too far fromthe edge of the pavenent. She did not touch the



surface of the road, nerely noved her hand slowy back and forth. For sone
reason | could not understand, | was drawn to kneel and copy her gesture. In
turn | put out ny right hand.

My wrist band warmed gently, though it did not continue to blaze into fire as
it

had when we neared the tower of the birds. And—there came a cal ming, an
easenent

of my mind and spirit. No one did actually stand now behind me with a

conr ade' s

hand laid on ny shoulder. Still it seemed to ne that | had this confort, that
what we had found here, sorcery as it surely was, held no terror or possible
harm—ai ght in fact work for our future good. | said as mnuch.

Elys got lightly to her feet.

"This is indeed our way," she said soberly. If she had felt the sane touch of
confort as had conme to ne she did not showit in either face or voice, for
she

spoke as one who faces a task or a test. "This holds a power neant to protect
t hose who travel. We have perhaps been led here without our realizing it. The
A d Ones have many nysteries and secrets—+t could be that we have, in sone
manner, been selected to be hands and feet for themfor the doing of a task.
| f

this is the way of it then the road is their reassurance-safety for us."

| wanted instantly to protest that | was no one's servant—either that of a
Power or a lord. Though I had cone at Ingry's bidding, it had been of ny own
choice. The belief that | nmight be now used by another was one | resented
hot | y.

Joi san was ny only concern. | was back at the side of ny nmare, ready to nount
and ride—ot to. but away fromthis road to which we had been | ed—f Elys
guessed rightly. Only-where would | ride? And—Joi san...

El ys | ooked over her shoulder, directly into ny eyes.

" You fight, thus wasting your strength; accept and hoard that. Do not
bel i eve

that | also do not know what it is to be a stranger anmong all who are kin to
one

another. Once | had a father, a brother—either could nor woul d accept ne for

what | am | |earned that through hardship and heart sorrow. You mnust al so
find

your road and then hold to it. There are no easy paths for such as us."
Per haps something in ny expression silenced her. She still gazed at nme and
t hen

turned away, and | did not |ook after her or speak. This was my own battle

t hat

I must face.

In the Dales | knew that | was distrusted—hated—for what | was. | had nanaged
to

set that behind me for a space, just as | had left Ingry and his canp. At

t hat

monent | still |longed—+n a pan of ne—to ride away, turn ny back on the road
and

all that it stood for, even on these two who had | earned a secret for living
cruelly denied to nme, a secret | was perhaps not even wi shful to |earn. That
was

the human part of me. What if | forgot the Kerovan who was? Wat woul d be ny
way

now? Wuld it lie as straight as the road headi ng toward those di stant

hei ght s—taki ng me out of the past?

And Joi san—but, no, Joisan was not to be left in the past, she was not to be
forgotten. She was—+ nust adnmit it to nyself nowif |I never did to any

ot her —she

was all that was real nowin my world



Joi san

| STOOD ON STONE AND | T WAS SOLI D UNDER ME. | FELT THE COOL OF the breeze

t hat

tugged at the ragged, earth-sneared |oops of ny hair where the braids had
cone

apart, | heard the nervous twittering and calls of the birds. Al this I
coul d

believe in. But the rest—ould one walk half in, half out of some spell?
There

had been enough behind me in the past hours that could lead me to believe that
I

m ght indeed no | onger be able to think straight and clearly.

"Unt aught —-and no | onger a cub. There is nothing but folly in such a one." A
new

voice in my head, a contenptuous voice. "It was not so in the other days."
Slowy | went to ny knees that ny eyes mi ght be on a closer line with the

bl and

gaze neeting mne. Beyond the cat, the bear yawned, its small eyes ignoring
ne.

Surely—surely it had been the bear that thought-spoke that tine!

These—these ani mal s+ had no other way to nane those who transferred speech
directly into my m nd—how...| fought down ny fear. This was the Waste, | mnust
al ways renenber that and be warned. In a place where remants of Power had
been

| oosed for nmore generations than ny people had built and lived in the Dales,
how

could | —dare | —arvel at anything that |I mght encounter here? Cats-—a

bear —aho

t hought - spoke—these were no nore extraordinary than the means by which | had
been lifted out of an earth-walled prison into this outer world again.

"I —ean—not speak—as—you—do.."l returned haltingly.

Now the smaller cat yawned with the sane boredomthe bear had shown. "Wy
state

that which is so plainly true?"

That had cone in direct answer to my speech! | had not fallen easy prey to
hal | uci nation, unless it was so strong a one, or a spell, that it carried
this

senbl ance of reason

"Allow ne tine." | did not wonder at ny pleading with the cat; at that noment

it

seened very natural. At least there was ny old liking for its kind to make
this

easier. | still distrusted the bear. "I thought | knew a little of your

peopl e—but this—=

"Qur peopl e?" There was disdain in that. "You have never met with our people,
witling." The yell ow eyes narrowed a little. "Qur like does not live with
yours—er has not for nore years than it has taken these walls to | oose their
stones."

| searched for an apology. It was plain that if this cat knew of those who
roamed Dal e keeps, it considered itself of a different breed altogether

"Your pardon," | said hurriedly. "I have seen some |like unto you. They are of
the Dales. But | do not know you, and if | have of fended, then please
under st and

it is done in ignorance."

"I gnorance? If you are ignorant why then do you wear the key? That opens
doors

wi thout, minds within." Now the voice was inpatient as well as condescendi ng.
M

furred questioner plainly found me one she considered of inferior

intelli gence—+



deduced that this was the femal e of the pair.

The gryphon! A key—Neevor had said so. My hand cl osed about the globe. It
woul d

seem that even these chance-nmet aninmals knew nore than | about what | carried.
I

wondered if they could tell me, but, before |I could search for the proper

wor ds,

that other voice growed into nmy m nd

"It is time for eating, not talking. This one has no Power, is indeed a
witling.

Let it go away and stop troubling us. Wat it does with itself is no concern
of

ours."

The bear had gotten up onto four feet, was sw nging around toward the sane
wal |

gap through which | had earlier cone. Now it |unbered toward it, never

| ooki ng

back, plainly divorcing itself fromme and nmy concerns. Still neither of the
cats seenmed inclined to follow it.

I had found the words for nmy explanation, very glad that that red-brown body
had

di sappeared. It was far easier for me to feel nore confortabl e—er as nmuch at
ease as ny situation would alloww th the cats al one.

"I do not know the Powers of the A d Ones—perhaps the ones who once |ived
here..

| gestured about the courtyard. "This"—+ held the globe out a fraction so

t hat

the sun shown full on the gryphon within—-was a gift fromny lord. It has
powers, that is true, but I amnot one trained to use them | do not even
know

what they may be. Please—ean you tell ne where is this place—and why—er how.."
I

f 1 ounder ed.

One part of ne stood aside in pure wonder at what | did, that | sat on ny
heel s

and strove to talk to a cat. The rest of ne urged that this was the only way
for

me to | earn what might be of great inportance to me—that | could no | onger
live

by Dal e ways or judge by Dal e standards, but nust accept all that canme, no
matter how i npossi ble sone of it mght seem

More than cats—yes. And |—was | less than any like ne they m ght have once
known? | suspected as nuch.
The smaller of the two—the fermal e—still watched me with that unw nking stare.

She wei ghed ne by sone standards of her own and | suspected that | was so
di scovered to be sadly wanting.

"You say you do not know how to use the Key, yet you cane here by the
The

concept, which followed words | did understand, was one to now | eave ne
conpletely baffled. |I had a faint inpression of what night be w ngs beating

t he

air, but that passed through my mind so swiftly I could not be sure |I was
correct.

"I was trapped underground,” | explained, as | would to another person had
been wel coned into the ruins by one of nmy own kind. So | told my story—ef the
whirl pool in the earth, of the place of dark, of how | had beaten off the
creatures and then found ny escape by way of the gryphon, which, as | talked,
I

hel d cupped in ny hand. To touch it so gave nme strength, a feeling of reality,
a




link with the world | had al ways known.

| described the chanber of the low walls, and of how | had lain down in the
mddle of it, only to find nyself transported here. Wile | talked the two
cats

wat ched ne, nor did either of themuse mind speech to coment upon, or to
interrupt ny tale.

"So | found nyself out there." | pointed to the gap through which the bear
had

gone—to that overgrown garden where | had di scovered food and drink

"It is true—you are as blind as a newborn kitten." The fenal e again. "You

pl ay

wi th things beyond your knowi ng. Al you do know is that you are hungry and

t hat

you want to find your way out—that you—=

"Kittens learn." A milder mind-voice cut through this petulant recital of ny
| acks. "She will learn. Renenber, it takes her kind rmuch |onger to grow from
kitten to hunter—

"Meanwhi | e she neddl es foolishly with that which could bring notice—trouble
for

not only her, but for others. It has been very long since any one used
the——=

(agai n those words which had no neaning for ne). "How can we be sure that the
al arm of that has not belled, to awaken much it is better not to have any
dealings with? Let her go and take her Key. That in itself is bait enough for
many a Dark One. Such need only sense its presence with a | east hint—and

t hen—"

The cat before nme raised a paw, pads spread a little so that the claws (which
were form dabl e | ooking even in this smaller aninmal) hooked out into the open
A

t hreat <+ thought—er at least a firm warning.

Her mate arose and stretched forefeet well before himafter the manner of his
ki nd.

"So the Thas are setting traps." Hi s conment nmeant nothing to me. The fenale
| ooked around at him her eyes becane slits, her lips winkled back to

di spl ay

fangs as sharp as her cl aws.

"Earth-worns!" Now she spat. "Since when do such crawl ers dare face the

['i ght?"

"Since when have they stirred at all—+this side of the Barrier—after the
Spel |

of the Hour was set? Their earth-nmoving has not spread hither for a |ong
tine.

Nor have they dared | eave the Range of Shifting Shadows. This one certainly
did

not draw them they were already burrowi ng where they had no right to be. \Wo
knows what they plan in their murky, earth-slimed mnds? O who gives them
orders? For they dare not the Light unless there is some strong will urging

t hem

on."

H s .range of questions apparently struck his mate as having

i mpor t ance—hough

they nmeant very little to me. She set her paw back on the ground and her
attention shifted fromne to him | tried hard to sort out fromthe

i nformati on

| had so gai ned what | coul d.

Thas—that nane | inpressed in ny mnd. It nmust be that of the creatures | had
battled in the dark. They had been formi dable surely and | could still bring
to

mnd the menmory of their claws reaching for nme. Yet—wow | was a little
startled



at the realization—they had not pulled me down as easily as they were arned
to

do. | did not believe that it was ny flapping efforts with that belt that had
hel d them at bay.

"The gryphon." | was thinking aloud rather than addressing myself to the
cats.

"They were afraid of the gryphon's light. Then they were whistled anway—
"That is so. And who whistled? It was the Key that defeated their first

pur pose—per haps was a bane also to that which | oosed themat you," the male
cat

assented. "Do not forget the Key. Wether you dealt with it out of know edge
or

out of fear and need, you have used it—and it brought you here." He | ooked to
his mate, and | believed they were exchangi ng sone confidence that was cl ose
to

ne.

The fenmale growl ed deep in her throat. | thought that that warning or protest
was not aimed at nme. Now she drew back to the doorway beside her nate,
"settling

herself as if she were withdrawi ng from proceedi ngs that were not to her
[iking.

The mal e spoke to ne again.

"You are not of the old blood, nor are you one of those who come seeki ng what

they call 'treasure' —bits and pi eces of things—sonme of which are better
forgotten. Them we have seen—and small value do they get for all their
gr ubbi ng.

The real things of Power are near all safe-hidden. Wiy then have you cone
into

this land, bringing that with you which can arouse both Light and Dark?"

"I seek my lord." So | told themthe other portion of my story as | mght,
and

had in part, to Elys and Jervon. Elys—Jdervon—ny nmind turned to them Had

t hey

al so been caught in the snare of the Thas? | had not found themin that place
of

utter dark—but that did not nean they had gone free. For their sakes | hoped
that | had been the only one so conpletely entrapped.

Thus | spoke of Kerovan, and when | nentioned that he shared heritage with

t he

AOd Ones, the nmale cat drew a step or two closer, as if this was of

i mportance

and he nust hear every word. | tal ked of Neevor—-and that name w ought a
change

in both animals. Once nore they | ooked one to the other in silent
conmmuni cat i on.

Now t he feral e m nd- spoke.

"Troubl e—troubl e indeed. AOd truces broken if that One has interested hinself
in

this. Anill day for all of us if the sleeping wake—there will be nore than
Trias overrunning, or underrunning this |land."

"Neevor cannot be of the Dark Ones!" | challenged her for the first time. |
was

sure of what | said.

"That is very true. Only we have had peaceful years in which Dark and Light
did

not strive against one another, drawing even the least of us into their

battl es.

Each, long ago, withdrew to their chosen strongholds and did not trouble with
us, who bear no allegiance to either, as long as we did not intrude upon

t hem



Now t he Thas nove, they lay traps. Those wornms of the deep earth obey

or der s—ahose orders? You speak of one who calls hinself Neevor—dpon

occasi on—telling us that he wanders abroad and takes action. This lord of
your s—what is he?"

Her eyes once nore narrowed to slits and her ears had flattened slightly

agai nst

her skull, but she did not snarl. Instead she voiced an order, sharply, as
one

who is well used to being obeyed.

Show me the Key, show it to me closely!"

Before | thought, so inperative was her demand, | slipped the chain over ny
head

and held out my hand, the globe resting in the hollow of nmy palm Wthin that
crystal, not clouded now with any radi ance, the gryphon was plain to be seen
I

had a strange fancy, lasting for a breath or two, that the small image held a
formof life, that it nade contact with the two cats who paced forward and

st ood

with their noses close to the ball.

"So00000." That was like a hiss in ny brain. "He is that one!"

The mal e spoke first. The head of the fermale was still outstretched, her
attitude one of sniffing, as if the ball gave forth an odor, which it was

i nperative that she detect.

"I't cannot be!" She jerked back her head. "The tinme for that is |ong past—the
very way forgotten. Not even Neevor can walk into that hall and greet hi mwho
sl eeps there. Sleeps? Surely not—+too many seasons have cone and gone—the life
force nust have departed out of himlong since!"

"It is true"—+he male paid no attention to his mate's conment, rather

m nd- spoke

me—t hat you do not know what you hold. There is nore to the Key than any one
of

us can sense—+t is a very special Key. No wonder the (again those words
knew not) "brought you here! If that Power awakes again, indeed the hills
shal |

dance, the rivers turn in their beds, and the very land will be rewoven."
"Take it fromher!" demanded the fermale. "Take it and cast it into sone
pi t —er

better still—-set it under a stone. Turn her out...Such a thing is not for this
witling to play with, or for anyone to hold!'" Now she did openly snarl and
her

paw arose with |ightning speed to hook what | held out fromny fingers.

j erked

t he gl obe back agai nst ny breast just in tine.

"W cannot take away what has been given." But there was a grow sounding
from

the male's throat even as his thought-words reached ne. "G VEN—+enenmber?"
"She can | oose—she can use— Now the fenal e's thought-speech ended. |nstead
t he

squawl of a cat about to launch itself into a fight arose.

The mal e shoul dered between us, even as his mate crouched to spring. | had
hurriedly once nore dropped the chain over ny head.

"I'f you tell me what you know of this—ef how | may use it safely,” | began
eyeing the female warily. She was no snow cat to be sure, a huntress |arge
enough to bring down a horse, kill an unwary human. Still, her nounting fury,
linked with those claws and fangs, could cause grievous hurts if she indeed
sprang for me.

"No!" The mal e nade answer. "There are nmany Powers, one does not play wth
any.

Perhaps it was nmeant that what you hold should be returned to this land in
t he



guar di anshi p of one who is ignorant. On your head will the consequences be,
only

if it is loosed. This much we must grant you as long as you wear that—you may
shelter here.”

"In safety?" | |ooked with meaning fromhimto the furious fenale.

He noved a fraction forward, urging her also with his shoul der

"Fromus you need fear nothing. We do not strive to neddle."

The fenmal e grow ed, but her anger was plainly fading. She sent no other

t hought

to ne. Her mate added, "This place is safe—for now—+f we give consent.

Rest —and

wait. There must be sone plan in which you are to play a part—er Neevor would
not have noved. No, chance does not send the Thas into making traps—bring him
who is your lord hither—give you the right to wear and use—that."

Now the femal e did speak

"W have no part in such plans, we want none!"

"W may believe now we have no part," he corrected her. "W are not novers
and

shakers, doers and undoers—but many tines such, even as we, are entangled in
t he

nets of Great Ones. Let be! In truth, by the old prom se and the covent,

havi ng

cone hither by the (those words once nore), "you have a right to claim
refuge. You have followed a road | ong unused but none the |less inportant.
Yes"—nAow his eyes slitted in turn—we are not kin, nor conrade ones to your
ki nd, nor have we, in many years, sworn aid to anyone. But because you have
cone

to us by certain ways we are bound to shelter you. You are free to stay, or
go,

whi chever you wi sh."

Abruptly then he vanished in a long, graceful bound, the fenmale sw ft behind
him |eaving ne alone in the ruined courtyard as the sun sank behind the
heights, its light lost in the shadow of what had once been a watch tower.
Wai t —he had said wait. For what—er whon? | did not altogether like the sound
of

that. Had it been really a command? He had also said that | could go at ny
desire, though | was not about to strike out across this countrysi de anong
growi ng shadows and the com ng dark of night.

There was no evil here and it was shelter of a sort. | cupped the gl obe
tightly

bet ween ny hands. What | had heard was tantalizing, but that | could get any
nore information out of the cats was doubtful. Oddly enough, now that they
wer e

gone, a loneliness touched me. There was no fear—ust that enptiness.

| |1 ooked at the gaping doors. No, | had no mind to enter into that place. |
woul d spend this night right here in the courtyard under the open sky.

So | harvested arm oads of grass, pulled fromthe thick growmh in what had
been

the garden. This | made into a nestlike bed. Once nore | ate berries, found a
smal |l stream of water and drank nmy fill, washed ny hands and face, conbed al
I

could of the soil fromny hair, and made up ny mnd to try to wash it clean
with

t he com ng of the norning.

I would have liked to have set a fire—+ had a spark-striker in ny belt

pouch—but
| sought no wood for one. It seened nore prudent to me that the dark of the
courtyard remain. | wanted no adverti senent of ny presence. The cats had said

this was a safe refuge but | did not want to test the truth of that. Wat
t hey



m ght deem enemi es and what | could fear mght be two different things

al t oget her.

As | stretched out on ny bed, ny arns beneath ny head, |ooking up into the
dar keni ng sky, | sought to plan what | nust do when norning canme. The cat's
word—that | was to wait—+ did not care for that...unless | had some idea of
what

| waited for. On the other hand, w thout any guide, supplies, horses—what was
I

to do? To go wandering off, w thout any aim across a land that was far nore
hostile than it | ooked—+that indeed would be rank folly.

It seened to nme, now that | had a period in which to think through events

si nce

| had left Norsdale, that so far | had been singularly favored by fortune.
The

nmeeting with Elys and Jervon—had that really happened by chance al one? O
had

I, by nmy choice in Norsdale, ny determination to cling to Kerovan, set in
noti on

a series of events that linked, one with the other, to foster sonme action
determ ned by a will beyond ny reckoni ng?

It is never pleasant to believe that one is nmoved here or there by that which
one does not understand. As a child | had cone and gone at the bidding of ny
uncl e or Dame Math. Then later | had been the one to give orders, to decide
t he

fates of nore than nyself when | led the survivors of Ithdale into the
wi | derness. | had many tinmes been uncertain of my own judgnment. Still | had
had

to make deci sions and sonetines quickly, so that | grew nore confident and
sure

of mnysel f.

My lord had never said do this, do that. Though according to Dales law | was
as

much his servant as the youngest serving wench in his hall. He had stood
besi de

me, been like nmy right hand or ny left when there was need, but never

i ntruded

his own orders unless such was for our good, and then in such a way that his
suggesti on came not as a direct command, but rather as if |, too, mnust see

t he

logic of it even as he did.

Was it the Waste and its ghostly shadows that now made ne doubt ny

i ndependence—thi nk that perhaps after all | had nade no real choice that was
of

my own wi shing? How far back did such an influence then exist?

Had it come about |ong years ago when ny uncle chose ny |ord—when |, a child
of

ei ght, was axe-wedded to a boy | had never seen? O did the entangl ement,

whi ch

I now feared existed, start when my unknown husband had sent me the gryphon?
O

didit follow after the invaders' attack upon Ithdale? Or—-had our fates been
deci ded even in the hour of our births?

Did any living thing have conmpl ete freedom of choice in this eerie country—er
was what | had said to Elys the truth, that we who were born here had other
heritage than human, were bound to Powers whether we knew it or not?

| knew that there was only one major truth in ny Iife, and that was that

Ker ovan

and | were nmeant to be one in the sane nanner as Elys and Jervon—each

bri ngi ng

to that unity different gifts and talents—so that the whole was greater. That



Kerovan woul d not, or could not, admt this, did not release nme, nor would it
ever. No words of his, no action he m ght take, could make me other than
was.

Shutting ny eyes upon the sky, L drewinto my mind the nenory of his face.
The

vi sion had not faded any during the many days we had been apart. | saw him as
clearly now as | had on that nmorning in Norsdale, when he had put aside all
offered to ride away, as clearly as | had when trapped in the cave | had
sought

and had seen him Now | strained to bring about once nore that, only it did
not

come, no matter how nuch | willed it.

Wth Kerovan thus with me in menory, the only way | could hold himnow, I
drifted into sleep, holding fiercely to this small piece of confort—the
singl e

one | knew.

I was warm-+ nust have slept too near the fire. Trying to edge away fromthe
heat, | opened ny eyes upon a dazzle of sunlight, which struck full upon ne,
turning my mail into a highly unconfortable covering. As | sat up, ny hair
caught and tangled with the withered grasses on which | had slept, and

tried

to shake that nass free as | |ooked, heavy-eyed, about ne.

