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The Chronicler

THERE was atime when the hilt of asword or the butt of adart gun rested more easily in my
grip than this pen. Now | record the deeds of others, and strange tales have | gathered. That | find mysalf
achronicler of others deedsis one of those tricks which fate can play upon aman.

In the backwater of quiet which isLormt aman must make hisown work. | have been fortunate
inthat | am drawn more and more to the seeking of knowledge, even though it chancesthat | am but a
beginner and must do so vicarioudy through the recounting of the deeds of others. Though sometimes,
more and more, it comesto methat | have not yet done with an active role in that eternal war of the Light
againg the Dark.

My nameis Duratan and | am of the House of Harrid (which means nothing now). Though | take
commissions these daysto search family rollsfor many divided clans, | have never found any bloodkin to
my house. It issometimes alone thing not to call any kin.

| cameinto Estcarp as a babe, having been born just at that black time when Duke Y vian horned
al the Old Race and there was amighty bloodletting. My nurse brought me hither before she died of a
fever and | was fostered.

From then my destiny followed the pattern known to al my exiled people. | wastrained to arms
fromthetime

| could hold aweapon made to my measure—for there was no other life then when the Kolder
devilsloosed dl our enemies upon us.

In duetime | became one of the Borderers, adding to my knowledge of weaponsthat of the
countryside and surviva in thewilderness. Only in one respect did | differ from my fellows—I seemed
able to bond with animals. Once | even faced asnow cat, and we looked eye to eye, before the
impressive hunter of the heightswent hisway. In my mind it was asif | had dwelt for ashort moment
within hisfurred skin, kinto him as | wasto no other.

For atime thereafter | waswary and disturbed, fearing that | might even be were, one of those
who divide spirits—man and animd, ableto be each inturn. Y et | showed no tendency to grow fur or
feather, fangs or talons. So at length | accepted this as aminor talent—to be cherished.

In border service | met aso the younger Tregarths, and from that grew in me adesireto
something more than atriumph at arms and always more bloodletting. Of those two storied warriorsit
was Kemoc, the younger, to whom | was most drawn. His father being Simon Tregarth, the outworlder,
his mother the Witch Jadlithe, who had not |ost her power even when she wedded, bedded, and bore.
There was a s0 another unheard-of thing—that their children, al three, were delivered at asingle birthing.
There was Kemoc, and Kyllan, and their sster, Kaththea, who was taken for Witch training against her
will.

Her brothers rode to prevent that but were too late. Kemoc returned from that aborted mission
very quiet, but henceforth there was a deadliness in his eyes when he spoke of his sister. He asked
questions of those who rode with us, and any we met. However, | think he gained little of what he
wanted, for we who had fled Karsten had retained even less of the old lore than was known in Estcarp.



Then, in one of those swift forays which were our life, Kemoc suffered awound too serious for
our hedler to ded with and was taken from the heights we guarded.

Shortly thereafter there came aperiod of quiet, dmost atruce, during which our captain wished
to send ordersfor suppliesand | volunteered for that. With Kemoc gone | was restless and even more
done.

| carried the captain's orders but it meant agathering of materia which would take sometime and
| had nothing to do save find Kemoc. In me there has never been the gift of easy friend making and with
himonly | had fet akin. | knew that since his Sster's taking he had been searching for something, and in
that | also fet | might have apart. When | asked concerning him | wastold that hiswound (which had left
him partly maimed) had hedled well enough for him to go to Lornt.

Lormt wasthen to us mainly legend. It was said to be arepository of knowledge—usdess
knowledge the Witches avered—but it was older even than Es City, whose history covers such atoll of
yearsthat it would take the larger part of alifetimeto count. The Witches avoided it, in fact seemed to
hold it in averson. There were scholars said to have taken refuge within itswalls, but if they learned aught
from their delving they did not shareit aoroad.

| followed Kemoc to Lormt. It istrue that one may belaid under agess, set to atask from which
there is no turning back. | had angered no one (that | knew of) with the power to set that upon me. But |
wasfirmly drawvnto Lornt.

Thus| cameto avaster and more unusud group of buildingsthan | had ever seen. Therewere
four towers and those were connected by walls. Y et no sentries walked those walls and there was no
guard at the single gate. Rather that was gar, and must have been so for sometime, asthere wasaridge
of soil holding it thus. Inside were buildings but not like those of akeep, and around, againgt the walls,
smadller erections mogt little more than huts—some of which were a-ruin.

A woman was drawing water at awell as| dismounted and, when | asked her where | might find
thelord, she blinked and then grinned a me, saying here were no lords, only old men who ruined their
eyes|ooking at books which sometimesfell to pieceswhile they did so. So | went searching for Kemoc.

Later | discovered that the affairs of housing were managed by Ouen (Ieader by default of the
scholars, he being ayounger and more active man) and by Mistress Bethalie, whose opinion of the
domestic arts of most men was very low indeed. There was also Wessdl, ajewe of asteward. It was
because of these three that Lormt flourished aswell asit did.

Nor were there only maes among the scholars. For | heard of aLady Nareth, who kept much to
her own company, and one Pyra, anoted heder, whose country and clan were unknown but who
Kemoc revered for her knowledge and help with hisown injury.

Fivedays| stayed with him, listening with growing excitement to his discoveries. Those about him
were for the most part so elderly that they might have been our grandsires. Each had aquest of hisown
and no timefor us.

The night before | left Kemoc faced me across one of the timeworn tables, having pushed asde a
pile of books bound in worm-eaten wood. He had a smdl pouch in his hand and from this he scattered
between us some beads of crysta which lay winking firein the lamplight.

Without any thought my hand went out and | pushed one here, and one there until a pattern | did
not understand lay before my eyes. Kemoc nodded.



"Soitisright, Duratan, knowledge lies here for you, aso. And believeit or not, you have talent.”
| looked at him openmouthed. "I am no maid—" | protested.

He amiled at me. "Just so, you are no maid, Duratan. So let me say thisto you. There may be
secrets within secrets and the Witches are mortasfor dl their powers. Thereisinfinitely morein this
world than they know. | have discovered much here and soon | shall be able to follow my own road.
Takethese" He swept up the crystas, returning them to the pouch. "Y ou shdl find use for them.”

When | |€eft at dawn the next morning he was a the gate to see me forth.

"If peace ever comesto thisland of ours, shield mate, ride you here again, for | think that thereis
to be found a greater treasure than any wrecker lord of the eastern coast can dream of. Luck be with you
and fortune your shidd.”

But hiswish did not hold. Within amonth of my return to the mountains arock moved under my
mount's feet when | was on scout, to plunge both me and the poor beast into anarrow valey. The
chance | would be found was dim and pain sent me drifting into adarkness | welcomed.

Yet | had not cometo the Last Gate. | was discovered by a deaf-and-dumb beast of a man who
carried me forth, though his rough handling was atorment. | awoke in the house of awisewoman he
served. With dl her skill she fought to save my crushed leg. Hedl it did, but | knew that | would never
dride easily again and the Borderers would ride without me.

With aknotted stump of canein hand | made myself wak daily. | had falen onto astool after
such a push when she came to me, in her hand Kemoc's bag. She held that out and for some caprice |
fumbled within and drew out afew of the crystas, throwing them on the floor. By some chance they were
all of the same color—blue—and, asthey fell, they shaped, ascleanly asif | had pushed them, into the
shape of adart head pointing to the door. | felt asif someone had given me asharp order. It wastimeto
be about business as yet unknown to me.

"You have" thewoman said to me, "thetalent. Thisis uncanny—ward yourself well, Borderer,
for you will find few to welcome you." She tossed the pouch to me asif she wished it quickly away from
her.

| decided it wastime | searched for Kemaoc in Lormt once more but first | helped that awkward
servant enwall hismistresss herb garden. When | findly rode forth there wasin me even asmal hope
that | might find knowledge to buy me freedom from my lurching steps.

Only Kemoc was gone when once more | entered that uncloseable gate. Ouen told me that
Kemoc had been grestly excited when he had ridden forth atenth day earlier, nor had he mentioned
where he was going.

Because | did not know his goa and because | believed that my handicap would make me a
hindrance to him, | settled in the room which had been his, paying into the common fund of the scholars
the last of my small store of coins. For a short time a shameful weakness of spirit took meand | railed at
fae.

But | roused mysdlf to fight such despair and now and then | tossed the crystals. Thus | began to
learn that | could influence the patterns which came, even move separate ones by staring at them.

That drove meto the reading halls, though | had no ideawhat | sought. | drew upon scraps| had
found in Kemoc's room on which he had scrawled some results of hisown delving. But | felt | faced a



maze in which | could be easily caught, for | had no one purpose.

| strove to speak to one of the scholars who seemed more approachabl e than the others,
Morfew, who welcomed me as a pupil.

When it seemed that | must have action, for it was not easy to settle into aniche of books and
scrolls, | went into the fields of the farms which fed the establishment and worked, exercisng my leg and
forcing mysdlf to walk without a staff. Though | had not sought her out, Pyracame to me and offered
surcease from pain, grestly in agreement with what | strove to do for mysdlf. She was awoman of grest
inner strength and it was only by chancethat | discovered what else she was. For one day, when a
sumblein afidd brought back ameasure of my pain, shefound me sitting in the hall, crystdsin hand.

| threw them inidleness and those of blazing yellow separated from the others and formed a
pattern to seem apair of eyes. Such eyes| had seen in abird's head and these appeared to livefor a
moment and gaze a Pyra. |

heard aquickly drawn breath and at that moment, asif | had heard it shouted doud | wassure. |
glanced from those eyes on the table to the eyesin the woman's head, and | said to mysdif, "Falconer!”
Though few, if any, men not of their own breed had ever seen one of their women.

She put out her hand and caught mine, turning it palm up, and she studied that caloused flesh as
one might study the roll on the table. There was afrown on her face; as she abruptly dropped her hold on
meshesad only:

"Tied, Duratan—how and why | do not know." Swiftly then she left me.

But tied to the bird warriors | wasthough | did not guessit then or for yearsto come. Time
passed and | did not count the days.

However, my power grew. That which had stirred in me when | had fronted the snow cat
strengthened by use even asdid my limb. | began to put more thought to such things, casting my crystals,
seeking out birds and smal field creatures. Then | gained aliege one of my own.

There had been astorm and after its fury had passed | rode out to the edge of the wild lands.
These were hedged by forest which made aliving wall around Lormt save for where the road (somewhat
overgrown) passed and where theriver Es curled. There came to me awhimpering, and it was the space
of severa breaths before | redlized that | had caught that, not by ear, but by thought. | took it asaguide
and it led meto where, trapped much as | had been in the mountains, lay athin, shaggy-coated hound. It
was abeast of fine breeding though it was dl bones and itslong hair showed neglect. Nor did it wear a
collar. As| knelt it drew lip to show teeth and | noted amark acrossits muzzle asif awhip lash had left a
scar, | looked into eyes which were fearful and | loosed thought to calm and comfort. It sniffed my
fingersand then licked them.

Luckily it had shared my fate no further, for it was only a prisoner and wounded by the matter of
ascratch or two. | worked apart the branch of bramble which wasitslast binding and it arose to four
feet and shook itself, took one step and then two away from me. Then it looked over its shoulder and
came back, whilefrom it to me flowed gratitude.

Thus| found Rawit and she was no common hound, but one that had been hardly used and had
come to know my sort only as an enemy who punished. Though from the moment she came to me there
was no barrier between us. Her thoughts flowed, even if sometimes they were hard to understand, but
there was exchange between us and | found this awonder which seemingly was as great aoneto her.



We had vistors—mainly atrader or two who brought that which could not be raised in our
well-tended fid ds, sdt, scrap iron which Janton, the smith, used with great expertise. Also there were
Borderers passing and from them we learned of thewar. | asked of Kemoc and only oncedid | have
news. That came from ahorse dealer who had sold him a Torgian. But more than that | did not know.

There was atime when restlessness gnawed at me. | took to riding the woods boundaries, Rawit
running by my sde. Though we were well away from the mountains and no raiders came, till | felt aneed
for such patrols.

Morfew told me once that the ancients who had built here had set over the whole site aguard of
Power and those sheltering within the walls need have no fear. Still | borrowed a spade and smoothed
out that ridge of earth which kept the great gate from being closed.

Asmy uneaseincreased | fell into the habit of each morning throwing the crystalsas| arose.
Oddly, Rawit always came from her bed at the foot of mine to watch. And each day | threw only those
which were the red of blood and the smoke grey of dying fires. Y et when | tried to share my foreboding
with Morfew, he shook his head and told me the ancients guarded well their own.

My wariness was given credit when atroop of Borderers came. These were no scouts nor being
sent to turn some raid. Rather they carried with them al that they owned packed on ponies. From both
men and animal s-even more from the animals—I sensed some strange peril.

Their captain gathered those scholars who would heed him, and the farm people, to share the
warning which had sent them on the move. Pagar of Karsten had set on march the largest army that men
inthis part of the world had ever seen. Already their van had penetrated well into the mountains across
so wide afront that there was no way Estcarp could hold against them.

"But itisno longer our war," the captain said. "For the Council has sent forth the Great Call and
we arefor Es City. If you would have safety prepare to ride with us. But do not think we can linger long
for you."

Ouen glanced from one to another of his fellow scholars and then spoke up.

"Lormt isguarded well, Captain." He gestured to walls and towers. "I do not think we can do
better than to trust the guardianship which was set here when the last wall stone wasfitted into place. We
have no life beyond these walls. Also thereis among us awisewoman, Mistress Bethaie. Sheisstrongin
power though no Witch."

The captain grimaced and turned to Janton. "Y our people then—" he began.
Janton looked around but one head shook and then another. He shrugged.

"Our thanks to you, Captain. But we've lived here father-son, son-father, for so long we would
be like wheat pulled up untimely from the fields—to wither into nothingness™

"Thefolly isyoursthen!" The captain was sharp. His gaze lighted on me and he frowned again.
For, that morning having thrown the fire and ash twice and felt agrest weight of oppression, | had put on
my scale shirt, and fastened my arms belt over it.

"You—" | caught histhought and felt anger, then aso knew that he had theright to resent a
fighting man to be at thistime apart from any troop.

| answered that thought easily as| limped forward.



"Captain, how camethat Great Cal?"

"The seeresses,” he answered, "and the facons of the Fal coners. The Council move but they
have not told us how or what. We have heard that Sulcar ships are in the bay and perhapsthey wait for
thosewho must flee”

Then he added, "Do you ride with us?"

| shook my head. "Captain, | found refuge here when there was no other to bid me welcome. |
take my chancewith Lormt."

They rode on towardstheriver and | heard them spesk of rafts. | laid hand on the gate | had
freed and wondered how well it would serve usas a barrier if Karsten fury spilled into this pocket nigh
forgotten by the world.

The next day was awesome. | awakened before light and heard the whinesin Rawit's throat, her
shadow fear heightening mine. There was that about uswhich fairly shouted of Power, Power aroused,
Power brooding, Power about to leap.

Even the most dreaming and wooly witted of the scholarsfelt it and so did those on the farms, for
they came, family by family, to gather within Lormt'swalls.

Ouen and | welcomed al within. Even old Pruett, the herbmaster, did what he could to bring
forth those gifts of nature which would do the most good in times of trouble. While Mistress Bethalie and
Pyra stood together, astrange look lay upon them both, asif they strove to see what lay before us.

So did it come, first like avast drawing, and | saw men and women sway asthey stood, just as|
felt within me the same pull. The ponies screamed as| have never heard their like do before and Rawit
howled, to be answered by al the farm dogs. Then—

| lived through it aswe al did. But never have | found words to describe what came. It was asif
the very earth strove to rid itsdlf of usand al we had planted on her back. No sun broke through the
falen darkness. Those clouds were blacker than any night, except that through them cut great jagged
blades of lightning.

Someone caught my arm and by alightning flash | saw it was Morfew.
"They do it again—they move the mountainsg!" He clung to me so closdly that | caught hiswords.

Much has been told of the Witches and their power, but in those hours what they did was greater
than any feat of their planning before. Literdly did they move the southern mountains, and Pagar and his
invaders were gone, even as much else went also. Forestsfell and were swallowed up, birds and animals
died, rivers were shaken from their beds to find other courses. It was the ending of the world through
whichwelived.

There came a bolt of lightning which cracked the sky above our heads and struck full upon one
of the towers. From the foot of that followed so great an explosion of light aswas blinding. We huddled
on the ground and strove to see, fearing our sight had been rift from us. Y et when dim shadows appeared
againit wasto reved acontinued glow of blue light which centered now on two towers. Then those
stones, which had been so firmly set, began to fall and we who could gain our feet pulled others away
from the crumbling towersand walls.

It seemed that that time of destruction went on forever. But there came amoment asif some
great beast which had used its clawsto ravage our world was at length tired of the destruction it had



wrought, and the day cleared to agrey through which we looked once more on Lormt.

Perhaps, though the two towers were partly rubble and the wall which linked them only an
unsteady mound, fortune had favored us. For no one had been killed and injuries were dight. Even the
animaswe had brought into the courtyard were safe.

There was something else—just as we had felt drawn by what we could not understand, so now
werewe al worn of strength. Those who dazedly found themsdlves dlive moved only dowly. It was close
to nightfall before we made our first discovery.

Intheir fal the towers, the walls, opened hidden places and rooms, crannies which had been
seded perhaps even at thefirgt building were now visible. Our scholarswent alittle wild at what was
displayed there. Forgetful of bruises, cuts, even hurts, which might have kept such old ones abed, they
strove to climb tottering piles of rubble, to bring forth coffers, chests, sedled jarswhich stood ashigh as
ongswast.

Therest of the ten days which followed was astrange time. From one of the remaining towers
we could see that the Es had vanished from the course we knew. Treesin the forest leaned haphazardly
one againg the other. However, the houses which had been in the open were not greatly harmed.

That tower which had taken the first blow of al was split to itsrootsand | strove to keep the
scholarsaway fromit, for sones still rattled down into the depths. Therewas adim glow therewhich
flickered and grew less by the hour. Morfew joined me, wriggling out on hisbelly even as| to look down
into the hollow.

"So thelegend wasright,” he commented. "Sméll that?"

Therewas dudt in the air and amuch stronger mustiness such asforever clung to thelibraries. Still
there was also another odor, sharp and acrid, which made us cough.

"Quaniron,” Morfew said. "It isone of the old secrets. Y et | found one account last season
which said that great balls of it were set at the foot of each tower and that iswhat wasto keep Lormt
from harm.”

Inaway it had, for we had been saved. However, we were careful of the unsteady piles of
stone. After they had inspected their own homes many of the farm men came back and aided us, for the
scholars had little strength and had to be discouraged from much they would do. In spite of my
weakened leg | discovered that | could carry and push such as | would have thought | could not manage,
asif some superior energy had come to me. So we were busied over many days, freeing the wealth of
the hidden rooms and piling so much in the genera hal that one could only follow narrow paths between.

Onthethird day | was heading for labor when Rawit whined and then her unhuman thought
touched mine.

"Hurt—help—" She pointed her nose toward the ragged top of the second tower. There
something moved. It flapped wildly back and forth and | saw it was abird, caught by onefoot so it could
not right itsalf. Also one wing drooped while the other beet frantically.

To climb to that was dangerous, still I made the ascent testing each hand and foothold. The bird
ceased its struggles and hung limp. Y et it was not dead, for | could just touch the edge of its thought and
that was one of terror and helplessness. Thus | brought down at last afacon, and no ordinary bird. This
was afemale of that same species whose males were the other salves of the Falconers, those dour
fighterswho had held the mountains for so long. Managing to loose the foot was easy once | had reached



the trapped bird, but caring for the damaged wing was a task beyond me and only Pyras skill brought it
back to partia use again.

Gderider (I learned her name early) was never to soar freely again but she became as much of a
companion as Rawit. Though she mantled warningly at any other, she allowed meto handle her. She had
been torn from her nesting place by a sucking wind and had no idea how far or from what direction she
had been borne.

At length we settled into anew life. There were refugees who found their way to Lormt, but none
stayed past the time when they had regained their energy. Many of the scholars had disappeared into
their cubbies with the newfound knowledge, so intent that they had to be brought forth for meals or rest,
s0 enchanted by their finds that they might have been ensorcelled as we are told men can be.

There came news. In that mighty task of turning, many of the Witches—nearly dl of the
Council—had been killed or so emptied of power that they were only husksin which alife flame burned
feebly. One such as brought to us by ayoung woman who begged our aid. But there was nothing yet
uncovered which could answer her need.

The Witches remaining no longer in command, we were told by the leader of a scout troop sent
south to assess damages, Koris of Gorm was now declared leader. It was the scout captain aso who
brought news of Kemoc—saying that he with his brother had managed to free his sster and they had all

disappeared.

If they fled toward the mountains—had they been caught up in the torture of the land? | often
wondered that when | had timeto think of anything except what was happening in Lormt. By chancel
had become a keeper of bits of information about the present not the past, and wayfarerswho came
down the old road would ask concerning thiskin, that holding, and thelike. So | began to assemble
records and my knowledge of clans and houses became known so that some came from a distance to
seemeand ask of their kin.

Then one camein adream.

Parting ahaze with asweep of hisarm as one might pass through a curtain Kemoc stood before
me. Therewas surprise on hisface but that faded and a smiletook its place.

"Duratan!” His voice—did it touch my thought only, or did it ring in my ears? | could have svorn
to neither. However, there was much he told me to add to my store of knowledge and be of greater aid
to those who sought me out.

For he and his brother and sister had dared the east and found what they sought—the land from
which our blood had first come. There was struggle there, for their own coming had unsteadied abaance
of power. They now fought grest evil and those who serve the Dark. Thus they wanted aid from any
willing to give it—l et such only travel east and they would find guidance.

When he had done he drew one hand down the haze against which he stood and said, "L ook you
here, shield mate, and you will know my words are true and you are not dreaming.” He was gone and
there was darkness, but that was the edge of waking and | opened my eyes.

Rawit was on her feet—nher hind feet, her front paws against the wall—and she gave asharp
bark. But | had aready seen it—astreak of blue running down the stone asif afinger had drawn it there.

Nor was that the last time that Kemoc sought me so, and what he had to tell me | kept record of.
Twice |l was ableto tell seekersthose they sought had gone over mountain to the east. It appeared that



some ancient bond which had kept those of our race from thinking of that direction had been swept
away. We heard tdll of whole households—all kin together—gathering their possessions and setting out
inthat direction. Of each | made record.

So therewas il war, though now largely of another kind. For the Dark which had dept or been
sedled in Escore, as Kemoc said, gtirred and awoke, not only within that land but € sewhere. Thus one of
thetales| have to set down here was given me by Kemoc himself when he returned from a-voyaging into
the unknown, though it was not histale done, and he but added somewhat to it before he gaveit into my
hands. Through it | learned of the sea—of which | knew little—and of dangers which might abide there.

Port of Dead Ships

by
Andre Norton

It was in the month of Peryton and there was already the sharp bite of coming winter in
the air. We had finished the last of the harvesting and | could turn once more to what had become
my main interest in life, the work on my Chronicles of Lormt, when there came a party to us, even
though Lormt lies even more afar from the road east than it did before the Turning.

The leader was Kemoc Tregarth, my former comrade-in-arms among the Borderers. He
brought to me a valiant story, of a hunting of the Dark to the far south, which is as unknown to us
as once was Escore of the east. Thus | speedily thereafter added thisto my ever growing
collection of tales concerning the lives of many after the great wars of the Turning. A little more
we push back ignorance and bring forth the light of knowledge.

Chapter 1

The lead-dark sky was as gloomy as the age-encrusted thickness of wallsin the west
watchtower. There had been aheavy drizzle of rain al night and dawn had brought very little light. Nor
did the two lampsin the room within do much to penetrate the generd murk. The young man who had
been sitting on the wide seat the wall provided under the window did not turn his head when he spoke
but continued to stare at the bleak sky.

"Four within the four-month— ' He could have been musing aoud. Then he added a question:
"And before, what are your records?'

Thetal man seated at the foot of the table shifted in his carven chair. "None such sncethe
Kolder times. Oh, yes, welost ships but never werethey al in one part of the sea, nor did we have the
floating proofs of evil then. Therewere six S0 lost and five of them discovered inthe Y ear of the Winged
Bull—my father'stime. Osberic was intending to send out a search force—but then the Kolder took
Gorm and we had other thingsto think on. Though | have sent to Lormt—to have the records searched.
Y our Chronicler, Lord Kemoc, has promised us a hearing and as soon as he can assemble what
information isthere—"

"Lormt may have little knowledge concerning events of the sea. Though | agreeif thereisaught to
be learned Duratan will dig it out. Do you have other legends of such happenings before the Kol der?”



Thetdl fair-haired man shrugged, spreading his hands gpart in agesture of not knowing. "Our
records were in the Keep. When Osberic destroyed that, and an army of the Kolder dave-dead, what
we should know now went also."

"It isawaysthe same generd part of the seawhich seemsto be thus cursed, your people say?"
The woman wearing along plain robe of agrey-blue leaned alittle forward so the lamplight awoke
sparks from abrooch at the neck of the robe and the girdle which held it close to her dender waist.

"Alwaysto the south," the fair man assented. "We have established trade with the Varsand it isa
good one. Look at this." He put out ahand to the stemmed gobl et before him on the table, turning it a
little. As had the gems the woman wore answered the light so did this produce aflicker of rainbow asit
moved. The bowl top was a perfect ova but the support was formed of abranch of flowers, frosted
stem and petd touched with asmall beading of gold.

"Var work," he continued. "A toll of twelve of these brought back unchipped, sold at auction,
and a ship need make but two runsayear. Y ou have seen the fountain in the garden of the Unicorn.
Bretwald brought that back— and on his next voyage he was ravaged by aKolder raider. All hischarts
and knowledge—" The man shrugged again. "Gone. It was not until after the Kolder nest was broken
once and for al that any of us ventured southward again. Y arn may not be the only port which it will pay
atrader to vist. Now we have this. ships afloat, uninjured in any way we can see, yet deserted and with
no sign left of what has happened to the crew. | say, and there are those who agree with me, that thisis
of Power—and evil Power at that. Or Kolder—

The group gathered around the table al moved afraction at that last word. Kemoc had turned his
head at |ast to watch them. He who spoke was Sigmun of the Sulcars, a captain noted among hisfellows
for "lucky" voyages and who had served vadiantly two springs back against the nest of pirates and
wreckerswho had set up afoul headquarters on idands off the southern border of Karsten. The woman
a hisright hand was the Lady Jaelithe, and that was a name to awaken many memories. A Witch who
laid aside her dominion over Power to wed an out-worlder, the same man who now leaned back in his
own chair, his haf-hooded eyes on Sigmun: Lord Smon Tregarth. Though he wore no mail thisday, yet
there was that about him as aways seeming that he might be summoned at trumpet cal to reach for arms.

Hewho sat at the head of the table had had an extra cushion added to the seat to bring himto a
level not too far below his guests. Koris of Gorm was now in al but nameruler of Estcarp. Besde him
wasthe Lady Loyse, who had in her time wrought well in battle a so.

Thelast at that board, beside the empty chair where Kemoc had been seated earlier— He
watched her carefully now, perhaps trying to judge whether it was near the time when she must leave,
reach the pool in the center walled garden five stories below and renew hersdf with the water there as
her Krogan blood demanded. She caught her lord's anxious glance and the dightest shadow of asmile
reassured him.

"The Council will do nothing." Koriswas blunt. “They seek only to regain what they have
los—more of their kind, more of the Power which was torn from them at their turning of the mountains.”

Sigmun laughed harshly. "Oh, aye, | wastold that speedily when | asked for audience. But | say
to you— thereis evil loose to the south. And evil unchecked grows aways stronger. If the
K older—perhaps a pocket of them who were afield when the nest was destroyed—are on therise
again..." The hand which had touched the goblet so delicately now curled into afigt.

Koris reached forward to smooth out again the thin sheet of parchment which covered athird of
the table top. He ran afingertip dong the border of Karsten (an age-old enemy now fallen into chaos)



tracing bays and indentations, the mouths of the river which drained, through tributaries, clear back to the
base of the eastern mountains.

"So far we know." Sigmun watched that moving finger. "And for a space beyond." Hedrew his
belt knife and leaned well forward to push its point even farther south. "Thisbewild coast and
treacherous—al o it seems uninhabited. There are no fishing boats to be seen, nothing shoreward to hint
a any holding. Above Y arn, here'—he stabbed the line marking the shore where it became a scatter of
dots and no firm line—"there are tricky shalows and reefs which might have been set up purposefully to
catch the unwary. Reaching there we head out to the open sea. No one has mapped the coast. By all
indications, Yarnisvery old. Its people are not of Karsten, nor of any race we Sulcar have seen
elsawhere. They do not like the sea—rather fear it—though why we do not know."

Kemoc stood up. "They fear the sea. And it ison theroad to Y arn or near there that ships
disappear. It would seem they have good reason to fear it. Have they no tales then—the kind which are
told in tavernswhen adrinker forgets caution in speech?’

Sigmun grinned crookedly. "Oh, we thought of that dso, Lord Kemoc. We think we Sulcars
have hard heads and steady stomachs, but we have yet to see one of Varsblood in the least tipsy. Also
they are aclannish people and they do not mix much with strangers. They are civil enoughin their
greetings and their trading, but they do not add aught to the bare words demanded by that."

"Kolder..." Lord Simon said that word asiif it had seeped out of histhoughts. " There were
rumors not long since that such asthey linger till in Alizon, their old oversees aly. Y et thiswhich you
report does not fit their pattern of attack.”

Lady Jaelithe shook her head. "Did you not say, Captain Sigmun, that ships were so lost before
the Kolders moved upon us? No, | think hereindeed liesa different puzzle.

"The question remains.” It was K oris who spoke now. "What aid can we give you, Captain? Our
forcesare mainly for use ashore. Also, we still needs must watch Alizon with patrols. We have none
except the Falconerswho are trained to fight on both land and sea. And of them we cannot raise more
than acompany, for they have their own problems. They wish to establish anew Eyrie—infact thereis
talk of one overseas. That isther affair and | do not think that they will be quick to answer any summons
to fight an enemy unknown and unseen, save to those who have disappeared. | cannot strip my borders
on such adender evidence. The shipsyou command are wholly yours; Estcarp has but fishing boats and
asmall merchantman or two. So what do we haveto offer?"

"True, dl true," the caption answered promptly. "What | seek isknowledge." Now he looked
directly at Lady Jeelithe. "I believe, and so do dl those who have discussed this matter in our Sea
Council, that some of this, perhapsal, isamatter of Power. If those of Estcarp will not aid usin this, then
we must seek esewhere. | have heard of what you have battled in Escore—can it not be true that in the
far south, where we have not been, that land curls about to face the sea, giving easy coast-room to some
of the Dark? What say you, my lady?" He tapped the parchment map again with knife point. The section
which lay so there was blank except for awriggle of line which might be part of an idand, and more of
the dots Sgnifying the unknown.

She whom he had addressed |eaned her head back against the high back of her chair, her eyes
closed. All knew that though the Witches would not restore her jewel to her, the Lady Jeelithe had not
lost what she could command before her wedding.

When her eyes opened again she looked beyond the table, and they sought the dark corner
where| sat on astool, watching this council as one might watch aharvest playlet. That | had any right



there a al was a question which might well be asked.

"Destree m'Regnant—" She hailed me by aname, and maybe the old story was the truth—that
when one's name was used in amatter of Power, oneis captive to another'swill. For | found myself
walking to thetable, al eyesupon me.

Sgmun'swere hat, hislipstight, asif he kept wordslocked within him by grest effort. Inthis
company he wasthe one most likely to be my unfriend. The Sulcar have their own ways of Power but
those dedl only with the seaand perhaps alittle with the westher. Also their few wisawomen are very
proud of their calling and do not wel come outsiders any more than do the Witches. Of the othersthere |
had no way of judging. Save | knew that in their own manner each of them had broken some pattern of
their people and so were not mind-bound against the strange and new.

"M'lady." | gave her thetraditiond salute which went with her onetime rank, my head bowed
above hands held pam to pam breast high.

To my surprise shereturned that sdlute asif | were her equd. | found that alittle daunting for |
wanted none ever to believethat | was morethan | truthfully claimed to be.

Orsya, of the water-dwelling Krogan, pushed her chair back alittle, allowing me to approach the
table closer. Once more K oriss hands went out smoothing flat the chart which lay there.

"What do you 'see?' Lady Jadlithe asked sharply.

My hands were cold as the tremor which ran dong my back. What if | failed now? True enough
she had tested me aone and then it had been easy, not that | could or would ever claim that | had full
command over this small power of mine. Now | drew a deep breath and leaned forward to place both
hands palm down on the unfinished portion of the chart. | strove then to think of the sea, to paint in my
mind the ever tumultuous waters, the birds which dipped and soared above, that other life which came
and went below its surface.

Suddenly I could fed the touch of wave spume on my cheek, taste from the air the smart of sdlt,
hear the never ending murmur of thewaves. It was asif | trod well above the water, not soaring asabird
but rather as one who could walk someinvisiblelayer of air.

| was searching out what lay to break that surface below. There were idands—as many of them
asif some giant had seized up ahandful of pebbles of al sizesand flung them out without care asto
wherethey might fdl.

Some were merely rocks hardly showing above the wash of the water. Otherswere larger. Y et
there was nothing growing on them—nothing but rocks on which lay seathings now dead and stinking, as
if these idands had been spewed forth by the seaitsdlf.

Not too far away therewas asullen firein the sky. | willed mysdlf again and toward that | went.
There was molten rock spilling down the sides of a cone, Iapping out into the water which boiled with its
hest.

Besdesdl this| "saw" something e se—an unnaturd threat which was being torn and rent by
some process of its own formation. That which | touched ever so dightly was formless but it was apart
from what | watched. There wasthe feding of birth here, of a purpose. And that purpose held no natural
causein what it wrought. It was something so adliento methat | could not even set nametoit. Yet | aso
knew that it was athresat to al which | looked upon—even the restless and heated sea itsdlf.



| was back again in the tower chamber and | looked only to Lady Jadlithe.
"Yousaw?'

Sheinclined her head.

"Youfdt?"

"l felt," she answered.

| lifted my hands from the parchment. Suddenly | was wesk, tired, | may have even wavered as|
stood, for Orsyas hold tightened on my arm as she guided me into Lord Kemoc's empty chair.

It was the Lady Jaelithe who had pulled the Var goblet to her and poured into it ameasure of
wine from the flagon near to hand. She pushed that towards me. | was fearful of lifting that treasure, it
might so easily shatter in my unsteady hands. Then someone elsetook it up and held it to my lips so that |
could drink. The wine dlayed my sudden thirst, warmed me, for | was chilled as| awayswaswhen |
used my gift.

"Thereare newborn idands." It was Lady Jaelithe who answered their unvoiced questions. "Also
thereisavolcano sprung from the sea depths—

"That we have seen at times," Sigmun put in as she paused.
"Also—there is something € se—there is unknown purpose!”

For amoment there was silence and then it was Sigmun who spoke and | was not too exhausted
to seethat hishot and angry eyes measured me. | had been brought here despite his protests and to him
thisuse of my taent must cut like the lash of alength of broken rigging.

"Lady, does onetrust afaulty star course?"

"Destree’—she stretched her hand across the table and | reached out mineto hers, to have her
warm fingers close and hold firmly—"has seen and | followed that seeing. Do you then agree with those
late companions of minethat my gift isnow worthless?*

Heflushed, but | knew there was no softening towards me, nor would there ever be. | was
weary of the dread and suspicion which might always follow me.

Sigmun'slips parted asif he would voice further condemnation but it would seem that he thought
better of that. It was Lord Simon who brushed this aside as one who would keep directly to the point of
the matter.

"What purpose? Who can control enough Power to bring to life avolcano?’

"Who controls enough for the churning of mountains?* Koris asked grimly. "And that we have
seenin our own time and place.”

"Witches—farther south?" Captain Sigmun seemed to bite upon that as one would bite upon the
tartness of an unripefruit.

Kemoc had come to stand behind hislady's chair, his hands resting on her shoulders. "We have
met in Escore,” he said, "one adept to whom our Witches would be as untaught apprentices. And he was
not the only one of hiskind in the days when those fought together for dominion. We do not know who
or what liesto the south. But | say this, we shall have to discover and that speedily. If men disappear and



ships act strangely, there is purpose enough to learn. However, the Lord Koris was right when he said
that we have no forces to send unknowing of how they must be used. Asit ison the land, so it must be
by sea—there must be scouts sent out.”

Captain Sigmun nodded vigoroudy. "That is S0, and with them someone who hasthe gift.
Volcanoes and new idands, those we can understand, but if they are born by the will of someone or
something—then | say we must have aid of Power to make sure.”

| think we all looked to the Lady Jadlithe now, for certainly she wasfirst among uswhen it came
to considering the uses of Power.

"That isamatter to be thought on,” she returned.

"And by the fifth hour— " Lord Koris had begun when Lord Kemoc moved, sweeping his lady
up in hisarms. She had gone even paer and her breath was light and fluttering. Without aword he
hurried towards the entrance to the tower room and we knew that her Krogan heritage demanded the
water that was theirs snce their race had first come into being at the interference by some adept with
nature's laws. Perhaps the very appearance of a Krogan among us was an argument that Power could
cdl fire and molten rock out of the sea.

Captain Sigmun stood and said that he had to meet with three of the Sulcar commanders. It
seemed that the company took that asasignal to break up. But Lady Jaelithe remained where she was,
though Lord Simon and Koris had gone out, my hand il clagped in hers.

"What story isyours?' she asked in alow voice which was perhaps for my earsaone.

| looked away from her eyes and studied the goblet from Y arn for along moment before |
answered.

"Y ou named mefully, my lady. Have you not also heard where my shamelies?| am only half of
the House of Regnant—who my father was not even my mother could say before she died a my birthing.
The ship on which her clan sailed was tolled ashore by wreckers—"

| had half forgotten the Lady Loyse, but now she moved and asked sharply:
"Off Verlane?'

"Not s0." | shook my head. "It was across seas. There was anest of pirates who boarded or
wrecked many vessdals. Those of the men who got ashore had the sword put to them, the women—"' |
was slent for amoment and they understood mewell, | could fed it. "The Sulcars sent three ships against
that hold and they had with them atrue seer and aforce of Faconers. They found my mother in aplace
of—of—the Dark—the red Dark. She had been given to— My lady, she could not even tell what had
befallen her in that place except that she had been the plaything of something that wrecker lord would
placate and be friends with, so she, and others before her, had been the price.

"She was—mindless. It would have been wdll for her if they had had pity and cut her down
instead of bringing her back. But Wodan'sFayre was her betrothed and he had led the breaking of that
nest. He would bring her back and seeif she could be hedled.

"There was a heder in Quayth then, one of the Old Blood of Arvon. And my mother was taken
to her. But she would not aid—she said that my mother had been overshadowed by evil and that she
who had been Wodan's betrothed was gone, what was |eft was only aliving husk. But he did not believe
and arranged that she be taken to an idand that he had knowledge of and there be tended by his sister



and her maid-sister. They did so until | was born. Then she, who had at least worn my mother's body like
acloak, died and | lived. Only since then, Lady, thereis no trust among the Sulcarsfor me. My gift came
early, when | wasjust ableto talk. | farsaw and | foresaw—until | reglized that it was not a gift but a
doom— for my foreseeing placed ill on people who asked it of me and never good.

"Last year Sigmun's blood brother became foolish from much drink at atavernin Es City and he
saw that | was aso there, for | had come to ask of the Witches whether it be true that | was of some
Dark blood. Thisistruth: if | forsee for mysdf, and sometimes that seems forced upon meand | cannot
deny it, | profit but others pay hard for my gain. This Ewend caught mein my chamber, having seen
where| went, and he said that there was one way to lay a Witch and this he would do and | might thank
him for it. But when he laid hands on me—I foresaw and that | cried aloud. And he was afeared for |
spoke of athing he believed very secret. So heloosed me, for | added to that seeing my only wegpon,
the threat that | would forsee adeath of dread for him and that would come to pass.

"After he had let me go, while he was still muzzy-headed from what he had drunk so deeply, he
was found by Sigmun, who had been hunting him. And he told Sigmun what death | had threatened. And,
Lady, believe mein truth, | had not cursed him, nor built any spell againgt him, but within amonth that
very degth cameto him.

"Sigmun believesthat | can kill with my tongue and my thought. Those of his clan fear and hate
me. Y et he brought me herefor | think he believesthat if thereiswork of the Dark within thistrouble
then I, who am of the Dark, can perhaps be used as aweapon or an unwilling hostage. His people fear
spells, except those of their healing women, and some to do with wind and wave. They believethat a
man can beill wished and that iswhy | ill live, | think, for they believe | could leave some curse behind
me which would pay in horror what they had donein blood.”

"And you," asked the Lady Jadlithe, "what do you believe? That you were fathered by something
of the Dark and so adanger to dl those of the Light?"

| rubbed my hand across my forehead asif | would erase so the pain which gnawed at me,
awaysdid so after | had used my talent.

"Lady Jeelithe, | know not what to believe. Thismuch I know—in the Dales of High Hallack
there be many places of the Old Ones—some for good and somefor evil. It issaid that the evil cannot
be welcomed by the good. When | was amaid just taking on womanhood | went to one of the places of
Gunnora, shewho dl say isafriend to womanhood and truly for al good. | entered in, nor did any force
of assault on my body or my mind drive meforth. | asked therethat | belet to know what | an—that if |
be evil let me be brave enough to turn sted against mysdaf—that if | be good | be sent some sign that that
wastrue.

"This cameto me, faling from above, whence | could not see, coming straightly into the hands|
held out.” | groped benesth the shirt latching at my throat and brought out that which never since had left
me, astone smooth and cool to the touch, with worn lines upon it which | had never been ableto see
clearly. For, when | stared at them or strove to copy them onto parchment, they seemed to dide and
move. The pebble was the color of ripened grain and bore adrilled hole near the top so that it was easy
to string it upon awearing cord.

The Lady Jaelithe looked upon it and then, asif she was drawn into that gesture from aforce she
could not resist, she held out afinger, not quite touching its surface.

There was a sharp exclamation from the Lady Loyse, for there was a spark of light which shot
between flesh and stone. The Lady Jadithe was ill, very ill for along time—or what seemed so to me.



Thenshesad:

"Beat rest inyour heart, for none who are tainted within can wear that. And | think thet thisisa
promise that therewill come atime, Destree, when you shdl surely know... much.”

Chapter 2

What more assurance she might have given me| was not to know for there was a shout below
and amessenger came running up to our council room so fast that he near ssumbled flatfaced before us.
What he had to give was a summons and we three followed him down into the courtyard. There stood a
horse lathered from hard riding. He who had pushed the beast so was spesking to Lord Simon while
Captain Sigmun came at aswift stride back tojoin us.

"... strange ship—unlike any we have ever seen! Harwic of the Wave Skimmer has brought it in.
There were none aboard..."

"By the barge we go quicker—there are enough to man the oard" Sigmun caught at the
messenger's shoulder. "When did they cometo port?"

"At dawn, Captain,”" the messenger, who was plainly Sulcar, answered promptly. "I have
changed mounts twice—"

"Tothebargeisright." Lord Korisgave the order. "The crew isalready gathered there. | planned
to have gone upstream to the second watchtower."

Thus we speedily found ourselves afloat, for no one gainsaid any who had been in that upper
chamber againgt going. Even Lord Simon, Kemoc and the captain took oars as we pulled out from the
wharf. Lord Koriswas at thetiller and set our course. For the moment it was atricky one, for ESRiver is
ahighway in itsdf and many useit, both for traveling, and for the carriage of goods. Between the city and
the coast it is always crowded and we swept past many a deep-loaded barge, they pulling aside in haste
to give us clear voyaging as the messenger sounded awarn horn from the bow. Our own small vessel
was crowded, since we had shipped a double quota of oarsmen, they trading places at intervals.

Even o it was past twilight, well into the deeper shadow of night, when the coast wind cameto
promise that we were near our journey's end. There was the gleam of torchlight gilding the water ahead
aswe closed in upon the landing for the officid barge.

During that time there had been little said among us. We might al have possessed the farsee
talent and been hard at [abor marking out what lay ahead. Y et if that were so, none spoke of what they
viewed.

From the water's edge we went straight to the small keep which was the place of the port
governor. Him wefound in the lower hall seated before a table which was piled high with rolls of
parchment, cups used, some still half full, and plates which bore crumbs and smears of hasty medls.
When he saw Lord Simon and Koris, who were to the fore of our party, he hastily got to hisfeet, his
sword clanging againgt ametd flagon which he inadvertently swept from the board.

Hishand lifted in aquick salute and he called over his shoulder for servantsto clear thetable,
though he kept his hand in guardianship over therolls. They brought up chairs from the darker corners of
the room for the Tregarths and Koris. But the rest of us, save Sigmun, who remained standing, were
satisfied with two benches. One | shared with the Lady Loyse and the other seated Kemoc and hislady,
who, though he still kept asupporting arm about her, looked well and alert again.



"The ship?' demanded Lord Simon without delay.
"It isanchored off Gorm, my lord.”
"S0000." It was along-drawn word, amost ahiss.

Gorm was a place of the dead, the small party of guard who drew that duty (it was always left to
chance drawing by the leaders of squads) never stayed there more than atenth day. And they kept away
from the heart of the doomed and long-dead Sippar (a city which once had outrivaled Es City itself in
wed th and inhabitants), taking position only in the tower by the seawadll.

A place accursed was Gorm, where the dead-yet-walking hordes of the Kolder werefinadly
released from the hideous spell laid upon them and the power of their captors broken in the east. No ship
willing went to anchor in what had been the prime harbor in the old days. That Harwic had so left hisfind
there suggested that there was good reason not to bring it closer to a cleaner portion of the land.

"A large ship, my lords. But it has no sails, nor any sign of there ever having been amast raised
above deck—"

"Kolder?' Lord Smon interrupted.

"If Kolder, then unlike their other ships such aswe have representatives of," replied the port
officer. He thumped the rolls he had been consulting and Koris drew the nearest from under hisfingers,
pulling it out to itsfull extent.

Though to my view it was upside down | could see the drawing very boldly painted there and
recognized it from cruder pictures| had seen copied among the charts of Sulcar seamen. Thisovoid form
which seemed to be entirely without any superstructure, more like a queerly shaped bladder blown and
seded, had traveled under water, asready as any nativekiller of the seato lurk below the surfaceinits
hunt for victims.

The same servants who had cleared the table so deftly at command returned with trays bearing
plates and goblets and these were shared out among us. | had not redlized that hunger had made a hollow
within me until 1 looked at the bread and cheese, the pannikin of well-baked fish pudding on the plate |
balanced on my knees. We ate and drank in haste as oneswho are at siege and must speedily return to
their posts. Yet it wastasty and | licked the spoon from which | had eaten the pudding. The crumbs | eft
on my plate were very few indeed.

| nursed my goblet after taking only asip. Thiswasthe wine of sea port, potent stuff, and
perhaps befuddling to one not used to it. Nor did the Lady Loyse drink deeply, though like me she
cleaned her plate,

"This Captain Harwic, what story does he have for us?' asked Koris.

"He has been sent for, my lords. Y ou may listen and judge for yourselves what unknown thing
has been brought to mystify us." The port officer had never ceased to frown since we had entered and |
believed that he indeed considered that Es Bay might well be threatened by what was now at anchor iniit.

"This he brought to me—" The officer now pushed something acrossthe table into the fuller light
of the lanterns which now shown clearly, for it would seem that this defense tower was not equipped with
those everburning moonlike lights which studded walls of most of the old part of Es City. "This," he
repested, and pulled back his hand more quickly asif he found even the touch of the thing in some way
dangerous.



It looked to be abox, but inset in the lid was around disc of glass—fully trangparent—and
below that was adia which bore strange markings. There was a needle suspended so it trembled over
that dial, and it swung easily asLord Simon took up thefind. | saw his face become set and he beat a
tattoo on the side of the box asif dtriving to move that arrow. Though it quivered, it did not shift.

Hislipsformed words which he did not share with us and he arose so suddenly from his seat that
his goblet overturned and the dark river of wine would have smeared over the edge of the parchments
had not the officer snatched them away.

"Thiswas found on board the ship?' There was an incredulous note in Lord Simon's voice.
"So Captain Harwic said.”

Wewere dl staring for it was plain that the box had delivered some shock and it must have been
amighty oneto so affect this man noted for his many forays againgt the Kolder and the ancient evils of
Escore. For shaken he plainly was.

He put the box down with care, dmost asif he had held something which might spout fire, as had
the mountain from the seain my farseaeing. If he were going to explain what he found so overpowering he
did not have time before another Sulcar wearing both amail shirt and the winged helm of aship's captain
camein, pausing by the door until the port officer waved him forward.

"Thisis Captain Harwic," the port officer named him.

Hewas older than Sigmun. | had heard of him, that he was one of those born with avery restless
Spirit, to whom the finding of new sea paths was more needful than the trading with any people he might
encounter on unknown shores. Y et that he could do aso, as stories of hisunusua cargoes were well
known, encouraging othersto try for such. He was what was known to hisfelowsasa"lucky captain”
and those who berthed on his ship were envied.

Now he sketched a salute as his eyes swept from one to another of our company. | believe that
they mirrored that chill which | expected from his people when they touched me.

"Y ou have brought in aship.” Lord Smon stood with hisfingertipsjust touching the box which
had amazed him 0, asif to make surethat it redly lay there before him. "One," he continued, "whichisa
craft srangeto you."

"Very strange, my lord. And | have been north to the Idands of Ever |ce and south past any
chart we know."

Lord Korislooked up to him. "Kolder?"

For an ingant or two Captain Harwic hesitated. Then he spoke with careful downess asif he
were not certain himself. "It is unlike the Kolder shipswhich were seen at the taking of Gorm. Thisone
was not meant to ride benegth the waves, but with them. Y et how it could sail a al | do not see—there
areno masts... and never were, by the look of the deck. And there are no oars, also it was not designed
for rowers. The Kolder ships moved by their magic, perhapsthis doeslikewise. Yet it was aderdlict,
floating unmanned and answering to no tiller when we found her.”

" And there was no one on board?' Lord Simon asked.

"No one, my lord. Still two lifeboats swung on the deck. Y et it would seem when we searched
her that those who had been there had been called away by a sudden order. There was dried and rotted
food set out on atable, and the bunks had been dept in. Also in the place where the captain must have



been there were charts out which we had never seen the like of, two cups had stood there but had rolled
and spilled across the charts. And that"— he pointed to the box before Lord Simon—"was on the floor
skidding back and forth with therall of the vessd."

"What was the cargo?' The Lady Jaelithe spokefor thefirst time.

"Bales of something which had once been aplant of sorts, my lady. That was swelled by the
water which must have come through the hatch in some storm. It was rotted and without value. Nor did it
look asif it had been grain.”

"And where did you find her?' Lord Smon cut in.

"South, my lord. We werewell south of the Point of the Hound. There hit a storm out of the
northwest and that carried us well past waters which we knew. When we were | eft afloat after the fury of
that subsided, we took astar sghting and tried for ashore. But there were reefs and idands and those
we dared not venture among with the Wave Skimmer . We put out the longboat and Simot, my first
officer, took four men, two of them Falconers, and they oared towards the idands which were large
enough for alanding. The falcons were loosed, but the birds reported nothing but the bare rock. Not
even lichen seemed to grow there.

"That night there came adistant roaring and there was fire in the sky. Thelike of that my father
had once seen and the story he told very often. It must have been fiery rock from benegath the ses,
shooting up. So wetook sail away from there, for who knew where that troubled rock might rise next?

"It was midday as we sailed westward that we saw the ship. We lifted signals but there was no
answer. Then he who commands the Falconers sent hisbird to spy closer for it looked very strange.
When the bird reported none on board we closed and took her in tow. Though that was difficult. We
have found derdlicts before but they have been Sulcar, and once or twice around-bellied merchant
coaster from Karsten too far out from their usua coastwise sailing. Never have | heard that any have
brought into port what we have.”

"It seems, Lord Simon, that you have seen that before.” The port officer pointed to the box.
"Not an exact match to this, but likeit, yes. It isacompass.”
"And thet, my lord?'

"A direction finder of sorts. This needle'—he tapped the bubble glass under which that lay—"is
supposed to point aways to the north—thus one can keep a path. At sea such weredways..." He
hesitated for amoment, looking to the Lady Jaelithe before he continued. "Thisdl of Estcarp and Escore
knows—I am not of thisworld by birth but have won through one of the gates. Thisis something which
my own time and place knows. And if so—" Again hefdl slent; it was Kemoc who finished for him.

"Thusthis derdlict can be from another time-place? Can there be gates on the sead s0? I
so—what can win through them? The K older was an evil which near finished Estcarp in their time. Must
we fear that some new disaster may come from the sea?'

"We can only learn though what has been found,” Lady Jeelithe said. "And what the Power can
tell us. Perhapsthere are answersfor us aboard that ship.”

"We shdll see” Lord Simon's expression was grim and now he gave a push to that which he
caled acompass, sending it out from under his hand. "The sooner, the better!”

Though the night was dark enough, our way was it down to the quay by lanterns so that most of



the shadows retreated to the farthest reaches. Captain Harwic had a ship's boat waiting and we dl
crowded into that. He gave the order quickly and we were shoved away from the quay, heading out into
the dark of the bay. | had thought that we must return in his own vessdl and that would be worked out
towards brooding and damned Gorm. But instead his men plied oars and we pulled apart from the last of
the anchored ships, heading on toward the full darkness since it was a moonless night.

| thought of Gorm and what it meant to those who were chosen by lotsto garrison the
watchtower there. The streets where the dead had walked under the control of the Kolder lie forever
deserted, till the horror of what happened in Sippar, the great port, must remain awaysin memory. It
had been more than a generation ago that Lord Simon and his following had fought the greet battle
there—and | knew that the Council had sent Witches with Power for cleansing. Yet it was ill aplace
deserted and accursed.

Lord Koris should rule there by right of birth. He had been a self-exiled one when Sippar fell.
Did he have any inner ties now to a place so blackened by the terror and despair of utter evil?

| saw by the dim light of the boat lantern at our prow awhite hand move and touch upon a
shoulder. Lord Koris—the Lady Loyse—both had been deprived of their birthright, yet it would seem to
al whoever saw them together they had made their own kingdom of inner faith and strength.

Onthe dtill-distant idand | saw the spinning beam of the grest light, its sweep from sideto side
across the sea entrance to the bay. We had that for a guide and our men were quick and strong. It was
not long before | picked up the wink of much smdler lights, those which must mark one of the grest
quaysto provide landing beacons for anyone coming to Gorm.

It was towards those that we were making our way now. Beside me Captain Sigmun stirred.
That we shared seating had come by chance and | knew that he was finding that an unhappy fortune.
Only now | was better avare of something else.

That sonewhich | believed was a gift to me in Gunnora's shrine was warming against my skin.
Such had chanced once or twice before. Power—remnants of Power—must still lie ahead. | raised my
hand to press over the stone where it lay beneath my shirt. | wore Sulcar dresswhich afforded freedom
from the long skirts and robes-of -state one sees in Estcarp. And because, except for my eyes, | looked
Sulcar, my otherness was seldom agpparent to those who had not heard the whisperings which followed in
my wake when | went among the people who would not own me.

The short, |oose breeches were an aid when we came at last to the quay in the dead city. | swung
ashore with ease which matched that of Orsya, whosetight-fitting, glittering, short tunic waslike scales,
and truly | believed was fashioned from the skin of some large aquatic creature. She stood beside me
looking towards the dark lump-mass of the city. Then she wheeled and faced the sea.

"Thisisaplace of the Dark," she said. "I—" Her hands went to cover her ears, pressing tightly on
ether sde of her head. Kemoc swung up beside her.

"Itiswel—!" I caught histhought and swiftly raised barrier, for never did | read unlessthat was
asked of me.

Lord Simon might have some of the Power, bred in him in that other world from which he came.
And Lady Jadlithe was surely Witch. Two of their three children were gifted in spite of sex and
nontraining. All knew that Kaththeawas aWitch in al but formal acceptance, and, asfor Kemoc—he
had dared to summon that which had not been caled upon since the beginning of time of Estcarp itself
and had not only survived but been answered for the aid of others. Warlock he was named, though he
did not use regularly the gifts. While his brother, Kyllan, who had been named "warrior" at their triple



birth, had mind send and some forewarning to draw upon, but his skillslay mainly in the meeting of bettle.

The quay on which we stood was cracked and in one place part fallen from its support to be
awash by waves. Not too far ahead there were two lanterns set and between them aladder hung against
the sde of aship. Lord Smon's stride lengthened and his pace was close to arun. Whilethe Lady
Jadlithe, wearing the riding dress which gave her more freedom, was quick to catch up with him.

He stood, his hands on his hips, his head turning dowly from right to lft as he studied what was
vigble of the derdlict in thislight. The craft waslarge—near the length of asmaler Sulcar vessd—and |
wondered at the skill and labor which had been expended to bring it to anchor here. There were two
decks—the smaller upper one having aforward section placed higher still. Toward the stern behind this
there were two lifeboats still snug set as Harwic had reported.

Lord Simon paced down the quay beside the ship. There were portholes but they were dark,
dead eyes and no one could see through to what lay behind. Asif the rest of uswere invisible he caught
at the ladder to climb to the deck. There was alantern aoft there which gave somelight.

Still without speaking he caught that up and amoment later disappeared into the cabin. Therest
of usfollowed more dowly. Indeed this ship had never been meant to sail after the fashion of those of
Sulcars. No mast had been ripped out by a storm; there was no place to set such.

Beside the door where Lord Simon had vanished more ladderlike steps led up to the smaler top
deck. Sigmun and Harwic went in that direction. The rest of usfollowed Lord Simon. Here was along
cabin first which had portholes like windows on the sides. Ahead was atable set for four, wooden
partitions marking out each place so that the plates and cups there would not dide to the floor during any
attack of storm.

These showed remnants of amea which certainly had not been finished, judging by the amount
of food dried and rotted on the plates. We went on to visit other cabins. The walls were of well-rubbed
wood, arich red-brown. In two of the smaller spaces undoubtedly meant for private deeping quarters,
there were brightly colored garments on the bunks, which more resembled beds, and such things about
which suggested women had been quartered here. Y et there was not any untoward chaos which would
mark looting by pirates. Infact, Lady Loyse picked up anecklet of shining stones asrich asany worn for
court in Alizon, where they flaunt their wedlth. It was smply that the owner had gone asif for amoment
of timeonly.

Back inthe largest cabin at last, Lord Simon caught up with an exclamation something lying on
the padded seat along thewall. It was certainly not areading roll nor one of the rare books made by
fastening separate strips of writing materia into acommon back made of carven wood or engraved
metal. Thiswas back-fastened right enough, but the strips were larger and seeming of alighter materia
than any parchment.

Y et looking over Lord Simon's shoulder as he flipped this apart, glancing at each square ashe
turned, | thought that the markings there—though totally foreign to any script | had seen, must be runes of
akind. There was a picture of awoman dressed in strange garment which hardly covered even aquarter
of her body. The clothing—if it could be called so—wasavivid red. Her hair waslong, tossing free
about her shoulders with no constraining ribbon or net. And she was lying belly down, her legs stretched
out, her body resting on sand except for her head and shoulders, as her arms held her so. While behind
her was astretch of blue which might be meant to suggest water and out on that was just such aship as
the one we had boarded, water curling back on either side from the bow asif aknife blade were cutting
through the waves!



Lord Simon snapped the reading record shut and studied the cover. Here was another picture,
also of awoman, smiling—her hair, cut very short, was as black asthat of the Old Race, but she
certainly was not of Estcarp, and the robe she wore left her shoulders bare though she had jewels at her
earsand her throat.

With hisfinger Lord Smon wastracing aline of what surely must be runes above the picture and
suddenly he dropped the book to stare at his own hands.

"Simon—!" Lady Jaelithe set her hand upon his nearer wrist and waslooking into hisface with
concern.

He started, as might a man awakened out of an absorbing dream, or one who was farseeing.
Perhaps the latter was the truth for he said, asif gpeaking some unbelievable thought aoud:

"Fifty yeard But it cannot befifty yeard" Still he looked down &t the hand where hislady's
fingers had dipped to grip his. The skin was brownly weathered but taut. Into my mind came
then—yperhaps his thought reached us al—that he expected to see grooved in his own flesh the Signs of
great age.

It iswel known that the Old Race do not show marks of age (and they live longer than many
other peoples of our world) which are common to those other races until just before they die. Y et the
Lord Simon was off-time as al knew and it seemed he expected to be otherwise.

"Thisship, Smon, isit truethat it—

"Of my own time and place?’ he asked harshly. "Y es— of my own place—not my time. It seems
that the latter moves faster esewhere. A gate—in the sea?”

"Perhaps," she answered him. "But one which would take a ship without the crew? That | think is
another matter.”

Chapter 3

| had dept during the latter part of the night after we returned to the port tower. Our quarters
were not equa to those of the citadd at Es, but they were better than many | had known in my
wandering life. If | dreamed, no warning from that carried over into the daylight. A patch of sun stamped
on the sonefloor alittle away from the small bed told me that the hour was indeed late.

There was awashing place off the sparsely furnished room and | made use of what that offered,
standing when | was through to look into amirror of polished metal on the wal. In my mind there had
flashed memory of that picture on the cover of the book Lord Simon had brought back with him into our
quarters.

My fair hair, bleached even lighter by the summer sun, had been chopped off at shoulder
level—for | found the long braids awoman must care for a hindrance. My skin was also colored by
summer heat a brown which met the white of my body usualy covered to form adefiniteline. | had the
high cheekbones of the Sulcar also, but my chin was not so square and my mouth was certainly too large
to give me any claim to even good looks, |et done equa comparison to most of the women | had seen.

It was my eyeswhich proclaimed the most sharply my dien status among the people whose
blood | haf shared. Where theirs were blue or in some cases green, mine were overlarge and of the color
of well-forged stedl. Being browed and lashed with black instead of that color which crowned my skull,
those eyes appeared doubly prominent in my face, and, | thought, showed as chill asthose floating



hillocks of ice which could be often sSighted in the far northern sea.

| held up my hair with my hands, straining it back so | could seewhat | might look likeif | were
shown asthat pictured woman. The effect wasin no way flattering and | went in to clothe myself thinking
again that indeed | was not particularly favored by fate, physicaly aswell aswith those giftswhich had
done me more harm than good.

My hands sought Gunnorastalisman, which | settled carefully into place between my small
breasts, | not being endowed in that direction either. It had been warm last night, but now it was cool and
| latched my shirt high. There was atap at the door of my chamber and | hurriedly went to answer the
summons. The Lady Loyse stood there. She was smdl, making me feel suddenly too large and clumsy.

"Destree, we meet again. Jadlithe has something she wishesto ask of you. Also they have
brought in the morning food.” She smiled.

It was something | had thought about much since | had been so drawn into thiscircle of old
friends and kin. It had been the Lady Jadlithe who had had me summoned to the first meeting back in Es
City. These famed ones who had wrought in their own ways—Jadlithe, Loyse, and Orsya—to bring
peace into places of the utter Dark had accepted me without question, spoketo me asif | were almost
bloodkin, or at least a battle comrade from another time. It had been that fedling of trust which had led
meto tell the Lady Jadlithe of my beginnings, and the

Lady Loyse had heard those same words. Y et she had not turned from me, jerking away her
robe whereit touched my seaboots asif evil could be scraped by such an encounter.

This acceptance was 0 new, and because of the past, | could not wholly accept it. What did |
possess that these could use that they spoke me so fair and cameto call mein person to amed whena
servant could well have been sent? | kept my thoughts velled, yet they added to that cloak of depression
which | had worn so long it had become avery familiar garment.

"Itisagood day," Loyse said. She paused by one larger inner window which gave upon the
center court of the keep. Therewas aplot of flowersthat seemed out of place guarded by such massive
stone walls. But we could look down to three benches set near together, well away from those walls asif
any who so gathered had some uneasiness about being overheard—asiif the walls might sprout ears.
Savefor Sigmun | saw that those who had come from Es on that cdll the night before were helping
themsdlvesto food from atable set on whesdls.

Wejoined them speedily and they al gave me matter-of-fact greeting asif indeed | werea
longtime comrade in some action of importance. Lord Simon sat drinking from acup but his eyeswere
elsawhere, upon what rested on his knees: the book from the strange ship. But he looked up as Orsya
put out her hand to summon meto a seat beside her. Kemoc sat cross-legged at her feet, watching his
father with compelling intensity, asif he would force some information out of him by eye power done.

It was the Lady Jaelithe who put down her own cup to look directly at me. | wasinstantly
aerted. Now it was to come—what they wanted from me.

"Y ou have farsght—and foresight—"

"Foresight,” | returned quickly and perhaps more sharply than | should have done, "1 will not
l ISE n

| saw both Lord Simon and Kemoc shaken out of their own preoccupation to look at me. But
the Lady Jadlithe was continuing. "Have you aso the talent of finding the origin of something from afar?



Thet talent is often tied with the seeing.”

| was sillent with surprise. In my years of roving— though those had not been too many—I had
never tried to set my gift working in that direction. Now that she spoke of it I had memory of small
flashes of knowledge about people and things which had seemed to just coast into my mind when | took
belongingsinto my hands. Y et | had dways believed that that was merely my sengtivity to being more or
less outcast and caused by my imagination, not any talent.

"Takethis" Lady Jadlithe drew the alien book from her lord and actualy thrugt it & me with such
asharpnessin her voice that it might have been an order she did not intend to have refused.

The book was very smooth to the touch and | found mysdlf running my fingertips, asit rested on
my own knees, back and forth across those lines of runes. They were neither incised nor standing above
the surface as atouch on parchment might have found writing as | knew to be. In some way they werea
part of the surface on which they appeared.

Therewas adtirring, not quite like the cal to the seeings | knew so well, but of another kind. |
closed my eyes and strove to open amind door | had not been entirely aware | possessed.

Therewas astorm, such as even the most canny Sulcar sailing master would find difficult to fight
for thelife of hisvessd. Also there was fear—so overpowering and wild afear asran closeto the
borderline of sanity. | crouched in the large cabin of that strange ship. Foul sicknessarosein my throat. |
could see another shadow—for the lightsin the cabin had failed—and knew it.

"Miggy." | mouthed aname but | could not hear my own voice, so savage wasthe sorm. It had
seemed to spring out of nowhere.

"Jm!" Again aname, and, with that, came an even greeter gust of fear if such waspossble. Jm
was gone—he had been licked into the seaasif awave was agiant tongue lifting him up to gulp down.

Before the ssorm—I strove to reach that—what had "happened before the storm? Somehow |
managed to force memory to reply. There was sun, hot on areach of sand. 'And a short quay to which
there were severd of the alien shipstied up. Miggy and Jm—they had been whispering together. There
was some act which had adanger of itsown. Y et danger made it interesting. It had to do with a'boat—a
boat and, out at sea, abigger ship from which 'something would be transferred. That was the secret, one
‘which was the source of danger. Still that danger was alure. Now | saw the interior of the cabin—there
were (four people there. They were not uniform in gppearance :as were the Old Race and the Sulcars,
carrying their kinship on their facesfor al to see. Shewhom | knew for 'Miggy (and what manner of
name was that?) had red hair. "While Jim's was brown, with silver patches about his ears, :and cut short,
aswas Miggy's aso. But the other woman sat combing hers, which was stresked weirdly with severd
drands of silver through black. And the second man, seated by her, wais burnt very brown, while his
close-cropped hair wasin the beginnings of curls againgt the scalp.

They were arguing but | could not hear what they said, only fed tenson in the air—it was about
the danger. Then—

Once more | was back in the storm, the ship in wild swing. There burst outside the ports, from
the rims of "which water trickled now and then to wash the decking, alash of light which blinded. There
was nothingness, then—

| opened my eyesto find that al the party was looking to me. Slowly and trying ashard as |
could about details, | recited what | had learned. If | had learned it and it was mot born of some
imaginative feat of my own. At that moment | could not be sure of anything, for | was spent. If | moved



my head it seemed the whole courtyard took on the dizzying sway of the ship storm-tossed.

"The gate." Loyse spokefirst when | had finished. "How did they get through the gate? How can
there be agate in the open sea?'

| shook my head very gingerly, afraid to bring on an attack of vertigo. "The storm—and before
that the beach— There was no more.”

Lady Jaelithe reached over and took the book from my now-dack hold.
"They sensed danger, these whom you saw. What danger wasiit? Perhaps the gate—"

"No." That much | could answer. "It was something to do with another ship at sea. A much larger
oneg, | think."

"Sand and seaand many shipstied at awharf,” Lord Smon said dowly, then he caught at the
book and went flipping through its queer pagesin ahurry. He had found another picture and held it for
meto see. "There were treeslike thisto be seen?”

The one he pointed out had along bare trunk; its branches al at the top, wide leaves made of
many tapering strips set together.

"] saw no tree."

For amoment he looked as one who had thought he had found athing of value only to discover it
wasworthless.

"Y ou knew of such aplacein your ownworld?' Lady Jadlithe asked.

"Y es. Also there was a place in the seawhich had strange legends of disappearing
ships—legends which had been known for centuries. A sea..." he said musingly.

Kemoc added aquestion. "But if aship comesthrough, where isthe crew? We know well the
gates—have we not had personal knowledge of them? But dways it was that people came—aone."

"It remains,” for thefirst time Lord Koris spoke, "that of thiswe must know more. Do we want
another invasion from such as Kolder? L et us make sure as soon as we can of what chancesin the south
that such ships asthat can appear there. The Sulcar will support such aventure, since they believe that
they will bethefirg threstened as they have aready been. What of their ships found derelict without
crews? Can it be that perhaps the gate opens a so the other way, dropping Sulcarsinto your world,
Smon?’

"Who knows what has happened. But as you have said—we must learn what we can. And to
learn that we need shipswilling to sail south, though whét perils await there who can say?"

| think that al there would have volunteered for such avoyage but there were still duty to hold a
man. Lord Koris had taken the rule of Estcarp, and for him that remained the fact he could not deny. In
the end there werefive of us—Lord Simon, the Lady Jaelithe, Kemoc and Orsya, and I—because in me
something said, Thisyou must do. Though | believe that the Sulcars, had it not been for those | wasto
company with, would have refused me on board. Legend grows greater than action in thetelling and |
was congidered to be one of the enemy, or at least tied to the Dark, by most of the captains.

There were two ships chosen, Sigmun’'s and Harwic's. Beside the regular kin crew they each
carried adetachment of Falconers, those dour fighters. But some precautions they did take. Though the



Sulcar dways sail infamily groups, living more on board their shipsthan on land, thistime they set ashore
their children and such of their women as were pregnant, Lord Koris seeing al were wdll settled in
comfort at the port.

Therewas one time of difficulty when one who was a seeress aboard Lord Harwic's vessd
showed temper and teeth to me, saying that | was so ill-omened asto bring the fate feared the most on
any person—so what would | do with aship?

Then the Lady Jaelithe took command, and so much in awe was she held by al, even more by
those who possessed some bit of talent, that the woman gave way quickly when it was made clear to her
that that vessel wasto bear Lady Jadlithe and Lord Simon. While | wasto sail with Sigmun and Kemoc
and Orsyaon the Far Rover .

With a cargo of wood and very well provisoned, we set sail at last after two ten days of hard
labor, heading out into an ocean under the first colors of dawn. Over us the seabirds whedled and! called
mournfully and under afair wind our sailsbellied, so that we were fast past the dismal shadow of Gorm
with only the wide sea before us.

We had made other expeditions to Gorm to explore the derdlict and Lord Simon had consulted
the charts and other records found on board. He had names for a crew of six, but there had been others
on board—thewomen | had "seen” and whose clothing and belongings were ill in one of the cabins, a
double one. Of those he could learn nothing save that they had been aboard. While there were no
notationsin what he called the ship's"log" which explained ether the purpose of the voyage or the reason
for carrying the rotted vegetation which had been stored in the small hold. Asfor the reclaiming of the
ship for any service he explained to Captain Harwic that the running of it did indeed depend on neither
sails nor oars but on acomplicated machine, such as the Kolders knew, which needed to be fueled with
aliquid unknown in our world. Thusthe vessel remained a Gorm's dock for the present under the guard
of thesmd| garrison there,

Though | am of half-Sulcar blood | had never been taken in to any ship'sclan yet | had worked
passage on many vessels, doing the lowliest of labor, never trusted to any position of skill or direct need
in maintaining the voyageitsalf. Thistime | was|eft with nothing to do for my passage. Or | would have
been had Orsya and Kemoc not sought me out in the first day. The Krogan girl was deeply amazed by
the very fact that so much water lay aways about her now. Her people in Escore depended upon
streams and ponds, lakes and rivers, limited in their exploration on land because of their need for that
same water to renew their bodies from timeto time. Before our sailing Kemoc had made plain to Captain
Sigmun that the ship must tow a boat from which at intervals Orsya could descend into the seaand swim
for the space needed to restore her energy.

Since | was anything but welcome on board mysdlf | yielded a onceto their invitation to join
them in the boat. Kemoc was a strong swimmer, though his one hand and arm bore till the Signs of the
harsh wound which had made of him aleft-handed and perhaps less efficient fighter. But he could bea
child paddling in a puddle when his best efforts were compared to Orsya. Since her gills went into service
inwater she could dive and stay unseen for lengths of time which no one save amember of her own race
could equa . Though Kemoc made her swear that she would not venture far from the boat. There were
grim tales enough of what might lurk in the depths-strange water beasts and reptiles of which we knew
very little were rumored to have their hunting grounds there.

To my surprise Kemoc had questions for me. | did not think that the Lady Jaelithe or the Lady
Loyse had repested the story | had told them, the first time | had ever revealed the whole of it to others,
but that the Sulcars considered me an outcast was plain, and al'so my reason for being in Es City, awish
to consult with some Witch, was generally known. He had seen me use afraction of my talent and now it



appeared that he wished to know the extent of my birth gift. There was no reason to hide aught from him;
we were by fate members of acompany sent for atask and it was only just that each of us knew what
might be expected from the others with whom he or she marched—or rather sailed.

| said that | had farsight, and foresight (which | dso made plain | considered aflawed talent upon
which | had no intention of depending) and, as he had seen, | had the reading sight after alimited fashion.
But that | had any other of the talents | doubted very much.

"Sometimes one cannot be sure," he said musingly asif he had thoughts he did not share. "The
Council thinkslittle of Lormt but thereis much that can be learned by delving into the past. When the
mountainsturned, Lormt suffered the fal of two towers. But that same shifting of very ancient Sones
uncovered hidden rooms and spaces which held records no one had looked upon for uncounted years. A
comrade from the Borderers of my early fighting days now dealswith some of these finds. When we
return, seek out what Lormt may hold for you, Seeress.”

"Y ou give me atitle which no Sulcar will grant, my lord. What | can seethey distrust, even as
they keep me apart—

"Would you be one with them?" It was Orsyawho asked that as she combed her slver hair,
freeing it in part from the water which had deeked it over her shoulders.

"|— " But | got no further for as| tried to weigh my desires, order my thoughts, | made a
discovery which should not have surprised me. Did | want to be one with the women of the ship's cabins,
labor at saillsand al which kept the cabin home afloat, be at the orders of those who were masters and
mistresses of waves and servants of winds?

| looked up to the ship behind which our boat svung into the wavesthe Far Rover sent back to
trouble us. Never would | be accepted aboard with anything but grudging consent. If | was of the true
blood | would long since have been wed and one with kin whose single purpose was to advance the ship
in seeking and discovering new markets, or plying stolidly back and forth between citieswell known.
There would have been nothing more for me than that advancement which was shared by dl. | could not
be a seeress; they, too, were bound by even tighter tiesinto the pattern of voyages. | wastoo long a
wanderer on my own to accept any such commitment to the will of others. It had been along timesincel
had felt any envy. Perhapsit was true my nature was twisted from birth and | was a ship without ahome
port or arightful captain, always a-search.

Now | looked directly to the Krogan girl. "I think 1 would not be one with them unless | had been
course set by them from birth. Though that | have never thought or said before.”

"Each one of us has many roads ahead; we make choices sometimes without asking our heartsif
thisisrightful for us" Kemoc said dowly. "Nor can many of usliveto wak apath another has chosen for
us, no matter how schooled we may be to accept another'swill." He turned his head afraction and
smiled a Orsya, taking one of her dender handsto hold it to his cheek. "Twisted indeed was our own
path once but we came at least to whereit ran straight and true. Though even now there lie shadows
across our way—or so we must believe, being who and what we are. Still we would not have it
otherwise. So," now he spoke alittle sharply, hiseyesfor me again, "you have three giftsthat you are
aware of. And how do you polish them? By careful use asiswell?'

| shook my head determinedly. "I do not seek to know the future—"

"But," it was Orsyawho interrupted me, "you can see only one future—there be many for the
sameviewer. If one awakes one morning and does so, then the day will end with that future carried out.
But if one arises making another choice the day will run otherwise. Then which, foreseeing, can you



choos=?!

"That isan argument | have used with mysdf,” | told her. "Only the few times | have foreseen for
others—and that dmost dways againgt my will—the evil waiting was what they met. They say my
foretellings are curses compelling someone to meet thefate | outlook. And—for myself..." | shook my
head. " Such foreseeing as that is dways murky, seeming like a picture which has been dashed into
tatters, this part or that part visble asin adream, but no orderly progress| can view for my own
enlightenment. No, | can foresee—blackly—for others, and that | will no longer do. For mysdlf thereis
nothing to make choicesfor.”

"That istheway of dl who foresee—to lack the Power to set their own life forward,” Kemoc
answered. "But that you always foresee evil for others and that comes to them theresfter, that | cannot
understand.”

"Say then that | cursethem, my lord. Not that | do so deliberately, with mdice. That ismy Dark
heritage perhaps.”

My hand was at my breasts feding for Gunnoras amulet and again | clung to the one smal hope
that had brought me. A seeress who cursed—that was not my destiny. That path | could choose not to
follow.

"My father," Kemoc continued, "has the foreseeing, but it comesto him asawarning and only
shortly before the peril it heralds. He aso can bond with uswhen thereis need, feeding what talent we
may use with his strength. With my mother he can be one-minded even at adistance. But that he learned
later; it was not abirth gift.”

"And you"—OQrsyadropped her comb into her lap and drew her hand caressingly down across
his scarred flesh— "you meddled in what you did not even know, choosing a path of great peril—yet it
was aso one of safety.”

He was frowning, looking to the searather than at her. "I did not know how much afool | wasto
usewhat | did not understand. And what | have learned thereafter has made me only more aware of
thet."

"My lord—" | began, and then he smiled & me and returned:

"Lord?No, | wasasmplefighting man of the Borderersand | am till afighting man when there
isneed. | have no lordship nor do | want one. | am Kemoc first and so | remain.”

"Kemoc," | corrected mysdlf. "What chancesin Escore?’

"Now that"—again he amiled alittle—"isavery large question and | can only answer asmal part
of it. Itisthuswith us—"

Chapter 4

He talked then of battles, of evil driven back, only to have its forces surge onward again, of how
it wasto live eternally on guard when one rode forth from those idands of safety which had always been
under the protection of the Light.

"Still," Orsyasaid (she had tossed her hair until the sun, which was growing warmer, had dried
it), "there are now times of peace and those are growing more and more, longer and longer."



"Isit, could it betrug," | wondered aoud, "that Escore curves westward in the south, to touch
upon the sea?"

Kemoc shrugged. "Who knows? We have ridden and fought our way far westward. My sister
lives now upon another sea of which we of Estcarp had no knowledge in the old days. Judging by the
extent of what we know nothing, it could well be that southward the land comesto an end and that seais
part of this one bordering the east aswell asthe west."

"Bedill!" Orsyawas|eaning over the sde of our small boat. There was alook of such
concentration on her face now that a seeress might wear when in a self-summoned trance.

| stared into those waves but nothing could | see. The ocean was not like the clear water | had
trudged beside inland, through which one could sight sand and bubbles, the coming and going of the
creatures which made that course their natural home.

Kemoc did not glance at the water, rather hisface wasfixed in the set look of hewho mind
searches. All those who have any of the talents can develop mind touch to some degree. They cannot
aways communicate or receive direct messages from another but they can know where life runs, hides,
or liesinwait.

Tentatively, with al the caution my own use of giftstaught me, | sent out a quest-touch tendril.
Because Orsyadtill looked into the seal strove to send in that direction.

For asecond | flinched. What | had caught the fringe of was hunger, a mighty hunger, rawer and
greater than any rage, and perhaps the more dangerous for that reason. There was no real thought, or if
there was, the hunger overbore that.

Kemoc turned and caught at the rope which tethered usto the Far Rover and my own grasp
was with hisonly asecond later. We pulled with al our strength and our small craft answered, heading
for the side of the Sulcar vessel. Orsya dtill kept her post asif shelistened (could one nameit s0) to the
thing which lurked out of sght.

| could keep intouch with it only dightly for the vibrations were too closeto the edge of my
ability to read to afford me more than that. However, | knew that the thing had certainly now turned its
attention to us, that it had dtered its svimming pattern and was following our skiff. | thought of afish
intent upon the swallowing of some bait and that lent more strength to my pull on our lead rope.

Now Orsya settled lower in her place, her chin propped upon her folded arms, which rested on
the gunwale of the boat, her head forward, staring asif to force the swimmer below into view for al of
us. That consuming hunger was now as sharp in my own mind as ashout might bein my ears.

We did into the shadow beside the Far Rover facing the ladder dangling from her deck. Kemoc
gestured to meto climb, but | indicated Orsya. He shook his head and | gathered that the Krogan girl
might in some manner of talent be better armored than either of us. | sprang to catch the dangling cordage
and was up and over unto the deck. Kemoc followed and then turned to reach a hand to Orsya.

