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Chapter 1

Migt folded around the five figures on the beach, reducing their world to agrey, shifting dome, and
deadening everything around them. Even if they had not been afraid of discovery, it would have made
them lower their voices.

Hyrad massaged hisleft arm with hisright hand, to stave off the chilly dampnessthat was threstening to
make him shiver. His Sster moved to his Sde and voiced the inevitable question.

‘Where arewe?

Hyrad would have liked to reply, ‘ Just another damned lake. We Il find shelter for the night and move
around it inthemorning,” but every sensetold him otherwise.

‘It sthe seg, Adren,” he said flatly.

Standing only afew paces away, Thyrn, dight and restless, and his uncle, Nordath, both turned to him as
they caught the reply. The third man, Rhavvan, taler and heavier than the others, presumably aso heard
but made no response. He continued staring intently into the mist.

‘What? Thyrn demanded queruloudly.

‘The sea,” Hyrad confirmed, more relaxed now that the word had been spoken, though he glanced
uneadly at Rhavvan, who had moved further away and now stood vague and insubstantia at the

shadowy limit of hisvision.
Thyrn looked around into the greyness asif for an aly. ‘The sedl It can’t be. The seal sto the east, not
north. Areyou sure? How do you know? Gods, we'll betrapped if we can't moveon. . .

‘Sniff theair.” Hyrald cut across the outburst amost vicioudy. He wasin no mood to debate the obvious
and Thyrn’s nervous disposition had to be firmly handled if it was not to run out of control. ‘ That's sdlt. |
remember it well enough now. Be quiet.” He raised ahand to emphasize the order.

Thyrn blew out asteaming breath into the mist and stamped afoot irritably. Water welled up around his
boot. Hyradd caught hiseye and hefdl ill.

Into the ensuing silence came the sound that Hyrald was listening for. A oft, distant lapping. He
motioned the group forward and soon they were standing at the water’ sedge. It glistened, oily smooth in
the dull light, and quite till savefor an occasiond dow welling like the degping breeth of agreet animal.
A thin foam-gpecked rim dithered dightly towards them, then retreated.

‘Thisisthe sea? Thyrn whispered, curious now, aswell asfrightened. ‘1 dwaysthought it would be
noisy — violent — great waves crashing in. Likein the old tales—and pictures” Hewaved hisarmsin
imitation, then crouched down and tentatively dipped afinger into the water. Hyrad watched him — Thyrn
could bring an dmost uncanny intengity to the most trivia of actions—and it wasrarely possibleto
predict what he would do next. He sniffed his damp finger then, without hesitation, sucked it noisily. His
face wrinkled in distaste and he spat drily and wiped his hand across his mouth.



‘| just told you it was salt,” Hyrald said. Almost in spite of himself, and as had proved the case before, he
fdt hisirritation turning into amixture of compassion and amusement a Thyrn’s naive curiosty. ‘It sthe
seadl right. I’'ve only seen it once, and that briefly and along time ago — before Adren here was born —
but that smell’ s unmistakable. Takes meright back.” He pulled awry face as he pushed the old memories
away. They weretoo much of aburden now, too full of different times. ‘| supposeit’s quiet because
there snowind, or ...

‘Movel’

The voice was soft, but commanding. It was Rhavvan’s. He was abruptly among them, urging them
forwards, hisarms spread asif to gather them al together. There was the same purposefulnessin his
moving as previoudy there had been in his motionless watching. It allowed no pause. Thyrn staggered to
his feet fearfully, but made no sound. Hyrald and Adren took hisarmsto steady him, but he needed little
support and was dmost immediately haf waking, haf trotting ahead of them, his unclefollowing close
behind him.

Hyrad looked significantly at Rhavvan serving as rearguard. He was answered with abrief hand mime
that told him, ‘Riders,’ and fingers held up which said, * Two, maybe three’

Hyrad nodded and drew his sword nervoudy. Both circumstances and his persona inclination led him
towards evasion in preference to confrontation, but with no ideawhere they were or where they were
going, the latter was very probable. Noting her brother’ s action, Adren drew her sword also. They
grode onin silence, Rhavvan occasondly inclining his head to catch any sounds behind them. Hyrad
took solace from the fact that though they were lost, so too were their pursuers, and the mist hid
everyone dike. Then the soft padding of hisfeet intruded to dispel thisfaint comfort and he looked down
—mist would not hide the footprints they were leaving.

Even asthe redization impinged on him, Rhavvan grimaced and hissed out, * Stand, they’re on us!’

Nordath moved in front of Thyrn protectively, his sword uneasily extended. Thyrn crouched low behind

him. In front of them in turn, Hyrad and Adren stood either sde of Rhavvan. Both kept a good distance
away from him however, noting that he was hefting hislong staff in preferenceto his sword, and to be hit
accidentdly by that was only marginaly less damaging than being hit on purpose!

Then Rhavvan was crouching low and sgndling them to do the same.

Struggling to control his breathing, Hyrad screwed up his eyes and peered into the shifting greyness.
More thoughts that he did not want leaked into his mind. What was he doing here? What madness was
abroad that would make Vashnar proclaim the Deeth Cry againgt them, turning him, hissister and
Rhavvan from huntersinto hunted? He tightened his grip on the sword and gritted histeeth to dispel the
guestions, there were no answers to be had here—they were only a hindrance. He must focus completely
on what was happening.

Within aheartbesat of thisresolve, a shapel ess movement in the mist ahead of him formed itsdf into a
rider.

Perhapsthey’ re not after us. Perhaps they’ re fishermen or something. Not everyone in the country’s
searching for us—surely? It was an unexpected and unsettling thought, and it made Hyrald fater ashe
braced himself. Then it and al doubts were gone, for astherider drew nearer he saw the drawn sword.
And he recognized the uniform of the Arvenshelm Wardens.

Thiswas no foolish villager looking for easy money. Vashnar was sending his own men the length of the
country against them! And they had drawn swords without challenge.



Theimplications dmost unmanned Hyrald. He began to tremble violently, and his mind wasfilled with
visons of throwing down his own sword and begging for mercy, or dternatively, dashing off into the mist
and abandoning everything.

Rhavvan' svoice cut through hisfear. “ Y ours, Hyrad! Left Sde!’

At the same time he became aware of Rhavvan surging upwards, hislong staff lunging towardstherider’'s
head. The Death Cry was the Death Cry —no choices—and as though drawn after him, like an
inadequate shadow, Hyrald too was on hisfeet and swinging awild double-handed blow at the figure
now above him, sword raised. Therider gave abrief cry of darm and ingtinctively straightened up to
avoid Rhavvan’ s saff, but the speed of his horse and that of Rhavvan’ s attack gave him little chance;
Hyrald knew that the man’ s neck had been broken even astheflat of his own sword struck him across
the chest. The impact knocked Hyrald backwards and he tripped, nearly losing the sword. The corpse
fell clear of him but he rolled over severd times neverthel ess, desperate to be away fromit.

As he staggered to hisfeet he was aware of violent action to his|eft as Adren and Rhavvan encountered
asecond rider, but before he could move to help them athird rider was emerging from the mist. He saw
that it was another Warden but haf in stark panic and haf in a sudden, raging anger, he somehow
jumped aside from the galloping horse and blindly thrust out his sword.

Thistime, hedid loseit, though he was dragged some way beforeit wastorn from him. As he tumbled on
to dl fours, he saw therider diding gracefully out of his saddle. Hyrad hesitated for amoment then stood
up, reaching for along knifein hisbelt. But the rider dropped on to his knees and dowly fell forwards.
Hisfal was hated momentarily asthe sword, embedded in his chest, struck the sand, then he tumbled
onto hisside.

A noise behind Hyrald made him turn sharply, hisknife extended in front of him and swinging from sdeto
sdein adangerousarc.

‘ E@'l
It was Rhavvan, crouching low, and edging towards him sideways, his staff extended and sweeping like
Hyrdd sknife.

Adren, some way from them and hazy in the mist, was crouching smilarly. Nordath and Thyrn seemed
not to have moved.

How long had that taken? Hyrald thought, irrelevantly. Scarcely seconds, he presumed —and amost
certainly two men were dead — suddenly cold now beyond anything thismist could bring. But timein
combat was not measured thus. The moments just gone when he had seen Thyrn taste the seawater and
pushed aside his own unwanted childhood memories were now the dim past.

‘Areyou dl right?

Rhavvan had to ask the question twice before Hyrald heard it. ‘ Yes, yes,’ he nodded eventudly. He was
shivering.

For another strange passage of time, the five remained silent and till, partly uncertain what to do, partly
watching and listening for any further attack. Then agroan rose into the damp air, drawing them al back
to the present. It wasthe rider that Rhavvan and Adren had dealt with. Rhavvan dowly straightened and
walked over to him,

‘| can’t hear anyone else,’ he said. ‘ And they’ d be on us by now if there were others nearby. Get their



horses, Adren. Nordath, see what they’ ve got in the way of supplies.” He glanced at Hyrald and then at
thethird fallen rider. Y ou go and get your sword back.” An unsteadinessin his voice marred the
briskness he was affecting.

Knife poised and teeth bared uneasily, Hyrald lifted the cloak which had draped itsdlf over thefdlen
rider’s head. He was relieved to see aheavily bearded and lined face. He was far from certain how he
would have responded had he found himself looking into aface he knew, or that of some fresh-faced
young recruit. Gingerly, he felt about the man’ sthroat for a pulse, though he knew he would find nothing.
There was a tillness about the body that he recognized well enough.

More distressng wastheretrieva of hissword. It had jammed between the man’ sribs, and freeing it
involved aded of brute force, causing the corpse to twitch disturbingly and to emit strange noises. When
he finally succeeded in wrenching it free, he pushed it threetimesinto the soft sand to clean it, then
skimmed it noisily through the sillent sea.

‘Wardens , he said needlesdy as he joined Rhavvan, knedling by the second downed rider. *Vashnar's’
Rhavvan nodded but held up ahand for silence.

“How many more of you are there? he asked therider.

Hyrdd kndlt beside him. Thistimethe victimwas ayoung man, hisface distorted by pain and fear, but
again Hyrad was relieved not to recognize him. Not that it gave him much consolation. Stranger or no, he
was gtill aWarden, and they were dl along way from Arvenshelm. His earlier questions about what
Vashnar was doing returned in full force.

“How many more of you are there? Rhavvan was asking again.
“You'vekilled me;’ therider said through clenched teeth. ‘I’'m dying.’

‘I don't think s0,” Rhavvan said. * Y ou’' ve been lucky. Especidly drawing on uswithout achallenge. Y our
two companions are dead but al you've got, asfar as| can tdl, isabroken shoulder.’

Fear returned to the rider’ sface, then he made alunge towards aknifein his bdt. The attempt ended in
his crying out in pain and collgpsing back.

‘1 did tell you you'’ d broken your shoulder,” Rhavvan said, shaking hishead. * But then | supposeif you'd
been the kind of person to listen to advice, you' d never have ended up in the Wardens, would you?

With adeft movement he produced his own knife and brandished it Sgnificantly in the man’sface. Then,
none too gently, he heaved him into agitting postion, cut alength from his surcoat, bound theinjured arm
across his chest, and dragged him to hisfeet. It was swiftly done, but it was anoisy procedure which
made Hyrald and the others wince openly and left the young man gasping with pain and leaning heavily on
Rhavvan.

‘Ligentome,’ the big man said forcefully.

He had to say it twice more before therider looked at him, eyesill-focused.
‘How many arein your company? Where are they?

Therider' sface became sullen.

Rhavvan gave up. ‘All right. We can’t help you further. Go back dong your tracks. You'll find help
eventudly.’



‘We can't leave him,” Nordath objected. ‘ He can hardly stand, let lone walk.’
‘What the hell else can we do with him? Rhavvan retorted.

Nordath ssammered. ‘I . . . | don’t know, but we haven’t seen even afarmhouse for two days and if
there were only these three, he/'ll die of exposure. . . or starvation, or something.’

‘So might we dl, before we' re through,” Rhavvan snapped. He pressed the palm of his hand againgt his
forehead and voiced the question that kept returning to Hyrald. ‘What in the name of dl that' s saneis
happening? He flicked athumb towards Thyrn. We start off chasing this errant Caddoran. “A discreet
matter,” Vashnar tells us—Warden to Warden. No Cry to be called — no public fuss. Then, no sooner
do we find him than theDeath Cry’ s proclaimed againgt us. | didn’t even know it was ill legd. And
againg dl of ug! It's madness. What are we doing wandering about in a part of the country where no one
lives, no ideawhere we are, wherewe regoing . . .

‘WEe re going north, Rhavvan.” It was Thyrn, anxious and earnest. ‘ There are other countries up there,
and agredat city —sobigthat . ..’

Rhavvan turned to him angrily, making him flinch and step backwards. The big man pointed upwards.
‘There’ samoon up there, boy, but it doesn’t mean we can get to it. City or no city, it may have escaped
your notice but we ve just run into the seawhere we didn’t expect to find it. And now we' ve got
Wardens— Wardens, no less— our own people, at our backs.’

Hyrad laid aquietening hand on hisarm.

Rhavvan paused, then growling to himsalf and shaking off the hand, he turned away from Thyrn. ‘I know,
| know,” he said to Hyrald. ‘Not hisfault. No one' sfault —except Vashnar's. But . .

‘Comeon, Hyrdd said. ‘Let’ smove. We haven't the time for debate. We' ve got to keep moving. We'll
have to head west dong the coast and see where we cometo. At least anyone following will be aslost as
weare.” Helooked at the young Warden till leaning on Rhavvan. ‘Y ou’ ve got a choice. Stay here, or
comewith us. If we come acrossavillagewe |l leave you there’

The Warden, holding hisbound arm stiffly and swaying dightly, returned hisgaze. ‘ Can | have my
horse? he asked.

Hyrald extended hisarm to stop Rhavvan’s advance. ‘ Y ou're lucky to be dive, lad. Just take this
message back to the others. We don’t know what’ s going on. Whatever Thyrn’s done, it probably needs
no more than disciplining by the Caddoran Congress, and the rest of us have done nothing. Vashnar had
no right to proclaim even the Cry againgt us, let alone the Death Cry —we' re here at hisasking.” He
leaned forward. We' ve had no Hearing —nothing.’

‘1 don't know anything about that,” the Warden said, shifting uncomfortably.
‘Well, you do now.’

The young man met his gaze awkwardly. Hyrald looked at him intently, then at the bodies of the two
other men lying nearby. It was not difficult to see what had happened once the Death Cry had been
proclaimed. ‘ Barrack room talk, eh? Told you it would be easy money, did they? Or put you in well with
Vashnar? Therewasno reply. ‘Wdl, you' re alifetime wiser than you were afew minutes ago. Asare
your friends. Ask more questionsin future.” He glanced at his companions. ‘We' Il give you a couple of
days food and water — that' s the best we can do. Head back the way you came—you won't enjoy it
but you should make it. And anyone you meet on the way, tell them what I’ ve said. The more people



who' ve heard about it, the safer you'll be when you get back to Arvenshelm —whatever’ s going on
there.” An unexpected thought cameto him. * And tell them too, that asthings are, we ve no choice but to
treat anyone who triesto stop us as mortal enemies, but one day, somehow, we'll be back for aHearing
—for judtice. Do you understand?

A soft cry from Thyrn and agasp from Rhavvan made the Warden start before he could reply. Rhavvan
stepped forward, his saff poised defensvely as a strange swaying shape emerged uneasily from the mist.

Chapter 2

Krim glowered bleary-eyed at the grimy window through which the spring sunlight wasfiltering into the
murky hall. His hand clutched fitfully at a shabby remnant of what had once been an ornately
embroidered curtain but withdrew at the first hint of asnowfal of ancient dust. The curtain, swaying up to
the gloomy ceiling, was attached to amechanism that had ceased to function shortly after Krim had
arrived to take up hislate father’ s duties many years ago. It was one of severa thingsthat had been a
constant source of strain between Krim and Ector — the Moot Palace’ sMost Noble Artisan —aman of
smilar vintage and disposition whose charge it wasto maintain the fabric of the rambling cluster of
buildings that congtituted the Moot Palace.

Krim curled hislip and turned away from the window to look to the protection of his own chargesfrom
the blanching touch of the sun. Tall, thin, and darmingly straight, he moved like alarge and very diff
insect. So much o that even those who knew him, caught unawares, would tend to flinch in anticipation
of the creaking of joints that might reasonably be expected from such agait. But Krim moved silently.
Indeed, but for the occasiond hacking cough —not dissmilar to that of a gagging dog, though explosvely
short and very loud — everything about Krim was slent. It was anecessary part of his office.

For Krim was the Venerable and Honoured Cushion Bearer to the Striker of the Moot, the oldest and
most dignified of the clutch of ancient offices that served the will and the needs of Arvenstaat’s Grest
Moot and which, tradition had it, were essentid to its continuance. Hisformdl title was actualy Venerable
and Honoured Cushion Bearer and Assassin to the Striker of the Moot, though the word Assassin, being
areminder of the distant bloody origins of the Moot, had long since been dropped from routine usage.
Indeed, in this more enlightened age, moves were afoot to have dl referenceto it removed even from the
written records of the Moot.

Krim' s attitude to such proposals, however softly worded, could best be described as venomous. The
Moot was tradition. That was the very foundation of hislife and work, asit had been for hisfather before
him and hisfather, and al hisforebears back through many generations. Change was anathema. To
change was to destroy. The Moot was the pulsing heart of Arvenstaat and to deviate from its ancient
ways was thus to threaten the stability of the entire state and all its peoples. Indeed, such troubles as
Arvenstaat now suffered from, and, insofar as he understood any of them, could dl, in Krim’s estimation,
be directly attributed to the embracing of needless change. With dark silence, Krim quietly smothered
fledgling hints of ingenuity and origindity whenever he could. Hisvery presence a the councils of the
Moot Officers dulled the bright eye and crushed the eager green shoot.

But while such matters underscored hislife, it wasamore pressing cal that now occupied him. Moving
only his head, he scanned the objects of his responsibility, seeking out those that were being touched by,
or in the probable path of, the intrusive sunlight. Not that, to an outside observer, agreat ded of sunlight
survived passage through the fly-blown window. What might have been direct and brilliant outsde was
diffuse and hesitant inside. But to Krim’s eyes— eyesthat rarely ventured beyond the Moot Pdace, and
had not been outside its gloomy courtyardsin decades—the light glared and, in glaring, menaced his
domain: the Striker’ s cushions. The Moot’ s cushions.His cushions. Cushions designed for and used by al
the Strikersthat had ever been, each housed initsindividua acovein shelves which towered in serried



ranks around the circular tiered floor and rose up the curved and irregularly recessed walls from floor to
ceiling. Accessto these upper shelves was gained from balconieswhich, in their turn, were linked by an
intricate arrangement of ramping walkways and stairways — straight stairways, spiraled stairways and
strangely dog-legged stairways, dl with uneven steps twisted by age and use and neglect. Thewhole
formed arambling vertical and horizontal maze. The parts swayed unsteadily when trodden upon and
often creaked for no apparent reason.

The cushionswere laid out meticuloudy in accordance with the dictates of Akharim the Great —thefirst
Cushion Bearer and Founding Striker. The original Assassin, it was he who had dispatched the last
Dictator, Koron Marab, and he whom Krim had been discreetly named after, in an uncharacteristic
gpasm of boldness by his father. However, as Krim had foreseen many years before, this Sesson of the
Moot was proving particularly trying, for the strict ordering of the cushions brought those that were now
in current use directly into the path of light from the offending window. It left him with aprofound
dilemma. The cushions belonged where they belonged, as decreed by Akharim. They could not, for
example, arbitrarily be moved to those empty and more shaded a coves intended for the cushions of
Strikers yet to come. Even to think of such athing disturbed Krim deeply. It was not for Moot Officers—
or anyone—to question Akharim’swisdom. Y et to leave the cushions where they were was to see their
ornate and colourful embroidery washed and drained by the sunlight with al that that meant to the tenor
of the conduct of the Moot’ s debates.

Krim, however, knew the history of his office and that it had been peopled from time to time by men of
resolution and determination in the face of such difficulties. Secretly, he fancied himsdlf one such and,
donning this heroic garb, he had findly acted —an dmaost unheard-of occurrencein aMoot Officer. With
great trepidation and in great secrecy, he had acquired materials and after edging and embroidering them
—with an undeniable skill — he had carefully draped them over the assaulted cushions. But the daring had
taken itstoll and left him ever nervous of discovery —constantly alert to the sound of gpproaching feet.
His spindly frame shuddered throughout its entire length at the thought of some wretched Moot Page
barging in on him inopportundy, seeing his subterfuge and recklessy proclaiming it through the corridors
of the Palace.