From the high position of the sun | must have slept clear through the night
and

well into the next norning. The birds still flew in and out of the vines,
maki ng

arising din with their chirpings and song. O herw se the courtyard was
deserted. There was no sign of either cats or bear

My body ached. Though there was the padded jerkin between ny body and the
mai |,

still | missed the under-shirt | had torn in the cavern. | itched and felt as
unkenpt and dirty as any vagabond. | |onged for cleanliness of skin, for
fresh

clothing. If | only had the saddl ebags | had left in the camp the Thas had
engul f ed!

| arose slowy, stretching, wanting to feel nore alert and lithe of |inb.
Once

on ny feet, | stood with nmy hands on ny hips | ooking about.
This ruin must have | ong been just that—an abiding place for only birds and
animal s. Today, in the warnth of the sun, | no |onger sensed that feeling of

i ntrusion that had cone upon ne when |I first entered the courtyard. This was
only a shell fromwhich Iife had | ong departed.

"Hal | oooo?" | did not know just why | tried that call. My voice was not |oud,
but it echoed enptily in a way that kept me fromtrying a second call. The
cats—al nost | could believe that | had dreanmed them-still | knew that | had
not .

Before | went to seek food and water | determ ned to know nore of this place
and

| eyed the nearer tower speculatively. If the flooring within it renai ned

i ntact

| should be able to clinb to a point high enough to see nore of the country.
That survey was inperative before | nade even the shortest of plans ahead.
Thus | stepped through the door, which had the hanging fragments of a
one-time

barrier. Wthin, the sunlight was abruptly cut to dusk. The w ndows, even

t hough

no shutters remai ned, no parchment covered their openness, still adnitted
very

little light, while the walls between the wi ndows (which were w de on the
courtyard side and narrowed to slits on the other) were bare stone. There



wer e
no remai ns of any furnishings save a couple of |ong benches—each fashioned to
resenbl e an el ongated cat—+the head upstanding at one end, the tail erect at

t he

other, the four supporting feet ending in clawed paws.

One of these was set against the far wall and | mounted on it to peer out of

t he

narrow wi ndow. The sane vines that overhung the courtyard also grew here in
profusion and | could see very little through the veil they forned.

The floor of this |arge chanber was covered by paw marks in the dust—+those of
the cats, and sonme that could belong only to the bear, while there was also a

strong animal snell in the room though it had not been used as a genera
lair,

for there were no beds of drifted | eaves, no signs of the inedible parts of
prey.

| passed under the archway, which gave into the |owest floor of the tower,
and

found what | had hoped, a stairway |eading up, one side against the wall. The
ot her, which | acked any guard rail, was open, while the steps were unusually
narrow, hardly wi de enough to take the length of nmy boots, and the rises were
not as high as one woul d expect. However, the stones were sturdily set, though
I

tested each before |I placed ny full weight upon it.

So | clinmbed, energing into another chanber as bare as the one bel ow. Then
finally, into a third above that. Here were nore wi ndow slits, and | made ny
way

toward the closest through even deeper gloom for the vines were thick
curtains

| had to push, break, and tear in order to force an opening through which

m ght view what |ay beyond.

It would seemthat this hall had been built with one side just above the edge
of

a sharp, down-dropping slope. There were trees rooted precariously on it, as
well as a lot of brush, but where it reached the level at last, the | and was
wi de open.

Across that, as straight as if someone had used a sword blade to cut a

pat h—+he

tip of which touched heights to the west—was what could only be a road. Only
this was such a road as | had never seen in the Dal es, where tracks, of
necessity, were narrow because of the many ridges.

Not only was it dazzling white under the sun, but broad and very snooth,

t hough

there were glints of glitter on its surface, flashing now and then. The

hi ghway

| acked any travelers as far as | could see. It was just there—startling on

t hat

dull plain. There were wi de stretches of open ground on each side as if al
cover had been deliberately pruned away. To di scourage anmbush? But who had
comne

this way in such fear—and agai nst what or whom had those wayfarers needed to
so

protect thensel ves?

Ker ovan

THI'S ROAD, WHICH | KNEW AS WELL AS ELYS DI D, WAS NO TRACK such as ran through
the Dales. It carried the mark of sorcery even nore than that which the

Exil es

had used, and it ran toward the heights. Though | had deternmined to ride
west ,

now | was reluctant to set out upon such a way, easy as it was to travel. Not
so



nmy conpani ons, for renounted, Elys swung out upon the pavenent, nor did
Jervon

linger, but was at her side, the pack pony on a |ead, already past ne.

I mounted the mare, fighting inner turnoil. To take such a path was to expose
nmysel f to—to what? Was | such a one now as started at shadows, drew steel at
t he

sl oughing of a wind through tree branches? This shaming fact | could not
yield

to. | sent the mare on, where the click of her shoes on the stone of the way
sounded over | oud.

Whoever had laid out the way that highway travel ed had paid no attention to

t he

contour of the land, had allowed no fact of nature to dispute where it would
run. Hillocks had been cut through, |eveled back to all ow passage, surfaces
snoot hed. Its naking was a feat of labor that | do not think the Dales, even
i f

ail their manpower was summoned to the task, could ever have equal ed.

As the pavenent provided the easiest of footing, we made far better tine than
we

had riding cross-country. Nor did we see any signs of life, except a bird or
two—not flying in that threatening coil of the evil flock but high and al one.
The country apparently was very bare hearabouts, or else all that |ived near
kept then-distance fromthe road itself.

Alittle before sunset we came upon a place where the pavement curved out at
one

side, form ng an oval section that was still attached to the highway, as a

pi ece

of fruit mght lie next to a bough. Elys turned her mount in that direction
and

for the first time in some hours spoke, raising her voice to reach me where
still trailed a little behind.

"This will afford a safe canpsite."

Most of the surface of that oval was covered by one of the five pointed
stars,

so that the space might lie under sone protection, a kind we should wel cone,

I

guessed. There m ght not be any inns or other shelters al ong the highways,

but

those who had built it had arranged such places as this for the safe rest of
t he

travel ers.

Here the surrounding | and was wi de open, covered mainly with a tall-grow ng
grass. W put our horses on picket ropes, allowing themto graze to their
content. There was also (within a stride or two of the road) a basin in which
wat er bubbl ed up from underground. The water was not only very clear and very
cold, but it possessed a flavor all its own and...Can water be perfunmed? | had
never heard of such, yet when | rinsed ny hands and then cupped themto nake
a

drinking cup, | was sure that | caught a faint scent—+ike unto that of a

gar den

of fresh herbs lying under the full-drawi ng rays of the sun

Nor did we have to light a fire to brave the drawin of the dark. For wth

t he

com ng of night that star in which our canp was set began to glow faintly.
There

was a warnth in the air. \Wwoever had fashioned this wonder we woul d never
know,

but to nme it was a fitting answer to all those who claimthat only evil comes
fromthe use of that which belongs to the O d Ones.

Elys sat crosslegged in the very heart of the star after we had eaten from



our

trail supplies. Her eyes were fixed on the road. At first | believed that, in
truth, her sight was turned i nward, and that she was near in a state of
trance,

whi ch made ne uneasy. Wth the com ng of the dark a feeling of Power, which I
had not sensed as we rode under the sun, gathered to hedge us in. One's skin
prickled with uneasiness, one's hair seened to stir with a force of deeply
pent

ener gy.

| looked fromEl ys's closed face to the road. In nme sonething cane alert,

wai t ed—wWoul d this highway al so prove to be "haunted"? Wuld we see and hear
toni ght the passing of sone who had | ong gone before? There cane anot her

t hought

into ny mnd. Power such as | now felt could certainly be drawn upon. Suppose
we

tried again to scry—night not the result be that |I could see Joisan. |learn
enough to be guided directly to her?

"The cup..”l began, though | knew that breaking through her present deep
absorption might alienate rather than lead Elys to agree to ny plea.

She did not turn her head, she did not even break her forward stare by so
nmuch

as a blink. But her answer cane readily enough.

"Not here. | have not the strength to hold what m ght answer. | amnot so

| earned..” In her voice there was an unhappy, longing note. "No. | could not
control the forces that await here. They have not been tapped for |ong and

| ong—that does not nean they have grown the less, rather they have built in
strength.”

My di sappoi ntnment was tinged with a fraction of anger. Still | knew that she
was

right. One should not neddl e to raise any Power that one did not know one had
the ability to control. It was very certain that our present surroundi ngs,
benevol ent as they seenmed, might hold a violent response to any wi tchery, no
matter how mild or well intended.

So | sat in silence, nor did | stare as she did down that road, which

prom sed

so much and yet which we dared not trust. | did not care what ghosts m ght
wal k

here. They were no kin of mne—that | chose to be so. | was nysel f—al one—as
in

reality | had al ways been. Yet, sonmetines with Joisan...

To think of her brought pain that was not of the body, rather an inward ache,
as

if I had hungered all my life and now understood that | nust continue to

hunger

until | died. There was Joisan...

I no |l onger saw that band of metal on ny wist, on which | had idly centered
ny

gaze. Rather, there arose before ny eyes a girl's face, the skin sun-browned,
t hin... Perhaps no nan who did not | ook the second time would call her
beauti ful .

No man—but | was not a true man, and, to nme, she was as radiant as the

f abl ed,

much-courted daughters of keeps such as the songsmiths sing of +hose before
whom

men paraded in their pride, fought nonsters, and courted deat h-danger that

t hey

m ght be noticed and admired.

She had such courage, that brown girl, so wide and deep a heart, that even an
out cast who was also a "nonster” had been invited into the warmcore of it. |
need only have said the right words and she would have come to me willingly.



But

| did not want wi | lingness out of duty—+ wanted...

| wanted sonething else, not pity, not duty, not that she came to nme because
we

had faced evil together and come unharmed out of that battle that we had

f ought .

| did not know just what | wanted-save it was sonething | had not found, nor
really could put nane to.

Then | heard, even through ny cloud of self-pity, a soft sound fromElys, a
deeper gasp that could only have come fromJervon. Startled |I raised nmy head.
The road lay radiant in the night. Each and every mark along it was alive
with

silver fire, even though the nmoon was not yet high

Al so—per haps the cause was induced by sone trick of that light, but it seened
to

me that part of the patterns noved. There was a gl ow that came and went al ong
the patches that resenbled the footprints of man, beast, and bird, alnost as
i f

t hi ngs now trod upon them clouding themfor a second here and there as an

i nvisible foot pressed, was again lifted, while those synbols in the corners
of

the stars gl owed stronger, a light haze arising fromthemas if candl es had
been

set abl aze.

| put out my hand, wi thout being conscious that | did, until Elys's fingers
cl asped mne. Also, | knew w thout |ooking, she nmust be linked with Jervon in
the sane nanner. W were not al one! There were travelers on the road though
we

m ght not see them even as those other ghosts had passed into exile |ong
ago.

They did not approach us. Perhaps they journeyed, not in another dinension of
space, but in time itself. Great concerns we could not conprehend drew t hem
on.

W dimy felt their concern—or at least | did.

Twice | stirred as a touch reached nme. Slight as it was, that contact held

t he

sharp impact of a blow. For that single instant | had been on the brink of
know edge and understandi ng. Yes, | al most knew+then the meaning was | ost and
I

was |left as enpty as when | had put Joisan fromme to ride al one out of
Norsdale. Only this had nothing to do with Joisan, rather it canme to ne as a
greeting, a neeting with those |I understood, who knew and wel coned me—but to
whose attention |I could not hold because I was only a pan of what they were
in

full.

| do not know how |l ong we sat there so hand-1inked, watching what no human
eyes

could ever catch in full. There cane at last a tine when the prints no | onger
gl owed, di nmed, gl owed agai n, when our sensing of those hastening travelers
faded. Elys's fingers slid out fromnmne. My hand fell linply, tolie on the
st one.

W did not speak to each other-had we even seen or felt the sanme things?
never

knew. Rather we separated in silence, all at once full spent, worn fromthe
wat chi ng, w apped ourselves in our cloaks to sleep. Nor did | dreamthat

ni ght .

However, | awoke later in the norning than ny conpani ons. Jervon had al ready
brought up the horses and had them saddl ed, the packs ready. Elys knelt, was
busy dividing supplies into two pouches. As | sat up, she gestured to a
portion



of journey cake set aside, giving the packet that held the remainder to
Jervon.

He stayed where he was but Elys arose, to stand before me as | sat chew ng

t he

dry cake, wishing that for once | had a bowl of porridge hot fromthe pot,
such

as | had seldomtasted since | rode from U nsdal e years ago

"Kerovan," she said abruptly. "Here we nust part conpany."

At first | did not even understand her. Wien | did, | stared at her
open-mout hed. There were dark bruises |eft by exhaustion under her eyes, and
her

face seemed gaunt, as if she were fresh out of sone battle. Her hand went out
in

a small gesture—not to sumon power, rather one that expressed hel pl essness.
"We—we have been forbidden.."

I was on mmy feet, ny food forgotten. What had happened as | slept away the
rising of the sun? Who had forbi dden?

She no | onger | ooked at nme but to the road, white and straight under the sun
I

saw a | onging, as deep as the heart-wenching sorrow that | carried (perhaps
with such ill grace) in her face. She night be regarding all the wonders the
worl d can offer, piled in a heap before- her, and yet know that she could

t ouch

t hem not .

"This way is not for us...not yet—-not yet..

The sadness in her eyes was near a sob in her voice.

"But you—you said.” |I found nyself floundering for weirds as nmight a child
trying to learn froman elder the why of an inexplicable change in plan
"When | told you that we would ride together—then | believed | spoke the
truth.

Per haps—per haps we, Jervon—+—have been wei ghed and found wanting." Her

di sappoi ntnment was hurtful for any one to see. "Believe me, it is not for us
to

go on. This is your road only, Kerovan. Perhaps we played our part nerely in
conpanying you to this place, even as we earlier compani ed your |ady. There
nust

be sone reason behind the pattern of our nmeeting with you both. \Watever that
was, it is now fulfilled. But if we have in any way served—then renenber us,
Kerovan, in those days when you conme into your heritage. It may be that we

shal I ...No, you ride alone, for that is where you go—+to accept your own fate,
whet her you believe it or not.
"If there cones a tine |ater"—-her expression did not change, still | read a

t hread of hope in her voi ce—~when we shall be nmade free of this way, arid
none

shal | say us no—sen, when that tine cones, |ook for us, Kerovan, be sure we
cone

with glad hearts. What we shall do fromthis day forward is wait—and

struggl e
and | earn—ntil the road lies open.”
| clasped her hand and her flesh was chill. She said no nore but nounted. Then

I
cl asped hands with Jervon also. He had eyes mainly for Elys, as if whatever

burden she bore, he would seize upon as his own if he could. | was left with
no

words at all as | stood and wat ched them go | eaving Joisan's mare and the
pack

pony, on which they had | oaded the bulk of their own supplies, a |last gesture
of

good will for ne.

Back down the road they went, leaving in ne a vast |oneliness, a sharply



gr owi ng

need. Still, such had been the force of Elys's words and manner | coul d not
have

found any argunent to stop them

| did not at once start in the other direction along that road, which Elys
had

said was to be mne alone. Rather | settled on nmy heels after | had seen them
out of sight, they never turning once to lift hand to me again. Not until now
had | been aware how nuch their conpany had neant during these past few days.
I

had ridden into this Waste telling nyself that | was ny own man (though

chose

to go on Imgry's errand), that in all H gh Hallack now there was not one

wi shed to conrade with, or who cared if | might come to trouble. Save only ny
| ady—and her | had thought safe as anyone might be in this grimand war-torn
I and.

There was nothing, | had thought, which | any |onger desired to have, to
hol d,

to know. As if he who had been Kerovan of U nsdal e was dead—enly a husk of
hi m

wal ked, rode, spoke.

| had always known | was different. They had told nme early that ny nother
coul d

not bear to | ook upon me and thus | had been sent to the very edge of ny
father's holdings to be fostered. There F had had but two friends—Riwal, for
whom the Waste and its secrets were a | odestone, the attraction of which he
never tried to deny, and Jago, a crippled nan-at-arnms who had taught ne the
ways

of war—and later died treacherously at the hands of his enem es who were al so
m ne, those enemies | faced in time and fought.

No! Even at that battle with the Dark | had not been Kerovan of U nsdal e;
instead | had been filled by another personality, one who was out of another
pl ace (or else another tine), filled with great force, one who used ne as |
nmysel f would draw a sword. Save, when that presence withdrew, its will
acconplished, it took with it that part of Kerovan that had warnth, a | ove of
life, a belief in hinmself. Now | was enmpty, and only with the going of Elys
and

Jervon (having w tnessed the strong bond between then) did | realize how
enpty.

My fingers sought the wist band of the O d Ones, as one of the Danes of
Norsdal e might tell her prayer hoops. Only | repeated no prayers, for though
as

any rational person | acknow edged there were Powers beyond the conprehension
of

my kind, still | called upon none such. The truth was | knew not which to
call.

O whet her any such would still concern thenmselves with a husk of a man who
was

lost inside his enpty self as much as he would be lost in the world which was
theirs.

To linger on here was no answer. Nor did | altogether believe Elys's
assurance

that this was the road | nust take to some unknown confrontation with the
future. However, it had its safeguards, and was a nmeans to reach the heights.
I

mounted the mare that had been Joisan's, fastened the | ead rope of the pack
pony

to ny saddle horn, and at |ast rode on. The sun awoke silvery glints fromthe
patterns laid in the stone. Those varied ever (though there were always the
many



foot, paw, and hoof tracks cutting sonetines even across synbols). | noted

t hat

all those prints pointed in the sane directi on—forward, none returned—as if
al |

traffic here lay in one direction only—+toward the mountains. Just one nore
nmystery to add to all the others.

| kept the mare to a wal k. For about me, as | rode, there clung the feeling
t hat

| was not al one (perhaps that had been allayed yesterday when | did have
human

conrades), and neither did | believe that | passed unobserved. So |I found
nysel f

watching the prints far nore than the way before ne. In the sunlight they did
not change as they had in the night, when it appeared that invisible feet
fitted

and left their outlines.

This close watch on the pavenent caused a feeling of detachment in ny mnd,

i nduced a dreamny acceptance of all |ying about nme. Wen | suddenly realized
that, | knew a pinch of fear. Was | being so ensorcelled by sone |ong-laid
spel | ?

Deliberately |I turned the mare to the edge of the road, urged her to step off
onto the turf. Unexpectedly she tossed her head, fought me, nouthing the bit
angrily, planting her hooves and refusing to go. Was it the firner footing of
t he paverent she wanted? Or was she under the gui dance of another, even though
I

hel d her reins? Perhaps the sorcery | suspected already had her enthrall ed.
Even for me it no longer seemed strange that | should close my eyes for an

i nstant now and then, and feel (when | was not |ooking on the enptiness
around

me) that | was riding in conpany, though none of those | sensed appeared
awar e

of me inturn. O. if they were, nmy presence neant nothing to them as they
had

urgent and pressing affairs el sewhere.

That feeling of urgency came to possess ne also. The first slow pace | had
set

the mare becane a trot w thout my conscious urging. She held her head high
her

tail switched fromside to side, as if she were a parade nount, proud anong
her

ki nd. The pack pony crowded up on ny left until he paced abreast of us.
Though we certainly traveled nore swiftly than before we had taken the road,
t hose dark heights to the west were very slowin drawing closer. It was as if
they in turn retreated before our advance.

Nor did | sight any nore ruins such as the towers. This part of the Waste

m ght

have al ways been forsaken wilderness had not the road traversed it. At
intervals

there were those ovals such as we had used for a canpsite. Each had its basin
of

water, a good stand of grass inviting a traveler to rest. | drewinto one at
nooni ng, allowed the nare and the pony to graze, ate ny journey cake washed
down

with water. Then | sinply sat, no |longer thinking, just accepting that this
is

what nust be.

Lord Ingry, the Dales, the Wreriders, even Elys and Jervon, faded and

di m nished in nmy nenory. | spun the band about ny wist. Holding that, |
sumoned up (first with an effort, and then with a fast burst of clear inner
sight) my vision of Joisan. So vivid was that, | felt she actually stood



somewher e ahead, waiting for me, a serious, questioning |ook on her face—the
same expression | had seen there so many times during our |ast days together
in

Nor sdal e.

"Joi san! Joisan!" | awoke to the fact that | was calling her nane over and
over

as ny fingers slipped around that band.

Wthin me...No! | was not just a husk of a man after all! The dreamthat had
hel d

me nmost of the norning shattered at that new force astir within. | saw again
t he

churned earth and Jervon digging init; | watched a cup fill itself to the
brim

and ny lady's face show mistily, surrounded by the heavy dark but still wth
t he

bl azi ng gryphon in her hand. Hurriedly now | reclained the mare and the pony,
swung into the saddle. There was a purpose in all this, as Elys had suspected.
I

m ght see only the beginning of it at the nmonment, but there would be nore

| ater

and...

What nore that mght be, or how!l was so inportant a part of it, | did not
yet

understand. Yet the urgency now fastened full upon ne and ny thoughts no

| onger

drifted. Rather did | make a speedy return to what once | had been—a scout of
the Dal es' force, marking not patterns upon the road, rather the country

t hr ough

which it ran. For the first tine | saw that indeed ny norning' s ride had

br ought

me wel | ahead. There lay foothills not too far beyond—form ng the fringes of
t he

hei ght s.

On those hills were odd outcroppings, which did not ook to be natural in
such

pl aces. | had thought this part of the land held no ruins, but | saw them
now—and so many that | mght be approaching the remains of a town as |arge as
one of our own port cities.

The sun, however, was well westward, when | cane cl ose enough to see those
tumbled walls clearly. Above them on a tongue of higher ground licking to

t he

east, stood towers, nore walls—plainly a keep. It was of course a site such
as

any buil der would choose for a place of defense. So perhaps there had been

t hose

al so anmong the A d Ones who had not found Iife so safe that they could

negl ect

such positions of prudent safety.

As | drewrein to gaze upward, make sure that the keep was indeed a ruin (and
not perhaps one hiding such a peril as that tower around whose territory we
had

so carefully ridden), | caught a brilliant flash fromthe top of a broken wall
a

little below the tower itself. | raised ny hand as a shade for ny eyes and
felt

growi ng warnt h about ny wrist.

The band burned. For a nmonent or two | thought | had actually seen a small
tongue of flame leap fromits surface.

Now | dropped hand to sword hilt, even though | well knew that whatever m ght
lie in wait there mght be inpervious to any steel, even that forged from



Wast e

netal itself.

At that noment there sounded an ear-puni shing squall. Qut of the brush that
rimred the flat |and between the road and the rise on which stood the keep, a
tawny, brown-yellow body flashed in great ground-covering bounds, heading for
nme. Behind it canme a second.

Very faint and far away, nearly drowned by the animals' challenge, | thought
I

al so heard a shout. My sword was out. The creatures comng for ne noved
fast—+i ke arrows of gold shooting through the tall grass. My pack pony
snorted

and j erked back on the | ead rope. However, the mare showed no fear, though
she

sidl ed around to face head-on those who cane.