"It comes!" she cried out as she dropped to the deck.

Three of the Sulcar crew crowded in asthere was aflurry in the water below. | caught sight of a
black shadow just benesth the surface and then there gaped out of the water amighty head larger than
the boat in which we had been. Great jaws ringed with pointed fangs, two rows of them, closed upon the
wood of the boat and that sank out of sight in arush asthe thing which had so surfaced returned to its
own place. Lengths of splintered wood whirled upward. It must have crushed the stout timbers of the



boat, which had survived storms, as one could take an egg between one's teeth and splinter the shell into
bits.

"What wasthat!" Captain Sigmun legpt down from the quarterdeck to join us. A moment later
the Far Rover lurched in the water. The menace below had signaled its disappointment by aheadlong
ramming of the vessd.

Sigmun shouted orders and our ship veered afraction from its course. However, there was no
way in what we might defend ourselves from the unseen monster. | wondered if the seams of our hull
could take such a pounding were it to continue. Then | saw that the rope which had moored our boat to
the Far Rover was stretched tight and that the ship was actudly answering to that determined pulll.
Turning, | snatched one of the boarding axes which were never far from hand in the racks, kept ready in
strange seas. With al my strength | brought the blade down on the rope. It parted; the one end lashed
back to rip my deeve and cut into the flesh beneath.

Once more, even as| folded my torn deeve over the wound, the ship shuddered at aramming
attack from below. Then that did not come again. Orsya stood closeto that rail, grooved where the rope
had cut, her head dightly adant asif she listened. Then she spoke--

"It has dropped below."

The captain stared at her. "What isit?' he demanded. "Never have | heard of any seathing which
was large enough to trouble the Far Rover. Will it attack again?'

"It hungers" Orsyaanswered. "1 know nothing of itskind. Only | think that such hunger will drive
it far. It sensesus.”

Sigmun glanced about the deck asif he sought some-thing which might be used in attack. The
Far Rover mounted two of the dart machines which had been fashioned in imitation of thosethe
Borderers carried. But they could only be used against avisible foe and had not been intended to shoot
into the sea but rather acrossit. There were other aids to battle which might be used—the balls of glass
which contained a blueish power to bring fiery death to man and sometimes ship when loosed from nets
dung around to give them speed. The Far Rover was aswell equipped as any Sulcar fighter-merchant
could be and all that in the way of defense and offense had been checked, resupplied and made ready
before we sailed.

There were harpoons set like spears in another rack on deck but one of those would be no
worse than asplinter of the boat for that lurking below. We had afair wind and the ship loosed of the
small drag the boat had kept upon her cut the waves cleanly beneeth billowed sails.

How we might have fared with afind attack we were not to know. Orsya sped across the deck,
seeking the cabin she shared with Kemoc, and when she returned she held a bundle between her hands.
Knedling on deck she unfastened the strings of astuffed bag which flopped open on the planking to show
within anumber of packets. One of these she caught up just asthe water beast once again struck at the
ship, thistime dangeroudly close to the rudder. Kemoc, asif he well understood what she would do, tore
off hisshirt as he knelt beside her, holding the cloth astaut as he could against the planks. Onto that
surface she poured asmal stream of sandlike granules. They were dark and might have been theremains
of well-crushed pebbles. Reknotting her first packet she took out another. From this she shifted a
powder of blueish green. Kemoc took his side knife from its belt scabbard and with the point of that she
dtirred the mixture thoroughly. Then there was alast addition, thistime of pebbles about aslarge as my
thumbnail, of which she sdlected three of red and then six of blue.

Kemoc rolled and knotted the shirt into abundle. | saw her lips moving asif sherecited some



spell or caled upon a Power to serve her, then she ran, mounting to the upper deck where the steersman
stood with a shipwoman beside him on either side to lend strength if need be.

Orsyadrew back her arm and with al the strength she could muster she sent the package hurtling
out over the water. It whirled downward at a speed | would not have granted it sinceit had no grest
weight. Touching the wavesit sank like astone. Orsya stood by therail staring into the depths asif she
could see the success—or failure—of her defense. There was astream of bubbles boiling up through the
water where that unwieldy package had sunk.

| longed to search with mind touch yet | feared that that very act had been what had aroused the
creature in thefirst place. Then, without my searching, it struck at me, just asit must have Captain
Sigmun, who was stlanding at arm's distance away, for | saw him sway. Not hunger thistime but anger, a
rage so great and dark that it near cut at one as might asword. After that—nothing.

Now | did dare to search—the hunger had vanished. If the mongter <till waited below, it was not
because of adesireto shake us out into itswaiting maw. Y et Orsya still stood intent upon the water,
Kemoc beside her, his own gaze fixed upon the ripple of the waves.

Captain Sigmun shook off what had held him prisoner for those few moments out of time. He
shouted orders and the ship cameto life—all of those on deck seemingly having been held in the same
spell. 1t was then that the Krogan girl came away from therail, Kemoc's arm till about her, supporting
her. | guessed from her drawn face that she experienced, at least in part, the same overwhelming fatigue
which came at the end of any use of the gift.

"Isit dead?" Sigmun paused beside the two of them.

Orsyashook her head dowly. "I do not think so. It hastaken the Xatainsdeit. But that will only
confuseit for awhile. It lies very deep now on the bottom of the seaand it isasif it degps. But for how
long—what can | tell you? Thisis adefense made for use againgt crestures of the Dark who infest |akes
and rivers—what it will do for one from the seanone of my people can guess.”

| saw abird arise from the foredeck, afalcon wide winging, and | knew that one of the Falconer
marines on board was doubtless sending so amessage to our sister ship, which was so far abeam that we
caught only aglimpse of topsails. A warning—we might only hope that the thing with which Orsya had
dedt would till liein the depths long enough for both of our smal squadron to be well away before it
roused.

| saw Orsyaglancein my direction and then speak to Kemoc. He beckoned to me, and, with
Orsya between us, we sought her cabin, | pausing only to take up the bundle she had brought from there
earlier. Once within sheinsgsted on tresting that burn the snapping rope had ddivered to me, smearing it
with areddish stuff which had the consstency of mud and smelt acridly enough to make one sneeze. This
hardened as soon as it was applied and that small pain | had only been dimly aware of during our
encounter with the monster was instantly eased.

Kemoc went to the porthole and stood |ooking out. He was plainly troubled, and, when Orsya
had finished with her hedl-craft, he spoke that trouble aloud. ™Y ou dare not swim again-Then | knew
what fear wasrising in him and it was echoed in me. The Krogans must have water for their bodies. To
remain dry for alength of timewas asfatd asto remain without water to drink while onetraveledina
desert region. If there were dangers hiding in the seahow could Orsya survive?

"Perhaps | cannot continue to swim," Orsyaassented, "but | can stay beside the ship with arope
about meto haul me forth speedily should any danger come. Also—" She brought out of that bundle
which had held the materiasfor driving off the mongter ajar which she un-topped. Almost ingtantly the



cramped cabin wasfilled with a scent which set me to coughing and brought that same response from
Kemoac. "This can be used." She made aface and sneezed violently hersdlf. "It would seem,” she
commented, "that thisseaair has madeit dl the stronger. Nothing in any water of Escore will approach
the source of this. Perhapsit istrue also of seacreatures.” She speedily resealed the container but for
moments afterwards we continued to cough.

"We have time enough"—she put the jar away—"to consider many plans, for the water need will
not be on me yet agood while. Before| try to answer that there can be a searching.” Hanging her bag on
ahook driven into one of the beams overhead she settled hersdlf cross-legged on the bunk. Kemoc
leaned back against the wall of the cabin and | edged forward a stool and seated mysdif.

Orsyareached up and took Kemoc's maimed hand in hers. She closed her eyesand | felt the
surge of Power that went out in search—of what? The monster, to make sure that that was not coming to
once more attack the Far Rover ?

Awkwardly | set mysdlf to match her pattern. One had first to close off the touches of life energy
which marked members of the crew and the ship clan. However, one who has used the gift speedily
learns how to do that. An entirely open mind would be atorment to the one who owned it if one did not
quickly learn to center such a search on something ese. Still herewe—or | at least-had no quarry. |
closed my eyes aso, to picture the endless surging of the sea, the waves which spun white lace asthe
bow of the ship cut through them. Even thisfar from land there were birds overhead—those kerlinswho
were said never to seek solid shore except for their nesting and who dept upon the rocking waves far out
fromany land.

Therewaslife. | caught sparks of energy but none tried to follow. For | was seeking something
else—ahunter out of the depths. That fierce hunger which had struck asablow thefirst timel
encountered it was not there. Perhaps Orsya's counterattack had worked better than even she had
hoped. However, it was easier to center on something which one could mind-picture and | had seen no
more than a portion of the mongter's jaws as those crunched upon our boat.

Without willing it my far gaze opened. Even as| had hung on thought above those grim rocks of
idandswhen | had used it at the Lady Jaelithe's bidding so did I now once more forge ahead—or s0 |
believed—and found—

Theidands of rock again. They were scattered—rising from the seain ahdf circle, one end of
which reached to what was either atrue shore of our own continent or else anidand much larger, older,
and—

Energy poured around me. That was not aimed a me but over the outflung idands. Therewas
Power here—to entrap! Hastily | drew back, closed down my searching tendril of seeking thought. The
idands and the land behind them were gone. | did not yet open my eyes and admit defeat. Rather |
fastened upon one corner of theland | had seen so momentarily—not among the idands, rather that
portion of the shore. Into that effort | poured more striving than | had ever done before asin methere
was growing aneed for haste.

Now | no longer saw the seg, rather | looked down upon arange of sharply pointed teeth which
in the guise of land mimicked the jaws of the sea creature. These formed an outer wall but farther in there
was ablot of shadow. It was growing more and more difficult to hold that picturein mind; | wastiring. |
was—

| was seized by a Power source far beyond my own against which | could raise no defense.
Back spun my farsight over the sprinkle of idands. There was no distant fire this time—had the volcano |



had seen before been quenched by the sea?

The force which had entrapped me swung back and forth asif it aso combed the idands for
some object. | hdted my struggle, for now | knew it for what it was— the joined wills of Orsyaand
Kemoc. Therewas alegp of heightened energy. Idand and rock reef passed under my "sight”; we were
returning to the shore of that other mass of land. | realized that these other two were riding on the edge of
that force | had earlier encountered, only to fear and flee from.

There was abay spreading below us—for now we three were one. Far more sharp and clearly
camethe sight. In that bay were gathered avast fleet of ships! But there was no touch of life arisng from
those. We had only an ingtant of that view and then we snapped away. Even so we did not go so swiftly
that | had not caught that warning. It was like awhiff of stench from some battlefield where al had
perished and none remained aive to bury the dead. Thiswas death itself, and not a clean one.

We were—caught!

| have seen nets spread for fish and the sllver bodies legping therein frantically and without hope.
Somehow | knew that withdrawa could not come without astruggle. | resisted, and just as | had been
drawn to them so now did they swing with me. Now | was a spear point and they the shaft behind.
Though I had never been so entangled before | ingtinctively fought to change what lay beneath me. Bit by
bit, aided by surges of energy from the others, | dowed our flight inland. This compulsion was something
such as | had not met before. The stench of evil wasinit, but | could not locate its source. That thiswas
adevice of the Dark | did not question, and to seek out its nature might well draw usfarther into its hold.
Instead | fought to mind-see the ship, the cabin—

With the farsight oneis never aware of one's body— only of what one seeswithin. That in-seeing
might be the only aid for us now. Ship—there was till the ship. Again the rocks and bay, now that swing
of barren land; | strove to build instead the picture of the ship, of the cabin which reason told me still held
that which was the flesh envelope from which | had ventured. For return | fought and with me those two
others.

A ship, yes— However, it swung in and out, dternating with sight of that country unknown.
Perhaps | could not bring the whole ship into being, but the cabin was smdler and we had roots there.
For wherever one has dept and lived, even for a short time, that Site takes on ameasure of one's person.
On such alink the farsight can fasten for aguide.

| built those walls, the narrow space between them. | saw Orsya, Kemoc, their linked hands— It
was asif they had not quite redized what | could do but now understood. Once more they poured into
me the force which they were capable of raising. | had abody—I opened my eyes.

Orsyaleaned against Kemoc's shoulder, her eyes closed. There was limpnessin her poise, which
brought fear. Then Kemoc stirred; | heard hismind voice call:

"Orsya"

He opened hiseyesjust as| stood away from the stool, before the Krogan girl. My hands were
up on either side of her drooping head. With al the strength | had left | mind-sent the picture of wherewe
truly were. Y et she did not tir. Was she il caught in that web of the Dark which had entangled us? Still
in my back swing | had not felt any diminution of energy, and surely | would have known if we had |eft
her done!

Kemoc pushed my hands away. His own went into place the sameway. | knew that thetie
between them was such that he could reach farther to draw her back. Also, was he not reputed to be



indeed awarlock, one who dipped into ancient wisdom generally forgotten?

Hisface was grim-set. Orsyafell back on the bunk as he withdrew support. Now he bent over
her still using that hold between them. All of a sudden she sighed. That sound gave me such rdief 1, too,
felt weak and sagged back against the cabin wall. Her eyes opened and she looked up into hisface.

"lt—it—waits—" Her voice was hardly more than the shadow of awhisper.

Kemoc spoke nearly as softly inreply: "It isnot here." And, as softly as he spoke, there was il
authority in histone.

However, it was toward me she looked and not to hisface so close now to hers.

"It hungers.

At that moment | knew the Tightness of her choice of words. That strong pull was as much a part
of hunger asthe force radiated from the sea thing. But it was not a hunger of body—

For the firgt time something which was not a conscious willing on my part twitched my thought
asde, that was apath | must not follow. In that moment | also redlized that, for once, fortune which was
good not ill had worked through mefor others.

Orsya, her gaze till holding mine, nodded. ™Y ou do not know your strength, seer-sigter.”
"But do not try it too far!" Kemoc broke in upon the two of us. "No more of-

"Such journeying?' | interrupted him. "Be surethat | will swear oath to if you wishit. Though |
believe that we three this hour have seen that which we seek—"

"So beit,” Orsyareturned. "That isaplace of death.” She shivered, turning her face from both of
us as she spoke.

There was arap on the door at my back. | looked to Kemoc and he nodded assent so | turned
and did aside the door of the cabin.

Y akin, the mate, stood there.

"Captain Sigmun wishes speech with you." He did not ook beyond me, but rather to me asif he
brought an order. Because of the tone of voice he used when he said that | believed that it was. Though |
was none of Sgmun'sclan thiswas ddivered asif | did owe dlegianceto him.

| stepped without, moving dowly, for again thetoll that farseeing had taken had drained me. Also
there was apprehension of akind, for | was very sure that Sigmun would not look kindly on any use of
talent by me. Had he in any way been aware of the far journey from which | had just returned?

Chapter 5

Sigmun faced mein the narrow dip of cabin, the only private space afforded in aship which was
both away of travel and aso the permanent dwelling place of aclan. His eyes were the dark blue of the
shadows one sees lie stretching out from snow dunes, and certainly there was no lighting of grimness
which held hisfeaturesin aharsh set. However, he waved meto asmall sool which wasthe only other
seat in that blade-wide space.

"There has been pdling!" he spoke abruptly. "Wewill have no more awaking of those from the



depths.”

"If spelling caled such—and there was no caling-then it was so spelling which sent it away,” |
pointed out.

Therewas no lessening of his set jaw, of the bitter lines which bracketed his mouth. Now he
brought his hand, fist tight, with force againgt his knee.

"I will not havethe Far Rover endangered!”

" She was kept from danger, was she not? The water magic of the Krogans may be more
powerful than we know."

He did not answer that, only continued to Sare, asif by hiswill done he could bring out of me
some oath which would reassure him. Inwardly | was wary. Sigmun had been in favor of our present
expedition. There had been certainly warning enough that thiswas no easy sail upon an unnaturaly quiet
ocean. Thisbeing so why had he now apparently changed?

"Doesthat thing follow?" he demanded.

That hewould willingly ask the help of my farsight was so strange asto set me on guard. |
answered him then with the truth:

"Captain, my talent you hold in abhorrence, why do you now wish to useit?'
"Thereisreason to consult any chart when oneis sailing blind."

He meant it then. Hisfear for his ship had broken down, at least for now, that strong-held barrier
which the Sulcars had always kept against me. Farsight could not bring any fate upon us as my foresight
might; | could dare such areading and not—

Sigmun had turned to pick up an object from the floor. This he held into the light which came
through the single port breaking the cabin wall. What he so displayed was a piece of wood about the
length of my arm, splintered at either end. That it was part of that skiff which had taken the assault of the
dweler in the deepswas plain.

"Y ou read from such asthis.” There was no warmth in hisvoice, only urgency. Nor could | deny
him after my one such seeking. Only | was aready weary from the farsight. To use what little strength |
had gathered since that to anew test was perhaps futile.

Reluctantly | took the broken length of wood in both my hands, resting it across my knees.
Closing my eyes, | willed to see, to read—

A murk closed about me. Through that was movement. | might have been entrapped in athick
fog in which there was other life adtir. Y et so concedling was that fog that | could not be sure of the
nature of the things which flitted, only momentarily, close enough to catch my attention.

Not fog—but water! | was thought-deep in the sea and those which flickered in and out of my
land-trained sight must be fish—sea creatures. There was a sudden flurry asanear cloud of svimmers
flashed past me. Fear lived in thefog, now.

| had not seen enough of the monster who had hunted us to be sure of its shape, to be able thus
to center my sight upon the object | hunted.



Thisthing did forward ponderoudly. | had seen many kinds of sea dwellers, some so very
grotesque that they might have been fashioned by deliberate intention to frighten, but thisheld no echo of
anything | had ever sighted before.

Though it was hard in thismurk to judge Sizes| had the impression that the thing was near aslong
asthe Far Rover. The body was scaled but those overlapping armor shields were large enough to give
the appearance of being shell hard and solid. | had once seen acreature, brought from the north, which
possessed asimilar body but that had been quite minute compared to this. Though there was something
of afish about it, yet there was dso that which wastotally strange—no finned tail, no finsfor sde and
back. Rather thick, taloned extremities protruded to make swimming movements. The head was near the
same size as the body and most of that head was mouth which was widely agape now asit plowed
forward after the fleeing fish. Though it seemed to labor at its swvimming it closed upon that flight and
snapped up mouthful after mouthful of prey so smdl in comparison with itsbulk that it must near spend
mogt of itslifetime eating merdly to keep life within that hideous bodly.

| dared to probe.

| could not have uttered a cry, for the throat which should shape that, the lips which would utter
it, were not there. Instead | cut the cord of the "sight." When | opened my eyes| was no longer in the
murk of the degps but still seated on astoal in the captain's cabin while he held me with that fierce,
compdling are.

"You have seen it!" No question that, a statement of fact which | could not deny. "Doesit
falow?'

"There are no chartsin the depths,” | returned, struggling to retain at least my surface confidence.
"It isfeeding—following schools of fish."

He was slent for amoment and then he nodded as in answer to some thought of hisown. "But
thereismore, that isthetruth, isit not?Y ou found something other than a seathing feeding on its natural
food."

So | must have betrayed mysalf. How much dare | say to this man who had accepted me with
nothing but distrust? He could well believe that | was attempting some trickery. Only those who have the
talent themsdves redize that that which one learns through it cannot be assumed, it isaways stark truth.

"The thing is—was—a guardian. It has—by some means—perhaps the coming of boiling water
from avolcano—been driven fromitsplace and it islost. But it isnot native here. Anditwassetto a
duty-He did not smile at what he might deem foolishness, instead he was frowning. Then heturned again
and | saw behind him asmal chest. Thishe drew across the planking which was between us and
snapped up the lock, throwing back the lid. From theinterior he pulled out aroll of very ancient
parchment, the edges of which were so tattered that they might be fringed. Closing the chest again he
unrolled asmdl fraction of the scroll he held.

The marks upon it were very faded. | had to lean well forward to see what had been so revedled.
Though some of the lineswere missing, and the whole needed severd guessesto giveit full body, | might
have been looking at avery crude representation of thething | had seen feeding.

"Thig" Cgptain Sgmun said, with something close to solemnity in histone, "is Scalgah.”

| stiffened. That he meant what he said—that the much-faded picture was intended to represent a
legendary monster so ancient that only a very few legends so much as mentioned it—I had to accept. |
had heard enough from those who had visited Escort—that in that shadowed land many of the old



legends did have actud life— s0 perhaps thiswas possible. Only Scalgah was not of Escore, nor even of
the legends of the Old Ones.

From whence the Sulcars had originally come no one knew now, even our bards and seers could
not tell. Only there was with us the belief that we, too, had won through agate, in so far a past that the
stones of Es had not been yet cut or laid when we came. Why we came, that we did not know either.
Those of High Hallack say they were hunted by enemies through the gate which brought them to the
Ddes. The Kolderswarred, one part against the other, and forced their own gate that they might plunder
what was waiting on our side to furnish them with the means of setting up aworld empire of their own.

However, the mgjority of those who are recorded to be dwellers from Outside arrive one or two,
or perhgpsasmall clan, together. Even ashad Lord Smonin histime.

Sulcar legend did not say that we were hunted. Maybe we came by chance or for the adventure
of seeking the new. However, there was no return and that was made certain by the appearance of
guardians. Those who listened to the oldest songs knew naming those:

"Theffan, Lagit, Scalgah— ' | found mysdlf reciting those names—all reverences had long since
fled that rhyming now. It was a game song for children—used to "count out” this one and that from a
dancing ring.

| saw Sigmun nod and then he rolled up that ancient record to replaceit in the chest.

"So now we go to the gate?' | ventured, athough | knew that he could only equa my own
guessing.

"Perhaps. | would liketo know if Theffan and Lagit dso exig.”

"Water and fire, earth and air,” | repeated. "In the heart of deeth isthe core of life. He who holds
the—"

| had gotten just so far in that other ancient saying when his hand shot forward and closed upon
my wrist in acrushing grip. "How know you that?' He spoke between set teeth as does aman before he
bears stedl.

"l—I do not know!" Y es, those words had risen easily in me. However, when they had first
become apart of my memories| could not tell now. | had long been awanderer. The Daes | knew, and
the Waste, and even part of Arvon. | had guested in halls, and dept under stars when other wanderers
came together around acamp fire to seek out for a space the companionship of kind, for that we would
hunger no matter how lone our lives. | had listened to the tales of merchants and, yes, had even served
for asingle voyage now and then aboard a Sulcar vessal when the ship clan did not know my story. | had
talked and | had listened, and, though my years were not yet many, | remembered more than perhaps
even the hard-faced man | now faced, whose laced fingers brought twisting pain to my wrist.

| could not understand why a scrap of ritual had struck him so profoundly. His other hand arose
alittleand hisforefinger moved inthe ar asif he wrote there some message which only the initiated could
read. | then knew what | had done. In someway | had used words which were the pass sign for one of
the Kin-by-Sword companies among our people. Though such aone as| was barred from any these.

"I do not know where | first heard that, Captain. | claim no fellowship whichisfase." My other
hand sought that amulet hidden benesth my worn shirt. Who was | indeed who could claim common
blood, kin bond with any?'Y et Gunnora had not refused methissign of hers.



Did he believe me? | was not sure. But he released his hold on me and snapped the lock on the
chest before he pushed it back into the shadows from which he had drawn it.

"Y ou would bewise," hisvoice was very sharp and cold, "not to repeet that again. If it was
mouthed in your hearing a onetime that was, initsdf, acall for discipline. So you say Scal gah—but does
hefollow?'

"That | cannot say, Captain. The farsight does not measure—" Then | remembered the board |
gl held—it had not been dtogether by the farsght that | had viewed those murky depths. | laid my hand
pam down upon it but | did not seek.

"I can only watch through this," | told him.

"Letitbeso," hesaid curtly and | read in that tone that | was dismissed, so arose from my stool,
the broken board in my hold.

Nor did he call again upon any gift of mine. Also, after speaking with Orsyaand Kemoc, | did
not seek again on my own. They were deeply interested in my report that the creature of the depths
resembled one of legend, however, and told me of those other survivas of what had once been termed
myth yet lived on in Escore.

Orsyas need for water was answered ingenioudy by two of the Sulcar women, who brought
forth alength of stout canvas carried to repair sorm-torn sails. Thisthey sewed at either end with their
soutest of waxed thread. Then we caulked it on the ingde with tar, working until we had a crude trough
aslong as Orsyas body. Water drawn from the seafilled it at intervals and the Krogan lay within that,
renewing hersdlf asshe mud for lifeitsdf.

The days were fair and the wind was steady from the north. It seemed to me, who had long ago
cometo question any singular run of good fortune, that we were alittle too favored. It might well be that
the Dark forces were playing with us, as, according to legends, they had in the past, waiting to deliver
some blow when it would be the hardest for usto stand defense againgt it.

We did not seek with farsight again. But Kemoc spoke often of the lore he had learned at Lormt.
Though then he had gone for one purpose only, to search those incredibly ancient recordsin order to
discover aplace where he, hissigter, and his brother might take refuge from the anger of the Council,
there were other records stored there. He shook his head now over the fact that none of our party had
sent for information there concerning the far south. 1t might be a case such as Escore where apart of our
world had been walled away for protection. We could well have been better prepared had we known
what lay perhagpsforgotten in thistime.

Now he asked of me every scrap of knowledge | had before he went to Captain Sigmun. Upon
demand he was shown thefull of that roll of learning. However, the runes, worn away by the years, were
in another tongue and Kemoc could learn little from it. He asked onceif | might hold it and so go
far-seeking in the past but received such adecided "No" that | think he was astonished. Asfor me, | kept
out of the captain's path as best | might so we had no more talk together.

The fair weather and the increasing warmth of the days as we sped south brought many of the
clan to the deck, where they busied themsealves with the care and restoring of wardrobes, the repair of
weapons, and those small tasks which lie dways to hand. Orsyamingled with them and showed one who
made belts trimmed with shellsanew pattern to work by.

Aloneof our trio | had the least to do. Until, driven by sheer boredom, | took knife and began to
work on that piece of haf-splintered board which Sigmun had left with me. | was no master carver but



once | had wintered in adale where there was awoman so gifted with her hands and she had wrought
from large gnarled roots al manner of strange creatures. From her | had learned enough to shape, far
more clumsily, some object hidden in the wood which my eyestold me could be raised for the sight of
others. My belt knife was keen and, though | began at first clumsily, my fingers once loosened to such a
task grew the more skillful. What | brought forth from the wood was alikeness to Scalgah as my farsight
had marked him.

It was Orsyawho first noted what | was doing, knedling beside where | sat cross-legged pedling
off divers of thewood. As | paused to measure my work she put forth ahand and touched lightly the
whittled wood. Her fingers were snatched quickly back and | heard a small sound so that | looked to her

inquiringly.
"Itis... death." She had hesitated before she said that last word.
"Wes"
"Yet you giveit life. For what purpose?”

| did not understand at first and then | guessed that she meant the "life" | was bestowing by the
carving which was coming at my insistence from the formlesswood. Purpose? | had thought to employ
my hands, not wishing to beidle when al those about me were busied. Still there were dwayswarnings
to be heeded in such matters.

Whatever iswrought by our hands carriesin it something of our own energy and talent. A man
could be tracked, even identified, by a sapling he had dashed to find hisway through awilderness.
Someone, with the gift the Lady Jaelithe had led me to believe | had, could read the maker's body and
gpirit (alittle) by taking into hands something wrought by the other.

"I do not know why," | answered dowly. "I thought to busy my hands, but there are indeed many
things | might have chosen to see within the wood to lead meto free them so. Only it was only thiswhich
| was minded from thefirst to carve.”

"A guardian.”" She had settled herself by me. "A guardian of agate?'

"Who knows? The Sulcars have been long here. They have forgotten their coming and the reason
for it. It has been only since the Tregarths found Escore once again, and the displeasure of the Council no
longer matters, that people have questioned things as they be and speculate as to what might once have
been. Also the mystery of lost crews and kin, aswell as such surprises asthe derelict Lord Simon
recognized as being from his own world, if not his own time, makes one wonder what €l se there remains
which might beathreat."

Orsyawas combing her hair again, shaking it free of the water, for she had only recently climbed
out of that liquid bed. Drops of moisture flew and afew pattered on thewood | held.

"Thereis never any peace now," she said. "Even in Escore, where for atime when we have
besten off the Dark and it seems had the best of amighty victory—and such we have had many times
over—we are not alowed long to go our own way and rest from battle. Alwaysthe Dark gathers new
force, that which is of the Evil, and readiesitself, so that once morerisesacry for swords and spellsand
keen eyes, ears, and mind to listen and arouse. Once my people were content with our streams and lakes
where none troubled us—though we ourselves make the substance of such talesto befar different. Only
| have not before heard that any gate has a guardian—

A long shaving curved away from the blade of my knife. " Scalgah was atdle—as Escore he has



taken on life again. But heisfar away from the place where he should liein wait. There was atroubling of
the seawhich even he could not withstand, some disturbance which has driven him from his proper
place—"

"Y ou have read thisfrom him?"

“Inpart, yes”

She tossed the curtain of her hair back on her shoulders. "Did he know—were we moreto him
than food?'

"l do not know. Herequiresmuch to fill hisbelly." | tapped on that part of the carving with the
point of my knife. "Only | begin to think that he knew that we reached for him."

"Does hethen follow?"

"Again | do not know. But this| am sure of, | shall not seek him out without great cause. Nor
would Sigmun and hiskin take kindly to such action. | am no seeress of their choice but someone they
have reason, or so they believe, to look upon with suspicion.” With my other hand | again sought that
amulet of Gunnoras. Only by that could | keep my own dread fear a bay. Wewere sailing asfast asa
good wind could carry ustoward that place we had seen, of desolate sea-born idands, fire mountains,
and the bay of dead ships. What aso might await us an active imagination could well supply—»but never
onthesdeof theLight.

| looked down at that on which | had been working. Had | atalent for such or not, that which
was emerging under my knifeindeed possessed akind of life. Almogt at that moment | was moved to hurl
itinto the sea. Y et something within me kept it within my grasp asif thetime for such was not yet come.

Not yet come! My thought caught that. Perhaps the same sudden idea was caught by Orsyafor
again her hand came out towards the carving yet she did not quite touchiit.

"There are weapons which are not stedl," she said dowly. "Y et | would not carry this one openly
if I wereyou."

| stroked away another bit of shaving and glanced up— to the afterdeck, where Sigmun stood
beside the steersman. He did not wear mail or helm here and the wind pulled &t hisloose-braided hair.
His attention was doft a the sailswhich filled with the ever present wind in amanner which could arouse
uneasiness in any shipmaster—it was too constant, too well faring. It was asif there had been a summons
which only the Far Rover hersdf could answer and she did. We had veered course dightly that
morning—another twenty hours or so of such atail wind and we would be nigh past Karsten—though
we could see nothing of that ill-omened shore from where we coursed. There would come then the Point
of the Hound and beyond that only Varn was truly known.

Our sailing plan had been to harbor there, at least long enough to hear any news which those of
the edge of our world might have gathered about what chanced beyond. Though the people of the city
were mainly slent with strangers, the presence of the Lady Jadlithe might loose mindsif not tongues. The
Vars had ships, smdl fishing boats of shalow draft. They did not go to sea beyond the sight of the coast.

Chapter 6

Neither of the Sulcar ships had sailed from Escarp cargoless. Having Vars needsin mind what
they carried was fine woods, selected either for color or scent. There were large dabs of spicy pineand
longer lengths of redheart with its vivid coloring, the more dender logs of wence, which were gold-yelow



and near as hard as Sedl, taking on ametdlic lustre when polished. Aswell as smal quantities of others
with which | was not familiar save when they grew inthefar hills.

Theland around Y arn was tredless, the largest growths on the plain which fanned out from the
sea being large brush, thorned and forbidding, generaly carefully avoided by man and animd dike.

Unlike other peoples, those of Y arn did not explore inland nor spread far from the single city
which wasthe heart of their own civilization. It seemed that their population never increased very much.
Therewere indeed some familiesor small clanswho left the safety of that tone-walled hold to cultivate
fidldswdl out on the plain, aso tending flocks of sheeplike beasts that were much smdler and longer of
limb than the species known in High Hallack, but produced along-hair wool which could be converted
on loomsto acloth which actually withstood moisture—and which the Sulcars coveted for boat cloaks,
though very little of it was ever sold.

Though | knew the procedure well | had never seen used so carefully before the sensing of a
harbor entrance. Sigmun had no seeress aboard, but one of his crew, astraight-backed girl, looking to
be still in later adolescence, took her place at the bow of the Far Rover aswe nosed in towards the
shore. It was according to her hand signa s that the man and woman at the whed did their duty during a
lengthy advance with most of the sailslowered, leaving just enough canvas above to give usdow
movement.

Although there were no reefs breaking the surface of the sea here, this caution suggested that we
were creeping through a maze of obstructionsto enter the throat of the bay.

Cliffsloomed high on either sde. Sigmun pointed out to Kemoc certain bresks near the tops of
those natura wallswhich he believed held some manner of defenseif the city should be threatened from
the sea. Twice the path the water-see girl set for us brought us enough to one side to move directly under
one of those.

At mast top we were plain marked with a Sulcar trade flag. However, on board near the whed!
and its guardians our small force of Falconers had taken a stand, ready to defend the helmspeople should
trouble arise. One had released his bird to spird upward, well above the crests of the cliffs, keeping
position in theair to Sight any activity which might suggest danger. It was an excellent commentary on
how wary the Sulcars were of the taciturn people of Y arn that they continued such action even though
there had never been any hodtility shown.

Behind usthe Wave Skimmer had closed in. For the firgt time we were close enough to see
those on the deck of our sister ship. Their water-seer was aman and they were just entering the crooked
path down which we had steered when the Far Rover emerged into the open bay.

That was bowl shaped, surrounded by cliffs except for a space directly before us. Therethe
walls of nature gave way to an open space in which wasfitted, asaworker in gems might fit ajewe into
asetting, the city itsef— running from the base of the cliff on the north to that on the south.

The bay was not empty of shipping. Two wharves ran out and to those were anchored severa
small boats, one masted for the most part. Their sails made abrilliant splotch of color for those were
dyed (though they were lashed down now and not showing their full brilliance) red, ydlow, green, and
even mixtures of those colors.

Asthe sails so were the buildings of Y arn itsdf. Though the coloring there was more subtle. The
whole city might have been a canvas by some giant artist because the dwellings on one level were of one
shade, those of the next a second, blending so that from the bay the town actualy appeared to be
striped, beginning with shades of blue alittle lighter than the sea surging about the wharves and then going



through green, violet, wine red, rose, and so to gold and then apae yelow.

| had heard that Y arn was unlike any other city the Sulcars visited, but thiswide display of color
was breathtaking to one who was used to ancient stone, dways greyed. | heard Orsya beside me at the
forerail give alittle gagp as she looked upon the prodigdity of color.

Not only were thewalls of each and every building done so but there were flags of different sizes
cracking in abreeze which swept seaward over the town to touch on us.

The Far Rover was brought to anchor some distance away from the wharves. Sigmun had
disappeared into his cabin, only to come out again wearing amail shirt, awinged helmin the crook of his
arm. He had given us dl the ingtructions he had learned from ship records. We did not go ashore without
invitation and we might have along wait for the delivering of that. Those of Y arn moved only to their own
customs and made no exception for any vistors.

The Wave Skimmer moved in to anchor a couple of ship lengths away. We watched them aso
lower thetrade flag to raise it again with astreamer of white now above it. We could see people on the
wharves but none of these appeared to hat what they were doing to even glancein our direction. Clearly
one cultivated patience here. | had near decided that we were going to be ignored forever when a group
came dong thewharf nearest the Far Rover to embark in aboat which skilled oarsmen sent through the
water at agood pace towards us.

Despite the color of their city thosein the boat were dressed uniformly in asilver-grey and they
al wore strange headgear in which a pointed cone was the center of a securely wrapped length of scarf
thick enough in the overfolding to shield most of their faces.

At first | thought they had well-weathered skin much as afar-voyaging Sulcar would show. Then
| saw that their color was so uniform they must naturally be dark of countenance. All but one of them
sprouted a nubbin of beard on the projection of the chin and their eyes were unusualy large and dso
dark—being artificialy enlongated by black marks on the skin curving upward toward temples. Though |
thought the Sulcarsweretdl, these Vars gppeared to unlatch a spring within their thin bodies asthey got
to their feet, one by one, to catch at the rope ladder Sigmun had ordered over the side. When they
reached the deck the shortest of the party of four who had cometo recelve us was amost half ahead
taller than the captain.

They looked to neither the right nor the I eft, concentrating on Sigmun and hisfirst mate. Before
him they spaced themselvesin aline so straight they might have been measuring it by their toes planted
along one of the cracks between the boards.

There were doubtless differences among them. However, at first meeting, they looked so much
of amatch, oneto the next, that they might well have been deliberately patterned to do so—likethe
manikinswhich are sold at fairsin High Hallack at harvest time.

Captain Sgmun and his mate sdluted them with hand held up, pam out in the universd sgn for
peace. However, they made no reply in kind. One of their company spoke then, using that broken trade
gpeech which the Sulcars had devised early on their meeting with other peoples.

"Ship come—why?"'

Sigmun pointed upward to where our flags played, snapping in abreeze growing ever more
brisk.

"Trade." He was asterse asthose from the city.



They had been ingpecting our company unblinkingly. It seemed to methat their gaze was not so
much for the Sulcars but rather centered on those of us who were not members of the crew. Kemoc had
followed Sgmun's example and wore mail, cradling his hem againgt one hip. Orsyas scaled, tight-fitting
garment was covered by an unbelted robe of so light abluethat it was near the same silver as her scaled
garb, which showed as the wind flgpped the robe's skirts, asif striving to drag the whole thing from her
shoulders. | had made no ateration in my own garb and looked quite drab, which had long been my
portion in any company. A very lean purse does not warrant anything more than durability. My hair was
sheared short at shoulder level and, though | had no mail, there was a serviceable long knifein sheath a

my bet.

"Who?" The leader of the Vars pointed directly to us. There might have been curiosity in his
ocular examination of us, but there was certainly no warmth or any dteration of expresson on his
features.

"Lord Kemoc, Lady Orsya, and... Destree," Sigmun answered with the fewest possible words.

They were silent and motionless, except for the spokesman, who stretched forth one hand. There
was what appeared to be around stone resting in the hollow of hispam. At first Sght it was as
slver-grey asthe garmentsthey wore. Then it began to change color, at the same time giving off aglow
which tinted the flesh on which it rested. Blue, and the intensity of that hue grew more dramatic in less
than abreath of time.

The owner swung hisarm in ashort arc. Now the stone pointed directly at Kemoc. The blue
appeared to fade afraction, but it did not atogether withdraw. The second swing was toward Orsya and
the color rippled across the surface of the indicator as a stream might ripple across some pebbleinits
bed. At last it was before me. At first the color faded even further than it had with Kemoc, but an instant
later it came flooding back until there was such light that it might have given off alamp'sradiance.

At the same time the amulet beneath my shirt warmed, the warmth rising to the heat of stone
new-raked from thefire, so | wasforced to fumble and bring it away from my skininto the open. Its
honey shade might have been afire of golden flame to answer that of the blue.

The man from Y arn was plainly astounded, as were those with him. | saw the serenity of their
faces crack and astonishment break through their indifference. He uttered a stream of words asif he
voiced an incantation or aforma greeting. Then he clapped his other hand over the stone, hiding it from
view. Toward me he inclined his head, a gesture copied by the three others with him. Then to my surprise
he pointed directly a me and made a question of one word.

"Trade?'

Did hewish my amulet? Or did he wish me? | wanted to try mind touch, but was too cautiousto
attempt that with arace who might not be so gifted and so would believe it an invasion which would then
endanger any rapport.

| left it to Captain Sigmun to answer since it was hein thisinstance who headed our small
command. The brilliance of the amulet was withdrawing being no longer confronted by the stone. | had
no intention of parting with it Snce it was to me an abiding wegpon againgt the Dark in my own thoughts,
apromise that however | might have been fathered | was not a daughter of evil.

"AsK it of her." The captain deftly passed decison to me. The leader of the Y arn deputation
appeared disconcerted, asif they had fully expected Sigmun to bein full control of al. However,
obediently, the spokesman looked again directly to me expectantly.



Inanswer | deliberately dipped the amulet back beneath my shirt to rest warm between my
breagts. Then | stroveto carefully select words from the trade lingo as | had picked it up during my

journeying.

"To me only—Power." That that word might mean as much here asit would in the north, | had
no way of telling. One never does claim any hold on Power which cannot be proved should the need
arise. Perhaps even here they might have heard of the Witches, even though the Council had no records
of Yarn. Would they deem me a Witch and so expect from me what one of those dedicated and
withdrawn personages might do? That would befata for al of us. Y et | must make sure that the amulet
remained mine and not athing to be bartered for. Power comes by the choice of some one or thing
greater than any born of flesh, bones and blood, and to the one any such is given hasto bear the weight
of it without question—or in some casesrelief. | would not, could not, part with that. Luckily | felt no
touch of any mental probe. However, at the sametime, | sensed that they had accepted my refusal and
would not quarrel with it. In-stead, to my discomfort, they turned nearly as one and bowed, touching the
bands across their foreheads, their lips, and findly their breastsin what was undoubtedly aform of very
formal recognition or gresting.

Then the spokesman |ooked again to Sigmun.

"Trade," he said once more and this was uttered as haf order, half promise. Turning again alittle
from the captain he once more gazed full-eyes at me and added:

"To Asbrakas, High One—" It was not quite an order but it was certainly asummonswhich he
did not expect to have refused.

We had talked of Y arn before we had sailed. Since the Sulcars had found it to be most southern
of dl the landsthey knew in which there was anative civilized people, it had been decided that if we
could we must learn what was known there which could pertain to the mystery we sought. Did the Vars
know of the derdlicts? Had they any tales of volcanoes or any other strange things about the sea? That |
should not refuse thisinvitation was plain.

"l come—" | agreed.
Orsyacaught at my deeve. "Not alone!”

| looked at her and at Kemaoc, who was frowning as he watched the speaker. Had | any right to
involve othersif thiswasatrap of akind, if that speaker had meant not my amulet but me when he had
sad"Trade'?

"Sheisright." That was Kemoc. "After dl, they have tested usand | believe that we have passed
some ordeal. They cannot object to three of us when they have awhole city to face us down."

So | pointed to Orsya and then to Kemoc and | said. "With these—we come.”
For thefirgt time | saw the Varsleader blink but he did not refuse. Kemoc spoke to Sigmun:
"Let my father know what we do."

The captain eyed each of us, and the gaze he turned on me was as chill as an ice-dotted northern
sea. It was plain that he wasyielding againgt his own will when he nodded and stood aside. The Vars
also made way for us so that we descended first into their boat, they following after.

Oarsflashed, sending the light craft shooting for the quay from which it had earlier come with
nearly the speed of adart. That rainbow of acity loomed higher and higher above us as we approached



the shore so that now we were able to see that it had not really been erected on any level ground but
arose by tier asif each line of colorful buildings was astep in agreat stairway. We landed and walked
aong thewharf to the width of pavement which separated the first line of buildings from the curling
waves.

There was not only the color to set those apart from other cities| knew. This close we could see
that doorways and every window opening were surrounded with awide band of intricate carving. The
base was a pattern of vines but what sprang on stems from that innermost representation were circular
designs—not like flowers but rather discs very closely engraved with lineswhich could be runes.

There were no streets as we knew them in Es City, rather steegpish rampswhich had alanding at
each level of the buildings and then ran as alevel way from each side of that centra rise. Here were
indeed people but we moved asif we were invisble, none turning their heads, or pausing to watch us
pass. All we saw were men. It was asif this was some Falconer Eyrie in which no female dared ever set
foot.

Windows facing the way of our climb were curtained. Y et | saw one of those curtainstwitch asif
there were the watchers who were indeed interested in stranger's.

At weary length, for the necessity of climbing those steep ramps wore at our muscles so long had
we been at sea, we came to the topmost level. Here were buildings three times or more the size of those
below and their walls might have been of burnished gold, for the paint here gave back aglitter.

Two, which were the largest, fronted the space at the top of the ramp. We were pointed to that
on theleft-hand side, once more to face steps, awide flight of them rising to a columned space. Those
columns aso were entwined with the same intricate carving we had seen below, thesg, if it were possible,
even moretightly designed. Between such was an open doorway for which there appeared to be no gate
nor guard.

The spokesman of the party which had brought us hither stood aside indicating that from here on
we were to go unescorted. So we climbed, not hurrying our pace, in fact taking time to look about from
Sddetosde

| had none of that warning which comesto those in the battered northern lands where, through
centuries, the Light and the Dark have battled. There was none of the sickish effluvia which assaulted
nose and nerves when the Dark was near.

Longing very much to release a probe of mind send | came to stand before that opening. Though
the sun gave usafull light here there was no light ahead—perhaps some curtain denying that hung there.
Yet | could seeno hint of such. To be surel drew the amulet once more into the open. Asit had when
confronted by the stone of the spokesman it began to glow.

Then—the suddenness of it nearly sent me stumbling back—there sounded a single greet brazen
note. | have heard the small gongs which the Sulcar seeresses use when they call upon afavoring wind
after aship has been too long becamed. However this sound was the gathering of amultitude of such
notes, combining them al into one mighty burt.

Kemoc was shoulder to shoulder with Orsya. His hand was on the hilt of his sword in reaction to
that sound which must have shattered al cam in the city. | saw the Krogan girl'shandsmoveina
suggestion of waves upon the surface of a stream. We did not even exchange glances but | was aware
that they were one with me here and now. Three abreast we gpproached the cavern of the entrance.

There was indeed dark—not atangible curtain such as one could grasp with the hands and hold



adde—rather onelike water into which one had dived—swallowing us up to keep on going blindly
ahead.

We had taken perhaps four strides when we stepped out of the dark as easily as we had entered

Therewaslight enough, though not as clear and bright as the sun outside. It hinted of the moon
rather than the sun but till it awakened brilliant beams of rainbow light from al about us. For we stood in
asingle huge hal or room, and, surrounding us, was the work in glass which had made Y arn famous ever
sncethefirst Sulcar trader had brought evidence of it back to the north.

The wadlls had niches and in each of these was some wonder, while the shaded colors of the city
without were reflected like gem lustre from each piece. In addition to these embowered aong the walls
there were pillars scored with color, around which wound vines with leaves here and flowers seeming so
delicate that they might be shattered by a very breath on them. | thought that al the best which could be
produced by the workers of Yarn was here visibly enshrined.

At thefar end of the huge chamber was something unlike al sewhich kept it company. We
found ourselves hurrying, for there was something about the glimpse we had of that which drew us. Then
we cameto ahdt and | think that dl of us gave an exclamation of wonder.

Here athrone of green-blue glass, trangparent in spite of itsrich color, stood high-backed. It was
occupied by afigure which was enwrapped in bands such as formed the headgear of the Varswe had
seen. These were of slver-grey and soft enough to show the contours of the figure they were intended to
concedl. It was plainly that of awoman, but even the head and face were wound about and its blindness
was somewhat daunting as we looked upon it.

Only the hands were free, and those were held level with the breast of the enwrapped one. On
the sde-by-side pamsthere rested a stone four, six times larger than that used to test us on shipboard. It
was crystd clear at firgt, then smal swirls of color moved init asif it were avessa holding water and that
water answered to some disturbance.

Chapter 7

During my wanderings | had seen other statues which might once have represented the Power for
forgotten peoples. Still thisone, so envelled from sight, gave an impression, not of being fashioned by the
hands of others, but rather of aliving thing entrapped and hidden. Certainly that which sat there could not
be dive so bound with only long, dender hands bare, dightly greenish perhaps because of the reflection
of itsthrone, remaining as till asif they, too, wereindeed carven.

Why we had been sent to observe this goddess or ancient ruler, or whatever the seated one
represented, we had been given no hint. | glanced at my companions and saw Kemoc's lips moving,
though | heard nothing, and | did not try to make mind contact. He might have been calling upon some
Power which he had known in Escore. Orsya continued to move her handsin the pattern of the gliding
current of astream.

Asfor me—heremy limited talents gave me no chance at learning what we might face. Farseeing
and foreseeing—neither were of use. However, once again | brought forth Gunnora's amulet and fire
blossomed in the heart of it. Whilethat swirl of color within the great sone the enthroned figure held grew
brighter, and wove afagter pattern within the boundaries which contained it.

I might well be holding one of the ancient light bals of Es City so did Gunnoras gift glow. Always



that was matched by the glory of the huge gem the hidden one held.

Once more, out of the very air about us, sounded that great boom of some gigantic gong—a
sound strong enough to make our earsring. The surface of the strange gem was certainly expanding, or
else we had been subtly ensorcdlled to seeit so. Out of its heart burst afountain of rainbow light which
trembled, rose and fell as might the water which fed the fountains we knew. Up and up, now a portion of
it was directly opposite the band-hidden face of the gitter. It climbed again, and spread asit climbed, a
congtant flowing light which was nearly akin in girth to the columns of the hal behind us.

Thenit legped!

The beam faced Kemoc for a dazzling instant, siwept on to confront the Krogan girl, and last of
al fronted me. But there was no danger in it—rather awelcoming asif something long banished from dl it
knew stood now before the entrance to its own place and joyfully came home.

A tendril of that blue-green flame was outflung, the very tip of it touching for only abreeth space
of time my amulet. Within that | felt movement, not that Gunnoras gift wished to be free to leave me, but
rather that apart of it hailed something akin. My pendant stone might be lips sucking &t liquid which was
not only new to it but which promised nourishment beyond any it ever hoped to have.

While |—sight entered my brain, not because | summoned it but because | was the vessel made
to hold certain Power. Much of what | saw | could not understand for it camein the form of waves of
color, whirling, self-knitting, self-loosening again. What | did know wasthat thiswastruly of the Light
though of another kind, which on this earth had been in exile and which now had found heart-kin.

Thefountain legped again, up and up. Our heads went back on our shoulders drawn by therise.
Up and up— About us the glass enhancement of the hall beamed out in answer.

Then-It was gone! Asaflame might be blown out by agust of wind, the fountain vanished. Only
where before Gunnora's gift had gleamed gold when awakened, it now rippled with added hues—green,
blue. While from it there poured into me sensations | could not set nameto. For thefirst time wariness,
the shadow of fear, pricked at me. | wastoo ignorant; thiswastoo adien to find easy berth in me. Both
physicaly and mentdly | flinched. For amoment or two | wanted to turn and flee from this place, to shed
my amulet and leave it with the Sllent one, refusing what it might have now to offer me.

For the third time the gong note sounded. Thistime it wasfollowed by areverberating echo
which | dimly felt must ring through dl Y arn. That gem which the seeted one held was colorless, not even
the reflection of the throne could now tingeit dightly.

Around us there was adimming, deadening of the glitter from the glass. But there was more, too.
That figure on the throne—the bands which cloaked it were looser, or el se that which those covered was
losing substance. The body outlined only moments earlier had had the seeming of concedling firm flesh,
youthful contours. Now there was a shriveling asif age had suddenly struck where it had been long
refused touch.

The two hands suddenly fell to the lap though they did not loose hold upon the gem. Now the ball
of the head nodded forward until that which must mark the chin rested on the breest.

Who was | watching that change? | was disoriented, confused. Taking two steps forward | was
now within touching distance of that figure. Wasit about to crumble into nothingness? If so what pendty
would bewracked upon the three of usfor the dissolution of what or who must be an awe-producing
figureto Yarn?



| grasped the amulet tightly and ducked my head to looseits cord. Then, guided by something
outside any conscious act, | held out Gunnoras gift and alowed it to dangle down, to lie upon the surface
of the deadened gem.

Instantly within me | knew that what | had done so unconsciously had been necessary, agesture
desired, alast test perhaps, set by that | might never be able to understand.

From where the amulet and gem touched there flashed aspark of vivid bluefire. Down into the
gem it swirled, bringing with it life. Only the origina color was now crossed and entwined with Gunnora's
harvest gold. When | drew back, the gem lived once more, but was changed. However, the amulet
showed no reduction of itsown life. | haf expected that we might again see achangein the hidden one,
but that was not to be. It still sat, head forward, its bands |oosened, its head turned downward as if
blinded eyes could see, could search out what might be in the heart of that which it il held.

There came alight wind out of nowhere, wrapping us about, tugging a my short hair, raising
Orsyasloosed locks. Softly it brushed against us. The breeze brought scents of growing things, al the
richness of high summer. Such had | smdt within Gunnoras shrine; here it was even richer, caressed the
closer. Then it was gone and its going seemed to have released us from that spell which had lain upon us
snce we had first been brought into Yarn's shrine.

Weturned to retrace our way between those columns. | looked over my shoulder. She who was
seated on the throne still nursed her gem and that held the mingled color which had entered it on the
touch of theamulet.

When we came out of that palace, or temple, or place of Power, whichever it wasto Yarn, we
saw that our escort from the ship had been augmented. Therewas Lord Simon, helm on head, hisfingers
laced in hissword belt. Beside him the Lady Jadlithe, in mail and riding dress, her hair bundled into silver
net after the fashion of the Witches. With them were more of the men of Yarn—and | thought | could see
afar greater number of people on the wayswhich separated the tiers of the city.

| had not returned the amulet into hiding but held it up against my breast as had the hidden one
once held her gem. The colorswhich had comeinto it did not thistime fade, but swirled to the outmost
edge of the stone hungrily, asif that light wanted forth into full freedom. | heard from below amurmur of
speech and the crowd of

Varsdivided, leaving standing there in plain sight arobed and cowled one, face as hidden as had
been that of her in thetemple.

Armsraised and wide deevesfell back, showing the samelong and narrow hands which held the
gem, and above them rounded arms, so | could not hel p but believe that this hidden onewas dso femde.

"Thrice blessng." Into my mind came that greeting. "Power callsto power, Light tolight, even as
the Dark can cal shadows. Peaceis not yet won, but there is now a beginning—"

"Well to Yarn." | made do with the best | could think of then. "Nothing have | done, only through
me, through this." | held the amulet alittle awvay from me, turned down my fingers so that al might seethe
light il withinit.

"Wearedl but servants of the Greater Ones." The hands against the rich blue of the other's cloak
were moving back and forth asif waving to me some tangible blessng. "That which is planted cannot
grow, not even continueto live unlessit receives nourishment and tending. We have been long without
that which you have brought to us.”



Now she put her hands together, bowing her cowled head, giving me such reverence as one of
the Council would expect. Only that made me uncomfortable. Would she address me so if she knew
what our coming had done to the hidden one within?

"To everything its season,” she answered me asif my mind werefully open to her reading. "The
guardian has kept watch for lifetimes, wearinessis not donefor us.”

We descended that last flight of stairs. Those of Y arn, save for the cloaked one, drew back.

Lady Jadithe's gaze was for the amulet. Shetraced asignintheair. Therewerelinesasblue as
those of the throne within, and they held for al of usto see. Shelooked now to me.

"Thereisaburden." Her voice sounded troubled, asif she saw wrong instead of right in what had
happened.

"From any act comes consequences,” | said doud. Yet | was aware that, in afashion | could not
find words for, the amulet was becoming, with every breath that | drew, aweight of which | was most
aware.

The cloaked one put forth her hands asiif she held them toward afire for warmth. Though she did
not presume to actually touch what | held. Once again she spoke to us.

"For every trade there must be something offered in return. What will you ask for out of Yarn?'
Now her hands gestured asif she would include the whole of the rainbow city in her offering.

While | was moved, without any prompting | was aware of, to answer her. "What we would
have is news— from the south."

Her handswere stilled and | thought | could sense wariness, a hesitation. But | also knew
gpprova from those of my own company.

Then the cowled one nodded. She made another gesture which was plainly an invitation to follow
her and she went to the right and the building there which flanked the temple in which we had visited.

There was a ponderous door which might have been built up with layer upon layer of thick glass,
the whole infused with asilvery light. That was drawn back at our coming, though there was no sgn
within of any who welcomed us. Once more we faced a columned hall but all the decoration was of the
same clouded glass vined with asilver brilliance like the shine of the moon &t full— giving good light to a
circle of high-backed chairs established in what looked to be the exact center of that space.

The cowled onefitted herself and the width of her robe into one and signaled again for usto
choose our own, to be seated. While from the back of the hal there came three of the city men much like
the others, only with gemlike stones on the peaks of their headgear. Thistrio took their placein thecircle
facing the robed one. Asusua they turned set, expressionless facesto us.

Once we were settled the cowled head turned a fraction to face the Lady Jadlithe and, even as
her hands had moved earlier, so now did those long fingersrise to write upon the air. There were three
sgns so made and that in the middle | knew though | had no Witch training. It wasthe signa which
appeared on the door of Gunnora's shrine. The Witchesin their proud ranking of Power had never called
upon the Ever Nourishing One. She was of another time, one which, even with the opening of Escore, the
knowledge of Arvon, they refused to acknowledge. Too far had they journeyed apart during the
unnumbered years.

Only the Lady Jeelithe, no longer bound by their pregjudices, replied to that with alike pattern.



Though | was the more amazed for | had dways believed that Gunnoras rule was largely for the Dales
and Arvon, with only traces remembered perhaps in Escore and among the humbler folk in Estcarp.

"We have hungered,” the cowled one spoke to our mind. " There has been dire troubling and we
have beseeched asign. Thisisthe second year time when the rains have not come and in the fields seeds
dry or their sprouting withers. To the will of the Great Ones we have appealed. But dwaysthere has
come only agreater burden. Wereit not for the bounty of the sea’Y arn might be shattered and we al be
asdug.”

"From where has spread this troubling—from the east”?"

Could it be truein the south Escore curved around the coastal lands a part of the proper
coadtline? Certainly there had been "troubling” in aplenty in that riven land.

"To the east there is nothing but the mountains. No, what threatens lies south. There have been
many signs and portents of shadow. We have dreamed ill dreams. Those grow longer and touch more of
us each nightfal until some who have been greetly afflicted are brought into the Place of Light that they
may have renewing deep outside the Shadow. Thefood from the sea, which holds usto life snce our
filds do not yield, is sometimes gone, and our boats return with empty nets, or within those strange
monsters which can dedl degth with claw or tooth.

"Those who had sought farther for food have seen afar the light of fire rising from the sea. While
al men know that neither water nor fire can hold together, that one must always conquer the other. There
have been no tradersin our bay. Six moons ago the fishing boat of Zizzar Can was passed by agreat
ship, wind inits spread sailsto carry it on but no man tending those sails, nor standing vigilant at the
steering—alost ship with none aboard. He and his men would have boarded it to seek out the meaning
of such amystery, but they had no way of climbing doft. Soon the winds had driven it on. But it came
from the south.”

"Wasthisthe first ship you have seen 07" asked Lady Jaelithe.
There was amoment of silence and then the cowled one answered:

"In the Founding Y ears of Y arn 6783 there was asimilar time and then there came awind from
the south, searing with aheat which lay waste dl the fields just before the harvest. Then four of the fishing
craft werelost and the crew of the single one of that fleet which returned swore before the Waiter thet all
steersmen save their own, for they had followed some distance behind the other vessals, had set a
southward course. Though they shouted and signaed no one on board those gave them heed. Nor did
they return. Far off, against adark sky asif some storm broke there but did not reach to Y arn, there was
afiery lignt."

"And how long wasthat Snce?'

"Thisisthe settlements year 6810. But thistime thereisthat added to theill which was not
reported then—the dreams, and five or six days ago the Mirror of Keffin Du, set to guard the south wall,
cracked and fell in shards when the guards, who answered the darm, strove to dismount it for mending.”
Now the Cowl indicated with anod one of the Varsmen and he went swiftly toward the back of the hall
to disappear through another doorway.

"What do you seek south? Arefields over which you look aso blasted? Are your ships taken?"

"Our fidds arefertile sill," Lady Jadlithe made answer, "but to the west there has been amighty
war of the Light againgt the Dark, and recently we have been told that here southward are strange acts



which may mean more trouble—"

The man who had |eft the room returned. He was bearing before him a thick dab which he bent
over to place on the floor so that al of us seated there could see that. The oblong was of glass, the
underside of it murky, the upper part clear. While embedded between those two—

| have seen some of the horrors of the Shadow as run in Escore and Arvon—or representations
of such. But thiswas enough to bring agasp out of me. It was surely not abird—though it lay inits
transparent prison with wings outsiretched. But those pinions were not feathered, rather they had the
look of leather. The body was neither feathered nor furred, but thickly overgrown with stubby upstanding
points like greeatly thickened hairs. However, it was the head which was the worst. That had the likeness
of ademonic-faced, miniature human. The mouth gaped alittle—there seemed to be no visible lips—
showing four large fangs, two up and two down, in the jaws. The nose was amost as prominent asa
beak and dightly hooked.

Though it must certainly be dead the open eyes appeared to still hold life, asif it was staring at us
al, marking each as future prey. On the head was an upstanding comb growth of the same bristles as
clothed the body, but longer, like aragged fringe.

There appeared to be no arms, unless those were marked by the bones which stretched the
wings, but the legs and feet were again obscenely human in contour, though there was atail wrapped
loosely about the knees.

"This'—the cowled one nodded to the exhibit—"was one of aflock of such. They came, asif
hurled by the savagery of a storm, from the south and they attacked the harbor birds, tearing them to
pieces, S0 that blood and flesh fell from the skies. "Having so wrought that there was nothing flying aoft
save those of its own kind, they dropped landward—and they can walk. Into Y arn they came and our
kin died, for it ssemsthat, savage astheir bites are, they also carry poison at the roots of those fangs.
People of the city died before we could net and kill. And these we have never seen before—have you?"

It was | who answered her and it was with aname | had dways thought part of legend: "The
Theffan.”

| looked up from that small monster to find the others al staring a me.
"Where?" Lord Smon's single word was acommand for enlightenment.

"Nowhere," | wasforced to return, "save in legend— in stories which children usefor
afrightening one another. There were guardians— One we have already met in the sea. The second was
described asthisthing before us, save that it was alone and only one. It isout of Sulcar tales, but very
ancient—near forgotten. And therewas also athird—"

My eyes had dropped once more to the smdl horror imprisoned for al time. To me it seemed
more than ever that those red eyesheld life. Now they centered directly on me, asif the thing wished so
to set meinitsmind that | would never be forgot when atime camefor areckoning.

Chapter 8

We stayed afull ten daysin the harbor of Y arn. Three times we spoke with the cowled one
whose face we never saw and with the trio who seemed to be the lawgivers of thiscity. Meanwhile
Captain Sigmun and Captain Harwic had the cargoes of wood brought out and there was brisk bidding
among the shore merchants for what was to them rare and precious wares. Only what we took in return
were stores rather than the precious glasswork. There were dried, gnarled roots which certainly did not



resemble food but which the Sulcars ground and made into alumpy medl which in turn was again dried
into journey cakes. But there wasllittle ese in the way of food, for the people of Y arn were on short
rations for another yesr.

There were coils of rope, supple and yet very strong, and the smiths of the city went quickly to
work to cast boltsfor dart guns, beat out long knives with cutting edges so keen that these might split a
hair dropped from above. Also each ship had a second and athird row of containers added to the water
storage and filled from the streamsiin the valley. For asfierce as the crop-parching winds from the south
might be there was no lack of water which poured from springs in the mountain walls abouit.

All this preparation had little to do with us. Rather we gathered with both the officers of the city
and with the fishermen who till went forth to draw nets and do their part for the very life of Yarn. What
we labored on were charts taken from our ships—those charts which were so empty to the south.

Captain Sigmun sat in on one such conference and he asked a question that seemed born of all
the puzzlement of the Sulcars who were such super seamen:

"Lord, what of the ship at Gorm, how can such travel without elther sails or oars?!

"Because it comesfrom aworld like unto the Kolders homein this much, them who are native
there had machines of meta to serve their people—"

"And you, Lord Simon, coming from this world, would those machines obey you?'

"No, for it is necessary to feed the machine with a certain liquid which islike oil to alamp.
Without full tanks of that it cannot run. And such tankswithin that vessel brought to Gorm weretotaly
empty. It might well have been that, once brought through the gate, the ship ran on until it had used dl
that which made it mobile and then it drifted until Captain Harwic chanced upon it. We have not the
means of bringingittolifeagan.”

"Then it waslike those great ground crushers, the ones brought to break the walls of kegpswhich
Alizon took to High Hallack. It was proven then that, while the Dalesmen could find nothing which would
stop them, after atime they hated of themselves and did not move again. So that those of Alizon needs
must fight hand-to-hand in regular battle." Captain Sigmun nodded. " Things which are of the Kolder are
evil. | trust that that ship at Gorm be taken to seaand sunk. Whether it lives or not it may have other
hidden dangers.”

Asif he had called some peril by hiswords there was a sudden movement in the room about us.
Two windows crashed back againgt the wall, showering dangerous shards of glass around about. There
came another blow which set the floor rocking under us. Kemoc threw out an arm and swept hislady
away from thetable, even asthe rest of uswithdrew in ahurry from our stools. The ceiling was shaking
from sideto side, even as did the floor under us. Above our heads solid surface cracked and debris
rained down. | saw apillar actualy bend asif some unendurable weight had been pressed down upon it
beforeit broke.

Two of the Vars had blood streaming from face cuts. The glass, which was so much apart of
their life, now shattered to bring injury and desth. Then the shuddering under us grew till and for a
moment only there was utter silence. Breaking that came cries of pain, horror, rage. | edged to the now
open window and looked out.

It might have been that Sigmun’'s words had roused up those long-dead devices of the Kolder.
Houses had toppled; Y arn could now be acity taken after along siege. | looked to the bay and | knew |
cried aloud.



A hand fell upon my shoulder, jerking me back and away so that Sigmun could stand in my
place. Hein turn cried out. A wave was coming across the bay, such awave that | believe the most
fierce of storms could not have raised. The Sulcar shipswerein its path; they would indeed be lost.

Higher than thetip of thetallest mast wasthe sea. A hammer of water, it fell. We could see
nothing but spray and ravening smaller waves. At the mouth of the bay a second wave wasllifting—

Thustheterror of the seafell dso on the city, the water rising above thefirgt two tiers of buildings
to smash down. How many driven from shaking homes had been caught and swept away? When the
wash of water retreated it must have pulled with it many of those who had been aive only seconds
edlier.

| think we were al frozen by the very horror of what we witnessed. One of the Varswailed,
throwing hisarmswide, rushing for the window next to the one where Sigmun stood. It was Kemoc who
caught him and held fast againgt the blows rained upon him by aman who could well now be mad.

Sigmun held to the window frame, leaning forward, peering out towards that welter of water,
now dipping back into the sea and taking with it much from the city.

Againgt what had once been the quay at which we landed there was dark wreckage, larger than
any of the fishing boats that had been tied up there. And nosing againgt that, asif the two ships had
sought each other when they had been overwhelmed by the water, was the second.

Neither had been drawn back by the rush of the returning water, nor were they sinking. The
measts which had brought them, with wide canvas spread flying south were snapped, huge splintersarising
from their decksto mark where those had stood. That any aboard them could il live was unbelievable.

Now from the city itsalf swelled wailing crieswhich carried dl the sorrow of a stricken people.
We went forth to see what could be done, Captain Sigmun to hurry down to his Far Rover if shewere
not now sinking where she clung againgt the wreckage of the quay.

That theworst of nature was not yet through with us was made clear when there came two
afterdisturbances of the land, bringing more buildings, already weakened, cascading down, until to walk
any street was peril. Yet al those who were not caught by death in Y arn were aready striving to
discover the full extent of the damage, to rescue and get into the safety of the plain to the east of the city
al who could be carried, or could walk on their trembling feet.

We went to help as we could and became separated in the throng as we strove to bring
entrapped living out of tangled masonry, cdl and hunt for any who might answer.

The sky, which had been open and blue before this evil struck, was darkening and there began to
fal from it ashifting of grey-brown dust becoming so thick it threatened to smother us. Wetied cloths
wet in pools of the seawater over our mouths and noses. Those masks had to be constantly shaken free
of the mud which resulted and wet again. And we carried more strips at our beltsto be used by any of
the survivors we found. Many such clawed at the ruins, trying to dig free somekin or friend.

Many of the dead and the badly injured were women trapped in the houses, for the Varsisolated
their women folk ininner rooms and they had not been able to get out of their quartersintime.

| worked with agroup of men, two of whom wore thetight Silver suits, now encased in thefaling
ash, of authorities. They had ripped apart their head coverings, using the bandings to make the maskswe
wore.



Thefall of ash grew deeper. Where the waves had licked it formed afirm cover in which we had
to dig using shards for shovels. Only too often those we uncovered were aready dead.

Therewas no end to what we did. Asthe darkness gathered someone brought alantern burning
oil and thiswas our only light. | grew weary so that my hands shook as | helped shove stonesto one
sde, or used my own fingersto dig away the ashes so we might find someone entrapped. My nailswere
torn and the seawater in which

| wet my bresthing mask from timeto time settled into cutsin fiery torment.

Wewere on thefirst level just above the seawhen | leaned againgt a half-tumbled wall to caich
my breath, so faint that | could hardly keep my feet. For the first time | looked up and around, not
keeping al atention only for what wasimmediately before me.

There were other lights visible, pools of fire here and there. We had by chance come near to
where the quay had once stood. | looked out over water which | could not see, only hear in the durp of
waves against the wreckage. More lights showed not too far avay—the ships!

That they could be still above water | could not realy believe. Surdly the wave had crushed them
like eggsin acardess hand. Still those lanterns were clustered and swayed in the dark asif they were
mounted on some standard which was unquit.

"Dedreg!”

| blinked. The mind cal had somehow broken through that shell of concentration on what we did,
asif someone had grasped my arm and supported my aching body.

| was dazed enough to wonder if my talent had wakened only to deceive me when the call came
once more:

"Dedreg!”

As one could recognize an audible voice so did | recognize the Lady Jadlithe. | pulled around a
little to face squarely those lights bobbing above the water which was full of now waterlogged debris and
| blinked as my eyesteared to wash away the ill-falling dust.

| made my way in aswaying shuffle toward those bobbing lights. Thiswas one of those nightmare
dreamsin which oneis under some compulsion and yet one's body refuses to answer one's mind.
Coming to the end of what was | &ft of the quay, tumbled rocks and the wreckage of two fishing boats, |
clung to apile of stone and tried to see through the falling dust what lay beyond. A form rose out of the
murk, climbing out of thefilthy water at my very feet. A hand caught a minewhereit dangled limply a
my sde and gave agentle tug.

"Destree!” Not Lady Jadlithe thistime but Orsya. And she was willing me to come with her.

| did not have energy enough to refuse so found myself floundering in water. Though | feared to
be struck by some floating debris, ahand locked in the collar of my shirt brought me forward. With the
ash o thick upon the surface it was like swvimming through stew. Then ahand took one of mine and lifted
it so that my fingers could find and curl around arung of arope ladder, as choking and coughing from my
dip into the mud, I managed somehow to climb. Then other hands closed on me and | was drawn inward
to sprawl upon an ash-dusted surface.

There was enough light here to see faces, that of the Lady Jaelithe and with her Kemoc, whilea
taller shape beyond must be the Lord Simon. | levered mysdlf up and saw that beyond our small group



Sulcar crew members were working to sweep up the al-present ash and send it overboard where a
smashed bulwark made an opening to the water. | shook my head trying to loosen the mud plastered
about my mouth mask while clawing to get that off that | might breathe again.

Before me appeared suddenly abottle held in asteady hand and | managed to get that into my
own shaking grasp and gulp down the sourish wine which the Sulcars used to renew strength, steeped as
it waswith hedling herbs.

That wasthelast act | truly remember.
Lightstossed and were gone; | waslaying flat.

There was an imperative call, acommand | had to obey. Though every part of my body
screamed for rest it was not yet to be found. Save, | realized through the fog that encircled me, | was not
in body. Through no conscious order | was speeding nearer and nearer to alight brighter than any | had
seen since we had entered the glass-lined temple. Thiswastruefirerisng pillaawiseinto theair.

It gave aid to the Sighting of what lay about its base.

There was molten stuff, thick, pure flame-crested, asit flowed away from that stem, growing
duller asit made away dowly but inevitably into water. The steam from that meeting formed clouds as
thick asthose which might hold astorm.

There were other dark humps rising from the water. One long saw-toothed stretch till had water
trickling from it, though this bore no fiery crown. | thought | saw some creature lying on it writhing in
degth. But of that | could not be sure.

It was not what | saw but what | felt which counted now. The use of Power, not that of nature's
own cataclysm but summoned by some intelligence, sent waves out into the world even asthetidd wave
had been loosed on Y arn. Power was here to twist and tear. | have seen alorka, one of the
men-devouring creatures of the north, caught half in aweb trap yet fighting so hard with tooth and claw
that it could, and many times did, freeitsdlf, to rave on against those who were trying to defend
themselves againg itsrage.

Hereit was Power itself which seemed partiadly trapped. The energy which burst from it fanned
outward, to transform what lay about—even as once the combined might of the Witches of Escarp had
turned the southern mountains to save their country from invasion.

Y es, there was Power here, hampered enough so that it amost became an entity which had a
purpose and identity of itsown. | feared trying to tap it, or to follow it to its source. That it could snuff me
out as one pinches the flame of acandle, of that | was sure.

Y et that which had sent me—or had pulled me hither— was not content to let melinger. My
faraght swept on, past the volcano lifted out of the sea, away from that glowing pillar.

Beyond was darkness. It might be an empty night, save that which still struggled to freeitself
wholly was gtill there. Upon that my talent fastened. |, or rather my sight, moved steadily forward. There
was enough reflection from the seafire even here for meto see cliffsrising from the streaming water.
They looked stark asif they had been new made.

| wafted above them only to seethat thiswasdl high land, well above any wash of the sea. Far
ahead there was a point of light, red glowing as might acod in adying hearth fire. It was from that came
the surging, fighting Power.



Still 1 dared not test it, even use afraction of the farsght to scan its source. The thing wastoo
raging, too eager to seize. Y et there was something about it which grew into more and more of apuzzle. |
had sensed Power many times before, even traces of it in individuas who did not know they possessed
any such talent. Then there had been limits, curbs. No one | had ever known, nor heard of, would so
expend what was agift in such an awesome striving for mastership— For it had not been from adesireto
rework the earth and water of itsworld that that energy had struck. No, the destruction was only the
by-product of another need. It had been aflaw which produced the breaking of nature's bounds here,
not the sustained effort of will.

Y es, there was areason and that was only partly fulfilled. What happened to the seadong the
path that force had taken was only a side product to itsdesire. Not dipping in it, but daring to keep in
touch with that | could sense | spent farsight more recklessly. | knew now my purpose and need, that |
find the source.

Therot of it came so suddenly | shot beyond and needs must return. Therewas very little light
here; what lay below had adead blackness which might form a hole reaching into completely
nothingness. The farsight was not the same as body sight. | could sense-see that there was below mea
structure of some sort, totally lacking in any opening, much gpart of the rock on which it squatted likea
dour devouring demon out of the spirit Dark.

Just that—nothing more. | hovered aboveit striving to pick up some emanation of identity, some
hint of who or what was spilling forth that grest blast of energy. There was nothing—save the energy
itsdlf. Yet | well knew that that wasimpossible; each hint of talent, and certainly thiswasfar morethan a
hint, must haveitsroot.

Stll I wasjustly cautious and | would not venture into what might make me a part of the fierce
battle. Asmy opposition arose | tried to build up the strength of that and return.

A god—the Far Rover'. But that might well have succumbed to thewave. A person? Lady
Jeelithe! As| had trusted to Orsyain the water, so now | trusted to she who had been aWitch and had
infinitely more talent than . Instead of looking to that dark blot mounted on ragged cliffs| pulled into
mind, with al my effort, apicture of her.

Into mefolded, strong in its way as the wave which had struck into Y arn, Power, asif | now
stood under afountain of it. Only | was not pulled back as| longed to be. Rather was | held steadly.
Then there came a second surge of the well-honed strength, athird, afourth. 1 knew that al the company
were united and that | was only the point of adart aimed straight for that thrust outward which was
striving to overturn our world.

Asonewe attacked. | felt asif | wasabird torn lose by atempest from some firm perch, to whirl
out helplessinastorm it could not ride. | attempted to stiffen, to hold. Somehow | did.

Thedliff arose as | whirled, or was dashed earthward, and the sober bulk was there.
Power—energy—but—Iife?

No matter how trained a Witch or a seer may be she cannot so lose hersdlf in what she would do
that the fact she exists somewhere dseis denied. Here was nothing— or so | first thought. Then | caught
it—flashes so quickly-found and lost that they sped like the sparks from afire. There was—or there had
been—truelife, yes. But the force possessed the life, not the life the force. And to any of that talent that is
asgreet ahorror aswasthe dead-aive army of the Kolders. It was anegation of al which the Light
taught.

| had not felt the Dark as part of this before—it had seemed neutra, neither Light nor



Dark—more like astorm bursting by the will of that which we cannot understand and which is outside
our learning. But that it caught within it thoseit bent to itswill so that they no longer were in command of
their spirits—this could only be of the Dark. How cunning and unnatural must be the mind which
conceived thisthat it could not be detected—only showed traces of what must have once been beings of
freedom.

It was my horror at that which brought me back, spinning through the nowhere dark. | opened
my eyes and saw Jaelithe's face. Her features measured my own horror as she gazed down at me. Then
from behind, for | was lying my head pillowed on another's knees, came ahand holding within it
something which | could not see clearly but which was wiped first across my eyesas| shut them again,
then my forehead. There was the scent of the seain that and aso of theland, herbswell dried after they
had ripened under the sun. | breathed deeply and felt only thankfulnessthat | had returned, that | had not
been logt, bearing the others with me, as had been those piteous others set rigidly to the service of the
Dark.

Chapter 9

"The Far Rover had survived the fury of the sea better than her sister ship, though that was ill
afloat, but barely so. Of our number we were now less than half of those who had sailed from Estcarp.
All the crew members who had been on deck when the wave struck were missing, as were some who
had been wharfside at the coming of the water. Captain Harwic was gone but Sigmun had survived.
Going over theinjuries of both shipswhen the deep black of night was turned into the grey of day (we
never saw the sun and the ash il fell, though to alesser amount) it was discovered that the Wave
Simmer would never be seaworthy again but timbers and parts of her could be used for the patching of
Far Rover and her kin-crew voted by voice that should be done.

The fact that the masts were torn out of both ships was what concerned the united crew the
most. Without those they could not hope for any red escape by sea. Certainly there was no timber in
Y arn land which could be used to restep those. Nor was there anything in the city warehouses, those
which remained intact after the quake, which could be substituted.

Three of thefishing craft rested now high and fast drying on the second tier of the city. | saw
Sgmun and the chief surviving officer of the Wave Skimmer walking around those as our own small
party started back up the ramps to the upper town. What had been learned during my venture in farsight
must, Lady Jaelithe decreed, be shared with the Speaker for the Seated One. A force which could not
be understood, located in the south, ableto stir the very earth, air and water of theworld itsalf into such
action, was now an enemy to be considered. Perhaps what we had been through this past day and night
was only aforerunner of future attacks.

Some of the city dwellers had come back from the open land. They reported adrastic changein
the main river which supplied their valey with water. Where before it had vanished into a cavern within
the cliff wall some distance from Y arn it now ran straightly, for the cliff had split, rocks pedling avay near
to the origind drain hole. A Falconer on duty with aiding townspeople away from the city had dispatched
his bird to scan what might lie ahead there and reported that the water now entered directly into the sea
some leagues away from Y arn Bay. But exploration in the direction had not yet been undertaken. Aslong
asthewater remained within their own sphere the people of Y arn were satisfied. Also a party of them,
driving their short-legged, long-haired animals up into the upper pasturage, had had abrush with the flying
monstrosities which they had barely been able to win. The crestures dived to savage both animals (who
were better protected by the weight of hair from which they were soon due to be shorn) and their
herdsmen.



Two of the herdsmen returned with severe bites, aready carried by their companionsin poison
shock from the attack. What care was known to the city was given them but they raved and tried to rise
and win back the way they had come, their fellows saying that they had had greet trouble in the early
period after they were wounded to keep them from trying to climb the southern cliffs.

Meanwhile we sat in conference with that robed one and two of the city elders. | was enjoined to
tell in detail my assay by farsght. A question was speedily thrown at me:

"Thisthing which you sensed, isit strong enough to strike again?'
"I do not know. Nor was | ableto learn the reason for its outbreak.”
One of the city councilorsturned hisfacefully, so that his cold eyes were hard upon mine.

"Y ou from the sed'—a small gesture of one hand indicated the whole of our shrunken
party—"seek thisthing, isthat not s0?' Unlike hisfellows met earlier he spoke trade language eesily. "We
have heard talk of guardians which areto befound in thelore of your ship people. It could well be that
you have drawn the attention of thisthing, which is so unknown to you, upon Y arn and we now lie under
itseyes ready for asecond blow! The sooner you are forth from Y arn the more we shal be pleased!”
Therewas enmity in hisvoice which was as chill asthe glance with which heheld me.

Into the silence following that statement came another voice. For the first time she who worethe
cowled robe spoke aoud. Why she chose the form of oral speech | did not know, unlessit was because
she wanted to cut any closer contact with us, in that she might agree with the councilor.

"Y ou have sworn to the truth of this upon the very talent you possess,” she began and | nodded. |
had dept after my ferrying forth to use the farsight but still my strength had not fully returned. My mind |
opened ddiberately. If she wished she could so tap the mind send, know that therewasno guilein that |
had reported.

"One guardian met with you to the north, before you cameinto Y arn waters,” she continued
deliberately. "Thereforeif that were ascout, or messenger, your coming was dready known. There might
be excellent reason for preparing thiswhich has been sent againgt usaswel asyou.”