With thisin mind he had prepared awritten report to the Striker and the Under Striker, expressing his
deep regrets at what he had been obliged to do, and pleading the desperate exigencies of the time and
the continued negligence of the Palace’ s Most Noble Artisan who ‘ has been told repeatedly, both
verbaly and inwriting, of the nature and urgency of the problem, and who has consstently declined to
effect the necessary repairs . Accompanying thisimmeaculately written report was a carefully annotated
and cross-referenced ligt of al hispleasto Ector. When not actually tending to his charges, Krim spent
much of histime weighing thisreport and making subtle changes here and there, to ensure that dl the
nuances of his distress and justification would be properly appreciated.

Occasiondly, in hislesstroubled moments, Krim wove other fantasies—fantasies as elaborate as his
embroidery. One of these had him being honoured by the Moot for his devotion to duty and culminated
in hisimpromptu covers becoming part of the Moot s revered traditions, their use perhaps even being
enshrined in an addendum to Akharim’s Trestise.

Today, however, was not such amoment. Today the Striker himsalf was coming to the Cushion Hall.
And coming a Krim’'s own request, after he noticed that the cushion benesth the Striker’ sfeet had
become worn and flattened. Krim was twitching. He had |eft his guilty coverlets on the cushionsaslong
as he dared, but the Striker would be here a any moment and he had no choice but to remove them
now, leaving the precious fabrics exposed to the ruthless glare of the sun.

His mouth stiffened into athin line as he sedled himsalf to thisgrim task. It occurred to him in adesperate



moment that perhaps he might raise the matter with the Striker directly, but the very thought chilled him.
The Striker had no authority to intervene arbitrarily in such matters. He too, was bound by the Moot’s
ancient traditions and the Trestise. He would have to judge the Striker’ s mood and act accordingly.

A familiar tapping reached him through the muffled air of the hall. Arms and legs flgpping he made his
way down a stepped aide and up anarrow sair to the scene of histreachery where, with practised
Speed, he deftly removed the covers and thrust them into the Bag of his Office which hung by hisside.

Scarcely had he finished than three solemn knocks announced the Striker.

Nervoudy, Krim straightened his Bag of Office, barked out aloud cough, then stretched himself to hisfull
height and moved to open the door.

Striker Bowlott rolled in. A loud rap on the floor with hislong cane and an airy gesture sent the two
Moot Pages who attended him scuttling forward to lay out their burden of cushions by the Fitting Chair.
A further tap dismissed them to wait outside.

Small and stout, Bowlott wastypica of theline of Moot Strikers. Pompous and sdlf-opinionated, he
fondly mistook his considerable low cunning and nit-picking knowledge of the Moot s arcane procedures
for wisdom.

‘Venerable and Honoured Cushion Bearer,” he said, acknowledging Krim'slow and disconcertingly
unsteady bow with amannered nod.

‘Striker Bowlott,” replied Krim. ‘My apologiesfor disturbing your busy day with such a matter, but your
comfort isthe comfort of the Moot and the ease of the State.’

It was atraditional greeting which the Striker acknowledged this time with alimp-handed gesture.

Krim’'slanky arm stretched out, motioning him to the Fitting Chair. Thiswas an exact replicaof the
Throne of Marab, the ancient chair which stood in the Moot Hall and which had accommodated
successive Strikers sinceits origina owner’ s demise. Undecorated by so much as even achamfer or a
rounded edge, it was stoutly built and profoundly uncomfortable. Ostensibly this was because Marab
was a battle-hardened warrior unaffected by such niceties, but the reality was that he hardly ever sat on
it. In histime, the assembly which was to become the Moot was a token representation of the people
which Marab, nothing if not shrewd and perceptive, had invented so that he would have plenty of
scapegoats ready to blame whenever anything went wrong. On the rare occasions when he actually
summoned the assembly, he would drape an arm over the back of the chair and, with his other hand on
his sword hilt, tell the peopl€’ s representatives what was needed of them. Then hewould leave. Once,
when he had actudly sat in it, Akharim, young, ambitious, and looking to ingratiate himsdlf, had
obsequioudy offered him his own cushion; Marab had sneered and caudtically blessed him with thetitle
of Venerable and Honoured Cushion Bearer. In so doing, and untypically, he completely underestimated
both Akharim’ s dark and vengeful nature, and hisdmost inhuman patience. Asdid severa other
members of the assembly who chose subsequently to make Akharim the butt of their humour because of
thishumiliation.

After Marab' s desth — an event much appreciated by the people — Akharim had retained the throne and
most of the power that went with it, while ostentatioudy rejecting the actud title of Dictator. Subsequently
he had taken ddight in enshrining the post of Cushion Bearer in his elaborate and obsessive Treatise on
the Procedures for the Proper Ordering of the Moot.

Striker Bowlott heaved himself into the chair and Krim immediately began theritua of positioning and
adjusting the cushions which the Pages had brought. During this, Bowlott let out anoisy Sgh. Krim noted



the sound. It was good. The Striker was in aconfiding mood. He must stay dert, ready to seize any
opportunity that might present itself to bring his problem to the Striker’ snotice. Like most of the Moot
Senators, Bowlott’ s dominant concern was with his own dignity or, more correctly, with the appearance
of dignity, and thusamost his entire life was spent hiding behind a screen of empty words and gestures.
Unaware that he was exactly the same, it was one of Krim's secret conceits that he could see through
such, to the real man lurking within, and thereby manipulate him. Asaresult, he despised most of the
Moot Senators, and Striker Bowlott in particular, as vain salf-seekers and unworthy of the offices that
they held. In this, he was a one with most of the population of Arvenstaat, even those who bothered to
participate in the four-yearly Acclamations—fewer and fewer with each session of the Moot and now
only about one out of every three éigible eectors.

However, illogicd though it was that the people should willingly accept such folly in high places, the Moot
Senators did exercise power over the land, albeit not as much as they imagined, and the Striker, in his
privileged position as an ostensibly independent arbiter, exercised power over the Senators. And Krimin
histurn, saw himsdlf asexercisng influence, if not power, over the Striker. Not that heinvolved himsdlf in
the squabbling of the innumerable and shifting factions that comprised the Moot. Like Striker Bowlott, he
understood that while the Senators indulged in this, they would be lesslikely to turn their attention to
anything ese. Krim used his percaeived power exclusively to enhance the esteem in which the office of
Cushion Bearer should be held and, by the same token, to undermine the positions of hisfellow officers,
particularly the Most Noble Artisan.

Aswas his habit, he stood back and cast a professona eye over the seated Striker. Bowlott’ s mean little
eyeswere as peevish as ever and his down-turned mouth had a particularly self-pitying look. Whilein
genuine awe of the office, Krim redly couldn’t stand the man. Perhaps it was because he was aready
agitated by concern about the destruction of his cushions by the intruding sunlight, but Krim felt something
else dirring within him. His gaze drifted away from the sour spectaclein the chair to acushion that lay on
ashdf beneath the chair. Thiswasa specid cushion, the Blue Cushion. Aswith al the other cushions,
one such was made for each new Striker. 1t was fashioned after the one with which Akharim had
smothered Marab and was used ceremonialy to menace each new Striker on his selection by the Shout
of the Moot.

Assassn!

Theincreasingly ungpoken portion of histitle came to Krim so unexpectedly and with such force that it
made him gtart. He disguised the movement by returning to hisinspection of the Striker with avague
wave of hishands. However, thisdid not prevent asmal flood of other thoughts bubbling out in the wake
of theword.

What an odious little wretch Bowlott was. What a pity thetitle of Assassin was purdly formal. Right now,
hecould just. ..

To hishorror, Krim found hisfingers curling asif to grip the edges of an imaginary Blue Cushion. Other
resources ralied to rescue him from this bizarre interior ondaught and two violent high-pitched coughs
shook him free.

They shook Striker Bowlott too. His eyes became amost round and he winced conspicuoudly at having
someone el se' s affliction so thoughtlessly imposed on his own deep and profound concerns. He sighed

again.

Krim, unsteady, but now well away from the edge of the abyss which had so abruptly opened at hisfedt,
clasped his hands and cocked hislong thin head on one side to denote that hewasin redity degpin
concentration.



‘Ah, | seethe problem,” he said, the sound of his own voice further hel ping him back to normality. ‘I
suspected as much when | saw you intheHall.’

He knelt down and began to move the padded footstool which ensured that the Striker would not suffer
theindignity of having hislegs swinging freely. Though furniture rather than acushion, and thustechnicaly
faling within the remit of the Moot’s Most Noble Assistant Artisan (Furniture), this stool had been
deemed to be the responsibility of the Venerable and Honoured Cushion Bearer by aruling of the
twenty-third Striker, now enshrined in the Addendum to the Trestise.

‘1 did not fed particularly uncomfortable, Bowlott said, venturing alittle sernnessto offset the fact that
he quite enjoyed Krim’ sfussy minigtrations.

Krim became knowing. He straightened up so that, though till knegling, he was dmost face to face with
the seated Striker.

‘It is because the conscientiousness of Strikers can lead to such neglect of their persond needs, that my
officeexigs. It ismy duty —my honour —to anticipate such matters. Should you actudly fed
uncomfortable, then | would indeed havefailed.’

Bowlott nodded understandingly. Krim tapped the footstool, then drawing out a brass measuring rod
from his Bag of Office, helowered hisface so that one cheek amost touched thefloor. In this position,
he began crawling around the footstool, placing the measuring rod at strategic points and mouthing
measurements to himsalf. With hislong limbs protruding, he looked like agreat spider.

‘The burdens of office manifest themselvesin many ways,’ he said. ‘In thisingtance, the repeated need
for you to stand to gain order in the Hall has reduced the height of the stool, causing subtle signs of strain
inyour seated posture.” He pursed hislips and nodded to himself as though approving this diagnoss,
though his true assessment was that the damage was due to thefat little oaf paddling hisfeet in tantrums
as he shrieked to make himsdlf heard. Krim had seen it coming for weeks and it was concern for his
workmanship rather than the Striker’ s comfort that had prompted him to act.

‘I’'ll have the stool re-upholstered before the next meeting. Now, if I may ...’

There followed aroutine but thorough check of all the cushions that supported the Striker. Thiswasthe
pampering that Bowlott enjoyed.

Krim clucked and hummed to himself as he continued hisingpection, gently moving the Striker’ s heed
from sideto sde, and positioning his hands and arms.

‘Good, good, good,” he concluded eventually.

He stepped back to admire hiswork, then, satisfied, and noting the Striker’ srelaxed, if not drowsy
condition, he saw the opening he had been waiting for.

‘But it occursto me that there’ s much to be said for such examinations being made regularly. Say
perhaps, every twenty meetings, so that theselittle faults can be noted and corrected before they manifest
themsdves’

Making the ingpections aregular event in the caendar of the Moot would bring them within the purview
of one of the several Outer Moot Sub-committees dealing with the activities of the Most Noble Artisan
and hisvarious assigtants, and was, of course, like most mattersinvolving change, out of the question.
Krim knew thiswell enough, but he had made the suggestion purely so that he could drag the Most
Noble Artisan into the ensuing conversation and thence discreetly complain about his neglected curtains



and the depredations that would be wrought on his charges by the sunif they were not repaired. There
were other, more forma ways of doing this but they were time-consuming, spectacularly ineffective even
by Moot standards, and liable to bring him into direct conflict with the Most Noble Artisan, dl of which
enabled him to judtify hisdisregard of them on the grounds of the desperate seriousness of what was
going to happen. His action aso chimed with another of the more raffish images of himsdf that he
entertained from timeto time. This portrayed him asthelast great protector of the Moot striking boldly
with an unspecified, but revolutionary action of some kind which would rescue the Moot from an
encroaching but equally unspecified danger and bring it back to itstime-honoured way of acting in strict
accordance with the Trestise.

Not that he was dlowing himsalf such indulgence at the moment. Indeed, he began to fed uneasy about
hisimpetuosity amost as soon as he had spoken. He braced himself for areproachful diatribe on the
subject.

But the remark seemingly went ignored.
‘Fretful times, Krim. Fretful times.’

Krim blinked. Bowlott had called him by name—he must bein a particularly relaxed mood today. This
was the moment. He was searching for a suitable response when Bowlott continued. ‘ This affair of
Vashnar proclaiming the Deeth Cry againgt Hyrald and the othersis causing great problems. The
corridors areringing with it. It's going to interfere with the business of the Moot if it continues.’

In spite of himsdf, Krim gaped. For amoment even his concerns about the sunlight vanished. He had not
expected this! Striker Bowlott concerning himsalf with matters outside Moot business.

Though not agossip —indeed, hewasasink of slence—Krim listened agreat ded and little that
happened in the Moot Palace passed him by. He had heard about what V ashnar had done but paid no
great heed to it. Asamatter outside the Moot it was of little import. Besides, the Wardens were an odd
lot — one of the more regrettable legacies of the Moot’ slong history. Asabody they were perhaps
tolerable enough, but asindividuas most of them were quite beyond the pae, showing —even reveling in
—acomplete disregard for the intricacies of the traditions and procedures of the Moot.

And now their antics had brought this about! The Striker driven to discussing them with an Officer of the
Moot. Y et, he could not forbear afrisson of excitement astheimage of himself as saviour of the Moot
dtirred contentedly deep within him —the Striker raisng this matter with him!

Sdf-interest quickly reasserted itself. Starting from so unusual atopic, it should not be too difficult to
direct the conversation back to Moot matters and thus his duties as V enerable and Honoured Cushion
Bearer. Then it would be a simple matter to introduce the name of the Most Noble Artisan a some point

He must be bold.

‘I'm unfamiliar with the details of the affair, Striker Bowlott. | tend not to listen to Corridor gossip. | have
quite pressing problems herein the Cushion Repository.” He turned and indicated the offending window.
‘Thecurtains, you see. . .’

“Y our discretion iswell-known, Krim, and you're not donein being unfamiliar with the details” Bowlott
tapped his hand on the arm of the chair agitatedly. ‘ Everyone staking about it, but no one seemsto
know what' s actually happened.’

Thiswas not what Krim had had in mind. His hand hovered in the genera direction of the window for a



moment, before he redlized that he was going to have to pursue the Striker’ s choice of topic until a better
opportunity could be found to bring him back to matters of real moment.

‘Surely the Degth Cry isnot aMoot matter,” he offered, laying heavy emphasis on theword Moot in an
attempt to imply that the Striker should not be concerning himself withiit.

‘All things are matters for the Moot, when the Moot so determines,” Bowlott rebutted sternly, furrowing
his brow so that histiny eyes dmost vanished.

Krim, crushed by this proclamation, bowed.

‘And the Moot may yet so determineif thisaffair continues to be a distracting subject of debate and
gossip amongst its members.” The eyes reappeared and Bowlott pressed back hard againgt the cushion
that supported his head and shoulders. Recovering himself, Krim unfolded to hisfull height and nimbly
made minor adjustments to the cushion.

Bowlott’ sface relaxed. ‘ Technicaly, you are correct. The Cry isone of the ancient and fundamental
rights of the people, the protection of which isthe Moot’ s fundamenta duty. However, there are times
when to protect such aright, it becomes necessary to circumscribe. . . or evencurtail it . . .’

Bowlott’ svoice faded away as he made thislast pronouncement. Krim was genuinely disturbed. He
found himsdlf gaping again. Although he had been too |ong ensconced in the Moot Paace even to
envisage clearly what might happen, he remembered enough from his younger daysto know that the Cry
was aright particularly cherished by the public, and that to interfere with it would be to bring about open
defiance of the Moot’ s authority. And it was abasic, if unspoken, tenet of both Senators and the Moot's
officersaike that attracting the peopl€' s attention to the activities of the Moot was a bad thing.

There was an uncomfortable slence. Even thinking about the people beyond the Moot unsettled Krim.
Now hefound himsdlf assailed by the thought that faced with Bowlott’ s remark, he should actualy do
something! But what? His mind began to spird towards panic. Then he heard himsdf speaking.

‘I haven't your deep understanding of such matters, Striker Bowlott. The Treatise. The Addenda
Ancient rights. But perhapsif .. ." Hehegitated. * If you wereto . . . speak to Commander Vashnar . . .
perhaps ask him why he proclaimed the Death Cry againgt Hyrald and the others. .. why . ..’

Hisvoice faded as Bowlott turned to him, eyes glinting enigmatically out of the depths. Then, abruptly, he
was out of the chair and pacing to and fro.

The Fitting Chair stood at the centre of asmall circular arena, the lowest point of the Cushion Repository
and afocus for the rows of tiered shelves. After traversing this a couple of times, Bowlott, hands
clenched behind his back and head bowed, turned into one of the aidesthat led up from it. After an
ungteady gtart, Krim strode after him, swaying stiffly, long hands nervoudy fiddling with the brass
measuring rod. What had prompted him to speak as he had? Such recklessness. Was he to be rebuked?
Was perhaps the Striker going to make an impromptu ingpection of hisdomain, in search of something
that might be wanting, to sharpen further hisrebuke? Krim'’s hands began to shake. The sun glinted
malevolently off the brass rod sending shards of mocking light into the dingiest reaches of the Repository.

The Striker stopped as he reached the top of the steps and turned to look over the arena as though he
were facing the fully assembled Moot. Krim, some way below, stared up a him apprehensively.

Looking over Krim's head at hisinvisible audience, Bowlott proclaimed, Y our skills are agreat comfort
to us, Venerable and Honoured Cushion Bearer.’



Us, Krim noted ecgtatically. Not arebuke, but aformal Striker’s commendation. A grest honour, both to
him and his office. He glowed under it, forgetting his recent concerns and quite forgetting hisreal opinion
of the Striker.

Bowlott continued. * After long and taxing consideration of the relevant precedents, | have determined
what must be done to resolve this matter. | shal speak to Commander Vashnar. | shall ask him why he
has done what he has done.’

Krim bowed, flushed with delight. Such wisdom, he thought.
Chapter 3

‘It saseamongter.” Thyrn was wide-eyed as he stared at the approaching shape. Hyrald shot him a
slencing glance, though there was as much doubt in his eyes as anger, and he hdf drew hissword ashe
moved to stand by Rhavvan. One of the horses whinnied. Adren reached up to calmiit.

Asif in response, the shape stopped its advance and stood swaying dightly.

‘“Who are you? What' s been happening here?

An unsteady voice, aman's, reached them through the mi<t.

Rhavvan frowned. ‘“Who'reyou? he echoed back, following it with amore uncertain, ‘What are you?
The shape wavered, then replied, ‘I’'m ashoreman.’

And, abruptly, with two cautious paces forward, it was a man. What had made his mist-shrouded form
S0 sirange was along object he was carrying on his back. His loose-fitting calf-length boots and hooded
long coat were patently working clothes of some kind, and they glistened dully asif wet. The coat was
unfastened and Hyrald noted immediately that he was unarmed, apart from what was obvioudy a
working knifein arough string-bound sheath shoved into his belt. The object on hisback exaggerated his
movements, which in turn demonstrated that he was torn between staying and fleeing. He was a so edging
Sdewaysdightly, asif he were trying to move around and past them. Whatever €l se he might be, Hyrald
decided, he was no immediate threat. He released his sword and Rhavvan, reaching the same conclusion,
lowered his taff.

‘Who areyou? the newcomer repeated, clearly afraid. ‘What are you doing here? Then he saw the
bodies of the dead Wardens. He stepped back with acry, half sumbling ashe did so.

Rhavvan moved forward quickly and caught hisarm.
‘What are you doing here?

‘I...1toldyou...I"'mashoreman. Let me go. Don't hurt me. I’ ve nothing worth having on me. Hardly
any fish even, today.” Then, more urgently, ‘1 must get off the shore.’” Hetried to shake free of Rhavvan's
grip, but was gpparently no match for the big man. He made no attempt to draw his knife with hisfree
hand.

Hyrad intervened. ‘Don't be afraid. We mean you no harm.’

He nodded to Rhavvan, who reluctantly eased his grip on the man. Hyrald met hisfrightened but
unexpectedly searching gaze. ‘Don’t be afraid,” he repeated earnestly, willing camnessinto the man. He
pointed to the two bodies. ‘| can explain what's happened here. There' sbeen . . . an accident. We're
not going to hurt you. Wejustwant . . .



A raucous cry from above made dl of them gtart. It was followed by the sound of awave gently
breaking.

With unexpected force the man tore his arm free from Rhavvan. His face was desperate now and it was
obvious he was going to flee no matter what the cost. Y &t, as Hyrald held his gaze, he hesitated. Hyrald
held out a hand to stop Rhavvan seizing him again. The man pointed past the group, into the mist. His
mouth worked slently for amoment before he managed to say, ‘ For mercy’ s sake, man, thetide's
turning. Get off the shore.’

Somewhere, another wave broke, louder thistime. The nearby water’ s edge suddenly retreated then
surged forward with unexpected force, splashing over Hyrdd' sboots, tugging a him impatiently. The
shoreman began running, deftly evading alunge from Rhavvan despite his cumbersome burden.

A cold breeze brushed Hyrad' s face and the man’ s fear swept over him. ‘“We'relost. Help us,” he
shouted after the retreating form. ‘Please.’

The shoreman stopped and turned, then gestured to them.
‘Get on your horses—follow me, quickly.” And he was running again.