Both halted short at the very edge of the highway, panting fromthe effort

t hat

had brought them at such speed. | half expected now that one, or both, would
launch into the air in a characteristic |eap at prey. For | could now see

t hey

were feline, not as large as the cunning and form dable snow cats to be sure,
but still big enough to cause sone trouble if they did attack

| studied themas they nmade no further nmove, to ny astoni shnent. These m ght
be

ki n-cousin to those cats living in the Dal e keeps save they were nuch | arger
and

of a uniformyell owbrown | had not seen before. Both of their heads, between
the I arge eyes and on the upper breasts, showed distinct V marks.

Since they had stopped and now were settling in a seated position, | felt
slightly foolish to be holding bared steel and thrust ny sword back into its
sheat h. Their behavior was certainly not that of ordinary animals. | reninded

nmysel f once again to expect anything in the Waste. Also they were certainly
not

as form dable as—

"Do not be too sure of that!"

The cats had not nade a sound since their initial squalls. Nor were those
wor ds

sounds. They had fornmed in ny head, and cane as a clear answer to a thought I
had held! In spite of my belief that the Waste could hold any surprise,

f ound

it startling now to have ny mnd i nvaded by a coherent message—and it mnust
have

originated fromone of the animals, now regardi ng ne round-eyed.

"What do you want of me?" | strove to formthat as a nmind-question and then
di scovered it was far easier to ask it al oud.

"Not hing." The reply was both clear and curt.

"Not hi ng? But you cried—you cane.."

The smaller of the cats, a fermale, turned her head a fraction to | ook back
over

her shoul der at the slope down which she and her mate had just descended.
"W want nothing. Wait—you shall |earn who does."

Wait? For whon? That the cats mght be allied with some other Waste dwell er
was

not out of reason. | glanced at ny wist band. The netal was still warm
however, the flame | thought | had seen in play was no |longer there. | was
sure

that | had not received a warning of evil to cone, rather it had been anot her
nmessage—per haps a recognition of another Power.

| slipped fromthe saddl e and stretched. That saddl e was not an easy perch
for

nmy heavi er body. Both the nmare and the pony watched the cats, but | detected



no
sign of fear such as ny desert mounts had di spl ayed at the conming of the
Wererider.

"How | ong nust | wait?" | asked after a nonent.

Now t he other cat also turned his head to | ook up-slope. | saw there a
waveri ng

of brush, as if soneone, or something, was fighting a path through tough
growt h

A figure burst into the open, running and dodgi ng anong piles of stone that
marked old ruins. Promthis distance it appeared human enough. Though t hat

al so

could mean nothing. It was well known that many of the A d Ones were hunman in
appear ance, enough so that they could couple successfully with Dale folk and
produce offspring such as nyself. Was it not true that ny nother's clan had
been

runored to have had such ancestry, and it was not only her sorcery that had
war ped ny body, but al so her bl ood?

The runner sped fromthe last fringe of taller growh and sprinted now

t hr ough
the grass that grew tall enough to brush those flashing | egs knee high. Sun
glinted on mail. But above that—a tangle of |ong hair was bunched into ragged

brai ds Hoppi ng across sl ender shoul ders. A woman!

El ys? But how...? That first explanation went in a flash. This hair was not

t he

bl ack strands of the wise warrior-worman. It held the deep red-brown of autumm
| eaves in the high country. Only one had such hair—enl y—

| was running too, not aware of it until my boot snagged on a grass-hidden

r oot

and | nearly sprawled full-length upon the ground. Then | heard my own voice
cry, as loud as the screans of those black birds of ill-onen.

"Joi san!"’

Joi san

| SQUEEZED CLGSER TO THE OPENI NG | N THE W NDOW LEANED AS FAR forward as |
coul d

to view the ribbon of white road that ran along the | ow ands. From ny vant age
poi nt, which was, of course, well renoved, that hi ghway appeared untouched by

time. | expected to see riders—+travelers along it. Save that, for the stretch
I

was able to view, it was bare of any traffic at all. Still the road itself
was,

in a manner, reassuring. |f—er when—surely, it was when— decided to | eave
this

refuge and take up my journey again (though | had no idea in which direction
I

woul d go) that woul d be a guide

Now | strove to study the slope descending to the plain across which that
road

so boldly ran. There were a nunber of upstandi ng outcrops of stone, which
bel i eved marked ot her ruins, even nore decayed by the action of time than

t hat

in which | stood. | wondered if this had been a fortress of greater extent

t han

it first appeared. The narrow wi ndows on this outer wall suggested that those
who had built it mght have had reason to fear sonme attack fromthe north.
However, for me now, the road was nore inportant than piles of old stone

bl ocks.

| made the rounds of the three other sides of the tower, attenpting to view
nor e

of the keep itself and its surroundings here on the upper ridge. On the
courtyard side the vines had grown too thickly for me to break any peephol e



through. My attenpts to do so brought shrill cries fromthe birds, a wild
thrashing in the vines, so | left off such assault. To the east there was
nerely

anot her drop—though this lay farther away. What | ay bel ow there showed a
yel | ow

patch, rem nding me of the desert through which we had made our way into the
Waste. To the west lay the long ridge, w dening well out fromthe point on
whi ch

t he keep had been built. There were the remains of walled fields, nore shells
of

bui | di ngs, a portion of the orchard.

Si ght of that brought back both hunger and thirst. | abandoned ny exploration
to

seek out food and water. This norning, tracing the water fromthe spring for
a

short distance | cane upon a stone walled pool. There | dared to slide out of
mai | and cl ot hi ng, di pped nyself, rubbing ny body down with handfuls of grass
to

scrub ne clean, then undertook to wash ny hair which was still soil-clotted.
Leaving it to hang free across nmy shoulders and wind-dry, | did such brushing
and cl eansing of nmy clothing as | could. The sun was caressingly warm on ny
bare

body and | found nyself humm ng, even as our keep mai ds had sung when they
washed the |linens along the water troughs.

| had drunk deeply. Now, pulling on, though | disliked their rustiness

agai nst

nmy clean body, ny breeches and jerkin, | tried to rebraid nmy hair, naking
sorry

busi ness of taming the still-danp strands. Even the bronze clip, which held

t he

coils in place under my helm was gone, and | tied it up as best | could with
twisted bits of |ong, tough grass.

Then, ny mail shin slung in folds across ny shoulder, | went hunting once
nor e

for the berry bushes. Only this time | had another find to chew on. There was
a

kind of water plant, the roots of which were crisp and sweet when washed

cl ean.

As | crunched away at those, | remenbered—though it was dim-a part of a far
different Iife, when such had been served in the sumer at our high table in
Ithdale. My aunt had al so had a skillful hand in the making of sweets, and
she

had devi sed on her own a recipe for preserving these thin stalks, cut small,
in

a honey m xture for winter eating.

| |1 ooked down now at ny berry-stained hands, at the mail, which lay in a coi
of

brilliant folds under the sun. Ithdale was so | ong ago, so far away, that ny
life there was nore like the tale of a songsmith, nothing that had really
happened to the Joi san who was here and now. Shruggi ng on the weight of nmail,
I

went exploring farther into the orchard-garden. But | found no ripe tree
fruit.

There was a tangle of nelon vines into which | dived eagerly and canme up with
two which were golden ready, small for lack of skillful cultivation—yet stil
to

be prized. Wth those in hand | started back to the courtyard, which I now

| ooked upon as ny canpsite.

There were furred things in the grass, which | eaped or ran ahead of ny

passi ng,



but I had no knife nor dart gun with which to hunt. In an odd way | could not
bring nmyself to think of killing here—even for food. This rmust be a rich
hunt i ng

ground for the cats—perhaps also for the bear—some of his kin were noted as
relishing flesh as well as berries and such

Juggling the nmelons | clinbed over fallen stones and so entered the courtyard
once nmore, planning to use the sharp edge of ny belt buckle as a tool to slit
the fruit. They m ght furnish both food and drink. The sun now beat so hot

t hat

my mail was a steadily irksome burden

| had beconme so used to the | oneliness of the keep since ny awakening that |
gave a start when | saw that both cats had returned, were lying lazily at
their

ease in the beamof a sun ray. The female |icked at her paws, her eyes
slitted

against the light. Even as | cane closer her mate rolled over, his paws in

t he

air, wiggling his body back and forth against the warmstone as if he were
relieving just such an itching as ny own |eather jerkin brought in a portion
of

nmy back that | could not reach

Seeing themthus taking their ease | paused, feeling very nuch the

i ntruder—an

uninvited guest. The female blinked at me, took no other notice, but

conti nued

to curl her tongue about a paw. However, the male sat up and shook hinself

vi gorously.

| stood there, nelons in ny hand, facing them both uncertainly. Surely this
was

the strangest confrontation that could occur even in this Iand. Then

rallied

and found nysel f voicing the guest greeting of ny own people. These were not
ani mal s—but nuch nore...

"For the wel come of the gate"—+ found nyself speaking aloud, and ny gratitude
did actually stir—=ny thanks. For the feasting on the board"—though that was
ny

own gl eaning and whet her the cats could be thought to have ownership over the
garden was a point to be questioned, though I certainly would not do so)—ny
pl easure and ny good wi shes. To the Lord of this roof, fair fortune."

"Lord of this roof?" The repetition of ny own words sprang into answer within
ny

head. |If such a manner of conmmunication coul d express amusenment that was what
was plain to ne now "A pretty speech, wonman of the Dales. So that is how you
speak among your kind. Now et ne but think a little...ah, yes. 'To the Farer
on

far roads the welcone of this roof, and may fortune favor your wandering."
That was one version of the Dale wel cone for a guest unknown personally to
any

lord. That this cat would quote the exact formal words was again startling.
How

did an inhabitant of the Waste | earn our polite courtesy? However, the cat
was

conti nui ng.

"You did well to listen to us—and remain here." Now the |ight note had

vani shed

fromthe m nd-speech. Nor was | entirely surprised at the rest of what he
sai d

Now.

"There has been a new stirring—

When he added nothing to that, | noved forward to settle crossl egged on the



heap

of wilting grass that had been ny bed (after all, he had given the guest
greeting). Placing the nelons on the stone before ne (food was not my main
interest now), | had a question ready.

" What manner of stirring? The Thas?" Since that or those had been the one
menace | had net so far, nmy mind turned i Mmediately in that direction. For a
monent the fear that had been part of the dark and the stench awoke in nme. My
i magi nati on painted a picture of tunmbling walls (even such as these which had
so

l ong wi thstood the hanmering of tine), the ancient keep caught in a churning
of

the earth, all of it and us, too, sucked under

"Per haps Thas, anong others." The cat did not shrug as mi ght a nan, but sone
inflection of his reply signaled such a gesture. "No, not as you think
now-her e.

A d as are the protection spells laid on Carfallin, they still hold, and
shal |

for perhaps many seasons yet. However, last night had its riders, its

sear chers,

its seekers. Things are awake, watching, to prow and sniff and hunt. Though
as

yet they are not sure of what they seek or how the hunt will begin."

"You believe that ny coming has done this? But if the Thas had al ready
bur r owned

t heir underground ways into the | and—that was surely done well before ny
arrival ," | protested. | deened it certainly unfair to |ay upon ne the
rousi ng

up of Dark Forces, when | had not called on any Power except to save ny own
l[ife. Nor had | used it, save only in the battle in the darkness, against any
i nhabi tant of the Waste.

The Thas had fled the light, yes but | did not think that they had suffered
any

real hurt fromits beams. No—I| refused to have such burden as this laid upon
ne.

However, even as a nman mght do, this tine the cat shook his sleek head from
side to side.

"Even with that"—a lift of his nuzzle indicated the gryphon |ying on ny
breast —sone stir now which could not be called into action by such a

tali sman

al one. Forces are on the nove, we do not know why-as yet. It is only that al
that nove are of the Dark. Long ago boundaries were set, |ocks were nade,
spells

were cast. Wthin stated ways Light and Dark could come and go, always apart.
Now there is a straining of those containing spells, a touch here, a thrust
there—a testing to see if they still hold. The reason for this...who can tell?"
"The Dal es have been invaded." | seized upon that one fact—though why the

i nhabitants of the Waste should take that into account | did not understand.
There was no doubt that they had defenses that no such invaders could pierce.
They need only call upon perhaps the | east of these, then return safely
thereafter to their old ways of life. "I know nothing of how the war there
goes

now, save that the fighting so far has not favored nmy people. The Hounds of
Alizon range far, they have nore nmen, better weapons. Could this war now have
| apped into your country?"

The female curled a scornful lip. "Men only—they hold or call no Power. Qur

I and

woul d not stir awake for the likes of them The |east of us could send them
fleeing at will, or kill wi thout nuch effort. No, what stirs is rooted in the

past, has been |long asleep, now it awakens. Those who rouse are not yet fully
awake, or you and every living thing, between the Muntains of Arvon and the



sea

woul d know it. However, they turn and nove in their sleep, and their
enf ol di ng

dreans have cone to an end. It nmay well be that the cycle of slunber has
fini shed. We—those of our ki nd—hever knew the appointed time of awakening.
Such

wi Il cause a mghty change..!

She gave a last lick to her paw before folding it under her

"I't will not be well to be one such as you if and when the day of true
awakeni ng

cones," she commented (with something of relish, | thought resentfully).

"Unl ess, of course, you can |learn a bit—and have not only courage, but also
t he

will to survive."

| refused to give any ground to her. Though | had no intention of claining
any

talent | did not possess, still | |ooked at her straightly as | answered
"We all must learn many things during our lifetinmes. If there is that which
must do—then | amready to do it." (I thought of my plea to Elys and of how
t hat

had come to nothing in truth because the Thas trap had put an end to it. On
t he

other hand | had | earned through that. |I renmenbered only too easily the

bur den

of concentrating ny will on the gryphon.) "As for courage and w || —ae cannot
nmeasure how rmuch of each lies within us, we can only trust that there will be

sufficient to carry through trials which may |lie ahead."
| had suddenly a flash nmenory of mny aunt-had that phrase sounded as if said
in

her very voice? Alittle so, | thought. Once the pronouncenents of Dane Math
had
been the laws of the world to me. | brushed back the hair that | could only

secure in such an untidy fashi on and perhaps | sighed.

"There is another of your blood comi ng." The nal e broke through the silence
t hat

had fallen upon us. "He may even be the one you have sought. This one, at

| east,

dares to ride the white road. No rune or spell set there has turned hi m back
t hough these forbade the way to others in his conpany. He cones now wi th one
purpose in his mnd—er so he believes. | think that he is to be fitted to
anot her."

The nelons rolled away as | got to ny feet in an instant.

"Kerovan! But how do you know?" Then | had second thoughts. There could well
be

others of human kind in this | and—scavengers, outlaws and the like. | could
not

count that this was indeed Kerovan

My demand was net by a second silence. | waited for a painful nonment or two,

then was forced to accept the fact that these two furred ones woul d keep
their

own council. To strive to force any nore information out of them when they
did

not choose to give it, would lessen me in there opinion. It is very odd to
f eel

that one is an inmpulsive child in the sight of such as these. My first
reaction

was anger. Still, | suspected that anger itself, within the bonds of the
Wast e,

m ght be a nmpbst dangerous enption unless controlled and used only at one's
desire, as a weapon—a feat | was certain | could not acconplish. Though the



control part—that | must learn

If this prom sed travel er was Kerovan on his way here, what mattered nost was
that | be prepared to neet him+o withstand his anger. If, indeed, he felt
enough within that shell he had built about himto know hot human anger any
longer. | nust think carefully, plan alternate noves, each dependi ng upon his
attitude when we net. That we nust resolve our difficulties—+that was far nore
i nportant to ne now than any waki ng sl eepers or stirring of |ong-dormant
forces

in the Waste.

| sat down on ny heap of grass and worked to enwap ny eagerness, control a
heart that had begun to beat faster, to appear as outwardly serene as the
cats.

Reachi ng for the nearest nelon, | began the awkward busi ness of saw ng away
at

its rind with the sharpest edge of the belt buckle, thinking while | worked

t hat

it would be well when | had eaten this piece of fruit (not because | now
really

want ed or needed it, but because the very act of leisurely feasting would be
t he

begi nning of ny prized control) that | search the rest of the ruins where

had

not ventured earlier. There mght just be in that supposedly barren interior
somet hing | could use as a weapon.

The nel on was just at the proper stage of ripeness and | did feast on its
rosy,

juicy interior, inelegantly, having to spit out seeds into my hand and nake a
smal | heap of themto one side. Shining black they were. Wen | had been very
smal |l | had been given a coarse needle and a length of stout |inen thread and
had spent the whole of an absorbed norni ng maki ng nyself a brave neckl ace of
just such seeds, which Harta the cook had saved for ne.

Hart a—she had not been one of those who had cone together with us in the
hills

after the escape fromlthdale. So many had been lost! | wondered if sone
intelligence sonewhere deci ded who woul d wi n t hrough, who woul d never be seen
again—er were their lives a blind ganble of fate?

I went to wash ny face and hands at the spring, w pe them on sunwarned grass,
payi ng no attention—eutwardly—to the cats who had apparently both gone to

sl eep

inthe sun. Wth a little nore confidence than | had had to stiffen nme during
ny

first visit to the keep, | once nore entered the great hall with those
strange

cat - shaped benches. This time | did not head for the corner tower—ather |

t ook

the other direction.

There, in the deepest gloom of this chanber, | found a huge fireplace,

dar kened

on hearth and up the cavern of an interior with the signs of snoke and soot.
Its

presence suggested that the builders here had been at |east human enough to
need

heat in the chill of winter and that the Waste was no nore hospitable at that
season than the seaward-reachi ng Dal es.

On the wi de and heavy overnmantel, where a lord of the Dales would have had
carven the badge of his house, there was a synbol deep wought—ene | had seen
before. It was of the circular body with wi despread wi ngs. Save that here it
was

dull and time-stained, hardly to be distinguished in the poor light. On

ei t her



side of it was set, on guard, the figure of a cat.

There were drifts of dried | eaves, powdering into dust, on the hearth, but
any

remains of a welcomng fire long gone. | remained there for a nonent, then

| et

nmy eyes range about the room trying to inmagine how it had once been—aho had
hel d hi gh feast days here, if such were known to these people who had drawn
their stools and chairs closer to the flames in winter. Wat stories had
their

songsmths wought to keep their m nds encased in wonder? Had they had
songsmiths to take their heroes' acts and make themlive in song and tal e?

| raised my hand high, striving to touch the synbol, and di scovered that even
when | stood on tiptoe it was still above ny reach. At first | had thought it
near invisible against the dull stone in which it was carved. Now...l blinked,
rubbed the back of my hand across ny eyes. The cats...they were far nore easy
to

study—there was a glint of fire in their w de-open, staring eyes.

Was it some illusion of the dusk caught within this room or could it be

t hat

one of those heads was slightly larger, heavier of jow, than the other?

| ooked fromleft to right and back again, began to believe that ny guess was
correct. The cat heads were not in duplicate, but individual. Also | believed
I

had seen them before, mounted on living, breathing bodies, |ying at sleepy
ease

out in the courtyard. Some worker in stone |long ago had caught both nale and
femal e; the sane animal s? Even with all the tricks and talents of the Waste
could hardly accept that the two | saw outside had been those whose portraits
were scul ptured here. Tine mght stretch long for the A d Ones (and were any
ad

Ones animal s?), but surely not to that extent. If these were not the
portraits

of the sane cats, they nust be distant forefather and forenother and the
strain

had hel d true.

| stepped into the cavernous mouth of the fireplace, kicking at the |eaves,
hopi ng agai nst hope to turn up sonme piece of the nmetal, the fire dogs that
had

once supported the burning wood, sonme other fragment that woul d be prom sing.
There was nothing |eft.

To ny right a doorway in the inner wall led to whatever survived at the other
end of the building. Deserting the fireplace with its knowi ng guard cats,
passed through that. The hall beyond was w de enough to be a gallery and here
lay the first signs of furnishing | had seen, other than the stone cat
benches.

Al I wanted!

Wth a cry, | sped forward, to snatch at the black-tarnished hilt of a sword.
Only to find that what | held when | pulled it fromout the litter on the

fl oor

was a jagged stub. | tried it against one finger, the netal flaked away
thinly.

There were ot her weapons lying along the wall as if they had fallen from

st one

pegs, which were still set there. Nothing had survived that could be used. At
last in ny disappointnent | sent the stuff flying, with a kick that shattered
it

even nore into a dust of rust.

There was anot her square room beyond, a second stair |ike unto the one | had
found in the outl ook tower. | judged that this nust serve the second tower |
had



noted earlier—the one that supported a living tree in place of the lord's
banner. The steps appeared secure enough, as |long as one crowded agai nst the
wall on the left, so | clinbed.

On the second floor there was anot her doorway, as well as the continuation of

the steps | eading upward, and | judged that the doorless opening gave upon
r oons
t hat rmust have been built above the arns gallery. | took that way now in turn.

Anot her hall here but a very nmuch narrower one, hardly nore than a passage
wher e

perhaps two of nmy own girth could wal k abreast, and, to ny left, three

door ways.

There had been doors here al so—+wo of them I|ike the one in the courtyard,
showed rotted bits of wood, the fallen debris, that had once forned barriers.
But the one in the nmiddle..

The wood of that | ooked Firmand whole. | could detect no crack brought about
by

time, no skimof rust upon the metal fittings. There was a | ocking bar across
it—fromthe outside! Had | cone across such precaution on the | ower floor, or
in

what ever cellars mght be found in this place (I had no desire to go prying
into

such as those), | would have said this was a prison. It was perhaps a "safe"
chanmber such as sone lords had for the protection of their nore val uable

bel ongi ngs when they were from home, save that the bar |acked any of the
ponder ous | ocki ng devices usually in use on such

I went forward very slowy to touch the wood above that bar, half expecting
to

have it crumble. Against the pressure of ny hand as | applied nmore strength,
it

had a very solid feeling. There was no one to forbid ne to draw that bar, and
the shaft itself looked as if it lay lightly in the two | oops through which
it

rested. At last, after sonme hesitation (I nust not surrender to any fear),
knew | had to |l earn why one door in all the deep remained in the sane

condi tion

it must have been when the building was at its nost conmplete, the bar stil
sturdy, while el sewhere arnmor and weapons fl aked away to the touch. There are
many | egends of how curiosity brought into peril those of the Dales who were
unable to resist nysteries left by the dd Ones. At that monent | could
understand the need that had driven those unfortunates, for | was under just
such a conpulsion to draw the bar that | could no longer fight it. Draw | did.
Perhaps it was the bar alone that, by sone trick of its makers, had kept the
door intact. For, as | pulled it to one side, and the door itself began to
SWi ng

slowy toward ne, cracks appeared in its surface, ran with a speed | could
follow by my eyes, over the wood. There was a grating, a puff of stale air

bl own

outward. The door slipped drunkenly on one hinge as the other snapped wth
sound

sharp enough to nmake me start.