Lady Jeelithe gave answer as the other paused: "Y et these flying crestures were not sent upon
you after our coming but well before, even perhaps before we raised anchor in Es Bay."

"I have heard," the cowled one made now direct answer to that, asif she was now summoning al
she could use as evidence againgt us, "that one among you found floating derelict a ship which was not of
any race we know and that he took that to Es. Perhaps he so robbed a power of its prey. Have you
thought upon that?'

"There have been other ships, and those were Sulcar, which have in the near past been found
floating so. It isthe reason for that which brought us south. Y ou think that they could also be prey reft
from some enemy? Have you not aso lost fishing boats?!

Therewas along moment of silence. One of the councilorsmoved in hischair asif hefound it
difficult to St there, perhaps because he was near Lord Simon, towards whom he darted glances now
and then asif wondering why he had come armed to this meeting.

"We have lost boats—and fishermen,” the cowled one conceded. That muffed head turned allittle
inmy direction. | wondered how she could see when those folds fell so low asto mask her face. "You
speak of others caught in the full power of thisforce. What did you mean? Could you have caled out the



names and been answered?"

| shook my head. "There were sparks of life within that, yes. But none dared | seize upon. It was
likeagresat net," | used an example of her people, hoping both she and the councilors could understand
the better, "full of struggling fish being drawn swiftly at thewill of the netter.”

Once more the cowl dtered afraction and now its dark opening faced the Lady Jaelithe. "This
farseer hastedtified that the al of you with the gift joined her in seeking. What thought you of this matter
of 'sparks of life' supposedly netted by an enemy you cannot describe?!

"They werethere" The Lady Jaelithe's hands moved, and there was meaning in their movements,
though | could not read it.

Out of the long deeves which hid her hands when she wished came those of the cowled one. She
fitted fingertip to fingertip at breast level and then, in asudden gesture which | was sure was one meant to
repel, she swung the palms out asif they now formed ashield.

"You call upon that which I do not know, Witch. | am no spell-sister of yoursl We be of different
blood, far different. | think you indeed meant no harm when you anchored in our bay. But dso it isvery
easy to bdievethat it was because you did so thismighty disaster came upon us. Y es, we have lost
fishermen and seen the coming of other evils—such asthe flying things—and so, it has been recorded,
has happened before. But never have we paid such a price to any power aswasrift from usthistime. It
would be well for you to go forth from Y arn as speedily as you can, one way or another—"

Lord Simon broke in upon her now, with no sign of usua courtesy, speaking rather asto another
warrior who had reported some peril to come:

"Our ships are not seaworthy. The Wave Skimmer will never sail again. Nor doesthisland here
offer that which will repair the Far Rover enough to make it seaworthy. How then do we go? Men
cannot walk on the waves and thereis no path along the cliffsto be followed—"

Again the cowl siwung and thistime it was turned to the one of the councilors who had not yet
gpoken. He cleared histhroat gratingly asif it werefull of the dust which had falen outside. His hands
were resting on hisknees and | saw both of them clench into fists asif he prepared to face some attack.

"Thereisanother ship..." He hestated and then swallowed raspingly again.

| think astonishment held us al for amoment before Kemoc leaned alittle forward in hischair to
demand:

"What ship—afisher'scraft? And where?'

"The spy bird that serves your fighting men has reported such. Near where the new river gateto
the sea has opened.”

"A wreck—" began Lord Simon.
"Not so, this one has not been battered. It floats well—"
"Wewere not told of this" Lord Simon snapped. "Isit one of yours?'

"Not s0!" And the councilor used something of the same heet in hisreply. "Thereisill lifeon
board, or so your bird spy has reported.”



"Thus comes your means of travel." The cowled one spoke up quickly.

"Sulcar?' Lady Jaelithe did not ask that of the Y arn people but of meand | knew | must seek
agan.

| closed my eyesand stroveto put al from my mind but a picture of the Far Rover asan
example of what | must seek. Then | sped forth the weary power of send as atrader might work a sea
jewd out of itsshell. | felt thefamiliar Sick queasiness which came when | was foolish enough to use the
power again far too soon. The hazy picturein my mind grew sharper, more fixed. | wasindeed looking
down upon aship. The masts were two and to their yards till clung fluttering tatters of sail. But there
were differences between thisand any Sulcar ship | had ever seen. It was smdler, yet not afishing boat.
Now it rocked alittle in the wash of the sea but there was areef extending which kept most of the force
of the waves from pummeling it. Except for the loss of sailsit looked to be till seaworthy.

The facon had reported life on board. | could see no one on the deck—in fact that wasin astate
of disorder.

Linestrailed from where lifeboats must have once been hung. Delicately | probed, seeking that
life—was there someone below injured by the sea, left behind when the crew had taken to those missing
boats?

Life—yes But at the same second | caught that small glow of energy | dso knew that it was not
human. Nor wasit of the seg, or air. Rather an anima and one that had long associated with the human.
It hungered and now it hunted, tracing out atrail of another creature smaller, wilder, atraditional
prey—or foe. | strove to sense that other spark also and then jerked away my probe from ameeting with
sheer savagery. There were more than one of these—there was a hunger in them aso, avid, and they
waited for that which hunted, thinking (though their way of thought was so dien that | could barely touch
it) to make the hunter food for their own empty stomachs.

| made mysdf pull aside from acoming bettle, sriving to rise from the ship itsdf, mark points of
reference around it so that we could come at it more easlly.

"Anidand schooner—" Lord Simon's voice brought me out of the seeking and | knew that once
again we had linked and they had shared my picturing of that ship.

"Y ou know thisthen?' The councilor who wished us forth from Y arn was quick to catch on thet.
"l have seenitslike—elsewhere.”

"Thisthenisapart of that which you have been seeking?' the cowled one asked swiftly. "You
will be about your businesswith it." That latter was no question, rather a statement which was amost an
order.

When we reported to Captain Sigmun the finding of the derelict he was ingtantly aert to what
might be apromisefor al of us. By main force of will he was able to get afishing boat which had not
been utterly smashed hauled away from the city tier where the waves had deposited in and into the water.
It was gill adamaged craft and there must be congtant bailing to keep it afloat. Nor would it hold alarge
party. Thus we needs must split our forces.

Most of the Fal coners who were left would march with Lord Simon, the Lady Jadlithe, and some
dozen of the remaining Sulcar crew, from the inner valley down the newly opened river which now had a
gate into the sea. From what we learned of the falcon's report the ship wasin an aimost landlocked,
smaller bay now very near where river met the ocean.



Kemoac, Orsya, and | would go in the very crowded fishing boat fighting away along the coast
towards that same spot. We did not leave at once—the fishing craft must have al the repairs our Sulcar
seamen could give her. While there was also aneed for supplies.

Twenty of the Sulcars under the mate Simot of the Wave Skimmer must stay behind to nurse
hurts, broken bones, head injuries, dashes left by flying glass. To my surprise those same city rulerswho
wanted us forth did not object to usleaving our injured behind. | believe that they thought getting rid of
the five of uswho had given evidence of Power was the imperative purpose now.

There had been during the night two more aftershocks, but neither did more harm than shake
more broken masonry from precarious perches here and there. We had done our best to help the
townspeople while Sigmun saw to the preparation of the boat, and | think that our services did not go
unnoticed. Y et there was plainly agrowing feding among al those of Y arn they would be glad to see the
last of us.

That fal of ash which had been so choking had been laid by a steedy rain which heightened a
intervasinto a drenching downpour. But that washed away the ash, except for muddy residue in corners,
and, having known the tiffling attack of the dry particles, we were pleased enough even though we went
soaked.

That night we dept in the hal of the council chamber and not alone for many of the Vars shared
our quarters. Tradition and custom had been banished by the catastrophe and their women came with
them out of concealment in theinner chambers, many of which no longer existed.

-It was on the morning of the third day after the disaster that we |eft. Those to go overland
included the mgjority of the Falconers, only two remaining with us, their falcons ready to act as scout. It
seemed to me that far too many were crowded into the boat Sigmun had salvaged. He himself had taken
over the command of our party asif it were hisright, and none of us disputed that with him. Weal,
except Orsya, were ready to take our turn at the oars which propelled us out of the bay; two of the crew
were stationed on ether side of the bow to fend off masses of floating debris.

Within the bay it was relatively calm but once we were out in the open seawe found that the
waves had to be constantly fought if we would keep on course. Luckily the owner of our boat had
managed to save hissingle sall by furling it well before the quake wave struck and, with that raised to a
brisk wind, the rowers were released for a space.

There was a stench of rottenness which the wind brought and we saw large sections of the ocean
surface covered with floating ides of dead fish turned bdly up. That some of the inhabitants of the depths
had survived we had proof. For there were sudden whirls in those masses of the dead and gaps | ft
where the a'ready rotting fish had been dragged under.

| watched these closdly. Very much in my mind was the memory of Scalgah. If that mongter had
indeed followed us south would thisvast medl beto itstaste, or would it turn its attention to the boat?
When even the Far Rover had been shaken by the battering of that huge body wein this cockshell
would stand very little chance. Still | hesitated to probe, lest by doing so | would attract the very danger |
hope we might avoid.

The dliff line, asraw and sharp as ever, lay to the east aswe sailed south. | believed that | could
detect scars along the sides where more of that natural wall had been battered and lost to the sea. The
clouds of sullen rain hid much except the generd outline.

We bailed with awill, throwing overboard as swiftly aswe could both the fresh water from the
sky and the sdlt from the sea coming through cracks even the Sulcars could not caulk. Therewas achill



wind, and that, blowing against our bodies through well-soaked clothing, brought us shivering, choking
and trying to wipe rain and spray from our eyes.

With the arch of adull grey sky over uswe could not tell the time. We had speculated that the
sea party might well reach the point of rendezvous before the company using theriver astheir guide could
arrive. Twice we were delayed by having to make farther into the open seato avoid fangs of reefs spilling
out from the land. On one of these was evidence that some must be newborn for there lay sodden and
dead under the spill of wave and rain the body of one of the valey herd animals.

The Falconers who had come with us watched the cliff crowns narrowly. 1t had been the bird of
onethat had found that the river had made itself anew bed. Now he brought his feathered comrade from
benesth the edge of his cloak where he had carefully sheltered it and, having adjusted the device
strapped to one of its dender legs, he tossed it doft with a hunter's gesture. The bird circled the boat
once and then soared up and on, toward the cliffs. Once more we had to edge into the seato escape a
water-washed ridge, and then took to oars to send our craft east again.

Here the water was murky. | saw atangled mass, which could have been alarge bush dug from a
bank, wallow by. The water actudly stained across the sea. While that outward-flowing current made it
difficult to keep on course. Then | heard Sigmun shout and saw him pound the shoulder of the man
besdehim.

Out of the gloom rose the bare masts of aship. The vessel swung alittle back and forth asif it
was anchored none too skillfully. There was no mistaking it—thiswas the ship of my farsghting.

Sigmun headed our craft Straight for it. About usthe rest of the Sulcar crew, except those busied
with the progress of our own boat, were eagerly talking and pointing. Though now | could see astretch
of broken rail, and the main mast was certainly shorter than it should be, this vessel had not been too
hardly used by the storm which had brought it here.

With the practice of their craft, at which, admittedly, none othersin thisworld could do more
than faintly equd, the crew brought us dongside the stranger and | saw one of the crew women legp up
and make alinefast to the deck, holding us beside the greater vessal. That done she turned around to
look over the prize.

A moment later she cried out, and kicked furioudy as something near the size of her own foot
dashed toward her.

Chapter 10

Both the two who had joined her, aman and awoman whose width of shoulderswell matched
his, had their long belt knives out even astheir feet thudded solidly on decking. | saw more of the smdll
creatures darting out from what were places of concedment, asif they were sentient enough to set
ambushesfor thefirst comer. They were certainly dive, and, like that monster of the sea, what they
projected now was ravenous hunger.

The nearest Faconer dropped his cloak in the boat to free his arms and then legpt on the swing
of our craft to climb into what was plainly abattle. It did not take the rest of uslong to join him.

Thaose things which leaped to draw red, bleeding scores across the bare skin were furred, nothing
from out of the sea. Thelong tailstrailing on the deck were naked of any hair and the open mouths
showed teeth ready for attack. There was ashrill squealing of a battle cry from them.

Knives and the Falconers swords bit down into that frenzied pack, hacking—hurling mangled



bodies back into the mass of attackers. Thoseinjured or dead straightway became the center of balls of
their loathsome kind feeding both on the dead and the dying.

We cleared the deck, sweeping the last of the wicked thingsinto the seg, only at the cost of
ragged bites and wounds which Orsyains sted must be treated at once with the supplies she had with
her, for such creatures might well have carried poison in their fangs. Where the fallen had been the victims
of their own fellows there were only now scattered bones.

| probed for lifeas| think that Kemoc was aso doing. There was nothing more which had that
avid hunger to mark it for us. However, there was il life on board. | swung around to set hand on the
mast near meas| sent out amind cal, putting into it al the reassurance | could project.

There was a sound from overhead, amost awail. From the rolled canvas of asail asmall body
emerged. It wastwice the size of the creatureswe had dain, but | knew that that would not have saved it
had that ravening force caught it. Thiswasthe hunter | had earlier detected.

It swung around and began to descend the mast, sinking what | thought were good and sharp
clawsin thewood asit edged its way down. We had made a circle about its refuge, eager to seethe
nature of this other seefarer.

Once | had seen asnow cat of the upper mountains, athing of sinuous grace and wild beauty.
This newcomer was perhaps athird of that asto size and | recognized it as one of those animals known
in High Halack and Ar-von, an animd that, in the old days, had held a position of esteemn with those of
thetaent.

In color this one was black asthe eye paint worn by the town women of the Karsten ports.
Though, when it jJumped from its climb hold &t last to land on the deck, one could see atriangular patch
of purewhite on its upper chest. For along moment it eyed our company until it cameto trade gazeswith
me. Then it uttered asmall cry into which it was easy to read ademand for help. Asthe famished horde
we had cleared from the deck it hungered.

| went down on one knee upon the bloodied decking and held out my hand. Slowly the cat
edged forward far enough to sniff at my fingers. How it had come aboard this strange ship and what
purposeit had here| could not guess.

Opening the larger pouch a my belt | pulled out alength of dried fish which served those of Yarn
astravding rations. This| brokeinto smal pieces, strewing them between me and the cat. It set to egting
at once. Apparently it found no harm in us and was willing to let down its guard.

Captain Sigmun paid little attention to the cat; he was dready at the way which led to the cabins
and space below. While the Falconers, bared swordsin hand, and two of the crew were quick to follow
him. | broke up a second fish stick and was content to remain where | was.

Therain curtain had lifted. Therewas still amisty fed to the air but we could see the cliffswhich
here extended into the sea offering some protection to the derdlict—and a so mark that brown ribbon of
current which betrayed the issuing of theinland river into the sea.

Orsyaknelt beside meto watch the cat. "Thisis one such,” she said dowly, "asthe Old Ones
knew—truly acat. Only itissmdler. Lord Simon said that such were also known in hisworld.”

It mouthed the last scrap of fish, even drawing tongue across the board where that had lain, and
now it sat licking one paw and using that to wipe chin and lips, plainly washing after eating. Thiswasthe
first timel had seen one of itskind before, and it fascinated me. Having completed its washing it yawned,



to show an impressive set of teeth and four fangs two above and two below well set to tear. Itseyes
were yellow, dmost the shade of gold. With these unblinking it continued to stare at thetwo of usasif it
now awaited any question we could care to ask.

| tried mind send. There was no pull of hunger to be read now; mainly the cat was curious. But
the band leve of itsthoughtswas far higher than that | was used to and it was hard for me to make
contect. Tentatively | tried aquestion:

"Who areyou?'

At firg | wasfavored only with another long stare. Then there grew in my mind ahazy picture of
the beast engaged in combat, tooth-and-claw battle, with another creature | did not know—not even
diginguished clearly.

"Warrior?' | guessed

The battle scene did not fade.

"Fghter?Killer?'

"Black battler?' Orsyaoffered in turn. "Mighty killer?

The cat'sjaws opened to give forth ahissing sound. It was plainit did not consider usintelligent
enough to reply properly—there was certainly about its whole body now an aura of contempt. The
picture vanished and instead there built up a second scene in which our black find stood tall and severa
of itsown kind crouched low about it, plainly in awe and respect.

"Lord?" | asked.

However, it was Orsyawho found the proper word, mainly because, | later discovered, there
were nonhuman alliesin Escore and each of these species had aleader who attended councilsfrom time
totime. "Chief?'

The cat uttered another sound to answer that, arumbling, throaty noise. It took astep or two
forward until it could bump its head against the hand she dso held out. Orsya dared to touch the fingers
on her other to its head, rubbing the deek fur behind and between its alert ears.

"Chief!" | echoed, thistime aoud. Now it cameto me for the same attention Orsya had givenit.

Wewere till in the process of getting our communication clear and straight when those who had
gone to explore the ship returned. The cabins showed signs of recent occupancy even as had thosein the
strange vessel brought into Gorm.

Kemoc had aroll of charts under one arm and Sigmun and his crew were dready inspecting the
stowage of the sails. Unlike that other ship, however, ropes over the side told of the embarking of the
lifeboats, the ropes which lowered them trailing into the weter.

Orsyadipped over the side and brought back the information that there was indeed an anchor
holding it. Seemingly the ship must have dragged that until it caught between two rocks under the surface,
the chain to which that was made fast now went taut or loose depending on the swing of the shipin
answer to the waves.

Our searching brought to light other things. There was food aboard. Some of he containers had
been gnawed open and their contents were long gone to feed that ravening horde which had welcomed



us. However, in metal containers were hard biscuits and in glass jars we could see colored contents
which might befruit. There were aso cans but the thin dips on their sides had been torn and the metal
itself bore the Sign of tooth marks. Prying knives opened afew of these and we discovered vegetables
and more fruit, once adrink.

Though we were travel -wise enough not to exhaust this bounty in asingle medl, we shared out
enough to take the taste of Varsfish out of our mouths and mostly enjoyed the novelties.

Therewas still no sign of the party who had gone along the river path and we decided to wait
them out on the ship rather than seek any possible camping place at the foot of the cliffs. Sigmun made
surethat lanterns, apair of them, were set so that any emerging in theriver current might see them.

We made amore detailed examination of the derdlict. There was clothing in some of the
cabins—oddly fashioned shirts which seemed to be knit as the women of the farms knit winter coverlets.
They had blankets but those had been stowed away in adeek textured materia which we learned
resisted water and so meant away of protection against damp. All which was found was carefully
examined and put aside for future decisons.

The charts which had drawn Kemoc were again meaningless to the Sulcars who eagerly studied
them. But Kemoc pointed out certain features which he declared, and Sigmun agreed, were like those
found on board the ship at Gorm. The cat sat quietly watching our prowling about and annexation of the
contents of the cabins. Orsya had settled cross-legged on the deck in the limited light of another lantern,
smoothing between her hands along strip of very soft material which carried a pattern of shells. These
had not been stitched onto the cloth, nor painted on, but were avery part of it.

Kemoc was watching her, asmile about hislips, when Chief appeared out of the dark into which
he had vanished earlier. He settled down beside me, that rumbling mumble to be both heard and felt as|
stroked hisback. Onimpulse| tried to contact him. Did he know where the crew had gone? What had
sent them off in the smdll boat, leaving an undamaged and much safer mode of travel behind?

| thought that perhaps | could not reach him, and, then, though his rumble did not cease, |
received again ahazy picture.

Thiswas certainly part of the very deck on which we now sat. Tdl figures moved at the edge of
sight and then vanished. There was one who dropped down to sit even as Orsyanow did well within
Chief'srange of sight so that she became clear to me. She certainly, for there was awealth of loose hair,
played with by the wind, and of a color which wasindeed different from any | had seen, being far more
red than Sulcar yellow. She had extraordinary eyes, huge and black, and one could not see into them.
Then sheraised a hand and brushed against those hidden eyes and the dark circles arose, she pushing up
to her forehead what was like amask under which her eyeswere normal.

She picked up from the boards beside her the same strip of cloth with which Orsya had been
playing and with that bundled up her hair.

| opened my eyesthen and | reached out, catching the end of that scarf. Orsya must have
guessed the importance of what | would do from my expression, for shelet it free into my hold. Once
again | could seethat other woman. But there was something e se—perhaps rising from the strip of cloth
| held. | was suddenly aware of acompulsion. The woman | watched was on her feet. Thelaughing
happiness which had been herswhen first | had reached into the past was gone. | could see her mouth
open asif she screamed, the lips shaping an ugly gap.

Therewere feet running past her. Now adarknesstdl, though | also knew that that was no
natural dimming due to the time of day but something else. She stumbled a step forward, her hands



outstretched asif she had had both of them caught up in some unseen grip. She tossed her head, the scarf
dipped from her hair, those strange other mask eyesfell away dso. She twisted and fought. Her fear was
like alash reaching through the unknown between usto Strike at me also.

Then there was aman beside her, hisarm tightly holding her. | could see fear and concernin his
eyes. Whatever possessed her had as yet made no assault on him. She got one hand free and struck at
his face and head, her red pointed nails grooving deep scratches down his cheek. There came a second
man and together they made her a prisoner. Only that which was her inner core— that—

| broke the mind tieinstantly. That could have been a bridge between the possessed one and me.
She had afraction of gift, untrained, unguessed, and that had opened the way for that which had fallen
upon her. They who held her were dragging her with them toward the passage which served the cabins.

As suddenly asthe attack had been made on her, so did it aso snap free. But | knew it had
discovered what it had sought, an instrument through which it might act.

If this had indeed happened on board this aien ship, how much the quicker could it come and
perhaps conquer those of us who were the greater gifted. It must be guarded against.

| looked with the outer sight to Orsyaand Kemoc and | could seethat at least some of what |
had seen and felt had been projected to them. My fingers were busy with the seashell-patterned stuff,
rolling it tightly. Many things can serve as keysto that which we would have remain imprisoned. If this
was such, it must be put whereit could do no harm.

"Givethat here—" Kemoc reached for the scarf. He held theroll as gingerly asif it might be
about to burst into flame, and then he wrapped it in the nearest possible covering, one of the charts he
had brought to study. Could any of those, in turn, provide us with other entrances into the past and make
understandable what had happened here?

However, | was not about to suggest that. Let such decisons await the coming of the Lady
Jadlithe. | could produce the sght but | waswell awarethat al the guards| knew against what might be
aroused by tampering with the unknown were as a straw compared to the training of atrue Witch.

It was |ate afternoon when the falcon which served as our distance eyes brought newsthat the
river-traveling party was within ashort distance of the sea. At that time there was abrief conference asto
the wisdom of remaining on board and bringing them hither or leaving avesse on which certainly
something uncanny had recently happened and prepare to establish acamp on shore.

The only difficulty with such adecison asthat being that the incoming tide had already swept far
enough aong to lap againgt the dliff foot and there was no vestige of beach where we might shelter.

Then we could see figures on the move, not at the level of the sea but some way up the cliff itself,
asif they followed atrail laid on aledge we could not mark from the sea. Thus, using the boat which had
brought us here, the Sulcars made two tripsin and out and thus, returning both times crowded, the whole
of our party was again assembled, thistime on the unknown ship.

Wefilled it past the point of comfort, but at least our refuge was better than trying to see the night
out ether in thefishing boat or on the cliff Sde. There was some stability under us, provisons, and the
light of severa lanterns, until Sigmun ordered those to be doused in order to save the oil which fueled
them.

Once more Lord Simon identified the charts. Though this ship was very different from that a
Gorm, it was from hisown world. Also, he explained, this craft, aswell as sails, had the same kind of



machine which would send it forward even if al wind failed. It was hewho led amost systematic search
of the cabins and that space where the whed and the charts were.

Lady Jadlithe cameto mewhere| sat in asmall corner of the deck though not done. The cat,
Chief, had curled himsalf beside me, his head resting upon my knee.

"Y ou searched—"
"Until I knew what | might stir with such areckless questing,” | returned.

She seated herself opposite me asif we two were about to engage in bespelling, with perhapsa
scrying bowl between us. Therain clouds of earlier hours had split and withdrawn to the north. There
was arisng moon and it looked very bright and amost harsh asto light. To everything thereisa
twin—onelight, the other dark. The moon isfor the weaving of women spells, which we are born
knowing if we have the gift. But there are a so two moons and one can be pitiless. | felt that that which
rose this night was one which might be named such. Even the light can be cruel upon occasion.

The silver beam reached across the waves toward our new ship and that brightness resembled a
claw waliting to hook about us. | wascold asif | sat full in the blast of awinter wind. And, at that
moment, though my hand on one side touched soft, warm fur, and | looked to onefar more versed in
Power than | could hopeto be, | was caught up in utter longliness of spirit. It could be that one from the
other time and place, whom | had watched struck by afate| could not understand, trying in turn to meet
familiar thingshere.

Even voices which reached easily about us because of the crowding sounded far-off and the
words which they carried had no meaning. That sensation of being isolated increased. | began to breathe
fagter. Thiswas being enclosed in thick glassinto which even the needful air did not reach.

"Dedreg!”

My name sounded very faint—far away. Y et the knee of the Lady Jaelithe was close enough to
brush againgt mine. | saw some movement in the haf-light. | swayed afraction as hands fastened to the
fore of my shirt.

Light, not that pallid moonglow, waswarm and yellow asthe risng sun. Warmth spread from the
now free amulet to break that shell which had been about me, ever thickening. | gasped, drew full lungfuls
of air, and was dert to my own time and place once more.

The Lady Jadlithe's face was lighted by the flow piercing upward from her two hands held alittle
below my chin. | knew that what she so brought out of hiding was indeed Gunnoras amulet. Moonlight
could call that power, even though it was of the sun also. But thistime it spoke for another moon, a
lightsome one, not aghost light meant to only arouse the dead.

My own thoughts surprised me. This strange otherness was new; at least it had never visited me
before. Had | indeed retained from my seeking something of that horror which had apparently sent into
madness the woman of the ship?

| found mysalf pilling forth what had happened and | knew that Lady Jeelithe listened with dl the
grength of her art.

"Not agan!"

| nodded, knowing well what she meant. Not again was | to spread wide my gift without
knowing what guards must be held. But | had aquestion:



"What brought the madness?’

"My lord has said that those of his own world do not cherish the gifts. Those who are born with
them are treated with dishdlief. They have no discipline nor training to aid them in the proper use. We can
believe that this woman whom you saw was one in which some of the Power dumbered. Perhaps she
was entirely unaware that any fraction of gift was hers. Then there came areaching—"

"From where? And how?"

"And why?' She added a question of her own to thetwo | had aready asked. "We of this day
do not understand the gates. We believe they were first wrought by those adepts who were seekers.
Those of Escore who are closest to the old waystell of wars and struggles and that there were
summonings which brought into thisworld strange things. A number of the adepts opened such portas
because they themsalves would go a-exploring. Only their gates, once erected, remained sometimes

traps.

"My lord saysthat in hisworld there are disgppearances which cannot be explained. That thereis
asection of the seaabout which are legends of whole ships which vanish. His people aso fly through the
air—using ships made to cruise so—and those aso are gone, nor can any trace of them be found later.

"Thusthere may well be agate. For thereis no other explanation which so fitsthe new factswe
know. And if thereisagatein action which isgreat enough to draw in aship, then the power which has
fashioned it and which operated it isamighty one. The Kolders found such a gate and they came through
it, not Sngly as has happened with Simon and some others, but as an army riding moving fortresses able
to bring down walls of akeep or even of atown.

"We have seen the searaised to aforce to assault Y arn even as those K older machines attacked
inthe pagt.”

"Do we then face Kolder once more?' Almost | could be at easeif she said yesto that, for the
evil one knowsisfar better than abrooding shadow one cannot pierce.

"Simon thinks not. For in histime and world there was no Kolder. What we seek now isvery
different. But its strength is not to be questioned. | think that the woman you saw fdlt that strength and
was greatly afraid, aswell she might be. It was perhapsthefirst breath of that which lies beyond the gate
through which this ship came.”

"And she, those salling with her?"
The Lady Jadlithe made asign of protection with one hand.
"That we do not know—yet."

Chief roused and moved his head between us. His eyes seemed to glow in the night. | was
tempted to try asecond time to reach the past through him but | knew the full folly of thet.

Chapter 11

In the end which was a beginning we did not sail south again with only one ship, or two—we
were part of amotley fleet. The Far Rover, which had weethered the storm il afloat though lacking
masts, could not take to the quest again, that was apparent. But those of Y arn had been persuaded to
trade for the more damaged Wave Skimmer five fishing boats. One of these Captain Sigmun, who now
commanded by default the whole of the Sulcar contingent, sent north to ask for help in repairing the Far



Rover and to convey aso apleafor assstancefor Yarn.

| think that the townspeople might have even hunted us out of their ruined city had it not been for
their seeress, she of the hidden face. She urged upon them in one mesting, which the five of uswere
ordered to attend, the consideration of the fact there could well be some agency, rather than the
haphazard overspill of nature, behind dl their city had suffered, and that if there was such areason for the
assault on Yarn it should be learned and that speedily. It is dways best to know as much of the enemy,
before the onset of any engagement, which can be discovered.

The Lady Jaelithe herself went a-seeking by mind and contacted the Lady Loyse by dream
control. Though Korisslady had no talent of her own she had been comrade to Jaelithe so long that
there was amind tie between them and one which could be exploited if the need was dire enough.

Thuswe could be sure that news of what had happened would reach Estcarp. Though, unless
forcesthere could be talked into a perilous voyage, we could expect little in the way of immediate help.
That we might abandon what we had planned never appeared to be in any mind.

Sulcars are born with aneed to explore. The speculation that the danger which had taken so
many of their number and one of their ships might be aplanned visitation of the Dark had only
strengthened their stubbornness. In the past they had wrought, even to their own sorrow (aswhen
Osberic sacrificed Sulcarkeep to bresk the power of the not-dead sent by the Kolder), to fight against
what were often gpparently overwhelming odds. | knew that many of them believed that, in spite of
Tregarth assurances, we once more faced some manifestation of the Kolder evil.

Sigmun put the Situation into words when he bargained for the two largest of the fishing craft
which could be repaired and made seaworthy once again:

"If this be of the Dark, and it has that stench about it, then will you think to rest here safeiif you
make no move to attract attention to you? Have you aready been safe? Y ou have spoken of your fishers
who have disappeared— you have seen the fury of the sea and other portents. The Dark has such
powers as can rack aworld apart. For Power is neither good nor evil itsdf, itisonly to beused, anditis
how it isused that iswhat in the end matters. The Witches of Estcarp brought such awrenching to the
mountains of Karsten—though it broke them. Think you burning amountain is any less a deed than what
we have experienced here?"'

One of the council muttered about Witches and Sigmun caught him up quickly.

"It isnot Estcarp which brought fire out of the seaand dl the rest to fal upon you here. But | say
this—if agate doesexig, and it seemsthat istrue, it can well bring further disaster upon Yarn. Think you
that it might not happen again and again? We know that thereis trouble in the south—you yoursdlf have
said that. It isthat trouble which we seek. | have heard you say that trouble followed us hither asif it was
ascout of the Dark—isthat not so?' He paused to look from one of those gathered there to the next and
the next, asif he were prepared to chalenge an adversary.

"Very wdl," he continued when there was muttering among them but no hearable answer.
"Would you not rather we go forth into the very face of that which threatens so that it does not need to
cadt itslines hereabout to net us?'

So we gained four fishing craft (counting the one we had used to reach the derdlict) to form a
fleet. The derdict itsdlf had been very carefully examined and some repairs made. It had, in addition to
the sail, that manner of propulsion akin to that of the ship we had left at Gorm. But Lord Smon, having
inspected that, explained again that gpparently the ship had continued under that—and not the
battened-down sails—until al the food for the mechanism had been exhausted and thefittings were now



useless. However, there were other things on board which were an aid, such as those boxes which could
st clear courses, the provisions we had already discovered, and the like.

There were records also and those Kemoc studied, the Lord Simon from time to time explaining
thisor that. The charts were amatter of envy to Sigmun, being much superior in every way to those
known to him, but because they were of unknown territory those were no aid now.

| did not try to "read" again. The Lady Jadlithe hersdf kept very close watch on the seeressfrom
the Wave Skimmer, awoman of middle years who studied me with hot, angry eyeswhenever | crossed
her path. | know she might arouse such anger against me aswould have put mein danger, but she feared
the Lady Jadlithe and would not try to cross one who had been aWitch and was still rumored to hold
Power in both hands.

It was the Lady Jadlithe on our voyage back to Y arn from the river bay who impressed upon me
the dangers of interference with the unknown. Only that | knew and had aready accepted. Captain
Sigmun agreed that it was best not to bring the salvaged ship into port at the city, thinking that its
presence there could well arouse more feding againgt us. It was the Sulcars who worked on the vessels,
preparing them as best they could for the open sea. Their badly injured stayed in Y arn and Sgmun gave
up the whole of the Wave Skimmer , with the consent of what was | &ft of her kin-crew, to the people of
the town so that their guild of boat builders went to work replacing the fishing ships.

Because she did have authority by the reason of her onetime office, the Lady Jadlithe seemed to
have come into favor with the cowled spokeswoman of the council and, invited to share her quarters,
took up residence in asuite of roomswithin that impressive temple where we had faced the blind
guardian of Yarn. But therest of usreturned to the derdlict and there did such labor aswe could turn
hand to. | was no stranger to Sulcar ship tasks and was more than willing to help. However, what Sgmun
asked of the three of us—Kemoc, Orsya and me— was the clearing of the cabins below, to strip them of
everything which might have been persona possessions of her vanished passengers and crew.

Chief accompanied me on my work in one cabin, curling up on abunk which more closely
resembled acomfortable bed. | had found two bags or caseswhich | thought were for the carrying of
clothesand it wasinto these that | folded and pushed al wearing apparel, dso anything €l se which might
have been persond belongings.

The clothing, which resembled what | knew only superficialy, was of unusua fabricswhich |
examined closely by eye but did not touch except with gloved fingers. | was not surethat | could indeed
be pulled into "seeing” by touch aone, without clearing my mind, preparing myself to be receptive.
However, | wastaking no chances. When | had done the two bags were filled to overflowing. In fact it
was necessary to obtain alength of rope to fasten one. For | had taken not only clothing and the like, but
a so bedcoverings which might have touched another's body.

| thought | wasfinished as| stood looking about the stripped cabin. The bunk was bareto its
mattress, even the small curtains meant to hide the ports had been taken down. | was about to pick up
one of the bags by the twisted rope handle | had devised, when Chief uttered a sound which was not
quite amew but clearly intended to attract my attention. He was standing up on the bunk, hishind legson
its surface and his forepaws against the wall behind. Twice when he saw me watching he butted his head
agang that wall.

| knelt on the bunk to examine the surface. 1t was paneled as was most of the cabin, but when |
ran my fingers acrossthewood | felt what | was sure was differencein the depth of one of the joinings. If
there was some compartment there it was clearly meant to be secret and the trick of opening certainly
was not mine. However, with the point of my belt knife, | was ableto force asmal door which splintered



under my gouging to show me avery shalow recessin which there were two boxes covered by materia
very soft to the fingers.

Stll kneeling on the bunk | used the knife point most ddlicatdly, thistimeto raisethelids, taking
care, aswarned, not to handle the boxes more than | could help. What had been so carefully hidden by
its owner must certainly be of value and thus even more closdly tied personally to the one who had
vanished.

Therewas anecklace in theform of fragile flowers of gold, each given leaves of small green gems
which glittered, even though the light was not very bright. The heart of each flower was aso agemstone
but of a deep golden shade. While between two of those flowers there had been set apendant asa
curling stem of gold, more of the green leaves, and asingle much larger flower, the petals of which were
not gold asthe othersin that chain but rather a stone which was both blue and green.

| have seen cherished jewelsworn by Keep Ladiesin High Halack, some very ancient heirlooms
treasured by Old Ones of high birth, even pieces found by those who dare to loot ruins of the Waste in
Arvon. But thelike of this never. The second of the hidden boxes revealed abracelet, or so | thought it,
asthe chain wastoo short for anecklet, aring, and apair of matching pieces which, by the hooks on
their backs, were meant, | believed, to swing from pierced earlobes.

Thiswas indeed atreasure hord and | hunkered down to study it. | knew what would become of
the things we gathered from the dismantled cabins. They were to be poked deep asthey would gointo a
cliff crevice and left where no taint from former ownership could reach us. But to let this vanish so—there
was protest ready on my tongue.

For aslong as | could remember | had worn coarse clothing, mainly the castoffs of more
prosperous and less unlucky Sulcars. The few new things | had ever managed to purchase had been the
very cheapest | had been ableto find, for most of my scant earnings had dwaysto be saved for food to
carry methrough periods of lack of one kind of work until 1 could find more. There had been Sulcar kin
who had allowed me passage for one reason or another, or because my story was not common to the
port wherel tried to Sign on. | had also labored in the fields with the peasant farmers of High Hallack,
and helped with harvestsin Estcarp, where, since the wars, there was a dearth of steady hands and stout
backs. | had aso ridden guard for a convoy of merchants or two— men who had not been wedthy
enough to hire blank shields or Falconers, but who had heard of the fighting ability of Sulcarsand were
willing to take a chance on one, even awoman—all knew that the Sulcar women stood ever reedy to
lend their strength on any ship or to the fore of araiding party when their people had harried Karsten and
Alizoninthe old days.

Also | had seen rich loot rift from the coffers of pirates and wreckers, yet never had | seen
anything to equd this. Whileto pitch it into arock-walled pocket of the sea—

Though | had listened to al the warnings, and knew for afact that there was good sense behind
such, till, at thismoment, | could not even close the boxes to concedl what | had found. Unconscious of
having willed it my hand went out to pick up thering. It lay in the hollow of my palm and when | raised it
s0 that more of the light of the port touched it, there followed flashing rainbows of light. Truly if thiswas
meant for bait it was such aswould pull any eyes, hold the finder with desire.

| turned the ring about with fingertip. It dipped up and on my finger. The circlet might have been
made to my measure 0 easily did it go into place. Against my tanned skin where small scarsleft by field
labor still wereto be seen, where the nail of the finger which it encircled was broken down and
roughened, it was not where its beauty entitled it to be.



Nor did | seek mind touch. However, that came upon me. | saw another hand in place of my
own, smooth of skin—the nail long and oval, unbroken, and even painted a deep rose. Happiness
flooded in upon me asjust beyond my sight stood the one who had given these treasuresto me. And
between that one and me there was a binding— They wed in Estcarp with words, and in High Hallack by
cup and flame, among the Sulcar by naming of kin-clan. She who had worn this was wedded. Not to
garner treasure or higher-born kin but because there was that of hersalf which reached and touched
another. Together they had been so bound that in many ways they were one.

The jewelswere treasure, yes, but what their owner had to hold to her was even a greater gift. |
knew envy, not for metal and polished stones, but for the fact that there were some who were able to
find this hgppiness which lay beyond the tangible.

There had been no cloud to shadow that happiness. | saw my own hand wearing that ring reach
out into the air of the cabin and | waited to fed my flesh gragped by the firm fingers of another. Then—

Even as happiness had crowned me without my seeking, so did there follow the shadow. There
are many beiefswithin the world. Some swear by the Flame which dances on the dtarsin High Hallack,
some by the teaching of even earlier gods and goddesses. We comeinto life and we leave it—some early
and some later, somein iliness, some by the cruelties of war—some even by assault of the Dark, and
those be the truly unfortunate. Because we are what we are we have to make for ourselves hope— we
must believe that there are things—or personages— gresater, wiser, more honest and just, than we can
be, and that, when we make an ending, it isin truth abeginning of an existence we cannot, because of the
flawswhich liewithin us, redly understand.

She who had worn thisring as a symbol of happiness, who in her joy and contentment had dared
to believe for awhile that there could not be any end to what she held—the fate which iswith usdl came
to her and ties were broken, the light was overcome by dark. So did her pain and sorrow swell within me
that | found | was weeping, and that | have not done since | was asmall child forced to face what | was
and what | must expect— loneliness, hatred, and perhaps even lying down with evil asits handmaid,
though that | would fight.

| drew thering from my finger and put it withinitsbox. Yet | also knew that | could not giveto
the seathis| had found. The sedled nichewhich | had pried at to open was plain for the seeing. | knelt on
the bunk and rammed it home again asbest | might. It still showed the marks|eft by my knife and there
might well be need for explanations. | looked down to the mattress on the bunk. Chief had moved
forward and was crouched, with his forepaws on the larger of the two boxes. He might have brought
some prey to prove his prowess and now dared meto takeit from him.

It was easy to pull up the mattress and with my knife point rip stitches there until therewasa
space. The cat moved alittle, adlowed me to take the boxes and those | pushed asfar into the opening as
| could.

Thiswas folly—aready my obsession with the jewd s was fading, with them out of sight. Still the
stubbornness in me was not argued down by any foreseeing. These | would trust to fate. If any found
them in their new hiding place and took them to destroy—I hoped only that | would not be near when
that happened. For | knew my protest would be quick.

Looking around the stripped cabin | could see nothing ese of itslate occupant which | had | eft.
So | took the bags | had filled and carried them up on deck where | found asmall mound of similar
well-filled containers. None of the Sulcar would touch them. It was left to Orsya, Kemoc, and meto
drop them down into one of the ship's boats. The Lady Jaelithe, she who aone | feared might pluck out
of my mind that which | wanted now to conceal, was not there. | gave asigh of relief aswe were rowed



shoreward and pointed to the crevice which had been selected to hideit al, perhapsforever. Hide it we
did, making severd trips back and forth acrossthe smdl strip of shingle the outgoing tide had uncovered,
to see the possessions of thelost into that which must lose them even further.

| dept that night on deck. Chief was not with me, which was strange, as, after my return from
Yarn, it seemed he had taken liege oath, or perhaps kin-oath, with me and never strayed far from my
gde. Still, even with hiswarmth gone from beside my shoulder, whereit had lain before, | went easily into
dumber, nor did | dream as | half expected to do.

It was Sigmun himsalf who made the last inspection of the ship, Lord Simon and the Lady
Jaelithe sharing his search, that no vestige of persona bel ongings of those who had once voyaged in her
remained. | waited to be asked concerning the knife-gouged panel but there were no questions. Thus|
was | eft alittle uneasy. Not having the jewel s before me to bedazzle, | began to think they might have
been used in some fashion by that which wished usill and perhaps | had opened more than awooden
pand. | stroveto quiet my misgivingswith the thought that if aught did occur in theway of sighting of the
Dark it would be easy enough to pitch those boxesinto the sea.

That | wanted the treasure for mysdlf, as afighter might conced abetter piece of loot from his
comrades, that | was sure was not what ruled me. There was something else, afedling that | could not
cast aside such beauty on amere guessthat it could bring trouble. | looked once that day a mysdlf inthe
burnished surface of ashield one of the Falconers had been polishing.

There was certainly nothing reflected there to awaken vanity in me. | was surethat if | decked
myself with that which | had found | would speedily resemble awild pony striving to wear the saddle of a
prized Torgian gdlion.

There did come to me now and then so strong adesire to look again on my find that | had to
battle with it. | muttered, or thought out, scraps of the learning which | had picked up during my
wanderings, and even took surreptitioudy to sniffing some old and brittle leaves from Orsyas store of
healing materids, those meant to clear the head and mind.

It was certain, | decided after the fourth attack of that need to seek what | had hidden, that it
camethe strongest at those intervals when Chief was by me. Though | dared not attempt to grasp any
thought from him. However, | became very surethat the cat had some link with what | had found through
his pointing the way.

The weather cleared and the days were fair. We had no more warnings out of the sea of trouble
to come. It was on the twentieth day after we had set to work to prepare our oddly assorted fleet that
we at lagt set sail for the south.

Once again, even asit had when we | eft the bay of Gorm, thewind wasin our favor, filling the
sails of both the salvaged vessdl and the newly prepared fishing smacks. Falcons were sent above at
intervals, only to relay the reports that there were no other vessels a-sea.

If Scalgah had followed us south perhaps the rage of the sea had been too much for him. | knew
that Orsya kept watch on what lay under-wave but she reported nothing but the passage of regular
inhabitants there—only saying that there were fewer of these than she would expect. Considering the
masses of dead fish through which we had fought away in the first days after the disaster, that was not to
be considered strange.

Wedid not go too far off coast in our voyaging. Thewall of cliffs continued to stretch adark
rope along the horizon to the east. To the west there was nothing but open sea. The one strange thing
which the crew began to comment upon was the absence of seabirds. Perhaps they, too, had been



drawn away by the abundance of dead fish. | was Sulcar enough to understand the uneasiness caused by
their absence. The hardy fishersin the ocean have, from remote times, been apart of al voyaging, and
certain types of them—a snow-white, wide-winged one, for instance—were considered to be lucky. We
had legends of such birds guiding ssorm-warped vessalstowards land. | knew many shipsthat carried
paintings of that breed on themain sal.

It was on the fourth day out that the falcon sent on scout duty came with areport of land ahead.
Whether that could be anidand or if the shore took awide outward pointing here we did not know.

Wl before sundown we could see adark line ahead of us, aswell as till to the east. Sgmun
ordered sail taken into dow our advance. Two more falcons went aoft. Thistime they returned with the
report that we were bearing down upon idands. As darkness closed in, alookout on the main mast
announced there was light ahead but veering more to the west.

It only required the stench which the shifting wind brought usto tell that we were not too far from
avolcano. Though there was no spouting of wild fireinto the night air, as most of us expected to see.

Sgmun had dl sailsin, those captaining each of the fishing boats following his example. The moon
did not break through gathering clouds that night and our content of the past three days was gone.

Chief hissed when | would stroke him, and padded towards the bow of the boat asif he would
stand lookout there. | followed him, coughing at times when the bregath of the distant eruption reached us.
Therewas uneasinessin the very air and | think that al of uswere on guard, though exactly against what |
believe no one could say.

Chapter 12

Perhapsdl of us spent that night uneasily. From where | made mysdlf a place at the bow of the
ship with Chief | saw people pass benesth the lantern glow on deck, and | had only drowsed allittle when
| was joined by another, and then a second—Kemoc and Orsya. The latter made plain her presence by
the herb scent about her which even the acrid odor of the air could not banish. It was she who spoke
firg:

"What have you seen”?'

| replied with the truth. "Nothing, for here | do not reach ahead." Nor had | even been aware of
my talent since | had put the jewelsinto hiding, striving to make surethat | could not be trapped into
using that which might bring upon us such notice as we wished most to avoid. That there lay more before
usthat night—hidden by dark—I had only to look to Chief to see, for he was crouched, staring outward
asif, with theinfinite patience of hiskind, he did sentry duty by some den opening in which crouched
prey he intended to seize upon.

Orsyadropped her cloak on deck. | had to guess more at what she did than what | saw, for the
lantern light did not reach so far. She was upon therail and then she dipped over, seeking that water she
must have or she would die. Kemoc leaned well acrosstherail but he did not attempt to follow her
down. Shewas entering an dement she wd | knew, one where he could follow with the difficulty of those
who breathed only air. Still I knew that if they were not joined in body they were in mind, and he stood
sentry for her protection.

| had laid ahand on Chief's hindquarters and now | felt him quiver asif he prepared to spring.
Though it was perilous | opened mind. | was on my fest, the rising wind whipping back my hair, hand on
knife hilt. No stroke had come to me from amind send, an attempted invasion upon that level of contact.



Rather there was that which | sensed otherwise. Even as Chief might creep upon his chosen prey, so did
there stedl out of the dark south afedling which was like unto atendril, perhaps testing for some point of
weskness. Yet it was not of aliving thing!

That dark shadow which was Kemoc stood straight, his shoulder near touching mine. His hand
had sought steel. We waited; after the scout might come the attack. However, there was none. That thing
which had made my flesh tingle a ong the backbone had vanished.

| had heard tales of the undead—those which the Kolders had dain in spirit and yet ill used in
body. There were other stories, as grim, of certain sitesto be found in places where the Old Race was
once young and powerful. Y et what had stolen upon us that night was not even so dlied with our own
species or could share our thought or fedlings. If it possessed life, and | was surethat it did—or at least
purpose which moved it—then that life was such | did not know.

Kemoc had ridden against the Dark in Escore. His deeds there had aready become the stuff of
bard ballads. My own journeying had not been so far into the country half aive till with nigh-forgotten
perils. So it wasto him turned my question:

"What isthat, warrior?"'

"Something | cannot give nameto," he answered as promptly. "Yet it issuch that | would not
have watching dong any trail | take."

"Y et so doesit watch, | think."

It was too shadowed where we stood for me to see hiswar-broken hand move. On the air
gleamed for amoment a sign, which first burned blue and then appeared to fold together into ablot, that
showed first yellow and then red about its edge, before it snapped out of existence.

"So weknow," he said quietly, but with the tone of one who had expected no less. It could be
that in Escore he had made such tests before and been so answered. For his gesture was of that Light,
and that which closed in upon it was clearly Dark.

At that moment | wondered for the first time at the folly which had brought us here. We had, dl
of us, from thefirst prepared for thisjourney asif we marched to an engagement from which none of us
would stand back. Even the Sulcars, who fought clear of the use of talent, seemed to have agreed that
there was naught el se to be done but to hunt out what might be along-held lair of evil. | had heard no
voice raised in argument against what we did then, or afew days ago when we had put together this small
and periloudy weak squadron to go a-hunting the unknown. Had something reached al the way into the
Council chamber in Estcarp marking us down and endaving us without our knowledge?

| had faith in the Lady Jaelithe, perhaps the strongest of Power among us. They said of Kemoc
that he had been long enough at Lormt to learn even older lore, though he was reputed to depend more
upon his sword than such learning. While of the talents of Orsyal could not assess what she might know
and be able to do for she was of another kin. Now | broke forth with a second question:

"Have we been as mountain sheep led to market?' For certainly to some powers rumored dert in
the past we might well be as the stupid grazers of mountain meadows.

"If s0," and he was not denying that thought of mine, "we have yet to see the shepherd. Though
we may not be far now from where such may abide—"

There was a sound which brought my hand up, blade drawn and ready, only to know that Orsya



was climbing back out of the sea, again able to abidein the air for a space. She clambered aboard and
Kemoc picked up her cloak to tossit about her shoulders. While | saw the motionsin the dark which |
knew was her shaking her hair torid it of the water.

"Thereisemptinessbelow,” shesaid. "Lifeisnot here, neither wearing fins nor shells, neither
cregping on thefloor nor swvimming. It isa place in which fear has hunted and gone, leaving nothing
behind."

S0 she set asedl on our unease. Nor did she and Kemoc go back below, but we three dropped
to the deck together to remain—not on guard perhaps, but waiting— and for what we could not tell.

Morning broke again with adull sky, no sun to break away that greyness. We came dowly up to
the idands the falcon had reported. There was no green growth on them; they were barren rock with
traces of the sea dtill set asif they had been raised from the depths, and not too long ago.

Again we missed birds; such ides asthesein the north provided nesting places, oft time so thick
with birds defending their own territory that there was fighting among them and the screams and squalls
keeping up an ever rancorous clamor. Here the land might be long dead and with no lifetouching it. As
Captain Harwic had done before us we chose two of the fishing smacksto do the exploring, selecting
picked crews for them with Falconersfor in-fighting if the need arose. In one | was at the bow. Sigmun
might not trust me, but since | was favored by the Lady Jaelithe, he could not protest and al of uswere
well aware that thiswas not just amatter of sight and sound but also of the talent. Thelady hersdf and
Lord Simon were to the fore in the other boat, but Kemoc and Orsya remained with the ship as our
common linkage.

Before we pushed off | was startled by aleap from the upper deck and Chief joined me, once
more crowding past to take his place at the very point of the bow. There was alinesman who heaved
over aweight and called out the clearage existing below, and the captain of the craft stood by the whedl
asintent on those calls aswe were in surveying theidands.

We had chosen the eastern way, while the other craft headed for the western sprawl of idands.
Both craft moved by oars rather than trusting to breeze here. Adjusting our course by the soundings, we
swung around the tapering end of thefirgt idand. | felt nothing of that which had striven to touch usin the
night. The world was as empty to my mind seeking asit wasto sght and ear.

But we were barely past the reef which pushed out from that idand when we sighted the first
proof that we were not the first to venture here. Piled up, its bow lifted high on reef rocks, wasthe
remains of aship. Its broken sides were patterned with barnacles and there was other encrustation which
argued that it had been brought up from the sea after along immersion. To my eyethe design of it was
strange. The small square ports, showing along its near side which was upturned to the sky, suggested
that, large asit appeared, it had depended mainly on oars.

Wedid not gpproach it closer, but it held attention for most of us until we werewel| by. Certainly
it was awarning that one went this course with caution. The leadsman's voice rang ever louder aswe | eft
that reef and its burden behind.

There were other idands ahead. Also that distant line indicating the coast of the mainland
appeared to be moving east, asif throwing out an arm to encircle these blasted ides. The next two idands
were smaller but— save they lacked awarning wreck—were no different in general appearance from the
fird.

It was aswe drew closer to the next, and that was clearly the largest we had sighted—that Chief
growled degp in histhroat. While | stared at that mound of rock hunting sight of anything which might



explain hisunease.

My skin had begun to tingle oddly. There was a shimmer which came and went as| watched
those rocks.

Twicel passed my hand across my eyesasif | would sweep aside some veil. Now | heard
exclamations from the crew behind me. The three fa cons which had accompanied their battle-comrades
uttered ear-tormenting shrieks.

| waved eastward with my hand, hoping that the captain would obey that gesture and take us
farther from what seemed now to be wild scatter of rocks. As| had marked at daybreak thiswasa
morning without sun yet from between two of those ridge rocks on theidand came aglint like that of light
upon well-burnished metal.

One of the Falconers sent his bird aoft. It spiraled about, well above the dark blot of theidand.
The communicating device which the birds wore should pass amessage of what might be there—for
clearly it was not the black-grey rock which caused that patch of light.

Aswe veered out of linewith that, | became aware that the prickling of my skin lessened. It was
asif that spot had been hurling out in our direction some unseen assault which had manifested itself so.

"Thereisathing of metal there." The Falconer whose bird was scouting moved up beside me. "It
isnot like anything Warwing has sighted before. He will not go closer for hefearsit.”

"Perhaps some defense,” | returned. Knowing that anything which one of the war birds of the
Falconerswould avoid must indeed be a danger.

"Defense for what?' Since | was awoman it was odd that one of the Falconerswould even
notice me enough to ask that.

Defense for what was right. There was no sign, save for that long-ago wreck, to tell usthat any
had ever been before us on such ajourney. | could no longer sight that glint among the rocks, but till |
felt the prickle of skin, the sensation that there was a-lying in wait athreset to us. The reef into which the
idand turned stretched well out and we edged aong, depending upon the leadsman.

Moreidands ahead—and something else! | heard an exclamation from the Fal coner who il
kept his position beside me, dthough hisbird had comeinto hiswrigt. At first sight that which broke the
wash of the waves was only another of the rock mounds.

Only nature had not formed thisone. It was foursquare, fitting exactly the rock, on which it was
so firmly foundationed, to the very water's edge. | knew well the age-old towers of Estcarp, and had
seen many scattered remains which outdated even those across the seain the land from which the Old
Ones had long gone. None of those gave such afedling of the far past, and of the dien asthis,

To our sght, from the sea, there were no cracks in the four square walls, nothing to indicate that
it had suffered from either blows of nature or of time. The huge stoneswhich formed it were till cunningly
s, and the lines of the two walls visible to us were broken only by what must have been &ft by the
buildersto serve aswindows, dark ova hollows.

Those were dl on the upper part of the building. At ground level there were no breaksin the
surface at dl. Entrance must have come from above. The stone from which it was wrought differed from
that of theidand foundation. It was smooth, unpitted, and in color arusty red—a most, my thought
supplied, the shade of dried blood. The roof which arose three stories above the seawas crend ated, the



narrow embrasures perhaps intended for usage by archers.

Our craft did not change course to gpproach it closer. Nor did any of us suggest exploration.
One of the falcons arose again to bear to our companion in exploration the news of what we had found. |
sudied it closaly. There was that which suggested at any moment there might be aface showing in one of
those blind eyes of windows, or that we would hear the whistle of an arrow, such asthose of Karsten use
for hunting, the snick of adart, released to warn us off. | longed to probe but knew better. Such an
invasion might well awaken something which time had lulled into astupor.

We carried on, past the tower idand. Ahead was a scattering of smaller lumps of barren rock.
Farther yet lay an unbroken dark line across the horizon which could only mark, | was sure, the swing of
the shore farther eastward into some cape or arm of another bay as that on which Y arn had taken root.

We counted four of these lumps dotting the water, and two of them were surrounded by
treacherous underwater reefs, so that we had to edge farther and farther west in order to avoid them. |
think that none of usliked thought of that silent fortress behind us, nor the mysterious guardian which
Chief had first sghted on the other idand.

The slence of this part of the seawas oppressive. Y es, there was the wash of the waves, and the
small sounds we ourselves made on board, but the wind had dropped and the single sail of our craft hung
limp, aso the absence of birds continued.

Just as my mind fastened upon that there was indeed a sound from overhead. Not the scream of
afacon but ahoarse, hacking call. There had come, seemingly out of nowhere, to hang above us one of
those flying horrors which had harried Y arn. One of the Falconers launched hisbird and that spiraled up
to hang above the dark noisome thing which made alanding on our magt, clinging to the very tip of that
seemingly by some hook clawsinitswings. It screeched and made grimaces at us, paying no attention to
the falcon which indeed sheared off, not dropping upon it for akill as one might expect it to do.

The Theffan instead gave dl its attention to us. Chief growled deep in hisfurred throat and left my
sde, dinking dong, bely fur brushing the deck, until he wasimmediately bel ow the thing's mast perch.
Then he gave the scream of rage his kind would utter when faced by a deadly enemy. One of the Sulcar
took aim and fired adart. The thing, with an incredibly swift twist of body, dmost escaped injury.
However, the dart cut through a bit of the lesthery wing, pinning it fast to the mast while the thing
ghrieked and thrashed, striving to win free.

There was afroth dripping fromitsjaws. | thought of venom and was about to urge the crew
back, for severa had joined Chief at the foot of the mast, when he who captained our expedition warned
them off.

Dark blood spattered at each wing jerk, then the creature tore loose. It strove to mount, the
fdcon flying in wary ringsjust out of reach, but the tear in the wing seemed to prevent that. Fighting hard
for dtitude it coasted instead down toward the sea, but with alast effort it won to ahard landing on one
of therocky idets. It was screaming with rage and pain and its clamor filled the air. The facon circled,
and then swiftly it checked the second round of its flight and came arrow true back to its comrade.

Though thefirst of the winged things had appeared so suddenly, we had warning of the coming of
itsfellows. They skimmed in from the south as aflock, giving voiceto cries asthey swept down at the
ship. Then we were fighting, striving to defend oursdlves from these flying menaces. Swords scored as
they swung upward, but | heard one man scream and saw him put hand to eyes, blood spurting between
hisfingers. Two dropped for Chief and, | think, would have taken him aoft. | cut the head of one from its
hunched shoulders and the same blow continued on to dice a one of the other's wings. For some reason



they did not come at me straightly asthey flew at the others. | did not havetimeto think of anything but
the fight a hand. The Faconersin their mail, and those hed mswith the metdlic throat veils, were better
prepared for them. Two stood one on ether side of the wheelman, using sword and shield not only to
protect themselves but in addition see that no harm reached him.

There was a scream piercing enough even to sound through the cries of our attackers. | saw the
leadsman fdl into the water. Twice | struck out at the enemy to reach therail and then went over after
him.

The water was murky and warmer than | expected to find it. But | got my one hand on the collar
of the fdlow's stiff shirt and brought his head up far enough for him to get afull breath.

We must keep afloat on our own, for there was perhaps no one on board who had seen our
swift exit from the fight, or had time to drop us arope. The smooth side of the ship offered no
handhold—our nearest chance was one of those dots of rock which were part of the sprawl of small
idands. Towing the crewman | headed for the nearest. Sulcars swim aswell as any fish—or that isther
boast. With most of their lives spent at seg, that was part of their heritage. But the one | now companied
made only feeble effortsto aid himsdf. At least he had not clutched mein full panic.

| encountered rock sharp enough to tear through one leg of my breeches and felt the teeth of that
outcrop even more as | dragged mysdlf up to aposition from which I could turn and pull the other behind
me. He no longer made any effort to help himself and | found it an dmost impossible task to get him out
of the water, lying on his back. His eyes were open but fixed on the sky above asif he were aware of
nothing. There was along wound reaching from forehead to jaw aong one cheek. That bled the more
with every movement his supine body made as| tried to drag him higher. On histhroat was a second gap
in the flesh and that oozed fredly. | put fingersto that and strove to hat the loss of blood while | looked
up and around to sight the ship.

| had not thought that our struggle in the water had brought us so far but the craft where the battle
gtill raged was agood way from our perch. Now | eyed the air for any of the horrorswho might have left
the greater engagement to make sure of the two of us. Luckily there were no stragglers, the pack of them
appeared fully engaged at the ship.

My attention snapped back to my fellow in misfortune. Though hiseyes till stared unblinkingly
aoft, hisface was convulsed by agrimace and | saw that the blood now rising in his head wound was
darker, amost black, also it had thickened. That which | wastrying to staunch on histhroat was aso
dark. His hand arose from his side, fist clenched, to best at the air, so | had to release my hold on the
throat wound and struggle with him to keep his body from diding off into the water again. Hislegs jerked
and kicked. Y et he uttered no sound, nor did he look to me.

His mouth fell open and bresth whistled out. Then his head arose afew inchesfrom therock only
to thud back again, as, with that, hisarm loosened and hisfeet did not move. He was dead—though
neither wound should have been deep enough to let out hislife. That the creatures we fought had the
power of using venom as aweapon was SO proven.

| stood up, steadying myself asbest | could on the very uneven surface of that idet. The craft was
even farther away and | could hear shouts and criesfrom it, making plain that the battle was il in

progress.

My own position wastotally exposed. Even if the flying horrors were besten off, and | did not
doubt that they would be, those retreating could well head for me and make sure that another of their
enemieswould be taken care of.



On the other hand to take to the sea.again and swim for the ship would not be an answer, unless
those on board were aware of my difficulties and could drop me aline. The perch which | now shared
with the dead was asmall one; it might even be more awash with the coming of thetide.

| looked towards the larger idand to the north, one we had just passed when this attack had
been sprung. It was guarded by reefs and no ship landing could be made there.

To the south then?

Reefs again, for now many of these showed above water. Those led dmost like stepping stones
to another and much larger idand. | stooped and drew the body up aswell as| could, leaving as much of
it out of the water as possible. A Sulcar fighting crewman deserved a Sulcar funeral and perhapswe
would later be ableto give him such.

Then | stooped and washed my hands vigoroudly in the water. | must rid mysdlf of the thick,
poisoned blood. Having done this | looked ahead south. There was an expanse of water before therise
of thereef which | hoped would lead meto afirm place of refuge. | dipped into the sea and started to
swim for that bit of water-washed rock.

Chapter 13

Almost, except for the effort | must expend, thiswas like crossing a stream by stepping stones.
Eachtimel pulled out of the water on apoint of reef or anidet | looked for the ship. Alwaysits course
was farther away from the source of my own troubles. | saw no falcon rising from the air-ship battle. Had
those valiant comrades been wiped out by the monsters as had happened with the birds at Yarn?

Thiswasagrey day wherein we had dueled with those aerid horrors and now rain came, fine as
amist but enough to dick down even those rocks above wave level, making it necessary to carefully
watch onée's footing. Minewas apainful progress now. Asall on shipboard in such hesat | had discarded
sea boots for loose sandas. Those had been lost in my dive overboard. | could thank past poverty now
for thefact that | had often, through lack of supplies, gone barefoot on land, so that the soles of my feet
were caloused into nearly the same toughness as a boot. Though walking across the broken ridges of
these idets had been and was growing more so a painful experience.

Thewater of the seastung dl smal grazesinto life. On my third emergence | shed my jerkin,
worried aripped seam to agreat hole and so made clumsy coveringsfor my feet.

When | crawled out at last on the large idand which had been my goa | sumbled and limped to
the highest point within the immediate vicinity to look for the ship. Some current of which we had not
been aware must have seized upon it while the battle was in progress, asit had been borne even farther
to the east and even appeared adrift. Had the monster attack so thinned defenders that the ship could no
longer make any headway, was aslost as the derdicts? Could all on board be... dead?

The swift death from poison which | had seen the leadsman suffe—was that the fate of al?
Surely if any Falconer il lived hisbird would be doft, seeking—

Then, for thefirst time, my assurance was badly shaken. Had anyone seen my plunge overboard?
Or if they had, would | now be deemed dead? That possibility had not crossed my mind—now it
fastened tight in my thoughts. | wondered if | dared try send contact. Any of those on board whom |
could picture in mind would serve as atarget but, on the other hand none that | knew of were trained to
recelve. The Falconers had such a hatred for the Witchesthat they built, during the generations they had
lived on the fringe of Estcarp, shields againgt any such touch. | might be able to contact one of the



Sulcar—

Even as| considered that the worry which had been with me since |€eft the ship so
unceremonioudly developed at last. There wereflyersintheair, only dots asyet, but they came from the
direction of the far drifting craft and they were headed in a seaward sweep, asif they already knew that |
waited for them, easy prey.

It was the nature of theidand which saved me. The rocks which formed it wereridged. Gullies
ran between some of the taller ones and there were other dabs which weretilted enough to form shelter
againg anything overhead. | speedily worked my way into one such niche and waited.

My exertions had begun to tell. In addition to my sore feet, my back and legs ached. Also |
redized it had been sometime since | had eaten. In fact, so long ago had been my awaking from adoze
on thismorning and the taking of some very dry biscuit and ascrap of salted fish, | had gone without
food for sometime. Even more than the pinch of hunger, the need for water closed upon me. It wasa
sorry jest that | should be surrounded by liquid | could not drink. The redization of that made me twice
asthirdy.

Inalittletherain helped. | could reach out of the hollow in which | had taken cover, rub my hand
across one of the standing rocks and bring it back wet to lick. Though that wasindeed far from daking
theneedin me.

However, hunger, certainly a the moment, was the least of my worries. My knife sheath was
empty. | had no weapon, and from overhead came one of those ear-shattering screams of the flying
horrors. One of them swooped down close enough for me to see, and counter-wise it sighted me. Still to
reach me it would have to drop so close to the ground—where there were upstanding threats of broken
rock—that | think this problem did impress any mind the creature possessed, no matter how heated the
thing was by rage.

| reached around and found severa pieces of sone. Then my fingers caught under the edge of
something larger, and | struggled to free alength of what could only be metd.

Its corroded skin flaked off in my grasp, but there was ill ahard core. When | had it fully out of
the ground | discovered | was holding alength which would compare favorably with asword, athough it
lacked hilt or cutting edge.

To have even that made me bolder. | tried to count from the entrance of my fort the number of
the attackers. To withstand such a pack as had descended upon us earlier was more, | knew, than was
possible. They need only leave atoken number of sentries on guard and wait for thirst and hunger to
ether weaken me or drive me ouit.

Yet | could only count five who skimmed back and forth, and two of them had wounds. Thiswas
abeaten enemy, Hill that very fact might make them only the more set to take me.

One of them dighted on the crest of the rock perhaps a good stone's throw away from me. The
fiery eyeswerefixed and it threw back its grotesque head, giving voice to athroat-searing scream. |
picked up one of the stones| had earlier loosened againgt just such a chance and threw.

The fragment of rock struck alittle to the right of the thing, and shattered, one piece apparently
ricocheting to hit the body of the flyer, who now legped up and down asif ragefilled it so fully it could
not remain gtill. Another bound took it into the air and it arose quickly out of my field of vison. However,
they were certainly very far from giving up thefight.



Two more swooped down to aso adight, farther back than had stood the earlier one. These no
longer screamed, but mouthed harsh chittering noises asif they were engaged in planning some coming
difficulty for me.

| drew therod | had found back and forth with one hand, scraping at it with the edge of another
stone, wanting to clear it of al marks of corroson sothat | could seeif there was any weak place along
itslength. It was not solid but rather bent under pressure, aslimber asawhip.

The stones| had garnered earlier | made the best use of that | could—and was able to hit
another of my attackers foursquare, sending it flapping and squaling to the ground, from which, though it
made atempts, it did not rise again. However, | did not put an end to it. That was left for its own fellows.
Two of them dived and, to my sickened disgust, caught the wounded creature by the wings and literally
toreit gpart. Why they turned on their own | could not guess, unlessin frustration at not being able to
take the fishing crft.

From the earlier mist the rain became athudding downpour. Water spouted off the rocks,
running seaward through the gullies. Under dark clouds we passed into akind of twilight through which |
was unable to seefar beyond the crevicein which | sheltered.

There came no more screams from my attackers and | began to think that they had also been
forced to seek some kind of shelter. At least the running stream of rain which fell to invade my hideout
gave me drinking water. | sucked up pamsful, hoping that such afill would aso ease some part of my

hunger.

The darknesswasthicker. | had no idea of the hour. 1t could well be that night was reglly upon
me. Therewasarisng wind which, at intervals, sent therain dicing inward to my poor shelter. | was
soaked to the last thread on my body and, though certainly my life had never been lightstone and | had
known anumber of miserable times, it now seemed to me that thiswastheworst | had yet met.

Thefdcons, if thoseintrepid birds till lived, would not be winging doft in the midst of this. While
had the ship kept to the last course | had seen beforeit, it must be going farther and farther from me.
Once more | was greatly tempted to try the mind touch. If | could not raise anyone aboard the scouting
craft, might | be able to contact either Kemoc or Orsya? Those with whom | had so lately sailed might
well believe that | was dead—fdlen into the seaand so totdly lost.

| reached within the shirt the rain plastered so tightly to my body and brought forth Gunnora’s gift.
Though my flesh was cold, and | was beginning to be wracked by shivers, the carven stone within my
pamwaswarm. | sared down &t it. | did not know if it was meant to be used for scrying, and | still did
not atogether trust my talent at piercing distance under avague but perhaps deadly threst.

Stll I tried to concentrate my full thought upon it, seeing firgt the stone, and then transposing
Orsyas face upon that base. The amulet seemed to swell larger as| concentrated, but | was ill aware
that my hand held it. However, that connection with the real world faded. There was only the stone.
Orsya—my thought went out—I tried to use it as a Falconer might use his bird, sending the mind search
questing for our mother ship and shewho wasoniit.

Only that search | could not complete. Asfingersinserted in an ear can shut out sound or deaden
it to thefaintest of murmurs, so did my talent meet abarrier which turned it back upon me. The result of
that return flow of energy waslike adagger thrust. Though | had heard that this might happen in times of
gtress, never had it been so with me before.

Swiftly I cut my thought seerch.



Still, on the surface of the amulet there was aswirl of movement. The outlines of what could bea
head were forming. And | knew that it was not of my caling!

Two dark pits of eyes, anose, amouth whichwas set in agrin like that of adead man struck
down in battle. Only thiswas no warrior—at least any nation known to me. That rictus grin was
softening, the lips no longer bared teeth to the full. While the blind pits which marked the eyes werefilling,
growing more and more like part of normal features. | waslooking at aface which was no longer of the
dead, but the living. There were eydlids closed across the onetime skull pits and dowly those werelifting.
Then | was staring into eyes which seemed as large and knowing as my own.

Thiswasawoman. That | guessed and knew it for the truth. | could see no hair above ahigh
brow, nothing but the fact itself. Now the lips were moving again not to utter speech but in asmilewhich
seemed to hold in it true welcome.

Gunnora? For afleeting moment | held that thought. Then it was gone. No, not the All-merciful
One—but a personage of Power, of command over my own kind even asthe Harvest Lady ruled from
her women-sought shrines.

Therewas satisfaction inthelook | met. A fisherman might survey so afull net. | felt greater
unease and | stroveto cover the amulet with my other hand. Only to discover that | had no longer any
command over my own flesh and bone.

Though it had grown very dark within the space where | crouched there was light about me—the
warm gold of the sun. The warmth spread from the amulet to my whole body. | was aware of thisbut it
did not matter. | was aert, waiting, as amessenger for some warlord might wait, impetiently, to be
dispatched with ordersto initiate Some important maneuver.

Then—

Thelight in the eyes went out—candle flames puffed by a breath which was not mine. Once more
the face changed to become skull-like—desath out of life. Now | held only the stone. Y et from it radiated
the warmth. In me there was something €l se becoming more sharp and distinct even asthe face had
grown.

In spite of the storm, the fact that the remaining flyers might come at me, | pulled out of my
defensive pocket and stood under the thick curtain of cloud, rain plastering my hair and my torn clothing
fast to my skin. | stooped and picked up the supple metal wand | had uncovered. At least in that much
my own mind still obeyed me. For the rest—I was a game piece moved on a playing board.

| dipped and did. The earth between the rocks appeared to have a greasy film but the covers|
had tied about my feet answered for my progress. Though | expected to attract the flyers, to be atarget
for them, | heard no cries, saw nothing save the remnants of the body of that wounded one which itsown
companionshad dain.

Now | reached the highest point of the idand. So dark was the storm that | could make out very
little. 1 had been brought here by awill | could not bresk.

Theamulet sill glowed. | glanced at it from time to time, watching for any change, but that did
not come. Moved by that other will | turned around, cautious about my footing, to face south. Theidand
onwhich | stood extended in that direction and it was that way | must go.

Thus| set out, climbing over ridges, striding through runnels between them where the streams of
rain washed nearly caf high as| splashed dong. Loneliness pressed on me morethan it ever had in my



lifeof roving. | think that | felt that because | waswell aware that | went in submission to acommand |
did not understand. Though | went dowly with due care for every step lest | sumble and fall. A broken
bone suffered here might well mean desth.

On | went. Twice the way | followed narrowed to arough ridge where the sea washed on both
sdes. It would seem that heretheidands | could not see anymorein their entirety were like beads |oosely
set onachain.

| do not know how long that journey lasted. In the darkness there was no way of measuring time.
My body ached, and now | swayed dizzily from one handhold of upstanding rock to the next, striving to
keep moving. For on me the pressure was growing heavier.

Atlast | fell and awave broke over me, setting me coughing—as the water filled my
nose—spitting the sdty liquid out of my mouth. Under me as| lay there was no rock—Iluckily. Rather my
hand swept across what felt like sand. | caught my breath and then crawled on my belly, so spent at last |
could do no more, away from the lapping of the waves, well up into what appeared to be arising mound
of the sand, and there | lay. With great effort | pulled the hand which held the amulet to my now aching
head, and darkness closed in so there was no longer any thought or feding.

Did | deep or swoon? At least | did not dream, or | did not carry into waking any such memory.
| awoke to warmth on my nearly bare shouldersand | pulled my arms under meto help lever my body

up.

The clouds and the rain were gone. A sun wasin the sky and the heat on my body was such that
| felt | lay haf inafire. | twisted around to survey my surroundings.

There was sea before me with reefs reaching out. Seeing those | marveled at the fact that | must
have so blindly taken that road. It was not one | would have followed had | been given full sight. The
idand from which | had started was well out toward the horizon.

Remembering, | looked skyward. There was no winged thing to be sighted. However, herein the
open | felt very exposed, so crawled as might an infant back to awall of stone which arose up and up, a
formidable barrier to any further retreat. To the west that wall continued. Farther along there were no
reefs and the seawashed directly at the foot of the cliffs. | looked eastward and from what | could seel
had reached that part of the mainland which curved out.

My stomach cramped and my hands shook, the right letting fal the amulet so it swung once more
againgt my breast. By some chance, for | could not remember that | had intended it so, | till held the
length of rod | had found on my first place of refuge.

Tome at present the first need was food. Not far awvay were rock pools doubtless Ieft by a
receding tide. | crept to the nearest. There was afish of some size who must have been dumped into that
basin by the earlier inroad of the sea.

My past had taught me many things, one never to disdain anything which might be food because |
ghrank from egting it raw. It took me some time to catch the intrapped fish and kill it with a sharp pointed
stone. | scraped the scaled skin free with the same weapon and ate, making the most of my prey to the
last scrap of mest.

Where | was now the cliff was sheer and | had no intention of going west whereit arose from the
seaitsdlf. But there was afringe of dark grey, sanded beach to the east and the cliff showed brokenin
places. Still unsteady on my enwrapped feet, from which the improvised coverings were near worn away,
| started on in that direction. Thiswas avery empty world to which | had come. Save for some sea



creaturesto befound in atide pool or two aong the way, therewas no life here.

Fortune favored me, or el se that which pushed and kept me on my bruised feet watched over me
for purposes of itsown, for | cameto ared break in the cliff. Down that poured a stream of water which
fell in aminiature cascade into the sea at that point. | scooped the liquid up in both hands and drank my
fill. 1t seemed to me that where the stream had cut a path would be the best place to attempt to go inland.

For awhileit wasadifficult climb and | would rest now and then, the water spreading about me,
my body trembling from the demands| made upon it. The cliffs arose on either side to shut off any view
of what | might be climbing into and my fear of being surprised by the winged things kept me going,
hoping to find some kind of shelter once | reached the upper reaches of those walls.

At length they began to fall away, widen out, o there was room on either side of the water. Then
| saw thefirst growing thingswhich | had sighted since we had sailed from Y arn. There was agreenish
network across some of the rocks, wet with spray from the stream. It was not moss but rather resembled
anetting, such as a spider would have fashioned. When | tried to pick up one end of apiece | discovered
it was most securely rooted. These nets became larger and denser as| advanced. Then, ashore, inthe
grey soil showed stalks of a pae ydlow-green—I ong narrow leaves outspread upon the ground with a
center stem standing high. Those ended in around knob and from them came asickly odor. Stuck to
those knobs here and there were insects, some still struggling for freedom.

At length the last of the dliff walls opened well out and | found myself at the edge of awide
gretch of rolling open land. Asit wasin the valey of Y arn there were no trees. Clumps of brush gathered
here and there, tangling branches from one to the next, forming a growth which nothing could penetrate.
Some of these strange copses were of quite wide extent. The leaves were dark in color and, though there
was no hint of breezein the air, these were in constant, trembling movemen.

| continued to follow the stream as about that the land was open and |ooked to offer the easiest
going. Also there were Signs of life within the water itsdlf. | overturned rocks and found armored things
which were near enough to what | had seen on sale in northern fish markets as to reassure me of their
food vaue. Though I had nothing in which | could stew them as was customary for their proper serving.
Once more | ateraw flesh, forcing it down. | had seen no signs of those herbs which grew aong stream
banksinthelands| knew.

Once as| wavered on | saw a serpent whose red-yellow scales made a bright patch to serve as
awarning. | stood very il using the one end of therod | carried to thump against the ground. The
reptile, feding the vibration, fled, asal hiskind will unless one by chance corners them. But thiswas
another sign that theland | had come to was not a headlthy onefor travelers.

The sun was well down the sky and | could not pick out any stretch of the land ahead | thought
fit for acamp. Thus| sguatted down beside the stream to rebind the coverings on my feet and try to
make some plan for what was to come. With me still, perhaps even more pulling at me, wasthat feding |
must go on, that there was something waiting for me which must be faced.

By now | had surrendered to it so long | did not think | could ever break out of the spell it had
put on me. We all know of geases and what those encirclements can do to the unfavored who have been
s0 cursed. Wasthisin truth ageas? If so, who had placed it on me and for what reason? | could only
believe that it was one which would not do mewell and | longed at that moment for the company of the
Lady Jadlithe, for perhaps shedonein al thisworld could read that which held me, and so aid mein
what must be some coming battle.

Chapter 14



| didiked being completely in the open, yet the nearest copse was so entangled, vindlike branches
embracing one another, that | knew | could not find refuge there. Nor could | see anywhere within the
range of sight a place as satisfactory as the rocks among which | sheltered before. At length | decided to
go on. The sky above was clear and asfar as| could calculate this would be a moon-crested night.
Underfoot the ground was promisingly level and | had the stream for aguide.

My pace was dow. | wanted nothing so much asto squat down for rest on one of the patches of
sandy soil which spotted the valey floor. Y et movel did, until I could no longer place one foot before
another, so cameto sit by the running water from which | scooped enough to satisfy thirst. | had heard
many tales of the Waste of Arvon—had seen aportion of it when | had gone a-hunting Gunnoras shrine.

The foundation of that wasiron-hard clay with drifting sand about weird, hest-tortured growths
of strange vegetation or the skeletons of such which atouch would reduce to powder. Thiswasa
different kind of blasted country but | could not help comparing it to that other which now lay asea

avay.

In spite of dl my efforts, my head nodded and my eyes closed. At some point in that struggle
deep won and | must have falen forward on a pocket of sand.

Through the dark in which degp held me there came sound—athin wailing which had al the
great sorrows of acountry spun into that single thread. | thought | had dreamed it, but when | blinked
awake, bemused and disorientated, not sure of where | was, that wailing continued.

There was anight wind blowing from the south and its strength must have carried thet plaint. The
moon was up but its light was not reassuring. As | looked, bleary-eyed, around it seemed to me that the
copses | could clearly see cast very odd and disturbing shadows on the ground. Something a-wing
blundered near me. | wasingtantly dert, picturing in thet air one of the mongters. But if that were so the
cresture made no attack. Rather it dropped in a hunter's strike and athin squedl cut the pattern of the
wailing for an ingtant, before the flyer arose again, prey which was no more than blot asfar as| could see
clipped between itstaloned feet.

| heard then aclicking which came from upstream. There were stones heaped there, so thickly
drawn together (and absent elsewhere along the water's run) that one could believe that tumble wasthe
last of someruin so far gone that only traces remained. Out of what seemed to be the heart of that tumble
was something emerging. | got groggily to my feet, but for the moment | moved no farther.

There was a patch of full moonlight uncut by any shadow between me and that place of stones.
To my eyesthe creature pulling itself out of the rubble waslarge, and growing larger asit continued to
scramble free. Onceit did down the fringe of the stone it stood erect!