His urgency infected the others and, without any debate, Rhavvan mounted, dragging the injured and
protesting Warden unceremoniously across his saddle, while Hyrald and Nordath took the other two
horses with Adren and Thyrn. Another wave lapped around the horses' hooves. Then they were
galloping after the fleeing shoreman. It took them longer to catch him than Hyrald had anticipated — he
was running very quickly, despite his burden.

Asthey rode, it cameto Hyrald briefly that he might perhaps be dreaming, following thisslent figure
through the cold greynessthat constantly unfocused his eyes. He could hear nothing above the dull sound
of hooves on the soft sand and the disordered clatter of tackle, though somewhere he sensed agrowing
sound trying to be heard. The runner’ s urgency pervaded everything, drawing the three riders after him,
like an army, unmanned and turned into arout by a single sudden deserter.

Then they were moving aongside awide foaming stream running between sharp, fresh-cut banksin the
sand — it too, seemed to be fleeing. Once again Hyrald felt disorientated as the stream was moving faster
than they were, giving theimpresson when helooked down &t it that he was not moving, or even moving
backwards. He shook hishead to rid himsalf of the disconcerting image.

The shoreman, running along the edge of the stream, was|ooking &t it intently, though occasiondly he
glanced backwards at the riders. He reached a decision and shouted something.

Hyrald caught the words, *Risk it,’ and ‘ Follow me,” then, with bewildering speed, the shoreman had
swung his burden from his back, dropped it into the water and stepped into it —it was anarrow boat. He
snatched up apaddle hung on the Sde and gesticulated urgently with it to the riders, before plunging it
into theracing water. *Quickly,” he kept shouting.

Hyrad hesitated for amoment, but Rhavvan dashed past him, echoing the shoreman’ s cry. Nordath and
Hyrad spurred forwards after him.

Though the stream was not very wide, it was deeper than Hyrald had expected and he could fed the fear
in hishorse asthe water dragged at itslegs. Then, asthe water deepened further, everything was
confusion and near-panic, with spray and cursesfilling the air asthe horses struggled to stay upright
againgt the power of the stream and the riders struggled to stay mounted.



When they were halfway across, a sudden surge in the stream made Nordath’ s horse lose its footing. It
recovered, but asit did, Thyrnlost his grip on Nordath and, with a cry, tumbled into the water. Hyrald
watched horrified as, arms thrashing, Thyrn floated for a moment then disappeared benesth the water.
The sght of hisupturned, terrified face, and the knowledge of his own helplessness, brought the futility
and insanity of the past few weeks crashing down on Hyrald. A frantic roar of rage and frustration
formed in histhroat asthe current relentlesdy carried Thyrn away.

‘Kegp going!’

It was the shoreman. His voice barely penetrated the din of the solashing horses and the turmail filling
Hyrad'smind, but ablow from his paddle and his urgent gesturing did. Adren shook her brother and
shouted the same message directly into hisear. * Get us out or we' |l bejoining him!’

AsHyrad returned to his own struggle, he was aware of the shoreman, his paddie working desperately,
now one side of the boat, now the other, pursuing Thyrn. The boat twisted and turned as he manoeuvred
it through the increasingly turbulent stream while he peered into the depthsin search of the young man.

Hyrad could see no sign of Thyrn, but the shoreman suddenly spun his boat about and plunged an arm
into the water. The boat tilted periloudy and for along moment everything seemed to be motionless and
balanced. Then the boat turned and abruptly righted itself and Thyrn was being lifted out of the water. He
wasflalling hisarmsfrantically, causing the boat to rock violently. Hyrald was about to call out to him to
be 4till when the shoreman gave him a powerful dap across the face, and somehow managed to drag him
half across the boat where he pinioned him with anone too gentle boot.

Hyrad' s horse was the last to reach the far Sde of the stream. When it arrived, Rhavvan and Nordath
had aready ridden downstream to meet the shoreman and his passenger. Thyrn spilled out on to the
sand, coughing and retching, as the boat was driven into the bank at speed. The shoreman vaulted out of
it and dragged it from the water. Rhavvan hoisted Thyrn to hisfeet with theintention of examining him,
but the shoreman urgently signalled him to keep moving. By way of emphasis, he himsdf began running
again, dinging the boat across his back as he ran and scarcely bresking stride. Rhavvan hastily thrust
Thyrn up behind Nordath with the injunction, *Hang on!” and remounted.

With the riderstrotting beside him, the shoreman maintained the same headlong pace for some while until
the sand became dry and |oose and dotted with occasional clumps of hard green grass.

Finally he stopped and dropped to his knees, bresthing heavily. Rhavvan dismounted and lifted the
injured Warden down, alittle more gently than he had handled him before. The man was unconscious.

‘He sonly passed out,” Rhavvan said, laying him down. ‘ Probably the best thing he could have donein
the circumstances.’

Hyrald cast aglance at Thyrn, dithering down from Nordath’'s horse. The young man, wringing wet and
gill coughing, wasadismd sight, but seemingly unhurt so, his own knees shaking, he crouched down
ungteadily by the panting shoreman. ‘ Thank you,” he said, resting ahand on his shoulder. ‘We'd no idea
where we were, or the danger we werein. It seemsto me you risked your own lifeto saveus. . .

epecidly Thyrn here’

‘“Wewere nearly too late,” the man replied breathlessy. He was patting his boat asif he wanted to
embraceit. ‘But | couldn’'t leave you, could I? Whoever you are. Not to the sea.” He shivered then
looked at Hyrald intently. ‘What possessed you to go out that far?

‘Weneedto light afire, Nordath interrupted before Hyrald could reply. He indicated Thyrn, hugging
himsdlf. ‘ He' s sodden. The last thing we need now ishim down with afever.’



Hyrald looked around. ‘1 doubt there’ sany wood lying about here. Seeif there’ sanything in the
Wardens' packs.’

‘Theywere Wardens then, those men — those bodies we l€ft. | thought | recognized the uniforms.” The
shoreman looked at the unconscious figure by Rhavvan. ‘He s one too. What are Wardens doing up
here? Who are you people? What' s going on?

‘There' satent —and food, but no wood,” Nordath called out.
‘Thislot won't burn,” Rhavvan said, tugging at a clump of the tough grass.

‘“Where can we find firewood around here? Hyrad asked the shoreman, ignoring his questions. We ve
got to get Thyrn dry and warm. Il answer your questionsthen.’

The shoreman peered into the mig, orientating himself.

‘That way,” he said eventualy, standing up and pointing. With afina pat he swung the boat on to his
back. ‘I’ ve got ashelter you can use. It’ snot much, but there’ swood there, and some food and water.
It snot far.’

Asthey followed him, leading the horses, the mist began to yellow and then to clear, revealing ablue sky
and alate afternoon sun. It was awelcome sight and the warmth it brought began to ease the mood of
the group. Hyrald looked back, but though he could hear the distant clamour of the sea, he could see
only sand dunes and the dull grey haziness of the mist. Rhavvan scrambled to the top of the highest
nearby dune and peered around.

‘| can't seeanyone,” he reported when he came down. The shoreman watched him warily.
‘There were only three of us.” It was the young Warden.
‘Back with us, en? Rhavvan said, dmost heartily. * Sept through dl thefun.’

The Warden grimaced in pain as he dropped down from the horse. Rhavvan caught him. *Y ou may as
well ride] hesald.

The Warden scowled at him and shook his hand free. *Wherever you'retaking me, I'd rather walk.’

‘We're not taking you anywhere,” Hyrald said. * Y ou’ re free to go anytime you want to.” He pointed to
the shoreman. ‘ But that man just saved al our lives and now he' s offering us shelter. 1t'sup to you
whether you accept it or not but, if you'releaving, theleast you can do isthank him.’

The Warden looked at him, bewildered, but did not rgect Rhavvan’ s supporting hand as the group set
off again. They continued in slence asthe dunes gradualy merged into undulating countryside. Swathes
of purple and white flowers splashed the short turf, and birdsong filled the air. More and more trees and
bushes began to appear and it wasin adip at the edge of asmall copse that they came to the shoreman’s
shelter.

It was aramshackle collection of stones, weathered timbers and branches, and plaited grasses. Asthey
approached it, alarge dog emerged from the trees. Hackles raised, teeth bared and growling ominoudly it
looked at each of the newcomersin turn asit moved towards them. Its dow, deliberate gait was more
menacing than any demented charge.

‘Stay here,’ the shoreman said to the others needlessly. He went forward and, squatting down by the
dog, spoketo it softly. None of the watchers could hear what he said, but the dog walked alittle way



from the shelter and lay down. It did not closeits eyes however, but kept them fixed on the new arrivals.
‘Finedog,” Adren said nervoudly.

The shoreman grunted. He seemed alittle more at ease now. ‘Don’t go near him, and don’t make any
sudden movements,” he said tersaly as he disappeared into the shelter. A moment later he emerged with
an armful of wood which hetook to asmal, stone-lined pit. Within minutes afire was blazing and Thyrn
was enthusiagtically drying himsdf and his clothes while the others sat and examined the contents of the
Wardens' packs.

With the unspoken consent of the others, Rhavvan offered the food to the shoreman, but he took only a
loaf which he promptly proceeded to cut up and hand around.

‘I've plenty of food,” he said. ‘And I’m not lost. Y our need seemsto be greater than mine.’

His earlier questions were implicit in the stlatement and Hyrad introduced himsdlf and the others. The
Warden eventudly caled himself Oudrence.

‘My name' sEndryk,” the shoreman said.
Rhavvan frowned dightly. ‘ That’ snot an Arvens name.’
Endryk looked at him, but said nothing.

‘Well, wherever you hail from, it’s our good fortune you were here today and we' re al indebted to you,’
Hyrad said, breaking the awkward silence. He indicated the food again. * Are you sure there' s nothing
here that you want?

‘I've everything | need,” Endryk replied. ‘ Except an explanation of what you' re dl doing here and what
possessed you to go so far out on the shore. It sadangerous place for even those who know it well.” He
looked around the seated circle and quickly glanced at his watchful dog. Then helooked directly a
Hyrad. ‘| heard you shouting and fighting, before you try to tell me there was an accident out there again.
The only reason | came near you was because I’ d no choice. That' s the only way off the shore.’

Hyrald gave aguilty shrug. ‘I'm sorry. | wasjust trying to reassure you once | knew you weren't another
attacker. We were lost. We needed your help — more than weredlized, asit turned out.’

‘Tdl him everything,” Nordath said. ‘ He s entitled to know. He could have left us, and without him we' d
all be dead now.” He motioned towards Oudrence. * And he needsto know if he’sgoing back. We've
got to start getting our sde of this business widdy known somehow.’

Hyrald nodded. He stared into the fire for amoment, wondering where to begin.

‘It sdifficult, hesaid. ‘W€ ve nothing to hide, but we really don’t know what’ s happened. Or rather, we
don’'t knowwhy it's happened.’

Heplungedin. ‘Thefact is, the Death Cry’ s been proclaimed againgt al of us. We' retrying to get out of
the country —to go north until we can find some way of having it annulled. Oudrence here came with two
other Wardensto find us, but . . " He grimaced. ‘We killed them when they attacked us.’

Endryk looked a Oudrence, pae and tiff. “Why didn’t you kill him, aswel|?

It was an unexpectedly cold question. *We' re not murderers,” Hyrald replied angrily. ‘We were
attacked, we defended oursalves, we survived. Two died, he didn’t. None of it was of our seeking and



what we did —what we ve done since al this started —we' || defend before any tribuna .’

Endryk’ sface was unreadable. Increasingly, Hyrad noted, he was becoming less and |ess the frightened
man they had encountered on the shore. His response was blunt.

“You can't have the Death Cry proclaimed againgt you and not know what it’ s about, till less havethe
Wardens coming al theway up hereto find you. | doubt there’ s anyonein Arvenshelm who even knows
thisplace exigs’

‘That' strue enough,” Rhavvan replied. ‘ The only maps we could find of thisregion are vague to say the
least. But what Hyrad'sjust told you istrue. We were sent to find Thyrn by his employer — Commander
Vashnar —our own senior officer. Nothing urgent or particularly unusua — not even the Cry. Just find him
and quietly bring him back. Then we ve no sooner found him than we re al being hunted. And the Death
Cry isn't something to stand and debate about, isit?

‘But you'retelling me about it

Rhavvan shrugged. ‘ As Nordath said, you' re entitled to know. We ve done nothing wrong and we' ve
got to start saying that sooner or later.’

Endryk looked at Thyrn. ‘He doesn’t look particularly dangerousto me. What did you do, young man,
to upset your employer so badly?

Thyrn gtared a him blankly.
‘It was a Caddoran matter,” Nordath answered for him protectively.

Interest flickered briefly in Endryk’ s eyes. * Caddoran, en? Heirs to the ancient battle messengers and the
great storytdllers” Hisface darkened. ‘ Reduced to runners for merchants and the Wardens'’

Nordath’s eyes narrowed at the barely disguised sarcasm in hisvoice. ‘ Thyrn'sisarare gift these days,’
he protested. ‘ And being a Caddoran is a respected and useful profession.’

‘| gpologize,” Endryk said, without hesitation. ‘| meant no reproach to the lad. Y ou must forgive me, I'm
not used to company.’

He turned to Oudrence. ‘Isdl thistrue, Warden?

The sudden question made Oudrence start and then flinch as the movement hurt him. ‘I don’t know.
ThereisaDesath Cry for them, but | don’t know why. Thetwo | waswith said it would put usin well
with Commander Vashnar if we found them and brought them back. It seemed like agood idea at the
time—theway they explained it.” Helooked round at the others. ‘| didn’t know they were going to
attack you like that — not draw on fellow Wardens!’

‘“What in mercy’ s name did you think they were going to do? Rhavvan snapped angrily. ‘ Three of you
agang five? Take usdl the way back to Arvenshdm in chains?

‘| told you, | don’t know,” Oudrence shouted. ‘1 didn’t even know what the Death Cry realy meant.” He
was suddenly very young and defengive. ‘1 only finished my basic training afew weeksago. | just did as|
wastold, followed the others.’

‘They brought him along to do the work, Rhavvan, that’sal,” Hyrald said dismissvely. ‘“We ve doneit to
new recruits ourselves before now —and had it done to uswhen wefirst started.’



‘What . . . what'll happen to their bodies? The question burst out of Oudrence.

‘From this part of the shore they’ll be washed out to sea,” Endryk replied gently. ‘ They’ll belong gone
aready. Thetide svery powerful. A few minutes more and we' d dl havebeenlost . . . horsesincluded.’

The group fell slent. Oudrence put his head in hisfree hand.
‘What' s the matter with your arm? Endryk asked.

“His shoulder’ sbroken,” Rhavvan replied as Oudrence opened hismouth. ‘1 just bound it up to keep it
gill”

‘I know alittle about healing,” Endryk said. ‘May | look at it?
Oudrence looked at Rhavvan who shrugged.

Endryk’ s examination was markedly more gentle than Rhavvan' s had been, and Oudrence relaxed
noticeably as hisinjured shoulder was carefully tested and manipulated. Seemingly satisfied, Endryk
announced, ‘ You're lucky. It's not broken, just disocated. Hang on.” Before Oudrence could respond,
Endryk wound his arms about him in an elaborate embrace and then jerked him violently. Therewasa
cracking sound that made al the watchers start and then cringe, and such colour asthere wasin
Oudrence' s cheeks drained away instantly as his mouth opened to draw in aloud breath of disbelief and
horror.

‘There, that’ s better,” Endryk said briskly, releasing him and dipping Oudrence’ s arm back into
Rhavvan' simpromptu ding. ‘It sgoing to hurt like hell for awhile, but at least it' sback in place. Rest it
asmuch asyou can—keep it relaxed.’

Oudrence, staring wide-eyed into thefire, let out the breath he had taken in, in aseries of short,
distressed gasps.

‘ Anyone ese got any problems? Endryk asked, sitting down and looking expectantly round the circle. A
series of vigorous head shakes greeted thisinquiry.

‘Will hebefittomoveon. .. onhisown? Hyrald asked, alittle hoarsely.

Endryk nodded. ‘ The nearest villageisalong day’ swak away, but it’s not difficult. Hewon't enjoy it,
but he should be dl right if hetakesit easy. He can rest here tonight —you al can, if you want. I'll show
him the way tomorrow.’

‘We seem to be growing more and more in your debt,” Hyrald said.

‘You'velived too long in Arvenshelm,” Endryk said. *What else could | have done? Left you? Walked
on?

‘BEvenso...

‘Nothing you' ve told me makes any sense,’ Endryk interrupted. * But that’ sthe way it iswith the Moot
and its officers and everything around it.” He tapped his head. * Devoid of logic and reason. Full of
self-deception, vanity, corruption.” Histone was bitter. ‘ That someone' s proclaimed the Death Cry —
with or without so-called just cause— showsthat clearly enough. It' s barbarous—arelic of timeslong
gone!” He ended abruptly with agesture of disgust. ‘ Just offering you a hand when you were in danger,
hel ping the lad with hisinjury, incurs no debt. How could | have done less?



‘I didn’t mean to offend,” Hyrald replied, taken aback by this sudden passion.

‘“Youdidn't, youdidn't, Endryk said hadtily. ‘I didn’t redlize | ill felt so strongly about such matters.
Y ou must forgive me. Asl said, I’'m not used to company.’

‘Where are you from? Rhavvan asked.

‘Or questions,” Endryk added forcefully. Rhavvan raised an gpologetic hand and sat back. ‘If you want
to carry on north, I’ [l show you the way aswell, though it' s at least four dayswest, inland past the
estuary, before there’ sariver narrow enough to cross. And it’ sno easy crossing.’

‘Have you ever been north? Adren asked. Rhavvan looked at Endryk in anticipation of another rebuke,
but none came, just adight nod.

‘What kind of placeisit? Thyrn burst in, wide-eyed. ‘ There' sagrest city there, isn't there? Bigger even
than adozen Arvenshems. And aland where everyonerideshorses. . .’

‘There aretowns and cities, and people,’” Endryk replied quietly. ‘ And people are the same everywhere!’
‘Can you tdl us anything about these places? Would we be safe there? Hyrald asked.

‘From the Desth Cry, yes. But you' d be safe from that here. No onein thevillage, or in any of the
villages within aweek’ swalk, gives adamn about anything that happensin Arvenshelm.” He chuckled to
himsdlf. It was awarming sound. ‘ In fact, most of them probably have no ideawhere Arvenshemiis. Still
lesswhat the Moot and Wardens are. It might be that your journey’ s ended.’

Hyrad shook hishead. ‘ They found us once, they’ Il find us again. If we stayed, we might only bring
troubleto you.” Helet out anoisy breath. ‘We have to leave Arvengtaat. Settle into new lives somewhere
until we can find out what’ s happened — have the Degth Cry set aside’

“How are you going to do that from exile?
Hyrald made a helpless gesture. ‘1 don’t know. | haven’t thought about it. None of ushave. We. ..’

“Think about it now,” Endryk said bluntly. ‘While you can. There are other lands to the north, and you
could survive there, even live well. But maybe not, too. And thisland is yours. Don't be too anxiousto
berid of it. Itsrootswill go deeper than you know.’

‘We ve no choice’
‘There are dways choices!’

Hyrad shrugged to end the discussion. He was finding the course of the conversation oddly disturbing.
The sun had set and though the sky was till clear, it had become quite dark in the dip.

‘My choice now thenisto rest, he said, stretching. “We' Il accept your offer to stay here tonight, with
thanks. Thisisthefirg timewe ve stopped running since dl this sarted. Perhaps you' re right. Perhaps
we need to pause and think for awhile. And we' |l certainly need to put today behind us before we can
dothat.’

Hyrad woke the next day with bright daylight shining in hisface. It was obvioudy long past dawn.
Although he was uncomfortable, he fdt refreshed. He had envisaged a disturbed and difficult night,
cramped asthey al werein the shelter and following on the day’ s desperate events, but he had goneto
deep as soon as he had lain down. The light was coming through the doorway of the shelter which had



been left open and it enabled him to disentangle himsdf gently from Nordath’slegs. Stiffly helevered
himsdlf upright and went outside.

Endryk was talking to the horses, tethered to anearby tree. Rhavvan was crouched over thefire
prodding something in apan. ‘Very useful, those supplies our colleagues brought.’

Hyrald frowned at the remark. ‘ First shade of the day,” he said. Rhavvan looked up at him questioningly.

‘| wasjudt feding glad to be awake after agood night’s deep, and you remind me wekilled two of our
own yesterday.” He raised ahand to forestall Rhavvan's protest. ‘1 know. They asked for it. They drew
on us. We couldn’t have done anything else. But that doesn't make it any easier.’

Rhavvan returned to his cooking. ‘It doesfor me,” he said. * A damned sight easier. For crying out,
Hyrad, would you have gonetearing al the way up here on such an errand? They camein blades
swinging and they got what they deserved. I’ ve taken my gtick to afew in my time, but | can count on
one hand the number I’ ve drawn against — and none of them without damned good justification. Here, Sit
and edt, it'll clear your mind —you must’ve got sand iniit. I’ sgot everywhere ese!’