Hal f open, the door was fast falling into the sane sorry condition as its two
nei ghbors to the right and left. Pieces of the wood broke, crumbled in dusty
puffs as they hit the stone pavenent.

| shrank as that disintegration began, but now that it appeared to cease, wth
a

last clatter, as the bar finally fell and snapped in two, | rmade nysel f edge
forward to |l ook into the room beyond.

I had only a nonment or so to see—+o0 | ook upon what had been sealed fromtine
until | rashly had let in the years, and age itself wecked, with fury,

what ever



the spell (I was sure | had broken a spell) had protected.

This room had not been bare. There were tapestries on the wall, and, though I
saw their splendor only for two or three of the breaths I had drawn in
wonder ,

they were so rich | could not believe that any hunan hand or hands had been
abl e

to stitch such. There was a bed, with a tall canopy, the posts of which were
seated cats, each taller than nyself. On the bed lay rich coverings of a

t awny

yellow like the fur of the cats, which grayed into ash brown, then were gone,
as

were the coverings on the floor. A table had stood against one wall and on it
a

mrror, its carved frame topped by a cat's head. On that table were
boxes—whose

richness | had very little tine to see, other things gone fast to dust before
I

could identify them

Were there chairs, stools, a tall, upright wardrobe chest such as night hold
gowns any keep lady would find herself hot with desire even to hold? I am
sure

there were. | amcertain | can renenber having a hasty glinpse of such. | had
not stepped across the threshold; | only stood and watched a glory that nade
ne

ache for its beauty become suddenly nothi ng. Wndows were reveal ed now as the
curtains that had been drawn across themw thered away far faster even than a
delicate flower can wither if it is left in the full light of the sun, having
been idly plucked for no real purpose.

The light fromthose wi ndows streamed in (there appeared to be no curtaini ng
vine outside here). In its beans, the dust notes dance a thousand fold. Then...
t here was not hi ng—ust nothing at all ...

No, that was not true

In the midst of one of those shining panels of sunlight there was a gl eam
somet hing that appeared to catch the sun and then reflect it forth again, not
in

a hard glitter but in a soft glow. | hesitated to cross that chanber. Only,

j ust

as | had been unable to resist opening the spell-Ilocked door, so | could not
now

stop mysel f.

The dust was very thick. | coughed, waved my hands before my face, strove to
clear the air that | mght breathe | ong enough to reach what lay in the

not e- cl ogged sunbeam Wen ny boot toe near-nudged it, | stooped to pick up a
ring.

Unlike the rest of the netal in the roomit had not flaked into nothingness.
The

band felt as firmas if it had been fashioned only yesterday. But the setting
was unlike any stone | had ever seen in ny life. W of the Dales are poor in
precious things. W have a little gold, washed out of streanms, we have anber,
which is greatly prized. A few of the very wealthy |ords may have for their
wearing at high feast days sone col ored gens from overseas. But those are
mai nl y

smal I, polished but uncut. | held now sonething far different fromthose.

The stone (if stone it was) was near the size of ny thunb, though the hoop
whi ch

held it was small, clearly nmeant for a woman's wearing. This gem or stone had
not been cut, nor did it need to be polished. For it had been fashi oned by
some

freakish twi st of nature herself into the senblance of a cat's head and the
surface was neither pink, nor yellow, but a fusing of the two with an



i ri descent

cast to the surface, over which rainbow lights slipped as | turned it this
way

and that. | slipped the band over ny Finger. It was as if it clung there,
made

for no other's wearing—also it felt as if it were in its rightful place at

| ong

| ast.

Movi ng closer to the window | turned nmy hand this way and that, marveling at
such a thing showi ng agai nst the brownness of ny skin where the scratches of
berry briars drew many rough lines. | did not know what it was but—t was

m ne

I was sure of that as if the ring had been slipped solemly on that finger in
some formal gifting. Once nore | turned it again for the sun to catch it
fair,

then | heard...

A yow i ng arose, so sharp and clear it could have conme frominmedi ately bel ow
ny

wi ndow. | was | ooking out, down the slope toward the road. Both the cats were
| eaping from stone to stone, w nding about bushes, disappearing, as they nmade
their way through the junble of ruins and stone that |ay there bel ow.
Beyond...there was a rider on the road! Arider! |I saw sun flare in bluish

gl eam

small and far away—a nmiled rider. He whomthe cats had said woul d cone?

Ker ovan?

Forgetting everything but what had drawn nme for so nmany days, | turned and
ran,

dust rising up above nme in a cloud that set ne choki ng and gasping, but stil
I

ran. | nmust know who rode the white highway. | could guess, | could hope—but
I

nmust know

Ker ovan

THAT JO SAN WAS HERE BESI DE THE WHI TE H GHWAY CF THE OLD ones—not trapped in
dark and danger—was the only thought that filled ny m nd. Then she was in ny
arms, and | held her with such a grip as would keep her safe against the

wor st

the Dark might send agai nst us—so would | keep her as long as ny strength

| ast ed.

She was crying, her face wet with tears, as her hands cl osed on mnmy shoul ders
in

a grasp | could feel even through ny mail. | forgot all the thoughts that had
ridden me through | ong hard days, as | bent ny head to find her I|ips,
tasting

the salt of her tears. Afire arose and raged through ne as we so clung,
forgetting all else but each other

Only such nonents cannot last. | |loosed her a little, remenbering who | was
and

why this great joy might not continue for nme. This was a tine when once nore
I

nmust don inner arnor, not for my protection, but hers.

If ny hold | oosened, hers did not. She only pushed back a fraction so that
she

m ght | ook directly into nmy face as her sobs came as ragged and uneven

br eat hs.

"Kerovan—truly Kerovan.." Her voice was hardly nore than a whi sper

Ker ovan—y nane conpl eted the breaking of the spell. | nmoved to put her away
fromnme but she would not |let ne. Rather she shook her head fromside to side
as

m ght a child who refuses to give up something upon which she has set her



heart's desire.
"No, you shall not |eave me again! You were here—ow you try to go—but you
shal |

not!"

| was here? What did she nean? Then the warnth still consumi ng me nmade that
pl ai n. The husk that had been Kerovan now held life. Al my good intentions,
ny

knowi ng this was wong, that | was tainted—they were threatened by that
war nt h,

by her words...

Setting my teeth | raised ny hands to her wists. By main strength | nust

br eak

her hold, push her away fromne. Still she shook her head. Now she al so
writhed

in my hold, fought me as if she had been one of the tawny cats.

"No!" Her denial arose |louder. "Do you not understand? You shall never be
free

of me—you cannot. We—ae nust be—=-

Her voice faltered. | do not know what expression ny face wore, but hers
becane

one of growi ng despair. Then her shoul ders slunped, her hands went linp in ny
grasp. It was she who edged away.

"Let me go," she said in a low voice. "I shall not trouble you so again. |

t hought that." Her voice trailed off; she raised one hand to snear it across
her

cheeks. Then she flung back her head, tossing her disordered hair out of her
eyes, away from her face.

I could not answer, it took all ny resolution to curb the rebellious desire

within me. | could only stand-al one. Her chin lifted, strength of purpose
shone
fromher eyes. There was that in her carriage, her voice—such will and

sel f-confi dence—whi ch woul d provide a safeguard as strong as the arnor and
| eat her she wore
"I have no pride," she said, even when every inch of her taut, straight body,

procl aimed her right to that. "I listen to your voice saying, 'You are not ny
| ady, | have no wish to be your lord —but | cannot accept those words as a
worran

should. So | come after you because—enly with you, Kerovan, am| a person in
whom | can believe. Therefore, if you deny ne again, and ride on for whatever
m ssion Inmgry has set you—and howis it that such as he dares say 'do this
and

do that' to you—+ shall follow. Even if you are sworn to his service."

As she studied me through slightly narrowed eyes, | could not even yet find

t he

(rawer of tongue to answer her. If | could not command ny inner self, how

t hen

could I man ny defenses against her? Not with this wild mutiny growing within
ne.

| shook ny head, glad in a small way to be able to answer a | esser question
"I swore no oath." | found those words easily enough. "I came at nmy own will.
Had it not been ny choice | would not have ridden forth."

Per haps then, because | was so glad to find an excuse not to neet her

per sonal

chal | enge, | spoke of my m ssion—ef what Ingry had | earned about Alizon's
sear ch

for a "power."

To ny relief she listened with growing interest.

"And what success have you had in marshalling any of the WAste?"

| told her of the Wereriders.

"So—and now whom do you seek?" she asked.



| drew a ragged breath and shook ny head. Instead |I told her of nmy return to
ny

canp, of the devastation | found there. At ny mention of Elys and Jervon, she
put out her hands, catching at my arm

"Then they live—were | eft above ground! | thought—+ hoped—that might be so."
| had a question of nmy own. "Were were you?"

She noved back a little, her hands busy now with her hair. For the first tinme
I

became aware of a rising wind, the fact that the sun had gone behi nd cl ouds.
She

frowned at the sky.

"There is a stormconmng. You can feel it in the air. Up there"—she pointed
to

t he rough, steep slope—there is shelter—cone!"

I could find no reason to refuse. Leading the mare and the pony, | followed
her .

For the first tine | remenbered the cats. There was no sign of them now.

The ascent was not an easy one, and above the clouds grew ever thicker and
darker. As we rounded the side of a wall and entered into a courtyard the
first

drops of rain began to fall. Lashes of |ightning cracked across the sky to

t he

west. The roll of thunder was heavier than the runble of Alizon war nachines
crowdi ng through the throat of some narrow dal e.

| loosed the pack pony and the mare fromtheir burdens, Joisan stooped to
catch

up a share of the bags and packs, helping to draw these into a dark chilly
hal I .

She caught at a smaller pack fromthe pony.

"Elys's thought-—+ amglad of this. But where is she? And Jervon? Did you
send

t hem away—er did they deem ne dead and..!

"It was when we cane to that road. Only this norning she said that they woul d
travel no farther—for some reason that was forbidden. A Wse woman who carries
a

sword is a thing I had never heard of. She cannot be of the Dal es—=

"If it were neant that they should not come, she would know, of course. No,
she

is not of the Dal es—or the Waste either—her parents cane froma weck on

t he

coast. And, though she was born here, her blood is strange."

@ oom of near-night darkness cane quickly with the rush of rain outside. Her
face was only a blur to ne.

"She has power," Joisan was continuing. "And Jervon"—for a nonment she paused,
then continued in an even tone—he accepts her for what she is. He is not the
less in her eyes, nor she the greater in his. They are two halves well-fitted
together to form sonething stronger than either. This may not happen easy or
often, but when it does...Ah, then it is as if both have found a treasure—a
treasure beyond dreans of other nen!"

There was a ring of sonething close to defiance in her tone. | knew I nust

not

confront her again on this subject, which lay heavy in both our mnds. Instead
I

asked once nore what had happened after the earth swall owed her

So | heard the strange tale of her being caught in thick dark and hunted

t hr ough

that dark by the Thas. Also of how the gryphon had been her sal vation

"I do not know just how it was awakened to ny aid. Sonmehow the strength of ny
will, nmy need, brought it to life. It was the Iight that showed ne the door
into



a pl ace—a very strange place.”

She spoke then of a chanber wherein lay a naze of |low walls, of how she had
won

to the center of that having perceived a pattern. In the m ddl e she had taken
refuge and fallen asleep—er into the web of another sorcery—and had awakened
out side this keep

"There was fruit and water here.” Before | could nove she dashed out again
into

the courtyard, returned near as swiftly, |aughing and shaking rai ndrops from
her

hair, bringing with her a nelon, which she dunped on the floor between us.
"Gve me your knife. Mne—all ny weapons—were taken fromnme in the dark."

Joi san

pl ucked ny knife fromthe belt sheath to slash open the nelon. She pressed
hal f

of it into ny hands.

The fruit was sweet, filled with juice—-better than |I could ever remenber
eating—bringing confort to nmy mouth and throat. | produced in turn a cake of
journey bread which we al so shared—Joi san havi ng gone to wash her hands in
t he

fall of water beyond the door, shaking themas dry as she coul d.

"There are nore of these—and berries, water plants—+ did not go hungry once
reached here."

"And the cats?"

Joi san had settled herself cross-legged beside nme, well within touching

di stance, only her hands lay | oosely together on one knee. She made no nove
to

reach out to ne.

"Yes, the cats. You may not believe this, Kerovan, but those two are not

ani mal s

as we know them They understand one's thoughts and speech and mi nd-speak in
return. There is—was, for | have not seen himsince ny first com ng—also a
smal |

bear who can do likew se. The cats told nme to wait, that one was com ng. |

clinbed the tower and saw the road. But | wonder.” | saw her l[ift one hand
now

and regard it closely. Then she held out that hand to me and asked a question
"Kerovan, you have been much nmore up and down the Dales than |I. Have you seen

the like of this before?"

I could see, even through the stormgloom that there was a ring on one
finger

of the hand she had raised. Though | did not want—feared now-any touch

cont act

with her, | did take that hand in mne and brought it closer that | mght see
the ring.

The stone was an irregul arly shaped gem of some kind. And, oddly enough, once
I

had taken her hand in mne it became nore visible, so that | could see the
hue

of the stone (if stone it truly was). It was unlike any color | had seen—both
rose and yell ow—the colors nelting i nto one anot her

"Ker ovan!"

| did not need that alerting cry of my name. | had taken her hand in ny right
one. On my wist, the band hal f-hidden by the drooping of the mail shirt was
bright and clear, shining so that its Iight reached the strange ring and
seened

to feed the gem Thus its own glow grew the greater

Joi san freed herself fromthe hold I had unintentionally tightened, brought
her

hand and the ring up breast high so that the gem near-touched the crysta



gryphon. But there was no reaction fromthat talisman and Power-hol der

She put up the fingers of her other hand as if she would catch at the gem set
hoop, tear it off, and then she stopped.

"It contains no harm | think.! she said slowy. "Perhaps you cannot see it
clearly. But the stone itself is shaped in the formof a cat's head, though
it

was not cut so by nmen. The cats—

"You are sure they are real ?"

"Not hal |l uci nati ons? You saw them for yourself—they are as real as this!" She

hel d out her hand once again. "Did you believe themillusions when they

st opped

you on the road?"

"No." | was sure—whatever those two beasts might be, whonever they m ght
serve

(if servants they were)—+ was certain they were real. | had been led to this
pl ace for a purpose even as Elys had suggested. | wanted to bani sh that

concl usion, but | could not.

"Where did you get that?"

She told ne of her explorations of the ruined keep in which we now sheltered,
of

a barred door—barred on the outside—where within until she had, as she said,
"let the years in," there had existed a reninder of the past in furnishings.
And

of how all had vani shed into dust before her eyes, leaving only the ring in a
pool of sunlight.

It was such a tale as a songsmith mght devise, but | believed every word of
it.

"I have never seen its like.!l began slowy. "This"—+ fingered the wi st
band—suggests it has sone tie with Power."

"There are many things in the Waste—s that not what our |egends al ways say?
Sonehow | think that this was meant— She gl anced at ne—er at |east she

t ur ned

her head a fraction in ny direction though it was too dark to see her
expression. "Was neant," she repeated, "to be found when the door was opened.
But why such a spell was ever laid and its meaning..!

"It is not of the Dark."

"I know," she agreed sinply, her hand once nore caressing the gryphon at her
breast. "This would have warned ne. It is very beautiful —-and strange—and the
way

that it came...| feel it is agift."

There was a hint of defiance in her tone as if she believed that | would urge
her to throw the ring fromher. But that was not in my thoughts. There had
been

so little of beauty for Joi san since she and her people had fled Ithdal e—and

per haps even during the years before. | had been able to give her no bride
gift
except the gryphon—and that too had come by chance out of the Waste. | w shed

for a noment of sorrow that the ring had been ny gift, also—a thing for her
to

cheri sh.

| had searched blindly for Joisan and | had found her—no thanks to any rea
effort of nmy own. Such fortune was only barely possible. That | had been

hel ped,

or guided, in the right direction by sone other intelligence—that explanation
seemed to ne a little nore credible. That was a bitter conclusion and one
did

not want to accept. |...perhaps we...were caught up i n—+n whose web...and why?
That we rmust remain together fromnow on I nust also probably accept, for
was

now wi t hout any guide to take us out of the Waste and | could not |et her go



al one—+n fact | knew she would not.

Whi ch neant | nust speedily regain ny inner arnor, make nyself believe that
any

cl ose feeling between us was wong, that if | yielded nowthe easy choi ce—t
woul d be worse for her.

| remai ned wary of even the smallest hint of surrender to that other self. |
had

fought so hard to contain nmy desires, ny |longings. Even now that struggle
rose

anew in me and | ached throughout ny body for Joisan to cone into ny arns
once

nore. By her own efforts, and with no help fromne, she had escaped worse
danger

than | had faced for a long tine. | did not want to think ahead—+that we two
m ght be led into new perils. As ny thoughts so tw sted and curled, and
forced

theminto hard concl usi ons, she spoke agai n.

"This is not a place of peace, such as one finds even in the Dales. | was in
one

of those once, Kerovan—the night Toross brought me out of the invaders' hands
at

the taking of Ithdale. That was a place of wonder...and he died there. So |
have

al ways known in my heart that he rests easy. This does not hold anything

except

many years of time's dust. Still we are safe here—as the cats prom sed. Do
you

not also feel that is so?"

Now her ringed hand reached, found mne. | could not help nyself, but |ocked

fingers with hers. This was Joi san, she was here with me—safe—whil e outside
t he

stormrolled on and did not reach us. | felt nothing of old Power stirring
her e.

In spite of her story of the long ensorcelled room there was only a warnth
t hat

cane fromthe two of us and was not born of any spell.

During that night, as Joisan and | shared shelter in the ruined keep,

dr eaned

agai n—as strong a dream as the one that had shown ne the sl eeper days
earlier.

But this was not a dreamfilled with any light for ne to see by—+rather total
dark (or else | was blind)—for | could perceive nothing. | only felt—er heard.
"You | abor to no purpose.” A voice cut through that dark, the arrogance in it
as

sharp as any blow. "Qur difference was settled | ong ago."

"Difference?" The wry anusenment which col ored that answer was plain. Though
t he

first voice had been heavy with Power, this second speaker was not inpressed.
"That is an odd way to-describe what passed between us then, Gal kur."

| felt now a welling of anger warm ng fast to red rage, |apping about ne in
t hat

sightless place as if to crisp nme into ashes. The enotion swell ed hi gh—then
vani shed. | sensed that the being exuding that raw anger had it under contro
now, behind a wall that could not yield to any surprise assault.

"You play with words." This time he—er it-sounded possessed by icy

cont enpt —er

was that woul d-be contenpt?

| discovered then that, in some way strange to nme, | was not listening
entirely

to words, rather striving to weigh enoti ons—for those were of the greater



i mportance here.

"I play with nothing," came again that |lighter, amused voice, unruffled,
betraying no nore than surface interest in their exchange. "Mst of all—not
with

men. They are very inperfect tools at the best. Have you not yet |earned

t hat ,

Gal kur ?"

"You nane names!" The first voice snarled—tike the snow cat | had seen Herre
becorme. Still | knew that these were not Weres, nor were they nen.

"Way not? Do you now stoop to that small belief of nmen, that a nanme gives one
Power over another? Ha, Galkur, | would not have believed you so di m nished,
even though the years have spun you far from what you were."

"Time has spun ne nowhere!" Once nore the heat of fury blazed, died, as the
speaker rapidly checked it. "I amstill what | have al ways been—and shal
continue to be!"

"Now that interests ne, Galkur." The second voi ce appeared to enjoy repeating
t he nane. "What you are, and what you will continue to be, a statenent you
appear to take pride in making. What were you on the night when a certain
fenal e

of the Dal es used her puny talent to sunmon you? That plan was carefully

t hought

out, guarded well, or so she believed. You were to pour yourself into her own
lord, as water can be poured into a cup. Through himyou would father the son
he

craved, while she saw (very poorly and ineptly, | nust say) an eventual use
for

such a child, to her own purposes. You were never a fool, Galkur. Could you
not

foresee that a spell spun by such a one was not strong enough to hold even a
fraction of Power, Dark or Light? Was a need for corporal |life once nore so
strong in you? Having so poorly wought, do you still say now that you are as
you once were?"

A note of pity in that—enough to sting. Perhaps not real pity, | thought,

rat her

a shadow of that, rooted in contenpt.

'So," the second voice continued, "you willingly lent yourself (or tried to
do

so) to the funbling incantations of a fermal e whose pride and arrogance, anong
her own kind, were al nbst as great as yours have al ways been. And what cane
of

it?"

There was no intelligible reply, but the control the other held broke. | heard
a

mghty cry, felt the blast of the smothering, fiery fury of his rage.

"You failed. You, Galkur, who in the past noved hills about as a player noves
a

counter on a gane board—you could not nmend a faulty spell. So what you
deened,

in your pride, to be a small act becane instead a | arge defeat. That gane you
began is not yet played out. Do you suppose that the sl eeper does not sense
what

you nmove to do now? That you think once nore to work through men to achi eve
your

ends? He shall wake, and rest assured you shall not relish nmeeting hima
second

time, Galkur. Can you not understand? It was not his full essence that
entered

into the coupling, which was to serve you. Taking your place in that
conception

drew upon only a fraction of his Power. He did not even stir in his slunber



as

he | aunched a single shaft of will to defeat your plan
"The Dal eslord had his son, a little strange to be sure. But, when one
petitions

aid fromour kind, there is apt to be a change in nind or body, which always
di scl oses such bargain. Your fenale knew fromthe birth hour that what she
had

brought forth was not of her calling. She paid for that, did she not, Gal kur?
Now you shall have to reckon with the sleeper, since this time | think he
will

do nore than just dream another life into being. You have neddl ed, and for

t hat

you rmust face the consequences. So do not | ook to your new pieces to be any
nor e

potent that that other was."