The thing was humanoid from the outline of its dark body and it walked on two hind fest, its
upper limbs swinging free by itssdes. Then it passed from out of the fringe of the oneinto that patch of
moonlight. Thereit stood, hunched over, its head thrust forward, seeming to rest on very little neck but
rather on the shoulders. There was no bulk to it, rather it was painfully thin, both upper and lower limbs
hardly more than skin-covered bones, though the body was bloated and as round asif it had swallowed
whole arock such asthose it had sheltered among.

Thething was femae. Once it might have worn clothing, for there were afew remaining tatters of
foul stuff hanging from a belt which confined the top of that paunch. Long hair was matted on the head
and fell in clotted strands about face and shoulders. In fact the face was so veiled by that that | could not
make out the features.

Not until the thing threw back its head and opened jawsto give forth ahowl such asmight rise



from some starving animal. Aswith the arms and legsthefacia skin was drawn tight over bones, thelips
S0 stretched as to show teeth even when the mouth was closed, asit was after that ululating cry had gone
forth.

| tightened grip on my rod as the head moved forward afraction. At that moment | found mysalf
unableto either attack or retreat. Yet | knew that it had seen me. Arms moved, hands with long nails,
some raggedly broken, came up, those fingers spread asif to tear at my throat.

It legped forward and | dashed with the rod, which struck one of those hands so that the arm fell
limply to the creatures side. It did not howl thistime, rather it davered words which | did not understand.
Then it hated to begin ashort Sdewise movement.

| turned Ao, to keep facing it. It was plain that even if my blow had given it awound, it had no
intention of abandoning the hunt. For that was what it was doing—it played hunter and | wasthe prey.
Sincel had left Estcarp | had seen the creature of the sea, and the airborne hunters, both unnatural by the
standards of the northern lands. But thiswas not wholly strange; it was the worse because it aped my
own species, and yet it was such afoul thing as| could not imagine any woman of my kind becoming.

It snarled. | saw the shoulders hunch alittle more and | was sure that it was preparing once more
to attack. Thistime | went to meet it, swinging my rod with awhistling notein the air. | landed asecond
blow which fdll on shoulder.

It cried out and strove to raise the injured arm, with the fingers of the other hand making clawing
motionsintheair asif it thought to reach me but was misca culating the distance between us. Once more
| raised the rod—

Thistimeit cowered back, halfway into ablot of shadow. It was mewling like avoiceess beast,
yet here and there came a sound which was not unlike aword. When | took a determined step forward it
retreated, backing towards the rock pile from which it had come, stumbling over one of the stones and
fdling to itsknees.

Shaking its head from side to Side, it clawed at the stones seeking aid to get once moreto itsfedt,
yet that effort seemed too much for it. Then it squatted there un-moving. Its head went back so that the
face was wholly exposed to the sky. | could seetear trails on its sunken cheeks. Bracing a shoulder
againg the rubble it held forth its unhurt hand, not in menace as before but rather asif begging mercy or
help. For along moment we faced each other so and then it dipped Sidewise, going limp upon the outer
fringe of sone.

Its breath was coming in flutters and it clutched at one of the flat breasts on its bony chest. Twice
it raised its head afraction, the sunken eyesfast on me, and both timesits mouth moved to shapewhat |
thought must be words.

The hair-matted head fell back asthe breast heaved once, twice, and then the creature was very
gill. I waited but it did not move again. Then | ventured on towardsit. | had been aware earlier of the
gtench, but now it seemed a hundredfold and | could not bring myself to touch the quiet body, even being
near it | gagged and fought nausea.

| circled to approach the pile of rocks from which thisfoul caricature of awoman had come.
There was adark hole there like awell opening. When | reached it from the back, on the opposite side
from that point where lay the dead, the smell was even worse. However, | sighted something which
continued to draw me.

Between two or three of the stones on this Side of the pile there was afaint glow of light which



had not been cast by the moon. Its source mugt lie within that pile. That the dead had some form of light,
afire, washard to believe. | only knew that that was atreasure worth the peril of invading any den it
might have used.

So | climbed the pile of stoneswith al care and stood by that well entrance. The odor was near
overpowering yet, looking down now, | could indeed seethat glimmer. | lowered mysdlf into the hole.
The moaning on the night wind, which had awakened me, continued but it was interrupted now and then
by dretches of sllence. During one of those | entered the den, listening for any sound which might suggest
that there was a second inhabitant.

The stones were so roughly set together (yet they did not shift under my weight) that it waslike
descending aladder. | was out of the well passage and into aroom. That it was aroom | was sure by the
regularity of the walls and the fact one could trace the joins between massive blocks. Thiswasindeed a
remnant of some ruin made for defense or living quarters. The light continued to hold my attention. On the
floor stood acylinder, part glass— at least it was frosted and yet the light came through— and part
metd.

It had been set close to aheap of what looked like broken-off branches of the copse boughs and
mashed wads of the net stuff | had seen on the stream rocks. In that noisome nest there lay a shrunken
thing which | looked at only once and then turned from in a hurry. Whatever the huntress had once been
she had not stayed done in this den—those were the remains of achild!

| caught up the lamp in ahurry and went to reclimb into the night. In me there was turmoil. |
could not believe that the mother had lived such abeast life—what had brought her to this hole with her
child? Of what people was she?

Outsde | put asde the lamp on the ground, finding by experimentation it could be turned on and
off by pressing abutton on one side of the base. Leaving it off and setting asde my rod, | pushed myself
into atask | could not leave undone.

Though my whole body shrank fromwhat | did, | made mysdlf pull the corpse of the woman
back to the edge of the well. Having no rope nor any to hold me| could only push it over, to fal to the
floor of that age-old chamber. Then | hurried to move stones, to cover over that opening. | was weeping
when | had done, for sorrow had grown within me as| worked. After | had set the last stone to close
that tomb chamber | took forth Gunnora's amulet. There was no glow fromit, but, as always, it was
warm in my hand. | held it out and passed it back and forth across the heap of stones.

"Let that which isof earth return to earth.” | drew from memory words | had heard in the past.
There had never been atime when | had said such for any | had ties upon, for even when | had been a
fosterling, | had not been heart welcome to those with whom | abode. Why-should the dreary death of
that creature which was no longer human put such aspell on methat | must do thisthing?

"Let theinner spark whichislifereturnto THAT WHICH SENT IT. May shewho lies here be
troubled no more and may SHE WHO GUARDS al womenkind wel come this one into the House of
Peace through thelast of al gates!”

In my hand the amulet blazed, the bluelight of it seeming to seep through the cracks which my
rough covering had left, as might spring rain faling to nourish waiting seed. Then that which had come
from Gunnoravanished and by the pile of stone, with the morning star shining dowly, | wasdone.

That pile of stone was not the only sign that once there had been more here than barren land. As
the sky grew lighter, and | was able to see farther ahead, | noted other hegps of rubble fanning out from
theriver into the plain. Y et only the stones eroded by the ages remained and none of them held anymore



any shape from which their original purpose might be reed.

| had no desire to search farther for any remnant of lifefor | was sure that she whom | had found
here had been done, starving, and hopeess. Had she like me been brought here through some disaster at
sea, marooned on this coast without any hope of rescue? Could she even have been from such aship as
the derelicts which had been found? There was no telling now.

Once more | hunted in the stream and made ameager morning meal of the armored thingswhich
lurked among water-worn rocks. With such to hand why had the dead one starved? Unless she had had
notraining a dl inliving off theland.

In me once more awoke the urging to be on my way. Still 1 did not yield to it a once. My
meeting with the victim of this place might have loosened in alittle the geaslaid on me. | cupped the
amulet and for thefirst time dared that which the Lady Jaelithe had warned agains—I sent out amind
cdl, gtriving so to find the craft which had brought me here. Had that kept on the course which | had last
seenit follow it must dready have touched the shore—perhaps finding some temporary anchorage
there—before | mysdlf had made my perilousjourney.

So recklesdy | sought amind, any hint of there being survivors of our expedition within range of
my sending. And | picked up—

No! That was none of what | had always known as human kind. Thiswas Power of asort but
nonethat | could put nameto. And it came not from the seashore behind me but rather from some source
to the south of where | stood in therising of the sun.

| jerked back instantly and strove to raise my shield, expecting a probe in return. None came. It
was almost asif the source was adeep or so engrossed in some purpose of its own that my touch had not
betrayed me. | dill could not think of it being emitted by something that had life as| knew it. However,
for all my wandering, what did | know of thisworld? Not even the Sulcars had plied their trade thisfar
south—or if some ship had recklessly penetrated hereabouts it had not returned to tell of it. Only Captain
Harwic had seen the barren idands and he and the Wave Skimmer had not lingered long.

| thought of Laqjit, that fabled last guardian in our lore.

All the tags and tatters of very old taleswhich | had heard during my wanderings had never
hinted at the nature of Lagjit. | was tempted to use the amuléet, to try to raise again that face which | had
seen. That, indeed, had human features. But there were entities of whom | had heard that had the power
of full glamorie, who might take any form they wished and so present themsalves to those they wanted to
beguile, even asthere were beasts do battle in either human or anima form. Though those did not
become their anima parts except when danger threatened. And what danger could | be to anyone with
my haf gifts, one of which aways carried caamity with it?

Onething did follow my reckless meddling, there descended swiftly upon me now the full force
of that compulsion which had set me traveling. Whether | would or no | strode among and between those
piles of rock heading not due south but angling to the west more than | had the day before.

Thistrail wastaking me away from the stream upon which | had come to depend both for the
food and water it could offer and for aguide which could not be logt. | fought to keep besideit, only to
have increasing pressure applied on meto leave it behind.

Therewasnoway | could carry water with me. Asfor food—the dead-aive land about me gave
no promise of any successful hunting. | did have the unusud light | had found in the dead woman'sden
dung to my back by acord | had made from the networks on the stones twisted together. That | did not



need with the sun climbing higher in the ky at my back. It did not take long for the hest of that to
become an evil instead of awelcome good. The rays striking my skin through the tatters of my skirt were
burning worse than even those of the harvest fields. Y et except for those dire-appearing copses of
interlaced, towering shrubs there was no place which promised any relief from the sun.

| had perforce | eft the stream well behind me and could pick out adark line to the west which
marked a continuation of the cliff wall when | caught asmall touch of life force. One more step and it was
asif aportion of the ground itsdlf, directly before me, took wing and flew ahead but no higher than |
could reach with my rod, uttering sharp cries. For amoment | nearly tripped over my own feet. Theflying
thing was clearly some species of bird, having nothing of the winged monsters about it. Nor did it keep to
the air long; perhaps it was not accustomed to extended or soaring flightsfor it settled back to the ground
and immediately thereefter it vanished. The plumage which wasits cover was dso its defense for that was
the same greyish shade as the earth, even carrying spots and lines which mimicked that of the ground
thereabouts. However, having once seen it, and had itslife spark register on my mind, | was ableto teke
this gift of fortune with aswift blow by the rod. Preparing it for the eating was a much harder task, and
there was no way of cookingit. Again | ate raw thefruits of ahunt.

Having once picked up thistouch of lifeforcel was sure | could pinpoint it again. | went on
pulled by thet tie, yet reieved that | did not face such afate of sheer starvation as had that pitiful thing
back by theriver.

Water | came across a the sametime as| made my kill, in fact the bird fell to my blow because
it must have been absorbed in appeasing its own thirgt. It had pulled up the soil from around one of those
repulsive insect-capturing plants to bare alarge bulb that was studded with holes and oozing liquid. With
infinite care | put ringer to that moisture, smelled it. To my nose it had no scent, and then | licked on that
dribble of sap. It had a sharp, sour taste but it alayed my heat-born thirst. | had the whole bulb out of the
ground swiftly and punched alarger holeinit. Theliquid actualy spurted and | caught and swallowed as
fast as| could the bounty it yielded.

So having my bodily wants answered, | went on— though my unwillingnessto going so a
another'swill grew. | did not struggle. There might be avery good reason for me to conserve such Power
as | had against some future confrontation. | knew only too well how helpless

| dwayswas after | had drawn upon my talent to the utmost. Nowhere here were to be found
the herbs and tending which afarseer must have after such an orded.

Though whatever moved me apparently had care enough to alow meto rest and take my own
pace. It was | ate afternoon and the sun was a blow against my face and eyeswhen | ssumbled forward a
last few steps and came to my kneesin the shade of atall outthrust of what was mingled hardbacked clay
and stones. | sat there, panting, for some time, looking but not seeing, content just to have this much
dleviation from the burning heat | had been facing this day.

| do not know just when my unseeing stare tightened into aseeing one. Therewas acurved
length of what could only be bone protruding from the side of that hillock. Beyond that marker there
were other such, some haf buried in the ground, some lying in the surface. While within reach therewas a
skull, its empty eye sockets turned toward the wasteland over which | had been traveling. These were
not the remains of just one body. On my hands and knees | crawled partly around the hillock that | might
seethe other Side.

There stood another such outcrop and beyond more reaching back to the cliff which did rise
again before me. While bones were piled thickly about, some lying one over the other. There were whole
skeletons which had been laid out correct to the last small bone and in other places bones were scattered



asif flung about heedlesdy.

Only what caught my eyes now were not these remains but what lay among them, about them,
under them. Therewasthe glint of metd, even the brilliant flash of gem-stones, and shreds of cloth, rotted
and rendered colorless by time.

| did not feel as| had when | had buried aswell as| could that wasted body by the stream. So
old and flesh-lesswere these that | felt no kinship with them. Thus | dared now to do what many of my
gpecieswould have done, | foraged among the long-dead.

Itisafirmly held belief among the Sulcars—and per-haps among the fighters of other races
also—that to take up dead-held wegpons was to invite into one's own inner life he or shewho had last
borne the sword, or knife, or spear. | would be deemed unclean, doubly suspect to Dark blood, had any
of my late shipmates watched me now.

When | staggered again into the shade of one of those clay-and-stone mounds | had three knives,
lacking any touch of corroding rust, asword with agem-set hilt, and an armlet with asheeth for a
throwing knife, that light and murderous wesgpon gtill withinits hold.

As| had searched for what | needed | had decided that this was no battlefield. Swords had not
been drawn, knives ill lingered in rotted belts. Oddly enough the metal wasin no way corroded nor
rusted, but clothing and belts and boots remained only asfragile remnants.

| had not seen on the skeletons themsalves any sign of wounds. Each skull was entire without a
break. There were no dart bolts or arrows between ribs thus placed to show that they had been shot into
living bodies. Also | believed that those dead here had not been killed dl at onetime. It was asif various
companies had been brought to this daughter place, sometimes years apart, and finished off, |eft to lay
where they had fallen. Nor had any visitor despoiled the bodies. Not only were unused weapons lying
among the bones but | had seen jeweled bracelets, necklaces and the like, till upon the framework of
those who had once been their owners.

Therewas oneway | might solve this mystery, perhaps so learning how | mysdf might avoid a
amilar fate. Yet | shrank from employing it. | sat there as the sun dropped below the western cliffsand
the broad bannersit had | eft flying began to fade, drawn one way and then another. Would such an act as
| contemplated draw me deeper into the hold of that compulsion which had brought me here? Wasiit
worth such danger | could only guess at and should be able to understand?

Gunnoras amulet waswarm again in my hand. | put my palm back down on my knee cupping
the stone firmly and then | reached for thefirst of the knives | had gleaned. It had alonger blade than
mogt; the hilt was, | thought, fashioned of some kind of horn, and that had marks deeply incised withinits
substance.

Picking that up, | laid it across Gunnoras stone, then | shut my eyes and threw open my mind
swiftly, that I might not turn from the task.

Chapter 15

| did not dideinto darkness—rather it was asif | were sanding on a height looking down into a
pool of grey mist. Here and there that was broken by an upstand of rock—so that dl this might be again
rock idetsrising out of adull, turgid sea.

There was ftirring in and through the mist—I felt ablanket of fear, muffled fear, which kept one
moving. Some part of it stood between those who so moved and a complete understanding of who they



were and how they had come here.

There was acompany entrapped, striving weakly to break forth. And | had been a part of them,
only, by some freak of my own nature, | had been able to break bondsin this much, that | had climbed
out of the dloying and imprisoning mist.

Who was |? Memory was dim, broken, had faded. A ship, the sea, and then a breaking open, a
tearing gpart of the norma world. Afterward the command laid upon dl of us on board—that we steer
for—

A harbor!

Y es, but though we made that landfall we were even more deegply caught in the net of some
unknown fisher. We had come ashore, marching together, moved by the need for answering that call.
Only in me had something twisted and strove for freedom. | had repesated words | had learned—held on
to my sense of oneness—was not yet absorbed into the collected prey of whom | was meant to be a
part. I had thrown mysdlf aside just before those who were my fellows set climbing along flight of sairs
and | had fought my way—fought it indeed, for it was asif | moved through some thick morassinto
which I might be engulfed at any moment. Still | had turned from those steps up which the others climbed,
their faces without expression, their eyes set in unblinking stares, al which had made them the comrades|
hed known ether wrung from them or sent into an unwaking inner dumber.

So | fought and forced away among dried carcasses of shipswhich had run ashore. Only il
that compulsion gnawed a me. | put my hands over my ears, as| might shut out some order, which
hearing, | would be forced to obey, as | zigzagged back and forth about the time-eaten relics of seagoing
races seeking ever to get beyond the reach of that which commanded this port of the lost.

Then for agpace | wasfree, dill | fdt athrust through mewhich | knew signaled not my
vanquishment but that of those | had known. On their march they had lost more and more of themselves,
their identity, yet at thisend that flared high and in the same moment they were taken—there was nothing
of them left, just emptiness.

| fled that emptiness, running in sand which caught a my feet, until therewas aband of pain
about my body. Though | did not pause even then but continued to stagger forward away from those
steps which reached upwards into nothingness.

The place of the ships was passed and now | faced cliffswhich were likewalls. There| leaned,
one hand against the rock for support, gasping for breath, al of me darkened by fear which had grown
even greater since | had felt that ending of our company.

Fear made of me a near-unthinking beast as| clawed my way dong the dliff. Then | sumbled
and fdl into arift in the stone. Not waiting until | could regain my fest, | went on hands and kneesinto
that crack until | cameto the end and lifted bleeding hands to search the stone for holds which would
take me out of this. Always | waited aso for some blow, some assault which would bring on methe
mindless obedience to walk to my own degth.

| went up and up and then sprawled out on aledge which ran both right and left, thewall above
that looking strangely smoothed when | ran my hands above to discover it held not asinglefingertip hold.
Thus| turned left, trusting that | was il fleeing away from the sair.

At length the cliff began to descend and the ledge sank aso. Again | crept when | wanted to run
for therewasamist below and | could see nothing but the roiling of those billows.



It waswhen | reached the mist and it closed about methat | knew | was no longer aone.
Trapped in it was sound—sometimes awailing or the gasping of breath one hears when aweeper is near
exhaustion. Also there were louder voices which caled upon names, of their fellows, or perhaps of gods.
It was aclamor and yet it was strangely muted.

There came into my mind then another thought perhaps seeded by my fear. My comrades had
been taken in apack, but what if that which had taken them had thought for another day, or hour—or
year—and would keep a certain part of itsprey in captivity to serveit later? Had | not escaped but only
prolonged the evil | had broken from?1 raised my own voicein ahail, wishing to see someone of those|
could hear, perhaps discover more of what we had blundered into.

| was not answered. Still the other voices cried, and moaned, and called for help. This clamor
struck so into methat | wanted out of it and | turned to search again for the beginning of that ledge which
had brought me here. Save that the curtain of the mist was so strong that | was utterly bewildered and
could not say | had comethisway or that.

| came up hard against some barrier and the surface of this was rough enough to afford me hand-
and footholds so that | could climb. That | did and my head broke out of the mist. Then ingtantly al the
voices | had heard were stilled and | was done. The mist lay about me but beyond there were other
placeswhich might mark smilar hillocks.

For thefirgt time| saw others beside myself who had won free from the net of the mist. Ona
hillock not too far away there sat awoman and across her knees rested the head and shoulders of aman.
There were bloodstained bandages about his head and his shoulder, and she held him tightly, rocking
back and forth as might one who nursed abeloved child.

| cdledto her, for the relief of seeing those two waswarm in me and | felt that | was shaking off
for thefirgt time something of that compulsion which had moved me. Sheraised her head to look and |
saw features which were unlike those | had knowledge of. Only around her large eyes and about her lips
was her very dark skin free from afestherlike down. That, too, covered her arms and hands and every
portion of her body which was unclothed. While her clothing was very thin, like the finest of vells, and
had been rich, dthough it was now rent and bedraggled, with tearsto split it.

She stared a me across the puffing mist which separated our mounds. Then she cdled inavoice
which was atrill with no sound of wordsin it. Loosing one of her hands from the one she guarded, she
raised that to wave to me.

Yes, | would go to her gladly, but if | descended now from my perch above the mist | would be
lost again and could never be surethat | could find her. She must have sensed this as soon asmy own
thoughts formed. Carefully she moved the unconscious man she tended from her knees and got to her
feet. There was awrapping of cloth which sparkled here and there about her waist and this she loosened,
proving it to be of greater length than | would have thought it measured. She shook this out and then
stooped and made one end fast to her ankle. The rest she caught up in her hand and threw down into the
mist. When she pointed to me and that and | was sure | had caught her meaning. If | could descend and
reach that outcrop | would be guided by her girdle. It might be the most forlorn of chancesbut | was
willing to takeit, for to continue where | was until hunger or thirgt, or that which commanded here, was
moved to collect me, was indeed the most cowardly and useless of choices.

Y et it was not easy to descend until that noise-filled mist closed about me again. | had taken what
precautions | could in theway | went so that | might be facing in theright direction when | was again
below. | strove to keep going in that linein spite of the bewilderment with which the mist enfolded me.
Twice| saw other shapesin the mist, blundering around, but | knew better than to allow mysdlf to seek



out ameeting with either. There was a shadow ahead and | kept on until | did indeed bump against the
bulk of one of the hillocks. Eagerly | reached above my head seeking the touch of that rope of cloth. |
indeed thanked the Wind Riser when | found it. After that it was asmall matter to climb and rise up

besi de the woman and he whom she nursed. Her eyes, which to me were overlarge for her face, wereon
mine as| emerged and then she leaned acrossto jerk up the loop of cloth which had been my guide.

She motioned to the wounded man and gave more of her trills. | believed that she asked of meto
seeto him, but there waslittle | could do. Blood was drying on the bandages she had devised. He was
clearly of her people asthe same down on his skin was matted with blood along one arm where the
shoulder wound must have dripped.

Now she made another gesture in the direction of the cliff which had brought me here and which
arose as adark blotch well away from where we were now. To think that we could get back there
perhaps carrying the unconscious man with uswas folly and she must have dready seen thet for the
gesture which she had made toward that focal point was one of repudiation.

There was hardly room for three of us where we crouched. | looked in the other direction and
saw that there were indeed other such perches asthis but they could be asfar away asthe familiar sesaon
which | had voyaged for most of my life. Sheand | together might be able—with agrest dedl of luck—to
reach one or two more of those perches. However, with the wounded and helpless man we dare not try
any such moves. | think she had already guessed that for her head was bowed, the longer down which
served her ashair flattened to her skull as she rocked once more the man she tended and crooned a
series of notes such as might serve asalullaby for asick child.

Nor could | now go and leave her. She was not kin, nor had any claim on me. Still | could not
leave her herein a place where desth was certain to come. There must be some way out. | wasa
stubborn one; perhaps it was that very stubbornness which had given me the strength to resist the order
which had set my comradesto climbing. | had won that much, perhapstherewasaway | could win
more. So | continued to eye the way ahead.

There was movement on another of the hillocks, one agood distance from us so that in this
uncertain light | could not even be sure | had seenit. Then afigure did stand there and | redlized that
another of the mist entrapped had won temporary freedom. An arm was raised and that distant one
waved certainly to us. He or she had a better position, for not far away was another, taller height rising
and that appeared to mark the end of the mist-ridden lower land. It might well be that that stranger could
win atogether to freedom. However, we could expect no aid—he or she wastoo far away.

After that first hail the other did not wave again. | could not see from our perch what he or she
would do. Then the other held upward in both hands something which resembled an axe. With a show of
strength the stranger brought that down to where wisps of fog licked up from the mist. And, asif those
weretangible, they split apart, the head of the axe beginning to glow.

What | was watching might well be some form of halucination but till my eyes assured me that
this was happening and that the mist was swirling back from where the axe wielder stood. More and
more of the hillock was reveded as the fog receded.

The other twirled the axe twice about hisor her head. | heard sound, faint but unlike the voices
entrapped in the mist. Nor was thisthe trilling notes uttered by my present companion but it carried
rhythm in it—not unlike one of the chantieswe of the sea sing to make some hard task a united one.

Out from the stranger's hold flew the axe, skimming above the mist so that the down-pointed
blade of it cut apath across the billows. Back pressed that concealing fog on either Sde clearing apath



which reached over hard-besten clay covering the ground. Then the wegpon thudded against the height
on which we were perched and | snatched at it, my fingers closing about warmth, then folding into ahold
which madeit seem that | waswell familiar with thiswegpon, that al its secrets had been dways known
to me. That it was more than any axe, of that | was sure. In this place it was easier to suspend dishdlief,
to accept that which hours earlier might well have seemed astory for the beguilement of children.

With the axe now firmly in my hand, | leaned down, knedling on the top of the hillock to give me
afirm base, and swung the wegpon back and forth, watching the mist retreat as might aliving thing sore
threatened. The whole of the mound on which we had taken refuge was now freeto its very roots.

So, we had away of winning through the maze set by the mist, but even so could wetry carrying
the injured and unconscious man? How often need the axe be used? What if it failed once we were avay
from the doubtful safety of the hillock?

| was distracted from these dire thoughts by a sound beside me, and | turned my head to seethe
woman pressing her long, thin fingersto the injured man'stemples, one hand on either Sde. Therewasa
sense of fierce concentration about her. The man groaned a second time and one of hislimp arms
stiffened; he raised a hand uncertainly and his eyes opened. In the moment perhaps dl he saw was her
face and the complete resolution in it. He muttered a deep sound almost equaling adistant roll of thunder.
Then, with her hands behind his shoulder, taking some of hisweight, she got him to sit up. For thefirst
time he sghted me and | met ameasuring stare, that of afighting man facing that of which he was not
sure, but shetrilled and hiswariness dowly faded.

In the end, |aboring together, we got him down from the hill, he aiding us when and where that he
could. Then, with hisarms about our shoulders, we went dowly, the three of ustogether, dong the path
the axe had cut. That | continued to swing in my right hand not knowing when | might haveto useit.

Though the voicesin the mist reached us, very faint and far-off, none who were imprisoned there
blundered into sight in that corridor. We wavered on, though the wounded man was no light weight. | felt
empty. It was along time since food had passed my lips, perhapsit was even longer for my new
companions. Still we crept ahead.

Then the power of the axésfira cutting began to fail and | saw the mist closing in ahead. |
remembered how the owner of the weapon had used it. Dare | take a chance and throw it ahead to clear
our way as had been done before? | could not leave the two of them; the man was now nearly adead
weight which | was sure she could not support. Otherwise | might have played advance guard and
marched on to strike, axein hand.

We had paused and | limbered my arm by swinging it back and forth. An axewasindeed a
shipboard wegpon but it had never been my choice and | was certainly not adept initsuse. | swung at
last and let the haft dip through my fingers. It did not fal to the ground as | more than haf expected it
might, instead it advanced through the air and once more cleared the mist it met with its cutting edge, we
following at the best pace we could make.

The axe vanished entirely, which raised a sudden fear in me. If the blinding cover closed upon us
again we would thistime have no defense againgt it, we could only hope to reach that point ahead where
it had goneto ground.

But the pace at which we ssumbled aong was so dow! It seemed to me that we must yet be far
from the hillock where the axe wielder had stood. Were we never going to make that? If the stranger
who had been so distant had been able to produce this marvel what else might he be able to do to free us
al fromthistrap?



There was the rise of another hillock in sight now but the pathway to it appeared much narrower.
The woman trilled and pointed to that, | guessed her concern equaled mine. Inthe end sheand | were
forced to advance partly in the mist and partly in the clear, only our charge hanging between uswholly
free of itstouch. It seemed to me that the stuff pulled at me, strove to break my linkage and draw me
entirdly intoit, so that part of my now smal share of energy must be wasted fighting that.

We cameto the hillock'sfoot and afigure moved away from that towards us. Even asthe
woman and her charge were alien to any race | knew, so wasthis man, for | knew him at last for what he
was.

He was naked to the waist save for some strings of colored beads inter mixed with curved things
which might be claws, and the longer lengths of what must be fangs. His skin was avery dark brown but
painted with brilliant color in elaborate patterns. The coarse black hair which covered his head had been
coiled and knotted at the nape of his neck, kept in place there with aband of red cloth. Below awaist
belt formed of discs of metal inset with blue gems he had on breeches which were also leggings, these
fringed adong the outer seams, plainly made of animal hide scraped bare of fur. While hisfeet were
covered with boots very tightly fitting and al so ornamented with beads and afew of the sametalons
gppearing in his necklaces. He might well have been a barbarian such astraderstell about, but his dark
eyeswere shrewd and he was watching us with something of a propitiatory ar. Swinging in hishand was
an axe, surely the one | had tossed ahead not long before.

He eyed us up and down one after another, but he did not speak. Instead he gestured toward the
right of the height from which he had descended, turned and threw the axe with a smoothness of long
practice. Again that cut the fog and he started down the cleared path, not glancing back to seeif we
followed or offering us any aid with the wounded man. Perforce we did follow.

Luckily we were very near the end of that mist prison. We came out into the open and found our
savior leaning againgt arock, hisaxe again in hishand. Behind uslay the mist, night was gathering fat,
and we had no knowledge of what waited before us. Food we needed badly and aso water. Did he of
the axe know more about thisland than we?

He was striding on once more, finding passage between two outposts of stone, just as he had so
confidently walked through the divided mist. Something crunched under my feet. | had trodden flat an
arch of ivory—bones! They were lying thickly on the ground. We were making our way among and over
relics of the dead! | caught one foot under another curve of ribs and took afall, pulling the other two
down with me. My body dammed hard againgt the bone-littered ground and—

Darkness, bewilderment such asisfelt by someone being awakened too quickly from deep
deep. | wasfleaing—

One me then another me, which was1? Memory untangled itself from the tdent as| made mysdlf
breathe deeply and look about me. It was as dark asit had been when I—no, the owner of the
knife—had comethisway. | turned my wrist quickly and let that blade thud to the ground. That took with
it the last tatters of otherwhere, other time. | was a Sulcar half-breed, not that youth who had by chance,
and certainly magic on the part of another, won hisway out of part of atrap.

Had he and those with him died here? | had found his knife, which | had used to unlock the door
of knowledge.

Looking back now | could not remember where | had found it. Wasit one of those il resting in
acrumbling sheath or had it lain free? If so he might have dropped it in that fall and the four of them had
defeated—at |east for awhile—that which kept the mist prison.



| looked around me. There were hillocks here, and an opening to the west ahead. Did that mist
il hang there? Were there those who moaned and cried and called for help caught in it?

With the coming of the light tomorrow | must climb that cliff high enough to be able to see what
lay beyond that rift. The scrying | had just incited was awarning. But for the moment | wastoo tired to
even shift my body, though it ached. This use of the talent had been prolonged and | was dready lacking
in the strength which was born of regular food and rest.

| wriggled back, planting my shoulder firmly against earth and stonein such away asto leave me
facing thewest. By my side, within easy distance for quick seizing, | laid my knives (save the one | had
used asascry guide and which | had no wish to touch again), the sword, and my rod. Though the night
was gtill and | could see no curl of mist in the heart of therift, yet | trusted nothing here.

As| leaned back | thought of that warlock—for at least he was master enough of Power tofit life
of asort into hisaxe. Many of the adepts of old were said to be men. It was only when those who fled
the warsin Escore reached Estcarp did the gift become the possession only of women. He had
resembled no one of any clan or kin that | had heard of—however, that was the south and we knew not
what peoples might dwell here. | remembered that men who had been at the retaking of Gorm had
commented on the fact that many of the alive-dead daves had been strange-looking people of no known
race.

How long ago had this happened, this escape from the mist? They had found skeletons here even
as| had done. Wasit so close to my own time that somewhere the four were ill dive? That poor
garving creature | had found— she might well have escaped this same trap only to diein the barren land
because she had no training to search out that which might serve asfood.

Tomorrow—tomorrow | would know—I would climb and look and know!

Chapter 16

| could deny deep no longer. Thus| fdll, thirsty and hungry, into awaiting pocket of darkness.
What awoke me was as sharp asthe call to deck and sail duty during astorm. But my famished body did
not respond with the same vigor as might have been mine on one of the ships. | looked about—

Seep had taken me by the hillock and with my weapons beside me, in that place of ancient
death. Now | stood on my feet and around mewas adull, greyish fog which bewildered my eyeseven as
thetall end of rest Ieft me swaying where | stood, unwary and unprepared.

That | dreamed was my first duggish thought. So vividly had | relived that other life which had
been shadowed by alike mist that | was once more caught by what | had past-seen or read from the
knife. The knife! That was not with me, nor were any other of the weapons | had scavenged. | held only
therod | had earlier found.

Catching a bit of flesh on my forearm between thumb and finger | gaveit avicious pinch. Thet |
had certainly felt! No dream then—but how could | have comeinto this place unless something had
commanded my body during deep to move me here?

| strained to hear—as had that earlier captive—the sounds of others caught within this blinding
fog. But there was such a quiet as made me wonder for amoment if | were deef.

Those three who had won out of here had had the help of Power. What was my own
power—but the twittering of a bird compared to that the painted man knew—nhe with hisaxe. Also | was
sure that whatever—or whoever—had pulled me here would soon exert more of strength to compel me



toitswill.

My power—no axe—I gave the rod adisparaging flick back and forth. Then | put hand to my
shirt and drew forth the amulet. Instantly it blazed into dmost eye-searing light. | pulled the cord on which
it was strung over my head to flip the stone about. Asit had done under the cutting edge of the axe, the
fog retreated. It no longer enclosed me so tightly. | turned dowly, spinning the amulet by the cord in each
direction, and the mist shrank.

Well enough, for now | had my own clearer of ways. There stood one of the hillocks not too far
away, and | headed straight for that, keeping off the mist as| went. However, | needed a better guide—I
wanted to gain the top of the cliff, even as| had planned the night before.

| was il listening for any sound to suggest that | was not alone here. Perhapsit wasthe
thickness of the mist which madeit so very quiet. | did not like the fegling which that silence
aroused—wasit awaiting, an anticipation of my coming within reach of that which saw me as prey?
There were no bones on the hard-beaten clay of the ground here. | reached the hillock and once more
settled Gunnoras gift in place, the cord safely about my neck. Thelight continued to blaze. The ground at
thefoot of the hillock wasfree. | climbed, a short pull and | was above the mist. It was midmorning by
the height of the sun and the heet of itsrays struck amost like ablow.

| was able now to seewhat | sought, thewall of the cliff lying to my right, and | made very sure,
as | descended from my vantage point, that | was facing the cliff. Then, with the amulet in hand, | worked
my way out of the blinding fog and saw once moretall rock. The surface was rough enough for meto be
sure of handholds. | had gotten less than athird of the way up when | cameto apart | remembered from
my seeking. Thiswas certainly the end of the ledge which the fleeing seaman had followed out of that bay
of dead ships. | swvung mysdlf onto that, willing to return to the place | remembered so clearly from my
glimpseinto that other'slife. Also, yes, it was certain—that was the samefatal bay | had farseen for our
party much earlier.

Lack of water and food made me unsteady. At times| had to lean againgt the cliff wall which
formed one edge of that road. But | forced myself on. Though it seemed that sometimes| could barely
set onefoot before the other, | came out at last to view the bay.

This | had seen from scrying and aso through those other eyes. Now | could ook at it in person
and the sight was so overwhelming that | smply dipped down the cliff Sde againgt which | had leaned to
huddle where | was, staring unbelievingly a what lay below.

| had thought Y arn's harbor large. | knew that that which held Gorm itself and served Estcarp
was probably the largest known in the north. But this—

Perhapsthe fact that it wasfilled with ships—not ordinary ships swinging & anchor or waiting
againg awharf for apromised cargo—made it seem endless. Though | could not see the far western end
of it even from my place above.

Many of the ships had been beached, asif their crews had ddliberately aimed them for the shore.
Among those were some which were only bits of weathered wrecks for on top of them, grinding them
down into the grey sand, were other vessals—|ater comers. Masts had fallen; their liens of rotting rope
formed traps on decks.

Nor werethese dl sailing vessels—no, there were some—one very large—which resembled in
part that ship Captain Harwic had brought into Gorm—ships which must have plied through the gate.
Againthiswasaplace of slence. Asusud in thisfateful south there were no birds. And certainly no one
stirred on those decks below no matter how solid they till looked.



| turned my head to shut out the sight of that vast graveyard of ships and gazed inland. There was
again my memory of this place from thefirst farseeing to tell methat this cemetery on the edge of the sea
was not al-important.

Not too far from the cliff way there reached awide stairway cut into rock set there asif armies of
people came marching to whatever lay above. Asthe survivor of the knife had seen it, stone steps were
worn in dipsand hollows, by hundreds of feet during unnumbered years.

| looked upon that and there moved deep inside me aneed for going up those sairs, for
following al those who had marched that way before. Yet | dso could sniff the evil fromitscrown. A
mighty heap of refuse and filth might lay at thetop, or back alittle, for | could not sight such from here.
However, the stench was sickening. The two-way struggle continued within me. | dropped from the
ledge to the beach onto which ships had smashed. These must have been drawn by Power—a great
Power which even nonliving products of men's hands could not resi<.

The sand was below my bound feet when all the bemusement this place roused in mewas
pierced. | whirled with such vigor that | lost my bal ance and ssumbled against boards spongy with rot,
eadly crushed by my weight.

"Dedreg!”

There was no mistaking that call from the Lady Jadlithe. | downed the mind barriers| had held
while so near to this unknown danger.

"Hold!" came her order. "We are coming.”

| tried to see between the wreckage of the shipsif ours had entered that bay of disaster but |
could percaive nothing of any movement on the outer fringe.

That my companionswere using mefor aguide | did not doubt and | quickly built up in my mind
the picture of where | now was.

It was not from the ship-crowded bay they came, but as the Lady Jadlithe's touch grew the
sharper and clearer, | pinpointed the source to the very beach on which | stood at a point farther
westward. By the change in volume of linkage they were coming at a steady pace. | say

"they" because | was aware that she was not aone. Others backed her, feeding Power that she
might range the farther and discover more quickly what they sought. A shadow crossed my mind that
what we now did might throw us open to whatever evil abode here. Instantly she reacted to that.

"Yes. Nomore!" Thetenuouslink between us vanished ingtantly. | remained where | waslooking
ever westward and waliting.

There was another who came first. Legping down from the deck of one of the beached boats
Chief padded through the sand to join me, pausing only to face the foot of those stairs and hiss, histail fur
sraight out from the roots as he lashed that appendage from side to sde. Then he was on mewhere| ill
sat in the sand, too weak to rise again. Purring loudly he rubbed his head back and forth on my breast
wherethe amulet lay. | rubbed his ears, the very touch of hisfur freeing me yet further from the pull of
that stairway.

They were not far behind. The Lady Jaelithe, Lord Simon, Kemoc and Orsya, and, rather to my
astonishment, aso two Falconers and Captain Sigmun. The latter walked nearly sidewise so bemused
was he by the sight of dl those ships. Twice | saw him shake his head, and then rub his eyeswith his



fingers, as might aman who thought that he viewed something which was born only of clouds and
sorcery.

So entranced was he that he kept backing even farther up the beach the better to see dl which
had been entrapped there, until he was nearly at the foot of that stairway, so that | cried out:

"No, Captain! Away from that sair!"

He swung about to meet my eyes, then glanced behind him. Hisforehead puckered by afrown,
he straightway put a good distance between himsdlf and the foot of that way to death—or so | believed
very firmly that it was.

They had provisonswith them and granted me a share of both dried fish and Sweet water.
Certainly no banquet, but to me now the finest viands | had ever tasted. When

| had finished | knew they awaited my story and | straightway launched into an account of al
which had befallen me since | had goneinto the sea.

| knew that at least the Lady Jadlithe could follow my words with mind touch and that she would
s0 be able to attest that | spoke the truth. 1t wasthat portion of my story which dedlt with the seeing
brought by the knife which interested her the most. Though | had been aware that when | mentioned that
first use of the amulet which had shown me the face of awoman of Power, she had seized upon that to
gdorein memory.

My tale of the adventures of the sSingle sailor who had escaped the fate of hisfellows held them dl
absorbed. At the coming of the man of Power and his axe they were al caught and held by every word |
spoke, even the usually unshakable Faconers. It was one of them who asked thefirst question when |
had done.

"What chanced to them—those out of the mist?"
"Death?' suggested hisfdlow. "Y ou found the knife among the bones.”

"Thefal which put an end to the sight—he may well have dropped it then,” | returned. But would
he not have rearmed himsdlf, some part of me asked in chorus at that. L ook at the weapons| myself had
garnered from that place. There may not have been so many at histime of discovery but there should
have been some. Had he just left the knife and went on, better armed with what he had found there? The
old superstition that taking on another's arms also took on a part of the owner—I began to see that that
might have been partly founded in truth. | had told my story in detail, but only when | had spoken of the
scrying had it become different—I had been apart of him then, hardly aware of mysdlf. What had
happened after that tie had broken?

If they had survived, those strangely assorted four, what had been their find fate? Starvation in
the barren country | had transversed before | headed southwest? | found mysalf hoping that the warlock
with the axe had dedlt better by them than that.

The Lady Jadlithe had seated hersdlf, as she listened to my report, so that she faced the steps up
which the captives had trod. Her mind touch withdrew. | saw tensenessin her figure, the fact that her
eyes might not look but that she now called upon the inner sight. Lord Simon's hand went out to rest on
her shoulder, and | knew that he was backing her with his own power. | could even sense the flow of
force between the two of them.

My hand went to my worn and grimed shirt and | brought out the amulet. That rested easily,



fitting itsdlf perfectly into the hollow of my palm. It was dight— though that glow was blue and not the
brilliant beam which had cut away for me through the migt.

Kemoc sat cross-legged and Orsya hdf leaned againgt his shoulder. His maimed right hand was
out, thefirgt finger pointing to the dairs, hisface dso dl concentration. Captain Sigmun and the Fal coners
had drawn alittle apart.

| knew well the Sulcars were wary of thiskind of Power and the Fal coners owned to having no
talents except such as bonded them for life with their birds. But with Chief it was different. He put one
paw on my wrist and exerted strength to bring my hands down an inch or two. Then heleaned hishead
against my arm at the same place where his paw had rested. His eyes were wide open and glowing, fixed
upon the stone.

Strength began to build. Sowly &t fird, like asingle plank from one of the ships behind usfloating
on cam water. Then it picked up speed—the floating board could be motivated now by arope attached
and vigoroudy pulled.

Something had lain quiescent—it had... fed. Now it stirred alittle, some faint warning might have
reached into its haf deep to urge waking. | could not catch any clear picture. | did not think that any of
usdid or wewould have shared it dl at the moment it came into even one of the minds among us.

No, | "saw" no man, nor Witch, not even one of the monsters which had attacked before. There
was a queer

Witch World. The Turning blankness about thisthing of Power—it might be dead— lacking the
park of lifewhich auser givesto the talent. Only it was not so—it was dtill able to function in amanner
of itsown.

| strove to reach above it with the farsight. Once again | hung above asolid block of sheer
blackness. It might have been that al which provided life and color had been cut away here—leaving
nothingnessinitsplace.

Savethat there was within that solid darkness something which sensed—sensed? How could that
which waswithout life sense? Power, yes. It was aholder of Power, near filled with it. Until lately it had
been emptied and it had to |abor mightily to bring that to it which would once more make it ready to
serve—to serve? What?

Then, as Chief might strike out with clawsto defend himself before the enemy wasfully avare
that he knew of its presence, that which we were attempting to spy upon knew of us!

Theamulet in my hand not only blazed light but heat sprung up fromiit. If that burning was some
counter of that which we hunted to get me to drop what | had come to look upon as my personal defense
it failled. | had had enough practice with the changes which might occur that | closed fingers about it and
held on even when it became alive cod in theintensity of the heet it generated.

The Lady Jaelithe grimaced and then raised both hands. Her fingers moved asif she wovethe
empty air into living fabric. | saw Orsyas hands go out aso and between them stretched two lengths of
what could only be seaweed cords on which shellswere strung. This burdened string she switched from
sdeto side, lowering and e evating each hand one at atime. Kemoc had made no move of offense or
defense but his face was closed, wiped clear of al expression.

There was movement though. The two Falconers, Captain Sigmun, were on thelir feet, starting
towardsthe stairway. Their faces also were closed, their eyes staring straight ahead. | scrambled to my



feet and lunged forward. The hand closed about the amulet thudded into

Captain Sgmun's back, bruising flesh againgt hismail shirt. From that touch asmall wave of blue
light ran, swept both up and down. He gave a cry, throwing out hisarms, and then pitched forward, to lie
unmoving in the sand.

With the Falconersit was otherwise. Their birds turned upon them, flying into their facesand
screaming. | saw blood run from a scored cheek. As Sigmun had done, the men sank to the sand and
their birdsflew circles about them still screaming.

My amulet moved, gtriving to turn asif it would work itsalf between my fingers. | looked down
upon it. Once more the well-remembered symbolsincised there changed. | saw the face which wasa
skull, and thistime theflesh it put on was scant cover. It remained closer to death's visage than that of the
woman it had been before. There was baeful light in those skull hole eyes, no smile curved those lips.

Lady Jadlithe jerked hafway around to face me. Her hands remained in the air but now they
weredill. | could guesswhat she wanted, but thiswas my battle. I knew only oneway to fight it. |
looked at the skull head and fought to summon Gunnoras grain sheaf and vine—that promise of
fruitfulness which she was able to grant. This one was death—but Gunnorawas lifel

A smdl fear moved ingde me. They said that | was of the Dark, the evil, Death's handmaid.
However, if that were so | could not have stood even within the outer court of Gunnora's House. If this
thing now in my hand was evil and thought to find me easy molding to its will-that was not so!

Thegrain, thevine! So stood the grain, tall, head heavy asit wasin thefield at harvest time. | had
helped to cut such grain, to bind it into stocks, to fed its promising weight. There wasthe vineto fasten
together—and the fruit that supposed was dark red, round plumpness from which, when one set tooth to
break the skin, there burst that which refreshed after the heaviest labor, lightened the heart, gave
hospitdity to friends and weary travelers. Thiswaslife at its fullness—not desth.

Seeit, | would, stock and vine, grain and fruit. That uglinesswhich hid it from me was not grester
than Gunnora, to that | would in no way admit. Life—not death. | had no body, | was nowherein the
world—that inner essence which was me confronted the evil which wasthe skull.

It opened itsfleshlessjaws and it howled. | could hear that, the menaceinit, just as| could fed it
plucking a my will, striving to tear my determination from me. There was something beyond mere pain of
body which dashed at me. Threat became deadly promise. Still | held. Grain and fruit, grain and fruit.

The skull became transparent in places so that | could see what | determined could be there.
Once more it solidified and covered the emblem of life, lashed out & me so that | was near spent. But il
| held.

Then both the skull and that which | had sought were gone!

My eyeswere blinded; | wasin the midst of afire which roared and reared to enwrap the whole
of me. Therewas no defense | had againgt this—nor was one needed. Instead all the pain which had
gnawed at me was burned away. What was | eft was strong, able—held Power!

| blinked again. Aswhen | had awakened that morning | found that | had moved unknowing from
where| had been. For | stood at the foot of the stairway. That which | still held in my hands was no
longer the stone which had come to me in Gunnoras shrine. Rather it was now adisc of gold through
which moved motes of rich, dark red—the gold of the grain, the red of the fruit. And she who woreit
was aso changed, that | knew. But how and why—that | could not yet say. | was only sure that my feet



had been set on another path, of which none knew much in those late days but which it was my
duty—and my joy—to walk.

| did not move away from the foot of the stairway, but | half turned so that | could see the others.
The Falconers and Sigmun had recovered to the point they were sitting up. However, the other four of
our company had drawn up in alinein front of me.

| looked to the Lady Jaelithe and to Orsyaand | held out my hands.
"Sigers, thereisthat which must be done."

Each came forward and accepted the hand | offered. | saw Lord Simon make adight movement
asif to stop hislady and Kemoc lay hand on hisfather'sarm. Mighty were they both in different ways
and well did the people of Estcarp and Escore give them al honor. Only thiswas an affair of women, a
last | knew that.

She of the skull face might have been routed on her first attack but she had never been defeated
and was not now in retredt.

The three of us began to climb those airs. | could fed that which tried to wrap us around, to
encompass us, first mind and then body. Those it had entrapped before, during al the eons of time it had
been in existence, had not been aswe. The man with the axe might have taught it caution if it had been
ableto learn. But the mind of thisthing waslimited, it did not live, was not able to change patterns of
thought, except in the ways which were meant long ago to defend it against those who had no gifts.

Its attack upon us grew the greater the higher we climbed. If such asit could fed apprehension, |
believed it must do so now. We were outside the pattern—the pattern of the Dark. Up we went, pitted
step by pitted step.

We stood at the top of that stairway, high above the graveyard of ships from more than onetime
and world. Before us, dwarfing us, was that windowless, doorless block of ablack so deep that it
appeared to draw light to it and swallow it.

At that moment perhapsits uneasiness had grown to the point where it willed defense. Out of the
sky came the winged monsters, shrieking aloud. They came and they sheered off, keeping agood
distance asthey cried out their hatred. The glow of the great jewd | wore grew ever brighter, surdly a
waning.

That which we had come to find was before us, but how we could enter into that dark cube was
apuzzle. Shadows moved outward from it to begin akind of in-and-out, weaving dance. Red eyes
gleamed and they were gone. Talon paws appeared, to take substance, and then fade into nothingness
once again.

"Aaaaliiecee!" Out of the very air itself seemed to come that echo-arousing call.

Chapter 17

He came from the east, to the land side of that cube, and he walked dowly, his shouldersalittle
dumped as aman drawsin upon himsdaf when facing the rigors of awinter siorm. In his handswasthe
axe | had seen him use to such purpose, and he swung it dowly back and forth. Though there was no
mist here, he could be cutting a path through a barrier which perhaps only he could see.

There waslittle changein him since | had seen him last through the eyes of the man he had



rescued. He certainly was no older and his movements were the vigorous ones of aman of middle years.
He was chanting as he came, the unknown words making a pattern which might be strangeto my ears
but which | recognized for what they were, sounds meant to set up arhythm which energized hisown
defenses againgt this place of the Black.

It was Orsyawho matched him—though her voice was not weighty, rather it began as the sound
ariver might make when it found its clear path half walled by rocks, and then it wasthe pdlt of sormrain.
However, it did not drown out his chant, rather became apart of it, filling out places, so that iswasa
smooth power, completely whole.

In my mind there grew apicture. Thisland was not barren after dl, far within it there was that
which would bear wereit given promise of future harvest. | found myself humming the work song of
planting in the fields. The Lady Jadlithe's hands were moving, trandating into her form of Power al the
force which lay in what our voices summoned.

It arose to agreat crescendo of sound and then one of the Lady Jaelithe's hands pointed at the
cube asif to guide what we had wrought.

Only that which confronted us here was awake now, and it was not angered, for | could not
sense any emotion, rather it turned to its ever-abiding hunger for awegpon and it sent out adiscordant
walling.

Instantly we were silent for what we had built here might well be taken over and used by that. |
could fed the compulsion it would set upon us. This might be one of those from the Dark edging about a
camp fire, seeking for one who sheltered by the flames to come forth to where it might take its prey.

We stood silent and quiet. Though | had never entered such astruggle asthis before, | was ready
to believe that the surest way to open adoor to it would be to launch another attack.

What it wanted, | was sure of that, was not our bodies—rather our life energy. It wasthat upon
which it feasted, which it had been set to draw to it. There had come fresh energy into it lately, but not
enough, there was never enough. If it had so absorbed dl the crewsfrom al those ships, it had feasted
well in the past, and it was davering so to feast again. Y et it was not aive by any measurement that |
knew.

A screeching broke the silence. The flying monsters coasted down about that great cube, though
none dit onitscrest. Nor did they fly against us. Had they come to view some deeds of their master?
And who was that master?

My question might have been spoken aoud. On the side of the cube facing usthere glowed a
circleof light, grey asabone which had laid in some murky place for untold years. And boneit was, for
the light twisted and turned to form a shegth of bones stlanding upright. Those twirled and fell or whirled
aoft and therewas afull skeleton surmounted by a skull which I knew, no matter how much one skull
might resemble another. Thiswas she who had dared to use Gunnoras gift to print herself on my mind
and memory.

Very dowly, asif it required infinite effort, she was building aform over those bones, but it was
painfully thin—so that the visage and the body was like unto the woman | saw die of hunger in the rock
land. | think that she struggled to reach amore tangible, better form.

Shemug, | though, be drawing on that which the cube had stored. 1t was only by fits and starts
that she achieved more return for her purpose. Her head was fully woman now, and from it streamed hair
which did not fal down across her wasted body but rather clung outward from her now hidden skull



across the surface of the cube.

There was asuggestion of beauty in her face but that head above the skin-and-bone body was
enough to arouse disgust and fear, not any awe or admiration.

Then, of asudden, sheleft off her efforts. The bones and their thin grey envel ope disappeared as
though cut off a some source; only the head remained. That took on the likeness of youth and beauty
such as perhaps few mortal women ever wear. Still thiswas of the Dark.

She smiled, and thetip of her tongue crossed the full redness of her lower lip. She had turned her
gaze not toward us, but rather to the axe man. | think that was because he was a man and such she had
found in the past to beripe for harvesting. Only he showed a stone-silent face as one might see graven on
some of the old statuesin Arvon.

Aswe had earlier sang so now shetrilled and the notes were sweet as the juice of asun-riped
berry, save more like that of a berry which had hung on the brier too long so there was a hint of decay
benesth the surface.

Not only was her visage faintly foul, but that odor we had sniffed from the beach arose about us
here. The stench of a battlefield ten days old at the height of summer. | did not know whether | saw true
or not but the cube seemed to shudder like aliving thing so that foul stench could have been thrown off.

The axe man stood rocklike under her probing. Then the cube actudly heaved. Out of it spuna
long tentacle, whipping for hislegs. | moved, thejewe of Gunnora's aglow in my fingers. But hisaxefdll
clean and straight. The writhing appendage fell to the ground, to be gone an instant | ater.

The face on the cube lost something of its languorous smile. Now it mouthed words, and each of
those appeared from those twisted lips like afiery pellet of spit. From where they landed on the rock
before the cube trails of smoke arose.

There was arage there, so hot one could well fed it inthe air. Those flying horrors screamed and
arosein abody, flying back away from the cube, though | did not believe they had |eft the field entirely.

That rage was building and with it came something else—action | could not yet understand but
which was fata—if not againgt us, then others. The sun was darkening—or rather being veiled from us by
clouds. | could see lines of energy rising from the four corners of the cube, danting up, reaching for those
clouds and the natural forces behind them. Darkness came as quickly asif night had shut down likethelid
of achest being closed upon its contents.

Y et the darkness was not complete, for around each of us as we stood there was ahalo of
sharp, eye-hurting light. That did not reach our bodies athough that was what it was striving to do—to
destroy those same bodies—and eat! The head on the cube stretched forward, the mouth open to show
smdll, sharply pointed teeth. | thought of the were beasts and how some part of them showed their brand
even while they walked in human guise and | thought that what | saw was not unlike awere. Wasthe
woman aprisoner of the cube even as she beieved hersdf to bein command of the power and mystery it
represented?

We were not caught by that visible push of energy, but the sky opened above us. There came
such adeluge of rain that we might have been standing under afountain in full play. That in no way
deadened or defeated the light; it passed directly through it to beat us. | put out my hands, alowing the
amulet to hang in full Sght, and | was grasped on one side by the Lady Jaelithe, on the other by Orsya.
So linked we stood strong against that sky flood.



He of the axe had fallen back afew steps and set his shoulders against arock. Unlike that
brilliant, searing light which outlined the three of us, he had red flame encircling him, one in which tongues
of the fire bent thisway and that but were not drowned by the storm. | saw hislips move. Perhaps he
was chanting again but the roar of the storm was such we could not hear him.

What | had heard of gates was that they were marked by age-eroded stones. Thisone, if it
controlled a gate, was very different. But then perhaps a sea one would have to be.

| had not more thought of that when that glow was recalled from about us. It was no longer
steady, rather it pulsated asif the energy which drove it was weakening. Therage was till there, perhaps
the greater, Snce added to it was frustration. Long had what ruled this place been invincible, with no
question or power raised againgt it. Even now it could not believe we were able to withstand its will.

My jewd's light soread out and out to encircle the three of us. Then it spun like awhed, growing
greater with every revolution, until it also enclosed the axe man and hisfire. Having circled us at ground
height it began, at apoint directly before me, to rise, shaping itsaf into something not unlike apointing
finger. Only, beforeit reached the level of the face, that was gone.

The rain ceased, there were no clouds. The sun, now well to the west, lit the sky. Only pools
remaining in rock hollowstold us that what we had seen was the truth. On my breast thejewd caled
dlently and thelight it had loosed returned toit.

Firgt of usto move wasthe axe man. He strode to a position before me just below where that
face had formed. Raising his wegpon he aimed a mighty blow, one which would have shattered even
ged, | think. Y et his axe showed no harm, only it rebounded with such force asto near make him lose
his balance. With his other hand he rubbed vigoroudy at the arm which hung limply at his side, though its
fingers till grasped the weapon. | heard him give agrunt but we had no time to exchange any other
sounds for the flying things were back, and thistime they dashed themsalves straight at us. Perhapsdl our
Power was weakened by our orded for nothing fended them off thistime, and | flailed, vigoroudy with
my rod, while the man before me used his axe, shearing off wings and feet so ably that | was sure he had
fought just such creatures before and had learned well thetrick of it. Lady Jadlithe dso had asword in
her hand and Orsyawhirled about her that bit of kel p rope which had strung on it the sharp-edged shdlls.

Wekilled and heard from the head of the stairway two battle cries. Then Lord Simon and
Kemoc were with us and we drove off the flyers, nor had any of ustaken hurt. It seemed to me that we
had been very lucky, unless Power we had not conscioudy summoned was working for us now.

What we would do at the coming of night | did not know. | wasloatheto leave this position by
the cube, for | understood very well that one victory does not win awar. She whose face had appeared
to uswas not of the breed who surrendered. No, their commitment to what they would do is both full
andfind.

Lady Jeelithe was of one mind with me on that as she said:

"Thedark can well be what |eads powers of evil to wax, asthe light for us. Therefore must we
play sentry thisnight.” Then she spoke directly to the axe man:

"Brother in Power, how isit with you?" For he was rubbing hisleft hand up and down hisright
arm, though he had used his axe vdiantly moments earlier and the odorous dark blood of the flying things
dripped from the blade of hisweapon.

"Siger of Lightning." His voice waslow and guttura and he spoke the trade tongue with athick
accent, though we could still understand him. "What black magic holdsin this place?'



She shook her head. "That | cannot tell you, knowledgegble one, for it isnot of the path which |
walk, coming instead from adifferent and darker way."

He nodded. "So does it seem, sster. Thisisnot of man's magic, nor yet that of
womankind's—though we have seen the face of her who calls up storms as awoman summons her
sheep. She eats does this one and then grows strong enough to toss the land about and bring fires up out
of the sea. Sometimes her catch is good and there are shipsto come at her summons, and those aboard
shetakesfor her own that she may fill hersaf once again—"

"SheisLagit." For that had comeinto my thoughtsand | knew it for atrue one. Thiswas indeed
thelast of the guardians which Sulcar legend named, this strange horror at the end of the world.

They looked at me but it was the Lady Jaelithe who made first answer:

"So thisbe Lagit. Y et there was a greater who set her here." Now she looked back to the now
bare wall. The sun was down, leaving only colored banners across the sky. Already shadows lengthened
and it was Lord Simon who said my own thought aoud:

"Does darkness also feed this—this one?'

The axe man was ready with an answer: "Not so, except that it can watch and wait and plan. But
it has not fed asit hoped and that will lead to the need of our being ever dert and on watch.”

"Itisnot dive—you speek asif itis—" | said.

"Not with lifeaswe know it!" the Lady Jaelithe said quickly. "What do you do?' She ended with
aswift demand as Kemoc moved forward, past us all. He had sheathed his sword, and his hands were
raised shoulder high, pam out. Before any of us could move he had set those flat upon the surface of the
cube, below where that head had appeared. His head fell forward alittle, and |, who had moved to stop
him, saw his eyes were closed and there was the strain of intense concentration mirrored on hisface.

Not knowing what hewould do | hesitated to draw him away. The others shared my uncertainty.
We came close enough that we might catch him by the shoulders and draw him to freedom but we il
hestated.

| saw frowns, and the shadow of fear, determination such as ahunter might show though he kept
to the chase in the face of great odds. Then Kemoc gasped and his hands dropped to his sides. He
swayed and perhaps might have falen had not Lord Simon and the axe man together steadied him and
guided him back away from the cube.

Hewas drawing fast breaths, dmost asif he gasped for air. Then his eyes opened.

"They are till there—those who have been recently taken. | havetried to cal but they are so
shaken with terror that they cannot hear. If we could bresk that, and get to them, that which usesthem
might well suffer. It iswesker—the feeding has been scant for along time.”

Perhapsit was that new strength within me which roused to that challenge. Knowledge | had
aways gained in snippets, under no tutelage, for there were none who would take me for teaching. Y et
now | had such astoreas| could not calculate. | had not been given timeto count it al over, to sort this
from that. Such an inner study might well take years when we had only a short and flegting time here.

"Whereisthe ship—the derdict?'

They looked at me startled. It was Lord Simon who answered.



"Weleft it just without the south end sweep of the bay.”

A long way, | thought, and then | though of birds wings againgt the sky and the fact that the
things which hindered afast journey on land might not mean so much delay to one winged and doft.

"Thereisthat of the people gonewhichistill onboard,” | said. "Also, isit not true that that
which has been worn much, treasured, kept by one person, istuned to hisor her spirit? Let us get what |
left from the ship and see whether it can cal to someone who is captive there." | nodded toward the
cube.

"A falcon!" Orsyahad caught my thought first. "L et the Falconers send one of their birdswith a
message to one of their own. That will not take the full night'stime to reach there and back!™

Lady Jaelithe nodded vigoroudly. "Y es, that perhapsisthe answer! It isoneyou and | have seen
in part used." She spoke now to Lord Simon. "Remember when we called Power down upon the
Koldersthrough that which was their symbol—how their dliesfell away? Let us send for thig" She had
taken two steps toward the stairway when she paused and spoke over her shoulder to the axe man:

"Doesyour tdent do so, adso, brother?'

He had put the axe down between his feet and was busy now at his belt where therewerea
number of small bags, al fastened by drawstrings pulled through loops there.

"Thiscaling | have heard of but | have not seen. The gift the Above Ones have given meis
different. Leave to methe guardianship of this place—it will not hold for long but there will be oneswho
shdl stand sentindl for us”

Thuswe |eft the stranger and went down the stairway. | thought as | went that many must have
gone doft by that way but perhaps we were the only ones ever to descend again. It was dark now.
Gunnoras stone shone aswell as any lamp but the spread of its diffuse light did not reach far. However,
from some of the oldest ships, those which had been ground into the sand by the later comers, there was
aglimmer. Almost it was the old tae of how the dread deethlights spring from the unknown graves where
those dead by murder lay, to shine until they were granted justice.

By thelight of that | saw the Falconers and Captain Sigmun. Each was seated and around him
where he sat, well apart so that no line intersected another, there was acircle drawn in the sand. | would
have thought that too soft to hold its shape for long, but these were il sharp and clear. The three men
looked to Lord Simon and | thought that the stares of the Fal coners were not far from cold fury. Their
birds were on their wrists, heads under wings and they dept.

Captain Sigmun was the only one to speak. "How have you wrought above, warlocks?'Y our
spellsworked well here"

"Bethankful, Captain, that that was s0," Kemoc snapped. "For there isthat above which hungers
and you would have been its meat!"

"So?Well, there comesatime for fighting and atime for standing asde. Have you gutted this
eater so that we may now have our freedom?”

"Not yet. For that we must have your help—"

"Isit not true that we cannot stland againgt it?* One of the Falconersfairly spat that in Kemoc's
direction. "Arewe not bait?' He was sour of face even for one of hisclan and I knew how jealousthe
Fa coners were of what they deemed their honor. To be held a prisoner by his own side when aforay



was made aoft must have diminished him and hisfelow in their own sght.

"Itisonly your skill which can save perhgpsal of us" Lord Simon cut in. | knew that he had
ridden with the Falconersin the day of the Kolders and that since then he acted asavoice for them inthe
affairs of Estcarp, where they would not speak, since women judged there. To a Falconer awomanisa
far lesser being than either bird or mount, to be kept from the consorting with man on an equal basisin al
things. Perhaps it was because Lord Smon had long ago won their respect, in spite of the fact he was
wedded and to a Witch, which worked on the pair of them now.

They had arisen and their falcons had awakened, one mantling asif ready for ingtant flight.

"What isyour will, lord?" The younger of the two pointedly did not ook in our direction, only to
Simon. He beckoned to me. And as| skirted a broken timber haf buried in the sand to cometo him, the
Fal coners became stone faced again.

"Thereisthis." | refused to be daunted by their attitude. "' On the strange ship on which we have
salled into their waters there were many things which belonged to those vanished ones of her first crew.
Most of those things we gave back to the sealest they prove adraw of the Dark. Now we need what is
left. With it we may be able to break the encirclement which holds this place and has squatted here to be
the death of many.

"If you fly one of your falconsto the ship carrying amessage, and that bird will return with what
we need— it issmal and easy to carry—then we shall be armed with an extra wegpon which will serve
uswell."

Neither looked at me, but that they understood | knew. They were only following the long-held
pattern of their kind. Then the elder nodded.

"Bold Wing is swift and the night is till young. He can be back by dawnif it isindeed true that
what he carriesislight enough.”

"Good," Lord Simon said heartily. He took from abelt pouch one of those tablets made of a
certain deek stone, wafer-thin, on which orders can be written, erased, and written again. This he handed
to me with one of the very narrow paint sticks.

| thought, trying to set my desirein asfew words as possible. Then | wrote in the short word
style of the Sulcar. It should be easy to find the boxes, take forth the jewels | had not been able to throw
away. Perhapsthat had been aforeseeing of akind, and something within me had known that there
would be afuture use for such. | was very sure of one thing—that she who had worn those gems had
treasured them, and they might well be the key to thelock of the cube.

Lord Simon handed the write-stone to the Fal coner, who took gresat care to knot it into a cord
he dipped over hisbird's head. Kemoc went forward and with his sword, avery dender one which
seemed to draw light into its blade, he broke through the circles set about the men so that the Falconer
could step forward and loose his bird, which spirded up into the dark and was gone.

Chapter 18

It was along night and twice during it | climbed those stairsto look upon the cube. The second
time dl fatigue had left me and | felt as strong in my own way asthe rocks about. Though | kept a careful
eye upon the place where that face had hung.

What the axe man had done amazed me the most. He was still busied about it when | had gone



aoft. From those many small bags he had hanging at his belt he brought forth, adifferent color from each,
what seemed to be colored sand near as powdery as dust. About the cube the rock of the cliff top was
more level than it was elsewhere. Onto that space he dribbled sand from his clenched figt, first this color
and then that. The colors| could be sure of, since the sand, even as the ship timbers below, gaveforth a
faint gleam. So he painted, one at each of the four Sdes of the cube, aweird figure which | guesswas
representative of some power he had learned to control. Then at the four corners, separating the territory
of one of his designs from the next, he made other signs, not so detailed. Until, around the fortress of our
enemy, he had set up this silent band of watchers born of colored dust.

| sat cross-legged and watched him. That this was no power of our world, | knew. Also | wasas
certain asif he had told me so thishad in it something which was akin to Gunnoras kingdom—that it was
born firstly of the earth and a deep respect for al which grew thereupon.

When he had finished the last of his sand-born symbols he cameto where | sat and for thefirst
time eyed me closaly asif there was a need that he understand something which was unknown hitherto.
Then he pointed to Gunnoras jewel with what he had held as an instrument for sweeping up any sand
which dribbled awry because of some unevenness of the pavement.

"Corn Woman."

Whether he meant that name for me or for She for whom | now spoke | did not know. |
answered with the name she was known to us:

"Gunnora."

He appeared to chew upon that as a man chews upon some viand he has never tasted before,
trying so to judge whether it wasto hisliking or no. Then he nodded and seated himself somelittle
distance away. Throwing back his head he began to chant again, but not raising hisvoice far above a

whisper.

In methat thing | had felt since my stone had become agoddesssjewe stirred. | need not
mind-probe to know that what he caled upon was partly of Gunnoras own rule, the earth under us
which could befruitful or sere as Power employed it.

Thiswas aplace where| fdt that no barrier might be eased. | had no time to go seeking inside
myself for what | had been freshly gifted. | needed time, and solitude, and away to work out my own
road. None of those could | claim now. Still it seemed as| listened to a humming which was not of my
own world, more barriers within me crumbled. | was not she who had started on this quest till fearful
that the Dark might claim me—no, what | was—

| had listened to an old Sulcar sailor once who spoke of aqueer land to the north, bordering on
Alizon, of how there was atribe of people whose leader could never be

-gpoken to directly after he had taken on the circlet of rule, but had dwayswith him amaiden to
whom dal words must be addressed, even though the ruler stood there beside her, and then he spoke to
her and sheto the petitioner. It had seemed to me away of folly, but long-held custom often seemsfolly
to those who look or hear of it unknowing of what actionsit was born.

Would it—ocould it be that Power, aso, had maidens or spokesmen who stood between the
petitioner and what was wished? The Witches used Power as they would atool—it was not personified
for them. It had long been thought that it only was Dark power which drew servitorsto it—remaining the
shadow behind the High Chair in dedlings.



What was | now? Surely a speaker for a Power whose strength | had no measure. | cupped my
jewd and it was warm. Into me swept again that feding of energy and purpose with which | had climbed
the stair. The axe man chanted no longer, rather sat Sllent, hiswesgpon resting against one knee. There
was about him the air of abesieged who had made ready all possible defenses and now determinedly
waited on attack.

"Y ou are done here, Brother-in-Power?' | asked. For it tugged at my mind that | wanted to
know the fate of him whose knife had opened the seeing door.

His hands had been busy once again with another pouch at his belt. Now he brought forth avery
small bowl to which was attached on one side a hollow, reed-like projection. He took from another
pouch two pinches of what | thought might be dried herbs and those he packed tightly into the bowl.
Then he had avery smal splinter of wood which he rubbed across the rock so that there sprang fromit a
smdll flame and this he speedily applied to the contents of the bowl, sucking at the reed and then expelling
from his mouth a puff of smoke. Even over the charnel smell of thisplace | caught that scent of that.

"There are others— " | do no know why he awaited so long to answer my question. Was he till
somewhat suspicious of us?

"Not dl," he continued, "can be taken by that." He looked at the cube. "There must be something
in them which it cannot touch. Inland"—he gestured eastward— "theliving is hard but men can exist, and
do."

| would have asked more, wanting to know of the three he had hel ped escape from the mi<t, but
at the moment the Lady Jaelithe came up the stairs and walked dowly towards us, looking at the
sand-and-dust drawings with wonder. With her forefinger she outlined in the air what was not unlike part
of one of the figuresand it flashed blue. | knew that she would not have duplicated the whole drawing for
she might so drain away its power. The axe man was on hisfeet, the bowl of his smoking object in his
hand, watching keenly. But after her action he made one of hisown, raising his hand shoulder high, palm
out, thumb moving back and forth across the fingers set together. | knew that for a salute between
equas.

"Y ou do not deep?’ she asked.

"Before Woman, that does not deep.” He nodded to the cube. "It is otherwise—planning
darknessfor us al— and perhaps more than us. It seeksfood, for it wishesits freedom and that will
come only when it is strong enough to break the bondslaid uponiit.”

"Itispart of agate" she said dowly. "But of a gate which wasturned whally to evil by the one
who opened it.”

"Lagjt?" | asked.

She shook her head. "There were guardians set by some gates when the adepts who opened
them went through. Then were orders given that such gates were to be held ready for retreat. Lagit wasa
guardian of thisone, yes. But aso time has passed, too many years. The adept is gone, that which wasto
follow a pattern which he set for hisreturn is now acting erratical ly—perhaps because of the guardian
who reaches for power and freedom of her own. She—it—can only be defeated when the patternis
completely broken.”

" She reaches too far—and for too much.” | stood up, It was far too early to hope that the falcon
had returned. | was restless as oneis before any grest trial of strength.



"There are sentries” the axe man said, and inhaled again from that which filled his pipe, puffing
forth aromatic smoke.

"And potent ones, Brother-in-Power," agreed the Lady Jadlithe. "Y et thisisalong night and we
shall dl beglad to seetheend of it."

She stood for amoment at the head of the Stairway asif she expected meto join her. Buit |
shook my head. The axe man would commune with his messengers and guardians | knew. For me—I
must somehow make peace within mysdlf, for astrangenesswas adtir until | thought sometimesthat |
must shout aloud or smite the bare rock with my handsin order to contain energy building within. I might
not be a speaker for Gunnora, never had | heard of any who were deemed such, but that | was now
whoally hers, blood and bone, mind and heart, that | would swear to by any oath my people knew.

So | seated mysdlf before that cube once more and | ddliberately thought of Laqgit, of who or
what she must once have been—for that she was not of thisworld any longer | was sure. As| thought |
nursed my jewe between my hands and the colorswithin it swirled and spiraled. Though | had thought to
put my full mind on Lagit what | saw asamind picture was something else. | was doft as one of the
fa cons above this rock-walled place and the bay of dead ships, but there was one change— that cube
was but asquare of broken walls and those were crumbling into rubble, and the rubble to dust asif time
was here aweapon.

There were bodies which lay about thosewadlsand | knew if | wished | could see the face of
each and every one of them. I did not wish for | knew that | was foreseeing and aways foreseeing meant
ill to those about me. However, | did not linger at the place where were the controls of that fateful gate,
rather | was swept, asif by aneedful fresh breeze, inland. | passed over that barren ground where only
the twisted deadly growth had been. There was springing from the earth healthy grass and shootswhich
would be trees. The dead was coming dive.

| saw avillage of stone-walled houses and forms moved among those, but again | did not want to
look upon faces. So my journey continued farther eastward from the sea. There was ariver and acrossit
the remains of abridge and from that led still aroad, one of the straight tracks which the Old Ones knew.
Whilethe land that led into was like unto an Estcarp where no war had come.

High on arise above that road was a place which my heart leaped with joy to look upon. Toit |
would have gone, to give al that | had and take again that which | most needed. Only this| could not do
and | knew that the time was not yet but, as aways, farseeing had favored me.

Then | opened my eyesand what | saw wasthat skull face and it was laughing, itsdireful eyes
upon me. | was sure Lagjit had seen through my talent for that future voyaging, but shewas dismissng dl
of it asadream which would never bear fruit.

Whether | actualy saw her or not | was never afterwards sure. But that she did know | had been
questing and what | had seen | never doubted. Now her head was gone like a snap of the fingers. The
axe man had vanished aso. A moment later he came about from the other side of the cube. Hewasno
longer smoking. Instead he had in his hand alength of carved wood, alittle shorter than hisforearm, and
as he strode, dong the far side of the figures he had drawn, he shook that. The wood bore two thongs on
which were sprung bones or teeth and those rattled together in time to his pacing.

Back up the stairs were coming the four others of our command against the enemy. Lord Simon,
hand on sword hilt, though it was not stedl which would win this engagement now before us, Kemoc,
Orsya, and the Lady Jaelithe. It was she who carried in one hand a small pouch which she offered me.

There was grey sky to the east; our messenger had made better time than we had dared hope. It



remained to be seen if the weapon he had brought was indeed that—arms to serve us—or whether | had
guessed wrongly. But that | had not foreseen. Also | shut out of my mind what | had foreseen, the
destruction of the cube, so that it might not bring any of usto grief as such seeings had done for mein the

past.

| opened the bag and shook its contents free into my other hand. In the gathering light gems
caught light from my jewe and brilliant sparks flew from them. The necklace | wrapped about my hand
so that it would hold the other pieces against my flesh. | stood before the cube but first | looked to those
five otherswho shared danger with me, for | was certain that, even if mine wasthe firs move againg the
enemy, they would be a part of what would happen.

As Kemoc had done | advanced to the side of the cube, setting there my feet alittle apart,
bracing my full body as sturdily as| could. Then | leaned forward alittle and put the hand which held the
jewels againgt a surface which had not the fed of honest stone but rather a deekness which made one
think of dime and abominations. | loosed mind search.

| might have stepped on into the embrace of that dark evil. There seemed to be no solid barrier
anymore. What lay within was a congtant tumullt, like the rushing of identitiesto and fro. | thought of Chief
leaping into some narrow space containing amultitude of mice al of which strove to escape but found no

way open.

To fasten on any one of those faint, stricken, dying identities (for dying they truly were) would
avall menothing. No, | might even be drawn aso to the same fate. There was only one chance—

My thought had been asignd. Where my right hand might be, though | could not seeit, there
cameaglow, first the merest trace of light, and then asmdl bur steady flame. In my mind | fixed the
picture thought of the gems—and bent al my Power (how much | might call upon now | could not guess)
upon the summoning of she who had hidden that treasure.

Those entrgpped till soun and fled here and there, mindlessin the last emotion eft to them,
abiding fear, on the very edge of madness, but not acrossterror, for this thing fed upon their thoughts and
mead thoughtslost much of their nourishment.

The gems—I mind-pictured them again—not now in my hand held but rather on one whose face
| had never seen and could not know. Around the throat the necklace, at the ears, on the finger the flash
of jewelsgrowing ever brighter.

Shewasthere! | need not construct a thought shape to wear them; she who owned them claimed
them. Straightway | plunged on into that one mind which the gem-brought memory had cleared.

There il abode fear, but another part of her thought caught mine.

Just asthe blazing stone of Gunnora proved an anchor for me, so waswhat | offered fighting the
wildness of her despair. Gifts—gifts of honor, or love—some of her thoughts were plain and open, others
sedled to me. However, for now that which had her captive no longer played with her.

She was strong, was that stranger. The jewels wereindeed akey for her, turning in alock so that
she could see ameasure of freedom beyond this hell in which she ran captive and near mad.

Knowledge flashed between us. First she asked had freedom come? And | wasforced to tell her
in the openness of mind to mind that al freedoms save one were closed to her. | feared that | might lose
her when | said that. She indeed retreated as one looking from side to sde to find away out.



Then she proved that she wasindeed strong. For her thought caught mine and held tightly toiit. If
not freedom, save what lies beyond the last gate of al—then what wasto be hers?

Again there could be no dissembling between us. |

thought of what must be done and | felt her mind grow hard and as keen as the blade of a sword
as| dretched out before her the dangerous game which we must play— nor could | promise anything for
its ending except hope.

There was anger in her and that was now fully awake. Women who have seen dl they cherish fall
in araided village can rise to those heights of rage—it iscold, not hot, and it isdeadly. | knew what the
Witches had felt when they prepared to turn the mountains upon invaders. Thiswas anger which could
well be a potent weapon.

"Do what must be done!" That was an order and it was followed by apromise: "I shall do the
sane”

| sensed her reaching out to those silent, yet screaming, identities, searching, finding one, trapping
it with fierce promise. Then | waswithout the cube, blinking in the rising sun.

They stood waiting even asthey had been positioned when | |eft them. Though another had been
added. Chief stalked forward, his earsflattened against his skull, histail enlarged aswas aridge of fur
along his back, and he yowled afiercewar cry. Before | could move he was past me, his nose pressed
tightly to the cube. I heard him yowl! again but the cry sounded muffled asif it came from far awvay.

When | stooped to pick him up he struck at me with unsheathed claws, leaving red railson my
forearm, and | loosed him quickly. He was back again in amoment. Thistime | used the mind send.
Only, so different were our thought patterns, | could not match hislevel. There was a steady core at
which hewasaming and | had hope that so he had found her and that she was doing what she could.

Thuswe prepared for battle and under the sun'slight we marched, mind with mind, to front that
which had never been meant to be and must now vanish forever, if such aswe were strong enough to
stand againgt it—and if she within could indeed arouse one other, perhaps more to our cause.

Lord Simon drew his sword, putting it point down into a crack in the rock, his hands clasped
over itsplain cross hilt. Kemoc had a so bared stedl, his head was well back and up, he waslooking
towards the sky asif there hung the wespon he favored. By hissde Orsyatwirled her ribbon, shuffling
the shellsaong it, her lipsaso moving asif shetold sometae of numbers. The Lady Jadlithe's hands
were up; | saw what she held in one wasthat rod | had found in the wilderness but along it circles, tight
rings of blue, speeding ever fagter, to spring fromitsend into the air.

The axe man held that mighty weapon in one hand, in the other therattle, and the sound of that
broke through air which was suddenly heavy and stagnant, full of foulness.

1?1 had Gunnoras jewel and what more within me | could not tell, only that it was growing. Chief
drew himsdlf away from the cube, retregting, till hissing, now and then growling. A strange band of
warriors were we indeed; al we had in common was purpose.

On the sde of the cube formed that circle of light, the skull, and then the fleshed head of Laqit.
She was smiling and she favored each of us, even Chief, with along, measuring Stare.