Gradually the others emerged from the shelter. Reproach was offered to Hyrald for managing to deep
through Oudrence’ stossing and turning as he had striven unsuccesstully to find acomfortable postion,
but Hyrald could tell that the events of the previous day and the night’ s deep had somehow renewed the
group’ sdetermination.

Despite someinitia wariness, not to say downright darm, on the part of the young Warden, Endryk
examined Oudrence s shoulder again and pronounced it sound.

When they had finished eating — a bizarre mixture of dried meats that the Wardens had carried, and fresh
fish that Endryk had provided — Hyrald turned to Oudrence.

‘Timefor you to go now, if you'regoing,” he said. He looked a Endryk for confirmation. * It'sgoing to
be afineday. Y ou should make good progress. You'll be dl right once you reach the village, I'm sure.

Y ou might even be able to borrow ahorse’” He bent close and looked directly into Oudrence' s eyes.

“Y ou can tell anyone you meet what' s happened here, and everything we' ve said. When you get back to
Arvenshelm —you are from Commander Vashnar’ sown digtrict, aren’t you?

‘Yes.

‘Well, tdl Vashnar —tell everyone—thetruth. Don't lie about anything. And tell him we' re going north,
but that we' |l be back, and looking for justice when we come. Do you understand?

Oudrence nodded.

Hyrald answered an unasked question. * And don’t blame yoursdlf for what happened to your
companions. They were experienced men, they knew what they were doing and therisksthey ran. They
mided you and you were lucky not to get killed aong with them.” He turned to Endryk. Y ou can show
him theway?

‘I'll have to take him part of theway.’
“How long will you be?
‘A few hours’

Hyrald thought for amoment. ‘ Take one of the horses,” he said. “We'll be ready to leave when you get



back. | want to make as much progress as possible today.’

* * % %

Thyrn rubbed his hands excitedly. Endryk and Oudrence had been gone sometime.
‘West along the coast for about four days, he said. Then acrosstheriver and we'll be there — safe!’

Hyrald thought for a moment then shook hishead. ‘No,” he said. ‘I’ ve been thinking. We can’'t go on like
this. We should go west dong the coast, but only until we reach the Karpas Mountains. Then south.
Back to Arvenshdm.’

Chapter 4

Apart from two doors, recessed so deeply into the wallsthat they looked like darkened cave entrances,
Bowlott’ s office was bounded, floor to ceiling, by shelves. Crooked and bowed by their long serviceto
the Moot, they loomed ominoudy over the room. Peering over their tilting edges were books and
documents of dl shapes and sizes;, weighty tomes, dender volumes, wax-sealed scrolls, stacks of papers
bound with faded ribbons, legflets, pamphlets, mysterious well-worn boxes, and more than afew
wrapped objects not readily identifiable.

Bearing the Moot’ s crest and covered with a variety of ponderous and old-fashioned scripts,
age-browned labels marked past attempts to bring order to this domain, but, curled and brittle, this
dender shield line had been long overwhelmed, leaving confusion to hold the field unchallenged.
Unchalenged that is, except for adusty gauze of ancient cobwebs which brought acertain unity to the
tumbled documents on the upper shelves and which was moving steadily downwards like afrayed grey
curtain. It petered out at those levels where the spiders, paper-loving insects and smdl wildlife were
diligently continuing their salf-gppointed task of mummifying the accumul ated wisdom of the Moot.

Further down, small stretches of order hinted at alingering rearguard action as occasiond ranks of tiff
leather spines and gold embossing stood out boldly. These however merely served as ametaphor for the
congtant defeat of the Moot’ s present by itslumbering past.

The floor complemented the descending greyness. Ragged stacks reached up the walls like wind-carved
buttresses, from an uneven landscape of boxes and books which fell away to acentra plain of musty
carpeted floor. Risng from this, like amassf, was Bowlott’ s desk, seemingly the ingpiration and model
for the whole room, with its own miniature centra plain surrounded by overspilling disorder. Had Krim
ever seen thisroom, he would have been consumed with envy, for it had no windows. No daylight
intruded its blanching fingersinto Bowlott’ s lair. Such light as there was came from lanterns mounted on
four austerely straight pedestals. They heightened the darkness above.

Striker Bowlott sat frowning at his desk. He was dways ambivalent about visiting Krim. Though he could
not have admitted it to himself, one reason for this unease was that the VVenerable Cushion Bearer was
extremely good at hisjob. Further, he was very rdiable. Indeed, the man was efficient. This unsettied
Bowlott at alevel far below his conscious avareness. Efficiency was aword not merely rarely heard in
the Moot, but actualy shied away from. It had powerful and disturbing undertones of workmanlike
vulgarity, of doing things, of practical achievement, and, as such, suggested maitersfar benesth the dignity
and the lofty principleswhich inspired thisrevered seat of government. Neverthdess, Krim was efficient.
His cushions transformed the Throne of Marab from ajagged torture seet into the vertical equivaent of a
luxurious, supportive and well-sprung bed whose only disadvantage was thet it was sometimes difficult to
stay awake when sat init. And, when on Throne Duty himsdf, rather than his crumpled and even older
junior assistant, the dacrity with which Krim could adjust and change cushionsto maintain the Striker’s
comfort as he shifted and turned through ‘long and taxing’ meetings was legendary amongst those who



took an interest in such matters.

Then, of course, and even worsg, like al the Moot Officers, there was an air of continuity about Krim
that irked Bowlott. It was deeply unjust that the likes of Krim and Ector, mere craftsmen after dl, should
be alowed to remain here in perpetuity when such ashe, alawyer no less, an undisputed master of the
ways of the Moot and a natura leader, chosen by the chosen of the people, were there like temporary
servants, their tenure at the fickle whim of those same people. Bowlott had little sense of circular
reasoning. Histen yearsin the office and the very high likelihood of another ten did nothing to dlay this
insecurity and he twitched nervoudy whenever he thought about it. He really should do something about
having the pogition of Striker made permanent. In fact, thiswhole business of Acclamations needed to be
looked at carefully. The governing of Arvenstaat, amatter which, to Bowlott —and most Senators —
meant, above dl, aknowledge of the deep intricacies of the Moot and its procedures, was not something
that should properly beleft to the arbitrary choices of the ignorant and untutored masses.

These were old and familiar thoughts and Bowlott made no effort to pursue them. He was awayslike this
after he had visited Krim — relaxed by the man’s ministrations and made tense by the obsessive, gangling
presence. That was another thing about Krim —hewastoo tall. And too straight. Bowlott could never
decide what it was about Krim that he liked the leest.

‘Long streak of cold water,” he muttered to himsdlf into the dusty silence. The prejudice voiced, hislittle
eyesflicked peevishly from sdeto sde asif haf-expecting the shade of the VVenerable Cushion Bearer to
appear out of the gloom, wild-eyed and vengeful now, and purposefully bearing the Blue Cushion.

Almost in panic, Bowlott thrust the vision away and snatched up a pen. Its point buckled as he thrust it
into the paper, making an image like a squashed spider. Hethrew it away irritably. It struck abox and fell
on to an uneven heap of papers before dropping on the floor. A few sheets of paper avalanched silently
off the heap, gently covering the broken pen for ever.

Thissudden flurry of activity dispatched the lingering after-image of Krim and brought Bowlott to the
matter which had been increasingly making itself felt over the past few weeks and which he had, for some
unknown reason, raised with Krim.

‘Vashnar, Vashnar, Vashnar,” he mouthed silently, asif forming the man’s name might somehow produce
an explanation for what he had done.

Thegoverning of Arvenstaat was an ill-defined affair. In so far as he had bothered with such
congtitutional matters, Akharim, in his Treatise on the Procedures for the Proper Ordering of the Moot,
had been wilfully evasive. After dl, like many ausurper before him, he had only written the Treatise to
give some spurious credence to his own seizure of power. It was sufficient for him that his charges
conssted of followers and leaders. The followers, the masses, on the whole were best |eft undisturbed.
Therewaslittle point in seeking their opinion about anything, least of al who should rule them. Not only
were they not interested but, as his own example served to show, there were alwaysincipient leaders
amongst them. It was best that such random forces were not encouraged. Asfor the leaders, he further
divided these into those who talked their way to power and those who fought their way. 1t wasthus his
task to ensure that the existing talkers and the fighters be kept aware of their common interest in
mantaining himin power. The Tredtise, in many ways an unexpectedly €l egant and convincing piece of
work, occupied the talkers, while persuading most of the fightersto form aguard to enforce hiswill.
Theselast hefurther controlled by encouraging mutual suspicion and by the occasiona use of silent
knives

In the end, the combination of Akharim’s shrewd judgement and those slent knives proved extremely
effective, and it was the talkerswho prevailed as nominal rulers while the guards enjoyed the actud



power, equilibrium being maintained by their unspoken agreement that the masses should remain
undisturbed. Thus the Moot and the Wardens began their long journey through Arvengtaat’ s history. And
thusit wasthat Bowlott and the Moot Senators believed that their people could only be governed by
written words— by laws. Only laws could make right the failings of the foolish and the wicked, and once
alaw was passed, nothing else was needed. And laws, in their turn, could be made only by the Moot,
with itsfund of ancient wisdom.

Aswith much that happened in the Moot, Bowlott’ svision had little contact with redlity. The
accountability of the Wardens, for example, consisted of ayearly formalized report from Vashnar, some
solemn but token questioning on trivia procedura points by one of the Moot’s many sub-committees
followed by afulsome vote of thanks from the Moot assembled. Asfor the interminable new laws that
the Moot passed, the Wardens and the local Watches, which served in lieu of the Wardensin the smdler
towns and villages, generdly ignored them, confining themsalves to their long-established role of ensuring
that the wilder elements of society were kept quiet, one way or another, so that the bulk of the people
could get on with their livesin peace. On the whole, this had become an agreesble arrangement and it
worked well enough while nothing particularly untoward happened. Latdy, however, untoward thingshad
been happening, and thislethargic Sability was beginning to waver ominoudy.

News had come from the coast that the Morlider idands had been seen again. Until some sixteen years
ago, these floating idands had returned every year or so for generations and, while powerful tides
protected Arvenstaat from the worst excesses of their vicious inhabitants, coastal villages had been
regularly raided. Then, coinciding with rumours of aterrible war in landsto the north, the visits had
mysterioudy stopped. Their equally mysterious return now was causing great unease.

Moretangibly, trade with Nesdiryn, over the mountainsto the west, declining ever since the ousting of
the Count by its strange new rulers, had eventualy cometo acomplete halt. Asaresult, traders had been
seeking out their Senators and asking for help. And too, alarming stories had come from there recently; a
great army was being gathered with the intention of making awar of expansion againgt Nesdiryn's
neighbours, the Count had ousted hisrivasin afearful battle in the mountains; the Count had been
defeated and killed by them; and many variations upon these themes, but dl involving the threat of armed
violence.

And now this businesswith Vashnar and the Degth Cry.

Bowlott picked up another pen and began decorating the image of the squashed spider. The Cry wasa
routine device used by the Wardens and the Watches for dedling with thieves and other wrongdoers.
True, it stirred people out of their routines and was thus alittle risky, but there was sufficient momentum
inthe ordinary lives of most of them to ensure that nothing got out of hand. The Degth Cry, however, was
another matter. Thathad caused adtir. All the more so for itsinvolving another Warden. Again, it had
provoked people into pestering their Senators about it. Though he had skilfully avoided showing any
response when he heard about it, it had come as ashock to Bowlott to redlize that the Desth Cry could
gtill beinvoked, and that, like the Cry, it was officidly outside the remit of the Moot.

He shook his head as the spider dowly turned into arather grotesque blossom.

‘I shal speak to Commander Vashnar. | shdl ask him why he has done what he hasdone.” The words
he had uttered to arapt Krim — Bowlott was always sensitive to the mood of his audience —returned to
him. Barbed thorns sprang out of the blossom. Rather an impetuous declaration, that, for dl it fell only
into Krim's ear. Probably brought on by the man’s comforting attention. He should have been more
careful. Still, it seemed that it was all that was | eft. It was some time before Vashnar was to report to the
Moot and, in any event, thiswas unequivocaly not amatter to be dealt with in such apublic way. He
drew an elaborate border around the blossom then screwed up the paper and threw it on the floor.



For alittle while, he leaned back and stared up at the grey, ill-shaped and shadowy ceiling. The sight
comforted him. Nothing had disturbed those uppermost volumesin generations. All waswell. All was
preserved. The wisdom of the Moot lay coiled and ready to spring to the defence of the land should dire
times come to pass.

Hetook up another piece of paper and began writing. When he had finished he removed aplug from a
funnd-ended tube fastened to one arm of his chair, and coughed into it. The sound passed along the tube
to emerge in an adjacent room as atetchy grunt. Two Moot Pages looked up irritably from aboard

gamethey wereplaying.
‘Oink, oink,” one of them said quickly, laughing and pointing at the other. *Piggy’ scaling. Y our turn.’

Theritua having been observed, his companion scowled and stabbed the board with hisfinger ashe
stood up. ‘I can remember where al those piecesare,’ he said significantly, a declaration which was
received with raised hands and an expression of profound innocence.

‘Will it be Sx copies, Striker Bowlott? the Page asked uncertainly as he examined the paper.

Bowlott frowned and shook his head. * Six copiesisfor officid memorandato members of the Outer
Moot, Page, or, during recess, for informal notifications to the Moot Hall Attendants. Y ou should know
thisby now.” He reached out and tapped the paper. ‘ Thisisa specia docket of interview, Striker to
Officer . . .very confidentid. Four copies and one on vellum for the Registrar. And don't forget to bring
the finished copy back to mefor my persond sedl. Seeto it quickly now. Thisisan urgent matter.’

The page pulled an unhappy face for the benefit of his companion as he emerged through the cave
entrance from Bowlott’ s office. Being a Moot Page was an esteemed position in certain sections of
Arvenshelm society, particularly that occupied by the clerks and copyists who dedlt with the Moot's
extensve output of words. It was not particularly well paid, but it was securefor life, presented little
intellectual challenge and, dmost inevitably, led its holders onto become Attendants or Officid Scribes—
part of the salf-perpetuating bureaucracy that had accreted around the Moot, as it does about all
governments. Fond parents would glow when one of their children was accepted for such apost and, if
not careful, could become a grievoudy unctuous burden to their friends and neighbours. Generaly, a
Page slifewasardaxed affair and, mimicking the Moot itsdlf, it had long-established and unofficia
procedures of its own to ensure that this remained so. Nevertheless, from time to time, there were
problems.

‘What' sthe matter? asked the companion, guiltily repositioning a piece on the board on seeing his
friend s distress. He anticipated with agrimace. ‘ Not atwenty copy?

The Page shook his head. * Striker to Officer —four and aV.” He held out the paper. ‘But it'sto
Commander Vashnar. Over in the Warden's Section.” This provoked afurther grimace —a genuine one.
Uncomfortably, arequest was made. ‘ Will you comewith me? Therewas abrief pause while friendship
and peer loydty were tested, then arductant, ‘ Yes,” followed by another brief silencewhich ended ina
livelier, ‘What isit?

Bowlott’s message was smple to the point of sparseness.
Attend on me at close of Moot today. By Order, Bowlott, Sriker to the Moot.
At thetop it boretheingtruction, To Commander Vashnar, in person .

It was greeted with along in-drawn whistle. ‘Vashnar, in person. And herel” The reader was wide-eyed.
He pointed to the tube from which Bowlott’ s cough had emerged afew moments earlier and his voicefdll



to awhisper. ‘WEe |l havetolisten to that.” He became thoughtful. * And we' d better do al the copies as
well.” Thefirst Page stared at him in surprise, only to be met with aknowing pout from hismore
experienced companion. ‘Y ou never know,” he declared, bureaucrat-to-be. ‘VVashnar could check up on
lls"

There were two reasons why the Page had asked his friend to accompany him. One wasthat, being
relatively new to the job, he was far from certain of the way to the Warden’ s Section through the Moot
Palace s convoluted corridors and closed courtyards. The other was that, though rarely visited, the
Warden' s Section was a place universaly feared by Pages. Civilian officers of the Moat, of al ranks,
were generaly despised by the Wardens but while adults might expect some surliness or outright sneers,
Pages could usudly look to more physica humiliation.

However, in thisingtance, Bowlott’ s persona seal and Vashnar’ s name had the effect of atalisman and,
though flushed and flustered with the haste and anxiety of their journey, the two Pages reached Vashnar
unmolested.

The room from which Vashnar conducted most of his day-to-day work was starkly different from
Bowlott’sdusty office. Amongst other things, it waslight, with alarge window occupying dmost the
whole of onewall. It was also bare of any form of ornamentation and there was not a vestige of disorder.
A plain but well-made and highly polished wooden table served as adesk, and pens, inks and various
writing tablets werelaid out on it with meticulous precision. A carved crystal ink-stand stood at the heart
of the display. The pale grey wals bore only maps of Arvenshelm and Arvendtaat, while aset of shelves
stood to attention in one corner, displaying two rows of neatly arranged books. Dominant amongst these
was onewritten by Vashnar’ s paterna grandfather on the history and duties of the Wardens. Akharim
had |eft no Treatise for the guidance of the Wardens. His thoughts on that had come down asan ord
tradition which had necessarily shifted and changed as convenience had dictated over the years.
Vashnar’ s grandfather had set down this tradition together with an extensive analysis and commentary. It
was aweighty and stern work, generally known as The Commentaries. It was prefaced by the maxim:

Above all things, there shall be order.
Vashnar’ sthoughts were very much those of his grandfather.

Vashnar stood up as the two Pages were shown in. Taler than most men, and heavily built, he had a
stillness about him that could be mistaken for ponderousness. In fact this was because he moved
economicaly, usng the minimum of effort in al things. This same economy made him both powerful and
fast in his reactions when need arose, as many awrongdoer could testify to asthe young Vashnar had
progressed through the ranks of the Wardens. Though it had been along time since the position of leader
of the Wardens had been open to challenge by physical combat, aresidue of that thinking till dlied itself
keenly with Vashnar' s own grasp of the redlities of power.

Both Pages|ooked up at him. His presencefilled the room for them as he looked dowly from oneto the
other. Their aready flushed faces reddened further under this scrutiny, until a surreptitious elbow in the
ribsjolted the officia bearer of the message back to hisduties.

‘From Striker Bowlott . . . Commander . . . Sir,” came adry-throated announcement.
Vashnar extended alarge hand and took the shaking paper.

The Pages noted no response as he read it, though those who knew Vashnar well would have detected a
momentary narrowing of his cold black-irised eyes. And those who knew him wellwould have detected
it, for no one grew to know Vashnar well without being sengitive to such minutiae.



He moved to the window, noticeably darkening the room. The two Pages risked an unhappy glance at
one another as he turned his back to them and stared out at the view. Making people fed guilty was
something that VVashnar did without even thinking about it.

After adistressingly long pause and without relinquishing hisvigil, he spoke. * Tdll Striker Bowlott thet |
shdl attend on him as.. . .” Helooked down at the paper again. ‘ As ordered.’

‘Sr.’

Vashnar remained by the window for some time. When he turned, it needed no subtle perception to read
the surprise and irritation that flickered across hisface at finding the two Pages till there.

A second trembling paper was held out to him. *Would you sign this, please, Commander.’
‘To show we' ve ddivered the message, Sir.’
Vashnar gtared at the shaking duo. ‘What wasthe reply | just gave you? he said. ‘ Speak it, now.’

He had to repeat thisingtruction before the two Pages sammered out variations of, “ Y ou'll attend on
Striker Bowlott asordered . . . Sr.

Vashnar gave a curt nod then dowly extended aforefinger towards the door. ‘My aidesigns. . . papers.
Seethat you ddiver my reply quickly and accuradly.’

When the two Pages had scurried out, Vashnar took The Commentaries from the bookshelf and laid it
carefully on the desk as he sat down. He did not open it, but laid his hand on it as though he were about
to take an oath. He often sat thus when he was angry or unsettled. It brought the supporting shade of his
grandfather to him, carrying him past that of hisweak and despised father. 1t was one of hisfew regrets
that he had never met the old man, though this did not stop him from forming aclear impression of him.

And, dthough no sign of it showed other than his hand on The Commentaries, he was both angry and
unsettled now. Angry at Bowlott’ s thoughtless and pompous, By Order, and unsettled by his being driven
to the point of seeking an interview with him. It did not help that he knew it was his own fault that thishad
come about.

He drummed abrief tattoo on The Commentaries. He did not need to read his grandfather’ s comments
on the Death Cry. He knew that his actions had been in accordance with established tradition and that no
reference to the Moot was needed, but . . .