Once nmore the surge of anger scorched me with flanmes of hate.

"Qur roads do not neet. Wiat lies on nmine you cannot begin to understand."

"I do not think that you understand either, Galkur. You were always too

i mpul sive for your own good."

That cal m second voice. | listened nore closely, not only to catch the words,
but for sonething else..Menory? | had heard it before, of that | was certain.
There had been a ridge top—a man in gray who gave nme a horse... A man whose

eyes
were so piercing that | felt themstrike deep into ny nind, read there every
t hought, good or ill, that | had ever harbored.

Neevor! He had said that that was his nane for sone peopl e—he had—

Joi san—she had seen him too. He had prom sed her—promised her—as | tried to
catch that other shred of nenory, | was suddenly aware of a new sensation

H dden in the dark, as | was, with only those two voices to assure ne | was
not

al one—when | had thought of Neevor there had cone a change. They were now
awar e

of —ne!

"Sasssss! "

The dark broke with a lightning swift strike of light, so intense ny sight
was

seared and a new dark enclosed ne. | hung, | felt, in enpty air, unsupported
over a vast gulf into which I would drop—+o fall on and on forever and ever
Fear tasted bitter in ny nmouth, | swayed back and forth in the mdst of a
vast

whi rl pool of force that struggled within itself-with me as the prize.

There was nothing | could do for ny safety. | was hel pl ess, at the nmercy of
whi chever portion of those battled, intertwi ned powers won. In the neantine |
endured such terror as | had never known. For if | hurtled into that gulf I
knew

wel |l that all that | was—Kerovan—woul d be gone, wi thout hope—an extinction
wor se

t han physi cal death.

Then...

As if a loop of cord | could not see shot through the dark to settle about ne,
I

was aware of a firm support that drew ne from where Power still strove with
Power. The dark was no less at first. Then, far down bel ow (though not in the
gul f, that was safely behind me now) there cane a glinmer. Weak with the
aftermath of terror I hung in the enbrace of this new force, watching that

['i ght

grow | arger and stronger

Once more | was drawn into the hall of nmany pillars. This time | was very
near

the dais. That which had sustained and brought ne here ebbed away.



| 1 ooked down at the body of the Sleeper. What m ght have been grotesque by

human standards was, | now perceived, glory and power. | felt no shrinking.
In

this sl eeper was enbodi ed grace and maj esty no hunman |ord could aspire to.
Even as | stood there, still weak from my ordeal above that evil gulf of dark
I

saw the eyelids twitch, arise slowy. | |ooked downward and our gaze | ocked...
Then—+ coul d not renmenber! | could not renenber! It became an ever-increasing

ache, for ny dream broke at that instant. There was left a need, a strong
need,

for me to | earn—Learn what? Even that | did not understand, save that | was
t he

| ess because | was not strong enough to hold and renenber as | should have
done.

| awoke into day and the ruined keep, with Joi san wat chi ng ne—deep concern on
her face. | did not want this—+ wanted to be back there—+to know...

Joi san—the desol ation that had filled ne when | thought she had been fatally
caught in one of the evil traps of this | and—+he great burst of |iberating

j oy

t hat had been m ne only yesterday as she had cone running into ny arns and
knew not only that she was safe, but was where | could hold her...

Where had those feelings now gone? They might stir feebly still—sonmewhere.
think that they did, now so hidden and overridden by a drive possessing ne

t hat

| wished for nothing nore than to have her gone.

So | actually urged her to go, out of ny tornenting thirst for this other
quest .

Though | knew, even as | spoke, that not only would her determnination keep
her

with ne, but if she had chosen to return to the Dales | would be constricted
to

see her out of the Waste and into safety and | could not have forced nyself
to

take the tinme for such a journey. This land held ne now | was sure | would
never be free of its witchery—would be less than the half-man | already was if
I

attenpted to leave it.

As we rode out of the keep, found our way down again to the highway, | could
force no words, make no effort to explain. She nust have thought ne

der anged—eor

ensorcelled. I was aware now and then that she was watching me with a frown
of

deep concern, that she nade an effort to keep cl ose beside ne.

But Joi san was only a shadow now, noving through a shadow world. Wat was
real

were those two voices in the dark—Neevor and Gal kur. That the |atter was one
of

the to-be-dreaded Dark Lords | had no doubt at all. Then—the sl eeper...\What had
I

seen when his eyes opened and sought mine? What tie |ay between us? A | oose
one,

per haps, but one that would tighten—nust tighten—ef that | was convinced.
W rode through the norning and there were no words between us—at | east |
renmenber none. Then we canped at the edge of a great cut the Add Ones had

sl ashed through the heights so that their road of many synbol s and signs
remai ned snooth and level. | sensed, even on the safety of that starred
ground,

that there was peril nearby, closing in. It was true—the eneny | did not know
was meking his first nove.

Joi san



VWHAT | DESI RED MOST OF MY LORD WAS THAT HE UNDERSTAND ME. Under st andi ng cones
fromw thin, it cannot be poured from another source. Hi s greeting to me had
been far warmer than | had dared to hope—even though he as speedily w thdrew
fromthe enbrace. | would not make demands on hi m4 nust approach him as
warily

as a scout spying on an eneny canp.

Rai n curtained the keep when we reached it, making of Kerovan only a shadow
anong ot her shadows. | wi shed for light that | mght see himbetter, but
there

was not even a fire. Because | nust hear his voice | urged himto the telling
of

his adventure—of his nmeeting with the Wreriders.

The idea of shape-shifting was not new. W of the Dales knew from chil dhood

strange | egends and scraps of lore. Still one could never be sure such tales
were true. This was the first time | heard one with a core of hard fact.
"They must be masters of illusion," |I ventured after he told me of a stallion

who had reared behind the high lord' s table, a snow cat crouched snarling
besi de

him 111usions were the principal weapons of the Ad Ones when dealing with
nen.
"I do not think so. Though they go armed and arnoured, still their greatest
weapon is their change. Even were that an illusion, it is a nore potent one
t han

| have ever heard tell of—enough to rock any man."

"Do you think they will ride to join with the Dal es?"

"I do not know If they do, it will be the result of sone bargain. They know
that trouble is also rising in the Waste and they may fear battle nearer
hore.

They did not like my story of the Thas—those creatures of the underground.
"Imgry is a planner of battles, a builder of armes—mat is true. | think it
is

al so true that he has | earned those from overseas cane not just to harry the
Dal es. What they seek is a thing we do not yet understand."

"Some Power." | nodded in agreenent. "Also a Dark one, for the invaders,
show ng

t hensel ves to be what they are, could not treat with the Light." | felt ny
upper

lip tighten as if to lift in a cat's snarl

The cats! Wth the rain without they nust have taken refuge sonewhere but not
with us. Where were they, | wondered fleetingly.

"A Dark Power," Kerovan mused. "Could such a Power sense that it was being
sought, gather in anticipation its own servants such as the Thas?"

"To what purpose? Any Dark Power would be to the Hounds as a Dale's lord to

t he

outlaws,"” | pointed out. "The invaders would soon di scover that the evocation
of

t he forbidden nust make them sl aves under such a nmaster as they could not

dr eam

of =

"Dream " Again he spoke as if for his own hearing. "Yes—a dream—=

"What kind of a dreanP"

That he spoke of sonething inportant to him | sensed. | wanted to know, |
needed so nuch to know, all | could of him his ways, his thoughts, even his
dreans. This need was a rising surge of desire in ne. | had to use all ny

control to contain and subdue it lest | break out with a nyriad questions and
he

turn fromme again with even nore col dness than he had shown. For until he
opened gates, | could not enter—or could | dare to try and force them

"Just a dream"” Now it was plain that he spoke to ne in firmrefusal to |et
ne



share some inportant part of his life. Instead he spoke swiftly, as if he
woul d

push all references to this fromboth my mnd and his, asking of me an
account

of my own adventures.

| wished again for light—that | could see his face, read any enotion that

m ght

show there. Talking so in the dark was |ike Iying under a hindering blindness.
W spoke al so of Elys and Jervon whose escape fromthe Thas still |ightened
ny

i nner gloom However, | longed so nuch to ask my lord if he had noted how
wel |

they fared together—that they were two whomthe Dal es would say could not be
joined in harnony yet still they were. Only that was anot her subject | knew,
instinctively, | dare not speak of now.

So | made as plain a story as | could of ny escape fromthe darkness through
t he

strange spell of the w nged gl obe. And we tal ked of the cats. Later | showed
Kerovan the ring that was the only remaining treasure of what nust once have
been a room of treasures, before | let in Time itself to |loot and pill age.
When | showed the ring to him his wistlet blazed so we both knew that ny
find

was in some way touched with Power. Yet | was certain that all it held about
it

was the shadow of the old spell, for it never warned for ne as did the
gryphon,

though it fitted itself to my finger as if that hoop had been fashioned to ny
Ssi ze on purpose.

| dared greatly then to reach out ny hand and clasp his. To my joy his
fingers

ti ghtened around mne, did not repul se ne.

"If there was only sone way to get you out of the Waste.

He spoke forcibly

and

his hand tightened on nmne so that it brought pain. Still, the last thing
woul d do was try to free nyself. "Ingry has his contact, that was all he
desired. We could ride east..!

| did not try to argue with him However, | knew, as well as if it had been
shouted through the air of that dank, dark hall, that we would never ride
back.

The Waste had set its mark on both of us—neither of us could stray far from
it

again. | had nothing to return to—everything to lose if | went. Perhaps here
I

could al so dream and find ny dream was true...

W settled for the night, apart—always apart. | wept a little, silently, in
t he

dark at another bit of hope that had cone to nothing. It was not |ong before
he

slept. | could hear his even breathing—and | so longed to see his face, to
wat ch

over himas he slept..why | do not know, except that it then was a dear deep
wi sh—as if so | could keep all harmand sorrow fromhim stand between him
and

ill dreamns.

The gryphon at my breast glowed gently as | sat up again and |laced ny fingers
about mnmy knees, thinking things that hurt and nmade nme despair. Then | saw a
gl ow—eyes in the dark...

My hand twitched for the hilt of the knife ny lord had given ne. Still,

al nost

at once, | guessed who cane thus silently, and fearing to speak al oud that I



m ght wake my lord, | strove to set up thought-speech of my own.

"What passes?"

"Not hi ng passes,"” returned to me swiftly, and | believed | could recognize

t he

m nd- speech of the male cat. "Wat do you wear on your finger, daughter of
strangers?"

| held out ny hand. The gemin the ring was also glowing a little, though

| ess

than the gryphon

Once nmore | shaped m nd-words: "That which | found—n the barred chanmber,"
though it cane to me that the cat sonehow al ready knew of ny exploration. Did
he

resent ny prying into a secret | did not understand? | put out the fingers of
ny

other hand ready to rid nyself of the ring should he demand that | do so.
"She who wore that once was a great lady." Hi s thought was born out of sone

menory | could never share. "If you found it remai ning—then take it as her
free

gift. Through her will alone could it pass to another—

"Who was she?" | dared to ask then

"Names vanish with the years. She lived, she |oved deeply, she had courage
3?2m1t0 her others of great heart. She went fromus by her own choosing, in
:?ﬁe that was right for her. Be content with that, daughter of strangers. But
lhink she has this day favored you beyond even your understandi ng."

The eyes were gone, just as he was gone out of my mind. | wanted—yes—ust as
I

desired Kerovan's confidence, | wanted to learn nore. But | knew that | never
would. | lifted ny ringed hand to ny cheek, pressed the stone against ny

fl esh.

It was snooth, it was...| had no words for what flowed out of it to confort ne
then—ike a hand laid on a fever-hot forehead, a cool drink held to parched
lips. | lay down once again and now | rested content, pushing away the
future,

knowi ng only that ny lord rested within ny reach and slept, and we were

t oget her

so that anything m ght cone of that—and | did not think what would foll ow
from

this hour would rend my heart.

| slept lightly so that, as the norning light found a thin way inward, | sat
up,

grimacing as | stretched against the stiffness of |inbs. There had been no
bed

of grass this night and the saddl ebag on which I had pillowed ny head had not
been the softest of supports.

There was a sound. | | ooked quickly to Kerovan. His hair |lay dank on a

sweat ed

forehead, there was that in his face which made nme gasp. H s eyes were shut—a
drean? But what manner of dream could bring such agony as now he showed?

Then that tw sted expression snoothed away and his face held a curious
unal i ve

| ook. Hi s features m ght have been chiseled fromwarm brown stone—acking any
spark of life. He was as a nonument raised to honor sone hero | ong since gone.
I had not seen himlie so for a long time—stripped of the defenses he used
when

he waked. He had been thus for the first two or three days when we had
travel ed

out of the Waste on our way back fromthe battle with Rogear and that



she-devi |

who m ght have given birth to ny lord but was no nother. Then he had been
weak

and shaken fromthe ordeal of neeting those two Power to Power.

Now for the first time | specul ated about Neevor's words after that struggle.
He

had called my lord "kinsman" and had said that Kerovan had been soneone el se
in

part. Also | renmenbered how ny lord had tossed a nane at his nother as one

m ght

hurl a spear, and how she had been struck by the force of it.

What lay behind all this I could not know. Nor had Kerovan after that action
ever spoken of it. The Wereriders had told himto find his kind. Perhaps that
was what the two of us nust now do.

The Dal es—+ shook my head deternmi nedly. We had done our duty there. My people
were as safe as | could nake them Kerovan had carried out Ingry's orders. W
were free of Hi gh Hallack.

Then | realized the strangeness of that thought, for I amfull Dales bl ood.
Yet —+ cupped the gryphon gl obe, pressed it tightly to me. All nmy life | had
been

told that it was a perilous thing for one of ny heritage to have any dealings
with the things of the AOd Ones. | thought of ny appeal to El ys—+that she
tutor

me in use of a talent |ike unto that which she controlled. | had been w ong.
She

had known that and had evaded me. That was not the way for ne. One could

| earn

some things, yes—the wording of spells, the incantations necessary to build
up

within one's self the strength of the Power. But Power itself did not cone
SO—+t

lay within.

The gryphon had served ne in the dark when | needed it, only | had discovered
its value and use for myself. | had willed it. What else might it do if I
tried?

| Fingered it now and specul at ed.

| was not the sane Joi san who had fled with her people out of Ithdale. Wat
was

| then? That | nust discover for nyself. Even as ny |lord nust discover who he

was and what he was. | accepted at |ast that the quest was for himat that
monent the nost inportant factor in his whol e existence.

As this fell into place in ny mind and I knew such understandi ng, Kerovan's
eyes

opened. However, that stony, |ocked-in |ook did not fade.

"A good day." | summoned cheerful ness, naking sure that | would not be turned

asi de by any col dness fromhim "A snooth road |ies yonder in the plains—and
it

will lead us . ." | used sone of the old norning greeting then, adding to it
such words as favored our purposes.

He sat up, running fingers through his hair, so that the tunble of it stood
nearly as erect as a cock comb. His eyes slid away, would not nmeet mne. |
saw

his lips thin and tighten, as if he faced up to sone duty he disliked but
coul d

not avoi d.

I longed to ask what was the matter, knew the greater wi sdomlay in renaining
silent, awaiting what he chose to tell me. Until he opened a door for ne, |
nmust

not strive to reach the inner part, which I was sure was the real Kerovan—the
one who hid hinmself with such desperation



He arose without a word. Turning his back on me, he strode to the doorway,

| ooked out into the courtyard, as if for sone reason he did not want ne to
see

his face. O was it that he did not want to | ook upon nine?

"WIl you take the mare, the pack pony, and ride? You need only head due
east."

He said that with his back firmy to ne.

Then he whirled about, as if he heard the scrape of an eneny's boot, was
prepared to front the foe. That |ocked-in | ook was gone fromhis face. | read
instead tw sted pain there—a pain that brought me to ny feet and a step or

t wo

toward him

He flung out a hand to ward me off. In spite of ny good resol ution of hol ding
to

patience, | felt torment then

"I —eannot —go. " The pause cane between each word as if those were forced out

of

him that the very shaping of them hurt.

"By the heat of the True Flane!" His voice soared |like a battle cry meant to

rally a forlorn hope, "I nust go—west!" H's hands lifted to cover his face
and,

from behind that screen, cane nore words, nuffled and with a chill of
despair.

"This may be a trap—+ cannot save nysel f -but you—go you nust!"

"Kerovan!" | used his name with authority, determ ned that he listen to ne.
"

too, have a choice— M control broke. |I covered the distance between us and
ny

fingers closed about his wists. Wth a strength I did not know | possessed,

I

pul I ed his hands down, so | could look into his eyes.

H s face was certainly alive now There was a wy twist to his lips, his eyes

bl azed |i ke pieces of anber in the full of the sun. | have seen flam ng anger
witten on nen's faces before, but this was a rage, controlled, still enough
to

shake ne. However, | did not |oose ny hold on him So we stood, |inked by

t ouch,

t hough | knew at any monent he might fling me off.

"I ride with you." | said levelly. "As has al ways been ny choice. You could

| eave me here bound and captive, and in sone way | would free nyself to
fol low "

"Don't you understand?" he demanded harshly. "I do not want you. You are
not hi ng

but a hindrance, | do not hold you by any duty. | have said that many tines
over. | want no |lady! Al so—+ amdone with the Dales! Wolly done with you!"
Now that | observed himclosely, | could detect that there was an oddness
about

him He would not neet ny eyes, and as enphatically as he spoke, there was a
note in his voice as if he were saying words that were put into his nouth.
Thi s

was not any Kerovan whom | had seen. | renmenbered the anguish of his sl eeping
face—and | drew a deep breath.

He did not hurt ne with words that came that way, though he acted now as if
even

nmy person disgusted himso that | mght never hope to find with himwhat Elys
had found with Jervon. Yes—this was what he was nmeant to do—eant to do! What
spell had been laid upon himin his sleep? Now that | |ooked at himkeenly, |
could see that, though his eyes were turned in ny direction, there was an
odd,

unfocused | ook to themas if he did not see nme, or perhaps even know where he



was and what he did.

Only I was no maid soft fromkeep living. | had thrown aside all that when
rode forth from Norsdale. | had learned—a little. |I felt that sonething dire
| ay

ahead—a battle perhaps, a bitter one. Still | could face that when it cane.
He

m ght not drive ne away wi th words.

"Well enough."” | spoke slowly now. "We are two people alone in a land that is

not wel com ng. Just as alone we shall go on to whatever |ies ahead."

He blinked as one who was only just waking. At the change in his face

dr opped

nmy hold on him He shook his head as one shaki ng away sone tenuous thing
fallen

across one's face.

"The rain has stopped. It is not a bad day..

| stood confounded by the change in him He might only now have conme to the
doorway. Al those wild hurting words he had uttered night never have been
voi ced. Because | nust have sone explanation for this | dared to ask, "Have
you

dr eamed agai n?"

"Dreamed?" he repeated as night one who had never heard that word before, or
did

not understand it. "Perhaps. Wen one sl eeps, dreanms conme. |— think"-he
spoke

hesitatingly as one who is a little dazed—1 am under conmand agai n—and this
time none of Ingry's. It is better you do not ride with ne."

"You have often professed"—+ pointed out carefully (I mstrusted his nmanner
Had

the real Kerovan again been taken over by another in sonme fashion? | knew that
I

nmust be very alert now)—that you care enough for ne not to want nme to cone
to

harm | cannot ride alone here." | stressed ny hel pl essness—a hel pl essness |
did
not in the least feel. "Have | not already barely survived one of the Dark

traps, and that by such good fortune as | may never hope to neet again?"
"You are free," he said dully, all the fire and |life seeping out of him the
shut - away | ook back again, as if he were encased by a barrier | could not

pi erce.

"But you are not? Renenber, Kerovan, once | did not go free either. | was

t aken

to serve the Dark. What did you then?"

He swng away fromne as if he did not hear my words any nore. Years of age
m ght have settled on him "You do not understand,” he nunbl ed.

| wanted to shake him to tear out of himsonmehow what made himthis way. At
t he

same time | knew that such action would be no use. He had dropped down beside
the pack he had lifted fromthe pony last night, was funbling out the packet
of

f ood.
"They do not suspect— He was speaking in a nmonotone and | shivered,
realizing

that he did not talk to me—he was | ost sonewhere and | had no way of draw ng
hi m

forth fromthe shadows where he now wandered. "No, they do not know what they
woul d rouse—those fools fromoverseas. Their attack on the Dal es—but a ruse
He

has sumoned t hem "

"Kerovan"—+ knelt beside himto ask gently, "who is this he? Is he out of
your



dr ean?"

He shook his head. "I cannot tell. It is not "will not' but 'cannot. | was—
N)l

| do not know where | was. But there is one who waits—and | mnust go."

"So we ride," | answered with all the courage | could summon. | felt al npst
as

if I conpanied now with a dying man, one who noved and spoke, but whose inner
part m ght be extinguished—er near that. | tried to remenber the name he had

called in that battle of Powers—but |I could not. Perhaps it was the kind of
nane

lips such as mne mght not even shape.

I found this loss of the Kerovan |I knew far nore fearsone than when he rode
out

of Norsdale. Had we shared nore, had we known each other in a true uniting,
per haps he coul d not have been so easily enspelled. Yet | would not let him
go.

There nust be sonme way | could bring to life again the real Kerovan.

Eating but little, | busied myself with the packets Elys had | eft anong the
pony's gear. | had fresh underlinen at last, and a conb to put ny hair in
order.

| longed for the weapons | had lost to the Thas. Kerovan had not asked that |
return his knife so | slipped it into my own belt sheath.

Before we left | took the chance of gathering sone nore of the melons, adding
themto our food supply. There was no sign of the cats.

Kerovan kept silence, one | did not try to break. Sometinmes his eyes crossed
nel

but it was as if | were invisible. So we went forth fromthe ruins, |eading
our

ani mal s down to the highway.

Kerovan insisted that | ride the mare, while he |led the pony and wal ked

besi de

ne.

The wrack of the stormwas visible in broken branches and sodden grass, but
overhead the sun arose. Wile always the road bored on toward the heights, or
as

we di scover ed—through then

The | abor that had gone into the naking of that cut, allow ng forbidding
wal | s

to remain on either side, amazed ne. This nust have taken the work of

year s—er

el se was the result of potent magic, well beyond the conprehension of our

br eed.

W stopped just before entering that cut to eat and drink, allow ng the

ani mal s

to graze.