"Little ones, flesh and blood, captive to the find gate— tied and held within one life-She mocked.
We listened.



There was afearsome crack of sound from above us and lightning struck—but not
straight—deflected so it hit the cliff to the west. | saw Kemoc's face white under the mask of
wegtherbrowning and | knew that it was his Power which had broken that aim.

"The dead lie down with the dead and are at peace.” Words cameto me and | said them. My
belief that | was now aVoice grew stronger. " Peace be with you, Lagjit. He for whom you keep this gate
islong since gone, nor will hereturn. Be a peace.”

In that moment | knew that it was will in the greater part which held this danger together. The will
of onelong gone, thewill of her who should be dead.

She spat much as Chief had done. The cube seemed to swell. Over us swept the edge of athrust
of energy which, had it hit usfull on, might well have blasted usinto nothingness—but Lagjit could fight
only inthe design &t for her.

Therewas arumbling to the east. The ground under us quivered. A portion of the cliff was
loosened and fell away.

"Now!" Lady Jadlithe's word reached me. My mind struck farther. | sought for her within the
cube, touched—and then there was a barrier which crashed down between us.

We struck. Into theface | hurled al which was Gunnoras, growth, harvest, love and being, life
and death, which isonly another gate, peace and dl thefair things of theworld. Thrusts of light burst from
Lady Jedlithe'sfingersto dirike thewall. Kemoc shouted and his voicefilled the heavens asif dl thunder
known to our world answered him, while from the sky came lashing of lightning, not striking toward us
but against the cube. The axe man twirled hisweapon above his head; it might have been only fancy but |
thought | saw giant figures resembling those he had drawn upon the rock come, each from adifferent
direction, and their square-fingered hands reached for the cube.

Orsyawhirled high her shell-tied strip of reed and again | felt atrembling under my feet. But what
moved there were new courses of water hunting ways which led them under the cube.

So did wefight. But there were others. | knew when she who was prisoner within launched her
own battle. Three of those others she had won to her, and united they stood. When the demand fell upon
them for energy, they denied it. More and more and more anger beat—till they stood— though with
each ondaught they weakened.

| saw Laqgit'sfacetwid, first with rage, and then in fear, and lastly in death, as such as she would
know degth, having surrendered her being to another way. Lightning struck full on the cube just as each
of those giants from the sand paintings delivered also a blow.

Therewas acrack. | reached within, holding what Gunnora had to offer. She who fought did not
clamit yet, but there were others and swiftly did that peace go to each whom the gate had not fully
drained, last of all to her who watched me and smiled. She made a gesture and a bit of glitter came
toward me. | threw back what | found now in my hands—flowers such asthe Dales maidens wear at
their bridds and are given them again at their last going forth. | saw her hands close about those and she
was gone—there were no more half lives|eft.

But therewas gtill Lagit. From something she had built a body, though it was skeleton thin, and
her head was pulled to one sde. She came striding from the cube towards me.

"| dways hated you." Her voice in my mind was ascream. "l sworethat | would bring you down.
There was no other reason for—" She gestured to the cube behind her where cracks ran now aong the



walls. "He promised methat | would in the end have you. And Y ah-non was known to always keep
promises. Therefore—"

She legped for me, her bone arms out, her pointed fingers reaching for my throat. Out of
nowhere there sprang a black-furred body. It struck full upon her shoulders and she did not reach me,
rather fel a my feet.

"Goinpeace." | kndt beside her and my jewe shed itslight on her body so | saw how under its
flash she appeared firm and smooth and how she became &l woman and no longer athing of horror.

She writhed over on her back and looked up a me.
"|l—aways—hated—you— " she said. "L eave me tha— just leave me that!"
Then she was gone and there was only dust mingling with the colored sands.

There was no more thunder. Those giants who had come at the axe man's call were gone. The
cubewasfdling in uponitself. From the center of it there upsprang afountain and | smelled the flowers of
Springtime and not the stench of ancient desth.

Thuswas the gate closed and those it had dain were freed. Much came of our questing. The
Sulcar ships sailed south and they found wonderful strange cargoesin the dead ships of the bay. Yarn
aso ventured to that harvest and enough was recovered to rebuild much of their destroyed city.

The Lady Jadlithe and Kemoc set guards where the cube had been. They believed that it had
indeed once opened the gate according to pattern but during the years had grown erratic—it needed
awayslifeforceto feed it. That Y ahnon Lagit had spoken of must have indeed followed a darksome
path to have created such athing.

There was one thing from the ruins which Chief brought to me. He had gone sniffing and hunting
there, thefirst of usto dare such entrance—seeking | am sure one to whom he had been more than
friend. When he returned he stopped before me and dropped what he held in his mouth—the ring from
the set of jewels. That | dipped on my finger, which it fitted, and kept in memory of avery gallant one.

The axe man chose to Say in the place ahandful of survivors had found after they escaped from
the mist. We made avigt there but | did not see any among them like those with whom | had shared my
own adventure though there was a man with down upon him who said that his mother, her brother, and
his father had escaped together—so time defeated that wish of mine.

When plans were made for going north I made plain that | would stay. | had never had a place of
my own— though now both the Lady Jadlithe and Orsyawished me with them. Instead | told them alittle
of that last foreseeing and of the search | must make for that place whichistruly mine.

"Beit s0," the Lady Jadlithe said then, "V oice, for we each have her own place and happy and
lucky arewewho find it." | saw her then look at her lord and there wasthat in her eyeswhich told me
where her placelay.

This| have written at the bequest of Kemoc that it might be carried to Lormt and there set with
the Chronicleswhich will tell the history of al happenings for those coming after. Tomorrow Chief and |
take the eastern trail which lies so plainin my mind, and so shall we both come to our true inheritance.

That a place of such menace as that eater of life force from captured seafarers could exist
was a strong warning that much might haunt our world of which we knew nothing. That it had
been destroyed was indeed a blow against the ancient Dark and | set the account of she who now



calls herself the Voice of Gunnora to the fore for the noting of those who will themselves begin
new ventures. For with Kemoc and Ouen it was my thought that other such traps might well be
hidden. Since after all we appear now to know very little beyond the world wherein we ourselves
travel.

Sill, after Kemoc and his lady had ridden on to Escore, | was not given much time to
meditate upon such speculations for within a ten days after Kemoc's going there came another
needing my aid. He was a Falconer and such had not ridden our way before (save for Pyra and
she was no dour fighting man). Still I had met his comrades among the Borderers and had always
felt well disposed towards them—though as all men they varied. Some being more approachable
and others not welcoming any gesture of goodwill from those beyond their closed units.

This one wished of us histories concerning his own people. This also had been a mission of
Pyra'a but | knew better than to call his attention to her. In fact she made some excuse to ride out
the day after hisarrival to go herb hunting. The strange situation between the Falconers and their
women had long been a topic of gossip in our land and a matter of much speculation, some of it
often lurid but never voiced near any of the breed.

The bird of this one bespoke Galerider and that awakened the man's closer interest in me,
| think. One night when he was wearied of much searching and little reward for that, he cameto
my quarters, which astounded me a little. The Falconers, even those best disposed to outsiders,
seek no close speech beyond their own ranks. But sometimes the need to talk comes on a man and
thus | recognized it was for him. | listened—still all his story | did not then hear from him because
he saw it through his eyes only. Therest | gained in another way later on and it was indeed a tale
which made even plainer how the travail of the mountain changes had altered our world.

Seakeep

by
P. M. Griffin

Chapter 1

"There was no need of afirethisfar into the spring, at least not by day. At night, it was another
matter. Damp and sea cold still made themsalves felt once the sun's warmth was gone, and so logs had
been laid a ready in the hearth of the Holdlady's 9 eeping chamber to combat them.

Unas eyes shifted from the waiting wood to the smoke-blackened stonewall behind it. The
absence of the familiar light and heat depressed rather than soothed her, and she quickly turned away

again.

She sighed in her heart. She had reason in plenty for her low spirits, and she could not close out
her bleak thoughts as she had the sight of the idle fireplace. The Situation before her must be faced, and
the decisions she made would mold not only her own fate and future but those of the people dependent
upon her.

She did not think to rebel against the responsibility laid on her. She had grown accustomed to



that weight, having carried it, with more than passing success, for year after year until she could scarcely
recdl save asasort of distant dream the long-past days before war and the miseries that were its
outriders had descended upon the Dales of High Hallack.

It had come upon them suddenly and unexpectedly, at least to outlying, virtudly isolated Daes
like those of thisregion, although the lords of the mgjor holds to the south had indeed anticipated and
tried to prepare againgt it. Even Harvard, that wily soldier who was her father, had not been concerned in
that final year of peace about more than the happy fact that the lady who was hiswife was at last with
child. He had concedled his disappointment well when the infant proved to be femae, rgoicing instead
that hislady, whom heloved greetly, had survived the difficult birth. A scant two months after the child's
formal owning and naming, Alizon had unleashed its hounds and strange wegpons againg the Dales.

Then had begun years of horror and loss. For thefirgt timein their long history, the fiercely
independent lords of High Hallack had united in common cause, for they had very quickly learned that if
they did not, the individual Daeswould be svept away one at atime until al had been devoured.

Even after their dliance, for along time after it, the issue had remained at question, and hope was
more alow, stubborn light that somehow refused to die than any sending of reason. Then thetidefinaly
turned. The Daesmen, in company with their mysterious, terrible dlies, the Were Ridersfrom out of the
Waste, sopped and finally threw back the invaders, utterly defeating them and ruthlesdy hunting down
the last remnants of their once-invincible forces.

That work done, the army of High Hallack had disbanded, and its various units returned home.
All too many had found little or nothing to greet them, for Alizon'sforces had ravaged far and for along
time before they had been broken, and they had spared nothing, human or human structure, faling under
their ruthless power. For many, the work of rebuilding, livesand Daes dike, proved as hard awar as
that from which they had just been released, awar demanding an equal measure of courage and strength.

Seakeepdae and its neighbors had been spared al that. Remote and isolated, no armies had
ranged and ravened in this region, and want had not battened upon the populace. The loss of luxury
goods did not greetly affect holdings too poor to afford much in that line in the best of times. Asfor
necessities, dl the Ddesin thislocality were basicdly self-sufficient and traded for what they required or
wanted chiefly among themsalves, rarely venturing even asfar as Linnaeither to acquire or dispose of
goods. They had logt, aye, as had al High Hallack, but they had managed.

Unas chin lifted. Seakeep had managed better than any. With only ahandful of old or
incapacitated men to lend their limited strength and val uable experience to aid her women and young
boys, her mother, frail and gentle as she was, had been able to keep her hold running and productive.
Under her leadership, her people had maintained the various structures, had set and harvested their
crops, seen to the more demanding working of the seaand the never-ending care of equipment and
animals. They had succeeded so well that Seakeepdale had not only met its own needs but had been able
to send some small relief to the Dales hard-pressed army and set stores aside for emergency use
besides.

Her head lowered, pride in her mother's accomplishment fading as other memoriesroseto
replace those which had fired it. When the tragically few survivors had returned home, Lord Harvard had
been with them, but he had ridden alitter rather than ahorse. After dl thefighting, al the plotting and
maneuvering—the Daes leaders had come to appreciate both his courage and his counsdl, dthough he
had not been amember of their inner circle—he had been felled, a spear through hisback, in very nearly
thefina engagement of thelong war.

For months, hislady and his people had tended him, despairing of hislife. Hiswill and heart were



both strong, and he had lived, but never again would he use either hislegsor hisright arm.

Harvard had not broken in mind or spirit as many another would have done but had bent himself
to the task of running and restoring his much reduced Dde. His own broken body would no longer serve
his needs, and with the humility of agreat heart, of one who could place responsibility above pride, he
continued to rely upon hislady's proven abilities and ever increasingly upon the young, eager daughter
who became the active agent of both.

The Holdlord trained Unawell in duties not normally faling to awoman. No son would now be
born to him, and it was both hiswish and his lady's thet the rule of the Dale not pass completely from the
family which had held it Sncethefirgt settling of High Hallack.

Unaof Seakeep had proven an apt pupil, showing al the Holdlady's abilities but coupled with her
sresenergy and alove of theland and itswaysthat was al her own.

Harvard, however, grew ever more heavy of heart asthe years progressed. He could not blind
himsdf to the potentid for conflict and wasteful quarrdlling should hisonly child and heir be left unwed
when he a last went forth from thislife and world. Hislady's degth after abrief illness at last painfully
emphasized his own mortality, and he moved to secure Unas future and Seakeep's by giving her to the
Lord Ferrick, an old and trusted comrade of his, astrong fighter whose mind was as sharp as his sword,
aman wdll fitted to rule the holding that would one day come to him by reason of hisunion with itsheir.

Arranged matches were the norm among the ruling familiesin the Daes, and Una of Seakeep had
accepted her father's decison willingly, acknowledging its necessity and the wisdom of hischoice. The
marriage had been performed, and she, along with the rest of her people, had bresthed asigh of relief
that one more threat had been brought to an end.

Only afew short weeks later, fate had struck High Hal-lack yet another vicious blow. Man's
greed was not itsinstrument thistime, but afoe even cruder, asckness which had swept over al the
continent with breathless speed and varying effect. To some Dales and some people, it brought but afew
daysof more or lessmild illness. To others, it was devastating.

Nearly all thisregion's Daes had been badly hit, Seakegpdale among the hardest. The old, the
very little ones, and those already weakened were all stricken hard, as was usually the case with any such
epidemic, but thistime the young and basicdly hale were cut down aswell. They burned with fever,
coughed, and in al too many cases developed adeadly lung fever from which very few recovered. With
amog maignant precision, the disease had chosen the young men who had only then begun replacing the
rents left in the population mix by the war and made them the targets for its most virulent attacks. Only a
relative handful remained after the vigitation had passed.

Unahersdlf had gone to the brink of death. She had fought her way back, but when she
awakened and some strength returned to her, she discovered she was bereft of both sire and lord.

Her grief for Harvard was naturaly deep and sharp, but so, too, was the sense of loss which she
felt for Ferrick. Unamourned him in heart, for herself and for Seakeep. He had been more of an ageto
have sired than to bed her and had been no more sensitive to ayoung girl's needs than any other man of
histype, but he had used her gently according to hislights and even tenderly. As her father's close,
though younger, friend, he had known her since her birth and had borne real feding for her. That was
more than many a Holddaughter could hope to find in the husband to whose chamber she was brought.

The woman's eyes flashed green fire. A good man had died. That was aheavy enough evil. It
was doubly wrong that hisloss should result in further danger falling upon those he had striven to defend.



Unaof Seakeep did not rail against the fact that she had been forced to officialy assumethereins
of control over the Dalein which she had been bred. She was capable of that and, in truth, enjoyed
exercigng the abilities she had more than proven she possessed. For severa years, al went well. She
ruled her Dale and worked with her people, and her efforts, their efforts, were rewarded so that Seakeep
prospered and hope and the joy of life were once more fully divein them al. Now, however, her
widowhood was placing all she loved, al who looked to her and owned her authority, in jeopardy. To
avert it, shewould haveto act decisively, knowing that she might well fal in her am and that, should she
succeed or only partly succeed, the potion she brought in for acure might too readily prove aworse
curse than the ailment it was meant to counter.

Therewas no help for it. She squared her shoulders and lft her deeping quartersfor the dightly
larger chamber adjoining it where she was wont to conduct the Dale's business and to meet with those
who asssted her in running it.

A smdl boy was sitting at the broad writing table, frowning over the heavy book she had set him
to studying to occupy histime and mind while waiting on her will. A fleeting smiletouched her lips. Like
her parents before her, Unabelieved that aholding was the stronger for having the bulk of its populace
lettered, and thislad, despite his preference for more active pursuits, had proven quick and eager to
learn.

"Bring Rufon to me now, Tomer."

"Aye, my Lady.—Hewill beright glad to hear it, too. Heisfull to the neck of those Ravenfidd...
people.”

The woman nodded. It was easy to share her page's sympathy with the warrior and also his
didikefor their arrogant neighbors. And his underlying fear. That lay asapal over al Seakeep.

Shegave no other indication of her fedings. "Run for him, then,” she said mildly and composed
hersdf for the meeting as soon as Tomer quit her, on the run as she had suggested.

It was not long in the coming. Rufon had been waiting impatiently for hisliege's summons and
was quick to respond to her cal. Hewas arather short, socky man with rugged, not unpleasant features
marred by asmall, old scar on the chin. Only emptiness remained where the right arm should be.

The Daesman drew himself up before her but waited for her to speak, as was seemly.
She gave him greeting, then turned at once to the business troubling them all.
"Our guests are dtill abed?' she asked him.

"Aye, but they will be up plaguing usfor an answer soon enough. —Y ou will haveto give them
one, my Lady," he added with arough gentleness. He feared grestly that there waslittle rea choice
before the woman, that she would have to capitulate, to the ruin of them dll.

She read that belief, and anger rippled behind the vell of her composure.

"I shdl not deliver Seakeepdaeto Ogin of Ravenfidd. By the Amber Lady, do not evenimagine
that | could so betray my trust asto give that tyrant power over us.”

"Y ou will have to choose another lord, then, my lady, and quickly, or hewill take that power
unto himself despite your will."

"Choose whom?' she asked wedrily. "Ravenfidddae is the strongest here. Ogin'sfather kept his



forceswell-nigh intact by the smple expedient of staying home when his neighbors marched to war. He
could spare more men to the fever than the rest of us, and Ravenfield was granted alight visitation on top
of that. He has afull garrison, while the other Dales have scarcely enough fighting men to maintain
oursalves and prevent brigands from gaining afoothold in the region. Given that Situation, which of our
neighborswould risk, could risk, setting himsdlf againg Ravenfidd by joining with me either himsdf or
through marriage with ason? It is pretty well guessed that Ogin might be only too willing to find an excuse
for adding a better Dd e than oursto histerritory.”

Her eyesflickered to thewalls asif to peer through them to the world beyond.

"Seakeep islargein terms of space, but no man will grow rich onits produce. It would take a
rank fool to put aDae adready in hand at hazard for it, at least until conditions become more nearly
norma once more."

There was always the holdlady herself, the man thought. Una of Seakeep wasfairer than any
other woman he had yet seen, maid or matron, surpassing even her own mother in beauty, and that last
was no small accomplishment.

Shewastall for awoman of her race, dender of build and so delicately formed asto give the
gppearance of fragility. Her hands were small asachild's, one of them laid at itsfull length would not
have spanned the breadth of his pam.

Her features, in kegping with her dight bone structure, were very finely chisded, exquisite rather
than mirroring the dightly heavier ideal worshiped by the most of their kind.

Her hair was arich dark chestnut. Even bound asit wasin that single thick braid, it reached to
the small of her back.

The eyes were the crown of her many beauties. They were very large and widdly set and were
fringed dl around by long, dark lashes. Their color was amost astonishing jade green, doubly striking
agang apde, subtly lifeewarm complexion.

His eyeswavered. Lady Unawasright, of course. Lordswed for land and the power the
ownership of land endowed, or else for aweighty dowry when no holding wasto be had. Beauty ina
wife sweetened the pot, but it counted for nothing when the marriage bargain was made, no more than
did theworth of the woman hersdf. A pity, too, in this case, for there were few finer than

Unaof Seakeep, or more able either, though it went somewhat againgt his sense of propriety to
admit that ladt.

"Thereare till many lordsin the Daes|eft without lands or place," he observed, "And many
more men, proven fighters and |leaders, who would not scorn aholding such asours.”

She shook her head emphaticaly.

"A gtranger? | might only bring a second Ogin down on us. Besides, | need an army, not asingle
man, to secure my choice.”

"What can you do, then, my Lady?Y ou will have to give them some answer soon..."
Unasmiled.

"No, old friend. That isyour part. Ogin sent emissariesto do hiswooing for him. Seakeep's
emissary, not itslady, shdl make them reply."



Her eyes met and held his. She was grave now, but there was no hesitation on her, and it was
apparent to him that she had some possible solution in mind, one she was prepared to act upon.

A quietness of bearing and manner had ever marked her, and now that her decision was made,
that aura of stillness seemed to radiate from her, to rest on her like amantle. Even her voice was soft
when she spoke, gentle despiteitsfirmness.

"Y ou will inform Ogin'senvoysthat | am most displeased by their misson sincel only last
Y uletide specificdly told him that my dutiesto my Dae and to my dead lord will require my full attention
for along time to come. Furthermore, one who seeks Seakeep's lady would do well to cometo her
himsdf."

That last statement gave Rufon astart, but agrin of appreciation spread across his broad face
amogt in the same moment. That peevishness was precisely what aman like Ogin of Ravenfield would
expect of awoman. It would leave him satisfied despite Unas curt dismissal of his velvet-sheethed
demand and would stand as partia explanation for afairly lengthy delay in her willingness

Witch World. The Turning to entertain arenewed suit from him, asuit for whose final outcome he
would fed absolutely no concern.

"Y ou have bought usmoretime at any rate, my Lady."

"Time enough to secure oursaves if fortune smiles on my plans—I must make haste now. | have
aready given ordersto have the Cormorant put under sail, and | would be gone before our unwelcome
guests awake."

The man frowned.
"Gone? Where..."

"Ogtensibly to Linnato pay my respectsto my lord's Sster, adthough | would have our people
keep thefact of my departure quiet for aslong as possible. If | am over-long in returning, let it be made
known that | choseto remain alittle while with my kinswvoman in the peace of the Abbey. That will be
accepted if you dso mention that | am trying to seeif there might not be amarket for some of our horses

agan.”

He nodded. No one who knew her could imagine this one dinking away to cloistered halsina
foredoomed attempt to hide from athreat which must inevitably confront her, but Seakeepdal €'s superb
horses had been prized throughout the region prior to Alizon'sinvasion. The herd, that nucleus of it which
had not been sent off with the Dal€swarriors, had been kept small during the years since out of

necessity, but it was only reasonable that the Lady Unawould now try to increase her stock and reopen
trade for them.

Reasonable or nay, that was patently not her reason for going forth now.
"Wherewill you bein redity?' he asked.

"I shal seethe Abbess Adiciain truth. Thereislove between us, and | do owe her the courtesy
of avigt. After that"—she gave ashrug, asif submitting hersdlf to fate—"Linnatown itsalf and then home
overland, with the help of the Horned L ord, or else south until | find what | seek.” Unadid not think it
strange or amissto cal upon abeing most commonly besought by soldiers and hunters since that was the
work before her.

"What do you seek?" he asked, curioudy and with alittle concern.



"Mercenaries, agoodly company of them. Men enough to stand our cause until we can build up
our own strength once more by one means or another.”

"Lady! By al...—Do you recognize the risk you take? And how do you proposeto pay such a
host, even assuming you could find men willing to hire themselvesto your banner?”

Thewoman sighed.

"Thereis peril, aye, but | know what | want. A company whose deportment shows that their
pride and discipline are yet intact are likely to remain true to their oath. Asfor payment, that may not be
asdifficult to arrange as would have been the case afew years past. Lifeis sl harsh and very uncertain,
but open, large-scae warring is no longer the rule throughout High Hallack. With both lodgings and sea
passage dear, escort or guard duty should not be too unwelcome an dternative for aparty at loose ends
whileits |eaders consder where next to locate.

"We must prepare to receive blank shiddswhether | do, infact, succeed in binding any to me or
nay. Let the lower chambers of the tower be made ready for their use, dl save the great hal and the
servants places and their work rooms. That way, our people will not have to endure strangers being
quartered upon them. We have too many manless families for that now, and thereisroom in plenty here.”

She sighed to hersdlf. The Amber Lady knew, they had room to spare. Seakeep's household had
ever been smdll for the sze of the tower, and it was smaler sill Sncewar and sicknesshad laid their lash
ontheDdes.

"Asyouwill, my Lady," he responded, masking his surprise with some difficulty.

Unaof Seakeep smiled. She was accommodating more than their own folk with those
arrangements. She could have been far more specific with respect to the type of warriors she hoped to
engage, but she did not choose to speak of that lest he believe her reason had been reft from her. She
herself haf believed that part of her plan to be sheer madness when she dwelled on it, but shewas
determined to make the effort. Her chances of securing Seakeep's safety would be fully trebled if shedid
manage to succeed.

Unlikely asthat hope might be, there was il the possibility that it might come to pass—dight,
perhaps, but redl for al that. The Unawho was as close to her heart asasister of her blood might have
been and who was her sole confidante in this matter agreed with her that the attempt must be made, as
she agreed that the importation of mercenaries was Seakeep's only red chance of surviving asan
independent entity during the period aheed, little though either of them liked theidea of bringing strangers
onto the Dal€s ancient soil.

Her head raised. Thetimefor her to begin was come.

"Take you charge now, old friend. | shdl return as soon as| can, hopefully with swords sharp
enough to turn Ogin'sgreed.”

Chapter 2

All Faconers were trained from boyhood to handle themsalvesin and around water, and many of
them loved the wild, alien dement so well that they would not voluntarily seek a nonmarine commission.
The mountains, the mystery and beauty of the highlands, held Tarlach too powerfully for even the
awesome lure of the ocean to claim him that completely, but he had served aboard both war and
merchant craft in the past and did not mis-like the thought of doing so again should that work present
itsdf.



He was undecided at this moment as to what course he and his comrades should follow, but he
would have to choose, or dlow fate to choose for him, fairly soon if they were not to see the merchants
and innkeepers of this place devour the gainstheir swords had hard won for them.

Fortune had served them ill by freeing their swordsthisfar from the centers of red trade and
activity in High Hallack. Linnawas not abad town initself, just too smdl and isolated to provide much
opportunity for acompany of thissize.

Beforetheinvasion by Alizon, Linnahad been an insgnificant village serving the few needs of the
poorly endowed, rugged Dales of the surrounding region, but it had escaped the hogtilities ravaging the
greater part of High Hallack. It had possessed one of the few harbors remaining in the hands of the
hard-pressed Dalesmen aswell, areasonably good one at that, and to it had come Sulcar ships, some
blockading the coast to turn back Alizon's effortsto supply and reinforce its troops, some bearing
much-needed supplies or equaly welcome contingents of blank shields, often men of hisrace, eager to
hire out their siwords and battle skills.

Some of that bounty had survived the war's end. The harbor was deep and it was sheltered even
when the | ce Dragon bit sharpest and roared the loudest, and sea captains found they could accessa
current not far off the coast which nearly doubled the power of the average wind to hurry them to the
richer portsto the south. They continued to use the place, and so, too, had the merchants and traders
drawn by the presence of their vessdls. Indeed, many of them had established permanent dwellings and
workplaces here, seitling chiefly in the previoudy open area abutting the walls of the smal Abbey where
ahandful of devout Dames had gathered to serve the Flame. Along with these additionsto the
community, acouple of new inns had joined the much enlarged original one close to the waterfront, al of
which were gill reasonably busy during the more temperate seasons of the year.

Apart from these changes, however, Linnahad more or less resumed its old village identity and
had all but reverted to the peaceful market town it had been probably since the Dales were first settled.

He sghed, and hisfingers caressed Storm Challenger. The falcon did not move from his place on
Tarlach'sarm but raised his head to fix piercing, steady eyes on the human he had chosen as his comrade
and mind-brother. He sensed the trouble on the man but opened no communication, knowing that was
not wanted now.

Tarlach sghed again. It wasright that peace should return to High Hallack, even asit was dowly
returning to Estcarp across the sea. People everywhere had asurfeit of violence and wanted only to build
and livether lives, each in hisown way. Most would succeed in the end, and dowly the scars of pain,
ruin, and death would be eased.

Not for the Falconers. When those thrice-accursed Witches had moved the mountains,
destroying the Eyrie dong with the invading army sweeping into Estcarp, they had sedled the fate of his
race, or S0 hefeared and bdlieved.

Hiskind followed alifeway most other peoples found harsh and cold in the extreme. In the far
past, they had sailed north in Sulcar ships, fleeing the curse that <till loomed over them. With them had
come their women and young, but they had traveled together in the sense that others moved with their
herds and in no manner as kin with kin. Estcarp, the realm of the Witches, was closed to them because of
thistreatment of their females, but they had found refuge and ahome in the mountains on its border.
Therethey had raised the Eyrie asthe seet of their warriors, who earned their way as mercenaries, and
had established the ever-perilous women in severd villages where they remained apart, unvisited save at
certain set periods by men who came on command to copulate with them to ensure the continuation of
their race. In time, segregation born of need had been reinforced by hatred and contempt for al human



and near-human females, and Fal coners sought no aliances, permanent or temporary, with any woman
gpart from those brief en-counters required for breeding the next generation of fighters.

That had worked well enough with villages and Eyrie set well gpart from neighboring peoples,
and even then some women had departed, dipping away from the mountainsto seek richer lives
elsawhere. How long could they be expected to remain in their present settlements within Estcarp?
Another generation? Two? Hardly longer than that, he imagined. Falconer men would not stay bound to
such alifewith other examples and opportunities al around them, and, however little he might think of
them, he did not believe their temporary mates would do so forever, either.

Once more, he touched the great war bird. Would the day finaly come when no member of his
species, not asingle human being, would be able to share thought with these winged ones? If so, then
their ancient foe had her vengeance on them for afact even if she was never to regain the freedom to
work it hersdlf.

He gripped himsdlf, trying to shake his spirit loose from the pal which had settled on him. The
Horned Lord knew, he wastired! Perhapsal this only ssemmed from that...

Storm Challenger's soft greeting returned him to his surroundings. He looked up to see another
man gpproaching, this one aso wearing the high-winged helm and stark armor of hisrace. A black,
white-breasted falcon rode hiswrist with the ease of long custom. Brennan, his chiefmost lieutenant.

"What news, Comrade?" he asked, making himself speak lightly so as not to burden the other
with hisgloom.

"None. | came abroad early to enjoy the morning and saw you." He hesitated. " Something rides
you, Tarlach?'

The mercenary captain shook his head.
"l was merely preoccupied.”

"Deeply preoccupied for you not to have been aware of our coming.—This has been so more
than once of late."

Tarlach made him no immediate answer but rather fixed his attention on the activity aready
bringing the harbor dive. Three vessdlswerein port. Two Sulcar craft were unloading what looked to be
kegsof wineor de. Thethird, avagudy disreputabl e-looking merchantman of no readily apparent origin,
seemed to be making early preparations for departure.

"None of them is nearly large enough to serve our needs,” he observed weerily.
"For the journey back to Estcarp or just southward?

"I have not decided, but either way, we should do better than in our present situation. We have
been here four weeks now without receiving an offer, nor are we likely to receive onetheway | read it.
Perhaps there are no suitable commissions | eft to be had anywhere in High Hallack.”

Brennan eyed his commander.
"Y ou sound less than desperate about that possibility. Y ou want usto return to Estcarp?”
Tarlach shrugged.



"We could dl use sometimein one of the camps. We have been fighting now almost without
break since we cameto High Halack." He straightened. "Whether we go or Stay, it will be asaunit. We
went forth as a company, and it behooves usto return so to the commandant.”

The lieutenant started to agree, but before he could speak, both war birds hissed angrily and
took to the air. Even asthey did so, sudden shouts and clamor announced battle near to hand.

Ingtinctively, the two Falconers raced toward the source of the disturbance, anarrow aley
Separating two warehouses.

A band of seven men, apress gang to judge by their gpparent unwillingness to damage their
victim despite his resistance, had forced alone traveler into the close space and were atempting to
overpower him before anyone could become aware of their attack and thwart it.

Their target seemed to be ayouth or avery young man. His hooded journey cloak was of astyle
which proclaimed that he had come from this genera region. Much more they could not see, for he was
standing at an angle to them, and the garment concealed his features and the greater part of hisbody.
Only the sword glinting in his hand was clear to view.

Oneof theruffians sorang in behind the lad in the hope of felling him with ablow from the stout
rod he carried, but, to the surprise of al, the boy whirled even as he moved. The bright blade stuck home
before the larger man could bring his weapon to bear.

Thetraveler's face was now partly visible to the newcomers. It was starkly white and strickenin
amanner which suggested that he had not dain before, but horror of the killing had not fully crystdlized in
the enormous jade eyes before Tarlach drew sword and forced hisway through the press gang, casting
two of them roughly to the ground as he went.

He put himself between the attackers and their prey.
"Lethimbe"

"Try nothing foolish, carrion dogs,” Brennan advised coldly. The second Falconer had kept his
place at the dley's mouth but had unsheathed his own wegpon in support of his commander's stand.

The gang hesitated only amoment before fleeing, taking advantage of the narrow path the
lieutenant had purposdly |eft free for their going. Their supposedly easily taken victim had proven
something different in the testing, and the sudden gppearance of the mercenaries dtered matters ill
further. They were no match for those deadly, battled-tempered blades or for the falconswhedling just
over their heads. It was well known that those birds were trained to tear aman'sface, hiseyes, in battle.

Tarlach scarcely waited for them to disappear from sight before seizing the arm of the one he il
took to be aboy.

"You are not injured?’

Una of Seakeep shook her head, too numbed by the shock of what had happened, what she had
just done, to give him averba reply.

"Come quickly, then. If they return in force, we could be trapped here."

She could not repress a shudder as she was hurried past the body of the man she had dain but
willed hersdlf to give no other sign of discomfort or to speek at dl even to voice her gratitude. Her
companionswere right. They had good reason to fear entrgpment in here. Besides, they werelikely to



abandon her very quickly once they discovered that she was awoman. That, She must try to prevent,
and she needed to be certain that her witswere fully about her again when she fronted them.

The Faconer captain dowed his pace once they had | eft the docks behind.
"We should be safe enough here."

Unadrew away from him. He would not welcome physical contact with her once sherevealed
hersdf, as she must now do.

"Aye. Vagabonds of that ilk will not be anxiousto face your like in any open place.”
The men dtiffened. Thiswas not the voice of aboy, or of any mae.

The woman dropped her cowl.

"Thanks given, Bird Warriors, and to your winged comrades.”

"The service was dight," Tarlach responded harshly as he turned to go.

"It was of great importanceto me."

He was hard-pressed to repress a smile.

"l supposeit was," he conceded.

"Hold, Captain!" she said quickly asthe pair started to leave her again.

Shedid not know hisrank, of course. She could not tell one man from the other behind those
masking helmets, and there were few if any not of their race who could decipher the subtle markings on
their clothing and armor by which they noted place and identity amongst themselves, but she had long ago
learned that, when dealing with a strange warrior of unknown authority, it did not hurt to accord him a
good rank. A certain amount of vanity was native to al her species.

Therewas no doubting, at least, that the man who had saved her was the senior of the two.
Among Falconers, only the ranking officer of aparty or the soldier of longest service actudly dedt with
those of other peoples among whom they moved, even in the tight quarters aboard a ship or with respect
to those hiring their swords.

Although shetrembled in her heart lest shelose this opportunity fate had given her, Unamade
hersdlf speak quietly and steadily.

"You are blank shidds?'

The man nodded. His grey eyesbore into her. Both her bearing and her manner of speech
declared that the Dalesiwvoman was wellborn, and her clothing was of good, though not extravagant,
quaity with little sign of wear. It was probable that she could afford to hire an escort for hersdlf if she
required one.

That she was such afool asto imagine Fal conerswould swear alegiance to her was another
matter.

"We are part of alarger force bound not to divide our number."

"l have need of such. That iswhat brought meto Linna." She drew adeep bresth. "I had heard



much of your kind's battle skill and courage and your quickness of thought from Lord Harvard, and | had
hoped beyond hope to bind Falconers to Seakeepdae. What | have seen of you just now intensifies that
wish."

Both mercenaries stirred.
"Lord Harvard?'

Relief swept Una. That had been her high die. They did know her late Sre's name. Given that
recognition, shefelt they would at least grant her ahearing. After that, well, she could do no more than
tell her story well and hope.

"l am Unaof Seskeepdale, his daughter and widow of the Lord Ferrick, his comrade and chief
captain during thewar—My need isred, Bird Warriors. | know you didike having any deding with a
woman, but | ask you not to dismiss me before you listen to my tale. It will not take agreat share of your
time"

The Faconer commander'slipstightened. He turned abruptly on his hed.
"Comewith us."

The captain did not break stride until he had reached the largest of Linnasthreeinns. Scarcely
pausing even then, he threw open the heavy door and swept insde. Unafollowed after him and then
Brennan, who quietly-secured the way behind them.

The hdmet-masked figuresfilling the big room within looked up at their coming. A deadly silence
fell asthey caught sight of the Daeswoman, and on every side she was conscious of their hostile, cold
eyes burning into her, asif she were something vile which had just crept out of a Shadow-marred pit.
Only thefacons seemed friendly, or comparatively friendly. At least, there was curiogity in the contacts
she received from them and not the sensaless resentment their masters evinced. She shivered in her soul
and was glad that she had no Power to read that or to delve any part of these grim, hating minds.

Tarlach did not offer her achair or bench on which to seat hersdlf, but he did remain standing
beside her.

"Thisis Lord Harvard's daughter, Una of Seakeep. She claims she has cometo Linna seeking
blank shidds"

His disgpprova was so strong that it was almost pal pable. That was abad beginning, she
thought. What she faced was an interrogation, and she wondered if anything she could say would
convince these men, or win their aid even if they did cometo believe the truth of her words and the redlity
of her need.

The Falconer leader's eyes were hard as the stedl of a prize sword.
"You aredone? That iswhy you arein boy's garb?'

"l am done, aye. Asfor my dress, it offers me afreedom of movement which | should not
otherwise enjoy. | was born in Seakeepdale, and | am well known in Linnatown. If | had comein my
own guise, | would have heralded my intention to dl the country.”

"Why do you fed it necessary to augment Seakeep's garrison now that Alizon'stroops are no
more? Thereisno warring in thisregion.”



" Seakeep does not have agarrison,” shetold him flatly. "The fever hit ushard and took not only
my sire and lord but most of our men besides. Of those who remain, the better part are youths scarcely
of an age to be consdered warriors, none of them with battle experience save against unorganized
brigands. Only areative handful of sound men areleft to us, and it would be rank stupidity, madness, to
imagine that the courage of women and children will stand againgt trained war skill and physica strength
inany red tes."

The Falconer was quiet for amoment.
"What isthe nature of the danger threatening you?' he asked somewhat less harshly.
"Itisonly the possibility of danger asyet," she responded, "but it would take afool to ignoreit.”

"There are more fools than you would imaginein thisworld," Rorick, next in command after
Brennan, muttered. Too often, blank shields were hired weeks or even months after they would have
been mogt effective. Sometimes, their services were not sought until hope was entirely dead.

Tarlach's glare silenced him. The captain's attention returned to Una
"Who is putting the fear on you?"

"Ogin, Lord of Ravenfidld, the Dale adjoining ours. He desires control of Seakeep. Thusfar, he
has contented himsalf with trying to win it through marriage with me, but when hefindly redizeshissuit is
hopel ess, we fear he may well try sterner means. His garrison, or hisfather's then, remained out of the
fighting and was, thus, amost completely undiminished, and his Dale was touched but lightly by thefever,
the only onein our region so preserved.”

"Why should he not move at once, then, without wasting time with wooing?'
Thewoman colored dightly, but her chin raised.

" am not considered ill favored, Falconer. Ogin will wait, abit longer at the leadt, if for no other
reason than it would suit his vanity to have me capitulate willingly. Heis an attractive man, certainly, and a
strong one. By hislight, he has good cause for hope, and it would pay him to gain hiswill thus. Even
weakened asthey are, he can do without darming the neighboring Daesto the point that they might unite
againg him. Alizon taught us the worth of that tactic, and heis not oneto forget such alesson.”

"Y et you say hiseffortsto gain you arein vain?' Tarlach questioned.
She nodded.

"That oneisatyrant and would be insuperable if he held any power in Seakeep. | could not
ddiver my people over to thelike of himif there were nothing dse againgt him."

"Thereis more, however?"

"Suspicion only, but it issufficient to firm usin our resolve to fight long and hard before accepting
defest at hishands.”

She pursed her lips.

"All this northern coast is rugged with few harbors and many deadly rocks, and ssormsrisewith
little or no warning. Vessds, great and small dike, have dways run the risk of disaster when gpproaching
it, and wrecks have never been uncommon for the volume of shipping involved, which, intruth, is not



large even now. That holds stronger still with respect to our waters.”

Her eyes suddenly hardened in amanner that gave him a start. There was both anger and the
determination for battle without quarter in them such as he had only seen before in war leaders faced with
arighteous cause and adifficult if not well nigh impossiblefight in order to sustainit.

Unawas not aware of the reaction she had provoked in the mercenary or of the changein her
own bearing which had sparked it.

"Of late, there seem to be agreat number of craft being lost in our region, literdly lost, without a
trace and without survivorsto carry their tale. In nearly every case, the doomed vesselswere
merchantmen with full holds.”

"Seawolves?' he asked, hisvoice turning deadly cold.
"Worse"
"A black wrecker!"

The grey-eyed man dl but spat out the words. One having served at sea, however briefly, could
have no other feeling than the most unremitting hatred for renegades who lured shipsto their destruction,
usudly daying any the water would have spared, in order to strip them of their cargoes and other
valuables. Such wereless even than pirates, vermin fitted only for extermination...

"Wearein noway certain of it,” Unacautioned. "Thereislittle basisfor our belief at al beyond
the fact that the di sappearances appear to have begun shortly after Ogin cameinto hisinheritance, and
there have been too few of them to give usafirm pattern.

"We add to that timing his strong interest in Seakeep. Mineisnot aDaewhich will ever bring
great wedth, nor would it be of any greater help than Ravenfidd itsdlf in the fulfilling of an ambitious
man's plans, but it is possessed of along, rough coast, lonely and very well suited to dark work."

"It isbest that thisLord Ogin be kept from your holding,”" the mercenary agreed. "Ravenfield
does not border on the seaitsdlf?"

"It does, but on amuch narrower front. It isawild coast even for the region, though, and it
affords one good place where a small wrecker craft could be concedled. That cove would serve very
well for his present low leved of activity, but if Ogin hopesto make wrecking hisroad to power, hewill
need a better base.”

"Which Seakeep can provide?!
She nodded.

"We have aharbor, smal but very deegp and with good shelter under al but the most extreme
conditions.”

"Suchaoneisan enemy todl. You could clam aid from your neighbors by right.”

"They do not suspect him of this, though they are well-enough aware of theloss of shipsinthe
area. Asl said, it has aways had a bad reputation. We of Seakeep are closest to Ravenfield and are the
most involved with the sea, and so we have deduced more.™

"Y ou might have done well to share those deductions,” hetold her sarcadticaly.



"Sugpicions, and coming from awoman?' shereplied bitterly, but then quelled her annoyance.
"Besides, could wein honor lay that shadow on aman without a shred of red or solid circumgtantial
evidence to support it, knowing he would be likely to carry the blight of it for yearsor for life?

"Asfor help, the other lords know him to be atyrant with power to back hiswill and prefer to let
him be, at least until they have recovered something of their former strength.”

The man was slent for several minutes, aseeming eternity to the Daleswoman.
"What exactly do you want of your blank shields?' he asked dowly at the end of that time.

"Chiefly to act asadeterrent againgt aggression.” She frowned, marshdling her thoughtsto
present them aslogically and briefly as possible. "With each passing month, our own ability to resst
increases as our youths work to gain skill and our older boys approach or attain manhood. Y ou may well
believe that they have been undergoing warrior training since childhood.”

Sheeyed him.

"Thesameistrue of our girls. I know you will not approve of that, but we had to use what was
available to us during the war or leave oursel ves completely naked for the future. Thiswas but another
uncommon duty they were forced to assume with our men gone, and they have done passing well, a
least those young enough at the outset not to have been crippled by the belief that they are inherently not
capable of such work." Her lipstightened momentarily. " Fortunately, our women as awhole took better
from the gtart to the heading and farming and to the fishing, or we should al have had a harder and
hungrier timethan wedid."

"Despite dl, you do not want war?" Tarlach questioned sharply. It was bad enough dealing with a
woman likethis. Theideaof having to rub shoulders with afemale garrison was less gppedling till.

"We do not. Only to guard ourselvesif needs be."
Her face hardened.

"The Dales of our region have ever fought seawolves from outside and brigands seeking to
establish themsalves on our coasts and in our mountainsto the peril of dl. If such evidence should come
to light, then we would fight. Thus hasit ways been and must be, or we should soon be swallowed up
by renegades unfit to bear the name of human.”

"Why Falconers?' he asked bluntly. "It is clear that you do not actually expect to discover such
evidence, and even if you did, aye, we arefighters as you claim, but so, too, is every blank shield who
came through thewar and the times that have followed it. Few survived who were not.”

The Holdlady sighed. She had hoped this question would not be pressed. Her reply was not
likely to please him, but she knew she had still more to fear from falsehood or haf-truth.

She met his gaze steedily.

"l am not war trained, Bird Warrior, or accustomed to traveling with warlike men. Every blank
shidd isbasicdly an unknown. If | chose wrongly and loosed atreacheroustroop on my virtualy helpless
Dde..."

The green eyesfedl, then raised again.

"There may be renegades among your kind, but as awhole, the word of a Falconer isknown to



be sound. Once given, it will not be violated in spirit or letter. So, too, isit with your discipline. | will do
al in my power to see that you are not forced to have more to do than absolutely necessary with my
people. You are professiond fighters. We are not, and we will al be more happy to let go military duties,
particularly during the summer monthswhen our farms and animals and fleet will be demanding much of
us. However, we do not want to have more trouble from the garrison brought in to defend us than they
were hired to prevent. | need not fear that you, your men, will settlein as minor tyrants, tresting my
Daesfolk as servants and daves, wresting the fruits of their [abor from them and viewing my wenches as
g lionless mares handy to service their pleasure. They have proved themselves worthy of better than
thet."

A dark flush crimsoned Unasface, and her eyesdid fal. It was not her custom to speak so
bluntly on such matters, and it was beyond her power to conced her shame.

Tarlach recognized her embarrassment, but saw something else aswell, the quiethesswhich
remained with her despite her present discomfort and her desperate need to secure her will and secure it
quickly. It was no absence of mation or feding but rather a qudity arising from within her to envelop her
whole being. Were the others as aware of it? he wondered absently, and he wondered how anyone
could be blind to thisinner dignity and the strength it proclaimed.

Herecdled himsdlf sharply to the business at hand.
"Thereisthe matter of payment." he said curtly.
She spread hands that seemed too small to have wielded a sword as he had seen her do.

"l cannot give what your company isworth in time of open hostility. Seakeep can offer the war
price of alesser unit dong, of course, with your keep and that of your winged comrades and your
mounts. They are not unjust terms since you are not being called to battle, merely to guard, with the
probability of little or no actud fighting, but you could command more from alord facing actual combat
and needing aforce aslarge as yours, and that | freely acknowledge.”

Severd of his men gtirred behind him, and the captain's own eyes ditted. There had been no
change in her toneto indicate awareness of the shrewdness of her observation, but he believed that she
knew full well what she had said. This Unaof Seakeep had been managing her holding for along time
now, interacting with other Dales aswell asruling her own. Woman or nay, she knew what she was
about.

"The duration of our oath?'

"Twelve months at the least. Longer if it proves mutually agreegble, but it would serve usill rather
than benefit usto take you on for less.”

She waited now, making hersalf present an image of cdm and assurance she was far from fedling.
There should be no more questions, just the Falconers response to her quest.

Their captain redized that the time of decision was a hand aswell. His eyes siwept histroops
before returning to her.

"Y our answer you shdl have soon," hetold her, "but not immediately. It isnot my practiceto
bind our swordsto any long-term service without first consulting with my officers.”

"Of course, Captain. | shdl return whenever you wish." She knew that they would wish to confer
in private and would have been willing to accommodate that reasonable desire even had her own need



not been so gredt.
"It will not takethat long."
"Very wdl. | canwait outsde.”

Tarlach heditated. If shedid that, she might well draw the attention she was striving to avoid with
her disguise. He owed her at least protection from betraya whether they rode with her or nay, and there
was a so the possibility that the press gang might chance upon her again and attempt to exact vengeance
for her earlier escape.

He pointed to adoor to hisleft. It led to asmaller room intended for the use of highborn or
otherwise privileged guests or those requiring amore private meeting place than the big common room. It
was empty at the moment and was not likely to be wanted before time for the midday meal approached.

"You can wait inthere, Lady, if you wish." Unanodded and then took her leave of the
mercenaries.

No one spoke for severa seconds until the keen ears of their falcons reported that the
Dd eswoman had moved away from the door. Once they had that assurance, however, al eyesturned to
Tarlach.

"Where did you meet up with that one?' Rorick demanded.

His commander tersely described the attack Brennan and he had thwarted.
The other snorted.

"A mare swinging asword"

"Her skill saved her acracked head," Brennan pointed out indifferently, then dismissed the
aberration from hismind and turned to Tarlach. "Y ou are not serioudy congdering giving oath to her?”

"I am that, by the Horned Lord. Her tale istrue as she seesit. All our winged comradesarein
agreement on that, and they find nothing else amisswith her.”

Thewar birds did not share their human companions distrust of womankind, but they were
sengtive as no man could be to falsehood or dark intent of any sort insofar asit affected their own
company. They were, of course, instantly aware of any working of the Shadow or the true Dark, but that
was not at question here.

"S0?" sngpped avoiceto hisright. "Let her take on blank shields of her own kind and her quams
be damned. Why should we concern oursalves with her difficulties, and for less than we could command,
as she hersdlf observed?!

"Morethan haf our number served as young warriorsin the war againgt Alizon. How many of us
would be here to argue this had Harvard not proposed the change in plan which rendered the charge to
which our company had been ordered needless? The end result would have been the same that day, but
he alone had care enough of us, mere mercenaries though we were, to pull usfrom certain massacre.
More, he then placed us where we could point the assault that broke the hounds final strength—To my
thought, we Fal coners are under no small debt to him, in honor if not by oath, and since we can do no
better now than repay it to his Dale, so must be our service.”

His eyes swept the company.



"It isalso to our benefit to accept this. Asthe Lady Unaso subtly pointed out, there are not many
lordsin need of our swords at the moment, and perhapsthat isto our good. We aretired. Our sick
recover more dowly than they should, our wounded more dowly still. Our animaslack staying power,
and our gear needs replacement and mgjor repair. A spell at guarding would allow usto rectify al that,
without paying out to innkeepers, and we would come away with afew extra coinsto add weight to out
beltsaswell, enough to pay our passage back to Estcarp without forcing usto draw on our mgjor gains.”

The answering murmur which ran through those gathered around him was reluctant but not
actualy condemning, and hefdt that he would have hiswill as he continued speaking.

"I will refuseif serviceto Seakeep istruly repugnant to you, but for my part, | think we would be
foolsto cast thisoffer asde.”

"Wewill go," Brennan replied gruffly. ™Y ou know that full well. Y ou will be getting theworst of it.
It isyou who will have to ded with the wench, not therest of us.”

"What must be endured shall be, Comrade," he answered with aresignation which did not
concedl hisdistaste for that aspect of their commission.

Chapter 3

Scarcely two hours|ater, the Falconer company left Linna. They had settled their account with
the innkeeper without having to ask their new employer to stand their debts but had used her silver, as
wastheir right, to supply themsdlvesfor the journey ahead.

Unajoined them outside the town, well away from prying eyes which might take note of their
meeting and password of it to unfriendly ears. Ever in her mind was the knowledge that news traveled
comparatively fast by sea, and they must perforce journey overland since there was no vessdl available of
asize capable of carrying her new army.

She herself was well horsed, better than any of the Falconers, on agelding of Seakeep'sown
breeding. He had belonged to the Abbey, but her lord's sster had given him freely when Unahad asked
to purchase him or to have the loan of him for an extended period.

Warmth filled the woman's heart. There had been no questions, about this need or her strange
garb or her hurried, sudden departure, merely aquick kiss, afervent uttering of the Flame's blessing and
Adiciasown, and an opening of the rarely used rear gate while the other Dames were at their private
meditations.

Unaraised her head. She was proud that she had been able to get away so readily and smoothly
without forcing her escort to wait for her, and she was proud of her ability to handle her fine mount. It
was agood beginning, that proof of competence, but one she knew she would have to maintain over the
days ahead. Thejourney before them would be along one, and she could not afford to weaken or lag
during it. These cold men would be anticipating thet, and if shefulfilled their expectations, they might well
dismiss Seakeep dong with itsruler.

The march was not a pleasant one for Una. It could not be completed in less than agood three
weeks and could too readily stretch out far longer if they encountered any significant trouble. The
Fa coners pushed hard during thefirst stage of it. Ostensibly, they did so to make time while they could,
before they reached the more demanding country that the Daleswoman warned lay ahead, but in redlity,
she knew they weretrying her, or trying to break her down, to force her to plead for ahalt or adowing
of pace. Thisshe grimly set hersdlf againgt doing, determined not to give them any part of their will. Pride



and the necessity of remaining strong before them aside, needless delay was unthinkable. She would be
away S0 long asit was. Maybetoo long...

Tarlach watched the Holdlady closaly asthe dayswent by, trying to gage what they actualy had
in her. She was showing some ability, right enough, he admitted grudgingly, but it was apparent that she
was fedling the effects of the journey. Sometimes near the end of the day, it seemed more pride than
strength that kept her in the saddle.

Thefool! Would sheredly let hersdf be ridden into the ground?

A sense of shame touched him. That was unworthy. Hewould praise rather than condemn a
warrior for smilar stubbornness, and she had more than an unwillingnessto give way before them to push
her. 1t was not difficult to imagine that Una of Seakegp must be laboring under a sharp concern, fear, for
her holding and what might be happening there. She was more eager than any of them to shave every
possible moment off their journey.

Recognizing that, he reduced the pressure of their march. The Holdlady was carrying trouble
enough without their adding to her difficulties out of mere spleen.

The Falconer company had not remained long in even nomindly settled territory, and for the
better part of their trek they found themselvesforcing their way through a wilderness such as might never
have known the tread of human feet before their coming.

Evenfor men of their experience and training, the way was rugged at itslightest, often so much so
that they were compelled to dismount and lead their animals, and the progress they made, though
congtant enough, was dow and hard-won.

Scoutsthey sent out, aswould any military column, but chiefly they relied on the sharp eyes of
their falconsto bring them news. Always the report was the same— no sign of other parties, friendly or
otherwise, and no change in the country ahead save that its difficulty inexorably increased with every

passing mile.

Through it dl, Unaof Seakeep held her own with the mercenaries, neither delaying them nor
asking their aid while on thetrail, nor did she ever seek additiona comfort or finer fare a night. At times,
her face was drawn and pinched with weariness, her body ached with strain and the effects of the

constant damp and mountain cold, but her eyes ever remained bright and her smile ready to greet any of
her usually taciturn companions who chanced to gpproach her.

For the most part, that did not happen often. The Falconers did not fail in the courtesy required
of blank shields toward the one hiring their swords, but in accordance with their established custom, it
wastheir captain who handled al intercourse between his company and their employer. She soon came
to know him well athough he neither entrusted her with his name nor appeared unmasked before her.
There were other ways to recognize and partialy judge a man than the study of hisface. Hiswalk and
stance, his speech, the set of his mouth, the sharp, ever-shadowed eyes dl told agreat ded. Aboveadl,
there was hisfacon. Storm Chalenger was atrue lord among crestures, high even amid his own noble
kind, and was a powerful testimonia to the worth of the man he had chosen for his particular comrade.

The mercenary commander often rode beside Una, for he wished to learn as much as he could
about the territory his people would occupy for the next twelve months and over which they might be
forced tofight.

He had expected little from such an informant when he began questioning her, but he quickly
cameto redlize that he could not have wished or willed for better. Una's knowledge of her Dale and



those around it was astonishingly detailed, most minutein its precison, morein kegping with what he
might look to find in the reports of atrained scout or ranger than anything he would anticipate hearing
from theruler of any holding.

Her love for Seakeep glimmered in her every description, alove so degp and of such strength as
to be wdll-nigh papable, but it wasredigtic for al its power. The Holdlady recognized and accepted her
Daeée's lackings and weaknesses even as she did its strengths and beauty. She knew and admitted its
limitations and was content to live within the bounds set by itslack of mgor resources.

If more of her kind were of like mind, he thought rather grimly, there would beless of acal for
his profession, less of the darkness and destruction which had torn this basically peaceful land for so long.
The Ddesand their lords had not been responsible even in smal part for instigeting any of that.

The Falconer supposed that such contentment had to come as an outrider to life in a backwater
holding like Seakeepdae, but he had known something of Unaslate lord and imagined it might be hard
to achieve for aman with Ferrick's abilities, although his acceptance of both the relative solitude and the
genuine hard work of running an economicaly marginad hold was readily understandable.

Even the mogt inggnificant Dae wasinfinitely preferable to ruling none. A marriage such as
Ferrick had made was the dream, the well-nigh unattainable dream, of every blank shidd, of every
wellborn but landless younger son venturing forth to win hisway in aworld where power lay with land
and the ownership of land was concentrated in the hands of hereditary lords who carefully guarded their
patrimonies, neither diminishing nor dividing them and delivering them over only into the hands of asingle
heir at thetime of their own desth. Only by bedding wisely and very well could any man not directly in
lineto inherit normaly bregk into their carefully closed circle, and even in these days, with many Dales
dill in chaos and rightful lords deed, it was no smple maiter to lay claim—and maintain it—on any
holding.

Perhaps Ferrick had originated in the area. The quiet of the place would seem natural then and
would not be aslikely to chafe on him. Then, too, he had been no youth when he had come to power,
not old, certainly, but well into hismiddle years.

Familiarity with him or a least hiskin would have probably gone far in moving the old Holdlord
to listen to and accept his suit for the hand of hisonly child and heir.

The heiress hersdlf? Tarlach glanced a the woman riding beside him. Una of Seakeep would
have been amaid scarcely out of girlhood when she had been wed...

She had made no mention of her lord's people, but if the possibility of an dliance with them
existed or if lessforma help might be expected, he wanted to know about it. That could work gresatly to
their advantage in any confrontation with an overgreedy neighbor.

"Lord Ferrick, hewas anative of your region or distant kin?" he asked abruptly.

Unalooked at him in surprise. The Falconer had never questioned her about any persona matter
before. She redlized what he was about then and shook her head.

"Hewas afriend to my father, nigh unto a brother athough Ferrick might have been the son of his
youth as| was the daughter of hisage. They had ridden together as blank shields for many years before
my father came to Seakeep.”

Helooked at her sharply.



"Lord Harvard dso bound his sword?’
The Ddeswoman frowned, nettled by the completeness of his surprise.

"Y ou Faconers may justly be counted the best of the mercenaries, but you are not alonein that
cdling," sheresponded testily, "nor do you adone excd initsarts. Father fought so well and had gained
such wedlth by his endeavors, and managed it so wisdly, that he was able to woo and win my mother's
hand, Holdheir though she was."

He stared at her, taking aback by her vehemence.

"l meant no insult to your Sire, Lady."

Her temper cooled even asit had risen.

"I know. My weariness must stand as my admittedly poor excuse.”

She reached out across the space separating them, then flushed and hurriedly withdrew her hand
again as he stiffened under her touch.

"Y our pardon, Captain!" She bit down on her lip. "I did not mean to break courtesy with you."
Her distress was so gpparent that Tarlach cursed himself for having schooled himself so poorly.

"The breach of courtesy ismine, Lady. Y ou have shown us by now that you wish to use us
honorably."

"Sodo | intend, and so will it bewith al my folk," she told him miserably, "but few of usare
accustomed to associating with peoples other than our own kind or to accommodating ourselvesto ways
strangeto us. There may be other violations of your custom, dight, perhaps, but offensive to your
warriors."

He smiled, one of the few times she had seen him do so.

"Give us some credit for sense, Lady. Mercenaries cannot afford to be too thin-skinned—We
shdl manage wdll enough unless| badly migudge the worth of your word.”

Time passed and more time. The company struggled aong adifficult but obvioudy planned and
maintained trail winding itsway up one of the steepest dopesthey had yet encountered. Had its grade
been only avery little sharper, it would have been acliff, abarrier impossible for their mountsto negotiate
adl.

The crest topping it, in contrast, was surprisingly gentle, and there the Falconers drew rein.

Tarlach gazed out over the world which lay beneath, and his breath stopped a moment at the
amog incomprehensible beauty of it.

He was looking down upon along, rather broad valley which doped gently into aminiature bay.
Behind and to either side, mountains rose, tal, green-clad giants ever gazing seaward.

The ocean was avag, brilliantly blue realm, her foam-speckled surface tossing and glinting in the
golden sunlight. She seemed to quieten as she entered the bay. Here, her waves came dancing playfully
over the pae sand, but beyond this single favored site, they rushed the land with avesome fury, roaring
and bresking againgt the cliffswith eternal, implacable rage.



Their anger seemed most pronounced and, through that magic ever exerted by the great ocean,
fairest at those pointsto north and south where mountain and water met in the long, low, narrow spurs
which cradled and protected the tiny harbor. In these places, the seawas marbled with white even on this
mild day, for amyriad of rocks and idets scarcely more than rocks themsalves rose up to break itsflow.

Aboved| gretched a sky high and blue, the perfection of its expanse enhanced rather than
disturbed by a scattering of white clouds and by the flight of waterbirds.

To hisweary eyes, thismight almost be avision out of the Hals of the Vaiant wereit not for the
marks of human life and industry which were so much a part of the placid scene. Thelittle bay was
dotted with vessels, and cottages nestled on the green dopes above it where the fury of the waves did
not reach. Cultivated fields and pastures stretched out around these to fill the whole of the valey, and
overlooking al, dender and stately and formidable upon ahigh and yet sheltered pinnacle, soared atall
round tower.

Una had described this stronghold closdly, but still the man stared at the actua sight of it. Never
had he beheld anything of its like before, and he had seen much since the day he had first girded on a
warrior's blade.

"What witchery isthis?' he whispered.
The Holdlady heard that.

"None! Itisold, aye, as| told you. It was old when my people first cameto this place, but no
working of Power keepsit sound, just the strength of the stone comprising it and the skill of the vanished
folk who raised it.”

Unas eyes caressed the tower lovingly.

"Savefor that good rock, al the rest is of our working. Everything which had been there of wood
or meta or materials more perishable still had crumbled to dust long before our arriva in High Hallack.
We had to replace all that and have kept it in repair since.”

"Y ou mentioned another ancient place.”
She nodded.

"The Square Keep. My forebears lived there before the decision was made to remove and settle
closer to the greater bounty of the seaand land here. It had been put into repair then but isnow a
completeruin again, dl but the origina shell. That iswell inland and cannot be glimpsed from the valey,
but you will doubtlessvist it asyou travel the Dae."

The woman fdl quiet. She raised eyesthat were somber and hopeful both.
"Wdll, Bird Warrior, now that you seeit, how do you judge Seakeep?”

Tarlach said nothing for amoment. How could hetell her that his heart ached at the Sight of it,
that its beauty and the Tightness and balance of the life revedled in even thisfirst glimpse, the open peace
and harmony of the place, drove through hisinner being with the force of a spear after the violence and
ruin he had witnessed all these last years?

"It appearsto be aholding worthy of itsruler'scare,” hereplied.

The Faconer's eyes narrowed as he scanned the mountains fringing the valley, gaging the peril



they presented and their value as adefense. He knew that Seakeepdae consisted of dl thisnow visible
to him and twice again as much land, but only this one vale was arable to any large extent or permanently
inhabited. Hisfirst task must be to secure this place, Seakeep's heart. After that, he would have to see
what could be done to safeguard the rest.

That might not be an impossible god despite the Dal€s sze and the rdatively smdl force at his
disposal. Thiswas rough country, among the roughest he had encountered. The mountains presented an
impressive barrier to anyone seeking to force entrance here, particularly to anyone attempting to lead a
large company into it. Their own passage had of a certainty been anything but easy, and they had at |east
traversed away which did some service asan informa road.

"Arethere many other entranceslikethisto the valey?' he asked without taking his eyes off the
distant peaks.

"No other except the sea. That is part of the reason my ancestors chose to settle here, asaguard
againgt an invader's most probable route of attack. We had no ideawhat this land might hold then, you
see, and there were signsin plenty to prove that it wasinhabited, or had been at onetime.”

"What about this Square Keep? It has been my experience that men do not raise strongholds,
mogt particularly strongholds fashioned out of great blocks of stone, unlessthere is either something to
guard or guard againgt. Y ou clam only thisvaley isfit for farming or pasture on asgnificant scaleand
that there are no mgjor ore depositsin theregion at al, so | doubt it was any quality of the land which
drew the Old Onesto the place.”

Unanodded dowly.

"Well said, Bird Warrior. | had temporarily forgotten it. Thereisapassage, but it gives entry only
to the Dale, not to this valley, which truly can be approached only from here or by water, and it would be
very eadly defended.”

"That would serve usllittle with no guard on hand to do it—Any door to your domain must be
viewed and treated with respect, Lady. Determined men can accomplish near sorcery with a supposedly
inggnificant breach.”

Her fingerswhitened on thereins.
"You areright. My carelessness might have cost Sea-keep dearly.”

Shefelt the grey eyes on her. For once, they were not cold but werefilled with such sympathy
that the control her responsihilities forced on her trembled, and she had to fight herself for amoment to
mantanit.

"Y ou must despise me utterly," she whispered.

"No!'—Fate haslaid aburden on you that you were never trained to carry. Y ou had the wisdom
to redlize you needed the help of such aswe and to seek it out.” He smiled. "I presume you are as
interested in our experience asin our physica abilities.

"Moreinterested, Bird Warrior."

The gratitude she felt to him was enormous. This hard man had neither condemned nor
patronized her with that response. He had acknowledged her position asit was and had acknowledged
his own role with respect to it.



Tarlach's expression tightened as his attention returned to the valey and its strangely formed
keep.

Thiswas another matter. As he had already stated, Una hersalf was not to be blamed for the
shortcomings of her Dal€'s defenses, but had she no advisors? There had to be some men down there
who knew the ways of war.

"Whatever about the Square Keep, a guard must be set on this route at once. Had we been
invaders, our swords would now be red with your peopl€'s blood."

The Holdlady smiled.

"Perhaps, but were | not with you and patently at my ease—and expected to be returning in such
company— you would not be viewing any so charming ascene. If you failed to meet our challenges
satisfactorily, it would be far fewer of you who would till be able to see anything at dll, fair or ill."

The Faconer siffened.
"Watchers?'

"Of course. Did you believe usto be complete fools? | thought you realized we were under
observation for the last severd miles" She saw him glance a Storm Chalenger, who was perched on the
mount fastened to Tarlach's saddle for hisuse. "The winged ones are not to blame. With strength in so
short supply, we have had to fal back on care and stealth. Our youth know how to conceal themselves,
and one does not Sit on the top of atree in mountain country where an enemy standing in astill-higher
place might possibly spot his post. Even your comrades sharp eyes are not likely to detect sngle, widely
gpaced sentries under such circumstances, particularly when they are not even radiating hatred or other
gtrong fedling to aert their inner senses, which | believe to be more acute than ours.”

The captain's jaw tightened. That failure had been abad one. It could have been deadly, and he
was mortified to have been caught in it amogt at the instant of hisarrival in the Dale he had been hired to
defend.

Heresigted the indtinctive impulse to snarl at the woman. That would change nothing and would
only serveto magnify hisunit's blindness during their gpproach.

"Y our people are to be complimented,” he admitted rather sourly.

Unanodded to acknowledge the praise but did not press the subject. The incident could have
opened a serious breach between them at the very outset of the mercenaries service with her. That it had
not was due solely to their leader's control, and she was not about to put that to any further test.

"Let us go down now. My folk should have readied barracks for you, but even so, it will take
timeto get you all settled, and the day isdready old.”

Unatook the lead on the narrow, steep road which was the only approach to the round tower's
snglegate.

At firg, only asquad of youthful sentries stood at attention to greet her, but then Rufon appeared
at the entrance. She saw hisjaw drop and then close with asnap, and she fought hard to repress alaugh.
Apparently, those informing him of her gpproach had neglected to tdll him the company inwhich she
rode.

That gave her amoment of concern. She knew he had delayed to order food prepared, firelaid,



and otherwise ready her chambers and the mercenaries quarters for imminent occupancy. She had no
doubt that he had prepared the barracks, whatever his private fedings about her chances for success, but
would his arrangements be acceptable? Would anything provided by a Dale run primarily by women be
satisfactory to house these men long-term?

Therewas no sign of that worry in the smile which she bent on her liegeman as she gave him
greeting and accepted the hand he raised to steady her as she dismounted.

"Thanks given," she said as her feet touched the ground, spesking softly so that he alone might
hear her. "'l have brought us some help and doubtless some problems as well.”

"Doubtless," the veteran agreed with fedling, then he shook his head in wonder. "By what sorcery
did you managethis?'

"By fortune's stroke and very nearly my own disaster—buit, | pray you, friend, do not use that
word around them! They jump like kittens at the sound of it."

He chuckled.

"Never fear, Lady Unal We will take care to guard them well, fedings and person.” Hisface
softened. "It isgood to have you home, my Lady."

"And good to be here."
She glanced at the keep.

"I want to settle our blank shields as soon as| bid them formal welcome. Y ou have readied
placesfor them within the tower?' Of a certainty, they could not be housed in any of the cottages with
Seakeep'sfamilies.

"I have, my Lady, asyou instructed.”

"Wl done. Hasten now and prepare Lord Harvard's chamber aswell. | would have their
captain usethat."

Rufon frowned but quickly recovered himsalf. He had loved the Lord Harvard, and he had no
liking for allowing a hired stranger free use of what had been his persond place, but reason said thiswas
asensble move on the part of hisliege. Their employer or nay, Lady Unawould be little welcomed by
those Falconers, and she hersalf would find no pleasure in venturing amongst them, but asruler of
Seakeepdale, she would have to meet, and possibly frequently, with their commander. This compromise
would permit both partiesto retain agreater degree of privacy than would otherwise have been possible,
and, because of the man's race, there was small chance of any shadow's being cast upon her honor.

Unahad anticipated some resistance, or at least disapproval, from Rufon and was both surprised
and relieved to encounter none.

Perhaps because of the ease with which she had convinced him, she was completely taken aback
when the mercenary spurned her plan.

Tarlach's eyes blazed before she had finished spesking.

"Officersand warriors of aFaconer unit remain together,” heinformed her with aniicy findity that
stung like the cut of awhip.



"Very well," she sngpped, angry in her turn, "but | am going to have to have accessto you, o
warn your comrades that, woman though | am, they can expect to find mein their quartersfairly
frequently. Rest assured, Bird Warrior, | shall not so far accommodate you asto bring you into my
deeping chamber when we needs must confer. My people have our cusomsaswell!™

The Daeswoman gripped hersdlf. Customs, aye, but her kind were not quite so ruled by
irrationdities, practices and the hidden or open terrors which sparked them.

"A Hold lord's quarters are large. Two or even three of you could use the room in comfort, more
if you accept crowding.”

Tarlach was slenced amoment, first by amazement at the sudden outburst from the usualy
controlled Hold-lady, then by mortification as he recognized its cause and what prompted her to make
her second offer. Blank shields were not normaly given a place among the blood household of those they
served. Unahad made exception for him out of consideration for his people's ways and had swallowed
her annoyance at his rejection and opened her personal domain to still more strangers. .. because she
believed he feared to be so separated from his own kind.

Heheld histemper. To dlow it any rein would seem but overreaction, confirming her error in her
mind.

Hoping that his masking helm would conced the shame sweeping him, heraised hishandina
rough saute,

"Thereisno need for that. Y ou have shown greater foresight than |, Lady Una. For that, | must
offer thanks."

She nodded, but he could still sense the tension on her. He made himsdlf amile.

"Blank shields arerarely used so well. Y ou took me by surprise.”

Now her expression brightened, resuming amost magicaly its customary ready openness.
"We of Seakeep have sound reason for welcoming them, do we not?

Tarlach set his baggage down and looked around him. There was afedling of solid comfort about
the big chamber. It was amply furnished, the pieces substantial and massive in scae, well made but
constructed of local materials and apparently by loca craftsmen. He saw none of the exotic woods or
costly inlay work favored by the richer lords to the south in the days when High Hallack was il free of
war and they had resourcesto spare for such luxuries.

It was ready to receive him despite the lack of fore-warning that it would be required, good
testimony to the quality of the service Una of Seakeep commanded. The high bed had been made up and
its hangings drawn back. A fire had been laid and now burned cheerfully in the hearth, its heat aready
reaching out to warm the air around it. Candleswerein their sconces, waiting to give their flickering light
whenthesunfinaly set.

Hewaked over to the centermost of the three windows breaking the expanse of the outfacing
wall and stood by it, gazing out over the valley and the bay beyond. The evening was now well on, and
the sun was going down magnificently red.

A fineview, he thought, and this opening was large enough to permit him to enjoy it. Because the
room was S0 high, greater access could be alowed to light and air than was permissble at lower levels,
or anywherein more conventionally formed strongholds. It had been so inthe Eyrieaswell....



Heavy metd shutters had been fitted to each window to shield theinterior in time of danger, but
he had the feding that they had never been tested by more than the violence of the savage stormswhich
must occasondly roll infrom the sea.

Sadnesswelled up in him. That could al change too soon.

It would not! It was his businessto see that this peaceful holding did not suffer the same fate that
had stricken so many other of High Hallack's Dales.

A knock sounded behind him, and at hisword, the great oak door swung silently back.
Heraised hishand in greeting to Brennan.
"Welcome. Comein and see how alord of Seakeepdaelives.”

"Passing well," Brennan commented, his eyes sweeping the heavy, dark furnishings and excellent
tapedtries; he, too, liked the amount of light entering here. ™Y ou will beliving well, my comrade.”

"Quite well.—Are the others settled?”

"Most comfortably. These Daesfolk are not tightfisted at any rate. We are not likely to starve
while amongdt them.”

Brennan went over to the window.

"Youwould trave far to seefiner than that," he remarked in admiration. "'l wonder what dse can
be seen from thisheight.”

"From the other sde? A good hit of the bay, | imagine, and, of course, the mountain behind. The
contrast between the two should be even more dramatic than this."

"Who eseisquartered up here?

"Only the Lady Una." Hisvoice hardened ingtinctively, but then he shrugged. " She should not
trouble me overmuch. She will be wanting her own share of peace.”

His comrade laughed.

"Y ou would find little of that below, right enough.” His expression sobered. "What will be our
course, Tarlach?!

"An easy one for thetime being, for the rest of you anyway. | shal have to devote much of my
attention to the Lady Una, and | will haveto ride with her or her scoutsto learn the Dale and something
of those bordering it—That learning isnot my task done. | want al of you to familiarize yourselves with
Seakeep asthoroughly and as quickly as possible. Call on the younglings here to augment my reports.
They should be morethan willing to hep.”

The lieutenant nodded. Thiswas alogica and common plan for amercenary unit to follow upon
entering into aterritory where they might have to fight. Knowledge of their own and their enemies lands
aways worked to reduce losses, sometimes significantly so, and frequently it was the edge that gave
them thevictory.

The commander returned to the window after Brennan had gone. He felt relaxed now that his
dutiesto his command had been temporarily discharged, contented and enough at ease that he had no
qualm about loosing Storm Challenger to the air in compliance with hiswinged brother's strongly



declared wish.

All the facons had responded with pleasure and their own excitement to this high, rugged
country, so liketheir own lost home in many respects. It was good to be here and enough at peace that
he could grant them the freedom of it.

It was good to have some share of that freedom himsdif.

Chapter 4

Spring flowed into aglorioudy perfect summer without abreak in the quiet course of lifein
Seakeepdale.

Tarlach found himsdlf thrown more heavily than he had originaly anticipated into the Holdlady's
company, heavily enough to give him pause whenever he thought to consider their enforced relationship.

That was not often. He had falen under the spell of this beautiful, wild redlm, and he had very
quickly cometo redlize that there was no better guide to show him itsways.

Thewoman's familiarity with her domain waslittle short of phenomend. Sheamodt literaly knew
every foot, every aspect, of the huge Dale, and hiswonder at the depth and intimacy of her avareness
grew with every excurson he made with her.

S0, too, did his own fascination with thisworld of mountain and sea, but despite hisfrank
encirclement with it, he recognized asreadily asdid itsruler that Sea-keep would not beaparadisein
every man's eyes. It was not wedthy. Itsterritory was vast, aye, but it was poor in arable land, as Una
had admitted from the outset, the most of that and al of the best being centered in the valley guarded by
her round tower. Here, its people grew the staples and smaller luxury crops which sustained them and
their animass, again, those common to most high, rough regions—samall, dark cattle, the little black-faced
sheep whose meat was so superior to that of the heavier lowland animal's and whose wool was sparser
but much the stronger, afew half-wild goats, hogs, mules and asses, and an assortment of fowl.

Only the horses were extraordinary, and these were of such quaity and beauty that they seemed
more creatures out of abard's fancy than living beasts native to this ancient, many-sorrowed world. That
notwithstanding, they were fine work animasand finein the hunt or for exploring the roughest wilderness,
and the least of them, properly trained, would be awar horse any Fal coner would bind his sword for a

full year to possess.

The mercenary sighed. He was not likely ever to own one of them, nor was any other of hisrace.
The Da€e's breeding program was small, producing enough animal s to supply its own needs but no more.
Markets where an acceptable price might even reasonably be anticipated were Smply too far and the
journey to them too difficult to make the effort of building the herd worthwhile. Even in the days before
the invasion, horses had never been taken farther than the semiannud fairsat Linna.

That was just as well. Seakeep had never redly been able to spare the men to send on long-term
trading missions. There was no warring between the Dae and its neighbors, but thisisolated, wild land
was alodestone to brigands, and its jagged coast called to pirate crews. These were the enemies of al
and had to be fought by dl, and they came frequently enough that each Dae maintained awell-trained,
battle-tempered garrison to combat them.

The brunt of the ocean warfare had aways falen to Seakeep, sinceits harbor, though too small
to support commercia fishing on more than its present scale or to entice merchantmen from the larger
portsto the south, was the sole refuge for afleet in thisregion.



None of that mattered, he thought, not economic hardship or danger from seaor land or human
predators. A man could be happy here. Thiswas a place in which to set down roots, to build and to
grow, to meld with aworld wel coming to those willing to work with rather than against her, aworld
where hiskind could make themsalves a home and grow strong and whole once more...

His thoughts stopped, or, rather, they began to blur. The humming of the breeze and the muffled
surging of the surf were working upon him in consort with the pleasant heat, and he was content for the
moment to let hismind drift wheretheir influence wafted it.

A high, distant cal penetrated his mental doze, and he looked skyward, automatically homing in
onthecry. Storm Chalenger. An exultant joy filled him as he watched the falcon soar high in company
with Brennan's Sunbeam. Unconscioudy, his musclestensed and strained asif he would join his comrade
in body in the ultimate freedom of flight even as he joined with himin spirit.

Thiswasjust aplayful flight, the birds way of expressing their pleasure in abeautiful day, but
they had soared for more serious and timeless purpose earlier in their stay, as had every pair in the
company. These flacons were creatures of the heights, and Seakeep met their ingtinctive needsto the full.
Their annua nesting had proven fruitful as no other had been sincethe last in the Eyrie, before destruction
had come to set them wandering. Another such hatching, another year in the Dae, and the future of the
black-and-white birds should be assured. That would be an accomplishment and acomfort even if the
men who served with them must dll too soon fade.

His breath caught suddenly. Unawas on the beach aswell. She had begun walking toward him
but had heard the falcons calling and had stopped to watch them. To hishorror, she raised her arm inthe
distance greeting used by his people, and they—they responded, with atrue welcome and not merely an
acknowledgment of her presence.

She understood! That accursed femal e understood what they said and did!

He reached her in amatter of moments. Seizing her roughly by the arm, he spun her abot,
forcing her to face him.

"Witch! Dareyou try your spdls againgt them?”

Unastruggled an ingtant to free hersdlf, but when she could not, she stood till, quiet save for
eyesblazing like cauldrons of greenfirein her fury.

"Y ou have strange standards of judgment, Falconer! For you to do thisis but natural
communication with members of another species. For me, it isan aberration, something vile to be feared
and condemned.”

Her contempt was alash into hisface, but he did not give way.
"For your kind, it isunnaturd.."

"Thenit ismogt difficult to understand why no animd has ever refused me greeting and good
wishing after the manner of itskind.”

His hold loosened enough for her to jerk her arm out of his grasp.

"Itistruethat thisisnot ausud gift of my people, and | have had to take care during al my life
lest | be branded an oddity or worse among them, to the detriment of my house. | had not intended
revealing mysdlf to you, ether, but | thought it no harm since the fa cons themsdlves answered me asthey
did." Sheturned away from him. "I suppose | waswrong to expect better than thisfrom you."



Her voice both thickened and trembled at that |ast, and she hurriedly strode back aong the way
she had come.

Tarlach cringed in his heart, redizing there was pain aswell as anger on her.

Justified anger. He did not need the reproach he was receiving from the two falconsto tell him
that.

"Lady! Lady Una, wait!"
The Daleswoman hated and faced him again but gave him no verba reply.

He cameto a stop before her and stood in the manner of ashieldman before hisliege.

"| overstepped my right..."

"Aye. That you did." Unaeyed him coldly. Her shoulders squared. " Prepare your mount,
Captain, and order mine prepared. The question of sorcery appearsto be ever in your mind and
accusation of it ever on your tongue. All thisareaiswdl-nigh free of that, but | do have afriend whom
you would find distinctly suspect. Sheis no follower of the Shadow, but you shall judge that for yoursdf.
If you read it otherwise, or if your fear of her provestoo grest, then go, and do not waste more of my
time and resources.”

The mercenary's hand went to his sword, and he had to will himsdlf to leave it sheathed.
"Take care, woman. We are oath-bound to serve—

"Y our oath be damned! Of what use would you beto meif you come to hate me more than my
enemy? Oginisaman, after dl," she added bitterly. "What matter if he may be luring shipsto their desths
in order to increase his store?”’

"Thatisvilejudging!"