But what had possessed him to do it? What demon had reached into him and persuaded him to this deed
which might undo the years of steady progress he had been making in consolidating power to himself? He
ran histhumb gently over theinsde of the ring that graced the second finger of hisright hand. Thering
was his only needless decoration and touching it was his only nervous mannerism. Both were very
discrest.

With no other outward sign of the turmoil within, he cursed Thyrn. It was not anew curse. Indeed, it was
onethat was dmost congtantly in hismind. And, asit was apt to do, it spiraled out into acurse againgt al
the Caddoran. Damned freaks. Why couldn’t some other way befoundto. . .?

Here the anger turned on itsdlf. Vashnar was not given to railing against what could not be dtered and it
angered him further that he could not restrain himsdlf from doing just that. The Caddoran had been an
integra part of Arvengtaat’ s culture since before the state had existed as such, their originsrolling back
into the ancient tribal times and thence into myth where they played el aborate roles of confidants,
go-betweens and manipulators to the peculiar gods of the old Arvenwern. Even now, though notionaly



they were only message carriers, they werein fact much more. Routingly, any Caddoran could memorize
aspoken message amost instantaneoudy and retain it for aslong as the sender required. Magters of the
art, however, could carry subtleties of intonation, gesture and expression — could convey thetrue
meaning of acommunication in amanner not remotely possible by written word, or even rote recitation.
Myths notwithstanding, the origin of the art was obscure, though there was little doubt thet it devel oped
from abattlefield skill. Amongst the Caddoran, being able to trace aline of descent in the genera
direction of some famous hero was amatter of greet pride. Only afew generations ago, in lesscivilized
times, that same kudos would have been gained by tracing the line back to some more legendary figure.

Y et the art was deeply strange. Though training was required, it was pointless unless astrong natural
gptitude was present, and while thistended to run in families, it waswildly erratic, sometimes skipping
severd generations then producing two or three a once, sometimes jumping from the male to thefemae
line. Then the talent would appear spontaneoudy in afamily with no history of it. Thyrn had been one
such. Though many theories had been offered, the progress of this necessary trait through the generations
defied dl andlysis

Thyrn proved to be more than just another unexplained example of the appearance of the talent. He had
been exceptional, showing such aptitude that he was accepted for training by the Caddoran Congress
whileonly five yearsold, instead of the norma twelve. Subsequently, at the age of fifteen, he had become
aWhite Magter, the highest possible grade and one which many Caddoran could not even aspireto.
Prior to Thyrn, the youngest White Master had been twenty-seven. Not only did he have agift for
memorizing and reproducing messages which awed his superiors, he seemed to sense intuitively what the
message sender wanted to say at such adeep level that on transmitting his message, the recipient would
fed himsdf in the presence of the actua sender. Inevitably he became the personal Caddoran to the
Wardens Senior Commander.

Yet, in many ways, hewas gl achild. It was asif histalent took so much of him that the remainder
could not fully develop.

This, however, merdy made him odd company when not on duty. It in no way lessened hisvaueto
Vashnar who, though he schooled himsdlf obsessively in salf-reliance, made the mistake he was now
ruing, of growing to be too dependent on him for the carrying of his many sensitive and confidentia
messages. Nor did it concern Thyrn's parents who basked in the glory of their son’ s high employment
and who, though helived in the Moot Paace now, sill *advised’ him on the disposition of his not
insubstantia remuneration. It did concern hisfather’ s brother, Nordath, though, whose family pridein the
young man was far outweighed by his affection for him and concern for the pain that he could fedl
emanating from him. In Thyrn he sensed the Caddoran that he had nearly been, and for some reason he
could not avoid afeding of guilt that he had been spared the burden.

‘He needsfriends of hisown age. Ordinary friends. He stoo different to get on with even the other
Caddoran novices,” he had frequently told his brother. ‘ He needs friends he can talk to, wrestle with, get
into trouble with.’

But it had been to no avail. Thyrn's parents had drawn a protective curtain about him; there was no
saying what corrogive influence other children might have on their son’s precious— and lucrative — talent.
The boy’ s career had to be considered.

Despite their * protection’ Thyrn had returned Nordath' s affection and turned to him asfriend and
adviser.

Thusit was that Nordath had one day rushed to his door in response to a frantic hammering, to find
Thyrn standing there, white-faced and shaking.



Chapter 5
‘“What?'

The disbdieving cry came smultaneoudy from Rhavvan and Adren. Nordath and Thyrn looked at Hyrad
in bewilderment.

‘Back to Arvenshelm? Rhavvan echoed. * Areyou crazy”? Hethrust afinger in the direction that
Oudrence and Endryk had taken. ‘ There could be scores of Wardens out looking for us. Those two who
came with Oudrence won't be the only oneslooking to catch Vashnar’ seye, and if they found us, others
can. And what arewe going to dowhen.. . . if . . . we manage to reach Arvenshelm dive? The crowds
might have gone for now, but they’ Il come back soon enough.’

‘I know, | know,” Hyrald replied defensively. ‘ But what are we going to do anyway? Think about what
Endryk said last night. How are we going to be able to get the Death Cry rescinded if we' rein some
foreign land? Think about it now, he said, and he was right. W€ ve been so busy running, hiding,
surviving, we haven't stopped to think what we' re doing, or why. Not once.’

‘But. ..

‘But nothing. It strue. Y ou know it.” Hyrald began pacing up and down, talking as much to himsdf asto
the others as he struggled to clarify histhoughts. ‘We re Wardens, for mercy’ ssake. The serviceisn't
perfect, god knows, but on the whole we keep the peace, we' re respected men. And we' ve got —we
had — good lives. So what are we doing here at the back end of nowhere, off the edge of any map I've
ever seen, running like frightened dogs—and having to kill our own? He put hishandsto histemples. ‘I
can't believe we did that —right or wrong. And look what happened on the shore. We know the streets,
the people, but out here? We' relost. The way that tide camein!” He closed his eyes and blew out an
unsteady breath as, for an ingtant, he was crashing across the raging stream again. * So fast! Faster than
we could gallop, for pity’ ssake. | can fed it pulling & my horseright now. It’ s the purest chance that
we' d got horses, that Endryk was there and that we weren't all killed.’

He became emphatic. ‘ And if we get across the sea, who knows what kind of people we' Il find out
there?

‘People are the same everywhere, Endryk said.’

Nordath put arestraining hand on Thyrn’sarm, but Hyrald merely dismissed the remark, albeit with a
Sneer.

‘Yes, they are) hesaid smply. ‘ They’ re dangerous.’

Thyrn perssted despite Nordath’ s sllent plea. ‘We must go on. Away from here. Away from Vashnar.
There sagrest city up there —everyone' s heard about it — so big you can't see dl of it no matter how
high abuilding you climb. W€ |l be safe there. We can hide, wecan . . .’

Hisvoice faded as Hyrald stopped pacing and turned a searching look on him. When he spoke however,
it was softly and dowly. ‘We don't even know why we're here. We don’t know why Vashnar called the
Death Cry, and we don’t even know why hewanted you in the first place’

‘It sa Caddoran matter,” Nordath said, edging forward to stand by Thyrn.

Hyrad' s hand gently paddled the air, motioning him to silence. The gesture was both placating and
menacing. ' You ve said that before,” he replied, without taking his eyes off Thyrn. ‘But it’ s not enough
now.” Heturned to Adren and Rhavvan. * W€ ve known one another for ever. Wetrust one another.



WEe ve been in some difficult places together keeping Arvenshelm’ sgood citizens safein their bedsand
on the gtreets, but thisis beyond anything we ve ever known. It’ stime to stop running before we run out
of luck. Timeto think. Timeto find out thewhy? of dl this’

‘It sa Caddoran matter,” Nordath said again, more forcefully.

Two birds flew over the group and disappeared into the trees beyond the shelter, their wings noisy and
urgent. Hyrald shook his head.

‘Nordath, I’ve known you for along time too. No more of this. Thyrn gossiping about Vashnar’ s private
messages is a Caddoran matter. Us unofficiadly tracking him down on Vashnar’ s behalf isaWardens
matter. But VVashnar unearthing the Degth Cry; us escaping from Arvenshelm by the skin of our teeth,
thanksto someloyd friends and no smal amount of luck; and us careening across the country, stealing
food and hiding from village Watich patrols and woul d-be manhunters, killing our own, isadifferent
matter altogether. Before we go anywhere, | . .. we. . . need to know what Thyrn’sdone. I've no great
affection for Vashnar, but | know him aswell as anyone does and | respect him. And I’ ve never known
him do anything without areason.’

Nordath cast an uncomfortable glance at Thyrn whose expression was becoming increasingly desperate.
‘It' sdifficult,” he said weskly.
‘These past weeks have been difficult,” Hyrald retorted caudticaly. ‘ Y esterday in particular.’

Abruptly, Nordath’ s protective manner dipped away and uncertainty pervaded him. He turned unhappily
to Thyrn and seemed to have to drag words from some great depth when he spoke. * Y ou'll haveto tell
them. .. us’ hesaid. Thelast word was dmost inaudible, but the three Wardens heard it.

‘Us? excdamed Rhavvan. ‘Y ou meanyou don’'t know?

A gesture from Hyrad silenced him. The sudden change in Nordath’ s demeanour as Thyrn’sguardian
was disconcerting in itself, but now he saw Thyrn's eyes glazing over. For amoment he thought that the
young man was going to collapse.

Asdid Nordath, who reached out to support him. Despite this change, Rhavvan pressed his question.
“Y ou mean, you don’t know what all thisis about?

Nordath, recovered now and looking intently into Thyrn’sface, tried a half-hearted negotiation. ‘No, |
don’t,” he admitted bluntly. ‘ But the fact that Vashnar’ s proclaimed the Degth Cry againgt you is enough
totdl you it's something redly bad he wants hidden, isn't it?

Adren intruded quickly between Rhavvan’ swide-eyed indignation and Hyrad' s scarcely veiled anger.
‘The seriousnessisn’t in dispute, Nordath,” she said quietly. *Hyrad' sright. We re here through a
mixture of good luck and sheer panic, but we can’'t carry on like this, we need to know why we' re
running if we' re ever going to be able to stop. Y ou must tell uswhat Thyrn's done, Caddoran matter or
not. Y ou' re not bound by any oath just because he might’ ve broken his and told you something. If you
want to hep him, you'll haveto tel us’

As she was speaking, she was helping Nordath to lower Thyrn into a seated position againgt the wall of
Endryk’ s shelter.

‘What' s the matter with him? Rhavvan asked.



‘1 don’'t know.” Nordath straightened up. * He goes like this sometimes — when things are too much for
him. He usudly just comes out of it after awhile, asif nothing had happened.’

‘Running avay, eh?

Nordath turned on Rhavvan furioudy, obliging the big man to take a step backwards. * Y ou judge thislad
when you' ve walked amilein his shoes, Warden. Caddoran aren't like ordinary people. They're strange,
gpecia. Almost impossible for the likes of usto understand. And Thyrn's specia even amongst them.
How do you think he got to work for Vashnar at hisage? He dapped hishand on hischest. ‘| don't
know why, but I’'m the only person he' sever been ableto turn to like an ordinary human being—a
friend. His parents—my blessed brother and that shrew of awife of his—just see him asamilch-cow.
The other Caddoran of his age are too intimidated by histalent to treat him as an equal, while the older
ones are for the most part either jealous of him or wanting to shine by reflection from him. And Vashnar
caresfor nothing and no one except his pogition and the power it bringshim.’

Rhavvan recovered. ‘We till need to know what’ sgoing on!’” he shouted.

Nordath nodded briefly, but his anger was spent and he sagged. ‘I know, | know. I'm sorry, | didn’t
meanto. .. | know none of uswantsto be here. | redize we re aburden to you. I'm grateful . . . we're
grateful.’” Hefedl slent and sat down wearily beside Thyrn.

Prompted by Adren, Hyrald crouched down in front of him. ‘Is Rhavvan right? Do you redly not know
what Thyrn’sdone?

Nordath did not reply immediately, but fidgeted nervoudy, rubbing the palm of one hand with his thumb.
‘No, | don't,” hereplied eventually. * When he came to me he was frantic — hysterica. | couldn’t get two
coherent words out of him. I’ ve seen him in lots of moods, learned alot about him over the years, even
got someinkling about how hethinks, but I’ ve never seen him like that before.” He recalled the
thunderous pounding on his door, and yanking it open to have the terrified lad tumble, white and shaking,
into hisarms.

‘It took me along time just to get him quiet,” he went on soberly, ‘and | soon learned that asking what
had happened just set him back to where he' d started. I’ ve never felt so helpless. Then, you three were
therelooking for him, and . . ." A shrug encompassed the gasping Warden who had brought the news of
the Deeth Cry, and the subsequent confusion and flight. ‘1 haven’t asked him since— not that we' ve had a
chance.”’ Heturned to the still distant Thyrn. ‘But in any case, | haven't dared. Rightly too, by the look of
him now.” He levered himsdlf up, reluctant to continue talking about Thyrn as though he were not there.
Helowered hisvoice. ‘| don’'t even know if he can hear what we' re saying when he' slike this. And

you' reright, Rhavvan, heisrunning away, but what from, and whereto . . .” He shrugged again.

‘All of which leaves uswhere? Rhavvan asked, though his manner was softer.

‘No worse off, | suppose,” Hyrald replied resignedly. ‘ But, Nordath, we must try to find out what he's
done—you can see that. Can you speculate — guess at what might have happened?

Nordath shook his head. *No. | told you, Caddoran think in different waysto the rest of us— especidly
Thyrn. Y ou've seen how heis—niceto be with, more often than not, with an innocence about him and
aways wanting to know —like achild. Then other times he's so serious and intense it givesyou a
headache just looking at him. All I got from him were odd wordslike * darkness’ or “blood”. And he
kept covering hiseyesand curling up, asif he' d seen something he didn’t want to.’

‘Touched him. Deep.’



It was Thyrn, hisvoice distant and strained. Asthe others|looked down at him, helet out along, hissng
breath and folded his handstightly over hishead. Hyrad knelt down in front of him, bending low inan
attempt to look into hisface.

‘What did you say, Thyrn? Wedidn't hear you.’

A dight whimper keened out of the young man’ stightly closed lips. Hyrad could fedl thefear that
prompted it rippling through him.

‘Don’t be afraid, you're safewith us, here. You . . .” He stopped with astartled cry as Thyrn’ s hand shot
out and seized hisarm. It drew him forward until there was scarcely a hand’ s width between their faces.

‘Everyonebeafraid, Thyrn said, hisvoice soft and still sirained. ‘ No one' s safe. No one, anywhere.
Darkness’

Then the grip was gone and Thyrn’s hands were covering hisface. Hyrald looked up at Nordath for
advice.

‘I'll make himtak, Rhavvan said grimly, before Nordath could speak.
‘I doubt it, Hyrald said. ‘| agree with Nordath. From the look of him I’d say he’ s scared out of hiswits.’

Rhavvan bent forward, clenching hisfist menacingly. ‘ Just another uncooperative witness. Make him
more afraid of usthan whoever eseisfrightening him.

Hyrad noticed adight twitch in Thyrn’sface at thisremark.

Part of you istill here, then, he thought. Listening, learning, watching. What goes onin that Caddoran
mind of yours?

Once again, amogt as though Thyrn had reached out to him, he sensed the young man’ sleaking terror.

He spoke directly into Thyrn' s face as he eased Rhavvan' s proffered fist asde. * Difficult to do that, I'd
judge. A push too far from where heisand, like some of our witnesses, we'll lose him completdly.’
Besides, despite the lad’ sirritating ways, as Nordath had claimed, he couldn’t help liking him, not to say
fedling sorry for him. ‘1 think right now he needs our help more than we need his” He put hishandson
Thyrn’sshoulders.

‘Thyrn.” He spoke softly. ‘| know you're afraid. We' redl afraid. It' s understandable after what we' ve
been through. But you' ve done well. Y ou’ ve run with us, hidden with us, eaten and dept with us. Done
better than many a Senior Cadet.” He paused and searched into Thyrn’seyesfor signsthat he was being
heard. But he could read nothing.

‘We're safe here for the moment. Safer than we' ve been since we started. But we have to think what to
do next. And to do that we have to know why we're running.” He became confidentia. ‘I don’t want you
to break your Caddoran Oath. | wouldn’t ask you to do that. | know it’s very important to you. But

we' vedl got to help one another. Even if you don’t want to help yoursdlf, think about your uncle. He

A hand on his shoulder stopped him.

‘No,” Nordath said firmly. ‘He' s had nothing but that off his parents and histeachersdl hislife. Let me
speak to him.’



Hyrald looked into the unfocused eyes again. Hefdlt guilt well upingdehim. ‘I'm sorry,” he said, patting
Thyrn’'sarm. ‘| made amistake.’

Nordath took Hyrald' s placein front of the immobile young man. Rhavvan made an impatient gesture
and strode off. Hyrald motioned Adren after him.

Nordath’s hand fluttered uncertainly, then, alittle awkwardly, he put hisarms around his nephew. ‘ Go
where you' ve got to go, Thyrn. Come back when you're ready. WE |l be here, waiting for you. We'll
take care of you.’

Equdly avkwardly he released him and stood up, rather self-conscioudy.
‘Wewill take care of him, won't we? he said to Hyrald.

Only years as aWarden prevented Hyrad from showing his doubts as he met Nordath’ s gaze. It had
occurred to him more than once in the daysimmediady following their flight from Arvenshelm that
perhaps surrendering Thyrn might be away of having the Degth Cry againgt him and the otherslifted. He
was honest enough to admit that it was only the unexpected ferocity of the response to the Degth Cry
that had prevented him from doing this. Asthey had moved further avay from Arvenshelm, the clamour
and urgency had lessened but the day-to-day needs of hiding and surviving had remained, and the option
of surrender had faded away as the group gradudly became five ingtead of three and two.

‘Yes,’ hereplied. ‘“We ve taken care of you so far. Wewon'’t stop now.’

But sometime later, as he abandoned Nordath to hisvigil and joined Rhavvan and Adren ontop of a
nearby rise his mind was awash with doubt.

‘Why sofierce? he said. Rhavvan frowned and Adren looked at him blankly.

‘“Why were the crowds so fierce when the Death Cry was announced? If we hadn’t been warned — given
that little extratime—we d havebeen .. .” A sdeways cutting action of his hand finished the sentence.

Rhavvan shrugged airily. ‘ Not everybody lovesaWarden,” he declared mockingly. ‘ The ordinary Cry
doesn't exactly bring the best out in people, doesit? Y ou know how long it takes usto get the streets
quiet after one.’

Hyrald looked down at Thyrn and Nordath by the ramshackle shelter, then at the surrounding landscape.
The view beyond the shelter was restricted by gently hilly terrain, lush with trees and shrubs, but in the
other direction the colour gradualy faded until it ended in the paeline of the dunes. In adip between two
of them, Hyrald could just see the bright line of the sea. It was good here. Open, undisturbed, even the
ar was different — so very different from the soiled and oppressive streets of Arvenshelm. Y et too, it was
frightening. It was empty and londly. It left him feding exposed and vulnerable, thrown totaly on hisown
resources. And the glint of the distant seaa once lured him and repelled him, filling him with vague
images of great and aien spaces.

‘l don’t know,” he said, returning to hisfriends. ‘It wasn't just the ordinary mob. It was asthough . . ." he
searched for thewords. . . . asthough something fearful had been released. Therewas area bloodlust
in those we saw when we were hiding in the Old Park.” He shivered at the memory, then he became
thoughtful. ‘1 wonder how many people got killed in dl that, in the generd crush, by mistaken identity?

‘Not to forget the score-settling. There' saways some of that in any Cry. | should imagine alot were
hurt. It' sjust one of those things. Anyway . .." Rhavvan threw asuddenly cheerful arm around Hyrad's
shoulders, making him stagger. ‘ What' s the problem? People are bastards at the best of times, you know



that. Whack you as soon aslook at you if they thought it wasto their advantage. They have to run amok
from timeto time. It's enough for me that we got away.’

‘“You'recynicd.’

‘I'maWarden, and | see people for what they are.” A jabbing finger emphasized his point. * Asdo you,
normdlly.

‘Maybe,’ Hyrad conceded reluctantly. ‘ But there was till something more. Worsethan I’d have
expected —redist or no.’

‘“You'reright.” It was Adren. ‘I hadn’t thought about it until now, but itwas worse than the usua mob that
comes out for the Cry —much worse.’

Rhavvan threw up his hands, dismissng the two of them.
‘It s been brewing for months,” she went on. ‘ Perhaps years.’
‘What has? demanded Rhavvan, increasingly exasperated.

‘Trouble,” Adren replied smply. ‘Y ear on year sncel joined there’ s been more violence and discontent.
And we ve had more drunks, more beatings, more crowd flare-ups, more everything thislast year than
ever before—you know that. It’ s asthough there’ s something in the air — like astorm coming.’

‘Horse manure, Rhavvan declaimed. ‘ That' sal thereisin the air —horse manure. And the warm
wegther aways makes people fractious.” He dapped the purse on hisbdlt. * A nice heat-wave saways
good for business. More overtime, more fines, voluntary contributions, and the like.” He laughed.