Many times during our journey | had felt that, while Kerovan's body strode
beside nme, the real man was gone. | was chilled, my hopes dwi ndled. If he was
in

the grip of an adept of the A d Ones, now could | free hinP

As | used the knife to cut a nelon he suddenly spoke. "You have not chosen
well."

"The choice was mne," | returned shortly.

"Therefore the results shall be on your own—=

What harsh or bitter prophecy he m ght have added was never voiced. | saw his
eyes go wide; his gaze shifted fromnme to a point beyond ny shoul der. There
was

a strong sensation of cold—-as if a wind blew over nunbing ice—striking ny
upper

back.

Kerovan was on his feet, that trance-like state broken. | saw, under the



shadow

of his helm the sanme face he nmust have shown to any Hounds he net steel to
steel .

That cold bored into nme. This was no tangi bl e weapon—yet it could kill. |
threw

nmysel f to one side, rolled, and then | evered ny body up again. Kerovan stood,
a

little crouched, as if ready to spring. He had not, however, drawn sword.
Wil e

what waited there just beyond the border of the road...

A woman, dark of hair, slender of body, her face contorted in a mask of
hat r ed

and despair, a denon's countenance, was there. Though a breeze stirred the

gr ass

about her, her robe did not sway, nor did her veil nove. | knew her...But she
was

dead! Consuned by her own foul magic.

The Lady Tenphera, who had consorted with the Dark to produce a son, then
fail ed

when that son proved to be other than she had planned, stood watching us with
the stark hatred of her last nmonents of life.

She was dead! | would not accept what | saw. This was sone trickery.

Kerovan noved as | stunbled to my feet, held tightly to the gryphon. |
refused

to be frightened by a shadow out of the past.

There was no wand in her hand. No, that had been shattered with the core of
her

Power during that other neeting. Nor did she raise her hands in any gesture
to

sumon forces. She only stood, staring at her repudiated son with those
bur ni ng

eyes. Not eyes—rather holes in a skull fromwhich skin and flesh withered as
I

wat ched.

"Fool!'" That was Kerovan who spoke. Once nore his face was inpassive. "Fool!"
He

held up his hand. On his wist that band of blue blazed. A streaner of |ight
shot toward the worman's death head. The ray appeared to strike a barrier
spread

out horizontally across it.

"Show yoursel f!" Kerovan's lips drew back in a wolfs grin. He commanded as
one

very sure of hinmself and his own m ght.

The illusion (if it were that) nmoved. Swiftly the right arm swing up. She
showed

a clenched hand as the long sleeve fell away. Then she threw what she held. A
flashing streak came through the air.

Straight for Kerovan's head spun that missile. He noved as swiftly, his arm
across his face. | heard a noise as |loud as a thunder clap—saw a burst of
radi ance, so that | blinked and blinked to clear mny sight.

Through a watery haze | watched the woman sway. The bale-fire hate, which

bur ned

in the eyehol es, spread, consumed, until the head of the apparition was a
horri bl e, bl ackened nmass. The bl aze ate on down her body. She seenmed to be
trying to raise her hands in futile defense, the fingers left trails of black
in

the air. | wanted to close ny eyes, still | could not.

"I's this the best you can send agai nst ne?" Kerovan's voice swelled, carried,
so

that the walls of the cut ahead echoed it back to us. "To evoke the dead is a



weakness. "

"Weakness—weakness..! echoed back

The horror shriveled, grew smaller, was gone. Kerovan stood, stone-faced, to
watch it be so consumed. \Wen the | ast blackened shred vani shed he turned to
ne.

"This is only the first sending. Perhaps the | east of such, nerely to test
us,

or as a warning."

"It is—er was—a very inpotent one." | found ny voice.

Kerovan shook his head. "W cannot be sure. We can never be sure of any

Power .."

He stroked the band on his wist with his other hand. "I think that we shal
never again walk, or lie, or rest easy in this |and—ever until we have a
final

nmeeti ng—

"Wth Tenmphera? But she is dead—

"Wth anot her whose identity I do not know, who will use against me—and you
because you are with ne—all he can summon, perhaps to our ending."

Still he did not |ook hopeless or even troubled, as he said that. Nor was his
face again closed or bleak. A new life had appeared there. | sensed he was

excited, had been stirred fully awake rather than al armed by what had been
nmeant

as a dire warning.

Ker ovan

"WHEN | FRONTED WHAT HAD ARI SEN, BLACK AND SEAR, QUT OF THE past | felt that
time had turned upon itself. This was she who had given nme birth but had
never

been a nother. Only now she stood al one, |acking Rogear with all his
ill-used,

hal f -1 earned Power. Also, that synbol of her authority, the wand, was gone,
havi ng been shattered i nto nothi ngness when we had fought out our struggle in
the past. Still, ny hand arose, as if ny armwas weighted with a shield and
not

with the wist band that had served me so well

Wrds came to ne, not so nuch ny own thoughts, as they were those of that

ot her

who was rousing now, once nmore within me, a presence—an essence—} feared.
Still

| could not wall out that intruder any nore than all our struggles had served
to

keep Alizon's Hounds from bayi ng across the Dal es.

Even while | spoke those words, as if | were trained in sorcery, | turned ny
wi Il upon the band, calling for a force that lay withinit. | did not

consci ously understand what | said, what | did, only that this was the way I
must neet this—+this thing. For that it was a dead worman restored to malicious
life—that | did not quite believe.

A spear of light answered ny plea, struck at the head of the illusion, net a
shield of such strength that it could not break it, ran across the shield
seeking a way through, to consune the dead-alive.

| saw her turn into the specter of death. Her hands nmoved jerkily then as if
cords were fastened to her wists pulling themthis way and that. To no

pur pose,

for she had not been aided by any fear from ne—she who was the enbodi ment (or
meant to be) of horror and disgust. Wthout any enotion fromus to strengthen
her, she was burning away. Her old hate once nore consunmed her utterly. Wo
had

striven to use her thus—and why?

Foul black trails in the air streamed fromthose hands. But they faltered,
coul d

not finish any synbol they so fought to form | felt a contenpt within nme. if



this was a show of Dark Power it was a paltry one. Surely no real adept had
brought such a chanpion into our struggle.

Was the illusion then indeed Tenphera herself, a long-1lasting residue of evil
once nmore provided with visible formbecause her strong hatred of ne had
survived even death itself? Perhaps in the Waste even so flawed a talent as
hers

could do this when signs and portents were right.

Onl y—she failed. Death ate her up a second tinme, perhaps firing her own hate
to

such a heat that it was able to consunme her. She was gone. | watched for a

| ong

nmonent after her senbl ance had crunbled into ash, half expecting a second
attenpt. If this was sone work of that Gal kur—yet surely such as he could
have

provi ded a nuch stronger threat.

Joi san's voice startled me. During those noments when | had confronted hatred
cone alive | had forgotten her

"She was an il |l usion—was she not an illusion, Kerovan? She—+ know she is
dead!"
Had | been quicker-witted, less still caught up in what had happened, | m ght

have answered nore prudently, rather than with what mght well have been the
truth.

"She hated nme very much. Perhaps—n this country of Power—sone portion of
her

did live on and when it gathered strength enough—

"Can it be true that hate lives past death?" | saw Joi san shiver as she
stared

now at nme.

The shell that had encased me since ny dream of the night had cracked, fallen
away when | had roused to do battle. I went to her and took her into my arns.

They played with us, these hol ders of Power. Now I wanted nothing of

t hem—nei ther aid nor attack. Wiat | desired was to fight against them-all of
them There was only one way to do that, |I now sensed. | nust keep nyself
part

of the real world—be Kerovan. Joi san was ny anchor. My anchor? That sounded
as

if the poison of Power had already touched nme, that | had begun to | ook upon
her

as an object to be used for nmy own purposes.

Joi san was real. She was |ove, not hate, though |I could not rel ease any

answering enotion that | could believe was truly love. | was not using

Joi san—

woul d not' But, even as | so argued and doubted within nyself, | held her
tighter.

Her body fitted itself to mine as if tw hal ves had been joined to fornmat
| ast—a whole. | kissed her for the second tinme since | had known her, had
cone

to realize the depth of her courage and spirit. She herself was the truest
and

finest thing a man m ght ever discover in a world full of deceit, nystery,
and

t he darkness of evil.

W clung together, and now | was glad that nmy nother's rage had sought us
out .

For this joining was surely stronger than any intrigue of the Waste.

A lock of her hair fell free across her face and | kissed that al so, gently,
aware of a fragrance that clung to it as if she had worn a garland of
sweet -scented flowers until their |ife had becone a part of her. Her hands

| ay
again on ny shoulders, leather light, still I could feel the dear pressure of



them t hrough both mail and | eather—and so | al ways woul d.

"Kerovan"-she was a little breathless—if it takes foul illusion to so bring
you

to nme, then may we be often so assailed!"

Once more | set nmy lips to hers, hoping that she could not read me. For only
a

few nonents snatched out of tine | had been a man—a whol e man. Now that ot her
conpul si on—+though | tried to fight it—settled about me once nore, with an
even

tighter grip. | kissed her...but the feeling had gone.

She set her hands swi ftly agai nst ny chest and pushed herself tree for | had
at

once relinquished ny hold. When she | ooked at me, there was desolation in her
eyes and her hurt reached ne even though | was fast |osing the sense of
feeling.

| could no | onger respond as | |onged—yes!—as | |onged, even under the
—spel |,

to do.

"You—you have left nme again." Her voice was very |ow and uneven as if she
wer e

close to tears, save that pride stiffened her. "Wy do you so? Wat is there
in

me to which you cannot warn?" She wung her scratched and sun-browned hands
together with a gesture of one who is pushed close to the edge of endurance.
The

rosy hue of her ring—even it appeared to be touched with gray at this nonent.
I swung around, no |longer any nore able to | ook upon her standing there—the
bri ght ness of her | ook, the beauty of her eyes, her face. That other inside
ne

was fighting hard to stay alive—fighting with a strength that would have
rocked

nmy very body fromside to side had | given way to it. Only for himthere was
no

hope. | was bound to a future | did not understand or desire, into which
per haps

not even Joisan, for all her greatness of heart, could follow ne.

"The fault lies not in you—rever in you," | got out harshly. "Never believe
t hat

it is you who have failed.” To allow her to think that was a cruelty I could
not

bear. "It is mne—a curse laid upon nme. Believe that, it is true, believe it!"
Once more | nmade nyself face her. | wanted to |ay hands upon her shoul ders,
to

shake her until she prom sed me she would do as | asked. This was the stark
truth—that | had nothing to give her, and I would not take and take until she
was as ashy as the ring upon her hand—a | ove token | had not been able to

gi ve

her. She nust under st and!

"l believe," she answered nme then. Her hands fell to her sides. She stood
straight, head up, her face sober, but with that heart-tearing | ook gone out
of

it. "l believe, yes. Only, | also believe that there is still my Lord Anber
i mpri soned sonewhere inside of you, and he shall cone to nme again."

Lord Anber? For a nmoment | was puzzled—until the cords of menmory tightened.
That

was the name she had given ne when I first found her in the wl derness,

| eadi ng

her peopl e-—when she had accepted nme as one of the A d Ones, who had sonehow
been

noved to conme to their aid.



"You are him and you are Kerovan," she was continuing, "also you nay be
another. But in all of you | have found nothing that will send nme from you.
Nor

can you do this—ever!"

There was no arguing with her. | nust accept that her will was unbendabl e as
t he

sword at ny belt. | was afraid—for her. | wanted to ride—+to run—but | rnust
accept .

W prepared to spend the night at that canpsite in spite of the evil thing

t hat

had materialized there. Before us lay the high-walled cut where the road ran
on—al ready shadowed—and | had no desire to travel it in a tine when the dusk
was

doubl e thick. Once nore, unable to really rest, | watched the footprints that
appeared, clouded and then clear, as if many wal ked there, unseen, unheard in
this world. Sleep was very far away. In fact | did not want to yield to it

si nce

dreans might lay in wait. | had had nmy fill of dreans.

Nor did it appear that Joisan wanted rest either. |Instead, she sat beside ne,
al so wat ching the road, one hand cuppi ng the engl obed gryphon tightly agai nst
her breast.

"They wal k— She broke the long silence between us in so soft a voice it was
hardly above a whisper. "I wonder—are those unseen ones alive but
ensorcel | ed,

so that they nust endlessly journey this road? O are they but shadows out of
t he past whose nenories |inger so?"

| was surprised, though I should not have been, that she also was able to
mar k

the slight dinmm ng and brightening of those prints.

"I think," she added, "that they go upon some mission-yet their tine, their
world is no |l onger ours. Kerovan"-she changed the subject so quickly that she
startled ne into answering as | had not nmeant to—what of your dreanP Was it
per haps of another world or tine?"

"I do not know. I—= A hand might then have been sl apped hard across ny nouth,
silencing me. | could not, even if | would, tell her of that dream If dream
it

was.

"Kerovan!" Joi san's hand caught now at ny arm though she had been caref ul
not

to touch ne since | had closed ny heart to her earlier. "Look!"

Farther along, within the walls of the cut, where the road lay like a white
ri bbon between two towering, blank walls—that was where she was pointing.
Sonet hi ng el se coul d be seen beside the night-induced shine of the synbols,

t he

stars, and the flow of footprints.

Dark clots fell fromthe heights to strike upon the pavenent, spread out in
evil -appearing blots across its surface. | could think of nothing save the
action of one of those war machines | had seen under construction in Ingry's
canp, designed to hurl rocks into the heart of an eneny advance.

There was, in turn, a rising shimer of light fromthe road itself. The fal
of

stones (the sharp inpact of which we could hear) and the earth continued. Was
this some effort to bury the highway, seal off what protection existed al ong
t hat noon- bright |ength?

| was on ny feet, reaching down to draw Joi san up beside ne.

"W nust go—ow " If the road was sealed we were |ost! Again know edge that
was

not mne came alive in ny mind as if it had been planted there to await this
very happeni ng.

She | ooked at me steadily and then nodded. "If this nust be done—then let us



to

it. Leave the packs. | can ride the pony—you take Bural."

W grabbed the cl osest of our supplies and water bottles, |eaving the rest of
the gear. As usual, neither animal showed any fear of the road—not at first.
Ahead bl ack masses heaped together, but they did not stay so for long. Rather
t he nmounds nelted, running off in besmirching rivulets. The very touch of the
paverent appeared to transformsolid into liquid and send it fl ow ng.

"That snell —has!" Joisan cri ed.

| caught it, too, the sane stench that had arisen fromthe churned earth back
in

t he nmeadow trap, only stronger, nore offensive. Now the mare threw up her
head

with a | oud whinny, answered by the pony. They bal ked, so it was all | could
do

to force ny nmount forward. Joi san would not allow her smaller steed to hold
back; | could hear her voice crooni ng encouragenent.

The fallen earth was running in streans fromthe road' s surface as rain m ght
be

channel ed from stone, while that stomach-turning stench grew the worse. | saw
noverent hi gher above, far up the sides of the cut walls, though | could not
make out clearly the formof the creatures | aboring so frenziedly there,
attenpting to wall us away fromthe nountain | and. They did grow nore visible
as

they dropped farther down in their endeavor to start |andslides. Perhaps, as
they appeared to be failing in their struggle to barricade the road, they
wer e

now determned to | aunch a personal attack—+to catch us as they had netted

Joi san—dsing the earth as best they could, since that was their tool of power.
The mare's front hooves thudded into the first runnel of the black soil. She
cried out as | had never heard one of her kind give voice before, gave a
convul sive leap forward as if she had stepped into a nass of live coals. |
hear d

a heavy sucking as her feet pulled free.

"Keep moving—fast!" | flung the order back at Joi san and drew ny sword

She did not need that command, for she was sl apping the pony's runp with one
hand, flogging the small beast on. The black fl ood was thick around the feet
of

both animals, seenming to circle about as if it was trying, like a bog, to
suck

us down. Then | saw that the gl obed gryphon was waxi ng brighter and brighter
Fromit came a beamof bright light. Around nmy own wist the band awoke to
life

inacircle of cold flane.

Joisan lifted the chain fromaround her neck and began to swi ng the gl obe. As
it

passed thus through the air the light blazed even higher and brighter.

wat ched

the sticky black tide on the road curl back fromthat radiance, as living

fl esh

m ght shrink froma threat of pain or dissolution

My conpani on kneed her pony on, and the aninal quieted, as did the mare, once
that bl aze swept briefly across her head. Now ny |l ady |ed, and the bl ack
earth

not only nelted fromher path, but those nmasses of earth and stone that were
still falling were deflected, providing us with a narrow path of safety.

| could hear our attackers. Were before they had noved in silence, scuttling
t hrough the dark which was their cover, now they uttered guttural cries from
t he

hei ghts on either hand. Their shadowy fornms scranbled and shifted. | was sure
they had sent parties down both walls to intercept us. Only they could not,



dared not, venture on the road itself.

Qur two mounts were sweating; the rank aninmal snell cut off some of the
stench

of the Thas. The beasts tossed their heads, but they kept steadily on unti

we

reached the far side of the earth slides.

The scranmbling along the cliffs intensified. | braced nyself for an attack
which mght well cone if they were desperate enough at our escape. Joi san
actually then tossed the globe in the air as if it were a ball. By the wide
sweep of its light | sawclearly, for an instant, a creature that threw a

st ubby

armacross its eyes, squealed, and fled, clinging to the wall as it clinbed,
after the way of a lizard. Haired all over it was, and fromthe tangl ed nmass
that covered the lunp of its head, pale disks, marking eyes, were turned in
our

direction before it gained the dark beyond the light's reach

Now saf e beyond the bonbardnent of the aval anche, our nounts broke into their
fastest gait and we did not try to halt their boneshaking run. Better to gain
as

much di stance beyond the present perches of the Thas as we could. | hoped

t hat

t hose creatures could not keep up with us, though the formI| had seen had not
suggested that its stunted body was neant for |ongdi stance running.

Straight as a sword bl ade, and now as bright as the moonlight would lie on
such

a bl ade, the road lay open before us. W needed that brightness, as the gl eam
of

Joi san's ball torch waned steadily, while the rise of the dark cliffs on

ei t her

side increased with every stride nare and pony covered. W might be riding at
the bottom of a deep gulf...

A deep gulf? | felt cold rise in me—the gulf of nmy dreaml Only here | was at
t he

bottom not riding through the sky—er the space above. | turned ny head up
and

back. Now I could see the night sky—a sprinkling of pallid stars there, so
far

above...1t was as if | were caught, encased. | tried to breathe deeply, to
fill

my lungs with air, which nmy body suddenly craved, as if | had been indeed
buri ed

inthe fluid earth that now | ay behind.

| looked to Joisan, saw, to my alarm that her body was drooping. She gripped
wi th both hands, not the rope hacknore we had inprovised for the pony, but

t he

ani mal ' s nmane.

"Joi san!"’

| urged the mare closer. At my cry she raised her head a fraction, turned a
face

that was hardly nore than a white blur toward ne. Just in tine | reached her
si de, caught and steadi ed her body as she went |inp, her eyes closed, ready
to

slide fromher perch on the pony's back

"Joi san!"’

| held her by an arm about her waist, though the pony snorted as ny nare
nudged

against it and strove to draw away. Sonehow | managed to take my lady fully
into

nmy arns where she |ay unnoving. her head agai nst ny shoul der, face upward,
her



eyes still closed.

"Joisan!" For the third tine, and nost urgently, | called her nane.
The gl obe on her breast was dead, not even a small, wan light marked its
power .

Burned out? Had that valiant use of it to bring us safely through the Thas
attack exhausted whatever energy could be sumoned fromit?

And Joi san—what had that drain of will done to her? | renmenbered her story of
how she had willed the gryphon to | ead her fromthe cavern underground and

t hat

its response had weakened her. Perhaps to use it again in such a short tine
had

been too rmuch for her. | raged at ny own inpotence. It had been Joi san al one
who

had brought us through this battle with the Dark—no credit to me. Now what
coul d

| do to bring her aid—er confort...

"Joi san!"’

At ny fourth call | saw her eyelids flutter. She sighed, but neither |ooked
at

me nor spoke. | doubted that the mare could carry double for long. So | nust

push as far as | could, for it was plain that Joisan was in no condition to
ride

the pony now. To stay where these earth cliffs | oomed above was folly. Wat

t he

Thas had tried once they could easily assay again, and this tine they m ght
wel |

be successful. W nust win through this gorge—if it had any end—which

| ooki ng

ahead, | began grimy to wonder.

| bound ny lady to the mare's saddl e—her |ighter weight would be easier on

t he

mount . The pony could not carry ne, but | had those sturdy hooves—and | could
put themto good use. The pavement was very snooth underfoot. | began to
trot,

di scovering | could easily match ny speed to that of the mare. The pony edged
up

beside me on the other side, for | kept close to Joisan, fearing that the

| ashings might slip and allow her to fall.

She was |ike one in a deep sleep, not noving except to the swing of the mare.
I

divided my attention between her and the heights on either side. Though I
tried

to listen for any sound above the clop of hooves fromour two beasts, | heard
not hi ng.

That stench was no longer in nmy nostrils. However, | knew that the earth
itself

obeyed the will of those hairy creatures and it mght be they could stil
sunmon

up sone peril fromit to strike at us. | dared not trust any surface beyond

t hat

of the road itself.

The rest of that night (it was not a dream for ny dreanms had been nore rea
than this—at |east the dreans that had plagued ne of late) finally passed.
nmoved as | had in the cold season when | had been on scout and caught in sone

stormwherein the msery of ny body pulled at nme until | mght cone to canp.
Pain shot up ny stiffened legs as | footed on. After an interval | realized
t hat

the pace of the mare had fallen to a wal k, that she breathed in great snorts,
whi |l e the pony now pl odded three or four |engths behind, its head drooping.
Still it followed doggedly.



Dul | -eyed, | |ooked about me. The hei ghts had dropped somewhat. They no

| onger

appeared to reach to the sky. | stood for a space, the mare bl owi ng agai n.
Fumbling at the saddle | brought out nmy water bottle, took a sip. which left
nme

avid for nore. Yet we had left our canp so quickly this was all we had and
Joi san would need it, too.

She lay forward, stretched with one armon either side of the mare's neck
her

face half hidden in rough strands of mane. | nmade no effort to rouse her
Better

that she sleep until we could reach sone point of safety—+f sleep she now did.
I

felt her dangling hand and it seened warmto my touch—was she fevered? But |
could not see to her yet, not as long as we remained within the | east rise of
those wall s.

| urged the mare on, though she noved no faster than a wal k, would stop now
and

then until | pulled at the reins, or slapped her runmp. So intent was | on
keepi ng her nmoving that | had not realized we had worn out the night until |
saw

the gray gl eans of predawn lighting the nounds of earth on either side, the
pal i ng of the road.