"Y ou do not think it amissto use me s0. Ready yoursdlf to ride, Falconer. | must have your
decision now asto whether you and yours remain in my service or not."

Chapter 5

The pair rode from the round tower in black silence. Tarlach wondered briefly if he was acting
thefool in telling no onewhat he was about, in coming with thiswoman at dl, but he dismissed that
thought in the next ingtant. Pride and anger were driving him, aye, but it was his duty to investigate any
locd conditions which might affect his company, and that, unfortunately, included sites and sources of
Power activity. Asfor Una, Storm Challenger rode with them, and the Falconer commander knew thét,
whatever ese she might be capable of doing, this one would not purposely lead him into harm. Or
himsalf. Treason of that kind was not part of her. That he was forced to admit despite dl hishard fedling
of the moment againg her.

The heavy quiet continued between them, and as time went on, the mercenary grew more and
more uncomfortable under it. He had never been conscious of the Holdlady's pressing her conversation
on him, but he realized now how much he had come to enjoy her response to her holding, her
observations of the land and the amazingly rich variety of lifeit supported, her often surprising reaction to
his own comments, and with that exchange abruptly terminated, he felt asif he had suffered anirreparable
loss, dl the more painful and poignant because the break between them had been of hismaking.



At last, he sent his horse forward until the stallion drew abreast of her mount.
"lsmy crime S0 very black?' he demanded sullenly.

"No. Y ou cannot be blamed for being what you are. | chiefly resent that your attitude has forced
meto dothis"

Her eyesrested somberly on him.

"Women have their friendships, too. We cherish them as much as any of your kind do yours,
cherish their closeness and confidence.

"| value that more than mogt, perhaps, since | have been privileged to have but one such
companion, one single sster of my soul. | had no siblings, and even were there girlsof my ageinthe
neighboring Daes, distance would have prevented much interaction between uswhile we were very
young. Asfor our own peoples offspring, my father did not believe it well for me to mix too fredy with
them, the more so once he had reconciled himsdlf to the fact that there would be no son to rule after him.

"| filled my dayswell, but till I longed for some true comrade as | grew older, someoneto share
the experiences of life and growth with me. It was asif the Amber Lady had wielded her Power for me
when | came across the place to which we are going and discovered there agirl of my own age who
loved Seakeep even as| did and who held interest in many of the things which gripped my heart and
mind. She even shared my name.”

She amiled a the memory of their meeting but amost immediately grew grave again.

"Sheisnot human, or entirely human, aswe define ourselves, and even then, asa child, she knew
enough to want to keep apart from our kind, a shyness she dill retains.”

Unaheard the quick indraw of his breath and nodded.

"There might have been very great peril for mein that meeting, but | wasfortunate. | was aso not
an utter fool. Asdearly as| yearned for thisfriendship, | went to both my mother and my nurse, who was
awisawoman of very greet ability. They met my other Unaand gave their approval to my continuing to
vigt with her, but they arethe only ones | have ever brought to see her.”

Tarlach's eyes were dark with trouble.

"If this... Unaisinnocent of evil, why have you thought it necessary to conced your association
with her?'

"Partly because it was her wish, as| have mentioned, partly because of my own postion. A
Holdlord's daughter must dways act and think with respect to her Dale, and | was heir aswell. | could
not afford to let mysdlf be thought too strange or have it rumored that | had truck with things better left
done. That | have astrong gift for healing which extends well beyond the training every wellborn girl
receivesin that art as part of her education was welcomed since that isboth adistinct benefit to dl and is
an accepted duty of my sex and rank, but no other ability or connection that so much as hinted of Power
would be so regarded.”

"No speech with animakind and no friendships among the Old Ones?’
"Either might be sufficient to have caused objection to my coming into my own.”

"Power in oneform or another showsin many Dalefamilies” he reminded her. "It rarely appears



to arouse much resentment.”

"Aye, but that comes as a gift—or curse—from of old. There are no such traditionsin our house,
no ancient melding with those not of our race or kind."

"What is halowed by time el sawhere would meet avery different reception here as a present-day
innovation?'

"Given the nature of most people, aye, particularly now. Thefact of awoman's holding ruleto
hersdf solongisinitsdf an oddity resented to some extent by many."

His eyes measured her.
"Y et you arewilling to bring meto your friend?"

"I must. | cannot have you unsure of meif it comesto passthat you are forced to fight for me.
Y ou haveto be certain, in your heart at least, that | stand with the Light and not the Dark.”

His head bowed.

"I would | could tdll you | entertained no such suspicions againg you."
"Y ou must have them, being what you are.”

"We do havereason, Lady," he said softly.

"I do not even imagine otherwise, not after having cometo know you alittle" she said with
sadness.

"Y ou do not ask those reasons?”
"I have noright to ask," Unaanswered. "That is Faconer history and Fal coner businessaone.”
Tarlach was slent for severd minutes.

"Before we came to the land where we established our Eyrie, we, the men of my race, were
endaved." Hiseyes closed at the recaling of that ancient horror. ™Y ou cannot conceive the depth of that
bondage forced on us by an adept of the Dark path. It was an Old One, not human though human
enough in gppearance, who held usin such thradl, but for al her store of Power, she was unable to work
her will on usdirectly. To accomplish that, she needed to use our femaes. Every woman was avessd to
serve as her tool, and those she utilized became even as she, dark and crud, living only to exalt
themsalves and to grind and degrade. ..

"Eventualy, at great cost, we broke free, and the surviving remnant fled north, bornein Sulcar
ships, taking with them those of their women that were till dive but treating with them even aswe do
today.

"We had escaped, you see, but our victory was only partia. The Dark One wasfoiled. Shewas
captive, but she was not dead. Her will lived and ever sought the woman who would shed for her the
blood that would release her. Then she would be after us again— Apparently, no other race could serve
her particular needs—We durst not let ourselves grow attached to or involved with any woman again,
for it would be through such close association that her Power would close on us again should she indeed
gain her release. Over the years, the centuries,” he shrugged, "need became virtue, | suppose. Contempt
and hate took the place of any longing our forebears must have felt for awarmer, gentler life among our



own. That ill feeling soon expanded to in-' elude al of your sex, aswas probably inevitable consdering
the number of women who are wielders of Power in Estcarp, the great number of women who are
potentialy most perilousto us."

He stopped speaking suddenly as athought came to him with dl the force of adiving falcon.

"Our females must be afraid of her return, too, more intensely than we. Maybe that iswhy they
never made an effort to seek other livesin number, dthough Estcarp lay near enough for them to have
gained refuge there." He stared fixedly into the distance. "They have worse to dread than us. We were
endaved, but we remained still men, gill oursalves. Those who served her purpose were not what they
had been. Identifiable traits remained, aye, but in person, in soul, they were dtered even as those who
accepted the Kolder's jewel s were changed and bound.”

"All your women were o chained?' she asked softly.

"No. Our history is clear on that. She attempted to seize only the ones she specificaly required,
and mogt of those she did cal refused her, dying of that refusal, but dways afew responded or were
compelled to respond. That was her Power and our undoing, that no Falconer woman could deny her, or
survive making good that denid, and each one so claimed could then chain the men associated with her."

"S0, once out of thetrap, you determined to alow yourselves no associations at dl?”
"Could you risk drawing that doom down on yourself a second time?" he countered.

"No. | could not, even a so great aprice.” Unawas till for amoment. " Perhaps your answer,
for maeand femae dike, liesin taking partners from among other peoples. Y ou indicate that your foe
seemed to want or require those of your blood to work her will." She eyed him pensively. "A species
unable to change to some extent is doomed, for the time when some change is required will inevitably
come. That holdstrue for people aswell asbeadts, | think."

"Perhaps, and perhaps some of my kind might eventually be convinced to risk that course rather
than face complete extinction, but, Lady, do you see the women of any other race coming to us? Our
ways are viewed with a hearty didike by your sex, and who would be foolish enough to imagine a
yielding to need also guarantees an dtering of heart? It would be too much to think that attitudes
generationsin the building could be banished in an instant because some of us accepted the necessity of
such amove and broke with the rest of our fellowsto makeit." Were banished by therest.... "It will not
cometothat."

"No?Then | do fear for you. Your villages are in Estcarp now. Old history will not hold forever
againg the examples of another, richer life open for the viewing but a short ride away. Add to that the
losses your men must have suffered since the Kolder came, and your kind isin mgjor, maybe mortal,
trouble, whether you admit and faceit or nay."

She studied Storm Challenger for amoment as he sat regaly upon the perch before the man.

"I should not be sorry to see some of your ways gone, but, Falconer, what you have achieved
with these vaiant birds must not be lost. That would be to the impoverishment of thiswhole world.”

Tarlach did not know whether to stare a the woman in awe or curse her for naming thisfear of
hisas accuratdly asif she had drawn it directly from hismind. A chill ran through him &t the sudden
thought that she might have done precisdy that.

He chose silence and a quick move from the sensitive subject before she should also divine his



pain and his hopelessness of ever rising from the blow deslt to his race by the destruction of their base.

"What must be endured shall be," hetold her with afindity that alowed for no further discussion.
"But what of yoursdf, Lady?1 am... curious about your gift. Y ou can gpparently treat with the facons
much as we do. Can you do as much with dl other animals?

"Aye and no both. Each kind is different, and the thoughts of some touch more readily than
otherswith mine. Y our facons are wonderful. | had never imagined to find mindways so complex and
deep in any other being save acat, and | usudly do not draw very closdly with birds."

She hesitated.

"I meant no harm or insult to you in addressing them. Since they returned my initial courtesy
greeting without reserve, | assumed | did no wrong."

"Y ou concealed from us your ability to talk to them,”" he pointed ouit.
"From habit, as| do from everyone. It was no evil intent or deed that | wastrying to hide."

"l yidd to that," he said after amoment. "Y ou can spesk with al or most warm-bloods to some
extent. What about things whose blood runs cold?!

"With some of the scaled ones and those creatures dwelling in both water and on land, but | have
no contact or dmaost none with insects or fish or other beingslike to them." She guessed the question he
did not voice. "I have no such ability whatsoever with our own kind."

The man had the control and the grace to mask hisrelief.

"Y ou have formed no individua friendship such as we share with our winged brothers and
Ssters?' he asked.

She shook her head.

"l have not been so blessed. Though all will spesk with me, none have permitted me to come that
close—Y our falcons actualy do choose the warrior with whom they will ride, do they not?!

"Aye, but they are dso taught from the egg to seek such a comrade among us. Other creatures
do not expect that sort of relationship from humans. Try making theinitial move yourself. Choose abeing
you respect and can love and reach out to it.” He paused. "A cat would be a sound choice. Y ou indicate
apreference for them, and they are regarded not only as acceptable companions for humans but ones for
whom agrest dedl of fondness can be shown. With one of them, you need not reved the true nature of
your association.” Tarlach smiled. "They are smal aswell. That isadigtinct advantage if you want to
keep your comrade beside you in hall and bower."

Shelaughed.

"A point well taken, Bird Warrior! | shall bear it in mind." She sobered. "And the rest of what
you have said. If such afriendship can truly be mine, rest assured that | shall do al in my power towin
and beworthy of it."

The silence between them was different now, companionable and ever ready to lift, asit
frequently did under the wonder of the country through which they wereriding.

Thiswas the high-mountained interior of her rugged hold, and Una, knowing the Falconer's



delight in such terrain, set acourse up asteep dopeto acrest from which they could see for miles before
them. Higher peaks behind hid the ocean from them, but the rocks and forests, the barer, sweeping
expanses of hegther, furze, and fern, the small, wild streams racing into impossibly clear |akes, thelow
places green with sweet grass or dark with bog growth were as grand in themselves and tore at heart and
mind with al the seals more familiar force.

Tarlach fdt atwinge of guilt at the strength of the emotion risng within him, asif hewere
betraying the Eyrie and dl his dead stronghold had meant.

"There are other mountainsfar higher," he said sharply to counter it.

"Probably, and grander, too," she agreed, "yet | think | should not lovethem aswdll if | were set
intheir midst now. These have been my friends snce my infancy, and their beauty has become my
gandard for dl that isfair.”

Heforced himsdf to relax. Una had done him no wrong. She was not responsible for his
weaknesses and should not have to bear with histemper if some difficulty of hisown momentarily
discomforted him.

"Itissowith measwadll," hetold her. "I was born amidst highlands, and | am drawn by them to
thisday." The Faconer smiled softly and naturally. " Since coming here, though, the ocean has managed
to put her spell on me aswdll, which she had never been able to do before.”

He glanced at her.

"Y our Seakeep hasmagic. Lady Una. | grant you that.”

The woman looked out over her world.

"Aye" she murmured, "magic that can set on€e's heart at peace.”

Unds attention was fixed upon her Dale, but it was a the Holdlady hersdlf that the mercenary
captain was looking, and she glanced at him with some surprise when she sensed the direction of his

gaze.
"Isanything amiss?'
Heflushed alittle, for he had not redized he had been studying her so intently.

"No, Lady. | wasthinking about your relaionship with your land,” he added hatily. "It ismost
uncommon.”

"Surely my fedling for that is not so strange? | should imagine most Holdlords shareit.”
Tarlach shook his head.

"No," hereplied dowly, "that isnot true, at least not among those with whom | have had contact.
They seetheir domainswith the eyes of rulers or farmers or herdsmen and, naturaly, assoldiers, and dll,
of course, seein them their homes and their roots and cherish them for that reason, but your look just
now wasthat of alover.”

A sudden chill gust of wind caused him to glance skyward. Dark clouds seemed to be
materidizing out of the erswhilevividly blue dome.

Tarlach sghed inwardly. Storms came on very quickly in these mountains, and by the look of it,



there was no hope of returning to the tower before this one opened up. They would have to go to earth
somewhere and wait it out, that or ride on and take a soaking.

He turned to his companion.
"Dowerun or divefor cover?'
"Both. Our god isnear and will provide uswith good shelter.”

Hardly had she finished speaking than she sent her mare over the crest and began racing
downd ope at a pace which would have frightened many afairly daring man.

The warrior watched her amoment before following after her. Whatever her other talents or lack
of them, Unaof Seakeep was as skilled with a horse as anyone he had ever met.

They had not been traveling long at this furious pace before the woman's mare leaped, amost
flew, over ahigh hedge and disappeared from his ight. In another moment, Tarlach had joined her.

Hiseyeswidened alittle. They were within avery smal field enclosed on dl sdesby atal fence
of mixed growth, itslowest point being that a which they had made their entry.

The grass was high and had obvioudy never been serioudy grazed, but it wasthe wall of
vegetation surrounding them which held his attention. Holly, fuchsia, mountain ash, and rhododendron
rose up together in one seemingly continuous mass, while heather, broom, and an dmaost bewildering
variety of smdler hedge plants, many brilliantly flowered, filled every space thelarger growth left free,

Roses were here, too, wild roses, and, aong the wall facing them, tiny, deep pink climbersthat
had clambered to the very top of the trees supporting them and were cascading in vivid sprays through
their branches. In other places fragrant patches of honeysuckle provided asimilarly dramatic display.

"Thisisincredible" he said softly after amoment's silence. "But how cameit to be? Y ou could
never have donedl this. Not even the roses could have been brought to this state in the full of your
lifetime, and thesetrees..."

Unalaughed.

"Of course | did not set them! | have done some pruning, right enough, but that is the extent of
my interference with nature's handwork here."

"She had some other help, then. Many of these plants may be feral now, but they are not soin
themsalves. Human hands, some hands, put them or their ancestorsin this place.”

Severd great drops of rain struck them, and Una caught his hand.

"Come, or we shal be drowned despite al our horses efforts!™

"What about them?" he asked as he alowed himsdlf to be drawn after her.
"They shdl befine. See, they are tanding under cover dready.”

Sheled her companion into the shelter of agreat holly. The leaves and branches were thick
around and above them and seemed to form anatura tunne leading into the very heart of the hedge.

They followed thisto itsend at the base of the ancient tree. Here, the branches lifted so that there
was room in plenty for the mercenary to stand erect. A low, rather long grey rock stretched before the



trunk, itstop dightly rounded and comfortably smooth.
The Daleswoman seated herself on thisand smiled up at him.
"Welcometo the Bower."

He sat beside her. It was an effort to conced his nervousness, athough objectively, he found
nothing amiss with the place. What Una had aready told him about her namesake was enough to set him
on edge.

"When did you discover it?"

"Asachild, shortly after | found thefield. | wasadreadful little thing for burrowing in those
long-gone days. Listen! Y ou can hear therain faling al around us, but scarcely adrop is coming through.
It takes a proper deluge to penetrate thisfar.”

Tarlach shivered and drew his cloak moretightly around himself.
"Enough of thewind seemsto makeitin."
Sheamiled.

"Not in proportion to the whole. Look at how the branches are dancing in the top layers above
us. Besides, you would gladly take alot more cold than this and a soaking outside with it to what we
would be enduring in here from the biting cloudsif the air were ill."

"Biting douds?'

"Y ou must know them. Tiny, flying insects. They swarm by the thousands and ten thousandsin
dim placeswhen thereislittle or no wind to keep them off."

"] doindeed! We cdl them the bitter motes."
The man shook his head ruefully.

"I remember one night—it was during my first service as a blank shield, too—my company was
gationed in ambush awaiting an anticipated invasion of the holding to which we were bound. It was a hat,
muggy evening in late summer without the barest breath of abreezeto gir theair..."

"And the clouds were out?"

"Red raving, and we were under acommand of tota silence. We did not dare move so much as
ahand to try to keep them off us, not that it would have done us much good.”

Unalaughed sympatheticaly.

"Y ou poor things! Did the invaders come?’

"Not at dl. They arrived amonth later by an entirely different route.”
Shetried unsuccessfully to mask her amile,

"That must have been enough to make you consder seeking another lifeway."
"Just about,”" he admitted.



Another gust of wind reached them. Tarlach saw his companion shiver and burrow farther into
her cloak. She straightened abruptly, with purpose, and his somach musclestightened. They had come
here seeking more than shelter.

"Whereisyour friend?"

"In her own place, of course. Y ou did not think that she lives here? Thisis merely the spot where
we normally meet since we both loveit s0."

"How do you summon her?"

"Itisnot asummonsredly. Unaismy friend, after dl, not aservant. | just cdl to her with my
mind, as she cdlsto meif sheistheonetoinitiate thevigt. Usudly, | antheoneto doiit, for thereis
amost no delay in her response, whereas | must ride far to reach the Bower."

She stood up.

"I had best begin.”

"Aye"

Unalooked a him closdly.
"Areyou sureyou will bedl right?'
"Aye"

She cringed mentaly. That question had been a mistake, but she knew enough about him to
redize that he was definitely not happy about any of this.

That could not be helped. They would have settled nothing if they rode home again without
having fulfilled their mission.

Closing her eyes, she set hersdlf to issuing the call that would bring her friend to her.

Tarlach watched uneasily for several minutes. He was beginning to fed rdieved astime continued
to flow by with no perceptible change occurring in their surroundings, but then Storm Challenger's
warning hisstold him that it was only the weakness of his human senseswhich made it gppear that al was
ill normal in the Bower.

For nearly afull minute longer, he could detect no difference, then the air before him began to
shimmer, to stretch asit were, until he seemed to be looking into an inconceivably eerie passage.

A figure materidized at itsfarther end, indistinct at first but growing ever clearer as she
approached, appearing rather to float than to physicaly walk. At last, dl too soon for him, she stood
before them, asreal or seemingly red in the flesh asthey were themselves.

The Falconer cameto hisfeet in shock. Hismind groped for and found Storm Challenger's, but
the bird evinced only asurprise smilar to hisand the natural uncertainty engendered by thiseldritch
gtuation in which they found themselves. There was no fear on him and nothing &t dl of the anger dl his
kind ingtinctively displayed when confronted by any taint or work of the Shadow.

The newcomer was very dien, dl the more distant despite and because of her beauty and the fact
that she might amost have been human. Mot frightening in his mind was her resemblance to Una of
Seakeep. In face and form, they might almost seem one woman divided by some accursed enchantment,



but closer observation revealed that the depth and breadth of a great ocean lay between them.

This being showed an uncommon gtilinessaswell, but the calm in her expression was not thet of
one who accepted and had come to termswith alife that held its share of weight aswell asjoy and the
ever-present potentia to crush utterly. Hers was the empty peace of someone who had not been tested
at dl and who neither feared nor faced any threat of tria in afuture maybe infinitely long.

Thefair features were loveier if anything than the human's but were somehow oddly chisded, as
if another race had apart in their fashioning.

Thegreen eyeswere at least dive, and if he could not fathom &l that they held, he thought he
could read something of the emotion flickering within them, a sadness and ahunger whose cause he
wondered if any human might delve or comprehend.

That vanished in the moment of hisidentifying it, for her eyes, her whole face, lighted with
pleasure when they rested on his Una. Whatever about his other doubts, that response told him that the
bond between the two was quite redl.

That, too, changed rapidly. The strange Una spotted him, and a veil dropped over her inner
being.

She glanced inquisitively at the human woman.

"Siger?' Her voice was soft, like the Holdlady's but somewhat oddly though not unpleasantly
pitched.

"Thisisthe captain of the force who have cometo help us. | thought it best that he meet with you
to assure himsdlf that we of Seakeepdal e have no traffic with the Shadow.”

The magnificent eyesfixed on him.

"I hope your mind is now easy on that score, Captain, or that it soon will be. ThisDaeand its
people have ever been free of taint, fromits earliest history right through the present moment.” She
smiled. "For my part, | love Seakeep aswell and am grateful for this chance to give you my own thanks
for your service." She made no mention of the fact that he was patently ablank shield, well paid for that
service, no more than Unahad drawn his profession down during her introduction of him.

Tarlach gave her salute, but he was glad to take refuge in his peopl€'s custom and make her no
verbd reply. He was unsure of her, not of her dlegiance to the Light, which both Storm Challenger and
his own instinct affirmed, but of her purpose, and he did not know how much she might be able to read
into the fedings behind any response he might make or what her reaction to his uncertainty would be.

He stepped back several pacesinto the living tunnd, leaving the pair to speak together in privacy
aswould be expected of him. He was, after al, no more than Una's escort. ..

He watched them from that vantage, fighting the urge to force hisway back in there and thrust
himsdf as a sword and shield between the Holdlady and her dmost-image.

More than animage! His heart gave aviciousleap. By the Horned Lord! That one was
something far morel

It was a battle after that to restrain himself during the eternd minutes which followed, but he
knew if heintervened now, whatever hope he had of reasoning with the Daleswoman would probably be
ended. He must hold his peace for the moment, unless the stranger made some open threet against which



he might rightly act, though to what effect, he could not even begin to hazard.

At lagt, after what in actudity was only avery few minutes, it was over. The dien woman
withdrew down her passage as she had come.

No sooner did Una stand a one once more and his comrade had confirmed that the gate was
truly closed than the Falconer was at her side. He seized her hands.

"What does that one want of you?' he demanded harshly.

The Holdlady started to answer sharply, but then she saw the tightness of hislips and read that
which burned in hiseyes.

"Nothing. Sheismy friend."
"Sheisyoul—Una, sheisyour own sdif, different, aye, but you in spite of that!"
She dtared at him asif he had gone mad.

"We are not the same, not in thought or totally in likings, and though we do look dike, | do not
have quite her store of beauty. | know that is of no importance to your kind, but surely you must seeit.
The rest, you cannot know unless you accept my word, but that is before your own eyes.”

"I have admitted that you are not the same and praise the Horned Lord for that, but yet, you two
areone. | cannot explain how or why, but it is so. Asfor your appearance, Una of Seakeep, you judge
yourself ill. You arefairer in any man's eyesthan that strange. .. thing could ever be. Y ou have shared
human life. Y ou are strong and weak, warm, because of that sharing..."

He stopped speaking. It wasimpossible to express concepts, to describe comprehensibly a
Stuation so completely outside anything he had ever encountered or heard described before. He fully
believed that even the Witches of Estcarp, with al their vaunted Power and learning, would have been
utterly baffled by this, though for the first timein hislife he heartily wished they had one of them herewith
them to help them front thismystery.

"Una, sheisnot of the Dark. | giveyou that, but till, I—I fear that sheistrouble, and dire
trouble, for you. Do nothing, grant her nothing, without careful and long thought lest you thereby take a
step you might be powerlessto retrace.”

Chapter 6

"Tarlachwasin hisusud place on the beach the following morning, standing in the shelter of a
great rock. The sign of the previous day's storm was gill on the sea, and he did not envy those manning
the small boat far out in the bay whose antics he had been observing for some time with that part of his
awareness not locked into hismemory of that other Una.

He had been thoroughly surprised and much relieved by the Holdruler's responseto his
declaration. He had anticipated fury and well nigh abattle of willswith her—reason dmost demanded it
after so incredible a statement—>but that had not occurred. Unahad staunchly de-fended her friend, right
enough, as he supposed was only to be expected, but once her initia astonishment had subsided, she had
not set her back against him. She had neither condemned him nor dismissed hisfears outright. Rather,
with real humility, she had admitted that she herself had none of the answers necessary to refute him and
no knowledge in the ways of the Old Ones. Given those limitations, she had acknowledged the wisdom
of conducting hersalf with the circumspection he advised.



She had thanked him for his quickness of mind in detecting a potentia for peril which neither she
nor the two people she had most trusted in her life had even envisioned.

His head lowered. He had been so sensitive to that danger only because the strange Unawas
female and because she ether possessed herself or could otherwise control enough Power to permit her
to open agate a will. How much credit did he deserve for that? He wondered what sort of response he
would have made had their positions been reversed and the Daeswoman had found it needful to caution
him in somerdationship of his. To his shame, he knew full well that he would not have heard her with the
same fairness and respect, that he probably would not have used her with courtesy at al, not even that
which was her due as the one to whom his sword was bound.

His preoccupation was not so deep that he failed to hear the welcoming call Storm Challenger
reserved for hismate. He looked up as the falcon left his shoulder to join Sunbeam in the air above, and
he raised hishand in greeting to Brennan.

Thelieutenant acknowledged it.
"I knew | would find you in thisplace.
His commander smiled.

"I am here often enough. | love to watch the way the bay changes with each new shading of light
and hour."

The other looked at him.
"You arevery drawntothisDae"
Tarlach nodded.

" Seakeep has much to offer aman.” He sighed, his mood sobering. "I hope war does not come
here. It deserves better than that.”

"I doubt it shal. There has been naught but peace snce our arriva.”
"Aye, but it is during the autumn and winter sormsthat a black wrecker will be active, not now."

"Assuming oneisoperating inthisareaa al. We have seen nothing to suggest that thereis, no
more than there has been any trouble with this Lord Ogin. We have not had so much asasight of him."

"Y ou knew it would probably be thus through the summer months," the captain replied in
aurprise. "Asfor the Lord of Ravenfield, he would logicaly remain quiet for awhile and then begin
pressing his suit with the Holdlady anew using other tactics.”

"Aye, thereisthe Holdruler—Y ou were long in the returning yesterday.”
Tarlach siffened.

"What do you say?'

"Nothing."

"The storm caught us, and we took refuge againgt it, then had along wait beforeit blew over."
Therewas asharpnessin histone which was rarely loosed on any of hisown. "Do you imagine | would
violate oneto whom | am oath-bound, by violence or through seduction?”



"Seduction can be amare's weapon.”
The captain’'s hand struck the hilt of hisblade.
"I would kill any other for thet," he snarled.

Brennan stepped back a pace. He did not need the suddenly aerted falcons now swooping very
closeto thetwo mento tdl him the depth of hisfriend's anger. Most righteous anger. He had done himiill
in speaking as he had for no better reason than his annoyance over his commander's disappearance the
previous day.

"Pardon craved, Comrade. It isjust that more than one of us had begun to grow uneasy by the
time you returned. Y ou had given no one word of your plans, and we did not even know where to begin
seeking you."

Tarlach's outrage cooled.

"That wasfoolishly done," he admitted. "In truth, | had alowed our employer to provoke my
temper and acted under itslash.” He shrugged. "That is done. Our purpose was sound. She gave me
report of aplace of Power, and | went to examineit, using her asmy guide.”

"What! | thought Seakeepdae held no such canker.”
"Theactivity isintermittent.”

"Tanted?"

"Neither Storm Challenger nor | detected any sign of that.”

The Falconer leader found himsdlf reluctant to reveal what had happened in the Bower. It was
too strange for him to offer either explanation or assurance, and yet he felt to the depth of his being that
the woman from beyond the gate represented no threat to anyone but the Holdlady of Seakeepdae. On
the other hand, Una's position would of a certainty be compromised in his comrades eyesif the story
became known.

That must be avoided. She was aready somewhat suspect, apparently, or Brennan's impatience
would not have been expressed in the terms he had used just now, and the company was growing
restless under the lack of rea work and the seeming absence of the threat Una had described as her
reason for hiring blank shields. Technically, that should not matter. They were swornto givea
twelve-months service here, but the fact that they were bound to awoman might put stress on the
srength of that oath in the minds of some, and he did not want to face the task of imposing obedience
and discipline on any of hiswarriors. Thiswas too good a unit to be so weakened.

Fortunately, his lieutenant seemed to accept his agppraisa as he had spokenit, and to help
forestall any further questioning, Tarlach turned his head to the sea, once more fixing his atention on the
gmadl vessd tossing on the still-angry weter.

She was much nearer now, and he frowned as he continued to study her.

"Brennan, you had moretime at seathan |. What do you make of that boat? | have been
watching her on and off for about half an hour. Sometimes she travelsfast, sometimes dow, asif with the
wind, and occasionally she turns broadside to the waves as she is doing now, athough she always
eventudly headsinto them again.”



The second man watched her closdy for some minutes.

"Sheis probably sound enough, but | do not like the look of her. Sheisnot moving right, asif she
wereonly partidly under control at times."

Brennan's head snapped up.
"Sheisintrouble! See, sheisflashing something white, asark perhaps.”

"Rouse the Daesfolk! They have probably seen her aswell, but we cannot chance that they have
not. | shal keep watch on her here.”

Brennan nodded and raced for the nearest of the cottages, but he had not gone ten yards before
he saw severd girls and a couple of youths running like young coursing hounds down the beach toward
the moored boats. Knowing mattersto be in good hands, he returned to his commander after raising his
hand to the Dalespeople to acknowledge their control of the emergency.

The strange vessel was soon taken in tow and brought ashore.

The three men aboard her, al well known to the Sea-keep people, weretired but sound. They
reported that they had been fishing off their own shore when their rudder had struck a submerged rock
they admitted they should have avoided easily had overconfidence in the face of atoo familiar danger not
made them careless. They had rigged another rudder with their spare oar but had drifted out of their
Daeswaters by then and had made for here with the intention of putting into Seakeep's harbor to
properly complete their repairs.

When the sea had proven alittle too rough for their makeshift rudder, however, they had grown
afraid and had begun signaing for help. There were few other landing places beyond this point besides
Ravenfidd'ssngle smdl beach, and dl three readily confessed their unwillingnessto ventureinto that
territory, which had aways been known as a dangerous coast and had gained an even worse name for
wrecks and lost shipsin recent years.

Tarlach'seyes met hislieutenant's asthe eldest of the fishermen, he who wastelling thetale of his
vessdl's adventures, made that last statement.

Brennan nodded. That was the sign the Fal coners needed. There was no doubting the sincerity of
the seamen'sfear, their acceptance and avoidance of alocaly acknowledged peril, and there would be
no further thought of leaving Seakeep before the term of their service ended.

Chapter 7

With thewilling help of Seakeep'sfisherfolk to speed their work, the strange fishermen had soon
completed the repair of their boat and were gone again before the afternoon had moved very far toward
evening.

The new feding of purpose they |eft behind them in the mercenary warriorswould hold firm, and
aready the Faconerslooked upon their routine guarding as amatter of need and of some importance.
Perhapsthe gtill-quiescent Lord of Ravenfield might not prove to be the source of the peril the three had
so casually confirmed, but someone was, and there was no question about the need to keep this harbor
secure againgt that renegade.

Despite fortune's solving that trouble for him, Tarlach's mood remained dark dl that day and
continued dark into the next so that he was glad enough to keep to his quarters, out of sight of his



comrades and the Daes-folk aike, while he attended to the record keeping that was the bane of every
commander responsible for more than amere handful of warriors.

Hewas not pleased to hear a soft, dmost secretive knock around midmorning but gave the call
for admittance.

He scowled when the Holdlady entered, but a high-pitched meow drew his atention to the
minute kitten she was holding againgt her, and he glanced into eyes glowing so brilliantly that they were
wdl-nigh aflame.

The Falconer cameto hisfeeat and hastened to mest her.
"Y ou have bonded with your comrade aready!"

"I haveindeed!" She hesitated. "1 am sorry to intrude on your work, but there was no one elseto
whom | could introduce her." Once more, excitement overcame her. "l never imagined it could belike
thigd"

Helaughed.

"It was the same with me when | wasfirst so chosen, my Lady."

Tarlach stroked thetiny animal with hisforefinger. She was atortoiseshell, seemingly al fur and
with huge, very round, and quite fearless eyes.

"Sheisaddight and should be a beauty when she grows." He glanced a the woman. "Sheis
very young, though. What made you seek out an anima so immature?’

"I did nat, not intentionaly. | chanced on her this morning. She was defending hersef clawvsand
teeth against one of the dogs, who had cornered her. He meant business and would have ended the
matter in another few seconds had | not intervened, but there was no cringing or thought of surrender to
him or to death on her."

"Y ou did not haul the brute off her?' he asked quickly.

"Hardly! My skinis gtill whole—I should have donethat had | been forced to it, but | merely
told him in mind to be about his proper work and not to trouble again those who should be his charges.
Hewent off suitably chastened.”

"And your little friend was grateful ?* heinquired, masking hisrelief.

"Much more! | asked where | might find her mother to reunite them, but she refused to tell me or
toleaveme." Thewoman smiled indulgently. " Sheisvery strong-willed.”

"You arewell met there," he said dryly. "What have you named her, or was she kin-named

dready?'
"| caled her Bravery. After that sand of hers, she meritsit.”
"Intruth.”
Tarlach took the little creature and examined her carefully.

"A fineanimd. She should prosper well. Remember, though,” he added, recalling hisown
excitement with hisfirgt chick, "it will beawhile yet before you can take her adventuring with you.”



"I think my materna ingtincts are quite intact, Captain,” shetold him tartly as sheretrieved
Bravery from hishold.

Their hands brushed together during the transfer of the kitten, and the Fal coner stiffened.
He glared at the Daeswoman.

"Y ou have brought me the queerest commission | have ever had the misfortuneto hold," hetold
her savagely.

Tarlach stopped himself.
"l anafoal," hesaid, "and an arrant boor besides. All thismust be twice as difficult for you."

"I do not find your company unwelcome,” she answered, turning her face from him. "'l have come
to seeyou asatruefriend rather than merdy asan dly.”

The color rose alittle in the chegk vighleto him.

"If I wrong you by saying this, | pray you pardon me. Y ou know that I—I would not insult or
lessenyou.”

"Insult?'Y our regard is not that."
Hetook a step nearer her.

"Unaof Seakeep, you would be the delight and strength of any lord fortunate enough to win you
for dl that remained to him of eternity. Too often | have heard you indicate otherwise in your speech.
That isan injustice to yourself and to Seakeep; such thought can move you to choose for your lord aman
lessworthy than you and your Dale merit and should gain.”

Heturned away.

"Itisnot my right to spesk thusto you."

Thewoman smiled.

"Y ou have every right. Have | not cdled you my friend?'
Thejade eyes studied him speculatively.

"Y our comrades have been giving you trouble?"

His quickly masked start gave her the Falconer's answer athough he himsalf was unwilling to
admit the accuracy of her guess.

"Why do you ask that?' heinquired evasively.

"Because it dmost needs must be so. Y our people do not appear to enjoy idleness. Y ou have
had more to do than the rest of your command since coming here. Now that the others are rested and
have gotten somefed for the Dae, they cannot find the guarding of the one overland entrance very
chalenging. They do not even have responsibility for watching the gorge a the Square Keep since you
have set your falconsthat task. They would have to be wanting something to properly occupy them, even
without theirritant that | must represent.” Her eyesfell momentarily. "Idleness must be aggravating that,
too."



"You are sharp, Lady. Y our reading of usis not far off, but have no fear that we shall breek faith
with Seakeep." Hiseyesglinted coldly. ™Y our fisherman neighbors have thoroughly convinced my
warriors of the need for our presence. We are all onein our hatred for seawolves and black wreckers,
and we regard both as our rightful prey."

"Thanks given, Bird Warrior," she said in avoice husky enough to tel him that she had been
more than passing concerned on that subject.

"Our oath would have kept ushere" hetold her tiffly.
"I know, but it is better, infinitely better, that you hold to it willingly."

For saveral moments, neither spoke. The man found the silence oppressive, but aconstraint had
fallen on them both, and he did not know how to breek it.

Bravery cried then in avoice astonishingly loud for her Size, asif to express her disgpprova of
this change in the atmosphere around her.

He smiled again and once more stroked her.

"If you can bear to part for awhile from thislittle one, | should like for you to ride with me.
Although | have studied the gorge severd times, | have not actualy entered the Square Keep. In that, |
have been remiss. It doubtless till has potentid as a defensive position usable either for or against our
cause.”

"| shall have put on riding garments by the time you have ordered our horses to be made ready.”

The Fa coner scowled as he headed for the stables. It was indeed his businessto check out the
old keep both for its military potentia as he had stated and to seeif it might show any sign of use by
forces of either the Light or the Shadow, but he knew the way right well without having to call for a
guide.

He shook his head angrily. Did he jest with himsaf? Likeit or not, after that meeting in the
Bower, he was going to have to keep very close to the Holdruler of Sea-keep. He did not know
precisaly how far his oath to defend her actudly extended, but to hismind, it included shielding her to the
best of hisability from the effects of possble encirclement aswell asfrom plain cold sted. To do that, he
would have to make sure that she could not be summoned to another such rendezvous while he was at
some distant place and unable to reach her.

It wasimportant to him that he succeed. The strength of that importance surprised and troubled
him alittle, but there was no point in denying that he cared about Seakeep. He did not want to see
disaster gtrike here, and he did not want to see it strike the Holdlady hersdlf, so much so that he had been
moved to spesk as he had earlier though it went againgt both his own training and his position here. If
Unaset up thewrong man aslord in Seakeepdale, the result could be as bad as an invasion. It could be
worse.

Inasense, it was apity he waswhat he was. Seakeep's last two male rulers had ridden as blank
shidds...

Tarlach stopped in mid step, then he began to laugh softly. The men of his race had often been
accused of taking themselvestoo serioudy by amilés march, and if he was not the proving of that now,
no one ever would be. Was he another Ogin, then, with an opinion of himsdlf so inflated that he imagined
his suit would be welcome beyond any question of its success? Theidea of his seeking aHoldlord's place



was S0 ludicrousthat it was funny only. He could not bring himself to so far dignify it asto chide himsalf
for having entertained it in thefirgt place.

The course they followed was arugged one, and they had to cross agood part of it on foot
leading their animals, but the Daleswoman moved dong it with nigh unto the same ease as she would
have shown negatiating an overgrown walk.

The pair made reasonably good time, and since there was no need for haste on them, they
stopped to rest after traversing aparticularly difficult stretch athough they had not scheduled a break at
that point.

Unasat on the thick heath and breathed deeply of the sweet air, drinking of it asif it were wine.
The man settled himsdlf beside her, as glad for the chance to stop as she was.
"No wonder you were able to endure so well on our march here after training over such ground.”

"Am | going too quickly?" she asked contritely. "I know thisareaso well that | am not very
troubled by it, but you are new..."

Tarlach only laughed.
"Y ou forget that every land is new to me. This pace will not try me overmuch.”
Helooked at her curioudly.

"How isit that you have learned to move through awildernesslike this? | have never before seen
such ability in a Dalesvoman and rarely anything gpproaching it in one of your men, apart from trained
scouts or hunters.”

She smiled, pleased but alittle embarrassed.

"I was dways onefor exploring, and my father ingtilled in me the belief that one who would rulea
Dale must be knowledgesgble about it and al itsworkings."

"It was Lord Harvard who had you taught the use of asword?" he asked curioudly.

"Aye. It amused him at firdt, but | think he was less than pleased later when | proved good with
theweapon." She sghed. "To his credit, helet me continueto train with it. Hewasafirm believer in
maintaining a sound body, and he did not consder widlding aneedle or srumming alute an effective
ubdtitute for physica exercise”

"That iswhy you dso ride so wdl|?'

"In part, though al Seakeep people have that ability to some extent. Our horses are such that
they demand perfection from us. Anything lessthan skill with them would be adesecration.” Her eyes
sparkled. "Heeveninssted that | learn how to swim and sail because those were skills useful to a
sesbound folk."

Una's brows furrowed.

"He never thought | might have need of battle skills, though, that | might haveto ruleand lead an
imperiled Seakeep.”

"Those can belearned,” the Falconer told her. "Y ou have the basics aready to judge by the way



you handled yoursdlf that day we met.”

She looked quickly away, biting hard on her lip to keep it from trembling. That was amemory
shedid not cherish.

The captain's hand just brushed hers.

"Forgive me, Lady," he said gently. "Thefirst daying isever harsh even for those of ustrained to
suchwork."

She amiled, grateful for what he offered.
"Doesit ever truly become easier?”’

"Aye, but for most of us never apleasure. We all know to beware the man who takesjoy in
bringing desth.”

Tarlach saw that she was ready to go and, coming to hisfeet, gave hishand to help raise her.
They set out a once and soon fell silent again, devoting their attention to the mountainside rising before
them.

They had traveled thus for some two hourslonger when the woman cameto ahat and silently
pointed with her smal hand.

Thethick forest through which they had been riding ended abruptly at the place in which they
were standing. A tdl cliff rose up above them, and on its summit siood amost strange ruin, its sturdy
walls dtill strong despite the weight of the years, of the centuries, resting upon them.

It was akeep, square in shape, its stern face broken by avery few narrow dits scarcely large
enough to alow abowman space to aim and discharge his weapon.

Her eyesran proudly up the forbidding, powerful walls.

"The Square Keep was discovered much as you now seeit by thefirst of my peopleto reach
Seakeep after coming to thisland and beginning what we now call our history.

"According to the tale he told later, the spirit of thisland cameto our lord in adream in theform
of anoble maiden, or camein her own sdlf as some would have, and told him that this place was hisand
hislinésfor thetaking if hewilled to haveit, but that if he did so, it would be with the understanding that
his blood would be carried through his daughters.

"Hedid sowill, and hisheirs—d| daughters as foretold snce no mae child has ever been born to
our house— and the heirs of the people who followed him have dwelled here even unto the present day.”

"Ravenfidd and the other Dales?"

"They were settled at the sametime, quietly as ourswas, but they were spared even so much
contact with those who had ruled High Hallack in the far past. We were dl fortunate in that respect. In
many other places, men have been seared and their lines cursed by brushes with the Old Ones and their
works."

"Y ou read that truly," Tarlach agreed readily after ashort slence while he sudied the ancient
building.

"The keep, can we enter it fredly, or isthat dangerous? Y ou have said it hasbeen aruinfor a



longtime"
"Very long, but, aye, we may exploreif we use reasonable caution.”

The old fortress proved most interesting athough they were not actualy very long in the exploring
of it.

The ground level consisted of one great chamber. The floors above, three of them, were linked to
one another and with thefirst by anarrow, ever-twisting staircase running upwards through the incredibly
thick walls. The chambersinsde, those they could see, snce the woman's fear of venturing too far out
onto what little remained of the ancient floors kept them to the outer parts of the keep, were al dank with
the barren cold born of centuries of disuse, and dim, for the few narrow windows admitted little light to
theinterior.

The stairs ended in adender doorway that brought them out onto the ramparted roof.

The view from this high place was spectacular, but more than that, it showed clearly dongits
entirelength the only passage piercing the high wall of mountains forming Seakeepda€sinland boundary
inthisarea. At the opposite end of thisgorge lay Ravenfield.

"l want to scout it out again Since we are S0 near," the warrior told her. "Our falcons reports are
good and complete, but it does a commander no harm to observe a position firsthand now and then.”

"Very well, Captain. Let usgo. Theway downtoit is easer than the one we followed coming to
the keep."

Chapter 8

Ravenfied'slands differed very little in gppearance from Seakeep's, mountains stretching out on
every sdewild, forbidding, and beautiful. There was more and richer arable soil in Ogin's domain and
much less sea-coadt, but neither fact could have been ascertained from this place where the two Dales
met.

"An invasion could be mounted through here," the mercenary told his companion, "but | would
not like to be serving under the commander desperate enough to lead it. A dozen men set wherewe are
standing could annihilate an army trying to reach Seakeep from this gate, and it would require precious
little warning for usto place the ambush.”

"And if they did passthrough here, they would still haveto crossdl the country between, much
of which can be readily defended, and would then be faced with the prospect of taking the road into the
vdley itsdf.”

He nodded.
"Not an easy task, but any man capable of black wrecking is not one to be underestimated.”

The Holdlady gasped suddenly.

"Speak of dark dreams, and one's deep is shattered!— Do you see that vae to the right on our
sde of the gorge? A stream runsthrough its center.”

"l seeit. Thereisarider on the farther bank. One of Ogin's people?’

"Ogin himsdf unless| am badly mistaken. He has an odd seat dthough heisafine horseman.”



Shewatched the Lord of Ravenfield for severd seconds.
"He cannot see us. Shall we dip away or confront him?”
"Istherewrong in his being here? Heis on your land.”

The enforcement of boundary integrity varied greetly from section to section and even from Dde
to Ddewithinagiven area

"Noneat al," shereplied. "Border jealousy israre here. Thereistoo little to spy out or damage
save around the keeps themsalves. He could legitimately be seeking animals strayed over here, hunting,
or merely enjoying aride.”

"Or he could be reconnoitering the territory even aswe," Tarlach said grimly. "He has heard of
my company's presence in Seakeep by thistime and cannot but have divined the cause of your hiring us.
He could be preparing to strike the first blow in the hope of crippling us through surprise.”

"Aye, or that."
The Falconer's eyes narrowed for amoment.

"l would meet this neighbor of yours. Let him come upon us, though. We shdl seeif he chooses
to hall usor withdraw unseen.”

They dipped away from their vantage point and, mounting their horses, carefully worked their
way down so that they would not be observed before they were ready to show themselves.

Both tensed asthey at last moved into the open, wondering how the interloper would respond to
their presence.

Ogin was not long in spotting them. Either his mission and heart wereindeed light, or hisnerve
and speed of decision were those of amaster generd, for he called out to them almost a the moment of
sghting, or, rather, he called to Una, whom he obvioudy recognized as readily as she had him.

Hewas agtriking man, Tarlach saw asthey drew near him. Of average height, Ravenfied'slord
was of astocky build, al muscle with nothing of fat upon him. His face was square in keeping with his
body. I1ts complexion was ruddy beneath a deep tan. Ogin's eyes were dark under heavy, black brows.
His hair was very dark aswell with a pronounced wave. It showed the barest hint of thinning at the
crown. Hisfeatures were well formed except for the lips, which were uncommonly narrow, making his
mouth seem no more than ahard dit across hisface.

Heinclined his head toward the woman in acourtly fashion.
"You arefar from home, Lady Una," he remarked pleasantly after exchanging greetings with her.
"Asaeyou, my Lord."

"Indeed, and | am atrespasser besides. | was rough-training this colt when | caught sight of afine
hart and gave chase."

"l am sorry to have broken your hunt, then.”
Helaughed.

"Y ou but spared my pride, Lady. My horse was too inexperienced for such work in this country,



and | lost the beast.”

The shrewd eyesflickered to the mercenary, who had remained silent and alittle behind his
companion during the exchange.

"What fear has come upon you, Lady Una, that you ride your own lands with warrior escort?
That had never been your wont."

"Only thetimes, my Lord. Too many have been sent wandering and running whom it would not
bewell for awoman, or aman ether, for that matter, to meet while traveling alone.”

He eyed the Falconer'swinged helm coldly. It was a chance and perhaps areckless one, but this
mesting just might be made to work for his good.

"A snglewarrior, my Lady?—That onewill be of no useto you. All this solitude iswasted on his
Ort—

Ogin said no more. He wanted to swallow but dared not |est the needle point of the sword
pressing againg histhroat penetrate the flesh and the windpipe beneath.

"My charge includes defense of my liege's name aswell as her person, Lord Cur,” Tarlach said
with anicy fury in which the other man read the will to his degth. "Y ou have made assault on that, and
hersistheright of judging your fate.

"Let himgo free," Una.commanded.
Her own voice, her face, were fixed with disdain.

"This now closes the question that was between us, Ogin of Ravenfield. Y our insult to me | shall
not forgive, and more unpardonable till isthe dur you cast at thiswarrior who has bound hissword in
honorable service to me. Y ou may leave unharmed now, but if he or any of his comrades should take you
again on my lands, he may exact whatever penalty his honor demands from you—Now go, before | ater
my command and alow him to loose his blade on you!”

The Holdlord eyed the lowered but still-ready wegpon in the mercenary's hand and the falcon
dready circling his head and made no issue of the matter. His gamble had miscarried and more violently
than he might have imagined. He could only count hislosses and lay other plansto gain the end he was
determined to secure.

Without aword to either of them, he jerked his mount's head around and turned back toward his
own domain.

The Fa coner glared after him.
"The bastard,” he muttered savagely. "1 should have cut him down where he sat!"

"Hewas angry a my having outmaneuvered him by blunting the threat he represented, and
perhaps he hoped to drive awedge between your people and your oath.”

"Heisafool aswell, then. Because heisvoid of honor, doesheimaginewe aredl of hisilk? My
race must be harshly judged indeed if that isthe way we are viewed."

"1t would have been aniill deed dll the sameto fdl him for aword."

Tarlach looked closely upon her and saw the tightness of her manner; she had not enjoyed the



insult. Like himsdlf, she had reined her anger, aye, and her dashed pride aswell. This one wasworthy to
have command over others, asworthy aswas any lord under whom and with whom he had served
throughout the years of the war and since.

"The break between you is open now," he observed.
Shesghed.

"That was inevitable once he spoke as he did. | suppose he knew my answer anyway, and my
determination to resst force, once helearned | had brought blank shields to Seakeep. Our folk made
sure that news spread where it should go as soon asyou arrived.”

Shesghed again.

"It is probably for the best that it happened. Now hewill either have to take direct action againgt
us, which heisnot likely to do with your company to stand our defense, or ese content himself with his
present base and leve of activity.”

The captain straightened.

"Activity which | hope we can soon put to an end,” he said quietly; if he had ever doubted it
before, hefirmly believed now that the dark-eyed Daesman was fully capable of doing dl the people of
Seakeep suspected of him. "Let usgo, Lady. It isgrowing late, and | would not make our camp too near
thisplace”

Unanodded. With his hope of obtaining Seakeepdal e through marriage shattered, Ogin of
Ravenfield might well consder somework of treachery againg them.

They rode asfast asthe terrain would permit for the rest of that day and well into the evening,
conceding their trail with al the cunning bred and trained into the Falconer over thelong yearswhen his
life had at times depended as much or more upon his ability to move slently and quickly as upon his skill
with asword.

There was only so much that even he could do, however, with their destination and general
direction known, and the captain frowned darkly when they finally ceased their run for the night. No
camp could be so carefully hidden that it could not be discovered.

"Come," he said suddenly after they had finished egting the portion of their suppliesdlotted to
that evening's medl, "we shal make our bed in the branches above."

Unadtarted but followed him without protest.

He led her some distance from the areathey had disturbed before stopping benesth one of the
forest giants towering high above them. Using their beltsto help them grip and hold the smooth-grained
bark, they climbed to the lowest branch and from there to the one above, alimb so broad that they could
have walked erect upon it for afull third of its length had they been so daring asto make the attempt.

Thewoman was glad that her companion was not so inclined, and she was relieved when he
indicated that they would not have to go any higher. She gingerly maneuvered hersalf until her back
rested againgt the solid roundness of the trunk and from this position of relative security rather unhappily
surveyed the place where she was to pass the night. She had no fear of heights, but neither did sheliketo
dwell upon the fal she could take with the dightest loss of balance.

If Tarlach was aware of her unease, he gave no sgn of it. Moving as cautioudly as she had before



him, he settled himsdlf beside her.
Unageded hersdf and did alittle to her right to give him more room.
Hisarm closed around her.

"Stay gill. Thereis space for both of usup here. If wetakeit in turn to watch so that one of usis
adwaysdert, we should have a secureif an uncomfortable night.”

She smiled despite herself.

"Oginwilling."

"Oginwilling," heagreed, "and | believe hewill leave usin peaceto enjoy it."
"That iswhy we are perched up herelike apair of nestlessbirds?"
Helaughed.

"I livetoday because | learned early to guard against even unlikely pexil, but if | felt we were
actualy in danger, | would not have permitted usto stop at al.”

Unasighed to hersdlf, knowing he wasright.
"Inany event," she said after amoment'ssilence, "thefirst watchismine.”
"Do you think | would alow you to deep through?* he asked alittle sharply.

"Maybe you would, maybe not, but | do know that your senses are better trained than mine and
will be needed in the darkness of the late hours and in the strange light of predawn. We should havelittle
to fear during thefirgt part of the night. Ogin had no warriorswith him, and he would not attempt to ride
after usdone. Even if he had acompany waiting fairly close by, hewould still have to return for them,
then come back again, discover our trail, and follow it. Despite our stopping, he can hardly overtake us
very quickly. Infact, | am more concerned about the possibility of some sort of ambush near the tower
than | am of any direct pursuit.”

The mercenary looked at her with new respect.

"Youread it as| do—Have no fear. We shdl be watching for any such trap, although | truly do
not think we shall meet with one. The Lord of Ravenfield could not have known we would beriding here,
and | do believe that he wastraveling done. Y ou have told methat isthe practice here ssve when it is
known that brigands are active in the area, and lack of an escort precludes an impromptu ambush.” Asif
to emphasi ze hiswords, he yawned. "For now, my Lady, it is best that we try for whatever rest we can
find."

The Falconer did not degp immediately athough the weariness of an active day wasfull upon
him.

Hewasresting partly againg the tree, partly againgt his companion. He had no fear of faling. The
dender arm around him was strong in its support and would hold him should he begin to dip, at least long
enough for him to become aware of and avert his danger.

Helooked up. Even his night-trained eyes could discern no more than a shadow profile of the
Daleswoman, so thick had the darkness become.



That was enough, more than enough.
Tarlach closed his eyes again and alowed his consciousness of her to sweep through him.

The nearness of her was asaflame, lighting every nerve, every ingtinct, within him. Helonged to
closethat lovely body in hisarms, to lie beside and with her....

A fury of sdlf-loathing filled him, and he crushed the unwel come passion. Wasthis the best thet
could be expected of one of hisrace, then, this rapid capitulation to the forcesworking on all men, andin
amanner utterly degrading to his honor? It was vile beyond any violation of disciplineto even think of so
using one dependent upon his protection. Una of Seakeep needed him now. Shetrusted him, and she
must never come to suspect the extent to which his supposed strength had failed him.

Chapter 9

Their precautions were either totally successful or quite unnecessary, and the pair reached the
round tower unmolested |ate the following morning. There, they separated, Unato apprise Rufon of all
that had befdlen them, and Tarlach to make report of thisfirst meeting with their potential enemy to his
own comrades.

Histae ended, the captain flung himself into the heavily carved chair Brennan drew up for him,
his expression threatening and dark.

"That one meritsthe hating,” he muttered.

Hisfury againgt Ogin of Ravenfied had returned in dl itsforce during hisrecounting of their
exchange, and hefelt little need to mask it among these men.

"Isthe man feeble-brained?’ Rorick asked. "What could he have hoped to accomplish by
provoking you two like that?'

"Probably precisely what the Holdlady suggested, to force awedge between us with that dur on
her name. It would have been to his benefit to strip her of defense again by driving us off."

Brennan laughed without humor.
"Heerred, then. | have rarely seen you with your back up like this."

"| didike someonetrying to manipulate me asif | were awitless child,” his commander replied
hastily. ""How do you accept it?"

"None of uscarefor insult. | think Ogin of Ravenfield may discover usrather moreinterested in
the fight than he might otherwise have found usif it comesto that now."

"Aye, and he recognizes his mistake. Be assured of that. He does not strike me as onewho
habitualy so fouls histactics, ether." He shook hishead. " pity anyone giving him causeto vent his
gpleen at the moment.”

"What isyour judgment of him?' Brennan questioned. "Apart from your didike of him, how
would you class him as an opponent?*

Tarlach paused, choosing hiswords carefully.
"Intelligent, capable, willful and quick of temper but, | think, usudly in better command of himself



than he showed us—a dangerous man and, | believe, one with the ability to induce others of hisilk to
fight well for his sake. Heis not an enemy we dareignore.”

"Y ou believe that Seakeep does have causeto fear him, then?"
He nodded.

"l do, and after our meeting yesterday, that fear may not be very far from being confirmed in
action.”

Hislieutenant was frowning.

"Onething | do not understand. We have heard the explanation of how he comesto havea
strong and able garrison when those of his neighbors are al much reduced, but a crew capable of black
wrecking is another matter. The Daesfolk here and the admittedly few outsiders making use of the bay
whom we have observed al seem to be honest, human people, right poor material for such work even if
they were compelled by force to undertakeit.”

"Such can be hired. Ogin has|eft his Dale on occasion since he gained possession of it with no
explanation of his destination given to his neighbors. He could well have been gathering the renegades he
required to him and settling them in hischosen lair. The Ravenfield folk would by and large have been
kept ignorant of their presence and purpose, and any happening to learn about them would have been
dan outright or sllenced by terror.”

Tarlach went to the long table which served the mercenaries as a desk and spread amap on its
ample surface. Ogin'swrecker activities were the most hateful of his presumed offenses, but they must be
relegated to a secondary position in their regard for the moment; it was his possible role as an invader to
which they must now addresstheir attention.

The Falconer company was still together, clustered around their officers and deep in discussion,
when Rufon entered the barracks.

Tarlach gave him anod of greeting and looked inquisitively a him. The veteran had assumed the
role of liaison between the clannish mercenaries and those people of Seakeep needing to dea with them,
and he thought that the Dalesman might be acting as Una's messenger now. Although her position gave
her theright to do so, she had never yet intruded upon them in their quarters.

That assumption proved accurate, and he soon found himsdlf in the great hal. Unawas standing
near its center, alone for the moment, apillar of quiet set amidst a scene of uncommon activity.

The man's eyes narrowed. There was no panic, but this bustle went well beyond the normal press
of activity usualy to be found here. That seemed to bespeak some sort of trouble.

He was even more convinced that something was seriously amisswhen he reached her sdeafew
moments later and saw the grave cast of her features.

"What iswrong, my Lady?'

The green of her eyes seemed to degpen asthey fixed on him.
"Are Falconers permitted to do work not related to battle?!
"What work?" Tarlach asked in surprise.



"A storm comes, one of the seels mighty gales, though it is very early in the season for those, and
the most of our harvest istill in stacks upon the fields. If we cannot bring it in before that tempest strikes,
our animalswill fed hunger'slash thiswinter.”

"Youwish usto help you draw it in?'

"Aye, if you would not find the task demeaning. Without your help, agood part of the cropis
certainto belog.”

"We are not like those lords who think the labors supporting their domains are somehow beneath
them, Lady, and we, too, love our animals, though they be less fine than yours, we have no wish to see
them hungry. The help you want isyours, but it shall come from only haf our number, the others| shall
have to hold in reserve for our defense.”

"Ogin can read the Sgnsaswell aswe. He will not mount an attack now."

"Not if heisdtill within his keep, perhaps, or very near to it, but if | were he and already well en
route, | would press my assault, hoping to come upon my enemies while they were laboring in their fields
and unprepared for treachery and then shelter my army in the captured tower or in the cottages and
outbuildingsif that till held out when the gale struck.”

"You areright asdwaysin these matters,” the woman conceded with admiration, but then she
shuddered. "How terrible your life must be for your mind to ever have to flow to war and the work of
desth.”

"My lifeisablank shield's, and my thoughtways are amgjor reason for your having hired my
sword."

"Aye, and yet | am sorry you have not known more of peace.”
Theman smiled.

"We, too, have our times of quietness. If that were not so, | should hardly be able to appreciate,
much lessenjoy as| do, al | havefound here. It isjust that other peoples rarely see usin such moments.
They are not likely to come often during our periods of service with you."

The grey eyes shadowed.

"This commission has been an exception to that, and soon even Seakeep may become prey to
violence and hate..."

"Perhaps the Amber Lady will spare usthat,” Unasaid quickly, "or the Horned Lord, war being
his province."

He threw the mood from him.

"Maybethey shall, but they mean to test usdl the samein another way if your reading of the
weather is sound.— L et us be away, my Lady, and seeto thiswork of harvesting.”

The mercenaries |abored al that afternoon and evening beside the Dalespeople, racing the
ominoudy darkening sky and rising wind to bring what was an unusually rich harvest under cover before
it could dl be swept away.

Every cart was pressed into service and every available beast, horse, mule, ox, and ass. Many



drew the wagons with their loads of saved hay and oats. Others dung the great stacksin, hauling them
out of the fields by rope without the aid of any vehicle.

Workers stationed in the barns and sheds piked each load insde, straining to have oneiniits
place before the next was delivered.

Although ever threstening in its aspect, the westher continued to hold throughout the afternoon
and evening, and when Tarlach at last stood at the window of his chamber which gave him the best view
of the cultivated area, it wasto look upon gratifyingly empty meadows, half of which would still befull
had it not been for the aid furnished by his command.

Night was nearly upon the world, for the black clouds choking al the sky gavelittle room for an
extended twilight, but the waning sun still provided enough illumination to reved the tight patchwork of
Seakeep'sfields.

The greater number and aso the smallest were the gardens bearing the Dal€s fruits and
vegetables. These had not been emptied of their crops, which had not been ready for harvesting even had
there been timeto take themin.

Such tiny fields, he thought, and now more than ever, he appreciated the wisdom of those who
had made them thus, minute plots surrounded by high, firm stone ditches which would protect the crops
growing within from the gale's anger and hold the carefully tended soil in its place despite heavy rainsand
steep dope. So it had proved since the settling of Seakeepdale, and so, he believed and hoped, it would
prove tonight.

He shivered. The big room was cold despite the roaring fire. After setting the Siege shuttersfirmly
in place over each of the windows and securing them, he returned to the inner portion of his quartersand
prepared himsdf for bed. There would be no point and less pleasure in remaining up very much longer
thisnight.

Chapter 10

The rain began soon after he had retired but remained no more than a particularly heavy
downpour for along time. Then, two hours after midnight, such ablast of wind struck the tower that the
warrior snapped awake, grasping the sword which was never beyond the reach of his hand.

Even ashetook hold of it, hereleased it once more, recognizing the source of the disturbance.

The man rose quickly and went to the screened window nearest him. He opened the observer's
port set into the shutter but could see nothing beyond save a seemingly infinite blackness.

Hiseyes shut asasearingly brilliant flash of white light filled dl theworld around him, and he
hastily closed the tiny port once more lest he be soaked by the cascade of rain forcing itsway through the

smdl opening.

Tarlach went back to his bed. He did not return to deep, for the hammering of the gale-driven
torrent, the dmaost continuous lashing of the lightning, and the exploding thunder were overwhelming in
their violence and would not be dismissed from his awareness. Lying there, listening to the tempest'sfury,
the mercenary commander did not believe he was done tonight in welcoming the thick stone wals around
him.

He must have dozed at some point, for when awareness again returned to him, it wasto find
Storm Challenger tugging at his hand impatiently and none too gently with his crudly sharp bill.



Tarlach heard it then, aknock scarcely audible againgt the chaos raging outside.

He sprang from hisbed. The light from the still-flickering fire was sufficient for his needs, and he
did not bother to reach for a candle. Since the war bird told of no danger but rather pushed him to
action, though without explanation, he hastened to the door and drew it open.

Una Shewasfully clad in the garments she had worn before retiring and was holding acandle,
whose flame danced wildly despite the shelter shetried to giveit with her cupped hand. Her eyeswere
huge and her face too white for its pallor to be explained by the hour and dim light. He saw that Bravery
was dlinging to her deeve.

The Faconer ushered her insde, carefully closing the door behind her.

"My Lady, what has happened?' He did not even think to insult her by asking if it wasthe sorm
that wastroubling her.

"She cameto me. My sister. The other Una."

He knew that he whitened himself. Although the room was cold and he was bare before her to
the wais, he forgot hisintention of drawing his cloak around himsdif.

"Here?' he whispered.

She nodded.

"Aye. She said she actually has the freedom of any of the Old Places.”
He led her to one of the two chairsin the chamber.

"What did she want?'

Unadrew adeep breath to steady herself.

"I had remained up to make record of our harvest and to attend to some other business | had let
lapse awhile and was about to prepare for bed—

"Y ou were done?’

She nodded.

"Except for Bravery. | often work late and aways dismiss my waitingwoman when | do."
"She came then?'

"Aye, and in haste. She had all but stepped from her passage before | was aware of its opening.
Once here, she quickly told me the purpose of her vist, first describing her nature and then confirming
what many have come to believe about thisworld, that the forces of Light and true Dark battled fiercely
here at onetime and that at long last, after avesome destruction, the forces of Light partially conquered,
not totally but securing supremacy enough to impose the balance of life once more and to put checks
upon those many servants and works of Shadow and Dark which could not be utterly overcome.”

"This other Una, what was her rolein that war?"

"None save that of adigtant victim." She shivered, and not from the chill. "Y ou were right about
her in asense. Sheisme, or, rather, sheiswhat | would have been had the Shadow never found



entrance into thisworld, but sheis not whole. She has no actua substance and no real placein thistime
or any other time."

Unabit down on her lip, fighting to retain hold on her composure before this man whom she
feared would have smal patience with any display of weakness or hysteria, athough it was pity, grief,
and not fear that was chiefly driving her.

"She was content to remain as she was and to make hersdlf accept that role and—and just hope
that better might eventualy come, but conditions around us have changed to the point that she felt she
could no longer do so. The old balance has been troubled. Not only in High Hallack but throughout all
thisworld, Power has been widded and forces awakened which have long dept, to such an extent that
she saysthetimeleft to al of us might well be short, so short that she feared if she was ever to havelife,
rea human life, shewas going to haveto clamit a once."

She saw Tarlach dtiffen, asif he knew what she was about to say and regected it utterly.
"Unawished to meld her spirit with mine so that she would become part of meand | of her—
"No!"

Thewoman shook her head impatiently, slencing him.

"It would mean the life she so craved, and | should have knowledge and the key to the Power
shesayslieswithin me.”

"No!'—Una, you did not..."

Hisringers boreinto her shoulders so that she winced athough she would not permit hersdlf to
cry out. He seemed scarcely to notice but did ease the pressure of his grasp.

"Una, what answer did you make her?"
The Holdruler's head lowered.

"I wanted to grant her wish. She pleaded and reasoned so passionately, but | was afraid.
Something deep within mysdlf rebelled againgt the very thought of what she required of me. | battled
mysdlf and my selfishness, but | could not bring myself to agree.

"Bravery struck then. With her mind and al the strength of her body, she tried to force me out of
that room and here to you. That was when | recalled my promiseto you, and | told Unathat | could
make no such decison in amoment, based only on emotion and excitement, that | must weighitindl its
aspects when my mind .was cooler and more open to reason.

"She grew angry, naming me a coward and the falsest of friends, then told meto stay as| am and
facelife and what it might throw at me with the weapons | might have had forever tight sheathed. After
that, she—she flung hersdf into her passage and vanished.”

"The Horned Lord be praised,” he whispered.

Tarlach redized his hands were shaking and hastily withdrew them. He had been blind, he
thought dully, intentionaly blind, but thisinfinite peril had stripped away that comfortable denia. He knew
now what Unaof Seakeep wasto him. He did not merely long to satisfy himsalf with that beautiful body.
He wanted the woman for his companion, to cherish and guard and grow ever closer to her for thewhole
that remained to him of life and to center that life around her.



"Una, that offer was of the Dark. Had you yielded, you would have been lost, and so, too, would
your... Sger.”

"No! Sheisnot—

"Hersdf, no, but the Shadow's ways can be seductive. Think what she suggested. Was this not
the fate that befell our women in those ancient days? They, too, became, not individuas any longer, but
extensions of another.” He paused lest his voice begin to tremble and betray him. "Her purpose for asking
this does not matter. Each cresture comesinto being unique. Anything which destroys that individudity,
anything which eliminates or adulterates mind or will or spirit, strikes a the very basis of life, at its
greatest glory, its greatest strength, its very core. Y our loyaty and generosity nigh unto delivered both of
you into atrap which neither of you deserved or devised.”

"Neither of us? Do you redlly believe that after what you have just said?"

"If you are somehow one, then | cannot accept that she would intentionaly have wrought that
black evil "

"Thanks given for that," Unasaid softly. Shelooked up a him. "I owe more by far than my lifeto
your good sense and to Bravery's.”

"Do not forget your own. That core within you which protested your granting her pleawas no
cowardice, Lady."

"Perhaps not, though it was not reason, either—Do you think she was right? About the old
bal ances being disrupted and our having maybe only alittle time left?'Y ou have had more experience with
Power than |, having lost so much because of its use and even fighting beside the Were Ridersif what
Rufontdlsmeistrue”

"Itistrue," hereplied siffly. "Asfor therest, | do not know, Lady. That vast amounts of Power
have been unleashed and old forces awakened, aye, to that | can testify, but to say more..."He shrugged.
"No man hasthe reading of the future.”

"Perhaps that isto our good."

The Dalesvoman cameto her fet.

"l have troubled you long enough, Bird Warrior, but | felt it was your right to know dl this"
"My nameis Tarlach,” he said wearily, asif in defedt.

He scowled at the door.

"If you were Holdlord, | would not permit you to go from this chamber tonight after what you
have aready endured in your own."

"l cannot remain,” Unatold him softly.

Nor could she. Even here, tongues wagged fast and some minds ever ranin akennd. A lord
might do much not permitted awoman without loss of his peopl€'s respect, and if he did dienate himsdlf
from their waysto the point that he was bereft of that, he could usualy till retain his power to command
them. With Una, it was different. She needs must keep her name unsullied, or her authority would be
serioudy compromised, arisk she durst not take at a time when Seakeepdal e most needed to stand
solidly behind itsleader.



His own position would not admit of scandd ether. His Falconers would not smile at such a
rumor as acompany of another sort would do, and explanation at this point would do him moreill than
good. Thefact that he had concealed their first encounter with that other Unawould have to be revealed,
and that deception would of a certainty be most harshly judged.

"Leave your door gar. Between them, Storm Challenger and Bravery should be ableto dert me
if she makes another attempt to reach you."

"Y ou believe Unamight try to use force to compel me?"

"Hopefully not, but the despair of deep disgppointment has driven many a one to deeds not
normaly within their nature, for good and for ill.—Have you an amulet of Gunnora?!

"| do, agifting from my mother."

"Wear it, then, if you do not have it about you now. | do not know what the Lady could or would
be willing to do for you since your spirit Sster isnot hersaf of the Dark, but we cannot afford to forgo
any defense”

"I haveit on."
"Good."

Helooked at her. She seemed so dight and vulnerablein the flickering light that he wanted only
to take her into hisarmsto shield and comfort her.

Hisfingers reached out and gently brushed her cheek before dropping away again.

"For your trust, thanks given, Unaof Seakeep. | shal prove worthy of it, if | must spend the life
of my very soul to seeyou safe”

Chapter 11

All through the following day—if the dull twilight permitted by the massive clouds could be so
termed—the great storm raged and then through the night after it.

The Fa coner captain spent much of histime watching it whilethe dim light held. The uncontrolled
and uncontrollable violence of it fascinated, awed, him and dso frightened him alittle, whatever the
security of hisrefuge. There was something in thistempest which reached the very core of him, touched
in him some primd spark, the ember of atime when there had been no shelter save a covering of hidesor
brush or, a best, a cave discovered more by chance than by foreknowledge.

It was the enraged ocean which kept drawing him and holding him to hiswindow. He had seen
storm-flung waves, great waves, before, but never had heimagined to find in Seakeep's harbor the like of
those boiling there now.

The usually peaceful little bay was utterly transformed. It looked larger, for the two arms of land
partialy enfolding it were submerged at their tips, athough both places were of an eevation which
normally kept them visible during the year's highest tides even when reinforced by agae of condderable
grength.

The ravening waters had rushed far inland aswell, covering most of the lower pastures. So high
did they come at one point that he began to fear for the cottages set nearest the beach. The people were
dill within them if the lightstold true, and there could be no thought of flight to higher ground now. The



wind would amost certainly sweep anyone attempting that.

The dwellings and the planted fields around them remained inviolate, however, further testimony
to the knowledge and foresight of those who had originally chosen the stesfor them. The ocean
threatened, she took the rough lands bel ow, but Seakeepdal €'s homes and gardens were spared.

Tarlach dept soundly that night and would probably have dept well into the next day had
something not caused him to come full awake shortly after the eight hour.

Helay 4ill, trying to discover in hiswaking state what had roused him. There was no sensation of
danger, and no warning of anything amissfrom Storm Challenger...

There was a change, alessening, in the sound of the tempest, he realized suddenly. The wind no
longer pummeled the round tower so wildly. He had grown accustomed to its scream over the past
hours, and this dteration in its force was more than sufficient to have thus activated hiswarrior's senses.

The Falconer dressed rather dowly and then cautioudy opened the observer's port at which he
was wont to stand.

The storm was indeed much reduced, athough it was till a power against which no sane man
would careto pit himself. Wind and rain were both at thelevel of amore average gae, and the waters
had receded amogt to the beach once more. The spurs on either side of the bay were nearly completely
exposed now, with only their very edges and outlying rocks still submerged.

The ocean retained her anger, however, and if the breakers crashing onto the shore were no
longer so awesomely high, they remained fully as deadly to any morta forced into joining battle with
them.

The man stiffened then and, throwing back the shields, leaned forward asfar as possibleinto the
narrow window, oblivious of therain clawing at him through the uncovered dit.

There was avessdl out there, a merchantman by the look of her, and it required no sailor'seyeto
seethat she wasin serioustrouble. One mast was broken, shattered approximately at its center. The ship
listed sharply, and she rode ominoudy low in the water so that her deck was almost constantly awash.
Even at this distance, he could see that her movements were duggish, asif she were heavy with water
and unable to respond well to the commands of those trying to control her.

All thisflashed upon hismind in an ingtant, as did the knowledge that, conditions being what they
were, it was very unlikely that any other had seen her.

Tarlach raced from his chamber and, calling to the ever-present sentries, raised the larm within
the tower.

The demands and terrors of the ocean were bred into the people of this seagirt Dae, asmuch a
part of them as the limbs which bore them up or with which they performed their lives work, and word
of theimperiled craft had been carried throughout the valey within minutes of the captain's having sighted
her, the storm notwithstanding.

There waslittle anyone could do. The boats were ready and their crews beside them, but they
could not be launched. They might have braved the seas farther out in the troubled bay, but nothing could
pass the churning, crushing madness of the breakers. It was not even possibleto light asignal fire or
beacon; the drenching rain smothered every effort before the fue could begin to take light.

The Faconer officersjoined Unaand Rufon in her office chamber, watching the agony of the



broken vessdl, each in agony himsalf because of his helplessness,

"Sheistrying to make the harbor,” the Dalesman said at |ast with akind of deadly cam, "but her
master does not know this coast. Sheis dangeroudy near the cliffsasit is, and if she continues on her
present course, shewill surely ground on the north spur or on one of its outriders. Once that happens,
sheislost and her crew with her; thereisno way of getting aboat out to her to take off any survivors."

That grim prediction proved to be al too accurate. The merchantman limped toward the bay,
toward the un-guessed peril of the submerged spit.

Her captain was wise in the ways of coastlines, or else he sensed something amiss, for he Strove
to bring his vessdl farther out and did, indeed, clear the spit itsdlf. The threatened ship passed into the
very heart of the miniature idets and rocks surrounding the landmass, however, and within minutes of
doing so, the inevitable occurred. She grounded with a crash rendered inaudible by the roar of wind and
waves and ajolt which rent the very souls of the watchers.

She was ripped completely open. Scarcely had the shock of striking left her than her bow rose
into theair, and she settled stern first into the furious ocean.

The very rock which had doomed their ship gave added moments of life to those of the crew
fortunate enough to have been on deck and somewhat forward at the moment of impact. It remained
within the tear it had made and so wedged itself that it held the prow alittle above the level of the water.
To thisclung somefifteen heplesssallors.

Theirs was not acomfortable refuge or a secure one. The prow was no great distance above the
ocean & its highest point, and every few minutes a huge seawould wash over it, completely covering it
for theingtant of its passing. Only the fact that, compelling though they were, these were il rollersand
not yet full breskers, preserved the castaways at |east temporarily, but at best their respite would be
short. Hands bruised and numbed by cold and strain would gradualy weaken, and their hold on the
dippery, steeply inclined wreck must eventualy break.

It took time, longer than might have been expected but that the marinersredized they were very
near to tower and cottages and hoped against the stark witness of the tempest that help would somehow
reach them. An hour passed without visible change, then amassive wave covered the prow, and when it
was once more clear to view, three of them had vanished. An hour's quarter later, another five were
taken.

Tarlach turned away from the window.

"They are not physically so very far from land. If arope were carried to them, they should be
ableto climb dong it to safety.”

"Aye," responded Rorick, "but how isit to reach them? The distance istoo gresat for usto throw
it out even if thewind were not againgt us.”

"A properly directed dive from the cliff would take a man beyond the white water. He would
have to be a strong swimmer, but granting that, he should be able to make the wreck."

Unapaed at the suggestion.

"That part of the seaisfilled with obstacles. No one would diveinto it from there even inthe
camest weather when the ocean hersalf presented little danger. A would-be rescuer stands nearly as
much chance of being broken against some submerged rock..."



"Itistherisk of onelife againgt the certain loss of many, Lady,” Tarlach replied quietly.
Unanodded, athough she knew who the swvimmer would haveto be.
"Tdl usyour plan, Captain.”

"Itisample enough. You areright in sating that only by purest chance could anyone survive a
leap from the crest of the cliff, and even more difficult, moreimpossible, would be a successful climb
back up to it dong arope by aready exhausted men, yet only thus can escape from the wreck be
accomplished.

"See that ledge there, the broad one about a third of the distance from thewater? Thereisafairly
easy ascent to it from the fields above the beach, and men could be stationed there to assist the
unvivors.”

His companions nodded.

"| shal make my jump from the smaller oneimmediately aboveit. The rope can be fastened to
some point there so that the castaways need but drop into your peoples arms once they are over land
and not be forced to attempt any scaling of afina rocky lip."

"It isas good a scheme as can be devised,”" Brennan agreed reluctantly, "yet | would not have
you be the one to make the attempt.”

"The planismine, and | am the strongest of our company in the water." He glanced at the
Holdruler. "It is nearly certain that none of your folk could be considered, Lady. The most are yet too
young, their adult powers undeveloped.”

To that, she was forced to yield, though it tore her to the depth of her soul to do so. She lacked
the strength of muscle to take this on herself, and she knew that Tarlach's reading of her people was
accurate. Indeed, there were few of them who might have made the attempt even had that not been the
case. In accordance with the superdtition shared dmost universaly by fisherfolk, most of Seakeep's
inhabitants were unable to swim. Asfor histaking the task upon himsdlf, since his own comrades
accepted thisas Tarlach'srole, she could not gainsay him.

Chapter 12

Each moment might bring disaster to some or dl of the desperate mariners il clinging to the
prow, and the captain made no delay. Leaving his mount at the base of the cliff, he ascended the rough
but easily negotiable natura path to the ledge below that from which he would soon legp and from there
clambered the ten remaining feet to the one above.

Thislast was not an easy climb, and he was breathing heavily by the time he reached hisgod.

Hedid not pause, that notwithstanding, but cast off his cloak as soon as he had gained the level
place. Heretained the single, tightly fitting garment he wore benesath it. Fashioned in one piece of supple
leather and covering dl hisbody, it would keep the cold from him and should provide some protection as
well from the tearing of the obstacles with which he would inevitably meet.

The Falconer made fast the light, strong rope he had carried with him to atal pinnacle of stone
30 perfect in shape and width that he might have imagined it had been formed specificaly for this purpose
had its surface been less rough. Asit was, he wasforced to tie hisline carefully so that it would not rub
and fray againgt asharp ridge running nearly itsfull length.



The free end he bound about hiswaist, fastening it with aknot that would resist pressure but
would rip easily when hewilled that it do so.

There was amovement below, and he bent to help Una over the edge and onto the ledge.

Sheroseto her feet with his assistance and drew the hood of her short cape over her hair
athough she was well soaked. He recalled absently how she didiked the fed of rain running down the
back of her neck.

He saw with some concern that she had Storm Challenger with her, huddled benegth the cape
and grasping her left arm tightly lest the wind sweep him despite the protection she was affording him.
Although most of the mercenary company had gathered to watch their commander's attempt, their
fa cons had remained within the tower, away from thefrigid rain and the violence of the gale, which till
had more than enough power inits higher guststo fling one of the birds against the cliff or outward and
down into the ocean.

Heredized in the same moment that the Dalesivoman fully appreciated the danger and had his
comrade well secured, and hisworry eased. Unaof Seakeep could be trusted to see that no harm befell
the winged warrior.

"Y ou should not have come here," he chided. "Y ou would both have better shelter below.”
"We wanted to wish you fortuneés blessing,” shesaid smply.

She dso wanted to be with him as he went into what might well be his desth, but that one could
not say to aman such asthis.

Perhaps she might not be able to speak what lay in her heart, but Tarlach was glad of her
presence. The Lady of Seakeep redized this and knew she had done rightly in coming to him.