The sound should have lightened the mood of the group alittle, but the clink of coinsin Rhavvan’s purse
had adull, funered timbre to Hyrad, reminding him that money was of no vaueto them now. Hereit was
only something more to be carried — another burden. And Adren was unconvinced by Rhavvan'sairy
andyss.

‘There sarestlessness about,” sheinssted doggedly. ‘I don't know what it is, but something sfaling
gpart. And dl this business about the Morlider and what' s going on in Nesdiryn hasn't helped. Infact, |
think that's . . .’

A loud cry from Nordath cut across her.
Chapter 6

It was Close of Moot. Early today. The last few grains of sand in the hourglass which stood by the
Throne of Marab had to be encouraged on their way by a surreptitiousflick of Striker Bowlott’smiddle
finger but if anyone saw, no one wasinterested in raising any elaborate procedural points about it. As
usual, most of the Senators were only too anxiousto be away to fulfil their various socid and business
commitments. Being arepresentative of the people was demanding work.

The current speaker froze, gaping in mid-word and mid-gesture asthe end of Bowlott’s staff struck the
floor. An audible sigh of relief passed around the Moot Hall, dappled with the sounds of various Senators
waking suddenly. The doleful pedl of the Moot bells carrying the news through the corridors of the

Pdace seeped into the hall.

Asheawaysdid at close of Moot, Bowlott sat motionless until the sound of the bells faded into the
generd mumbling background of the hdl, then his beady eyes scanned the noble and expectant assembly



two or threetimes before, very dowly, he began to lever himself upright. Krim'’s deputy cresked forward
to take the cushion that had been supporting Bowlott’ s head, lest it dip forward and mar the dignity of
the occasion by entangling itsalf in hisrobes like aworkman’s pack, or by dithering down behind him and
nudging his backside. It was aheavy cushion and its urging had more than once caused Striker Bowlott
to waver unsteadily on hisfootstool at thisjuncture.

Today, however, there was no such lgpse, though Krim's deputy, compounding Bowlott’ s maicious
downesswith hisown naturd frailty, stretched out the ending of the day’ s business even further ashe
meticuloudy performed theritud of the storing of the cushions. It was then his duty to escort the Striker
from the hall. Thisinvolved walking down the long centrd aide and was made dl the dower by his
tendency to drift from side to sSide, thereby, on average, increasing the length of the journey by about a
third.

Eventudly, however, they reached the entrance to the hal and the Assistant Cushion Bearer concluded
his duties by executing a series of formal bows—another ritua, but one during which heinvariably
became confused and opted for starting again with much apologizing and sighing. When he findly reached
the end, Bowlott turned and exited the hall with unusua speed for fear that the old man might be
confused enough to begin bowing again. It was arelief to stride out fredly for alittle while—it was not
easy following the Assstant Cushion Bearer even for someone of Bowlott’ s physica ineptitude. Heredlly
did not appreciate Krim missing the Close of Moot.

He had not gone far when he heard two sets of footsteps approaching from behind. He closed his eyes
as he recognized both of them.

‘Striker Bowlott, can you spare amoment? Two voices, adroning tenor and ashrill descant bearing an
unmistakable eastland accent confirmed hisidentification.

Bowlott surreptitioudy increased his pace so that they had to scurry to catch him. ‘ Inner Senator Welt,
Inner Senator Bryk,” he acknowledged, stopping suddenly asthey reached him and watching their
sumbling hat. ‘How may | help you?

Though there were many little cliques and cadresin the Moot, there were three mgor factions. The

K egpers, whose members were drawn mainly from the families of the larger merchants and traders, came
predominantly from Arvenstaat’ s cities and thus tended to dominate the Inner and Outer Moots. Then
there were the Deemerswho, typically, were clerks, lawyers and academics. Asindividuals, some of the
Moot Senators were quite able, but a peculiarly incestuous blending of the Moot’ s ancient procedures
and traditiona loyalty to particular factions, subverted ability utterly and grievoudy detached the Moot
from redity. Of the threefactions, the Deemers were by far the furthest away. Thethird faction consisted
of the Strivers, its members drawn from Arvenstaat’ s small traders, artisans and farmers. Confined for
the mogt part to the Moot Genera, they were much given to pompous and impassioned rhetoric liberally
sprinkled with earthy metgphor. Most of them affected intimate knowledge of arugged working lifestyle
though their manicured hands and expensive, well-tailored robes usudly gavethelietothis.

Senators Welt and Bryk were the respective leaders of the Keepers and the Strivers, for the time being
alies againg the Deemers. Both were effectively permanent members of the Moot and both were
unlovey. Bryk’ s bulging eyes and pursed mouth reminded Bowlott inexorably of alarge, bad-tempered
fish, and it was only with the greatest difficulty that he did not openly wince when his high-pitched and
penetrating voice pierced its way through the Moot Hall’ sdull air. Welt’ svoice, by contrast, was
profoundly soporific. Indeed, it was not uncommon for wagers to be made between the more frivolous
Senators about the number of membersthat Welt would lure into deep over any given time. Hewalked
with a pronounced stoop but was il taller than Bowlott, and he had the look of a sad bloodhound.



They each took one of Bowlott's elbows and bent forward intently.

He raised slencing hands before they could begin to speak. ‘ Senators, | think | know why you wish to
speak to me, but | have apressing meeting on amost urgent matter.” He looked from one to the other
taking some pleasure in seeing them exchange a glance, and watching their curiosity displacing their
fawning confidentidity. They would not question him directly —that kind of thing wasjust not done; part
of the art of the Moot debate was the ability to ask questions without seeming to, and aso not answering
questions while seeming to. Under normal circumstances Bowlott would have enjoyed seeing how Bryk
and Welt played this scene but he was genuingly anxious about his pending meeting with Vashnar.

Although there were extensve informa working arrangements between lower ranking Wardensand
equally low ranking Moot Officers, the rdationship at the top was starchily forma. Thetwo inditutions
which governed Arvenstaat each tacitly understood what was expected of them and took great painsto
provideit without trespassing on the other’ s domain to any greet degree. However, with Vashnar's
proclaiming of the Degth Cry and the consequent stirring up of the people, this balance had been
disturbed and Bowlott had been placed in the invidious position of being seen to be ‘ doing something'.
Hisimmediate anxiety was not that he did not know what to do — that was norma — it was that he could
not begin to start drafting aform of words that would look asif he did know. Vashnar' s action had been
far too practica and conspicuousfor that. Worse, he hardly knew the man; unlike these two dolts at his
elbow, whom he knew &l too well.

What were hisweaknesses? VVashnar couldn’t be ambitious, for where could he rise to from his present
position? Was he greedy? Possibly, but this post carried many privileges and waswell rewarded even
excluding the Gilding —the long-established network that directed into hishands* gifts from grateful
merchants and others who received particular protection from the Wardens. Perhaps he was vain? But
that was unlikely to be apowerful lever even if hewas. Lecherous? Women, men, boys?

Thelatter in particular was aweakness amongst certain high-ranking Wardens, but it was a dangerous
trait, very unpopular with the people, and even if Vashnar was so inclined, Bowlott reasoned that he
would befar too cunning and well placed to leave any chance of exposure open for discovery. Added to
which, for what it was worth, he was married.

It was aserious problem. He would have to make judgements about him as they spoke. Thiswas
something he quite enjoyed when meeting newly appointed Senators, full of enthusiasm and foolishness
and eadly crushed, but the Senior Commander of Arvenshelm’sWardens. . .?

Despite these circling preoccupations, Bowlott could not resist tormenting his two companions by
satisfying their curiogty while at the sametime adding toiit.

‘I’ ve asked Commander Vashnar to cometo my office at Closetoday, and I’ m sureyou'll appreciate, it
would be very discourteous of meto keep him waiting. However . .. He set off walking again, sartling
them both. ‘We can tak alittle about your problems on theway.” He kept his eyesforward and
maintained an unexpectedly rapid pace as the two men flapped after him. * If I’ m not mistaken, Senator
Bryk, your members have been complaining about the number of their eectors coming to spesk to them
about these Morlider rumours.” He did not wait for areply. ‘ Tiresome business dtogether. | sympathize.
It's hard enough running the country without having eectors bothering you every day with their petty
problems.” He made an airy gesture. ‘ They do not have our breadth of vision, you see, gentlemen. And
you, Senator Welt, have the same problem, because of the decline in trade with Nesdiryn. One can
understand thisalittle more, but again, merchants, traders, well-meaning souls though they befor the
most part, have little grasp of the problems with which we have to wrestle, eh? Helooked expectantly at
his entourage. ‘ Indulge me, have | read the times correctly?



To his satisfaction there was quite along pause before either replied. He could almost hear the clatter of
confusion astheir thoughts: * Vashnar. What does he want to see Vashnar for? vied with the need to
answer hisquestion.

Wt recovered firdt. ‘ Indeed, Striker,” he droned. * As ever, you have your ear firmly against the heart of
the Moot.” Bowlott inclined his head modestly. ‘ But, if something has occurred of such importance that it
requires you to meet directly with Commander Vashnar, we will, of course, not trouble you any further.
Our concernsdwindleinto inggnificance”

Bowlott waited.

‘However,” Welt continued, ‘ as Senator Bryk and | are here with you, fortuitoudy — the greater part of
the Moot asit were” He made apeculiar rumbling sound which, even after many years of dealing with
the man, Bowlott had to strive to remember was supposed to be a comradely chuckle. ‘ Then perhaps
we may be of assstance to you in your discussion with the Commander?

Bryk, fish mouth seeking air, nodded in agreement.

Bowlott was surprised. Thiswas aremarkably direct gpproach, especialy from two such experienced
Senators. Then again, he mused, they wouldn't be the first Senatorsto become alittle strange as aresult
of being obliged to talk to their eectors. Such people could be very unsettling; they brought in the
pettifogging irritations of the outsde world like acold draught.

He pretended to ponder Wdlt' s suggestion.

‘| gppreciate your gesture, gentlemen, especialy as| know you' re both very busy, but it would be. . .’
he stretched out the pause. . . . inappropriate for you to become involved at the moment.’

That was enough, he thought. Keep them fluttering. He rapped his staff on the floor before either of them
could pursue the matter. Out of habit, the two men stopped and bowed their heads at thissignal of
dismissa. Bowlott nodded to both of them and continued on hisway. He alowed himsdf apeevish amile
at the sound of scuffling and whispering behind him as the two men scurried off.

The smile vanished abruptly asjust ahead of him Vashnar emerged from an adjoining passage. The
Commander’ sleisurely but purposeful stride carried him in like adark cloud, and Bowlott had the
impression that the pictures, tapestries and statuary that decorated the wals of the long halway were
drawing away from him watchfully as he passed, while & the sametime, paradoxicaly, Vashnar sbulk
made everything look smaller. Involuntarily, Bowlott cringed. It was not an experience he was used to
and it brought an immediate reaction. Thiswashis domain. It was other people who cringed around here!
Vashnar might be the Senior Warden Commander, but he till had things to learn about the Moot.

‘Commander,” he cdled out, forcing himsdlf to hurry forward.

The cloud paused and turned. Bowlott straightened as black eyes searched through him. Hislittle eyes
reflected the stare back.

‘Striker Bowlott,” Vashnar acknowledged.
‘Thank you for your promptness, Commander.’

Vashnar had Bowlott's message in his hand; heindicated it sgnificantly. * Close of Moot you . . . ordered
... Striker. And Close of Moot it is!’

Aah. That hesitation. That quiet edge to the voice. Defensive about his position. A useful hint of



weskness. A good starting point. Bowlott had to make an effort not to smile. He transformed the
muscular impulseinto apuzzled frown.

‘May I'’? he asked, reaching for the message. He was reading it and shaking his head asthey cameto
hisoffice.

Opening the door, he ushered Vashnar into the ante-room ahead of him. The two Pages jumped to their
feet, knocking over their board game.

‘Page.” Bowlott’s voice was stern; he waved the paper ahead of him like an irritable moth. * One does
not order the Senior Commander of the Wardens. By Request, isthe ending for such amessage. By
Request. Y ou should both know this by now.’

‘But Striker . . ." The protest ended abruptly as aleft foot swung rapidly up behind aright leg to deliver a
kick without in the least disturbing the kicker’ s posture and demeanour.

‘I...1apologize, Striker . .. the protestor ssammered, accurately reading his friend' s suggestion and
just managing to suppress the urge to reach down and massage his bruised leg.

Bowlott gazed skywards and directed a hand towards Vashnar.

Increasingly flustered, it took the Page amoment to understand the gesture. ‘| gpologize, Commander,’
he managed eventudly. ‘I . . . made amistake in interpreting the Striker’ smessage. The blameismine
entirely. No offence wasintended.’

Vashnar gave anon-committal grunt. With a parting glower at the two Pages, Bowlott motioned Vashnar
towards the door to his office. The guilty Page rushed to open it, knocking the spilt remains of the board
game acrossthe floor on hisway.

As he closed the door behind the two men, he smultaneoudy grimaced, bent down to rub hisleg and
mouthed a glent oath to be shared equally between Bowlott and his companion. Still rubbing hisleg, he
hopped over to join hisfriend, now standing by the voice tube, his expression gleeful.

Though the deep, tunnd-like doorway was high enough to accommodate him comfortably, Vashnar
could do no other than stoop as he passed through it. The urge to remain stooped stayed with him as he
emerged from the cave entrance into the heart of the Striker’ sworld. Thelamplit palor, the grey
oppression, the faded but amost totd disorder, heightened by the occasiona splash of tidiness, all
congpired to ignite long-forgotten memories of childish dreamswhen suffocating walls and ceiling would
close around him until he jerked violently awake, shouting and gasping and besting the bedclothes.
Though trangent, the impression was disturbing and for amoment Vashnar could not move. Bowlott, il
flushed with noting the Commander’ s sensitivity about his position, and his successin transferring the
blame to the Pages, did not notice this demondtration of afar greater weakness.

All Sgnsof Vashnar' s momentary discomfiture had vanished by the time Bowlott reached the central
massif. He picked up achair and placed it on the same side of the desk as hisown. Thiswould
demondtrate his awvareness of their equa status and further deflect blame for the ‘By Order’. Vashnar
looked at the chair warily before he sat down; it creaked uneasily under his bulk. The sound made him
cast an equally wary glance around the over-burdened shelves as though it might sgnal the onset of a
catastrophic avalanche of books and papers.

Bowlott misinterpreted the movement. * Y ou' ve never had the pleasure of coming to my den, haveyou,
Commander? Heretraced Vashnar' s glance around the room smugly. ‘It rarely failsto impress. The
collected wisdom of the Moot gathered here. Statutes, debates, precedents, modes of proceeding . . .



everything is here. The heart of the government of Arvenstaat. The wisdom of the past enshrined for the
guidance of the future’

Vashnar had difficulty in not sneering outright. Part of him sill wanted to choke. Dust, paper, disorder on
ascae he' d scarcely have thought possible outside anatural disaster . . . Thiscould well be ametaphor
for the way the Moot ran the country. And, continuing it, an inadvertent spark — perhaps from one of
these lanterns— could end it all.

And out of theashes. ..

He dismissed the thought quickly. Just as Bowlott did not know him, so he did not know Bowlott other
than by repute and through largely forma contacts. Whatever ese he might seem to be, thisfat clown
now beaming proprietoridly at him would be crafty and capable, and quite probably ruthlessin hisown
way. There was no saying how he might read aman.

‘It simpressiveindeed, he said, confining himsdlf to the comparatively safe ground of thetruth. ‘A
marked contrast to my own office.’

Bowlott nodded understandingly. ‘ Yes, | imagine. Theworld of the man of action . . . austere,” he said,
just avoiding theword ‘smple’ at thelast moment. * Congtantly dedling with the immediate —with the
misdeeds of the bad and the foolish. While we here must struggle with the more ponderous
respongbilities of guiding the state through the years.

Idiot. Get to the point.
Therewas abrief, awkward silence, then Bowlott leaned forward confidentialy.

‘Still, Commander, I ve not asked you here to discuss our respective obligations. We both know what
they are. Under your capable leadership, the Wardensfulfil their duties admirably, leaving the Moot free
of disturbanceto fulfil itsdutiesin turn. Generally spesking, dl isasit should be” He gave arductant
shrug. Seeing no other choice he would have to plungeright in. ‘ However, your declaration of the Degath
Cry hasunfortunately caused . . . ripples.” Heraised a protective hand before VVashnar could respond. ‘|
appreciate that your action was perfectly in order. There' sno difficulty there. The Cry has never been a
matter for the Moot, nor would any of uswish it to be. But the Death Cry, Commander —and againgt
fellow Wardens.” He dlowed himsdlf raised eyebrows. ‘I’ m sure you' re more aware than | am of the stir
that it's caused —a dtir that’ s now spread so far asto be felt even here. Hence my request for our
unprecedented meeting.” Aswas usually the case, once he had started talking, the way ahead became
clearer. ‘' To be honest, I’ d thought the Death Cry moribund. I" ve never known it used before, but . . .’
He gave adismissvewave. ‘My ignorance of such mattersis of no consequence. Obvioudy you chose
to useit because some extremely serious offence had been committed, but | felt that in the light of such
seriousness, perhaps the Moot might be able to play apart in helping you resolve the affair.’

Vashnar shifted alittle, making his chair cresk again. Had Bowlott’ s opening remarks been in any way
chdlenging to hisauthority, he would have had no compunction in discreetly telling him to mind hisown
affairs and waking away. The Moot was nothing without the Wardensto implement itswill and no
consequence would follow from such an action. He saw now however, that he had underestimated
Bowlott’ s ability to dither around events— afoolish mistake. A deegp saf-anger threatened to stiffen his
jaw. Itwasapillar of Vashnar’ svison of himself that he never did anything without careful thought and
meticulous planning. So what in the name of sanity was he doing, making such an dementary error of
judgement? It served only to compound the other foolish mistake he had made recently —the redl cause
of hisanger —the proclaiming of the Death Cry against Thyrn and, worse, Hyrad and the others. It took
him some effort to force the clamouring questionsinto silence and he achieved it only by making the



resolution that this day — once he was free of this dust-choked lair — he would gather together his every
persond resource, scattered since dl this had arted, and determine precisaly why he had done what he
had done. Then, and only then, could he set about reconstructing the plans of years which he had so
strangely jeopardized.

Hefdt anironic twinge of gratitude towards Bowlott. Had the wretched little man not inadvertently
forced theissue, it is possble that he might not have steeled himsdlf to thistask until far worse
consequences had ensued. And theywould have ensued, beyond any doubt! Now there was merely the
immediate problem of dedling with Bowlott’ singnuating inquiry.

‘| understand your concern, Striker Bowlott,” he began. * And | appreciate your offer of assistance. Moot
and Wardens arerather like draught horses . . . Quoting the Tregtise, eh? Bowlott thought, more than a
little surprised. ‘ Independently, yet together, we draw the state dong evenly and smoothly.” Vashnar
risked extending Akharim’ sanalogy. ‘ But sometimestheroadis. .. He hesitated.

‘A little uneven? Bowlott offered incongruoudly.
Vashnar shook his head. *Worse than that. The road is no longer there. Swept away. Gone.’
Bowlott blinked and stared.

‘Then one of us hasto continue aone. Find anew way.’ Like Bowlott before him, Vashnar was
gathering confidence now that he had started. ‘ Thisiswhat has happened here. | can’t tel you more at
the moment, because | don't yet have the full measure of it —not yet found my way, asit were. Certain
matters — Warding matters — have dtill to be resolved. But sufficeit that something of the utmost
seriousness has indeed happened and | shdl advise you fully about it assoon as| can.” Helet out a
resgned breath. ‘I’'m afraid ther€ s no way in which the Moot can help. I'm sorry if theincident has
caused problemsfor any of the Senators, but please assure them that the matter is being pursued with the
utmost vigour, and I’ ve every hopethat it will be concluded very shortly.’

Used to equivocation, Bowlott saw that he had done sufficient for the moment. That Vashnar was Sitting
in his office saying anything at al about the Desth Cry made a strong enough point for thetime being. The
Commander now knew that the Moot had taken an active interest in his actions and that eventualy, one
way or another, he would have to give an account of them.

‘That’ s most reassuring, Commander,” Bowlott said, standing up. ‘I’ll passit aong to those Senators
who' ve been asking about it, and we'll dl look forward to your reporting on the matter in due course.’

Slightly unsettled by Bowlott’ s abrupt abandonment of the questioning, VVashnar aso stood up. The chair
let out asqued of relief.

‘Once again, my thanksfor taking the time to come and discuss thiswith me, Commander. | appreciate
it. You will remember to call on me at any timeif you fed there' s anything the Moot can do to ass g,
won't you? Bowlott’sarm directed Vashnar towards the cave entrance.

The two Pageswere at their desks and working with studied diligence as Bowlott escorted Vashnar
slently through the ante-room.