It was a matter of the stunbler |eading the stunbling when we cane at last to
the end of that cut, crossed a valley and—

The road cane to an end!

| wavered on ny feet staring up at the rockwall of what was a nountain, a
mountai n planted directly before our faces. Straight into that the road
ran—and

stopped as if the mountain had been raised fromits stone roots sonmewhere

el se

and dunped to cut off our path.

Sonehow | got Joi san down. There was no going farther. W were enough in the

open so that we could not be attacked here w thout seeing the eneny well in
advance of any rush. | was done out, and both mounts exhausted. The valley had
a

trickling stream which flowed not too far away and there was grass grow ng.
I

| aid Joi san down, to be supported by the pack which | rolled fromits straps,
maki ng her as confortable as | coul d.

Her face was pale, she lay linmp under ny hands. If she still slept, the rest
was

very deep. Unsaddl ed, the mare sought water, to dip nuzzle deep into the
stream

besi de the pony. | dropped down beside Joi san, took her beringed hand in both
of

m ne, my own head nodded, in spite of the need | knew to be on guard.

| was too tired now to think of what |ay ahead—save that the rise of that
mountain drew the heart out of me. That we should win up its stark sides with
no

supplies, no sustenance, in this grimland—o, that was beyond any power.

My head nust have fallen forward...

Then...

The need—the burning need—which seized upon ne filled me so it drove out al

I

had clung to—that part of Kerovan who was a man—the part that reached to

Joi san

and a |life he understood. | was—anot her

Joi san

| AWOKE | N THE LI GHT OF DAY, ROUSI NG QUT OF CONFUSED DREAMS and fear. There



had

been a great darkness, and, veiled by it, evil had noved. Even faint nenories
of

that made me shudder. The specter of the Lady Tenphera night not have been
potent, but worse had faced us in our flight up the road. That the Dark had
not

rai sed power enough to engulf us wholly puzzled ne, for | did not see in what

manner we coul d have wi thstood such an attack. | had once nore used ny will
upon

t he gl obe and—

Now | raised ny head to | ook about. | lay on the surface of the road, half
supported by a small pack. There was no lingering stench of Thas here.
Tur ni ng

very slowy, for action was, | discovered, a great effort to which | had to
bend

all ny will and energy, | saw that the heights of the cut no | onger | ooned
over

us. W nust have sonehow won through though | had no nenory of the latter
part

of that flight. Before us now was the wall of a true nountain, its crest so
wr eat hed by mist or clouds that one could not tell how high it reached into

t he

sky.

The road ran straight into the first upward sl ope and then...At that point it
was

as cleanly cut as if sone Power had noved the nountain here as an

i nsur nount abl e

barrier. There was only rock—eracked, stained—bearing signs, | believed, of
havi ng stood a heavy assault by some fierce force.

Directly before this stood Kerovan, his back to me, his arms hanging by his
sides. H's fingers continually wapped into fists, only to | oosen again. H's
body was taut, tense, as if he were half devoured by the need to gain what he
want ed.

Sonehow | got to ny feet, took an unsteady step. My body was again as weak as
if

| had but crawl ed out of a bed wherein fever had sapped ny strength. Yet, when
I

nmoved, there cane a slow inflow of energy. Kerovan renai ned oblivious, as if
only the mountain now mattered.

| staggered to where | could see his face. Hs features were grimy set in a
mask of determ nation. Suddenly he drew his sword, took a quick step forward
and tried to force the tip of the blade into a crack that ran jaggedly down

t he

st one.

When | | ooked nore closely at the wall, in this full light, | could see that
once there nmust have existed an opening there, which had been seal ed by
force,

for the stone was fire darkened, and, in sone places, |ooked as congeal ed as
t he

| unps of metal scavengers brought out of the Waste. Though what coul d

possi bly

nmelt rock?

He thrust fruitlessly at the crack, prying until his steel rang in warning and
I

hal f expected to see the bl ade break off short. Wth a gesture born of anger
and

frustration, Kerovan threw the sword fromhim to clatter across the roadway,
whil e he strode forward, to stand with his hands pressed palmflat on the
rock,

his held a little forward until his hel mclashed agai nst the nountain barrier



| had hal f raised ny hands. Then it caught at ne. The gryphon—+ clutched at
it

qui ckl y—a protective talisman. Kerovan—ould it be Kerovan who sent forth
such

waves of energy as left me trenbling?

H s shoul ders tensed the stiffer. Qutward spread that aura of power, now
hol di ng

me where | was. | even believed that | saw a haze of |ight outline his body.
M

skin prickled and the short hairs about ny forehead stirred of thensel ves.
Bet ween ny hands the gl obe began to gl ow

He was using his will—-all the inner strength he could call upon, even as |
had

done. That backwash of force caught ne, held nme prisoner, imobile now,
unabl e

even to speak.

H s body becane slowy tenuous, as if solid flesh and bone thinned, was only
a

vessel hol ding sonmething else. | found that sight so frightening | strove to
close nmy eyes—yet | could do nothing else but watch that titanic battle; for
battle it was—a man's strength pitted agai nst anci ent, inmovable stone.

Thi nner grew Kerovan's form he was only a shadow of a man now. My own fear
made

me draw once nore on what lay within ne. If Kerovan was to vanish, then I
nmust

still seek hi mhe nust not |eave ne so! | had thought, upon awakeni ng, that
ny

strength of will was exhausted. | discovered now that there are reserves
wi t hin

us all that are not known to exist unless sonme great task nmust be faced.

The gl obe—+ had only that. | lifted it in both hands, held it above the |evel
of

Kerovan's hunched shoul ders. If he nust, for some reason, win through this
rock,

then | would do what | could to aid.

This time it was not the gl obe that took on Iife and fire—but the gryphon
itself! | sawits small figure nove and that was not just ny fancy. The gl obe
shattered—fragnents as thin as powder shifted through ny fingers. A prisoner
l ong confined was at last free! Not only free, but growing. For a nmonment its
wei ght rested between ny pal ms. Then those wi ngs fanned the air...

The gryphon trunpeted, voicing such a note of triunph and exultation that ny
heart | eaped in answer. Then the creature spiraled up, beating w ngs against
t he

air so long denied it. For the space of a breamor two it circled about our
heads, always growi ng—first as large as a nountain eagle, then so huge that

t he

very shadow of its outstretching wi ngs shut out the sun

Those red eyes were aglow with fierce fire, its hooked beak opened, and once
nmore it sounded its cry. Having tried its wings, it wheeled, to fly straight
at

the barrier against which Kerovan, seem ngly unaware of it, still |abored
usel essly to force an entrance.

| caught my breath. The great flying thing (it m ght have topped Kerovan had
it

alighted on the road) did not swerve, rather hurtled like a bolt at the wall.
And—ust as Kerovan had earlier appeared to grow tenuous, so now did the wall
become snoke. Into that w nged the gryphon, vanishing from sight. Behind,
Kerovan stunbl ed ahead, as well he m ght when the solid barrier against which
he

had | eaned was suddenly wi thdrawn. "Able to nove once again | threw nyself



after

him fearing that the two of them m ght be lost to ne.

There followed a fear-filled sensation of deep dark and cold, of being
hurtl ed

t hrough a space in which ny kind had no life. |I could not breathe, yet |
willed

nysel f on

Then | was in another place. Those are the only words | can find to describe
it—another place. For | will always believe that I went out of the world
neant

to nourish ny people, entering into one so different, so answerable to other

| aws and customs that | was or would be forever lost. For, in my folly, | had
gone unprepared and al one.

No, I' was not alone. | saw Kerovan rise fromhis knees. He must have
sprawl ed

on his face as the barrier gave way. Ahead, fast vanishing into a nmisty
cl oud,
t he gryphon beat wi de-stretching w ngs.

Kerovan stood, his face dull and lifeless, showing, | believed, the
count enance
of some man caught in a sorcerous dream | knew | could not reach him that if

I

screanmed al oud, even beat upon his body, he would not hear or feel. He

gl anced

fromside to side, and | sensed that what he saw was not altogether strange
to

him Now he strode on, follow ng the gryphon, at the fast pace of one obeying
a

sumons. | would not be left behind so | broke into a short run to keep up
with

hi m

Fromtime to tinme (I was afraid to take ny eyes |long from Kerovan | est he
vani sh

in sone way peculiar to this otherwhere place) | glanced around. There was
light, though it came fromneither torch nor |anp. W traveled down a |ong
aisle

bet ween huge pillars, so large | do not think that two men standing, hol ding
their arms full length, could have touched fingers about that girth.

Those pillars were carved with lines of a |long-forgotten tongue—it the

| anguage

had ever been known in ny own world (which | doubted). There was a cl oud of
m st

hangi ng above us that drifted—as real clouds ni ght-while ahead shone a core
of

stronger light, which | believed was Kerovan's goal

He noved ever faster, until at last he ran. Gasping, | tried to keep up with
him but that fatigue with which | had awakened, the draining of the gl obe,
slowed me. A sharp pain struck beneath ny ribs, making ne gasp and sl ow even
nor e.

| was afraid. If Kerovan got beyond my sight | mght lose himforever. Stil
there was no way | could break the spell that held him of that | was sure.
On and on—that brighter light grew larger. | could see nore details of the
pillar carvings. Not that they meant anything, save that the nessage they
nust

record was of greater inport than I could know or guess. The Waste was a

pl ace

of wonders, both of good and evil. Here, | knew, was a place of great

Power —yet

| could sense neither evil nor good. WAs there a third way, neither of the
Li ght



nor Dark, that had laws of its own?

Then came a sound rising above the clatter of our boots, a crooning, a

si ngi ng.

From deep notes, which were akin to the runble of drums, the song rose to the
freedom of trunpets proclaimng victory—enly to fall again.

The light flared brighter still. Had it risen so in answer to that song?

saw,

in the heart of it, a dais fromwhich a point projected in the direction from
whi ch we had come. On that platformrested a | ong case of some transparent
substance. At the head of that the gryphon reared, its bird foreclaws resting
upon the case, its beast hind paws firmset on the dais. The wi ngs of silver
white fanned the air gently, while fromits beak issued that song.

Kerovan halted at the foot of the dais, stood swaying. One hand rose to his
head

as if he were so mazed he did not know where he was or what he did. The

gryphon

did not turn those glowi ng eyes on either of us. It held its own head high
still giving voice. | thought |I heard a pleading note growi ng stronger in
t hat

song.

Sl ow y Kerovan stepped upon the dais, fell rather than | eaned forward, so

t hat

both his outflung arnms rested across the case as he knelt there, his head
droopi ng between his arns. He remained as if he had come to the end of al
striving, could make no further effort. The gryphon bent its crested head in
turn, its cruelly pointed beak ai mred—

| tried to cry out a warning, but there was a barrier in ny throat, a sealing
on

my lips. Using ny will as a lash upon nmy falling body, | staggered on toward
Kerovan. If he could not defend hinsel f against that rapaci ous beak, perhaps
there was sonmething | could do. Englobed, the gryphon had served ne. Free..? |
did not know+ could only hope.

Before | reached nmy lord's side | sawthat it was not at his head or

shoul ders

t hat beak was ai med. The wi nged creature now pecked determ nedly at the
covering

of the box. As | cane to lay hands on ny lord, attenpting to draw hi mout of
danger, | saw what lay within and it froze me for a |l ong noment.

Man? No! Monster? Again no. There was nothing evil about that sleeper
strangel y

shaped though his body m ght be. Here was the gryphon fused with what was
partly

man. But this encoffined one was far greater than both in his own way-yes, |
knew t hat al so.

I found nyself on nmy knees. My hold on Kerovan's shoul ders tightened so I was
able to draw hima little toward me, away from where that great beak strove
to

break the surface of the sleeper's coffin. Thus we were clinging together
when

there was a crackle—+tines of splintered transparency ran swiftly outward,
even

as earlier the gl obe had broken in my hands.

My lord tried to rise, half fell back against ne, so | steadied himonce nore
agai nst my own body. Qur eyes were not for each other now, rather for what
was

happening to the case. Those cracks grew w der. Fragnments flew outward as the
gryphon, seem ngly heartened by its success, struck faster and deeper

Then all the substance of that encoffrming fell away, becane powdery dust.
Once

nore the gryphon reared above the sl eeper and opened its beak. Only this tine



it

did not sing, instead it gave a shout, perhaps an alarm

The eyes of the sleeper opened. They shone red, as fiery as those of the

bi rd- beast towering above. One hand was lifted fromits grasp on a sword
still

resting on the stranger's breast. The beast bent its crested head and | saw
t he

man's fingers nmove in a caress, scratching anong the feathers as one gentles
a

favorite hound.

Now he, who had been so freed and awakened, |ooked around at ny lord. After a
| ong nonent his eyes net mine in turn. There was awesone wi sdomin those

eyes,
other enmptions | did not know nor could | nanme—whi ch no one of human birth
m ght

understand. | could not turn away, though I winced, for it seemed that this

other invaded ny mind, |earned nore fromthat single glance than any of ny
own

kind could in a full lifetine.

Then he turned again to Kerovan as he drew hinself up, the sword | oosely held
in

one hand, the other arms resting across the gryphon's neck as the creature
squatted cl oser, offering to lend himits support. Wth that w cked-| ooking
beak

it was snoothing its naster's own feather-crested head.

There was no change in the bl ankness of Kerovan's expression, no sign of the
fear and awe that were mngled in me. The gryphon-man | eaned forward, l|aid

t he

sword aside, set his hand, which was nore |ike the taloned foot of a bird,
under

my lord' s chin, raising his head, to peer nore intently into those blind eyes.
Fear overcane awe in nme. As | had earlier sought to protect Kerovan fromthe
beak of the gryphon, so nowdid | fling out a hand to strike at that hold.
Once

nore those fiery eyes swung on me. | sensed a feeling of surprise, a
guesti oni ng—then again that m nd invasion which | could not understand.

He reached back and picked up the sword with his other hand, to use it, as a

W sewonman uses her wand, drawing |azy snmoke curls in the air. | was forced to
ny

feet, pushed back. The gryphon uttered another sharp cry, bobbed its head in
ny

direction. Its newy awakened master | owered the blade to point at ny breast.
There came a weight, a force | could not withstand, urging me away fromthe
dai s, putting me against the nearest pillar. Then the sword point shifted, but
I

di scovered that | could not nove so nuch as a finger. The gryphon-nman, having
so

di sposed of ne, gave Kerovan once nore his full attention

He stretched even as might a human awakening froma deep sl eep. Though he
wor e

no clothing his silver-white body was robed with power which fl ooded about
hi m

| felt that | night easily become what Kerovan now appeared to be—a nindl ess
servant.

Though | sensed no evil, | knew a grow ng anger that my |lord had been so
reduced

to another's will—-be that one of the great dd Ones or not. So | struggled
within for ny freedomer if not, to project to Kerovan the know edge that he
was

t he equal of any-should he choose to be. My dear Lord Anber should not bow or



serve...
The gryphon-man | eaped lightly fromthe dais and approached ne. |If there was
an

expression on his alien face the strangeness of his features hid it from ne.
There shot into nmy mnd, burning enough that | night have cried out with the
pai n, speech-so strong that it was a shout in nmy head.

"Why do you fear for himso? Do bl ood-kin war?"

This was far nore powerful mnd-talk than the cats had used but havi ng net
with

that | was ready.

"What have you done to himthen? And who are you?" Od One or not, | would
gr ant

no courtesy as long as | saw Kerovan so

"I do nothing with him save lead himto his true heritage."

The gryphon roared—such a sound as | would not have believed could rip from
t hat

bird beak. It reared on its hind paws, presented its talons as it mght for
def ense. The beast was facing away fromus, staring down an aisle beyond.
Its master whirled about, |eaped back and caught at the sword. He gestured.

Kerovan noved toward ne, still as one who wal ks in sleep. Then the A d One
joined us as the gryphon took wing, flewin the direction it had been
wat chi ng.

The gryphon-man's armnoved |ike a flash of light through the air. Wth the
point of the sword he drew a circle around the three of us—for | had found I
could move forward again, in fact | was urged so. The circle glowed, flaring
up

fromit a radiance through which we could see, yet it sent streaners far
above

our heads.

Fromthe direction the gryphon had taken there appeared a whirl of dark
shadow-advancing jerkily, as if it found difficulty inits path. It puffed
forward, retreated, and then puffed again. Though we could no | onger see the
beast, which had gone to confront it, we could hear its continued roars of
chal | enge.

| clutched at Kerovan. Under ny feet the floor shifted. Near the shadow the
paverent buckl ed upward, to let a black stream spew outward. The gryphon-man
set

his sword between his knees; both of his hands noved in a series of signs.
Around us the haze wall thickened and bl azed at the sane tine. Kerovan's arns
cane about me, his face was alive again.

There foll owed the sensation of being lifted by a whirlwind. | dared not | ook
down lest | see nothing below. W were sealed in by the Iight, and now the
gryphon-man | aid one tal oned hand on Kerovan's shoul der, the other on mne
That 1ight touch brought warnth, drove out ny fear. No matter, however, if
this

stranger so sought to confort ne, what counted nost was that my lord held ne
in

hi s armns.

The streans of |ight whirled enough to make ne giddy. | closed nmy eyes, but
t he

sensation of flying was not lost. | no |onger heard the gryphon's roars. Had
t he

creature been overwhel med? | hoped passionately that was not so.

"Tel pher is in no danger."

The stranger had reassured nme then. Who was he? Then—we swooped downward
with

such speed that | held even nore tightly to ny lord, felt his grasp al so
stiffen.

Fresh air...| opened nmy eyes. W stood in sunlight. Here were flowers—a
feeling



we had returned to our own time and world. Again cane a trunpet call as a

wi nged

body passed over us. The gryphon flew to perch above the wi de arch of a gate.
Though we stood in the open there were still four walls boxing us about. Each
was pierced by a wide arched gate, three of which showed hard usage fromtine
by

fallen stone, but the fourth, where the gryphon had | anded, was intact.
Rower s

grewin drifts of soil that spread in fromthe rui ned gateways. There was even
a

tree or two that had taken root here.

The gryphon-man stood a little apart fromus now. Even in the full light of
t he
sun there remained that glow clothing him He turned slowy, facing each of
t hose doorways in turn. | do not think he meant us to hear him but perhaps
hi s

earlier invasions of our mnds nmay have |linked us, for | caught thoughts
carrying overtones of grief.

"Matr, Yoer, R lene! Has it then been so long, and you gone so far?"

To each door he made a small gesture of the head as one uses in bidding
farewel |

to a companion-friend. It was only then that he turned his attention once

nor e

to the two of us.

"We have but little time. If Galkur dared to invade the hall, he will follow
swiftly."He once nore studi ed Kerovan with the sane searching intensity he
had

used before. This time ny lord, now awake, | ooked as straightly back

"Yes," the Add One continued. "I can well understand now what noves Gal kur
Only

hi s power appears sonewhat |essened, perhaps by tinme. Now.l"

He flung up his head and, from his beaklike nmouth, there sounded a roar not
unli ke that which the gryphon had uttered before it flewinto the dark. The
sound was oddly magnified; it filled, | thought, both heaven and earth. There
was an answer.

A man who appeared as hunman as a Dal esman wal ked toward us under the arch
wher e

t he gryphon crouched. Hi s gray clothing was that of any wandering nerchant.
Only

I knew hi mand spoke his name—with relief.

"Neevor!"

H s answering snmile was as kindly as that of my uncle when, as a small child,
I

had sought himout over sone nmatter of unhappi ness or doubt. A human snile
surely, and a warm one. From him fl owed reassurance |ike a warm cl oak pl aced
about mny shoulders in the chill of w nter

My nam ng of himcane only noments before ny lord did |ikew se. Kerovan took
a

step away fromme. | believe that at that nonent he reached for the sane
assurance that had conforted ne.

"So—Neevor—your hand is in this matter al so?" The gryphon | ord thought-spoke.
"Was it not fromthe beginning, Landisl? | conme nowto take nmy part in the
endi ng. Wien Gal kur made mschief did not the dreamof it enter your slunber?
He

t hought then to shape a man-tool "—Neevor nodded toward Kerovan—to his
patterning and his purpose, taking advantage of a fool. But then, whose power
essence interfered? Now what have you to say concerning the result of your
dream ng, Landi sl ?"

The gryphon-man's beak-nmouth opened on a sound that was not human | aughter
but



carried the same note

"Yes, it was | who spoiled Gl kur's plot—even in nmy sleep. As to this
one"—tal ons touched Kerovan's shoul der gently, then gripped tight—=1 have yet
to

prove him You know the Law, Neevor—-the future depends upon—

Neevor interrupted him "Just now it may depend upon Gal kur. And you stand

al one

of the Sky-Ones. It took four of you to defeat himonce."

Landisl's eyes glittered Iike sun-touched rubies. "Some powers wax with tinmne,

some wane. | believe that Gal kur has | ost sonewhat. O surely he woul d not
have

pl ayed ganmes with the aid of a self-taught fool of a sorceress to foster a
pl ot

so easily overturned. \Wat are his new plans, Neevor? It was your choice
spend

years wanderi ng, what have you learned during that restless travel to and
fro?"

"Never to underestimate such as Gal kur. H s gane has new el erents, Landisl.
There is a race of flawed and evil nen overseas who entered this world

t hr ough

one of the gates. They are of the Dark, doubly so, though their learning is
of

anot her kind that does not answer to our Law. Therefore it is twce

danger ous.

They are enbattl ed now and they need a new force for aid.

"Through their own ways of detection—and some reaching out on Gal kur's

part —+they

have | earned of Arvon and what may be tapped here. Though their conception of
Power is distorted, and they do not understand our usage, they cone seeking.
They sent war into the Dal es, endeavoring so to clear a path to us. And they
are

of a kind who can always provide a rallying point for many who have nouri shed
the Dark here.

"Gl kur ponders now on giving themnore aid. So many of our Geat Ones have
gone, seeking gates of their own—ew worl ds beyond. O those who remain, very
few are full adepts—only a handful as |earned as Gal kur. So.."

"So you use your spells to send these two to awaken ne?"