He closed her marveloudy tiny hand in hisand held it amoment while he studied the foaming
madness below.

It was so far, he thought, so desperately far to the quieter water beyond. His daring plan did not
seem very feasible now, when he looked over his proposed route from this high vantage that was to be
itsbeginning.

Feasible or nay, he must start, or none of those poor devils out there would see the sun riseon
the morrow. Rise? They would not be dive to watch it go down.

Hewasfrightened, aye, but hisfear was neither unnatural nor excessive, and he made no attempt
to disown it within himsalf. No reasoning man could put hislifein peril unmoved, and it was not any
sword that he faced but al the might of an enraged ocean.

Tarlach straightened. She was aworthy foe, and it was aworthy death he would meet if that was
to be hisfate.

He looked swiftly upon the woman beside him, and a pang of losstore him as even hisfear could
not.

He released her hand, and, turning from her, he made his legp into the maglstrom below.

For dl its suddenness, the dive was excdlently executed, and the man cut the water cleanly in the
place where he had intended to put himsdif.



He went deep before braking his descent and leveling off. The seas were rough and very strong
even out here beyond the white line of the breakers, and he thought it best to remain as much as possible
beneath them. He had another reason, too, for keeping well below the surface. Tarlach had guessed that
the water beating againgt the cliffswith such avesome fury must retain some of its power initsreturn to
the outer body of the ocean. By catching that undertow, availing himsdf of its strength, he should be able
to counter in agresat part the forces seeking to drive him back against the shore.

So it proved, and he rode the submerged current aslong as possible, leaving it to face the
madness on the surface only when hislungs demand for air became too incessant.

The Falconer took care not to penetrate the backwash too deeply, however. There were places
where such hidden streams were so strong that a man becoming trapped within one could neither rise nor
descend out of its grasp; he was unwilling to chance that it might be thus here.

He was a good swimmer both on the surface and under water, but thiswas no light task he had
taken upon himsdlf, and his progress was dow and painfully won.

Although the rain had lessened consderably, the ssorm clouds from which it fell alowed precious
little light through to pierce the troubled waters, and visibility was poor, dmost nonexistent. Only the
sghtings he was able to take when surfacing to breathe gave him any real warning of close obstacles, and
it was the brief glimpses he managed to caich of hisgoa during those moments coupled with ahighly
devel oped sense of direction which kept him on course.

The rope he carried welghed upon him and increased the drag of the water, and it wasin
congtant danger of snarling. He had foreseen this peril and bore the dowly unwinding coil strapped to his
chest rather than on his back to keep better control over itsrelease, but there was little he could do to
protect the ever-lengthening line trailing behind him. He tried to regulate the speed a which heloosad it,
but beyond that he could only pray that it did not become entangled before it lifted out of the sea.

His exertions were such that the chill of the water did not affect him very greetly, but he wastiring
rgpidly, and theinjuries he had dready taken made him wary in hisswimming, dowing him till further.

Whatever his care, Tarlach could not avoid all of the jagged rocks littering this section of water.
Hisdow pace helped, for hewas ableto dter his coursefairly readily in the few seconds given him after
sighting each figt of stone, enabling him to avoid sustaining serious damage, but, despite that mobility and
the congderable protection afforded him by hisleather clothing, his near blindness while submerged and
the strong and sometimes strange action of the sea caused him to hit hard severd times, and soon his
body, particularly his shoulders and arms, was heavily bruised and bloodied.

The mercenary ignored hisinjuries. They were not significant individudly or intotd. It was
exhaustion that he had to fear.

The wreck was till agoodly distance away, and he was well-nigh spent. Therewasavery red
danger that he would grow so weary with battling storm and water that his battered limbswould cease to

obey hiswill.

Time passed. Thewreck was near now, perceptibly nearer than it had been when he had last
surfaced. That fact gave him new courage, but the increased confidence it provided, or, perhaps, a
wesariness past full control-he himsalf would never know which—rendered him careless. His course
dtered unknown to him during his next dive, and he roseto find himself in the white water fringing the
outmost face of aminuteidand.

A gauntlet of wind lashed him, and with it came awave as angry and crushing aswas possiblein



aseanot yet atrue breaker.

Before Tarlach could moveto avert his peril, he was lifted high and dammed against the stone
wall with aforcethat drove the bregth from him.

He must have lost consciousness momentarily, for when he was next aware of himsdf, hewas
under water and choking on the hitter liquid he had begun to swalow and draw into his lungs.

Struggling againgt the blackness till threatening to engulf his mind, the mercenary fought hisway
to the surface, inthe end literdly pulling himsdlf up the face of the rock.

Dazed as he was and despite the burning agony in his chest, he forced himsdf to move diagonally
insteed of directly upward so that, when he broke through at lagt, it was on the lee of theidet that he
found himsdlf. The shelter there was poor enough, but it was something, and the jagged stone gave him a
place to which he could cling for ashort while until he was again ableto swim, or ése until he could
ready himsdlf to die.

He pressed tightly againgt the wet surface, not caring that the vicioudy sharp barnacles further
ripped his dready rent garment and cut into his tormented flesh with each riseand fall of the seaaround
him.

It was hisleft arm that held him in place. Theright dangled usdlesdy by hissde. He did not know
whether it was shattered or merely numbed by the shock of the impact. As of yet, he felt no pain,
athough he could see that he was bleeding heavily from adeep tear in the shoulder.

If that or the arm benegth it was broken, he thought, he was dain. He would not be able to reach
the wreck as he now was, much less make the crossing back to the cliff. Even with the lesser injurieshe
could now perceive, he doubted he would be able to do so.

That made no difference for the immediate moment. He was too dazed to do more than cling to
his place and hope that his senses would soon right themsdlves.

He shook his head violently in an effort to clear away some of the blood pouring from ascap
wound just above the temple, then closed his eyes. He had succeeded only inincreasing its flow and had
made himself desperately ill besides.

Gradudly, the sharpness returned to his mind, and the crippling sickness passed from him. He
gingerly tried the damaged arm and found that he could use it again.

Tarlach impatiently wiped some of the blood from hisface and away from hiseyes. It was il
coming, but only in atrickle now, and he did not think the injury would give him further trouble. Such cuts
awaysbled fredy, even the most superficid of them.

The Faconer looked for and located the wreck. It was very near. He knew that he should not
have to dive more than a couple or three more times before reaching it.

The rope was his most immediate concern. It had saved him by catching on thisrock in such a
manner asto prevent his snking while stunned or being carried back in the direction from which he had
come, but if it were too badly entangled or if it were frayed, he might yet be lost and those he sought to
savewith him.

Thought of them drove the last clouds from Tarlach's mind. He released hishold and, diving,
began working hisway back aong theline,



Fortune had been kind. The rope had embraced the rock in one clean loop, which he easily
freed.

That done, the man made for hisgod. The brief pause—only afew minutes had actualy passed
snce the accident—had served him well. It was not sufficient to restore him completely, of course, but
the distance he gtill had to cross was short, and the rest he had taken was enough to carry him over it. He
dove twice and on rising the second time found himself within an arm's length of the dead vessdl.

He reached the prow, tried to clamber upon it, but the wet, dippery wood and steep incline
defeated him, and he could not have scaled it without the aid of those dready clinging there.

Tarlach had barely reached their side when a shout warned him to take hold. Almost in that
moment, ahuge swell rolled over the wreck. He felt the wrenching force of it and shuddered, redizing
what the battered sailors around him had endured this day.

Incredibly, no more of them had been taken since the eight had been sweypt, but, then, he had not
actudly been long in coming to them, and hope had renewed the strength and holding power of the
survivors, two of whom, he saw with anumbed sense of shock, were femaes. They had seen him and
knew no man would make such an effort unless he bore with him the means of their salvation.

They had no timeto cast away, however, and he described his plan even as he made fast the
rope, shouting to make himsdlf heard by all.

The mariners were grim-faced when he finished speaking, for the road he proposed would have
daunted men rested and full in strength, but these were Sulcar, bred to the demands of the sea. Thiswas
their only hope of safety, and so they steeled themsalves to take it. When the mercenary refused their
offer to let him go before them, the first woman grasped the suddenly fragile-looking line and began
moving hand-over-hand dong it.

Chapter 13

Unawatched Tarlach's progressin an agony of suspense, never taking her eyes from him when
he was visible above the waves, following his progress when he was not by watching the strand of rope
ever risng out of thewater behind him.

Because he was submerged when they occurred, she was spared the sight and the knowledge of
most of the accidents which befdl him, but the last shewitnessed in dl itsterror.

The Falconer himsalf was stunned by the impact and was unaware of much that was happening
to himin that ingtant, but she who saw the manner in which he was cast againgt the stone fang thought that
his body must be utterly shattered. WWhen he dipped beneath the water, she believed to the depths of her
heart that it was never to rise again.

The woman could scarcely credit the evidence of her eyeswhen he clawed hisway to the
surface, but even her joy could not blind her to the fact that he was hurt, perhaps serioudy hurt. Hewas
holding to that rock in away which told that he was incapable of doing moreto help himsdlf.

The man's srength or, she amended, his courage, was astonishingly resilient, however, and he
dove again an incredibly few minutes|later.

There were no further mishaps, and he quickly reached and clambered up the sde of the dead
ship—only to find another danger confronting him.



Fear mounted in her as each succeeding wave swept over the prow. Distance prevented her
from observing the extent of the captain'sinjuries, but Unahad witnessed hisfailure to scale the wreck
unaided, and she could see that one of the survivorswas helping to hold him in his place, asif the
fastening of the rope had taken the last of his strength.

She shuddered. Would he be able to cross when the time came, or would he haveto remain
where hewas, himsaf a sacrifice to the storm from which he had saved the others?

Thefirst of the marinerswas crossing now, moving sowly, painfully, up the rope.

It was ahard, agonizing task, but the work of aseafarer is of akind that builds solid muscle, and
at last she cameto the ledge below Unaand dropped off into the arms of those waiting there to receive
her.

A cheer went up from the Daesfolk which Unaimagined was echoed by the survivorswaiting
their turn on the wreck out in the bay, athough, of course, no such sound could reach her.

The second sailor had begun his crossing, but shefelt sure of his safety, and her attention stayed
more with Tarlach than with him. Wasit but her hope, or did the mercenary appear to be taking more of
hisown weight?

By the time the third man had reached the ledge, she saw that thiswasindeed so and relaxed a
little for the first time since he had parted from her.

Seakeep'slady stiffened suddenly. The fourth man was about a quarter of the way across. He
gppeared to be having no more difficulty than any of the others, and yet something seemed amissto her.
More than amiss. Something was dreadfully wrong.

She frowned and forced hersalf to concentrate on the scene before her, trying to discover what
was giving riseto this sense of darm.

Therope! Therewas a strangenessin its motion, an added violencein each jerk that it gave.

Desperately, her eyesran itslength from the wrecked merchantman to the place where it was
bound to the ledge.

Unagrew pae asdeath. Theline had dipped, not far, but enough that it was now in contact with
the axe-sharp ridge of stone. With every motion made by that unsuspecting seaman out there, another
few strands parted. Only moments remained before his support was entirely severed.

She called out to those below her but knew she had not made hersdf heard.

What could she do? She doubted she could so much as reach the lower ledge before the rope
went.

It was sngpping!

With the speed of desperation, she leaped and caught hold of it. The break wasin the cail, and
enough length remained that aman might have refastened it or at least have drawn it about the pillar so
that the stone would have taken the most of the mariner'sweight.

Unas strength was not sufficient for that. She twisted the line about each of her hands, then cast
her arms around the rock, thus completing the loop with her own body, in the very moment that the rope
findly parted.



She screamed as it jerked tight on her hands. The pain was incredible, unbearable, yet she must
endureit or seetherest of those people die, see Tarlach die and make his death anearly useless gesture.

The Daeswoman gave fervent thanks that she had been given both the foresight to seek the
support of therock and the timein which to claim it. She could not have held thisweight unaided and
would only have been drawn off the cliff hersdf had she attempted to do so.

She pressed her forehead againgt the pillar, sobbing in her agony, but she only wound the
punishing rope the moretightly around her crushed hands.

Shewasto have no respite. Una had hoped to secure the line properly when the man crossing it
reached safety, but the next had begun to move before he dropped from it. She must remain as shewas
until thelast was over.

She had to stay conscious aswell, and so she battled furioudy againgt the blackness which would
have brought her the ease of oblivion.

It went on and on, a seeming eternity of crushing, wrenching torment, then, abruptly, the pressure
left her. Shelooking up, haf dazed, to seethetal figure of a Falconer keeping tight hold upon the rope.
Another worked feverishly to secureit to the stone once more.

The very rdease from pain was atorture in itself, as was the sudden rush of returning circulation,
and the woman wept bitterly athough it shamed her to do s0. Because she keenly fdt that shame, she
fought hersdlf until she once more had hersdf in full command.

The mercenaries finished their work and came to her. The nearest she recognized astheir
lieutenant and the other as the one second to him.

Brennan knelt beside her and cradled her bruised handsin his own with a gentlenesswhich
seemed foreign to aman of thisstern race.

"Rest, Lady," hetold her. "Rest easy. Y ou have given them their lives, the Horned Lord and their
own grengthwilling."

"How did you know?" she managed to gasp through the haze of her pain.

"The captain'sfacon. He had to wait until there was enough of alull in thewind to permit him to
cometo us, but fortunately, he was not delayed too long.—He waits our commander's return below,” he
added, forestalling her next question. "Hetook no hurt in hisflight, athough he had scarcely reached us
before thewind rose again.”

Asif to emphasize hiswords, agust harsher than most lashed at them, momentarily taking their
breaths and setting al three shivering.

The second warrior placed a cloak around her. She recognized it as Tarlach's and protested, but
the man only laughed.

"Wewill not leave him wanting, Lady. Never fear for that."

He lifted her then and, because her injured hands prevented her from making the descent herself,
bore her to the ledge below.

There, she suffered the rope cuts to be bound but refused to leave. Her mind was clear again,
free of the cloud left by pain and effort and diveto dl that was happening around her. She would not



seek shelter and comfort hersdlf until the Falconer captain was once more safe upon this shore.

Chapter 14

With the securing of the rope, the mercenary fulfilled his purposein coming to thewreck, and in
that moment, the strength which had been sustaining him vanished. He dumped weerily againgt the prow,
knowing the next wave or the onefollowing it would sweep him.

Anarm closed over him with the grip of braided stedl. He looked up to find that the mariner
nearest him, atall, powerfully built man, had seen histrouble and had moved to aid him.

Tarlach flushed because this one who had dready borne so much must thus spend what remained
of his strength. He offered no protest, however, and only nodded histhanks. The aternative was desth,
and he was not prepared to go down to that while hope of life remained.

The other had little difficulty in reading his thoughts and grinned broadly.

"Think of it assome small return for the use of your rope, Landsman,” he said, then braced
himsdlf to receive the ondaught of the next wave.

Thefirst of the castaways was inching her way aong the swaying rope. The Fal coner watched
her progress as breathlesdy as any of the others, and if he was till too spent to cheer with them when
she reached the ledge, the joy and the triumph in his heart more than equaled theirs.

The crossings went smoothly, with the survivors moving rather more quickly than the mercenary
had anticipated.

He studied each one carefully, noting his movements and trying to discover the mgor difficulties
of the ascent and how best to counter them. His own turn would come al too soon, and he would have
to know then exactly what to do and how to accomplish it asrapidly as possible. His strength was too
uncertain to brook much delay—if it would be sufficient to take him across at dll.

At leadt it was returning to him. The big mariner had given him the respite his body had needed to
restore itsdlf after the multiple shocks and strain he had suffered in reaching the wreck, and he had taken
the most of hisweight upon himsdf again before the fourth survivor had gained the shore.

Hewasdl too well aware, though, that his recovery might be afalse one, or, if genuine,
short-lived, asthe |last had been. He had taken injuries, some of them of unknown severity, and any one
of them could affect hisability to crossthat dender rope. The torn shoulder concerned him particularly; it
could very easlly prove bad enough to cripple him.

Tarlach closed hiseyes. All the open lacerations were troubling him now. He did not have painin
the sense that he had known it in the past, but the salt water was acting on them, and they burned
wretchedly. He was cold, too, and shivered violently, as did the others still on the wreck. Exposure
weakened a man, he thought as he cringed benesth the lash of afresh squall, and, if prolonged enough or
severeenough, it could kill him.

Hefdt the seaman beside him gtiffen and look up.
Thelast of the castaways save for this one was now amost across.
The Sulcar glanced speculatively from the rope to the Falconer.

"L et usgo together," he suggested.



Tarlach shook his head.

"No. That cord isthin. | would not trust it to take our combined weight.—Go. | shall usethese
last minutesto rest and then follow you."

The other nodded once and took hold of the rope.

The warrior watched him closaly. He made good progress and seemed to have less difficulty than
any of his comrades athough he had remained longest on the wreck and had borne the newcomer's
weight aswdl ashisown for part of that time. The man's strength and powers of endurance must be
prodigious.

Tarlach sghed. He would wish heartily for ashare of both before very many more minutes had
passed.

Therewas no help for it. Histurn was come.

Heworked hisway aong the dippery wood until hewasin position to take up therope. He
paused while a seq, the largest in some time, passed over him, then he grasped the line.

For ashort while, the lower portion of hisbody was submerged, but gradualy, he rose beyond
even the most eager of the waves.

Hisimagination had not played him falsein anticipating the difficulty of thisascent, and Tarlach
could only wonder that al of the others had been successful in reaching the shore.

They could not have doneit had they not been relatively sound, but, then, neither could anyone
sgnificantly injured have held his place on that wave-washed prow for so long. Those who had suffered
physica damage of any importancein the snking of their vessal had either gone down with her or had
been among those taken earlier.

Even unhurt, he wondered how every one of those mariners had borne this. He had thought
himsdlf hard, hisbody trained to endure and to conquer pain and difficulty, yet he did not know if his
arms could hold. The shorewasfar, so infinitely far, and there was no rdlief, no moment's ease, long the
whole of theway toit, just endless, wrenching agony which intensified each time the rope rebounded
under the pressure of his movements.

Had he been able to establish a smoother rhythm, he would have spared himself much of the
jolting now ripping his muscles every few seconds, but hisinjured shoulder made that impossible. It
would not accept hisfull weight for more than the barest fraction of a second, and so he had to depend
on the left to support him savein that instant when he must release hishold to grasp another place alittle
farther dong theline.

Soon al thought left his mind, everything except his concentration upon thisawful, cregping climb
and the will which lashed nerve and muscle to accomplish what sane consideration would have declared
to beimpossible.

Thusit wasthat he started somewhat when he found himsdlf suddenly very near to the dliff, asif
he had just wakened to redlity out of the mists of encirclement.

The sight of the corrugated, all-but-perpendicular wall cheered him, fired his courage. With hope
to sour hiswaning strength, he crossed the remaining distance more rapidly and even more smoothly than
he had the great |ength now behind him, athough thisfina stretch was far steeper and more difficult to
negotiate.



The moment at last came when he was over the ledge where the Seakeep people and his
Fdconerswaited. So powerful had been hiswill's control that it was another ingtant before he was able
to force hisfingersto relax their hold; then he was down, standing once more on the firm heartstone of
the mountain.

For severa seconds, he was aware only of the redlity of his escape, that and Brennan's
supporting arm.

Tarlach leaned heavily on the lieutenant. With the press of danger at last gone, the forceswhich
he had marshaled to meet it were aso ebbing, and both mind and body were demanding payment for all
he had inflicted upon them.

The mit cleared suddenly from his mind. One he expected, wanted, was missing.
"Unge"

Shewaswith him then, forcing her way through the blur of faces around him.

"l am here, Captain.”

Her voice was brisk, that of ahedler with her patient before her, and he did not think it an
accident that she had addressed him by hisrank rather than the name he had confided to her. That one's
mind retained its grasp. ..

Hedimly heard her telling those with her to bring him down to one of the cottages rather than
wasting time making for the more distant tower, but he was content now and glad to give over the
command of hisaffairsto these others. A vell of darkness had enveloped him in its soft, impenetrable
embrace even before she had finished speaking.

Chapter 15

The mercenary commander woke dowly. Hewasin a strange room with whitewashed stone
wallsand heavy, smplefurniture. The angle of the light streaming in through the smal window opposite
him showed it to be very late morning.

That surprised him, and, without thinking, he sat up. The sudden movement brought with it such a
surge of pain through the whole of hisbody that he fell back again with agasp he was not quick enough
to smother.

Storm Challenger siwooped down from his perch in the rafters and aighted on the bed,
dternately crooning softly in concern and scolding his comrade for his carelessness.

Unawas beside him in the sameingtant.

"Easy," shetold him. "Even aFaconer must expect to pay for the abuse you meted out to
yoursdlf."

Tarlach made no answer. His eyes were fixed upon the heavy bandages binding both her hands
from the wrigts to the knuckles.

"What happened to you?' he demanded.

She shrugged, wincing alittle as she did so, asif her own muscleswere sore.



"A few cuts. | shal have amore appropriate covering put on them as soon as | leave you. There
was no time yesterday."

"Youlie! Your eyes show red. Has pain set you weeping?'

"No. | am merdly weary." Her head lowered. "I have wronged you. For that, | crave pardon.”
He st up again, obliviousthistime of his protesting muscles.

"What ill have you ever doneto me?"

"I have tempted you with Seakeep.”

The Holdlady made hersdf face him.

"I knew your people loved highlands and played upon that liking to cement your agreement to aid

"The Daeisfar, my Lady, and my commisson demanded that | observeit closaly, asyour duty
demanded that you display it to me."

"Display it, aye, but | opened to you the Seakeep of my heart, endeavored to share that love with
you. | succeeded overmuch.”

"Thereisno disgrace to meif you did. Seakeepdaeisaholding fit to win the respect and heart of
any man worthy of thename.”

His breath caught in a sudden rush of horror. What else had he told her? Or the others?!
"Was| 0ill last night?" he asked carefully, dmost afraid to trust his voice to spesk.

"[1I”? No, but you were restless, and | thought it best that | be the oneto remain withyou." Asa
healer, she had that right, and not even Tarlach's comrades could gainsay her.

"Lest | reved the existence of your spirit Sster?!
III n m,.t.ll

There was dso her own need. She had cometo fed for thisman what no other, certainly not the
lord to whom her father had given her, had ever before roused in her, mind and heart and body. His
proposing that deadly plan and taking the execution of it upon himsalf had wakened to her awareness
what must have long been living within her, the knowledge that Tarlach of the Falconers, this strange,
stern warrior whose face she had never fully seen before they had stood together on that ledge, was her
chosen lord, so named by her heart and her will dike.

Of that she dared not speak and would probably never dare to speak.
Thewoman made hersdlf amile,

"I need not have worried on that account. Y ou said very little, save of your feding for Seakeep,
and you clam that is not damaging to you among your own."

"Itisnot," heaverred again.

He shifted uneasily. Her concern warmed him, but he felt uncomfortable because of it aswell.



Una had troubles enough of her own without his adding to them.
Tarlach frowned dightly as another question rose in hismind.

"My injuriesarelight, or | would not fed aswell as| do,” he said dowly. "Why wasit necessary
for someoneto stay with me?' Even now, he redized suddenly, she was watching him very closdly, asif
seeking for something amiss.

Unatouched the bandage crossing histemple.

"We had reason to fear a hair-thin break and dared not leave you.”

Her manner changed.

"Do you have any dizziness now, any blurring of vison?'

“None"

"Pan?"

"No morethan isto be expected.”

The coal fingers brushed his forehead.

"Thereisnofever, ether.”

Shegmiled.

"| think it is quite safe for you to return to the tower now and let its owners reclaim this cottage.”
The man saw that afresh uniform had dready been brought for hisuse.

"Assoon as| am dressed.”

"l shal have your mount prepared.”

He glanced a his shoulder, recdling the trouble it had given him. It, too, was bandaged.
"This?" he asked.

"A nasty but harmless cut. No more than that. Thereisno sign of poisoning, which would have
been your greatest danger fromit.”

Thejade eyes darkened.
"Sight thoughitis it might havedanyou..."
"That isover now," hesaid softly.

He flexed his shoulders, being careful of the injured one, and wasrdlieved to find some of the
diffness beginning to go from them.

"How arethe survivors?' he questioned her.
"Well, dl of them. They are waiting to thank you."
She shook her head ruefully.



"Beyond exposure and the shock of their experience, none of them suffered nearly as much
damage asyou did."

Tarlach merely nodded. Her answer but confirmed what he had already figured.
Una moved toward the door.
"Y our lieutenant has been most anxiousfor you. Shdl | send himin?'

"Aye, of course, or he will believe me hurt for afact— Hurry back with my horse," hetold her.
"I would not have the people of this house grow too tired of Falconers and those who hire them.”

The captain was dready nearly dressed when Brennan entered the room.
He pulled on histunic, wincing as his bandaged shoulder protested this new range of movement.
"I shal haveto put up with thisfor aday or so, | suppose.”

The other laughed unsympathetically.

"Beglad that you are here to endureit, friend—How do you fed ?"
"Sore," he admitted, "but | am quite sound.”

"The Horned Lord was with you," Brennan said gravely.

Tarlach faced him.

"How did the Lady Unacometo be hurt?'

"Shedid not tdl you? But, no, she would not."

The lieutenant described al that had happened on the high ledge.

"That rope had cut her hands to the bone before we reached her,” he concluded. "It isonly by a
miraclethat it did not sever some nerve or tendon and leave her acripple. Asitis, al shefacesissome
indgnificant scarring.”

He shook his head, grudging his admiration but compelled to giveit.
"Few of our number would have had the will to hold on asshe did.”
The commander sat on the bed. His face had gone starkly white.

"What manner of manam |," he whispered, "to keep her here dl the night, and she wounded
hersdf?'

Brennan shrugged.

"Y our need was the greater, and she willed it thus."
"l never even noticed she was hurt."

"Y ou werein poor condition to notice anything."

Therewas aknock, and, upon receiving the captain's permission, Rorick joined the pair.



"The Lady Unaordered your stalion readied and brought to you.”

He studied his commander criticaly.

"Y ou arelooking better than you did yesterday evening, | am pleased to say.”
"l imaginethat dill leaves ample room for improvement,” Tarlach replied dryly.
Hedrew his cloak around his shoulders.

"Come. | have inconvenienced the people of this placelong enough.”

He stood a moment in the door, observing the scene before him.

The seawas till high and angry-looking, but dl other sign of the storm had vanished from the
world. The sun was bright and yellow, the air dmost amazingly clear and pleasantly warm despite afresh
breeze.

All color seemed to beintensified, whether in the varied hues of the surviving flowers, the vivid
blue of the sky, or the sartling emerad of thefields.

The latter appeared to be in good condition, gardens and pastures aike, with the exception of
those which had actualy been flooded. The high walls had successfully defended thetiny aressin their
keeping; Seakeep's people would not be wanting for their produce this winter.

Tarlach was readily identifiable for once because of his bandaged arm, and as soon asthe
Falconer officers stepped outside, every eyefixed on him.

Hisown warriors grinned asthey stiffened into forma salute, but, ever remembering that they
were among those not of their race, they did not cal out or gpproach him.

The Daesfolk stayed back aswell, but it seemed that they could not lift their eyesfrom him, and
thelook they bent upon him waslittle short of adoration.

If he weretruly an outside lord, he thought, and coming into Seakeep through marriage with the
Holdheir, he need not fear for his acceptance now.

Angrily, hedrove that thought from hismind and silently cursed himsdf for hiswesknessin
supporting adesire which could never befulfilled.

Moreto distract himsalf than out of any fedling of impatience, he mounted and put hishorseinto a
trot which quickly brought him to the gate of the round tower.

Chapter 16

Tarlach was soon introduced to the mariners whose lives he had saved, al but their captain, and
he guessed that this one was probably with the Holdlady herself in one of the chamberswhich she
favored for her own use, probably that in which she ate, given the hour. Unararely took her medsin the
great hall unless some ceremony or gathering caled for her presence there,

That assumption was soon borne out by Rufon, who came to him with the invitation to join the
Holdruler and her guest at her board.

The Falconer went a once. He owed much to the man whose strength had held him on the prow
of the dead ship, and he wanted to offer him histhanks, that and his sympathy for the losseshe and his



people had sustained.

Even as he entered the room, the Sulcar rose from the place he had been occupying at Una's | eft
and hastened toward him.

He was an imposing man, handsome in feature and possessed of awell-proportioned body
which had dl the grace of asoaring falcon despiteits extraordinary size. Hisfair hair was bleached dmost
platinum by the constant working of sun and water and looked nearly white againgt his bronzed skin. The
eyeswereapaeblue.

Thegrasp of hisfingerswas firm when they closed on Tarlach's hand.

"l am glad to find you well, Captain. | am Elfthorn, master of the Mermaid Fair "

The mercenary returned the pressure of his hand.

"And | am pleased to see you thus and your crew aswell.”

"Because of you, we are sound. | give you thanks now in my own name and for my comrades.”
Thewarrior grimaced.

"I am sorry | could not arrange amore pleasant journey for you."

"Anything that took us off that cursed prow was paradiseitsdf.”

The blue eyes darkened with a pain that would not soon leave them.

"l should not speak of the Mermaid thus," he said softly. "Even in death, she siroveto serve us™
"Shewasagdlant ship. | grieve with you for theloss of her.”

The other forced asmile,

"My life was spared to me and part of my crew aswell. That isfar more than we had reason to

expect.”

That speech took courage, Tarlach thought. The Sulcar rode the waves as a clan, the women
working their vessa's beside the men, the children learning their ways dmost from the time they could
walk. So would it have been aboard the Mermaid Fair .

None of those children had survived the wreck. This people lived by the seaand did not bewall
what she took from them in her cruety, but mourn they must, in solitude, in their own hearts and souls,
even as Falconers bore and suffered their own losses. Thiswas astrength and apain he readily
understood, and he grieved with Elfthorn astruly asif those the storm had riven from him had been of his
own company. He held his place, however. He would not worry those deep wounds by forcing further
response, from the man.

While the meal, which had been delayed until Tarlach's arrival, was being eaten, the Sulcar told
how his vessdl had been caught in the mighty tempest and how she had ridden it successfully until afreak,
twisting wind had snapped her mainmast even as a gigantic seahad swept over her in such amanner as
to rip her hatches open, dl but swamping her and carrying off so many of her crew that the hopelesdy
overmatched pumps could no longer be properly manned.

The outcome had been inevitable from that moment, and he had been seeking for aplaceto



beach the doomed vessdl so that those still remaining might preserve their lives and perhaps part of their
cargo aswell.

Hegaveagreat sgh.
"Gunwold's fortuneis made now."
"Gunwold?' Unaasked blankly.

"A man of the Old Race but one of the best sea captains| know. Heis master of the Dion Star
and my chiefmogt rival. We were each racing to deliver acargo of slksto the marketsin the south, for
conditions here are till such that there are not likely to be buyersfor two such shipments, and we both
knew that only thefirst vessdl in port would dispose of her goods with profit. The pilot must have brought
him through this region and sent him on hisway long since, unless fate struck him some blow like that
which brought us down."”

He misunderstood the silence which greeted his statement.

"The Sar reached Linnaafew hours before the Mermaid. Therewas only one guide ship in port
of any interest to us, and Gunwold was quick to engage her.

"To give himright credit, he offered to divide the cost with me, knowing the reputation of these
waters and that | would follow him blindly, for thereisno hatred in our competition, but the pilot refused
to take two ships, claiming he would be unable to serve either properly if the weather should turn at all.”

Helooked from oneto the other of them, frowning deeply now.

"What isamiss?' the man asked sharply.

"Thereisno pilot servicing this coast,” the Dales-woman told him quietly.
Elfthorn's mouth hardened at the implication of her statement.

"A pirate?"

"We suspect ablack wrecker," shereplied, "though in this case, the two are wdl nigh the
same—Did you see her captain a al, speak with him?"

He nodded and described the man as closdly as his memory permitted.
She shook her head.
"Itisnot Ogin."

"He would not show himself there," Tarlach interjected. "Heistoo wel known for that. Another,
some stranger, would have to contact potentid victimsfor him.”

"Wemust forget him for amoment,” Seakeep'slady told them, determination firming in her voice.
"The Dion Star needs our attention now, though | very much fear thereislittle we shal be ableto do for
her. All too many ships, large and small, have vanished in this area Since Ogin became magter of
Ravenfield, and even without the possibility of treachery, astorm such aswe have just weathered could
have shattered afleet. We have no way of guessing where or how far it might have swept her or where
he might have led her."

"We can only wait for someword of her fate, then?'



"Not s0," Tarlach answered. "The seais till wild today, but by tomorrow she should be calm
enough for the boats to go out, as they naturally would in the aftermath of amgjor tempest. Unaand |
shdll be aboard one of them and shdll explore the Ravenfield coast. That would have to be part of any
search we would undertake considering the deadly name and generd isolation of theregion. Itismy
undergtanding that Ravenfidldda e has few boats for such work."

The Holdruler nodded.

"Very few, and none of them are large enough to effect an even moderately difficult rescuein
deeper waters. Searkeep hastraditionaly taken this duty for them.”

"Our courseisplain before us, then. We will leave as soon as the sea permits.”
The mercenary leader joined Unaafter they had quit the feasting hall.

"If the ocean continuesto quiet hersalf as she has until now, she should be cam enough for usto
sl by dawn.”

She nodded.

"| shal order the boats to be ready to leave with thefirgt light.”

"In the meantime, | suppose we must ingpect thevaley.”

The woman looked a him sharply. There was adead notein hisvoice shedid not like.
"I must ingpect it. You areto rest after your orded yesterday."

Tarlach started to protest but then shrugged, seeing she had read the wearinesswhich had
suddenly come over him.

"How can | be sotired?' he asked. "I have done no more than ride from that cottage to the
tower and eat agood meal, and | was late abed..."

"Y our body has been repairing itsdlf. That iswearing work. To judge by some of those scarsyou
bear, you have been wounded severely enough in the past. It must have been the same with you on
severd of those occasions.”

"It was." He Sghed. "Hopefully, thiswill not be quite so long a process as it was with afew of
them.”

Shegmiled.

"Giveyoursef acouple of hours ease, and dl should be right with you again.”

The Holdlady took her leave of him, promising to see him again later in the day.

The captain raised hishand in farewell, then went to the level where his quarters were located.

He entered his own chamber, closing the door carefully behind him so that he should not be
disturbed.

It waswith no little relief that he stretched out upon the bed and closed his eyes, but his thoughts
remained active and were full of concern. He was as utterly drained asif he had taken no rest at al since
he had returned from the Mermaid's prow. If he could not regain some measure of vitaity before



morning, hewould be of little use elther to himsdlf or to his comrades.

Despite hisworry, he dozed and then dept deeply, not waking again until three full hours were
gone.

The Faconer fdt refreshed and himsaf once more and hastened from the room in search of the

Lady Una
Hefound her, as he had anticipated, in one of the recently flooded pastures.
"How bad?" he asked after exchanging gregtings with her.

"They will do for sheep,” shereplied. "That isfortunate since we shdl have to close some of the
higher fields. We seem to have been lucky otherwise. No one was hurt and none of the animals, and the
buildingstook only minor damage. The boats and their equipment areal sound aswell.”

"The crops?'

"I have not examined the gardens yet, but according to my people, most seem to have come
through well. We lost some fruit, but not as much as we expected. The other things, staples and luxuries,
appear to have survived more or lessintact.”

Thusit proved when they toured the gardens alittle later, and both were justifiably pleased by the
timethey again prepared to part.

Their separation would be short. Tarlach wished to meet with hiswarriors regarding his
upcoming mission and then rgjoin the Daleswoman as quickly as possible so that she could brief himin
greater detall than she had heretofore done on the coastline they would follow.

Tarlach did not spend much time with his Falconers. They were to have no role tomorrow, and
he merely wished to tell them what he had learned from Elfthorn and the course of action they had
determined upon as aresult. It wasthe stark confirmation of the redlity of the danger threstening not only
Seakeep but al thisregion, dl the coastline, and it gave them a purpose beyond the earning of pay for
being here.

Hewas alittle surprised when Rorick followed him outside but fdll into step with him.

"Why are you permitting the Holdruler to accompany you tomorrow?' the warrior asked without
preamble.

The captain looked sharply at him, but hisanger died asit was born.

His stupidity astonished him. He had not even thought to begin this search without having Una of
Seakeep beside him, yet with the question thus brought before him, he could not wonder at the
lieutenant's surprise. It would have been a strange move even for awarrior of some other race. More, he
could be sailing into ameasure of danger, dthough it was information and not trouble that the Seakeep
vessel would be hunting. Dare he, had he theright to, expose Unato that?

He shook his head, ending his argument with himsdlf.

"She hasto come. Lord Harvard or Lord Ferrick would if they were till living, and she cannot
affordto do less”

"| supposeyou areright,” the other conceded. "I had not considered that. Rule must be harder to



maintain for thelike of her.—Y ou will not ship any of uswith you?"

"No. Boats from Seakeepdale will be expected to appear in Ravenfield waters on their search
for storm victims. The presence of Faconerswould tell Ogin that we had some very different purposein
mind."

"Hewill never dlow you to come upon hisvictim if sheisstill on the surface,” the other pointed
out.

"Why not, with such a storm to serve as areason for her presence? Besides, he will not expect
usto arrive o quickly. We are dtering the search pattern enough to bring usto Ravenfielddales only
harbor afull day before we could normaly anticipate reaching it. He will believe he hastimein plenty to
erase dl evidence of violence before the wreck isfound. The cargo he can trip a hisleisure, aswould
be his right, claiming his own people had come to check the beach and had a so discovered what was | eft
of the Sar .

"The wrecker ship will be kept well out to sea, | suppose.”

He nodded.

"Of course. Ogin would want no part of our sghting her."

"Y ou might come upon his renegades as they raped their prey.”

"That would mean afight,” he agreed grimly. "It isnot likely given the care Ogin will be
exercisng, but, aye, the chance does exist, and it is one against which we must guard until we are full sure
we can take them. Our vanishing along with al his other victims would be of no benefit to our cause.”

Chapter 17

A bright morning dawned to reveal aworld utterly at peace. The temperature was mild, the
breeze brisk without anger, the bay more like a sheltered |ake than an inlet of the ocean. Even the open
sea beyond was quiet and gentle, asif she had never been ruffled by more than the present soft
undulating of her surface.

The Seakeep fleet weighed anchor with thefirgt true light, each boat setting out upon her
assigned course. Every vessdl's route was so planned asto crossthat of at least one other in severd
places, thus forming areasonably tight mesh over the whole of the areato be searched.

The round tower's own craft joined with the others. There were two, dender, fast little shipsvery
different from the heavy fishing boats used by the Dalesfolk. For al their seeming daintiness, however,
they were strongly built and larger than most of the latter, and it was to these that the longest and most
difficult and dangerous runs were given, those through the Ravenfield waters.

Tarlach would have preferred to use the Tern, for he judged her to be possessed of the greater
speed and maneuverability, but she was much the bigger craft, and her place was farther out, beyond the
sight of land.

Her superiority was but amatter of taste on their present mission, and hefelt no qualm or red
disappointment when he stepped aboard the Cormorant, giving his hand to steady Una, who crossed
the narrow plank immediately after him.

He surreptitioudy studied the Holdlady, seeking any sign that her own ordeal might have left upon



her, but she seemed quite aswell recovered as he. Only the bandages circling her hands remained as
tangible evidence of what she had endured, and even these had been reduced to narrow strips hardly
worth the noting.

They waited in the stern until the mountain spurs which had been so deadly to the Mermaid Fair
had closed the harbor in behind them and then made their way to the prow, from there to keep their
watch for the missing merchantman.

They would do so in comfort. The Cormorant was the round tower's pleasure craft, and seats
had been fastened to the deck with an awning rai sed above them so that the Holdruler could enjoy the
freshness and beauties of the ocean and coastline without enduring discomfort from the strong sun.

The pair would not have to concern themsalves at al with the handling of their vessdl; her full
complement of captain and four crewmen were aboard and would see to her needs and management. Al
were mature and well experienced, and al were mae, afact which Tarlach regarded with relief although
he had the grace not to say as much to his companion.

At firg thought, five hands seemed alarge company for aship this size, but she often made
voyages of such duration asto require two watches, and occasionally part of her crew was needed to
defend her, dthough it was the more aggressve Tern which actively sought out and battled pirates when
packs attempted to establish themselvesin theisolated region.

The mercenary's grey eyesfixed on the lands they were passing, greet, towering cliffs crowned
with green, and, above them, the greys and purples of the mountains.

Pain sharper than asword thrust twisted his soul. Eventuadly, he must lose dl this, go fromiit...

Hedid not redlize how open was hisgrief until he felt the light touch of Unasfingers on the back
of the hand he had unconscioudy clenched on therail and turned to find her looking upon him, not with
pity, but with asympathy as deep asal eternity.

"Surdly, it need not be forever," she said softly. " Sea-keep will ways be open to you."
The man only shook his head.

"I shal not return once | leave here, Lady. To do so would but add to my torment.” He glanced
back at the shore. "I want thisland,” he whispered fiercely, "and never can that be for onesuch asl.”

The Daeswoman pressed him no further, and for atime, speech ended between them.

Both kept watching the waters around them for sgn of the Dion Star dthough neither expected
to find anything, not until they had crossed into the seatouching Ogin's domain.

Perhaps Rorick wasright and they might find too much there, he mused. If the merchantman had
cometo grief either through the storm or through treachery, her cargo was il likely to beinviolate,
assuming she had not gone under atogether. The wrecker, which would have to beasmall ship, certainly
no larger than Seakeep's Tern, would not have been able to unload her in the heavy seas of the last
hours. They might well meet with her as she came for what her victim had carried.

Hiseyesditted. What should be their response in that event? Under normal circumstances, they
should be able to overpower her, for the Cormorant's crew were capablefightersaswell as able
seamen, but might it not be wiser to avoid conflict awhile longer, to pretend ignorance asto the killer
craft's nature? Ogin and his people certainly had every right to sail the ocean bordering their hold and
every right to inspect aderdict discovered there, claiming what she contained should al those aboard her



have perished.

They could not pretend to imagine the vessdl was come out of Rosehilldale, Ravenfie d'sfarther
neighbor. That big domain was possessed of no harbors at al and had no fertile, sea-touched valeys.
Thus, it had no ships.

"What isthe Lord of Rosehill like?" he asked suddenly, fedling alittle uncomfortable because he
should have questioned her about the man long before, when he had interrogated her regarding the
domain itself, but had failed to do so.

"A good man, both able and kindly in hisways. Markheim is quite young, but his youth has not
damaged his

Dale it has prospered aswell as any in the area under his rule, which began with hisfather's
death two years ago.”

"Wai?l

"Thislast year and ahdf. Hislady is now awaiting her woman'stime, being greatly enwombed by
him." She amiled. "That seems strangein away, for she looks scarcely more than a pretty child hersdlf.”

"Markheim has some solid reasons for not wanting any of thisregion's Daesto become ablack
wrecker'slair. Itisapity hissegat isso far. We could use such an aly if Seakeep were badly pressed.”

"Aye" she agreed grimly. "He would require three days forced march just to reach the
Ravenfield stronghold—if it could be donein that time a al—and longer till to cometo our tower, and
that only after amessenger had been received a Rosehill with word of our need.”

"Hewould come, though?'
"Of acertainty. His house and ours have aways been more than passing close.”
The Falconer was sllent only amoment.

"l think it istime that we speak with him," he said dowly, "and with the other lordsaswell. Even
if we discover nothing now, evenif Oginis completely innocent of al we suspect, Elfthorn'staleis proof
enough when coupled with the recent increase in the disappearance of vessalsthat something isvery
wrong in thisregion. Seakeep does not have to work donein eradicating that evil."

Unanodded, her lovely face grave.

"Y our suggestion isasound one. We are so isolated here and so accustomed to depending upon
none save our own salves that we sometimesfail to see the obvious solution to a problem when it
requires active cooperation with our neighbors. A codition such as you describe would bring the added
benefit of powerfully discouraging aggression againgt any of us. Ogin would hardly invade one Dale when
he knew hewould merely be cdling the united power of the others down upon himself."

"Unless he struck quickly only to daughter and then withdrew again, taking with him al cluesto
hisidentity.”

Thewoman looked at him sharply.
"Y ou think he would act 07" she asked.

"A man capable of black wrecking?—If heisguilty of that, which | believelikely, and from what



| saw of himin our admittedly brief meeting, aye, | think he could take that vengeance for your work
againg him, particularly if he managed or believed he managed to keep his name clear of taint and hoped
to gain at least part of Seakeep'slandsin the event you were dl dain.”

They continued their discusson along time, for the creeting of aworkable, efficient dliance
among the far-lying, individudigtic Daeswas acomplex task even in the preliminary discusson. Only
when the sun reached its zenith and they observed that preparations for the midday med were dmost
completed did they alow the matter to drop from their attention since they did not yet wish to reved the
full direction of their thoughtsto their companions, who would be eating with them in accordance with
long-established custom aboard both of the round tower's vessels.

When the med wasfinished, dl returned to their duties.

Those were not heavy despite the seriousness of the Cormorant's mission, not yet a any rate.
The gentle breeze and quiet sea made the mariners work light, and none of them anticipated either
sghting the Dion Star or meeting with peril themsealves while they remained so far within Seekeep's
waters, which they must do for the remainder of thisday. If for no other reason, they could not afford to
forget the possible need of neighboring vessel's because they sought for one particular ship, and the
Cormorant would haveto follow at least an gpproximation of the search pattern normally assgned to
her in the aftermath of any mgor tempest. They maintained careful watch for their prime target, certainly,
for storms show no respect for man's boundaries and might have broken the merchantman anywhere, but
the pressure they would fed on the morrow did not grip them now.

Because a hunt such asthat on which they were engaged could not be pursued with the world
cloaked in darkness, the small ship dropped anchor once night fell, and those who were not on the late
watch retired to their resting places, cabins or crew's quarters.

The former were dmost incredibly smal, containing only abunk and asea chest, which dso
served as a bench.

Tarlach went below aong with the others, athough he would have been better pleased to remain
longer outside; there might well be little opportunity for rest the following night, too little to waste this. He
|eft the door widdly gar, though, despite the damp chill of the night air. The tiny chamber otherwisefar
too closely resembled atomb for ether hisliking or his peace of mind.

Chapter 18

The day was not very old before the Seakeep vessal set out once more.

All the crew and the two passengers were on deck when her anchor was weighed and remained
there athough this was not nearly so warm or cam amorning asthe last had been. There was afedling of
tension, of expectation, on them. They would cross the Ravenfield border about midmorning, and then...

All that morning, they watched the water and the coast for sign of the missing ship. The nature of
the shordline was changing rapidly, with the cliffs becoming ever steeper and more forbidding and places
where anillegally acquired cargo might be landed ever scarcer. Such spots would soon vanish into amost
nonexistent rarity, and Ogin could reasonably and easly have chosen to avail himsdlf of the resources of
thislittle-visted segment of hisneighbor's Dale.

They found no indication of any such use, no hint whatsoever that their mission need be anything
more than agesture sparked by the humanity of Seakeep's people. That notwithstanding, the mercenary's
heart leaped up in his breast when they rounded a narrow, breathlessly steep finger of mountain very



digtinctivein its configuration. They had passed the Point of the Lords, the boundary between the
domains of Unaand Ogin. The shore now parallel to their course was Ravenfield's.

The Holdlady, who had been standing beside him at the rail, rel eased the breath she had
unconscioudy held and deliberately turned her back on the land.

"Let useat now," she advised, "dthough it istill early. Thereisbut one place of which I know on
al the Ravenfield coast which would be a suitable lair for awrecker vessdl, and we are not very far from
it

She had already described for him the cove to which she referred, avery narrow inlet leading to
acup of white sand, well sheltered and with easy accessto the cliff topsfar above. It would have been
an admirable base for legitimate shipping, athough its sze precluded any large operation, but the entry
channel was blocked in its center by a huge submerged rock caled the Cradle from its form, which was
reveded during the year'slowest tides. At al other timesit lay concedled, an invisible, deadly menaceto
any vessd attempting to passinto the harbor.

No craft could sail over it. The two high points, the Headboard and the Foot, were only afew
feet from the surface, the former being dmost visible during ebb tide, and, since therock lay lengthwise
across the channd, only avery dender vesse—even the Tern would have been dangeroudy large for the
attempt—could hope to bypassit.

Granting proper size and maneuverability and adaring crew familiar with the passage, however, a
ship would be hard-pressed to find amore sheltered or secure port.

She would be dmogt entirely invisible save to onelooking directly into the inlet's constricted
mouth, and the high, closdly encircling dliffswould break the killing force of nearly any wind, nearly any
wave, even those generated by the terrible storm just ended.

Both Unas description and the map he had studied told him the cove was well conceded, but
even so forewarned, the man had to quell an exclamation of surprise when the Cormorant rounded yet
another of the seemingly endless mountain spursto find himsdf staring into the natura refuge, or, rether,
a something blocking the entrance to it, abadly listing derelict grounded upon the deadly Headboard of
the Cradle.

She was big, considerably larger than the Mermaid Fair had been, and no sign of lifewas
apparent either on her deck, the smal part of it visble to them, or on the beach beyond.

It was the Daleswvoman who broke the silence which gripped them al for severa long seconds.
"Werethey al swept?' she whispered.

"Perhaps," hereplied. "The impact would have been bad, and she would not be getting full shelter
out here. Any survivorswould likely have gone ashore by thistime anyway. The bay is dead cdm, and
the diff isobvioudy eeslly scaed.”

The Cormorant's captain joined them.

"Not so, Bird Warrior. Aye, the beach is easly reached and the mountain climbed, but how
would men strange to this region know where to go from there? Even if they could locateit, avast
wilderness separates this place from the nearest human habitation. They would not be supplied or
equipped for such ajourney, particularly if any of their company wereinjured. Werel intheir place, |
would hold my ground awhile and hope for a search such aswe do, in fact, conduct in the aftermath of



so mgor astorm.”

"Well reasoned,” Tarlach agreed. "They either perished to aman, then, or the survivors are il
onthe Dion Sar.—The Lady Unaand | shall board her at once.

Y ou shdl remain on the Cormorant, Captain, with two of your men. The others are to come
withus”

The Seakeep vessdl went in close to the wreck and stayed beside her until the four had gained
her deck, then moved back, a safe distance away from the killer rock.

The deck of the Dion Star doped so sharply that the members of the boarding party at first
found it difficult merely to hold themselvesin place, much less crossit. They soon gained their balance,
but even then, dl four preferred to keep handholds well within reach.

Tarlach more than any of them. It was only by thelash of hiswill that he was ableto rlease his
grasp on his support and force himself to stand erect. His mouth had gone as dry asif histissueswere
shriveling for want of water, and hislegs trembled so badly that he wondered if they would continue to
bear him up.

Helaughed a himsdlf then, and dl righted with him once more. Thisderdict might not bean
entirely secure refuge, but she was hardly that bit of aprow to which he had clung afew days previoudy.

A glance at Unatold him she had not become aware of his momentary terror, and he turned to
the work before him with good spirits.

The dead ship doped directly toward the beach, away from the cove's mouth and the open sea,
and the four had not |eft therail very far behind before they were cut off completely from the sight of the
Cormorant.

Thisdid not entirely please the warrior, athough it meant that his party would be screened from
observation during most of their search. They would & so be blind to approaching danger, and hewasdll
too conscious of the fact that the wrecker could return at any time, at any moment.

Despite that danger, he hesitated to send Storm Challenger aloft. The bird's sharp eyeswould
give them good warning of any approaching vessdl long before she came near enough to thresten them,
but sailors, too, were keen of sight, and the most of them werewell familiar with the flight patterns of sea
and shore birds. There would be no doubting the falcon's nature if he should be spotted in histurn. Even
if heweretoo high and distant for the wreckersto distinguish his distinctive black-and-white plumage, it
was likely they would be suspicious enough to investigate any raptor's presence near their lair with all
possible speed. The hiring of the Falconer company by Seakeep's lady was well known, and men of the
wreckers ilk would not like a al the thought that the mercenaries might be taking part in what was
supposed to be asmple voyage of search and rescue. They would fed compelled to find out what, if
anything, had been discovered about their own secret work.

His party would be forewarned of their coming and would easily avoid a confrontation, but harm
would gtill have been done. Ogin would then be derted that Sea-keep's ruler was suspicious of him and
that her suspicion was both accurate asto detail and ran very deep, and he would be astark fool if he
did not smply cease hisactivities until Unas blank shields had taken their leave of her. At that point, he
would probably attack and reduce her Dale as Tarlach had suggested he might. Even if he did not go so
far, he could till resume his attacks on shipping, secure in the knowledge that there was little his neighbor
could do againgt him provided he acted with enough caution to give her no real or no good circumstantial
evidence againg him, at least until he grew so powerful that he no longer need fear her or any of the



others.

That must not be allowed to happen. They had to keep the Lord of Ravenfield's sense of security
intact, work and watch until hisguilt could be confirmed and he and hiskillers be taken. If they could
accomplish that now, or part of it, al the better.

Despite his acceptance of that necessity, the Fal coner remained uneasy about keeping the war
bird with him. They could be trapped dl too eadlly...

Hefeared for the Cormorant as much asfor themselves. In open water, the Seakeep vessdl had
good hope of outfighting or outrunning any adversary they might expect to find here, but the narrow
mouth of the channel gave her preciouslittle room in which to maneuver. They would just have to work
quickly and get away asfast as possible to report the Sar's death and to make their plansin accordance
with the nature of the evidence they uncovered here,

He shook his head as afeding of frustration swept him.

There might be no black wrecker, no danger at al. The Dion Star could have been separated
from her escort during the tempest and, seeing the cove, have madefor its shelter, obliviousto the peril
lurking just benesth the waves.

If that had been the case, fortune had been hard on her, for the huge seas would probably have
carried her over the obstruction at its center or at the Foot. Only the Headboard remained too high, and
it was across this that she had attempted to come.

His expression hardened. She could have been sent acrossit. A wrecker would not have dared
to attack during the storm, but Ogin or his agent could easily have lured hisvictim to this place and | et the
Cradle do his murder-work for him.

Hegrimly pulled hismind back from speculation. That availed nothing. The merchantman herself
would have to tell them what had happened.

There waslittle to be learned from the deck. The great wavesraised by the tempest had swept it
clean of dl smdl or looseitems. Of everything, only one lifeboet, in redity no more than atiny dory, had
somehow managed to stay in her moorings, probably because the angle at which the Dion Sar had
settled had given her good shelter, but nothing else remained. If men had died here, the ocean which had
dain them had carried their bodies away with her.

"Try the cabins" the mercenary suggested without much feeling of hope; he had pitched hisvoice
low, athough there was ostensibly no reason to maintain silence or secrecy.

After sgnaing Unaand the two sailorsto hold back, he made for the nearest of the two deck
cabins, that which would most logicaly have been utilized by any survivors because of itslocation and
Sze

As he gpproached it, Storm Chalenger suddenly stiffened on his shoulder, spreading hiswings
and extending his head with an angry hiss.

Tarlach stopped. So. There was no fear on his comrade, but something was decidedly amiss
within.

He stepped out of line with the opening. Cautioudy reaching over, hetried the door. It gave no
resi stance and siwung wide with the first gentle pressure of his hand.



He stood till amoment as he gazed inside, his eyes hardening in away no enemy would have
been comforted to see.

The storm had spared some of the crew, then, for there were men in the cabin, dead men who
had met their end through the violence of their own kind and not through nature's mindlessfury.

One lay near the door, his skull so crushed by the blow of some heavy object that his brains
were mixed with the blood fouling the floor beneath him. Swords had felled four otherswho had been
seated around atable and had been cut down asthey tried to rise and defend themsalves. A final man
was lying on amakeshift bunk to theright of the entrance, hisleft leg immobilized by rough splints. His
throat had been cut, asif in an afterthought by one rushing past him to down his more active comrades.

It was the Sight of the last which caused Unato sway and turn her face away when she and her
companionsjoined him afew seconds later, but she was strong and quickly steadied hersaf once more.

"They never expected what they received from those who entered here," she whispered savagely
through st lips.

"It was help, friendship, that they were anticipating. That much is evident from their attitudes,”" the
warrior agreed.

Hisarm came around her, asif he were unconscioudy seeking to shield her from any smilar
danger.

Tarlach himsdf was quick to recogni ze the unnecessarily protective nature of the gesture and
hastened to release her again.

He glanced toward the door.
"Let usbegone” hesaid briskly. "1 little like this place.”

"Should we not examineit, Captain?' the man nearest them, Santor, questioned. "We might learn
much fromit. Thelog..."

The Falconer shook his head.
"That will have been taken, whatever e sethey left for future attention.

"] want to have alook at the hold and then cast off before the wrecker returns. We cannot face
her with our force split and with no room in which to conduct a sea battle.”

"Perhaps they have stripped the cargo dready," the second mariner suggested. "They had dl of
yesterday inwhichtodoiit.”

"I doubt it, not completely. Ogin's ship needs must be smdl, and | do not imagine she would
make more than a couple of runsin any one day unlessreally pressed. Her crew would not be able to
bring much more than that up the cliff, however easy the climb might be for unencumbered men, and the
risk of damageistoo great to leave silks out on an open beach for very long.”

He looked to the woman.
"Thereareno dry caves at sealeve?'

"None, or | should have mentioned them."



Hedid not question her certainty. Seakeep's people knew al this coast intimately, Ravenfied's
and Rosehill'sas well astheir own, aknowledge which had been the sdvation of many a storm-caught or
otherwise imperiled fisherman over the years. That knowledge included land features as well asthose of
ocean bed and currents.

Thefour left the bloodstained cabin, Tarlach carefully shutting the door behind them.

The Holdlady hastened toward the seaward rail to acquaint those aboard the Cormorant with
the news of their discovery and to inform them of their plans. The othersfollowed &fter her, for al of
them 4till preferred availing themselves of the Sde's support to crossing the length of the steeply danting
deck without aid.

Without warning, the falcon let out a purposdly low-pitched scream. Tarlach flung himsalf
forward, catching Una as he went down, throwing her to the deck aswell.

"Drop!" he hissed to the two men coming up behind them.
They obeyed, too surprised for either protest or question.

After amoment, the mercenary began to snake hisway up the doping deck until he had reached
therall. Therest followed him.

The side of the derelict was high and solidly built, but the ssorm and impact had broken it in
severa places, and stress had warped the boards comprising it so that cracks had opened between them.
Through one of these last, they saw what had alarmed the war bird, a dender, black vessdl even now
bearing down on them.

Not on them. On the Cormorant.

The newcomer's prow looked strangely heavy for acraft of her size. Reinforced. She rammed
her victims, then.

Those aboard the Seakeep ship recognized their danger aswell and strove to avoid it, but the
attacker was between them and the open water, and the wreck prevented them from dipping into the
harbor itsdf quickly enough. They had only thisone smal areain which to move.

It was not enough. Undermanned as she was and taken by surprise by a speedy vessdl obvioudy
well used to this method of attack, the Cormorant wasal but foredoomed. The killer struck her
squarely, driving and pinning her againgt the solid structure of the big derdlict.

She hed amoment, then splintered under the double impact.
One man, the cgptain, died ingantly, crushed in the crumbling of hisvessd.

The others reached the water but had scarcely surfaced again before arrows raced down to meet
them, arrows flying with an accuracy and assurance that proclaimed familiar custom on the part of those
sending them forth.

Tarlach's glare slenced the bitter curse begun by the sailor nearest him. If they gave themselves
away now, they, too, weredain.

Hisface was grim. The wreck was certain to be searched. They would not be able to conceal
themsalves effectively, not dl four of them, and to attempt to do battle with so many was but suicide.



"Side back down," he commanded suddenly. "Into the weter."

Una gtarted to move at once, but the men held in place, staring at him.
"What kegpsyou?' he demanded impatiently.

"I can swim avery little," Santor replied, "but Nordis, here, cannot.”
"Can you tread water?' he questioned this second seaman.

"No."

"I will bear you up if needs be, but the Headboard should give us support—Make haste now, or
we shdl be sghted going over thesdel”

The pair ill looked decidedly unhappy, but they were without choice and dithered down the
deck until they had joined the Dalesiwoman at the oppoditerail. The Falconer was with them in another
moment.

Tarlach and Unamoved first, flipping themsdaves acrosstherailing quickly and quietly and then
lowering themsdvesthefull length of their ams.

This part of the wreck was much nearer the water than was the other side, and they had but a
short drop after releasing their hold.

The woman immediately swam into the darkness created by the overhanging vessel, not stopping
until she had reached her very sde. There, her feet found purchase on the stone fang impaing the Dion
Star, and sheraised an arm to signal the warrior that he had reasoned accurately concerning it.

A few momentslater, the marinerswere in the water aswdll, and al three men were huddled
beside her in the shadow of the dead ship.

Theirswas not acomfortable position, standing upon that submerged rock and supporting
themsdlves by leaning againgt the great hulk which would become their degth if she shifted only alittle
farther in ther direction.

Death walked the deck above them aswell. Even asthe captain had reasoned they would, the
wrecker crew boarded the derdlict seeking survivors from the Cormorant.

There was no mistaking the man who led and ruled that band. His voice reached them clearly
above the gentle lapping of the waves. They knew it, al of them, and their hearts burned with hate and an
impotent longing for vengeance.

Tarlach'slips moved in slent thanksgiving to the Horned Lord that he had been given the
foresight to close the cabin door when his party had returned to the outer deck and that they had
disturbed nothing during their brief exploration. The killers were searching thoroughly, and they
apparently knew what signsto seek, but nothing had been | eft behind for them to discover.

So it proved, and the wrecker crew at last reassembled on the deck.
Once more, Ogin's voice reached the fugitives.

"No boarding parties, then. That iswell for us. Una's people would not have been such easy
targets had we found them armed and prepared, as these would have been.”



"What were they doing so far into your territory?" another with the accent of a southlander
asked. "Do they suspect you?"

The Holdlord gave a contemptuous laugh.

"Hardly. The storm drew them. Seakeepda €'s resdents are ahumane race,” heexplained ina
mocking tone. "They adways send their boats out as soon as possible after atempest on the chance that
somevessd or other might have comeinto trouble. That iswhy | have insisted that we keep at seaand
away from here. We might have had consderable difficulty in taking them had they become suspicious,
especidly that ship. Shewasfast and easily handled.”

Ravenfield'slord turned his attention to the cargo.
"We shall haveto finish here before anyone comes seeking the Cormorant—
"Another ship can be sunk aseasily," arough voicecut in.

"Do not be afool! How many can disgppear herein aweek's time without our coming under
suspicion? Why did you imagine| havelet rich shipsgo by mein the past if not for fear of derting our
neighborsto our operation? Ravenfield cannot fight every Holdlord and ship's master in High Halack,
and remember well that if | .go down, you cannot survive for long without my protection and support.”

The southlander, who appeared to be next in command to Ogin, broke in at this point, as eager
to avoid one of the lord's tempers as he was to press on with their work.

"We shdl have to make haste in any event. | know nothing of cloudsif those are not storm dogs
aboveus.”

Severd others agreed and cursed angrily at the delay more foul weather would force upon them,
that and the danger of the Dion Sar's breaking apart with the better part of her valuable and ddlicate
cargo still aboard. That had happened to them once aready with another merchantman they had lured
onto thisrock.

Before they began, however, the Lord of Ravenfield had hiskillers take the corpses from the
cabin and, after weighting them to assure their remaining on the bottom, cast them over the Sde, thus
destroying the most obvious evidence of what had taken place. Soon the Cormorant would be sunk as
well. After that, even if another Searkeep vessel did come upon the derelict before she was scuttled, her
crew would have no reason to suspect any evil save the violence of nature and would not search for the
bloodstains marring the cabin'sfloor.

Chapter 19

Una shuddered as each of the dead men struck the water. One dark whim of fortune, and four
more would join them. One smdl sound could be enough to betray them. The clarity of the voices, the
distinctness with which they heard the movements of the wrecker crew, was evidence enough of that.

Tarlach had taken her into hisarms amost from the time they had reached the wreck's Sde, for
the place on which they had to stand gave but poor purchase for their feet, and she labored under the
additional disadvantage of being several inches shorter than her companions, but now he pressed her
closer to him. He knew what she endured, the sick fear that hel plessness brings, the shame of being
forced to witness grave wrong without being able to take action againgt it, the sheer misery of constant,
piercing cold.



That last was bad now and would grow ever worse as the water in which they were immersed
leached more and more heat from their bodies. Even Storm Chalenger, who was spared an actua
wetting as he clung to the Star's side, trembled constantly under the ever-more-vicious clawing of the
penetrating damp and wind-powered chill.

Thisthey could endure and must endure. Neither the temperature of the ocean nor of the air was
low enough to day them in the length of time they could expect to be here, dthough the violent muscle
contractionswhich cold could induce might well bring death by rendering them incapable of svimming
when thetime cameto leave ther refuge.

They feared that possibility asthey feared discovery by those above, but these mishaps must be
counted the curse of chance. A more immediate danger threatened them. Their enemies would work long
this day, and even after they had quit the Dion Star, the Seakeep fugitives durst not leave their hiding
place, not while any daylight remained. All that while, the tide would be rising. Already, it had begun to
turn. The change was not yet noticeable, but soon, desperately soon, the leve of the water would climb
until it eft them without a place on which to sand and perhapsto the point where it would fill their shelter
entirely.

It was afear that proved its accuracy al too quickly. Therising seareached hisneck, hischin.
The Faconer bowed his head to give his helmet clearance in the space that remained and finaly removed
it dtogether, letting it Snk into the depths of the ocean.

Unalooked up a him and then clung the more tightly to him. He seemed vul nerable without the
masking helm, asif he stood naked before the world, and unconscioudy, she offered herself asashield
agang whatever dartsit might fling.

They stayed thus only a short while before Tarlach was forced to release her in order to take
charge of Nordis, he who could not swim. The woman found hersdf smilarly occupied, for Santor,
though he could support himsdlf for abrief time, was possessed of small kill in thewater and little
endurance, and it was upon her that he must depend for hislife during the long hours of waiting before
them.

Fortune blessed them in that the day had not been young when they had boarded the derdlict.
The wrecker crew made one hurried trip from the Dion Sar to the beach, but then the westering sun
forced them to devote themselves to the cargo they had salvaged lest the tide, swelled asit was by the
unsettled wegther, take it from them.

Their going al but freed the fugitives from the danger of detection provided they did not leave
their hiding place. Thisthey could not do, not yet, with the dead vessdl Hill in clear view of those
black-souled men working on the beach and on the cliff aboveit.

Only after night had spread her friendly mantle over theworld did Tarlach cautioudy move out
from under the shadow of the derdlict, towing the Seakeep mariner after him.

Darkness had falen none too soon, for the water would shortly havefilled their sheltering place
entirely, but the mercenary was quick to redize that the tide was serving their cause despite dl the
discomfort and concern it had given them. Therail of the Dion Sar was now near to them, within
relatively close reach. Had the sea dtill been low, they would have been hard-pressed to board her from
the water, particularly weakened by cold and tension as they were.

Even with the help fortune had thus given them, the task was ahard one. He tried and failed to
climb the outward doping side, and he failed to leap up to it from the water.



Nordis, now resting in the Daleswoman's charge, watched him fal helplessy back. He had
almost succeeded, but the distance was alittle too far. Some support, some solid place against which to
brace one's efforts, was needed if one wasto gain the deck by that means.

"You are strong in the sea, Bird Warrior," he said. "If you wereto hold me, aid my spring,
perhaps | could reach it and then draw the rest of usup.”

"Aye, it could work," the mercenary replied quickly.

Scarcely had he spoken before Unaand the second man came on elther side of him. Trusting
himself to their support, he took hold of Nordis and gathered himself.

The mariner nodded.
“"Now!"
As helegped, the captain cast him upward with al the strength I eft to him.

For one bitter ingtant, Tarlach thought this attempt had failed like his own, but then the man's
hands closed over the edge of therail. He hung there a moment but soon began to struggle upward. The
deck was not yet won.

Hisarmswere powerful, though, and he knew the ways of ships, and it was not long before he
disappeared over the side. Severa interminable seconds passed, then arope snaked down to the
remaining fugitives

The second sailor went up next. Unaand Tarlach had literaly to be drawn aboard. Their strength
had been spent in fighting the cold and the water below both for themsalves and for their lessable
comrades, and, once they were no longer buoyed by the sea, they found themselves nearly helpless.

Thewind was now high and very sharp. It cut through their soaked garments like athousand
daggers.

Aye, it gavethe pain of knives, the Fa coner thought, and it would soon prove as deadly, but
there was nothing he could do to defend against it save to sink down beside the Sar's high side and hope
the sturdy wood might break some of itsforce.

The marinerswould not permit that. They had known al the horror of hel plessness below, but
their own strength had not been squandered, and they now kept their companions on their feet.

"It will be better once we are out of thiswind, Captain,” Nordis said in alow voice, ever mindful
of the ease with which sound could carry. "Y ou can rest in the cabin.”

Within minutes, they wereinsde, and the door was closed againgt the night.

The Fa coner was walking more steadily by then but sill dropped gratefully onto the chair the
salor drew over to him.

The temperature of the air was not so very low initsaf, and he began to fed more comfortable
amog immediately and dmost to fed somewhat ashamed that he should be sitting at his ease while their

party remained in peril.
He started to rise, but Santor grinned and placed arestraining hand on his shoulder.

"Let you and the Lady Una stay where you are awhile, Bird Warrior. Theturn to work isours.



Besides, | think we know more of aship's cabin than either of you, even on avessd of thissize. Another
chamber lies beyond thisone. A man lived in it, and there will be things of histhat we can use. Those
bastards do not appear to have done much in the way of generd looting."

"They have had no timefor that yet—Goto it, but guard your lightswell.”
"Thereisno port insde, and the moon is candle enough out here.”
The two men were gone sometime, but their ams were gratifyingly full when they did return.

"Fortune smiles," Santor declared triumphantly. "We found plenty for dl of us, good-qudity stuff,
too, but that should be true, this being the master's quarters.”

"l do not imagine he would have grudged usthe use of them," Tarlach replied, stripping off his
own soaked garments even as he spoke.

He dressed rapidly, then sat back, closing his eyes. It was an ecstasy merely to be dry and truly
warm once more.

Unahad changed as quickly, turning her back to her companionswhile she dipped out of her
own and into the dead seaman's clothes.

Facing the others once more, she smiled broadly.

"That isavast improvement, my comrades. Now, if we can just discover some food and drink,
we shall bewel fortified for our escape.”

That proved to be avain hope. They did find somewine, alittle, but nothing at dl of food in the
cabin, and a hurried search showed that the galley and the hold containing the vessdl's stores had been
completely flooded.

The mercenary shrugged. That was a disappointment but not adanger to them. They would have
won home or be dead from other cause long before hunger became athrest to either their lives or their
hedth.

Thirst could be avery different matter, but he thrust hisfear of it from him. They must act now
whether drink was available to them or not.

The dory wastheir only possible means of escape. None of them looked forward to avoyagein
her, Tarlach least of dl, but there was no choice before them if they wereto give any battle at dl for their
lives. Had his companions been Falconers, combat trained and superbly capable in the water, they just
possibly might have boarded and successfully made away with the wreckers vessel even outnumbered as
they were, but those with him certainly could not accomplish such afest.

No, it wasto thissmadll craft that they needs must look to bear them on their coming journey.

She seemed incredibly fragile even to the sailors more experienced eyes, yet they knew her to be
alucky vessdl, having survived both the tempest and the rigors of shipwreck. Perhgps some of that
fortune would flow to them when they took to her.

It was well that they could think of her thus, for the threatening storm was fast approaching now.
The seas were becoming short and high, and heavy cloudsfilled in most of the sky, closing off what had
been abrilliant moon. To set out in so tiny acraft into such weather seemed little short of suicide.



To remain was an even surer degth, and al four preferred perishing in an attempt to gain thelr
livesto being butchered as had the crew of the Dion Sar .

The memory of those daughtered men served to strengthen their resolve. If they madethetry,
they might win through, one of them &t least, and carry testimony of al they had seen and heard. Dead,
they could not confirm Seakeep's suspicions of Ogin's guilt.

Silently, the seamen examined the dory and found her sound. Even her oars remained. Any other
equipment she might have held had been swept off, but she was such atiny thing that it was doubtful very
much had ever been stored in her. Santor and Nordis sought out several bucketsto be used asbailers,
for these they deemed to be essentia, then declared her to be ready.

Tarlach ordered that they use the wine at once. It was not worth the saving—there was scarcely
half acup for each of them—and they had need of its strength.

Once more, the Seakeep marinerstook charge, launching the dory smoothly and silently despite
the choppy wavesin whose midst they set her. They gave one glance at the menacing shore and
crouched down asfar as possible as they began rowing toward the open sea.

Chapter 20

Although all of the fugitives kept low in their boat until they had |eft the wreck considerably
behind them, none of the four had much fear of detection now. The night was dark with atrace of fog to
further cloak them from unfriendly eyeswhich might turn onthe Dion Sar, and the wind was high enough
to mask any modest noise they might makein rowing.

All the same, it was with relief that they drew out of the narrow channel and rounded the spur of
the mountain, out of sight at last of the dead merchantman and of those who had murdered her.

To hiscomrades surprise, Tarlach ordered that they continue moving seaward rather than
immediately assuming a course pardld to theland.

"Thisis no deep-water vessel, Captain,” Nordis ventured, "and with heavy wegather coming

"We shall be driven againgt the cliffs or onto the rocksif we remain here.”
Una straightened suddenly, guessing the hope he had not dared voice.
"We might even be picked up by the Tern farther out.”

"The Tern!. Aye, shewill stay at seasincethereisno port to which she can fly quickly enough!™
exclamed Nordis.

"Thisblow will not be anything to drive her in search of one" Santor said eegerly. "It should
prove no more than any of those the fleet has wesathered many atime. Even at itsworg, it will in no way
rive thelast."

There was agrimnessin his tone despite the hope of early rescue Una had given him. Neither he
nor any of the others needed to be told that the gale, comparatively mild though it might be, would be
impressive enough for people attempting to ride it out in this pitifully tiny vessd.

"Forget the Tern" the Falconer warned sharply. "If we meet her, we can indeed rgoice, but it
would require more amiracle than kindness of fate to accomplish that. It is on this dory and on our own



strength that we are going to have to depend, and on nothing else.”

Hiswords cut down his companions newborn eation. There could be no gainsaying the
Tightness of them, and if the Daleswoman till nurtured somelittle hopein her heart of connecting with the
second round tower vessel, she did not attempt to argue its cause. They did better to forgo the brightness
belief in such discovery could give their spirits now rather than risk its almost inevitable shettering later, at
atimewhen physical exhaugtion and the lash of the dements might make its breaking the bresking of their
will tofight on.

The Falconer commander and the Lady Una claimed the oars. The sailors made no protest,
knowing that these two could handle them, at least well enough to bring the dory beyond sight of the land
and start her toward home. After that, their greater experience would be needed, and they must be fresh
and ready then to assume respongbility for their party'slives.

The storm did not break suddenly but rather crept upon them asif it were hdf afraid to show
itself. The rain began soon after the dory had |eft the wreckers cove but remained no more than an
unpleasant drizzle for along time. The wind, though bitterly cold, only gradualy assumed the properties
of atrue gae. The ocean was more responsive to what was to come, but even she delayed sometime
before displaying her full anger.

Wheat she did unleash was bad enough. Tarlach's muscles ached with the strain of battling swells
s0 short and sharp that the boat seemed to make no progress at al, but he stubbornly refused to
surrender his place at the oars.

Pride would have kept him there even if duty did not. The Holdlady, dender and fragile as she
was, did not cry out againgt this same labor. While she held firm, so, too, would he until his skill wasno
longer the equa of the work before him.

It was only after the rain had become an almost continuous downpour and the wind had roiled
the water around them into afury that the pair gave way to their more able comrades.

The mercenary huddled in the rear of the boat, cradling the falcon on hislap to give him what little
he could of heat and shdlter. His comrade was dying. He knew that, dthough the crisswas till some
time away, and he despaired because of his powerlessnessto do more to preserve him. He could not
even keep the rain off him. There was nothing he could do to help any of them, Tarlach thought listlesdly.
Hewas scarcely able at this point to rouse himsalf enough to intelligently watch the progress of the
oarsmen.

Unawas beside him. He could not see her face, for she was sitting with her head lowered, but
from the limp way she held hersdlf, the droop of her usudly straight shoulders, he knew that shewas even
more exhausted than he.

Little wonder, that. The Daeswoman was fighting what must be fairly severe pain aswell as
weariness and the effects of hunger, thirst, and the never-ending cold. The salt and constant wet had
gotten to the numerous cuts striping his body, and, athough none of them save that on the shoulder,
which was now giving him consderable trouble, were of any significance, each one of them felt soreand
angry. He could imagine the torment to her serioudy damaged hands, could well-nigh fed himsdf what
each stroke of the oars had done to her—

The shock of frigid water brought a gasp from him.

The swell which had broken on them was passed, but a second followed fast upon it, sweeping
over thefoundering dory.



"Bail!" Nordisroared. "Bail, or we are downed!"

He leaped to obey, the Holdruler beside him. They worked with the desperate speed of their
need, and soon they had the boat enough lightened that she could respond once more to the commands
of therowers.

There was no returning to rest, however, not then, not in the hourswhich followed. Therain
increased until it fell in an dmogt solid sheet, adeluge sufficient initself tofill the open vessd, and it
seemed that every third wave poured over the dory's sides.

Nordis and Santor proved their skill and their courage that terrible night. It was they who fought
the bucking vessdl, guided her, tried to keep her facing into the waves so she should not ship water with
every swdl. Many were the timesthe two in the stern saw them raised dmost verticaly abovethem as
ther craft climbed some mighty wave, their bodies clearly visblein the eerie, frightening brilliance of a
lightning-illumined sky, or below them asthey raced into some Stygian trough.

Tarlach rested the bailer on his knee after clearing the boat for what seemed the thousandth time.
The respite would be al too short, he knew, before he could be compelled to takeit up again.

It was then that he became aware of the emptiness. No other mind touched his.
"No!" It was amoan. There was no body. He had failed even to preserve that.

"Not so!" Unasicy, bloodied fingers closed on his hands. "Do not believe that, not yet.—One of
uswould surdly havefdt hisdying, Tarlach. Neither of usdid. He— he was not really that low when you
last tended to him?”

"No."

Helooked at her, wanting to hope and fearing to chance this pain again if hedid so and it was
proved useless.

"Where, then..."
"Gonefor help, perhaps.”
"Inthisgae?' he demanded contemptuoudy.

"Grant him that much, that he would strive with hislast strength, even aswe. He could not aid us
here, but if he could till fly despite those wet wings, can you believe he would not makethetrid?"

"Hight should till have been possible," he conceded after amoment, "and thisstormisnot like
the other, perilousforcethoughitis." Hiseyesclosed. "The Horned Lord guide and help him."

"And Gunnora..."

A hitter jolt of water silenced her, and they threw themsalves back into their endlessfight to keep
the seafrom closing over themaal.

Dawn broke and grew old before the storm showed signs of abating, and the morning was well
on before therain entirely ceased.

All four dumped in their seets, too spent for the moment even to fed cheered by the lessening of
ther sufferings.



Tarlach's mouth tightened. No, that was scarcely accurate. The nature of their discomfort might
have dtered, but it wasin no way reduced. They gtill had to combat high seas and sharp wind, and if
there was no rain to torment them, thirst would soon make them long for itsreturn.

Unasaw him lick the sdt from hislips and touched hisarm.
"I managed to catch alittle of therain.”
She held out one of the bailersto him.

"l am sorry thereis only enough for afew swallows, but it wasimpossible to collect any until we
stopped taking so much water, and the rain had amost ended by then.”

"Sorry? Lady, you have revived our souls! That could be the saving of usin the distance we must
go."

Hetook the pail from her. There wasindeed only asmal amount of liquid init, and hetook but a
snglesp. Thisherolled around his mouth before alowing it to trickle down his parched throat. Thetaste
was decidedly brackish, but he would not have relished the finest wine as much in atime of plenty.

The Falconer did not delay in returning the bailer to her. She, too, drank, taking no more than he
had, then she held it out to her companions.

Both resalized how littleit contained and shook their heads.

"We shdl be home soon enough, my Lady," Nordistold her. "Do you drink for us."
"Takeit, both of you," the mercenary commanded sharply.

The Seakeep men diffened.

"It isnot our custom to deprive one weaker than oursalves..."

Heraised hishandsin agesture of peace.

"It isour strength that your Holdlady needs now. We should be serving her ill to further reduce
that even for her temporary comfort.”

The mariners eyesfdl, and they accepted the water, thelast any of them was likely to have until
they won through to safety, the last they might ever have if they failed to do that very quickly.

The hours passed dowly. The fugitives had been nervous at firgt, fearing pursuit from the cove,
for the storm, though violent, had not been such asto intimidate avessdl of thewrecker'ssizeif her
master's purpose were strong, but they soon relaxed. They had been careful to leave no sign of their
presence aboard the Dion Sar, and the loss of the dory, if noted at dl, would be laid to the rough
westher. The missing garments would not be marked since there had very obviously been no close
examination of the cabin from which they had been taken, and their own discarded thingsthey had
brought away with them. No, they had nothing to fear from Ravenfield now unless some freak twist of
chance brought about their discovery.

The warrior and the Daleswoman claimed the oarsto give the others a chance to take some rest
but were so weakened themsalves that they could keep their places no longer than a couple of hours
before having to surrender them again.

The work of rowing was brutally hard, and yet they dared not leave the oarsidle for more than



the few seconds|ost in changing the team manning them. The storm of the previous night still kept its
grasp on the sea— indeed, it was probably not truly ended at dl but merdly in ashort-lived lull—and the
waves continued to hurl themsalves at the dory, asif enraged that she had outfought them for so long. It
took thefull of the fugitives waning strength, thefull of their kill, just to keep their tiny craft afloat; to
make any red headway toward their goa wasimpossible.