Walking through the corridors of the Pdace, Vashnar felt strangely detached —hismind in one place, his
body in another. The encounter with Bowlott had been no problem, but that dreadful room seemed to
have numbed him. It was indeed like the heart of the government of Arvenstaat. Grey-edged, decaying
and subtly menacing initsdisorder, its nightmare quality hung about him. It confirmed the rightness of his
own long-planned intentions, intentions aready made more urgent now with increasing rumours of the



Morlider idands appearing along the coast and hints of invasons from Nesdiryn in the west.

By an irony which euded him, it was adiplomatic visit to Nesdiryn which had crystalized along-felt
dissatisfaction into aclear determination. He had merely glimpsed the two strange brotherswho hed
ousted the Count, though their disturbing presence had been dmost tangible as they scuttled through an
audience chamber surrounded by their equaly strange entourage. He had, however, met their Lord
Counsdllor Hagen and seen the Citadel guards and been impressed, admost over-awed, by both: Hagen,
apowerful, frightening presence, single-mindedly ruthlessin his determination to fulfil thewill of his
magters and to bring order to the land; the Citadd guards efficient and unquestioningly obedient and in
conspicuous control of the streets.

Hagen it was who had given him the ring he now wore on hisright hand. ‘ The Lords have noticed you,
Commander,” he had said, fixing him with a penetrating gaze that VVashnar had had difficulty in meeting.
‘They seethingsfar beyond the sight of others, but even | can see you are one of us.’” He leaned forward,
theintensity of hisgaze redoubling. *Our timeis coming. Above dl things, there shall be order.” The
quotation from his grandfather’ s Commentaries made Vashnar sart despite himsdlf.

How...?

Before he could speak, Hagen had taken his hand and was placing the ring on his second finger. ‘ They
offer you this gift. It isvery specid. It has been crafted to their design and their spirit enshrined in it will
keep them ever watching over you.’

Circumstances had dlowed Vashnar to make only aformal expression of thanks, but the gift and
Hagen’'smanner had had a profound effect on him. Thering itself was smple and exactly to histaste, in
so far asany form of persona adornment wasto histaste. A stout black band held asmall crystd setina
plain, highly polished, background. It fitted perfectly and he had worn it ever since. The thought of
removing it unsettled him in wayswhich he felt ambivaent about and, after awhile, theideastopped
occurring to him. Occasiondly, when aone, he would sare at it. He thought that from timeto time the
crysta changed colour dightly —now faintly green, now blue, now clear —but it was the polished
background that held him. It reflected images more clearly than any mirror he had ever seen, and years of
wearing the ring had never diminished this. Once, standing in front of amirror and casudly raisng ahand
to hisforehead, the ring had reflected itsdlf and, for an instant, he had seemed to see an infinitely deep
well opening before him. It wasfull of lights and sounds and voices— cdling out to him, reaching for him.
Thevison was gone as quickly asit had appeared and, just as quickly, he dismissed it.

Since that time, albeit for no apparent reason, the borders with Nesdiryn had gradually closed and the
aready infrequent diplomatic exchanges had been replaced by rumours carried by random travellers.
Neverthel ess, the memory of Hagen lingered powerfully with Vashnar and he continued to wear thering.

He was thinking about Hagen and gently rubbing histhumb over the ring as he found himsalf entering his
own office. He paused as he closed the door behind him, suddenly aware that he had no recollection of
hisjourney after leaving Bowlott. He frowned and tried to recal the route he had followed, but nothing
came. He had no memory of thelong corridors, the sairs, the hallways, the people who would have
sepped asde from him. Therewasjust hisformally polite parting from Bowlott, then nothing —only
emptiness— until he was here. His frown deepened. None too soon had he made the resol ution to pull
himsalf together, to review the eventsthat he had set in train and that seemed to be dipping away from
him. The grey cobwebs from Bowlott’s room formed around his mind. He shook his head to clear it,
then, opening the door dightly, caled out to hisaide, * Seethat I'm not disturbed!”’

The cobwebs returned, weighing in on him. Breathing heavily, he sat down at his desk. He was aware of
his hands moving two writing tablets alittle, then moving them back again to their origina positions.



But they werealongway away . ..
At theend of atunndl.
The cobwebs returned, closing over his eyes. Tighter and tighter, darker and darker.

Vashnar' sfingers, resting on the desk, fluttered asif trying to brush them away, then hishead dumped
forward.

Chapter 7

Darkness.

Only darkness.

Hewasdoneinit. Hewasit.

Darkness, motionless, yet rushing, tumbling, carrying al withiit.

From nowhere, to nowhere, circling and spirdling. Forever.

Ever?

Timedid not exist here.

Here? Nor was there here, or there.

Endings were beginnings; beginnings, endings. All thingswere one.

And nothing.

Yet terror wasal about him. His. . .

And not his?

A wordless cry formed. It went rippling through the darkness, struggling withiit.
For it did not belong. Nothing belonged. This place should not be, could not be.. . .
Pace?

Thiswasal places, no places.

Darkness.

Nothing.

Nothing, and the terror, like cobwebs, folding and stirring the darkness, reaching through it, wrapping
around it, clinging, choking.

And him. An awareness that knew itself now as Vashnar, though the knowledge rang emptily and without
meaning. The cobwebs drifted gpart at the touch of the terror that was his, ablack wind amid the
darkness.

What isthis place?

Whereisthisplace?



The questions too were meaningless. But they could do no other than be asked, just asthe far-distant
hands that were not his could have done no other than unnecessarily order his desk.

When had that happened?

He should know, but . . .

Other questions, darker ones, hovered.
Who am|1?

What am|?

They must not be asked. They could not be answered. Not here. For cobwebs would surely legk into the
emptiness that would follow. And then . . .?

The darkness was ringing with the terror that was beyond doubt not his. Shrill and mindlesslike that of a
child donein the dark, save for the deep and cruel knowledge that had been laid down in ancient days
when unseen and terrible hunters were dways stalking beyond the light, at the edge of the vision.

Itscdl stirred its own kind within Vashnar, but he forbade it any rein. That much of him was tremblingly
whole now. And thiswas not the cry of achild, for though it carried no words, no sign, he recognized it.
It had touched him before, scattering everything that had bound hislife together. Leading him to confusion
and doubt. Bringing him to this.

Ragefilled the darkness.

Thym!

Thefear poured into him.

‘Leave me be, demon, leave me be’

Thym!

‘Blood, fire, glittering blades, horror, mark your path. Let me be. Let me befree!’
Nol!

‘Let mebel’

Such anger. Such fear.

Vashnar reached out in denid. This spirit —this spirit above al —must be bound. Its soaring freedom was
adeep offence.

And athrest.
No! Two wills clashed, wringing and choking, like warring serpents.

From somewhere came a blow that racked V ashnar, fragmenting and scattering his tenuous avareness.
The darknessitsdlf shuddered under the impact, throwing him again into atumbling emptiness.

Sinking, fading, adow spirdling dwindling down towards. . .
Nothing.



Saveafant quivering line which questioned.
Wasthisdl?
A quivering line, unbearableto look at.

A quivering line that was a sword-dash brightness cleaving through the darkness, turning silent
desperation into adistant cry.

A wash of fear and hope—aflickering image of alonged-for haven —avast teeming city, spanning from
horizon to red-skyed horizon. But it was gone, and aface was staring at him intently, concerned, familiar.
There were otherswith it. And a bright blue sSky behind them.

Hyrdd?

The question boomed and echoed through hismind. Asit swelled, the sky brightened, filling hiseyes
panfully and swallowing the faces.

The afternoon sun, low and searching, shimmered, rainbow-brilliant, off the polished facets of the crystd
ink-stand that formed a centre-piece to the strategic array on his desk. It shifted, drawing him forward
giddily. Ingtinctively he caught the edge of the desk to steady himself. Something fell wetly on to his hand.
It was dark in his bleached vision. He became aware of his nose running. Another dark drop fell. Eyes
blurring, hewatched asit ran off his hand and formed asmall, misshapen pool on the glistening wood.

* * % %

Thyrn jerked forward violently into the waiting arms of Nordath, amost knocking him over. Nordath held
himtightly.

“You'redl right, you' redl right,” he kept repesating desperately, as he restrained the struggling young
Caddoran. ‘You're safe. Don't be afraid.’

Hyrad and the others came running to them, alarmed, but Nordath motioned them not to interfere.
It was some time before Thyrn became calm enough for Nordath to risk releasing him.

‘“What happened? Hyrald asked.

‘I don’t know,” Nordath replied.

Hyrald addressed the same question to Thyrn, who gazed up a him blankly. Though he gppeared to be
recovering, hewas still pale and trembling. Hyrald saw that no matter what the answer to his question
might be, Thyrn had just suffered a genuine fright. He used the insight to continue hisinterrogation.
Whatever had happened to Thyrn and whatever condition he wasin, this strange episode merely added
to the many questions that had to be answered before they could continue their journey. Crouching
down, hetook Thyrn’sarm.

Y ou gave usafright. Particularly your uncle. Areyou dl right now?

It took him some effort to affect aquiet concern, but it seemed to settle Thyrn further, though he replied
only with atentative nod of his head.

‘Has anything like this happened before? Hyrald pressed gently.
The nod became a shake then anod again. Hyrald managed an encouraging smile. ‘Isthat ayesor a



no?

Thyrn lifted ahand asif to deflect the inquiry, then leaning on Hyrald, he stood up unsteedily. He looked
younger and frailer than hisyears, but his voice was unexpectedly steady when he spoke. ‘ Something . . .
smilar has happened before but | can’t talk about it. It's a Caddoran matter.’

Hyrad felt Rhavvan bridling and Adren shifted uncomfortably. He stepped closeto Thyrn. His posture
was confidential and protective, but hisvoice was quietly determined.

‘ don’t want to know anything about your Caddoran affairs, Thyrn, I'vetold you that. But there are
things we need to know. We ve travelled through some dangerous times these past days, and whatever
we decide to do, there' || be more to come for sure. It’ s not been easy for any of usand you’ ve handled
yoursdlf well, but if you' re suddenly going to pass out without warning you can seethat might bea
problem, can’t you?

Thyrn turned away from him. ‘1 haveto go north,” he said, gathering resolution from his questioner.
‘Away from here. Away from..." He put hishandsto histemples, though it was not a histrionic gesture.
‘| haveto get away from Vashnar. There are lands up there where we can hide. A great city . .

Despite himsdlf, Hyrald could not disguise hisirritation. ‘Hiding, hiding. We can't spend the rest of our
liveshiding.” He pointed to Rhavvan and Adren. ‘We re Wardens. We, above dl, know you can't hide
for ever. No one can. Sooner or later, fugitives are dways caught. Either that or they die dismdly
somewhere, aone, forgotten. Not to mention the fact that we' ve dl got livesto live. Homes, friends,
familiesback in Arvenshem.’

He stopped. None of them could afford the salf-indulgence of fretting about what they had left behind.
That would merdly add to their burdens. He forced himself to renew his assault as camly as he could.

‘Asfor thisgreet city you keep talking about, it may just beamyth.” He pulled a sheet of paper from one
of hispockets, unfolded it and smoothed it out noisily. ‘We re il in Arvenstaat, but even thisplaceisn’t
on themap. Look.” He tapped the paper. * Asfor up there, there’s no saying what thereis, what dangers
we might be walking into. Great cities, magic castles, landsfull of gentle people carving, tending horses.
All tales. And there are just as many tales of blasted lands, full of mists and swamps and tribes of wild
creatures — scarcely human. And vast forests that no one who enters ever comes out of.” He managed to
soften hismanner. * A few years ago — you' re probably too young to remember —the gossp was all

about agreat war that was supposed to have been fought in the lands to the north. But that’ s all it was—
gossip. Thefact is, nobody knows anything about what' s up there’

Thyrn turned to his uncle but found no aid. For amoment Hyrald thought there was going to be a repeat
of hismysterious collgpse.

‘Tdl uswha’ sfrightening you,” he said urgently. *Unitil you do that you' re going to be afugitive whether
you stay here or keep running.’

Thyrn put his handsto histemples again and hisface stiffened. ‘| broke away from him. Pushed him out.’
The words came out with grest force, asif suddenly overcoming an obstacle. He looked both surprised
and pleased with himself.

‘Broke away, pushed who out, what do you mean?
‘Vashnar —broke away from him.’

Hyrald looked at Nordath for clarification but none came. ‘When? he asked, in the absence of greater



ingpiration.
Thyrn was down to earth. ‘Now. Just now. When hetried to take me back. | pushed him out.’
Hyrald could only repeat, ‘| don’t understand. What do you mean?

Thistimeit was Thyrn who looked irritated. He spoke asto a pestering child. *When he camefor me,
just now. Tried to take me back. | got away from him.” Then he smiled, surprised and pleased again. ‘Hit
him, | think. Somehow.’

Noting the expressions on the faces of the three Wardens, Nordath intervened. ‘How did hetry to take
you back, Thyrn?

Thyrn tapped hishead. ‘In here. HE sin here” He was gaining confidence.

‘He' snuts,” Rhavvan hissed to Hyrad. ‘ No wonder Vashnar wanted him brought in. Y e gods, we' ve
been . ..” Hyrald motioned him silent.

‘You'll haveto explainto us,’ he said. ‘We re not Caddoran, we don’t understand.’

‘Neither do |, Thyrn said, abruptly angry. ‘Not any of this. | don’t even understand how | can do what |
do. None of usdo. Wejust doit.’

There was an uncomfortable pause. Hyrad risked the obvious. ‘ But how can Vashnar beinyour . . .
head . . . here, now?

‘| told you, | don’'t know. But hewas here. The Joining | had with him . .. Fear lit hisface again.
‘Joining? Hyrald tried to make his query encouraging.
‘Explainto them,” Nordath intervened. ‘ Tdll them what a Joining is—that’ s no Caddoran secret, iSit?

Thyrn thought for amoment, eyeing his questioners, then let out anoisy breath. ‘It swhat happenswhen
we re remembering messages. We just become very quiet insde, so that we can fed what a client wants
— become like them — become them, to some extent — hence, Joining. | can’t explain it any better than
that.” Histonewasfind.

Hyrad gave the accepting shrug of someone who is none the wiser but grateful and anxious to press on.
‘Tl usabout “ Joining” with Vashnar, then.’

Thyrn’s manner changed again. As he spoke, he began to gesticulate and his voice became more
emphatic, asthough he was now anxiousto explain himsdlf fully. ‘ For some reason, what | do ismuch
deeper —more intense — than for most other Caddoran. So I’'m told anyway — | wouldn’t really know,
would I? Anyway, it's something like that, and that’ swhy I'm so good a my job. That' swhy | got the
jobwith Vashnar. Hewrinkled hisnosein distaste.

‘ Caddoran to the Senior Warden isamuch coveted post. Normally there s fierce competition for it
within the Congress,” Nordath added by way of explanation.

Hyrald, however, was struggling with what Thyrn was saying. In hisfairly limited delings with Caddoran
he had reached the commonly held conclusion that they were dl ‘abit odd’, but in so far ashe had ever
thought about how they worked he had imagined that they smply listened, remembered and repested,
liketrained birds.

“Y ou say, you dmost become your client when you' re taking their message?



] Y%’
‘ And when you' re passing the messages on”?
‘Thesame’

Hyrad closed his eyes and thought for amoment, unconscioudy imitating the Caddoran technique of
feding into the intention of the young man standing in front of him. When he opened them again, the
sunlight, the shelter, the trees, everything, seemed alittle brighter.

‘And you became Vashnar? he asked carefully.

Thyrn's confidencefdtered. ‘Vashnar's.. . . srange,’ he said, though the hesitation was more telling than
the description. ‘ He gave me the creeps from the start.” The confession was amost blurted out. “When |
made my firgt Joining with him, it waslike going into adark cdlar.” He shuddered. ‘1 got used to it, of
course. I’d been told that some people are peculiar to deal with and because of what | an—what | do —
I”d be more susceptible to such things than most. | had to be detached, professiona. Get on with my job.
They spent more time telling me that than teaching me anything. | mustn’t et the Congress down, they
sad. It was agreat honour to be given such a position so young. And good money too.’

Hyrad could not help smiling a the incongruous mixture of mature man and immeature youth that Thyrn
presented.

‘Butitdidn’t get any easier. Infact, it got worse the more | worked with him. There was dways
something frightening about him. Like something in the darkness, lurking there. Waiting to spring.’

‘Mongters under the bed,” Rhavvan snorted, unable to contain himsdlf. Hyrald angrily gestured him silent
again, but Thyrn did not respond to the jibe. He smply looked straight at Rhavvan.

‘No, I’'m not achild, afraid of shadows,” he said. ‘I’m a Caddoran and agood one. | know my job. This
wasredl. Very red. Very . . . disturbing. And it was there when | related the messages too. Y ou could
seeitin peopl€ s eyes sometimes. Fear. Nothing bad in the message that | could hear, nothing in the
words, but something behind them. Something that came out when | spoke them. Something of
Vashnar's’

Therewasslence. A light touch on hisleg made Hyrald start. It was Endryk’ s dog sniffing a him. The
shoreman was standing nearby. He made agesture to indicate that al waswell. Hisarrival, however, was
areminder to Hyrad that time was againgt them. It had been arisk dlowing Oudrenceto leave, but with
Endryk available to guide him on hisway, the aternative of abandoning him here was peculiarly repdlent.
However, there was no saying how soon the young man might make contact with other Wardens and
what the consequences of that might be. And too, for al Endryk’ s protestations about their indifference
to eventsin Arvenshelm, theloca villagers could yet proveto be a problem.

Thyrn began speaking again. ‘ It didn’t bother metoo much at first. A job’sajob. Don't get involved.
Nothing bad was actudly happening, after dl. | tried to make agame of it —would thismessage be a
frightener or not? That kind of thing. But as| said, it got worse. In the end | couldn’t do anything but try
to ignore it — pass the messages on as quickly as| could. Get rid of them.” He waved his hands asiif
shaking something off them. When he spoke again, he was weighing hiswords carefully, asthough
thinking doud. ‘ Thething is, | think it might have been working both ways. He used to look at me very
srangely sometimes. Asif he'd picked up something from me.’” Heturned to Nordath. ‘| wonder if he's
part Caddoran?

Nordath’s eyes widened, but he did not reply, other than to answer Hyrald' s unspoken question.



‘Whatever faculty it isthat enables Caddoran to do what they do, they don’t practice their techniqueson
one another,” he explained. * Strange things can sometimes happen to them when they Join to their own
kind. Bad things. They get entangled in someway — can't separate. It's very bad. Caddoran have gone
insanein the pagt, just experimenting. It's not something that’ swiddly known. The Congress prefersto
keep quiet about it. Hardly good for businessif word gets about that using a Caddoran might drive you
med, isit?

Hyrald was genuindy surprised. Like dl Wardens, he prided himself on being worldly-wise, on knowing
something about everything, and he was dways alittle affronted when this proved not to be the case. It
reinforced the prejudices that as amember of a closed group he had for other closed groups. ‘I’ d say,
not widely known is a considerable understatement,” he retorted acidly.

‘Thisis getting us nowhere, Rhavvan intruded bluntly. He had interpreted Endryk’ s return as Hyrald had.

‘Rambling off into the blue beyond isn’t going to get us anywhere either,” Adren spoke up, untypicaly
forceful. We need to know what’ s going on and Thyrn’sthe only onewho can tell us.” Hyrald wasglad
of hissster’ sintervention. He would wish for no one better than Rhavvan at hisback inacrigs, but
patience was not one of his stronger traits and he was dways inclined to act in preference to thinking.

‘I'm sorry, Rhavvan. It'sal my fault, isn't it? | did something wrong.” The gpology came quietly and
unexpectedly from Thyrn. It took al of them by surprise. Already faced down once by the young man,
Rhavvan gaped. An odd sound emerged which eventudly dithered into, ‘No, not redly. It'sjust that . .
before fading away into avaguedly reassuring gesture. The others too, responding smilarly to this unsought
offering, eased forward hesitantly, making a protective ring about Thyrn. Endryk watched the group
keenly.

Hyrad took back theinitiative. * It'sVashnar’ sfault,” he said categoricaly. ‘ Don't think otherwise for a
moment. Whatever you did wrong —if anything —didn’t warrant even the Cry, let donethe Degath Cry.
And therest of us have done even lessthan you.” A momentary anger at their Situation burst out.
‘Besides, nothing warrants the Degth Cry, for mercy’ s sake, not these days! We' re supposed to be
civilized. We don't hunt down people like animas. Wedon't . . " He stopped himsdlf. * Anyway, what
we have to do now isfind out what happened so that we can decide where we go. Try to tell uswhy you
ran away from Vashnar. It' svery important.’

‘It sdifficult, Thyrnsaidinalow voice. ‘It wasn't just one particular thing. It had been building for along
time. The sense of menace | felt whenever | Joined with Vashnar gradudly got worse—and it was
obvioudy leaking into his messages, judging by the responses| was getting from listeners. | think | was
telling them much more than heintended.” He straightened up. ‘| must have been. He began asking me
about my Oath. Did | understand what it meant — confidentidity? Did | understand what happened to
Caddoran who were indiscreet? Those black eyeslook right through you, you couldn’t hide anything
from him even if you wanted to.’