"Send, no. It is by your doing that even one stands here, that you have

al r eady

acknow edged." He nodded toward Kerovan. "It is by their own will and courage
that they have won here." There was a sharpness in that. "Those qualities

t hey

have in plenty. Kerovan's birthright none may take from him Daughter" —Aow
he

| ooked directly at nme, once nore smled with such sweet gentleness that |

| onged

to throw nyself into his arms—1 told you once that you had a Key—+o be used
in

the right time and place. You have done well with it. Now it remains for us
to

do as well with what will follow"

Above the arch the gryphon roared.

Neevor half turned to | ook behind himthrough the gate.

"It seens that our tinme for doing so is now," he observed.

Ker ovan
ONCE | HAD PACED A CERTAIN HALL IN A DREAM THEN | DID IT waki ng—er was all a
drean? What is illusion and what is truth when the O d Ones choose to weave

patterns beyond the understandi ng of nen? Was | nore than one of strange
bl ood?
What part weighs in ne the strongest?



This time | watched the sl eeper wake; then came the first trial of strength
bet ween ol d, | ong-opposed Powers. Now we stood again in the world that the
human

hal f of me knew and wel comed. Struggle |lay before us, though four was now
five—a

smal |l armnmy indeed. This would be such a battle as once before I had known
when,

to save ny dear lady, | went up against the Dark.

There was a reason, going back to my birth—er before that even—which bound ne
to

this course, and, through it, bound Joi san. Perhaps | was even first

fashi oned

to play a part here—but that was not so for mny |ady.

Had | been able at that noment | woul d have caught her up, hurled her from us
into safety. As | gazed at her that part of the inner self, which | had kept
under such tight restraint and tried to bani sh, awakened as had the sl eeper

I

knew then, for all my tears, | could never set her apart. W were indeed
bound

toget her tor good or ill.

Not because we had once been used by our elders to insure an alliance of the
Dal es. There was sonething far stronger to unite us. Her eyes net mine with
| evel courage. The spirit that burned in her fought that cold w thin ne,

war m ng

nmy best part back to life. | lost the icy touch forever

My sword sheath hung enpty. | had no bow, not even a knife. Also | believed
t hat

what we awaited could not be harned by any weapon forged by nmen. Neevor
carried

only a staff of rough wood such as might be cut fromany sapling, bits of
bar k

still clinging to it. The sl eeper—-he held a sword, yes, but in sone way |
dimy

understood it was not made for thrust or parry, cut and slash, in crude open
war fare. The gryphon on the gate perch noved a fraction, its beak a little
open

so its serpent tongue lolled out, its wings slowy fanned the air.

| do not know why or how at that nonent ny hand sought my belt pouch—ny |eft
hand. Fingers funbled with the clasp and then groped within. Wat | drew
forth

was that bit of blue netal | had found in the noi sone nest of the Wiste.

It was a broken piece of netal, about which ny fingers now curl ed
tight—surely

of no use in any battle. But, weaponless as | was, | stood shoulder to
shoul der
with Joisan. | saw her fingers go to her breast, fall away enpty, as she

renmenbered t he gl obe was now gone.

A tongue of thick dark such as we had seen in the aisle of the sleeper's hal
burst fromout the ground just beyond the gate. The very earth m ght be

vom ting

forth evil it could not stomach. This was an of fense against the |ight of
day,

the air, the place where we stood.

Once nmore the gryphon roared a challenge. This tine, however, it did not fly
forth to neet what cane. | |ooked to Neevor, to Landisl. Neither showed any
surprise, certainly no hint of dismay. Still | sensed in thema wariness, in
spite of their outward appearance of ease.

Joi san' s hand sought mine. She closed her fingers slowy as if she half
expect ed

| woul d shake off her touch. The warnth of her flesh against mne was what |



needed nost-—-again she was giving fully, openly, all | |acked.

Echoes of the gryphon's roar died slowy. Beyond the gate the black mass
whirled, grew smaller, thicker, nore solid. In an eye's blink there was no
dark—enly a man. Or...coul d one name hi m man?

He was tall and, |ike Landisl, bare of body. To the waist he ¢-¢-as well
proportioned, fully human-seeming. H s head was crested with a thick growth
of

curling dark hair and his face sternly handsone. Those features night have
formed the count enance of sone anci ent hero-Kking.

Only—that hal f-heroic body with its noble head, was belied by what |ay bel ow
From t he wai st down he was clothed by a wiry pelt rmuch coarser than any hair
or

fur, and his thick | egs ended i n—

| glanced quickly away. Hooves! Hyron had suggested that | seek kin. Was this
one of ny own bl ood—+the other half of ne?

The mi xture of noble and worse than bestial which he presented raised in ne
such

a feeling of loathing as made me want to kill him O else run to hide nyself
fromthe eyes of those anong whom | stood because | carried that sanme stanp
upon

my own body. There awoke in me once nore that cold [ oneliness with which
had

lived for so long. | shared blood with...Perhaps this beast-nman could even
claim

nmy kin allegiance.

"No!

It was not | who cried that denial aloud, nor had it cone fromcither Neevor
or

Landi sl . Joisan! She did not eye that nonster, coning ever nearer the
gryphon-shrouded gate, her eyes were for ne, denmandingly, even as her hold on
ne

ti ght ened.

"No—you are no part of him" | saw her |ips shape the words, but | heard them
in

my mnd. That thought-send was rich, filled with what was needed to soothe

t he

bl eakness about ny heart.

"A new day; another neeting.” Galkur (if this was Ual kur) broke through that
short noment of oneness with nmy lady. H s voice was al so deep, rich, and was
meant, | thought, to he beguiling. He spoke al oud, not using the m nd-speech
Nei t her Neevor nor Landisl replied. The half-man smiled. This was a smle

whi ch,

if one did not |ook below the face, m ght have charnmed even a prudent doubter
Did | stir then, or had he already considered that there might be some cord
bet ween us which he could draw upon?

"You stand in strange company, ny son." He used the last two words with

del i beration, enphasizing them

H s stanp was on ny body, perhaps had al ways been ny bane. | carried a taint
of

t he Dark—was such truth coming to light at long last? My sel f-doubts returned
in

hard array.

Neevor raised his staff. The rod of wood nade a barrier before ne. | strove
to
shake free of Joisan's hold. This was the truth! | was kin-bound to the Dark.

Could they not see it? My nother's anbition, the will of this Dark Lord, had
made ne tainted stock. If I remained with them!| would bring down in defeat
t hose about nme. As an unwilling eneny in their mdst, | would be a key by
whi ch

he could enter their stronghold.



"Only if you believe—accept—+the lie. The choice lies with you, Kerovan."
Joi san! She woul d not release ny hand, holding it and ne prisoner as she
cupped

it against her breast, even as | had so many tinmes seen her cup the gryphon
"Keep your lady, if you so desire, my son." Again that warmenticing snile
"Who

wi shes to part devoted | overs?"

Mockery in that. My other hand cl enched. But, nay all Powers forgive ne, a
part

of me answered to him What did | want with this girl out of the Dales, |
who

could sumon, could have, any female | w shed?

Pictures trailed | anguishingly through nmy mind, clear, detailed. | was
reduced

to a slavering dog trailing a bitch in heat. This was foul, and I was invited
to

wal low in the filth. Joisan was no part of ne.

| tore nmy hand free with strength enough to send her staggering backward.
Inwardly | faced that seeping foul ness, which spread until | longed to sear
t he

flesh fromnmy bones to rid nyself of such stinking evil

"Conme." He beckoned to ne. The sorcery he put into that single word set ny
whol e

body trenbling. Were else could such as | go? It was only fit that kin
shoul d

go to kin...

| bit nmy lower lip, reeling no pain, though my own bl ood dribbled down ny
chin,

cl enched both fists. | was a part of this nonster, so | nust withdraw from
t hose

who were clean in body and m nd.

"Ker ovan!"

| shook ny head—+ rnust withdraw fromher nost of all. | was of the Dark—evil
and

foul . These others had tried to save nme—er they had deceived and used nme for
some purpose of their own. They could keep me no | onger

Joi san had fallen to her knees, | stooped and tore fromher belt the knife
had
gi ven her. Good clean steel, very sharp, ready for what | nust do. | could
not

attack that thing waiting out there—calling me so. But | could do the next
best

t hi ng—+enove his key, make sure | could not be a traitor

My hand noved with the practiced ease | had | earned | ong ago us a boy
sweat i ng

under the tutelage of a master fighting man. The sharp edge neared ny throat.
Fire blazed, burned at the wist of my knife hand—thrust up into ny eyes. My
arm

fell as if dragged back by a great weight. Fire burned in nmy other hand—the
pai n

reaching deep into me. Only there it found nothing to feed upon—+to slay...

| |1 ooked down dazedly at my hands. The bl ade lay on the pavenment at ny feet,
but

the fire still ran about ny wist, shown between the fingers that grasped

t hat

nmetal fragment fromthe nest.

"Kerovan!" Joi san once nore flung herself at me, catching that weighted arm
as

if she feared | might again raise it. There followed swift on her cry a

t hought .



"Only those of the Light can hold or wear quan-iron, boy. Trust yourself
first."”

Landi sl ? Yes! | was not, | could never be kin to Gal kur. | thought his nane
with
t he sane savagery that | would have shouted a battle slogan. | was drained
weak, but afire nowwith anger. My fate lay in my own two hands. | had just
had

mat eri al proof of that. Had any here the right to decide for ne what ny
future

woul d be? | had wal ked, ridden, slept and awakened again, for so |ong seeking
the truth. Now | knewit.

Save that this was not the matter of my own awakening; it was a matter of the
age-ol d confrontation of Light with Dark—+n which | bore only a part, perhaps
a

small part. | stared at that beast-man. Though he still smled, the deep
war nt h

had vani shed—in its place was a sly contenpt.

Anger burned higher in nme. | had no Power as these reckoned it. My anger was
of

human ki nd. Perhaps the A d Ones could play upon the inner core of a man
shaping himfor their use. But there cones a tine when even a slave nmay break
for freedom

Though | wore the mark of the Dark One-he did not possess nme. Nor was | of

t he

Light. | was nyself.

WIl—will is the core of sonme kinds of Power. | had wrought with ny wl
bef ore.
Slowy | fought that weakness in me, raised ny |left hand. Remenber, | told

nmysel f fiercely, what Landisl renm nded you of the wistlet, the broken piece
of

nmetal . They were of the Light, as you al ways guessed. You are Kerovan. It
does

not matter whose seed, whose sorcery, brought your life, in whose wonb you
grew—you are you al one. What you make of life lies within you.

Silence held us. Joisan stood with her arns crossed on her breast watching ne
now, as if what she saw was not one she Knew, but neither was he a nonster. |
was me. | was not to be pushed, used, possessed. | was free to make such

choi ces

as | deemed best, and fromthis nmonent | had no past, nor kin, only
nysel f —and

Joi san! Al ways Joi san

W were allied, | had chosen to be allied—>Neevor, Landisl, the gryphon

Joi san,

and |I.
"Gl kur.." | found satisfaction in nam ng the enemy. Meager as any strength of
m ne mght be, | needed that fraction of support that his nam ng mght bring;

thus | called his nane al oud.
There was no smle on his face now The shadow of nobility that had masked it
vani shed. These were the features of one of the Dark Ones swollen w th awf ul

pride.
"Son.." he returned. His voice was still honeyed, but he | eered crookedly.
"No son of yours!" | returned, welcom ng the heat of netal about nmy wi st,

bal anced by that piece near-piercing ny other palm

"You bear ny seal." He gestured to nmy hooves.

"A man may have yellow hair and still not be Sulcar.” | did not know from
whence

cane that ease of speech

"My son—onme to nme!"

He snapped that as an order. A stir toward himanswered in ne, faint now, was
still in nme. | clenched ny left hand tighter about the fire I held. | was



Ker ovan!

H s hand cane up to draw synbols in the air. | watched themformlike snears
of

greasy oil dribbled across cleanliness, fouling the sunlight.

Again the tug within ne—stronger. | planted nmy hooves, stood straight. | was
Ker ovan.

"I am no runni ng hound for you, Galkur." | did not raise nmy voice, rather
used

it as if | spoke of uninportant things. "You needed a servant, you strove to
fashi on one. But you have neither son nor servant."

H s face grew hard, cold, with very little of the human remaining in it.
"Hound you are, slave you are, mne you are."

| heard then a harsh crow, not human | aughter, but carrying with it the ghost
of

t hat .

"Gl kur, when will you admit that your sorcery failed? Surely you nust have
known that fromits very inception. You did not used to be a fool ."

The col d mask tore; underneath was seething hate.

"What matter is this of yours?' he spat at Landisl. "There are Laws—
"Laws? Do you take refuge in such now? Did you believe you woul d weave with
Power and | would not know it, even though I lay in the Long Rest, and you
t hought me safely caged so? You sought out the Lord of U nsdale even as his
| ady

desired—you strove to fill himw th your inner force—then...Tell me now,

Gal kur,

what did happen. \Wat really happened?"

The Dark One turned his head fromside to side, his face was that of a denon
out

of a night's worst dream

"Look at his body! He bears ny mark upon himfor all nmen to sec. You cannot

deny

that. | shall yet prove himmne!"

H s eyes caught ny gaze—held. They grew |l arger, were pits of fire, dark
dept hs

preparing to swallow ne. Al else vanished, narrowed to those waiting pits.
woul d be swal | owed...

I was Kerovan! | was nyself. That fire, the dark, the stench was not m ne
Belief in nyself was nmy shield. I was no Dark One's spawn.

"Do you still claimhim @l kur?"

Beyond the fire pits the voice rang clear.

"Do I, or Neevor, lend himaid nowto stand agai nst you? He Fights his own

battl e because he is what he hinmself has made—and that is not one of your
[ine.

I ndeed his birth cane not from your desires—nor fromhis nother's w sh—though
that set upon his body your nmark because she wanted a clai mupon you. But in
t he

very noment of his birth she knew she had failed! M doing, Galkur—ine!"
"You could not—= The fire pits shrank, flanes no |onger sought to lick ne
down.

They were only eyes in a beastly face. "You could not—dnder the Law*

"That Law you broke, Gal kur, when you so neddl ed. And, in the breaking

rel eased

me. He is line's true son—+n part—a fraction of his nother's...but there is
something nmore. In time he shall choose, if he will, another path. Do not
seek

to hide behind the Law now. Face us all!"

Energy poured out of me, fusing with other sources of Power—that from
Landi si ,

from Neevor, whose staff once nore rested point down—yes, and from Joi san
The



gryphon voiced its roar. Joisan's face grew pale and strained. | wanted to
hol d

her close—but this was a tinme when all our strength nust be turned el sewhere.
Forns congealed in the air behind Gal kur, ready to feed into himenergy in

t he

same way we conbi ned our own forces. There were horrors anong them from which
any sane man must avert his gaze, others which night have passed for Dal esnen

and worren. | half expected to see Tenphera anong them
The drain of energy becanme stronger. Above ny head a snake of flane | ashed,
woul d have sunk its fangs into nmy eyes. | was Kerovan—these were illusions of

the enemy. He had failed to entice me—he would fail again. Neevor's staff
cracked, broke into two pieces. The jagged end of one flewinto his face. It
was

met by a band of blue flame. | had flung out ny wist wthout thinking,

i nstinct

had willed that.

Joi san swung hal fway around, fell to her knees, her arnms flung up above her
head

to ward off invisible blows. | saw blood start out on her cheek
Rage, as fiery as those eyes had been, filled ne. | turned ny wist; a blue
beam

shot toward Gal kur. One of his misshapen followers darted between, expl oded,
| eavi ng behind only a stench

At last the gryphon took w ng, planed down fromits arch perch to stand over
Joi san' s body where she had sunk, face down, on the pavenent. It covered her
its beak open in an enraged hiss. The broken ends of Neevor's staff took on
life, rising, darting through the gate at the Dark forces. They did not touch
the Dark Lord, but they struck Iike well-aimed spears at the figures capering
about him

| moved forward, step by step, no longer trying to bring down Gal kur hinself,
but aimng the ray at his band. Each one of those taken out of this struggle
woul d drain himof strength.

The Dark Lord caught up one of his own nonstrous servants, rolled the
creature

into a ball that he hurled at me. Then behind that attack, he hinself |eaped
f or war d.

There was another beside ne as | swept that balled thing out of existence.
Landi sl, his sword high, stood between nme and the hoofed one.

Gal kur skidded to a quick stop. H s body began to swell. | saw sonme of his
foll owers fade as he absorbed their substance. The bristly hair on his | ower
body fluffed, its ends giving off yellow sh |light.

Landi sl's silver body shone as bright as the sword he now held with both
hands.

Waves of force burst fromits sky-pointing tip, rippled down the |ength of

t he

bl ade to encircle his body. He becane a pillar of light.

The Dark Lord changed, also. Black flanme burst fromhim swirled and

t hi ckened

again into something giant high, which reached out a huge appendage to sl ap
at

the burning torch Landi sl had become—slap and flinch, w thout |anding a bl ow.
For a long nonent it seened that both were so equally matched neither could
nmove. The point of the white light fell forward as if it were a swift sword.
I't

touched the swelling Dark. A black stain fromthat spread up the |ight,

di nmi ng

the glory of the white. | staggered as the pull upon my energy grew heavier
Through a m st of weakness | saw Neevor hunch far over, his face as gray as
hi s

clothing, his eyes closed. The gryphon and Joi san were now behind ne; | felt



their united energy pass ne on its way to Landi sl

That stain spread no farther, the white held. Then there came a great upward
flare of light, blinding ne. Alnost too late | flung my arm over ny eyes.
fell

to ny knees, sprawl ed forward—there was no strength left in ne.

Joi san

| THOUGHT THAT NEVER AGAIN WOULD | SEE SUCH STRI FE AS THAT I N which nmy |ord
had

faced his own kin in the Waste on that other day of torment. But that was only
a

skirm sh with outlaws on a border raid conpared to the battle with the Dark
Lord

Gal kur .

Though | did not even see the end clearly, ny whole Iife force near drawn out
of

me, | knew when it cane for | had roused a little into a warmh. The gryphon
crouched between ne and all evil, curving its claws about ny shoul ders,
hol di ng

me to its breast, even as it had once rested against mne. | knew then such a

feeling of peace and safety, in spite of ny weakness, that | think | whinpered
?ittle, as might a child begging for confort, finding it at long |ast.

| saw only a great upward surge of light and then it struck down upon the
gganess that threatened us. The black thinned, drew in upon itself. Once

?ﬁgf white blade lifted—now it was like a great pointing finger. Down it

j abbed

in turn.

A sound rent the air. It tore through ny body, not ny ears—that scream of
defeat, of death and defiance still, mngled altogether. | slid then into
shadows whi ch wel comed nme but were not of any evil sending.

"Joi san!"’

There was no | onger the softness of the gryphon's silvery mane agai nst ny
cheek,

rather the hardness of mail. | opened ny eyes and saw what | had | onged for
Perhaps all my life | had desired this w thout realizing what ny full [ack
had

been until it was at |ast mne.

My dear | ord—not | ooking down at me with his face closed, his |lips straight,
hi s

eyes hooded, so disciplined by his will that he could chill my heart. Rather
this was ny lord as | had al ways dreanmed he could and woul d be sone day.

| raised my hand, though that was difficult, for ny own flesh was like a
heavy

weight. Still | persevered until | could draw fingertips down his cheek, nake
sure by touch that this was he indeed, no illusion born out of nmy |onely
onging. On ny finger the gemfromthe past pul sed and grew redder as if it
hel d

heart's blood full withinit.

It was a lover's ring, | knew, and now it was a |lanp | eading me into another
heart, wi de open, ready to receive ne.
"Ker ovan.."

He had called ny nane loudly to sumon nme back to life. But | said his softly
because it was so dear to ne.

"It is done," he told ne.

What was done—the battle? That no | onger mattered. It lay in the past and the
past no longer held us. It was what |ay ahead that | yearned toward.

"So.."

Beyond Kerovan's shoul der | saw Neevor, the gray nman. H s face was thin,



ol der.

When he spoke ny lord | ooked up and around. For a monent | was afraid again,
for

a shadow of his old stern self—the one I had fought against for so

| ong—r ossed

hi s face.

"It is done!" He said that to Neevor defiantly.

"The gryphon-man?" | tried to raise nyself higher to | ook about. "M
gryphon..?"

It was Neevor who answered, while nmy lord's arns were so tightly about mne

t hat

his mail bruised one. But | cherished that small pain because of its cause.
"They have conpleted their pattern,” Neevor answered ne.

| did not mss Landisl—-he was so alien a being that he awoke in ne only awe
and

some fear. But mnmy hand strayed to my breast where the gryphon had once hung,
and

| remenbered how it had come to shelter ne during the last of that battle. |
felt an enptiness of sadness and | oss.

"Kerovan." Neevor again addressed ny lord with a sharpness | had not heard
from

hi m before. "Renenber this, their plotting went awy. Though he tried to nmake
you, Gl kur had no part of it."

My lord smled oddly. There was a rueful ness in his expression, yet such
peace

as | had never seen in his face before.

"No hand in ny making, only in ny marring, is that what you wi sh to inpress
on

me, Lord? Well enough. And Landi sl -what was he?"

The age | had seen in Neevor appeared to be fading.

"He had a part in you—so that in tinme you my—

"No!" nmy lord interrupted, shaking his head. "No, Neevor. | will follow no
road

to the hol di ng of Power—+that one you would like for ne to choose. | nmay have
some small right to claimsuch, but I want not to be the naster of any force.
I

am nysel f, Kerovan. | want nothing to make me nore—er |ess.”

"You agree, in truth." Neevor had been watching us born closely. He nade a
smal |

gesture with his hand as if he tossed something to the wind, to be borne
away.

"This is then your free choice? There may never be another tine to choose

ot herwi se, you understand." The gray-clad nman did not draw back, stil
suddenl y

there seened to be a grow ng di stance between us.

"My choice is to be Kerovan, |lord of nothing, man of no great talent,"” but ny
lord spoke nmore to me than to Neevor, as if it were very necessary that |

understand. "I amonly mnysel f."

"Which is the one inportant thing," |I found words easily. "You are mny dear

| ord,

what el se you desire shall come through your own efforts always. | think you
are

to fashion a fine new fortune for us both."

Neevor | aughed.

"Well done, children. Enter into the world of your choice. | foretell you
shal |

find it in no way |acking, and perhaps you shall encounter a surprise or two
al ong the way."

Then, as one can puff out a candle flane, he was gone. | settled back into ny
lord's arnms with a sigh of content.



"Qur world." | caught his head and drew himdown until our lips met with a
war nt h whi ch becane pure flame—to |ight us both—forever.