Thelr spiritsfdl astime went on, precioustime, timethey could ill afford to squander. The
overcast sky spared them much of what they might have endured from the blistering rays of the sun, but
they were granted little else in the way of ease. Salt-fired thirst was atorture now, adraining torture that
took power from muscles and mind dike, and ever in their thoughts was the knowledge that the return of
the tempest, which by all the sgnswould not be long delayed, would mean at the least another day liketo
thisif they could survive its pummeling a second time.

Because of the congtant strain of their labor and their rapidly deteriorating physica condition, it
became necessary to change rowers every haf hour lest they grow too exhausted to function at all.

Tarlach took Unas handsin his after their third such turn. The bandages covering the pdmswere
soaked with blood.

He made no comment as he pressed the cold, white fingers between his, trying to give them
warmth from his own meager store of hest.

How much more of this could the Daleswoman take? Her will was strong, and o, too, was her
body, remarkably strong for one of such delicate appearance, but dl they were enduring would soon
bring down the most powerful man, much lessthisdight lady. The fact that she was possessed of no
great reserves of fat or muscle wasin itself enough to doom her...

"A sl
Helooked up a Nordis cry. The very tip of amast had just risen up over the horizon.

Histongue ran over cracked lips. Should they attempt to hail her? They needed help, desperately
needed it, yet even astrange vessd, one having no connection with Ogin of Ravenfield, might not be safe
trangport for the fair woman beside him.

Thetwo sailors and the Holdlady herself were no less aware of their possible danger.
Santor gave voiceto thefearsof dl.

"Pirates do occasionally sail these waters, as do those who might not tregt kindly with folk in dire
trouble, but such are rare, and we cannot afford to forgo the probability of assstance because we dread
mesting with them."

"L et the Lady Unaand you, Bird Warrior, Snce shewill have need of your aid, conced
yoursalvesin the water as we approach the ship. If she provesfase, you two, at least, shdl sill bedive
and free"

They agreed because there seemed no other choice before them, dthough al redized they would
not survivetheir companions by very long in the event of such misfortune.

Thefugitiveswaited tensaly as more of the sail and then the vessdl hersdlf hoveinto view. At the
same moment, Tarlach sat erect, relief and joy sweeping through him as Storm Challenger soared high
and proud againgt the westering sun.



"We can spare oursalves adunking. Sheisthe Tern!”

Chapter 21

The mercenary tried to crush the excitement swelling in his heart. The Seakeep ship was dtill very
far away, and their dory was but a minute speck on arough ocean. They might not be seen at al except
by hiswinged comrade, and with no Fal coners aboard to whom he could rightly ddliver hisintelligence,
the war bird might not be able to communicate his discovery to those manning her even though he had
somehow managed to draw them in thisdirection. Santor did say that she waswell off her assigned
track...

The others were aware of that black possibility aswell. The tunic Nordis had taken from the
Dion Sar's cabin was white, and this he stripped off and began waving violently in the direction of the
Tern while the other men rowed asrapidly asthey might toward her.

Whatever their efforts and the falcon's and the prayers burning in their hearts, it seemed for along
while that they would not be noticed, that they would be l€ft to face storm and water done asthey had dl
these interminable hours.

Just astheir hope was plunging to itslowest ebb, however, the larger vessdl neared. Not very
many minutes passed after that before they were standing on her deck with acrowd of curious,
concerned mariners around them.

The Falconer dmost savagely silenced the questions being fired at him. Unawas beside him, in
part leaning on him despite herself, and he could fed the tension in her, the strain of her effort to hold
hersdlf erect.

"Seeto the Holdlady firgt," he snapped, "and to these others. There will betimethento talk.”

Dry clothing, food, and warm drink wrought anear miracle in the four, and soon Tarlach, as
military leeder of the Cormorant's survivors, was recounting the tale of their adventuresin close detall.

His audience was quiet when hefinished speaking. His description of their discovery of the
murdered crew aboard the derdlict had sparked angry growls from the Seakeep sailors and even more
s0 thetale of the Cormorant's death and the daughter of the men left with her, but the story of the
fugitives escape and ordedl silenced them, and it was severa seconds before any of those who heard it
found voice.

"We of Seakeep have blood-work before us and a heavy blood-priceto clam,” the Tern's
maester said at lagt, "but that must wait for now. We have not yet seen the end or the worst of last night's
storm. | suggest that we run before it and lay our war plansin Seakeep when the Lady Unaand the
captain have rested.—Isthis agreesble to you, my Lady, Bird Warrior?'

The Holdruler nodded.

"Aye, unlessthe captain fedsit wiser to attack Ravenfield or the wrecker crew at once."

"No, nor have we the strength to do so now eveniif | sowilled.”

Hesghed.

"It is better thus. When we do move, | want to be sure of taking that black company quickly.”

Hisvoice became cold, frozen by ahatred so bitter that al those present shuddered in their



heartsto hear it.

"Ogin of Ravenfidd isgoing to die. It may be by my sword or under my eye or by another's hand
whilel am held in some other part of the battle, but from this moment forth, he is no more than a corpse.
| vow that upon my very soul.”

Tired as he was, degp would not come to the Falconer captain. Dark thoughtsfilled his mind,
grim accusations from which even the violence of his hatred for the Hold-lord of Ravenfield could not
screen him. He had accomplished so little since his coming to Seakeep... No, that softened hisguilt. He
had failed in so much, had failed so many, he who had sworn to guard...

Storm Chalenger flew from the place he had chosen at the footboard of the bunk to come within
reach of his companion's hand.

Tarlach stroked the bird. The mariners had treated him well and correctly when he had cometo
them battered and soaked from hisflight through the gdle. They had wrapped him in atowe, drying and
warming him, and had fed him well. More, they had shown him the respect of recognizing that he had
news of import to ddliver and of trying to comprehend him until he had been able to lead them to the
UNVivors.

Hisfingers stopped in mid-caress. This one could well and rightly quit him for the blunder he had
made, yet in hisfriendship, he made no accusation. A man could search far and long before finding the
likeinafdlow human.

The facon's head turned back toward the door, and he gave a soft call.

The man sat up. Unawaslying awake aswell and had used her ability to communicate with
Storm Challenger to ascertain that Tarlach did not deep and to request that he cometo her.

The mercenary threw acloak over the tunic the Tern's captain had given him and hastened down
the narrow passage to the cabin which he knew to be the Holdlady's, staying closeto thewall lest he be
thrown down as the vessel rolled and shuddered under the battering of the storm once more raging
outside.

A sck dread filled his heart. He knew the reception he merited from Unaof Seakeep, the justice
of her outrage, even to her dismissa of him, though her need for blank shields would probably preclude
that last. Intellectualy, he accepted the consequences of his migudgment, but he knew, too, thet if she
met him with contempt—or, worse, with disappointment—it would break what little remained to him a
the moment of spirit. He did not even have the will |ft to resent that her regard had come to be of such
immenseimportanceto him.

He was before her door. He hesitated only a moment before knocking. There was no point to
cowardice. This meeting must take place, now or within afew hours. It was better to haveit over, to
have his fears confirmed or laid to rest, as quickly as possble. Even despair was preferableto this
accursed uncertainty ...

Unawas resting upon her bunk but was till fully clad. She was relaxed now and comfortable,
and even in her male attire she looked remarkably winsome. Herealized quite irrdlevantly that he had
never before been ingde an intimate chamber of hers,

She motioned to the chest which was apparently part of every such cabin's furnishings and then
moved to the foot of the bunk so that she might sit near to him.



His eyes went to her freshly bandaged hands.
"How arethey?'

"Perfectly a ease. They suffered no real damage, though | suppose the scarring may be alittle
worse now.—What of your own hurts?"

He shrugged.
"They areinggnificant.”

His voice was muffled despite dl his effort to conced the weight riding him, and her fingers
moved quickly to grasp his asthey had on the dory when he had bdieved Storm Challenger lost.

"Tarlach, what agony ison you?| saw it before we parted earlier, and it has doubled in thet little
time"

Hiseyesfdl, but he did not attempt to conceal his misery. It seemed that he could not, not before
her.

"Even now, | lay trouble upon your troubles" he whispered bitterly. "It was mine to shield you,
Lady, to seethat no peril or discomfort ever came nigh to you, yet | have brought you only danger,
hardship, and suffering.”

He touched the bandages covering her pams.

"Y ou gave me my lifethere on theledge, and it was very nearly bought with your disability and
disfigurement. Sincethet night...."

"l am therightful ruler of Seakespdde. | will not abdicate the responsibilitieslaid on me, not any
of them, and | most assuredly cannot refuse the duties binding al human beings.”

"I had my dutiesaswell and have failed to perform them adequatdy.”
"Inwhat sense?' she demanded sharply.

"Had | sent Storm Challenger aoft when we boarded the Dion Sar, we should not have been
trapped there. | had feared he might be sighted and identified, thereby reveding the extent of our
suspicions, and | judged that a greater danger than the possibility of actua surprise and attack. My
misreading of the true Stuation caused three men to die and inflicted upon us al that we have endured
sncethen.”

The woman stared at him, then anger flashed in the green eyes.

"Y ou are ether playing thefool, or you are proud to the point that it interferes with your reason,”
shetold him, giving full vent to her irritation. ™Y ou erred, perhaps, but we, at leadt, live, and with the
definite knowledge of Ogin'sguilt.”

"By chance, welive"

"By chance and your good management. Lifeisachance—Can you dlow yoursdf no mistake,
Tarlach of the Falconers?!

He averted hisface.



"Not with such achargelaid on me."

Unaslips parted. She should have known—he had all but declared it on more than one
occasi on—but that it should be so deep. ..

She bowed her head lest he read the recognition in her. Any response to this on her part,
whether that of her heart or of cold wisdom, could only serveto increase his pain, to render hispostion
the more difficult. She must and would continue with thisinterview asif he had not betrayed himsdf to
her, asif they were no more to one another than comrades linked by strong friendship and common
cause. Even that was much and too much for one such as he to admit.

The Falconer had cometo avery similar decision, and when he faced her again afew seconds
later, she found him apparently completely composed and easy of spirit.

"For your understanding, thanks given, my Lady," he said and then seemed to close the matter
between them. Of a certainty, she saw with relief, he did not redlize how much else he had told her.

The Daeswoman thought he would leave her immediately, but he remained beside her, watching
her closdly.

"Y ou said but little when | mentioned the action we must take against Ogin,” Tarlach said &t last.
"I would know your thoughts concerning it.”

"Evenif they are contrary to yours?"

"Even S0, Lady. It isactive war which we are discussing, not merely defensive guarding, and you
speak for your Dale"

She sghed, knowing and hating the confirmation she must give.

"l do not wish to see thisancient land bleeding anew, and | most particularly do not want
Seakeep to be the Dale responsible for once more bringing the curse of war upon it.”

Her dender body straightened.

"My dedreisirrdevant. A terrible evil hastaken root here. It must be eradicated, whatever the

The man nodded and then smiled faintly. Hefdt easier in hismind now. Seeing Unalooking so
wdll after her ordedl and hearing her acceptance of his part init had raised much of the depresson which
had been crushing his heart, and her support of the course he needs must recommend reassured him, for
he, too, had little love for the thought of loosing more bloodshed and violence over High Hallack and had
even begun to doubt againgt the dictates of reason hisright to do so.

Heroseto hisfeet. With the double weight lifted from his spirit, hisweariness was taking hold of
him at last, to the point that he was becoming perceptibly light-headed. He must Ieave her now, or he
would be unableto do so &t all.

"I had best go," hetold her. "We shall both need our minds fresh when we reach your tower."

"Rest well, my comrade,” she replied softly. "Y ou have battled long and hard aready for
Seakeep's sake."

Chapter 22



All that night, Tarlach lay locked in adeep so deep that it might dmost have been a shade of
death itsdlf, utterly oblivious of the lashing of the tempest outside, oblivious of the vdiant and at times
bitter struggle of the crew againgt it.

When hewoke at lat, it was to sunny skies and an ocean once more gentle and loving.

Helay Hill for severd long seconds, dlowing himsdlf the nigh unto hedonistic pleasure of orienting
himsdf dowly, asalord might have donein hisown bed in atime of peace, snce he, in truth, did know
where hewas and his every ingtinct proclaimed the world to be quiet and secure around him.

Herosein the end and dressed himself in the garmentslaid out on the sea chest, again moving
with ddliberate downess.

His muscles gave surprisingly little protest when he tested himsdlf, and he wondered absently if it
were possible to condition onesdlf againgt abuse even as one did against therigors of ablank shied'slife.

It wasthe Tern's master who greeted the captain when he came out on deck and described for
him the storm of the previous night. He then gave him their position relative to their destination.

"Y ou were out S0 long that we were beginning to fear we would have to carry you into the
tower," hefinished, grinning broadly.

Tarlach amiled.

"Y ou would have managed to wake me somehow, | think. | would be rather heavy cargo.”
He glanced about him.

"Areany of the othersup yet?'

"No. You arethefirst. They should dl be ftirring shortly."

The captain redized he was famished and requested food, which was brought to himwith a
gpeed that declared this need had been anticipated. He and Storm Challenger had scarcely begun egting
before his companions from the Cormorant joined them.

The afternoon was old when the thrice-welcome sight of the round tower and then the cottages
and fidds nestled in its protection at last lay openintheir eyes. A short while after that Sghting, they were
ashore.

Tarlach went immediately to the tower, delaying only long enough to place the passengers and
crew of the Tern under bonds of silence with the exception of Una, who needs must face the nearest kin
of those she had seen dain. Seakeep's code would not permit these ones to be unnecessarily kept in
concern and suspense or that they learn the truth through rumor, and so the Holdruler went privately to
each household to inform its members of their loss and to bid them to hold their grief in Slence for abrief
timeyet.

The Falconer captain summoned Brennan and Rorick to accompany him to what both guessed
from his manner wasto be acouncil of no smal import. Rufon he caled aswdll, but once he had them
assembled, he remained quiet, saying only that Unamust be present before they could begin. None
pressed him, athough the grim cast of his expression, hisvery silence, bespoke news that was both harsh
and sgnificant.

His grey eyes darkened when the Holdlady finaly appeared. Her s&t, too-white face told the



difficulty of thetask just behind her.

He hastened to her. Hisfingers closed briefly over her hand. Thiswas a pain he knew too well
himself, and his own heart sckened to think how often she might be compelled to repest it before the
horror that was to come could be brought to an end once more.

Every eyewas on him, and the mercenary made no further delay in giving hisreport of dl his
party had seen and endured.

He spoke tersely, without any display of emotion, for he did not want to drive hislistenersinto
ill-considered action. The crimeswhich he described were grave, and grave were the measures
necessary to prevent their repetition. It must be reason's decision whether to accept or regject his
proposals, reason only, and not an outraged heart.

As had been the case aboard the Tern, dl were slent along time after he had finished spesking.
Thefirgt to address him was Rufon.
"Y ou bdlieve attack is our only answer?'

"l do, as| have said. To spare this Ogin now would be the equal of nurturing the seeds of plague
inyour house. A man such as he could never be trusted even if fear of reprisal kept him human for years,
for decades. One day, he would strike out again.”

The Daesman looked to hisliege.

"Thisismy thought aswell, my Lady, but war isno light matter, aswe dl know to our sorrow.
Do you agree with this?'

"I know the grief which can, which dmost certainly must, come of our choosing thisday, but the
Lord of Ravenfield has made our decision for us. Such work as he has wrought cannot be permitted to
continue. | stand by the captain, as| have already declared to him."

The Holdlady turned formdly to Tarlach.

"Solet it be, Captain. Seakeepdaleis at war, and yoursisthe waging of it. | only would | were
ableto do more for my people and for yours than send them into peril with my blessing.”

"Y our part, you will do. Asfor the rest, the waging of war is my company'swork. Our swords
would not otherwise have been bound to Seakeep's cause when you percelved the shadow looming over
you."

"Seakeep'swarriors shal bewith you al the same," shetold him firmly, "in whatever capacity you
choose to use them. We are not arace to permit othersto carry horror in our stead.”

"This, | know," hereplied, smiling for thefirg time.

"How do you plan to conduct thiswar, Captain?' the veteran asked him. With their course
determined, only the laying of their plans—and bringing them to fruition-remained.

"Asquickly aspossble,” the mercenary answered with a speed which proclaimed the thought he
had been giving to the effort ahead of them. " A long campaign would be dl but disastrous for Seakeep,
but if we can move rapidly enough, we should be able to spare our people and Ravenfield's much
daughter and destruction.”



The grey eyeswere bright now, piercing liketo hisfacon's.
"You have sad, Lady, that Ogin has no close kin to take Ravenfidld after him?"
"None," replied Una

"Tdl me, Rufon, would his Daesfalk fight stoutly or yield if he were proven dain and astrong
force was before their gates?'

The older man thought awhile.

"Yidd, if they could fed at dl surethey would be spared. They have had to accustom themselves
to submitting under Ogin and hisfather before him to adegree that has ever been unacceptable to any
other Daeinthisarea”

"Ishedlied with any of the neighboring lords?
The Holdlady shook her head.

"No. Heisnot liked and hishouseis nat, it being afairly new line here whose rulers have not fit in
well with our ways. Hisgrandsire married into Ravenfield, you see, and brought in alowland lady afew
years after when the Holdlady died in unsuccessful childbirth.” She smiled rather ruefully. "We highlanders
are dow to accept change.”

"There must have been tieswith the original house. Who would have taken Ravenfield had the
outside woman not come?"

" Seakeep. We have no claim againgt that of true marriage, though.”

"No, Lady, nor do | suggest pressing such an argument, but it may well help usin winning the
Dale and establishing aquick and stable peace there once we take out Ogin if memory isheld long here,
asyou state."

Rufon nodded.
"Y ou intend to go after the wrecker crew before marching on the stronghold?' he asked.

"Aye" Tarlach replied. "Thersisthe crime, and theirs must be the payment. | want them brought
down before they can ether hide themselves or flee the region entirdy. Oginin particular must befdled
quickly. If once he can hole himsdlf in hiskeep, we shall have along and bitter Srugglein front of us
which might well be the death of both Daes.”

"Are you not assuming much in building our plans around the possibility of the Holdlord'sbeing
with hiskillerswhen we strike?' Brennan asked, interrupting for thefirst time. "To my mind, it would be
more likely that he should passthe greater part of histimein comfort in his keep."

"That would normally be true, but he knows that Sea-keep boats will be out seeking the
Cormorant, and | very much doubt he will trust his murderers not to attack if any of them come
uncomfortably close, particularly if the Dion Star isill intact.”

"If heis not with them?" the lieutenant perssted.
"Then we brace oursaves for asiege and hopeit will be short-lived."

"His people are too cowed for usto hope they will rise againgt him even after learning the cause



of our attack," the Holdruler warned.

"Aye, but they should aso be incapable of courageous resistance againgt us, nor do | imagine
they would wish to offer such battle.”

The Faconer captain strode to the window dit and peered out at the bay for amoment before
facing them once more.

"I want the Tern repainted grey, mottled over with black and touches of white. Cover both sails
and hull in thismanner."

"It shdl bedone" the Daesman assured him. "The other vessals?'

"Send them out at once asthey are. Let Ogin grow accustomed to seeing Seakeep craft. | plan
to hold the Tern offshore until twilight. The growing dusk coupled with her camouflage should keep her
invigble until we are al but upon the wreckers, but if we are seen, | would prefer that their suspicions be
lulled concerning our purpose.”

"If the Dion Sar remans?'

"The boat or boatsfirst finding her must explore her, of course. Therewill be nothing left to
arouse suspicion by then, and our people will be ableto carry on with their play. | would say shewill be
gone by now, though, either through the storm or deliberately scuttled after having been stripped.”

"The wrecker might come upon our search parties.”
He shook his head.

"Oginwill not make that mistake a second time. She will be staying well out during the daylight
hours. That is another reason why | wish to penetrate her harbor late, to give her timeto get insde
hersdlf." Hefrowned. "Thereisadight chance that shewill remain at seadtogether, but | believe her
crew will prefer the comforts of a snug harbor enough to have their will in that matter. Sheis designed for
quick raiding, not long-term dwelling, and the ocean is ill unsettled enough to make staying aboard her
unpleasant unless she be secured in aplace of good shelter.”

"Perhaps she will wait until full dark before seeking her base," Rorick suggested.
"| think not. Sheisrather too big to risk running the Cradle at night."

"Soisthe Tern."

Tarlach nodded.

"We must be insde before then ourselves.”

Hefdl quiet ashort while as he envisoned the attack in his own mind.

"We shall haveto strike quickly and conquer quickly. Ogin's men know that harbor intimately. If
we give them time to maneuver, they could draw usinto disaster. The Tern islarge for work in that bay.

"If it be possible a dl, we must prevent anyone from escaping up the dliff to warn the stronghold,
or our task there will be the harder. Sending in alanding party smultaneoudy with our attack should
accomplishthat.”

"Once the wreckers are overcome?' questioned Una.



"We march on the stronghold, bringing any of the killers il living with usand also Ogin's body."
His mouth hardened. "That one will never permit himsdf to be taken living."

"The capture of akeep with the number of warriorsthe Tern can carry isalarge assgnment even
for Falconers," Brennan commented dryly, but his eyeswere smiling, for he knew his commander well
enough to redlize he would have aready answer to that objection.

Tarlach grinned.

"So it would, Comrade, but the remainder of the fleet shal return home once the mock searchis
over and sail again for Ravenfield. They should reach the cove some six hours after our arriva, bringing
with them supplies and the rest of our company. Seakeep'swarriors shal march overland, bringing our
horses with them, and meet with us en route—Perhaps you might suggest the best place for our
rendezvous, Lady, Rufon?' he added.

"There are anumber of good possibilities,” the Dales-man replied. "If | might have amap, my
Lady, lest my memory fal me on some point, and the captain can choose from amongst them?'

She hersdf brought the chart to him, and it did not take long to select the most suitable Site.

Tarlach remained looking &t the map for severa seconds, asif troubled by some thought. At last,
he sghed and, raising his eyes, fixed them on the Holdruler.

"The overland column will be comprised of your own soldiers, my Lady. | know itismuch to
ask, but | would have you march with them."”

That brought violent protest from the other three men, but he slenced them impatiently.

"Think, will you?What people would give themsalves over to aband of blank shidlds, even when
accompanied by neighboring Daesfolk? Lady Unarules Seakegpdale, and her house has had the respect
of the region for generations. Her presence could go far in convincing the Ravenfield garrison and those
they defend to yield quickly to us.”

"I will go," Unainterjected before further discussion could take place, "but not overland. | sail on
the Tern."

"Lady..." thecommander began.

"Now you think, Captain! Where will aheder serve your wounded best, with them or with
another band miles distant?"

For amoment, shefeared that he would till deny her, but then his head bowed, abeit al could
see that he gave way most unwillingly. Her skill was smply too great for him to deny hiswarriors access
toit.

All were slent sometime after that, then Unaglanced at the mercenary leader.

"What if one of our supposed search craft should happen to chance upon the wrecker?' she
asked. " She could not pretend not to see her.”

Hesmiled.

"Well asked. It isunlikely but could happen.—She shall hail her and ask if she has seen any sign
of the Cormorant, aswell as making the other inquiriesto be expected at such ameseting. Our enemies



will most assuredly have aconvincing set of answers prepared for such an eventuality.”

The Seakeep leaders remained together along time until the plansfor the conducting of their
attacks were settled, then they separated, Tarlach going to his Falconers and Unato address her people
and prepare the fleet as the captain had instructed.

Chapter 23

It was the middle of thefollowing day before dl was at last in readiness and the assault force was
preparing itsdlf for departure.

Unacameto Tarlach's chamber to go over any find details which might have occurred to him
gncether last mesting.

He had assumed once more the dark cloak and high helm of hisrace, and her heart twisted in her
breast a the sight of him, although she had known it would be thus. The uniform rendered him stern of
appearance and distant.

When she looked into what she could see of hisface, however, thefedling of lossleft her. The
man had not changed with his costume.

They spoke together only a short while—the council of the previous evening had covered just
about everything that needed to be discussed—Dbut the mercenary did not seem eager to quit the
gpartment to join their comrades below, and so she stood beside him, watching the activity boiling
around the loading area of the harbor.

Tarlach's eyeswent to the vessel they would soon board, and he shook his head in something of
wonder.

"Y our people have done wdll," he said to his companion. "I know wherethe Tern is moored, and
yet | must haf convince mysdlf that | am seeing her. Shewill be nigh unto invisible to those not expecting
her coming.”

"| pray it may beso."

He turned away from the window abruptly, asif he could no longer bear the view.
"I would you were not coming with us."

"I mug.”

"I know, but you are not fit for war despite your ability with asword.”

The woman nodded.

"That, | redize. | shdl stay out of the fighting, unless, of course, theissue goes so far againgt us
that | have no option but to defend myself.”

The Falconer's hand whitened where it rested againgt the stone wall.

"It wonders me that you can entrust yourself to my care again.”

"I would trust you with my immorta soul,” she whispered fiercely.

At that moment, the kitten Bravery squalled and hissed. She had been curled up on the foot of



Tarlach's bed where she had climbed after Una had put her down upon entering the room, but now she
was on her feet, her little back arched, her earslaid back. Even as she moved, Storm Challenger gave his
more formidable battle cry.

The humanswhirled about. The air before them was shimmering.

Tarlach put himsalf between Unaof Seakeep and the disturbance. He knew it for what it was, a
gate such as he had seen open in the Bower.

There was no escape. He dared not try to force their way through it to the door, and so he drew
his sword and, heart pounding, waited to front whatever was to come.

Asbefore, the figure of awoman materiaized, approaching them asif from agreat distance.

The spirit Una stepped into the room and stood surveying them. The Falconer could not fully
read what lay in her expression, but he did not believe anger to be there or even very great surprise.
Comprehension, perhaps, and maybe something of impatience.

"Have no fear, Bird Warrior," she said in her oddly pitched voice. "1 have come with awarning,
not to make further requests of my sgter.”

Heinclined his head in acknowledgment but blocked with hisleft hand the Holdlady's ingtinctive
move toward the other.

"We bid you welcomein that event, but al the same, it is best that you remain some distance
fromus. Sitif you will, Lady. Thereisachair behind you."

She frowned.

"Isthe round tower now yours to command that you give greeting and issue orders to those who
comewith businessto conduct here?"

"The tower, no, but these are my quarters.”
The newcomer smiled at that and in smiling seemed well-nigh one with Una of Seakeep.
"| stand corrected, Captain.”

Tarlach waited until she- was seated. Her expression had grown grave again amost immediatdly,
and he did not doubt that her purpose for coming to them was indeed a serious one.

"Y ou mentioned awarning, Lady," he prompted at |ast.
She nodded dowly.

"I did—Y ou have both noted that, unlike the most of High Hallack, there are no active relics of
the Old Ones, in this area, that the ruins here are but that and no centers of haf-deeping Power?"

"Aye, thiswe know."

"It isby no accident but through the individua and collective courage and the determination of
those who oncelived herethat thisistrue.

"The populace of dl thisworld waslarger and richer, far more varied, in those distant days, with
many non-human races sharing place with those like to our own kind. Humans held this area, people



strong in Power, men and women dike, though the last possessed and wielded it in by far the greater
measure.

"An adept dwelled near to them, in atower he had raised by hisarts atop arock straddling the
mouth of asmdll inlet—"

"The Cradle!" gasped Una.

"Even so—Likedl too many others, he, in hisarrogance and his hunger for ever more Power,
ever more knowledge, drew upon forces better left untapped, tried gates never meant to open into any
living reelm such as ours. Because he himsalf was so dark of spirit, the results of hismeddling proved
direr than those which cursed so many other places, for himsdf and for al around him. He called and was
answered, not by athing of the Shadow but by alord of the true Dark. His stronghold and dl within it
vanished in ablagt of fireand bitter wind in that answering.

"The inhabitants of the region had been forewarned of his experiments and had deduced that
trouble only would arise from them, though none had guessed the magnitude of the disaster he would
summon. They had united to stop him but had moved alittle too |ate. Before they could act, he had met
his doom, and the Dark had been loosed upon the land.”

She paused, asif to collect her thoughts, then went on.

"Thefull horror of what had occurred was soon brought terribly home to them, and they redlized
thismassive evil must be stopped & once or al the world and perhaps other worlds with it werelost.
They separated then, the women and the men, each party knowing they would not see the other again.

"The sorceresses fronted that lord of the Dark in their united Power and fought it in such a battle
as had not been waged before or ever sncein al thisrealm. In the end, their aim was achieved. They
opened agate into its own place and succeeded in driving it back into it, but in order to sedl the passage
permanently, they wereforced to follow after their foe into that nightmare land. They completed their
work and saved our realm, but for them there was no return. They remain, preserved in that dread prison
by their encirclements and maintaining their sanity, which was otherwiselogt, by lyinginadeepliketoa
living degth."

"Their men?' Tarlach asked.

"Therewasthe origina gate remaining, that which had engulfed the accursed adept and his keep.
It had to be closed aswell, but it was guarded. The Dark thing had |eft its Dog to hold the passage. This
they had to defeat before they could begin their [abor, in the full knowledgethat if it could delay them
long enough, its master would come, and dl they had striven to preserve at such awesome cost would be
log.

"They were dready few in number, having been badly decimated by earlier encounters with the
adept's hirdings and the lesser things he had drawn to him, and their enemy was forewarned by the
vibrations of its master's battle, even then raging in al itsfury. It was prepared for trouble and prepared
toreturnitin full measure.

"Mogt of the attackers perished in the assault, but the handful remaining droveit back into its gate
and, with their last strength, sedled the entrance, dying to aman of that effort and the wounds they had
sustained in the battle preceding it.”

"Thelr children?" the human woman asked. " There must have been many too young to fight.”



"None wereleft. All of them had been daughtered, along with those tending them, in thefirst wild
rampage of that dark force. It was this massacre, the manner of the killing, which had derted the adultsto
the nature of that which they and their reelm faced.”

Both her listeners said nothing for some while after she finished spesking.

"A dread tale and aproud one," the Fal coner responded at last, "but how does it affect us save
as an example of courage?”'

"Because those men, for al their bravery and sacrifice, had not been strong enough to succeed
fully intheir aim. The Dog was not sent back through that passage but was, rather, trapped withinit. It
was weakened by the wounds it had taken and further reduced by the lack of sustenance over the
interminable ages since its imprisoning, but now blood has been shed at and around the Cradle, and pain
and fear and anger have been released and the blood-lust and greed of the murderers. The Dog has fed
well and triesits bonds. Only alittle more of such offerings, avery little, and it will bresk free once more.
When it does, be assured that its master will not belong in following."

Her eyesmet and held each of theirsin turn.

"Thereisno company now extant possessing and practiced enough in the wielding of such united
Power asto be able to chain those things again. Even Estcarp's Witches at the height of their strength
would have been hard-pressed to do it, and they have not yet nearly recovered after their moving of the
mountains. No individua human being can hope to withstand either of them. If that gate opens and they
gan entrance here, thisrealm will see ariving such asit did not endure during the worst days of that
ancientwar."

"Do you warn and in the same breath tell usthat we are foredoomed?" the Falconer asked. "Was
this the meaning of your statement to Unathat our time was short when you tried to draw her to your
will?'

"It was not, to answer your second question firgt, the peril | foresaw then came of reason only
and was of amore general nature, ssemming from the disturbance of old guards and old balances taking
place dl around us. This other Stuation hasjust cometo my attention, for only the most recent daughter
at the Cradle made of it athreat sufficient to activate my danger senses. Before that, | was asignorant of
it asyou.”

Her eyes measured him, asif wondering if he wasin any sensefit to carry the charge fate had laid
onhim.

"No, | do not say you are foredoomed, but take care to end this man's evil quickly, then seek aid
from both the Amber Lady and the Horned Lord—who is her con-sort, Falconer—to help cleanse the
place and set secure sealsuponiit.

"Aboveadl, Una, my sgter, seeto it that thisrock isnot again used as an dtar to receive the
blood and the lives of butchered men.”

Once more, she became still. Her look was sorrowful when she gave her attention back to the
mercenary.

"l have no certain information for you or yours, Bird Warrior, but | am possessed of knowledge
not open to you of shorter memory, and | can tell you this much. The curse which you have so long
feared may someday relatively soon be brought to an end, either that or cometo life once more. For my
part, | believeit shdl be the former since many races populate this realm and no other is as susceptible to



that doom as your own."
She saw him start and nodded.

"Y our higtory isknown to me. It was the Shadow and the destruction its coming caused which
was respongble for the loss of so much of our world'slore, and | am what would be had we been spared
that plague. Y our people are old in thisrealm, one of the earliest to reach it, and you should be one of the
best fitted to live with it. Y ou have been blighted, and now the shade of extinction loomsover you al. |
say thisto you, though, as agate once brought you to this place, yet another may be your saving, or the
saving of those and that which isbest amongst you."

She turned to Una

"Fromyou, sigter, | crave pardon for my earlier, harsh words. Y ou wereright to fear what was
of the Dark. Only believe that | had not seen the supposed solution to my hunger which | proposed as
such until | pondered our break. | wronged you, and yoursistheright to shun me, yet our association is
old, thefriendship of two lonely little girlsand, later, of two lonely women. | would not see that shattered
even for so strong acause.”

"Itisnot,” the Holdlady replied firmly. "The place you have ever held in my heart isyours till."

"Thanks given, dear Sgter, for that and for al your regard. We may not meet again, and | would
wish you now fortune in the struggle ahead and fortune in your life, beit long or very short.”

With that, dmost without warning, the dien Unarose to her feet and stepped into her passage
gate. In another moment, she was gone from their sght.

Tarlach hed the Holdruler againgt him, asif fearing she might even now be swegpt into the closing
gae. Only when dl sgn of it had vanished from the chamber did he release her.

"Una, | would have you march with your people..."

Her eyeslocked with his, and there would have been more yidlding in the heartstone of
Seakeep's mountains.

"Under no circumstanceswill | allow you to take that weight of responsibility upon yoursdf. We
shareit between us, you asmy war leader, | becauseitismy Dae and my will that pressesthiswar, and
we shall witness and share the consequences of our warring since continue with it we must.” Her voice
softened. "Would | survivelong if the Dark were loosed, Tarlach?!

"No. If the gate opens, we are dl dain," he conceded. " Soon or late, it would swallow us."
"Then say no more. |, for one, prefer to know and meet my fate at once.”

His shoulders squared.

"It istimeto go.—Would you have metell the othersthis news?

Unathought for awnhile.

"No," shesad intheend. "Not my falk, at least. They must fight in any event. Why throw this
added terror on them when naught they can do will dter what we risk?" She paused. "It may be
otherwise with your comrades. They will pressthe attack at the Cradleitsdlf.”

He shook his head.



"Likeyou, | would not blight their spirit with the dread of apossibility over which they have no
control. Let them remain free to concentrate on fighting men without having to bear the fear of waking
ultimateevil."

The pair found dl in readiness when they entered the great hdl. They quickly madetheir farewells
to those who were not to accompany them and then started for the door and the vessel which would
carry them to battle and, perhaps, to the deciding of their world'sfate.

Elfthorn was standing with his crew at the entrance of the tower, but instead of merely wishing
them fair fortune as did the rest, he matched his pace with theirs.

"A boon if youwill, Captain.”
"What would you have of us, friend?" Tarlach asked, aready guessing what he would say.

"A crewman's place aboard the Tern. | told you Gunwold and | wererivals and that there was
no hatred between us, but | did not say that we had lived as fosterlings on one bark. | would avenge his
death and avenge a so the suffering this Lord of Ravenfield has caused you both, who gave me and mine
our livesand then received us so kindly."

"The placeisyours and a place with the boarding party aswell. Y our strength and courage will
be wdcometo usin the fight ahead.”

Chapter 24

"Tarlach stood on the deck of the Tern watching Ravenfied's harsh, beautiful coast. He had lain
aside his hemet once more, and the cloak in which he was wrapped was one such as any of Seakeep's
mariners might have worn. With their misson so neer itscrisis, he would do nothing which might
announce histrue intentionsto his enemies. Mogt particularly, he did not want to reved the presence of
Falconers aboard this vessal before the time of attack was upon them.

He had felt somewhat nervous at first, remembering his short-lived but paralyzing panic aboard
the Dion Sar, but the unpleasant reaction had not recurred, and he felt sure now that he was free of it.

All the same, his spiritswere low. If hisplan failed, there could be months of daughter before the
Dde he had cometo love. That was adark prospect and one on which none of his company liked to
dwdll. Of that, he was certain.

He could be sure of little else regarding his comrades feglings about Seakeep. That they liked the
holding he knew, but he would not be greetly surprised to find that al or the most of them fully shared his
own attachment to it. The power of these highlands was very grest. ..

He shook his head. Perhaps he was but covering, excusing, his other, greater weakness by trying
to lay something of thisoutrider of it upon therest aswdll.

Hiseyesclosed. Theterror he had been battling surged through his defenses, gripping him so
powerfully that he had to grasp therail to keep himself from doubling over under itslash.

What did any of this matter if the daughter soon to take place near the Cradle should prove the
find feeding that demon Dog needed? He believed the spirit Una. He believed the sincerity of her
warning and the accuracy of her reading of the threst looming over them all, and he trembled that this
assault he commanded might open the gate to doom for High Hallack and perhaps for the whole of this
world. It was too much. Too much responsibility for any man to haveto besar...



"Tarlach?'

His head turned at the soft call. So engrossed had he been in histhoughts that he had not heard
the Holdlady's light step.

"It was bad enough before," hetold her, paying her the compliment of not concedling the fear that
he felt. She endured it aswell, after al. How should they not quail? No sane being could face this
chalenge without dread.

"Wedid rightly to keep thisfrom our peoples” shesad. "I have no experience in the waging of
war, but |

think the knowing would only reduce their ability to fight even against men." She drew adeep
breath. " Should we go on with it, Tarlach? Unatold usto stop Ogin, but the cost could be the ending of
usdl."

"Wemug," hereplied firmly. "His continued existence and that of his butchers must in itself feed
the Dog since they have gone so far inrousing it. If | did not fedl certain of that in my very bones, | should
not risk acontest in the cove, even if it meant letting both him and the wreckers escape our vengeance.”

His head lowered, and he stared unseeing into the ocean.

"That isone of the gregat torments of our Situation. So much rides upon us, and yet we havelittle
or no choice asto the action we must take."

The captain shivered and huddled deeper into his cloak as asharp blast of wind bit through the
heavy materia asif it were no more than alayer of summer lawn.

He glanced skyward in some alarm but found no threat there. This cold breeze was but part of
the rapidly advancing fal and not any signd of acorning sorm.

Unashared histhought.

"It looks asif winter will be early this year and harsh when it does come.”

"Aye"

"If thefighting drags on any length of time..."

"Itisnot my intention that it should drag on,” Tarlach responded rather too sharply.
Hegripped himsdf.

"Y our pardon, Lady.—Try to rest easy on that point at least. Assuming fortunefavorsusat al,
we should be able to bring Ravenfield to terms before the | ce Dragon bites at usin earnest.”

He raised his eyesto the shore and studied the great cliffs somberly.
"Prepare yourself now, my Lady. Thereisonly alittletime left before our assault must begin.”

Both Seakeep leaders were on deck once more asthe small vessel glided noiselesdy toward the
deadly cove.

Tarlach's heart hammered in the wild, sharp manner he dways associated with imminent battle,
and he dlently sent forth the short, intense prayers of aman who might soon be seeking admission into



the Hals of the Vdiant.
A few minutesmore. Only afew...

The dl-too-familiar curve of the headland screening the wreckers harbor came suddenly into
view, only thetip of it, but he knew it a once. Itsform was not likely to fade from his memory for along
timeto come.

Others came up from below, Falconers and crew. Working in a silence as deep as desth, they
loosed from her bindings the launch which had been riding the Tern's deck like some great barnacle and,
when shewas fully manned, lowered her into the sea. She would follow after the larger vessd, landing
her cargo of warriors to secure beach and cliff while the mother ship engaged the black wrecker.

The evening waswell on, and the darkening sky stained the ocean beneath adeep grey. Tarlach
comforted himsalf with the thought that it would take eyes as keen as hisfa con's to spot the two tiny
craft againgt such abackground. Their worst danger lay in skylining themselves, and even that risk was
minimized by the artful mottling which broke the outline of the salls.

The daylight, dthough fading, was till more than sufficient to give them acdlear view of thetiny
bay.

Nothing blocked its entrance now; the Dion Sar had vanished asif she had never been.

No visble barrier lay between them and the harbor, the captain amended in hismind. The Cradle
remained, a dire menace waiting under its concedling cover of water for its next victim.

He shuddered despite himsdlf. With the tide high asit was now, scarcely an abnorma ripple
troubled the surface to reved itslair to even the most practiced eye.

Histhoughts did not stay long with the obstacle nature hersalf had set there. That wasthe
concern of the mariners. Hiswork was before him.

Thewrecker vessal wasin and apparently moored for the night. She was resting in the center of
the harbor, held in place by her anchor, and her sailswere furled. A few men moved about her deck with
the casud air of those who anticipate no trouble from wesather or their own kind. The others were most
likely below. None were on the beach, which was amost covered by thetide, and he did not believe
there would be any in whatever shelter they had constructed for themsalves on the windswept cliff above.
Of sentries, he saw no sign, nor had he expected to find them. Life here had been too secure and
unruffled for anyone to fee much inclined to court discomfort in apparently needless guarding.

The Faconer's hand was on his sword. They were very near now. How much closer would they
be able to cometo their quarry without being sighted?

No farther! One of the seamen aboard the wrecker |ooked suddenly in their direction and stared
asif he beieved madness had seized his mind, then he shouted the darm to his comrades.

The Tern wasin the channel, aimost parallel to the Headboard, by that time.

Tarlach's mouth was dry. Would she pass? This was the route the wrecker followed, but the
Seakeep ship was somewhat larger and deeper of draught.

The Tern wasthrough, sailing fredly in the bay. Without pause or delay, she bore down upon her
prey.



The defenders strove desperately to ready their craft for combat, but the attack came too swiftly.
The invaders were upon them before they could do much more than weigh anchor.

The captain recalled dl too well the efficiency of their archers. These werefelled at once by his
own bowmen, then eager hands made fast the two ships, and hiswarriors legped to the killers deck.

Thefighting wasfurious, vicious, for the wreckers knew the fate awaiting them if they were taken,
and Tarlach had not misread Ogin's power to induce men of hisown ilk to do battle for him. With his
presenceto raly them, they fought as they might not otherwise have been capable of doing.

The Faconerswarred aswas their wont, hard, cleanly, and with consummate ability, though they
did conduct their assault with more fire than was usud with them. The crimes of which their opponents
were guilty were particularly repugnant to them, asthey wereto al who frequently rode the waves, and
each of them felt a personal need to avenge the Cormorant's deeth and the sufferings their commander
hed endured in its aftermath.

For Elfthorn, hatred and the will to vengeance were paramount, athough never did he permit
himsalf to grow careless or wild in his desire to exterminate the renegades who had betrayed and
daughtered the crew of the Dion Sar.

He used skill and raw strength in equa measure. Tarlach saw him drive his blade through the
breadth of a man's body, lift him on the sword, and then cast him over the Sde asif he had been no more
than asmal ham gone putrid.

That was one of the few coherent glimpses the captain managed to get of any of his companions
during the course of the engagement. He had been thefirst to leap aboard the killer vessdl, springing into
the very midst of those clustered on her deck to resist the assault. He succeeded in drawing their
attention for that moment from his comrades, alowing thefirgt of them to gain their target rdlatively
unscathed, but he himsalf was surrounded, and so he remained.

His position was abad one. The men before him, around him, were capable fighters, and hisown
comrades could not break through their massed ranks with any speed. The wreckers appreciated that
whatever little hope they had lay in their ability to support one another, and they battled mightily against
the newcomers effortsto separate them into smaller, more readily dispatched groups. Their
determination gave Tarlach neither hope of release nor respitein hisstruggleto remain divein their midst.

As seconds wore into minutes without help reaching him, his situation grew ever more desperate.
No man could shield himsdf smultaneoudy on every side, and he knew his death would soon clam him.

He parried athrust coming at him from theright. It turned from histrunk but diced through his
upper arm. A moment later, he was struck in the back. It was a glancing blow, readily deflected by his
mail, but it unbalanced him, leaving him helplessfor amoment before the onefacing him.

The wrecker lunged, but hiswolfish grin of triumph turned to a scream of terror and agony as
Storm Chdlenger dove, afury incarnate so rending face and eyesthat hisravaged victim died gladly in
the next moment on the Falconer's blade.

The press againgt him eased abruptly. Brennan and Elf-thorn each forced their way through to
him, the latter using both the power of hisarm and his sharp sword to throw hisfoes down.

Now Tarlach was ableto look about him, seeking the one man his hate demanded that he kill.

He soon located him and began cutting hisway through the struggling throng in order to confront



him.

The Lord of Ravenfield was a doughty swordsman in hisown right, and severd warriors had
gone down by his hand before the mercenary leader was able to reach and challenge him.

Ogin did not know who it was that he faced. He did not even suspect that anyone had escaped
from the Cormorant, and, like most of those not of their race, he could not tell one Falconer from the
next and so did not recogni ze Tarlach as the warrior who had ridden escort to Unathe day they had met
near the Square Keep.

Hedid read dl too clearly the cold, implacable purpose in the mercenary. His desth was
determined in those half-shadowed eyes, and his own heart chilled. He knew he was not likely to walk
away from this encounter.

Even without the purpose that seemed to be driving his opponent, Ogin recognized that the
disadvantage was his. He was no longer fresh. He had been wounded in the earlier righting, and now pain
and lost blood combined to give astill-sharper edge to the Falconer'sbasically greater skill.

For dl the bitterness of hishate, Tarlach did not play with hisfoe once he redized the victory
would be his, for that was not the way of hiskind, and they strove together only afew minutesin al
before the wrecker lord fell to his sword, dying before his body struck the deck.

The few remaining killers were quickly brought down after that, none seeking quarter and no
quarter being offered them.

On shore, too, the battle had raged, athough on amuch smaller scale. The captain had erred in
believing no guards would be stationed on the dliffs, but fortune had been rardly lenient, and the
watchmen were there only to defend against possible damage to the perishable cargo by vermin or other
wild intruders should the storehouse be | eft unattended. All had been adeep at the time of the assault, and
the invaders were up the cliff and upon them before they redized anything was serioudy amiss. They died
rapidly, without inflicting much of the damage which had potentially been theirsto wresk.

All experienced something of asurprise, dmost a disappointment, that the long-anticipated
engagement should be ended so soon, but that fegling passed off even asit was born, and the
mercenaries raised their swords high in the victory salute of their race.

It was a sdute twice given, each man firgt lifting his own wesgpon, then lowering it again while the
blades of those unable to wield them were held doft. There were severa of these last, for the victory had
not come without its price, some belonging to the dain, the rest to the gravely wounded.

Chapter 25

"That gesture released Una. She had watched the baitle from the Tern as Tarlach had bidden, in
an agony of fear for the Falconer captain that overrode even her disgust at the daughter she was
witnessing. Now that it was ended, she wanted only to fly to him, to feel hisarms around her and to
assure hersdlf that hewastruly al right.

No such display was possible. She held hersdlf to the degree of haste and purpose appropriate
to her rank and her heder's art.

She crossed over to the bloodstained wrecker, accepting Santor's steadying hand, and started
for the group of men comprised of Elfthorn and the Falconer officers.



The woman's pace quickened when she saw the blood on the commander's shoulder. When she
reached him, she pulled aside the rent leather.

"Clean and bind this" shetold Brennan crisply, athough she breathed an inner sigh of relief; the
wound was no more than agash, long but not deep.

She turned back to the captain.
"Where have you laid your sore wounded?

"On the deck over there until we can seeto them, al but one man on the cliff. They can be
moved to the Tern and brought home once their injuries have been dressed.”

Unas eyesflickered to Storm Challenger, but her question regarding him was spoken merely to
conceal her gift. She knew aready that the war bird was unhurt despite his bloodied appearance.

Two of hiskind did need her aid, asdid anumber of the human blank shields, and she delayed
no longer in going to them. She had no fear asto her reception. Falconers knew how to take care of
battle damage, but a heder of her competence was not often to be found, and she knew they would
welcome her help for their more serious cases rather than merely submit to her right to giveit.

Asfor the dead, the mercenaries own would be brought back to Seakeep. Their enemieswould
be buried herein asingle grave, dl but Ogin, whose body they would take with them to Ravenfield to
stand as proof of his death.

Because the sole casuaty resulting from the assault on the cliff wastoo gravely wounded to be
moved to the Tern as hewas, the Holdlady accompanied the Falconers and Elfthorn when they went
ashore to inspect the beach and warehouse and examine the materials stored therein.

She was with her patient along while, and when she at last rose to her feet, it was with drooping
shoulders and alowered head. She had succeeded in making him comfortable, in inducing the deep
which had, astonishingly, euded him, but hedling was beyond her ability or, she believed, beyond the
ability of any other. A spear had pierced him, dicing the bottom of the stomach and then traveling
obliquely through hisbody so that it cut hisintestines not once but through severd folds.

Hisfacon sat on the shelf above the bunk where he had been laid. She, too, knew the nature of
the wound, had known even before the woman examined him, and she was whimpering so piteoudy that
her grief wrung Una's heart. Would she do thisto Bravery if she should somehow be dain? she
wondered. Would she suffer so if she should lose the kitten?

She took the bird up on her arm, stroking her feathers, giving what comfort she could, which was
only that of sympathy and understanding, but she did not attempt to persuade her to leave the place with
her. These two would remain together until the man died. After that, she understood from Tarlach, the
facon would be united with another warrior following a period of mourning if shewould chooseto
accept one.

Since there was nothing more she could do for him, the Dalesvoman committed the dying
mercenary to the care of his comrades and prepared to return to the beach and then to the Tern. If there
was no further help she could give to this man, there were severd aboard her vessel who would profit
well from her skills.

Elfthorn helped settle the wounded and arrange for their care during the voyage back to Seakeep
harbor, then reported to the Falconer commander that al was in readiness, dthough he knew it would be



sometime yet before they would be able to depart. Tarlach had forbidden the Tern to try running the
Cradle before she had at |east the light of a perceptible dawn to guide her.

The merchant captain did not envy him that decision. Severd of the wounded were heavily hurt,
two to the extent that the delay in reaching permanent quarters and full care could possbly ensure their
deaths. He, himself the commander of aclosdly bound unit, readily understood how such an order
could—must—tear aman, as he knew that no other could ease or lift the burden of it from the Fal coner.

Tarlach's eyes strayed to the place where the Tern was moored. He wondered how those
aboard her were doing and if the gravely hurt men would survive the night and the voyage home. The
next severa hourswere critica for them, he knew.

It had been a costly engagement for one of its magnitude, he thought. Seven warriors were dead,
and twice that number were significantly wounded, two of them grievoudy. The company would not
remain an effective unit for long if it continued to sustain losseslike thet.

He sighed. At least they had the good fortune to be pledged to Seakeepdae. Many other holds
did not treat so well blank shieldsfelled in their cause, but they had no fear of neglect from Unas people.

His pulse legped suddenly, but then he frowned. It was hours yet before even thefirst precursor
of dawn should be visible. Why should the two ships out there be so readily visible?

Why should the sky be brightening in the west?

Heknew the answer in hissick heart, and the next moment confirmed it. A lurid red glow
materiaized out of the blackness above the Cradle. It quickly strengthened, first into light and then into
fire, an evil, lifd essfire that seemed to defy nature, aye, and possibility itself.

The otherswere aware of it aswell. None of them suspected as yet that they were watching the
coming of doom, but no one could doubt that thiswas a happening of great Power and that its origin was
not likely to be any wellspring of the Light. They were afraid, but for now, they drew sword and waited.
Even thefaconsdid not yet know the true scope of this disaster asthey screamed their chalengeto the
Dark.

He saw her then, the Lady of Seakeep, waking purposefully down the beach. She did not pause
until she had reached the edge of that place where the land stretched farthest out into the sea. There, she
stopped and stood facing the burning gate opening above the Cradle.

"Una, no!"

The Falconer scarcely redlized he had begun to run until he cameto ahat beside her.
"What do you think to do?' he demanded harshly.

"Whatever | can. My sigter told me | had a store of Power—"

"Segping and untrained!”

"The attempt must be made, Tarlach. At theleast, it will be better to die trying to stop that thing
than merely cowering in terror before it—BY the Maid and Matron!™

Within that unnatura fire they could see something, or the suggestion of something, agreet,
misshapen head that gppeared to be dl jaws, jawsfilled with row upon row of fangs. Even from here,
they wereclearly visible,



Tarlach's eyes closed but opened again in the next instant. Histerror would not permit him to shut
out sight of the mongtrosity.

The Dog was not yet free. He could seeit struggling, fighting to rip apart the last thin shilds
holding it away from therealm of lifeit had longed for so great an expanse of time to ravage. Soon now,
probably within minutes, it would have achieved its freedom.

Una of Seakeep looked up at him.
"Y ou should be with your comrades," shetold him gently. "Go back to them now."
"My oathisto you."

"l release you, Tarlach. This goes beyond anything you plighted yoursdlf to face" Therewasno
hope of lifein that, but she might perhaps win him afew more seconds.

"Thereismore binding usthan an oath.”
"Thereismore," she agreed quietly.
"Then grant methis, that if | am to meet my death on this beach, it shdl at least be a your sde.”

He turned once more to the sea and the doom growing ever stronger there. Hewould die, but it
would bein Una's cause, diriving to defend her in the short time remaining to him. Aboveal, he vowed to
himsdf that he would give her an easier death than she would meet from that horror beyond the gete, that
he would give her fine spirit atrue and clean release.

Storm Chdlenger and the other falcons hetried to dismiss, for their wings might win life or extend
lifefor them, but al held fast to the bonds uniting them with their comrades. They, too, would attempt to
gtand their world's cause againgt thisthing of the Dark.

The gate was giving way!

He was sartled to see Una spring forward and only barely restrained himsalf from throwing
himsdf after her when he redlized the Holdlady was till in her place beside him.

The spirit Unal

The one hislady had named s ster moved through the waves, on the waves. She advanced
steadily until she had crossed half the distance between the shore and the opening gate. There, she
stopped.

For one ingtant, she stood, gtill asapillar of stone, then she sprang even as the gate tore open. It
was not a seeming woman that legped forth but light itsdlf, fire, ablistering arrow of green flame which
ripped into that dread passage and struck squarely that which sought to emerge fromit.

The night exploded in light and sound as green flame and red fought together on the seaand
aboveit, each struggling to devour the other. Thunder rent the sky, and the air around them turned, not
hot, but bitterly cold.

At last it was over, and whether the battle had lasted minutes or many hours, none of the
watcherswould ever be ableto say of hisown sdlf. The superphysica lights vanished, the red abruptly,
the green first weaving itself again and again through the air above the Cradle before fading gently into
oblivion, leaving behind it only therich velvet blackness of their world's night.



Unasagged againgt Tarlach. She was weeping softly.
"Wewould not grant her the life she craved, and yet she spent her life thusfor us."

The man gave her no reply saveto hold her closer to him, but it was not the excess of brilliance
they had endured which set his eyes streaming.

Chapter 26

It was some minutes before he trusted himsalf enough to turn quietly away from the ocean. With
hisarm il about the woman in support and comfort, he started walking back toward his comrades.

Elfthorn hastened forward to take charge of the Hold-lady, but the glare Tarlach fixed on him
made him quickly step away again, nor did the Falconer leader remove hisarm from her until Una herself
gtraightened and took her own weight back upon hersdlf.

Explanation had to be made, and the Da eswoman described the warning they had received from
their spirit informer and detailed their reasoning for keeping thisintdligence from their warriors even while
she gpologized for having done so. Of her relationship with the other Unaprior to thet last, fateful vist,
shedid not speak.

Only afew questions were directed a her despite the smilarity between the spirit and hersdlf,
and she was soon able to take her leave of the fighters and seek the rest her body and mind and soul so
greatly needed.

There was no such mercy shown to Tarlach. His comrades were angry over hisslence, and he
knew that if he did not satisfy them, the company would cease to exist as aunit with the conclusion of this
commisson.

Patiently, he reiterated what Una had already told them of their reasons for keeping the news of
the true danger they faced to themselves.

"What would your knowing have accomplished?' he asked in the end. "We could not have fought
that thing, and the fear of waking it would only have rendered you less able againgt thosewho did lie
within the scope of our ability to defeat.—BY the Eyrie, what do you imagine drove meto throw myself
into the middle of those wreckersas| did if not my dread that any delay in concluding the battle might
rouse the Dog? Fortune was rarely kind to let me come out of that one dive."

"All right, Tarlach,” Rorick said hadtily. "I suppose you areright, but that thing put the Ice
Dragon'schill ondl of us."

"Y ou should have been feding theway | did," he muttered.

That brought a sympathetic laugh from more than one of his companions. The lieutenant smiled as
well, but his eyes remained somber.

"What connection did that spirit thing have with the Lady Una? Their resemblance proclaimsthat
there needs must be some association.”

A sllence was on the assembled warriors. Their captain's possible answer to that, the depth of his
knowledge concerning it, was amatter troubling to most of them.

"Am | supposed to be the Holdlady's confidant aswell as her hired sword that she should discuss
such asubject with me?' he responded irritably.



"Perhapsyou are.”

That came from one of the outermost of those gathered around him. Tarlach's head snapped
toward the man.

His dready ragged temper broke.

"The Lady Una shared the knowledge of our peril. | know too well what she endured since we
learned that, and it islogica to assume that there was some sort of fegling between her and the being who
saved us. If we are not capable of acting with compassion, then | do not know what titles we may lay on
oursalves, but humanity cannot be numbered among them!”

His eyes swept his companions. There had been enough truth in that to set their minds at re<t,
and hetook hold of himself. It would do no good and perhaps might cause much harm to pressthe
question further.

Peading hisvery red and apparent weariness, he separated from them. Tarlach found a sheltered
spot near the cliff wall and drew his cloak around himsdf. Within minutes, he had sunk into the deep,
dreamless deep of exhaugtion.

Brennan woke him shortly after dawn.

"Sorry, Tarlach, but you had best be moving.”

"Theflegt isin?' he asked ashe sat up, rubbing hiseyes.
"Aye"

"How doesthe landing progress?"

"Well. All should be ashore by the time you have eaten.”
"The Tern isgone?'

The lieutenant nodded.

"With thefirg light as you commanded.”

"Excdlent—The wounded?'

"They aredl living. We can credit Una of Seskeep for that.”
His commander cameto hisfest.

"Good news. | had not really expected it."

He studied the busy scene around him with satisfaction.

"It goeswell indeed. We will move out as soon as everything isfully ordered.”

Fa conersfought and traveled mounted whenever possible, but, asthey functioned effectively at
Seq, S0, too, could they perform well asinfantry. Their march over Ravenfied'swild highlands was swift
and smooth, untroubled by either natura difficulty or human opposition.

They kept careful watch againgt the last but had little actua fear of it. The remoteness and rugged
nature of their route would have made discovery unlikely in any Dae, and Ogin's people had been trained



to keep within their village and the circle of cultivated land around it. They had no reason to wander out
so far, and few of them would have had the desire to do so even if they possessed the courage or the
folly to thus defy their lord. The company could be nigh unto certain that they would be able to pass
through unsighted and unhindered.

Such excdlent progress did they make that they reached the rendezvous site somewhat before
schedule and were forced to conceal themselves nearby until the Dae unit arrived to join with them.

Their wait was not long. The column out of Seakeep, Rufon &t its head, had been ableto hold a
fast pace aswdll, and the two forces were united hours in advance of their proposed meeting time.

With their army at full strength at last, the invaders no longer buried themselvesin thewild lands
on Raven-fied's outskirts but moved on a straight course toward their goa, bearing themsalvesin battle
readiness.

So swiftly did they march that the villagers and garrison had no warning of their coming until they
broke suddenly upon the Da€e's pasture lands in the early morning as the herdsmen were leading out their
animalsto feed.

The Ravenfield warriors and the people nearest their keep were able to take refuge within, but
then had to fleg, leaving their livestock and goods behind. Whatever stronghold contained in the way of
foodstuffs would have to suffice for the duration of the Siege.

Then began day upon weary day of talk as Unaand Tarlach strove to negotiate Ravenfield's
surrender.

Ogin's body was displayed to prove that there was no longer any need for either fear or loyalty
to him, and the story of the Cormorant's death and her survivors escape wastold in explanation of this
assault.

Oaths were sworn that the lives of the Dalesfolk and garrison would be spared and that there
would be no pillage of lands or goods, afact borne out by their treatment of those who had been unable
to gain the shelter of the keep.

It was adifficult task, and for atime it seemed they would fall in it, but the captain had judged
rightly the effect of Una's presence, the weight and power of her word and the respect in which her house
was held, and in the end, the banner of Ogin'sline waslowered in admission of defeet.

Moments later, the great gate opened, and the steward came forward. He stood before the
stronghold, waiting.

Seakeep's lady |ooked to the mercenary commander.

"Let usgoto him, Captain.”

"Thatisnot my place" hereplied curtly, mindful of hiscomrades earlier suspicions.
Undseyesfdl.

"You areright. It would not be well to thus risk both Seakeep's |eaders.”

Tarlach and those of his Falconers near enough to them to hear the woman's low-voiced reply
dtiffened asif struck, but the captain saw from her expression that Una had not reproached him. She
considered his statement arebuke, and she accepted it asjust.



"Forgivemethat," he said. "Asyour military commander, | needs must accompany you evenif it
were not my duty to guard you."

"Will you have an escort?' Brennan asked him.

"No. That might frighten them back behind their walls. We would never budge them then without
alongfight.

Have the archers stay within range and at ready, though,” he added grimly, "just in case thought
and word are not the same with them.”

Heraised hishand in agesture of farewell, and he and the Holdruler mounted their waiting
horses.

The Falconer kept pace with her and rode at her right in violation of custom for so solemn an
occasion, but he wanted to be able to use his shield to best effect to cover her should those in the keep
send a shower of darts at them.

That ride seemed to take an eternity, short though it wasin actua distance. Both were acutely
conscious of their vulnerability to any attack despite the facons soaring high above and the bowmen set
tofireat thefirst sgna of danger to their leeders.

There was no treachery and no mishap. They met with the steward, and after yet again assuring
him that his charges would come to no harm from either her people or her blank shields, Una of Seakeep
recaeived Raven-fidld's surrender and formally took power over the defeated Daeinto her hands.

Chapter 27

Some time was spent in ordering the captured Dale under the stewardship of the man Una named
to assume that role, but these were people accustomed to accepting the commands of others, and the
trangition of rule was accomplished more rapidly and completely than might otherwise have been the
case.

Once the Seakeep leadersfdt certain al would remain quiet in Ravenfield, they departed for
home, leaving asmall, temporary garrison behind.

The enthusiasm of their reception waslittle short of astonishing, and the Falconers were amazed
inno small degreeto find that the welcome given them fully equaled that accorded the warriors native to
the Dale, for such was not usualy the case. Those who hired their swords out for gold could expect little
more than gold astheir reward, however hard or well they fought.

For the Lady Una, there would be small respite from strain in the weeks and months ahead. She
sent couriers mounted upon swift steeds to inform each of the neighboring Dales of what had taken place
in Ravenfield and of the events which had brought it al to pass. These sameridersaso carried her
assurances that she had no designs for waging any war beyond that which Ogin's crimes had forced upon
her.

The Holdruler sighed wearily as she watched the last of her emissaries depart. Assurances were
easly given but far lessreadily accepted, and she redlized full well that it would be long months before
any of the domains around her relaxed again. She had aready extended her agreement with the
Falconersto cover the dangerous period ahead when fear of attack might grow into panic and move
some of the other Dales into active hostility against Seakeep if there was no strong force on hand to deter
them.



Her jade eyes darkened. They needed the mercenaries more than ever, and she hoped to the
depths of her soul that she would not mishandle her proposal to Tarlach, for that could only result in his
immediate departure and hiswarriors with him, whatever his promise of service, yet neither she nor her
house could lay claim to honor or to humanity if she did not make him this offer.

A great sadnessfilled her at the thought of him. It could have been so good between them if he
were aman of any other race, but she accepted that al the richness which might have been must be
alowed to wither and die stillborn.

Had she been agirl, buoyed by the confidence and intolerance of youth, she might have expected
him to follow hisown wish and join hislife with hers, damning an old and narrow custom, and shewould
of acertainty have reacted with anger when the failure of his courage prevented him from actingin
accordance with the dictates of his heart.

Asawoman, she could do neither. For aFaconer, the brotherhood he shared with his comrades
was everything. Apart from the strange friendship they shared with their war birds, they quite literdly had
nothing else. Even the Eyrie, which had been their pride, was now gone. He loved Seakeepdale, aye, but
he would redly vaue actuad possession of it only insofar asit might offer a secure and fitting seet for his
kind.

Could she expect that arelationship with her would be sufficient in itself, that it could take the
place of dl hewould loseto gainit? Until she was able to answer that and answer it affirmatively, she
must hold her peace. Sheloved Tarlach far too much and respected him too much to do that to him. Her
eyes closed. She could not risk that he might in the end come to hate her or sheto pity him. No wanting
or need of herswas worth that.

Onevow she did make. Tarlach of the Falconers was her true lord, and however hopelesswas
her longing to join her lifewith his, hewould remain her only lord. She would set no other man over
Seakeep in his stead, and if she thereby doomed her direct line, so let it be. She would never voluntarily
carry another's seed or accept another's caress.

The Falconer captain received with no little surprise the Holdlady's request that he attend her in
her own chamber at his earliest convenience, but he went to her at once.

It was not without some nervousness. Neither of them had mentioned again the declaration they
had made on that Ravenfield beach with aterrible and seemingly inevitable desth only momentsfrom
claiming them. He had not wanted to set out upon hisfina road without having told her that, and he till
fet thethrill of joy which had sprung to lifein him despite the doom shadowing them when she had
acknowledged alikefeding for him, but what was possible to admit in dying could not find fulfillment in
life. He had believed, in truth still believed, they both accepted that.

Hiseyesfdl and raised again. Of course, they accepted it.

They were not without some solace. They had been working more closely together than ever
gncetheir return to the tower and would do so for many months to come. They could take pleasurein
that association, and if the ending of it would be painful, well, that they would have to face when the
moment of separation was drawing upon them. They need not dwell on it now.

Unaanswered his knock with aquicknesswhich told that she had been waiting for it.

Tarlach looked curioudy around her apartment, not knowing what he had expected and fegling
dightly disgppointed because it fitted so well his concept of the private quarters of any highly born
woman.



The furniture was more delicately fashioned than he had seen elsawherein the tower, and some
of the pieces differed to agreater or lesser extent from their counterpartsin his own chamber to meet her
different needs.

The various hangings and bed dressings were femininein character, gracefully blending intricate
flord displayswith scenes depicting breathtakingly red-looking animasand birds. A frame containing a
partly worked piece of needlecraft stood in the strong light by the window.

Only in one corner was there evidence of her responsibilities and heavier interests. Here stood a
desk similar to hisand behind it a closed cabinet of atype designed to hold maps and books and the
records aHoldruler must maintain.

A number of closely inscribed paperslay on its surface. Unamust have been working on them
before he had comein, but he smiled to see the speed with which Bravery had claimed right of place
once her companion had moved. She was now seated regdly upon them and was camly but intently
watching the two humans, asif she were vitaly interested in the outcome of their meeting.

Given her relationship with the woman, that was very possibly the case.
His mouth hardened, and his atention riveted upon Una herself.

The lady was standing at the centermost window.— The view beyond was dl he had imagined it
would be and more—She was gowned in wool, as the season now demanded, a dressthe very shade of
her eyes. Its deeveswere dashed, revealing alining of the palest green. Aswith most of her costumes,
this gown clung tightly to the narrow waist and flowed fredy from there into a soft, wide skirt. Her hair
was bound by abroad ribbon of the same jade color, which was drawn through itsdark massin a
complex lacing. When sheturned at last to face him, he saw that there was what looked to be afine
emerad on her center finger.

His heart twisted painfully a the sight of her. She was s0 beautiful, al that could be desredin
person or in body.—Had she attired hersdlf like this on purpose, to wring his resolve and force him to
repeet the declaration he had made and carry that declaration to fulfillment?

Shamefilled him. Unaof Seakegp would not use him, any man, thus.

Recognizing and admitting that only sharpened his grief, hisawareness of dl he must surrender.
Whatever her intent, the Holdlady had driven abarbed sword through him by bringing him to this place,
where he longed to come by another, richer light.

The man let no Sign of hismisery escape him. He gave her sdlute.
"Y ou summoned me, Lady?" he asked, since Una herself seemed uncertain how to begin.

"l asked to seeyou," she corrected. "Elfthorn has been given what remains of the Dion Sar's
cargo?'

He nodded.

"Asyou commanded and isfitting. He and Gunwold were fosterlings, and hisgrief isred and
sharp.”

Both fell slent again, uncomfortably so.

Unastruggled to find the best approach but still could think of no way that was completely



without danger. Perhaps she did not, in truth, want to find away to make the offer that would sedl her
loss.

It was so much harder to ded with him here, she thought. Throughout the rest of the tower and
the Dale, they were Holdruler and comrade, but this place was private and her own, and the Falconer
captain was her own truelord...

That did not matter now. It could not be dlowed to matter. Sheloved thisman, and it lay with
her to prove that love.

Her head raised, and her eyes gripped his.

"l have aproposa for you, Falconer, one which can benefit both our peoples, but yoursfar more
thanmine”

"Nameit," he said, cloaking hissurprise and also hisrelief, for he had not been entirdly certain of
his ability to resst her pleading if she turned that against him; he knew in his heart that he would sooner
face adow death by fire than see her under the lash of pain, of body or of heart. Such testing would not
have been likely anyway, given what he knew of her character, and her wordsjust now confirmed thet. It
was not an impaossible union between them which she wanted to discuss. No good to his comrades could
come of that.

"I am now possessed of two Daes.”
The mercenary smiled despite himself at the grim note which entered her voice as she spoke.
"Many alord would find plessurein that fact.”

"Many alord has no objection to the shedding of blood!" She steeled hersdlf, then plunged
ahead. "Between them, Seakeep and Ravenfidd contain avast amount of land, easily the equal and
probably the better of what you Faconers controlled before the mountains moved. It isterrain Smilar to
that which you once had save that it aso has the advantage of providing ready accessto the ocean.

"If I wereto cede Ravenfield to you and enter into binding treaty regarding our joint use of
Seakeep'swild lands, it would give your people aplace in which to establish themselves, to build and
grow strong once more."

"Do you know what you say?"' he gasped, scarcely crediting that his ears had brought him her
words aright.

"Falconersface eventud extinction as matters now stand,” she answered evenly. "'l have seen
enough of you to know that this must not be permitted to happen. The meansto prevent it has been given
me. | may not control agate such as my sister mentioned, but land | have, land that can mean both life for
you and ared homeagainin thisworld."

Her eyes ditted when he gave her no response, either in word or gesture.

"Can you think | am laying some sort of snarefor you? | speak the truth. Ravenfield | do not
want. The very thought of retaining possession of it after having gained it in such amanner is repugnant to
me, however righteous my reasons for doing so. Asfor therest, to stand back unacting and watch a
people, any people, flicker into oblivion whose star | have the power to keep in thisworld's sky would
beadark evil, awork of the Dark itsdlf. By my lights, | am without choice in making this offer!"

"I believethat, Unaof Seakeep," the captain said very quietly. "But what of your own people and



those of Ravenfield? Are you not risking doing them amighty hurt?"

"Once before| said to you that lifeitsalf isarisk, but, no, inthiscase | do not believe that you or
the generationsto follow you will foul the oaths you take. | would not make this offer to any other blank
shields, Tarlach, or to the lord or leader of any other people. Only Falconers have the proven honor to
make the suggestion feasible.

"One dtipulation | do make at the outset isthat my Dalespeople must be used with complete
respect, mae and femae, warrior and craftsman dike, both my own folk and Ravenfield's. | will not have
any of them subjected to abuse or insult because of some of your less desirable ways.”

She hesitated again, then once more pressed on.

"For this reason, because it is proven that we two can work well and reasonably together, | shall
give over Ravenfield to you yourself rather than to your people asawhole or to any other of your
leaders, and you shall represent and decide for them in the treaty we shall develop and in al matters
concerning it theregfter.”

"Ura"

She stopped spesking to give him a chance to recover himself. If thefirst part of her proposal
had taken him unawares, thislast had stunned him outright, perhaps for cause greater than mere
amazement.

"It is permitted for individuas of your kind to hold land in their own name?’

"Itisnot forbidden,” he responded dowly. "The question has never arisen anongst us—We
cannot trace descent,” he added as an afterthought.

"| doubt the arrangement will continuein perpetuity.” Her eyesfel. "Itisjust that | trust you
above any other, Tarlach, and—and | do not want to haveto treat so closely for al of my lifewith aman
| know despisesme.”

She hesitated again.
"Would you have trouble dedling with Fal coner officers of higher rank?*

"Some. All men are subject to pride, but we are not unreasonable, whatever you others believe
of us. If once | can convince them to accept my role as Holdlord, they should be willing to permit meto
act in that capacity with respect to Ravenfield. Seakeep, too, since few of them would want to associate
on such abasswith you."

He eyed her.
"The benefit to usis obvious. What gain will Seskeep have?

"Not asmuch,” she answered frankly. "We will have the permanent protection of the finest
mercenariesto range our world at least since the departure of the Old Ones and perhaps before that, as
shall be detailed in our tregty.

"Apart from that, your gold and your trade will be most welcome.™
She amiled at hislook of surprise.

"Y ou have called our horsesthe finest you have ever encountered. With your companies, your



columns, as aready and constant market, we could at last build our herd to fit the capacity of the land, as
both anima s and Seakeepdal e merit, and you would be mounted as no Falconers have been since your
racefirg crossed into thisream.”

"Itisnot thefind answer," he said dowly, asif to himsdlf, "not even if | win enough support to
bring a least one of the villages here.”

"No," shereplied, "if you mean that your women will not remain forever quiescent in the old way.
Y ou could hardly expect meto aid in maintaining them in such astate, could you?'

He amiled fantly.
"No, Lady, of acertainty, | could not.”
Shedghed.

"Thiswill buy you time. Y ou cannot continue long as a viable, separate peopleliving at the
sufferance of others. With land of your own, you can again maintain yourselves as you did in the past,
and you would have the chance to face and try to resolve the difficulties besetting you—That you must
do yoursdalves, Tarlach. No one ese can find the answersfor you.”

"Much lessimplement them," he agreed bleskly. "I very much fear we shdl not find some of those
solutions essy swalowing."

The captain was slent for along time after that.
"Thereismerit inwhat you say," hetold her a last, "merit in every word.”

Hisvoice sounded strange, asif the words were being wrenched from him under the compulsion
of the rack, and what she could see of his face was drawn and white.

"Thereisheavy risk for you inthis, isthere not?' she questioned gently.
His eyes closed.

"If | place such aproposal before my commanders and they reject it as being awoman's
accursed wile, | shal be no morethan arabid dog in their sight.”

"Do you believethiswill prove the cass?!
He shook his head.

"Not entirdly. My company will support me, | think, if | present my case well, as should many of
the columns, but there are some who will not, those who have ever been dtrictest in their isolation from
other peoples. They form agood part of our number, and they will never condone this." Hisvoice
seemed on the verge of breaking, and he looked hurriedly at thewindow. "I have friends amongst them,
comrades of my youth..."

Unaplaced her hand on hisarm.

"It isnot necessary for you to becomeinvolved. | can make the offer directly and deal with
whomever your leaders appoint.”

The man turned to her once more,



"No, Lady. What must be endured shall be. Falconers are trained to accept our responsibilities.
That they at times carry with them danger greater than that of deeth or physica injury isof no
ggnificance”

"We of Seakeepdale are as powerfully trained not to inflict such peril on others when the power
todleviaeitisours”

He amiled sadly.

"It would be useless, Lady. No other Falconer would consider such aproposition from a
woman, and | should Hill face the same wrath, the same pendty, for supporting it.”

He straightened as she had often seen him do before embarking upon some difficult course.

"Thetask ismineto carry, my Lady of Seakeep. Itsimportance to my people both now and in
futuretimesissuch that | cannot even consder refusing it.”

The Daeswoman's eyes dropped, then lifted again.

"Itissettled, then,” Unasaid, speaking dowly, wearily, asif she had spent herself in abitter
gruggle,

"though | supposeit will be long before we beat out the find treety."

"Perhaps not so very long. Y ou are mindful of our needs, and | shall endeavor to be as
congderate of your peoples.”

They both fell quiet. There was nothing more to be said on this subject, which now required
deep, private thought on the part of both.

Tarlach did not moveto take hisleave of her but rather turned to the window. Una had given so
much, not merely the awesome gift of aDale but that of lifeitself to hisharsh race, and he had returned
nothing. That he so valued her action and so appreciated itsimport that he was willing to place himsdlf a
risk of banishment and ultimate disgrace was no offering to her. It was but awarrior's duty in the face of
his peopl€e's need.

Sowly, his hand went to asmall leather pouch on his belt. Perhaps he had unconsciousy
intended to do this, he thought, for why else would he have chosen to carry the Talisman today instead of
wearing it as he had always before donein al the years snce its making?

"Una, | have no lands or gold to bestow in my turn, but | ask that you accept thisfrom me."

The woman took the pouch and carefully opened it. She drew forth adender, silver chain.
Depending from it was an object which drew a gasp of delight and wondering appreciation from her, a
amadl but exquisitdly wrought silver falcon portrayed diving with ablood-red jewe grasped firmly in his
taons.

"Oh, Tarlach, thisisindeed beautiful!"

"Itismorethan that," he said in away which caused her to look swiftly upon him.
"Power?' she asked increduloudly.

He nodded.



"Of asort. Every Falconer fashions one of these when he attains manhood, and he may possess
only one a any given moment in hislife. They can be gifted, as| am doing now, or suffer natura
mischance, but they cannot be beguiled from their owner or otherwise taken without the full consent of
hiswill, avirtue which passesto atrue recipient, though not to achance discoverer in the event of loss.”

His eyes rested somberly on the Tdisman.

"The possessor may dso clam the aid of any Falconer or Falconer unit, provided only that his
cause bejust and in no violation of our honor.”

"Thanksgiven, Tarlach," Unasaid softly. "I shal never of my will abusethisgift.”

So saying, she clasped the chain around her neck, then quietly dipped the falcon beneath the
materid of her gown. Hisgiving of this had been open, as had been hisearlier gifting of his name, with no
dtipulation or request that she hold her possession of it close. Her doing so was an offering of her own,
her acknowledgment of his confidence and her assurance that it would not be betrayed.

It broke the control he had forced on himsdlf. Tarlach turned from her to conceal the anguish
twigting hisface.

"Una," hewhigpered in amuffled voice, "I swear to you, by the Horned Lord, wereit not for my
people'sreal and desperate need, | would offer you more than this, or seek to offer more. | would ask
moreof you..."

The Ddeswoman cameinto hisarms. His mouth covered hers and found there amirror of dl his
own passion and longing.

His hold tightened. They might make the dare this once, take and give what was their desire and
need. Unawas no maid, but awidow who had known a man's embrace. ..

That thought died even asit was born. It took the lash of hiswill, for hisbody was aflame, but his
armsloosened, and he stepped away from her. Gratification was not what he, what either of them,
wanted, and he did not believe in his heart that the woman would willingly have yieded hersdlf, for al her
love, had he demanded that of her.

Unaseyesraised to his. She, too, had battled the desire burning within her, and she had to fight
now to keep the tears brightening her eyes from welling forth.

"I would give you hand and hold, my own lord,” shetold him dmost fiercdly, "and while will
remans mine, no other man will ever gain either fromme."

Her shoulders squared.

"Nor will | entirely abandon hope, Tarlach of the Falconers. We of High Hallack learned the
vaue of holding to that despite reason’s grimmest sentence during our war with Alizon, and | would not
See you surrender it, either. No one knows what web fate has woven for him—or what may be done
with the threads as yet laid out for that weaving. We may till win through to what seems an impossible

The Holdlady drew one long breath, then she smiled a him.

"Let usbe gone. Captain. | know little of him if we do not receive avigt from Lord Markheim
very shortly. We had best prepare ourselvesto greet and reassure him, and the others who will be
following fast upon hisheds™



They left the chamber together, each redizing the days ahead would befull of challenge and each
prepared to meet that challenge and the whole of the life to which their decisions and their deedswould
bring them.

This tale of Seakeep was more than one night in the telling. Having once begun it | could
sense that he who lived it must press on to voice the rest. Perhaps so he made clear to himself
certain feelings and questions he had not faced before.

When he finished it at last | was moved to throw the crystals. The pattern did not form
falcon eyes asit had for Pyra, rather there was a jagged red line and above it grey so that | knew
ill was close upon him. I would have spoken so to this bird warrior save that a message came to
him that the Lady Una had come at last across the sea to join in his quest. And straightway he
went forth from Lormt to meet her.

Only | was oddly shaken and once more | paced outside the walls of Lormt, with Galerider
and Rawit as my only companions. Twice it seemed to me that shadow clouds gathered strangely
—not in the east where Escore knew those Dark skirmishes and danger which might burst swiftly
out of nowhere, but westward—over that land where we thought war was safely over .

My sword hand itched and | reached for that weapon | no longer wore. | found myself
listening for a Border horn to sound downwind. Then | knew within me that, for all my thought of
being one who no longer had any active part to play in action, strange destiny still lay ahead.

No—the end of the fight was not yet, nor would that pass me by.