Heshivered. ‘| told him, yes, of course | did. It's hammered into you incessantly at the Congress. Bt |
could fed hisdoubt.” His eyesflicked around the watching group and he took two very deep breaths.
‘Then, one day, we were Sitting in his office. He seemed to be very rdaxed. Jolly dmost. Asif something
very good had just happened.” Rhavvan and Adren exchanged alook of conspicuous disbelief. ‘Hewas
giving me aroutine message to one of the District Commanders. Nothing specia. Something about
moving men from one patrol to another . . .’

‘Speak it,” Nordath suggested.
Thyrn waved his hands agitatedly. ‘No, no. It'sdl one. It'll bring it back.’



‘It sdl right,” Hyrald said hadtily. * The message probably isn't important. Besides, we redlly don’t want
you to break your Oath. Carry on with your tale. And don’t be afraid.” Thyrn looked at him fearfully.
‘Nothing around here can hurt you,” Hyrald added, waving a hand across the rolling green countryside.

Thyrn took another deep breeth. *We were sitting there. Very relaxed. The sun was pouring in through
that big window hehas. Then ... nowarning . . . it sdark. There sadreadful smell. Stinging smoke, a
rancid rottenness.” He put his hand to his somach. * And something like burning meat — but it wasn't mest
—it was people.’” He shuddered and looked desperately at Nordath. ‘How could | know that, Uncle?
I’ve never smdt anything likethat.’

‘Don’t worry, tell your tale, get it out. We' Il talk about it al afterwards.” Nordath’ s voice was as strained
ashisnephew’s.

‘I knew everything that was there. Not how it came to be, you understand. But like in adream. It makes
no sense but you recognize each part.” He stopped.

‘Darkness,’ Hyrald prompted. ‘Y ou werein the darkness.’

Thyrn shook hishead. ‘ Not completely dark. There were flames dl around. Lighting up great columns of
smoke. Lighting up the clouds. The city was burning, the whole countryside was burning. And terrible
cries. All around, terrible cries. People screaming —in fear and pain —awful sounds. But worse than that,
| wasfilled with terrible fedings—fedings | shouldn’t have—that no one should have. Fedingsthere
aren't any wordsfor.” He leaned forward, face intense and finger jabbing accusingly. ‘ And Vashnar was
a the heart of it. Willing it on. Willing on agreet tide of destruction and pain. Sweeping everything aside.
Crushing everything underfoot. And ddlighting init—ddlighting iniit.

Thyrn’s manner and voice had changed completely. He was no longer a confused and inadequate young
man. He was a commanding presence. And so vivid was histelling that Hyrald could dmost fed the
vison taking shgpeingde him.

‘Hewasthere? Vashnar? Y ou saw him? he asked.

‘Hewas everywhere. Thevison wasn't his, something he was thinking — itwas him. The essence of him.
There was no mistaking that. Blood, destruction, horror. Something out of control. HE || make it happen.
He Il not stop until it’severywhere. It swhat heis.Even if he doesn’t know it. ’

Despite himself, Rhavvan was as held by Thyrn' stransformation as the others. To steedy himsdlf, he
searched for the ordinary. ‘ Perhapsit was just your imagination —adream — drowsing in the sunshine.
Vashnar can frighten hardened criminals. It d be easy for you to misunderstand him.’

A dow gesture from Thyrn dismissed the suggestion. ‘| know my inner ways, Rhavvan. | mightn't be able
towield asword, but | can focus my mind as sharp as any blade. | told you, I'm good a my job. | don’t
nod off, drift away, least of dl when I’'m working, any morethan you do. Andif | dream, | know I’'m
dreaming, and | control what's happening.” His voice was uneguivocdl.

‘How long did thisgo on? Hyrad asked, though the inadequacy of the question rang through the words
even as he spoke them.

Thyrnignoredit. ‘ Thenit wasover. | wasin hisoffice again, in the sunlight. Vashnar was saring a me.
Hisface was demented; I’ ve never seen anything likeit. Every line of it shonewith what I'd just seen. As
if it were just amask — like a piece of paper thrown on afire—dive and charring before burgting into
flames. And hewas going to kill me. | was il Joined with him enough to fed mysdf dying at hishands’
He becameincreasingly agitated. Both Hyrald and Nordath reached out to support him. ‘ He had the



excuse dready —aknife put in my hand — he was just thinking how to do it, andysing the quickest, the
cleanest way. | don't know why hedidn’t doiit. | couldn’t move. But hejust sat there, asif hewas
paraysed — or something was holding him there” He stopped, then looked at Nordath, redization in his
eyes. ‘Heis part Caddoran! He was experiencing my fear at the sametime as| could fed him working
out how to kill me. That’swhy he couldn’t move.” The thought seemed to cam him and he nodded to
himsdf asif to confirmit. * And suddenly | wasfree. | remember agrest clattering —my chair falling over,
| think —and Vashnar’ svoice, dow and echoing. Then nothing but running, running, confusion —until |
was at your house, Uncle’

Therewasalong slence.

‘Which leavesuswhere? Adren said eventually.

‘1 don’'t know,” Hyrald replied. * That's everything? he asked Thyrn.

‘That’ severything,” Nordath replied on his nephew’ s behalf. He seemed to be the most disturbed of the
group.

‘What do you think it means? Hyrald asked him.

Nordath grimaced. ‘It meanswhat it means, Hyrald. Y ou'll have to excuse me amoment. | don't know
what Vashnar is, but | know I’m part Caddoran, and being so close to Thyrn when hetold us that has

... Heturned away hurriedly, bent forward and vomited. Endryk’ s dog backed away, ears flattened
agang itshead.

Adren moved to help Nordath, but was waved aside for her pains.

‘Sorry,” Nordath said smply, when he had recovered. ‘| didn’t realize how involved | was getting. |
should' ve been more careful .’

‘Thisisdl beyond me,’ Rhavvan said, torn between hisimpatience and concern for the patent distress of
Thyrn and Nordath.

‘It sbeyond al of us,” Hyrad said.

‘But it swhat happened,” Nordath said. ‘Make of it what you will. Thyrn's answered the question you
asked him, and answered it honestly, | can vouch for that. It snot hisfault it makes no sense. But I'll tell
you thismuch, there' s certainly something serioudy wrong with Vashnar.”

‘Or Thyrn,” Rhavvan suggested.

Nordath shook hishead. * Ifelt Vashnar herejust now,” he said. ‘ The only thing that’ swrong with Thyrn
is he' sfrightened witless. And so am | now — and by more than having the Death Cry called on me.
That'swhy | threw up.’

‘“Which leaves uswhere? Adren repeated her question.

‘Still a the back end of nowhere and not knowing whereto go,” Hyrald replied sourly. Thyrn's
explanation had disturbed him. At one time even he thought he had felt VVashnar’ s presence. He was
satisfied thet, at the very least, Thyrn believed what he was saying and he had known Nordath long
enough to know that he too was telling the truth as he saw it. Y et he could make little of this fevered
vision of Vashnar. He knew the man to be intense and obsessive and even in the ordinary contacts he
had with himin the line of duty, there was dways an aura of restrained violence about him. But that was
not uncommon amongst senior officers. Mot of them, himsdf included, had risen to where they were by



virtue of their effectivenessin keeping the peace on the Street, and that invariably meant both proficiency
with fist and baton and perhaps even sword, and aready willingnessto use al three. But this explanation
was not enough. Thyrn'sextraordinarily vivid telling seemed to have stripped layers of hisown vison of
Vashnar, exposing himas. . .

Aswhat?
A madman?
A madman filled with dreams of wanton destruction?

That il did not St easly with even hisgrimmest view of Vashnar. If he wasfilled with anything, Hyrald
would have judged it to be the bringing of order to everything, not the chaosthat Thyrn had described.

He veered away from the topic.
‘Did you see Oudrence safely on hisway? he asked Endryk.

‘Yes,” the shoreman replied. * Got him some food from the village and set him on the right road. | don’t
think he' sgoing to enjoy himsalf walking and deeping rough, especidly with that bad shoulder, but he's
got abetter chancethan if he' d started from here. HE s young and tough enough, he should be dl right.’

‘And the villagers? What did they haveto say?

‘Nothing. They never saw him. | took him around the village.” Hyrad' s eyes narrowed. ‘Why? Y ou
weren't concerned about what the villagers might think yesterday.’

Endryk shrugged. ‘Went with my ingtinct. Y our tdle— Wardens al theway up here—killings. Something
serious has obvioudy happened. Perhaps best the villagers didn’t know anything about you being here.
That way, if any more Wardens come, they can tell the truth. They’ ve seen nothing.’

Hyradd' sscrutiny of the shoreman intengified. “Why are you helping us?

Endryk smiled broadly. ‘I saved your lives, I’ m responsible for you now.’

‘Or, some would say, we belong to you.’

‘“Whichever — | want neither burden.” Endryk gave aclipped, military bow. ‘You'redl freeto go.’
Y ou'reavoiding my question.’

Endryk’ s expression became serious. * I I’ d needed areason for helping you I’ d have | eft you on the
shore. But I’'m entitled to look at what I’ ve dragged ashore, aren't 1? Three law-keepers of sorts, acity
dwelleranda. .. Helooked a Thyrn. ‘And him. All of you logt, floundering.” Rhavvan scowled at the
expression, ‘of sorts,” but did not speak. The dog moved to Endryk’ sside. ‘ There s harshnessin you
three, for sure, if needs be, but | can see no degp malicein any of you. | told you, | use my ingtinct.
There sa stench of injustice about you — perhaps something worse after what I’ ve just heard.’

“Y our ingtinct could be wrong.’
Endryk laughed softly. ‘ Indeed it could. But | use my head aswdll.’
Hyrald' s brow furrowed.

‘If you' d been fugitives from justice you' d have killed Oudrence on the beach and me as soon as you



were safe ashore’

Hyrad started dightly, disturbed as much by Endryk’ s smple, matter-of-fact tone as by what he said. He
did not know what to say next.

Not so Thyrn. “You're not Arvens, areyou? he announced abruptly. ‘Where are you from?
Endryk looked at him enigmaticaly. ‘ Far, far away, he said quietly.

Thyrn pointed at him. * Y ou’ re from up there, aren’t you? From the north,” he said triumphantly, looking
round at the others.

Though it made no sound, the dog dowly curled its upper lip to reved arow of powerful teeth, bright in
thesunlight.

Chapter 8

Velain' sdender nosefollowed the line of her forehead, giving her astern profile. She had arather small
mouth with lips that were so clearly defined they might have been shaped by a master carver. They were
more voluptuous than they tended to seem at first glance. Her dark brown hair was short, immacul ately
groomed and unmoving. It never changed. She was not particularly tall for awoman, but the way she
carried herself made othersthink of her so. Yet it was not just a straightness of posture or a carriage of
the head; she had some other qudity that sustained thisillusion, perhaps aided by her brown, searching
eyes. But whatever it was it remained with her even when she wasin the presence of her husband,

despite the fact that he was conspicuoudy taler than shewas.

As she came into the room, her glance dismissed a hovering servant. Neither she nor he made any
concession to the deep silence pervading the room and the purposeful sound of their intersecting
footsteps on the polished wooden floor echoed unashamedly through it asthe servant left and she moved
sraight to achair at the sde of the wide fireplace. Though upholstered and comfortable, the chair
neverthel ess had a spartan, utilitarian ook about it, as did amost everything in Vashnar’ s house.

On his gppointment to the position of Senior Commander of the Arvenshem Wardens—the highest
position in the Service, Vashnar had declined the officid residence that went with the post. Aswas his
way, he had given no explanation, though Hyrald, who had been his aide on the day he had taken
possession of the building, had noted a dight movement of his mouth which said everything.

‘Didn’t likeit onehit,’ hetold his colleagues authoritatively when he returned to hisown digtrict. ‘1 didn’t
think he would. All that luxury the old man used to go for. Plush chairs, carpets you have to part with
your handsto get through, paintings, statues, tapestries, fancy furniture littering the place. Not for

Vashnar a dl. Mindyou . . . Hedlowed himsdlf asignificant pause and aknowing expectation lit up his
audience. ' He seemed more interested in the mirrorsin the master bedroom than I’ d have thought.’
Applause and loud laughter greeted thisreveation. Then, ““I shal remain in my present house. This place
it suited to my needs. It' Il servefor officia functions, guest accommodation and thelike”” Amongst his
near equals and well away from his Commander, Hyrald could safely imitate Vashnar’ s voice and the
characterigticaly curt gesture that accompanied his pronouncement.

Vashnar did not move as Vellain sat down and silence returned. He was sitting directly opposite the
wide, empty grate, staring at the stark, heat-marred ironwork, unhidden by any decorative summer
screen. He had been there since he returned home.

Velan did not spesk. She was waiting for asign which would tell her the reason for his unusual silence.
Ingtinct told her that it was probably something to do with Thyrn and the Desth Cry, though what it might



be she could not hazard. There were many questions that she needed to have answered about that
business, but it was no longer amgjor topic of the moment and she had aready made her own resolution
to wait patiently for an opportunity to ask them.

Not that she was too concerned about this present silence. She had complete faith in her husband. Not
blind faith by any means, for Velain was not awoman to follow anyone. More correctly, her faithwasin
her husband and hersdlf. She had assessed the rising young Warden from their first meeting as being one
who could go far, with the right kind of guidance. At the same time she had determined that she wasthe
only one who would provide that guidance. And she had. Moulding his tiff, ambitious character,
discreetly sustaining him on the rare occas ons when he had looked like faltering, and generally making
good in her own image such faults as manifested themsel ves asthey grew together.

And too, she loved him. That part of herwas blind. The sight of him at that same first meeting had been
likeaphysica blow. Onewhich had redirected her life and from which, for al her clear eye and
caculating nature, she had never fully recovered.

Nevertheless, the past weeks had been more difficult than any other time she could remember. The
proclaiming of the Death Cry had surprised and shocked many people, but it had disturbed Velain badly.
There was an arbitrariness about the act which was quite unlike her husband, but worse by far wasthe
explanation she had eventualy forced out of him on the night of the deed.

‘Hewasin my mind, Velain. Insdeit. And more. He seemed to take possession of me. | could fed
thoughts being drawn out of me. Thoughts| didn’t even know | had. He must know everything.

Everything!”

Asthe words had ssumbled out she had fdlt the foundations of her life shudder. Thispillar of aman, her
creation, the centre of her life, had goneinsane. Knedling beside him, she gripped the arm of hischair as
though that might somehow hold back her rising panic. Condemnation of her husband' s unbelievable folly
rose up inside her like vomit. Then, on the verge of voicing her disbdlief and fury, a saving image formed
amid the turmoil and stopped her. Animage of Thyrn.

The young Caddoran had routindly brought her personal messages from Vashnar and whenever she had
listened to him, she had aways had the feding that it was her husband addressing her directly. That was
the art and skill of the Caddoran, of course, a matter for gpplause and appreciation, though with Thyrn
the sense of her husband’ s presence was far more intense than anything she had ever experienced before.
With most Caddoran there was dways some eement of studied mimicry; subtle inaccuraciesin gesture,
posture, facia expression that distanced the sender from his messenger, abet only dightly. But not with
Thyrn. She had dwaysfdt uneasy about the way he brought the totality of her husband to her. Hisyouth
served only to compound this disturbing impression.

The recollection of Thyrn’s strangeness brought calmer thoughtsin itswake, reminded her of the
certaintiesin her life. Vashnar had the qudities of agreat leader, but even in madness he would not have
had the imagination to think of something likethis. And his manner now was nat, after dl, hystericd, Hill
less deranged. Then too, he had said what he had said, knowing what it must sound like, when he could
equally well have fabricated some plausible lie to explain what had happened. He had turned to her with
the truth, or with what he perceived to be the truth, knowing he could rely on her support absolutely. He
needed her.

Her anger vanished. She must be strong for him now. She must be strong for both of them. Looking at
him as she reached this conclusion, it cameto her, entwined around theimage of Thyrn, that her husband
was the way he was now not because of some sudden inner failing but because he must be struggling with
something he had never known before,



Something had happened which was not only frightening but which he did not begin to understand. His
obsessive nature would not respond well to that.

Threads of clarity began to form in the confusion. Obvioudy, they told her, whatever had occurred had
been deeply strange, and Vashnar had misinterpreted it; grievoudy <o, by the sound of it. Exactly what it
had been she would have to discover, but that would need a quieter time. For now, it would probably be
better for her to focus on the action he had taken, and itslikely consequences, and determine how these
could best be turned to advantage.

Forcing hersdf to camness, she spoke to him like aparent seeking clarification of aserious misdeed from
anormaly well-behaved child. * And you' ve proclaimed the Degth Cry againgt Hyrald and the others as
well? Vashnar seemed grateful for the tone of the question.

‘No choice, Vdlain. No choice. It was amistake to send them after him in thefirst place. | redlized that
amogt assoon asl’d doneit.’

That was good. He had never been afraid to admit an error to her; hewasrational and at least trying to
take command of himsdf.

‘Thelook on hisface, Velain. .. He shook hishead. ‘No, not just the face. More than that. His
thoughts. They swept over mein agreat rush. | felt them, just asif they were my own, but | could tell
they weren’t. Don’t ask me what was happening, but that’ swhat it was. And he' d seen something he
shouldn’t have and he knew it. He even knew | was going to kill him —then and there — at the very ingtant
| wasthinking about it.’

Hefdl slent.

Vellain was staggered by thislast revelation. She knew her husband was capable of extreme violence, it
had been anecessary part of hisjob in the early years. Indeed, she found it not unattractive. But even to
have contemplated so public an nation was more startling than the proclamation of the Deeth Cry
itsdf.

‘But? she prompted after amoment, controlling her voice with difficulty.

Vashnar frowned. * Something stopped me. | couldn’t move. Couldn’t move! Asthough part of mewere
terrified.’

Vdlanwated.

‘Then hewasgone.” The events having been forced into words, Vashnar was dowly becoming his
norma self.  Fortunately there was no onein the outer office, because | don't think | could have moved if
they’d comein. And | don’t know how long | sat there!’

So you sent Hyrad and the others after him?

Vashnar grimaced. ‘Y es. They werethe nearest. Handle it quietly, | thought. | don’t know what
possessed me. | mustn’t have been thinking properly.” He straightened up. ‘1wasn’t thinking properly. |
knew he was going to blurt out what had happened to anyone he met — Caddoran Oath or not. | knew it.
Rhavvan wouldn’t be aproblem. He' sjust aplodding Warden, he' |l do as he stold. But Hyrald would
have been suspicious at the least, and you know him, he never gives up. Too much of a street Warden.

It' sashame, but we' d have had to deal with him sooner or later —and that Sster of his.” Vellain nodded;
it was amatter they had discussed in the past.

‘Hencethe Degath Cry for dl of them.’



‘For dl of them,” Vashnar confirmed. ‘ There was't time to have them dedlt with discreetly. I’d no one
immediately to hand who could’ ve doneit. Theidea of the Death Cry just came to me out of nowhere.’
He gave a hitter grunt. * One of the advantages of my assduous study of our history, my dear. Ided, |
thought. The mob would do the job before Thyrn or the others had a chance to be heard.’

But while none of the fugitives had gpparently spoken out, the mob hadn’t done the job, Velain mused as
she sat watching her silent husband staring into the dead grate. Hyrald was not only able, he was popular.
Almost certainly someone had warned him, and more than afew would have helped him. The only
redeeming factor of his escape was that he was now probably far from both Arvenshelm and help. The
latest rumours were that the group was fleeing north. All in dl, it was abetter conclusion than it had
promised to be, not least because it removed Hyrald from any opportunity to oppose Vashnar’ s plans.
And too, she reflected, the resurrection of thisancient form of justice had brought an uneasiness—a
tension —to the Streets, which she was sure could be used as an excuse for Vashnar to recruit new
Wardens and increase his aready considerable power.

It concerned her alittle however, that since that day she had been unable to persuade her husband to
discussin more detail what had happened during his encounter with Thyrn. Something told her that it
could not be dlowed to lie, to fester unseen. Who knew what harm might come of it, mouldering in the
darkness? But arange of approaches, from the oblique to the very direct, had failed to dicit anything
other than an offhand dismissdl.

‘Some other time, my dear.’

In the end, sensing that further effort might serve only to build up resistance, she had resolved to retresat
and to watch and wait. Sooner or later, an opportunity would present itself and she must be ready.

Could it be now? she wondered. VVashnar had arrived home unexpectedly and had been unusudly silent.
Something bad had happened, she could senseit, and though the only outward sign of anything out of the
ordinary had been abloodstained kerchief, she could not shake off the feding that Thyrn wasinvolvedin
someway.

‘Troublewith a prisoner? she had asked as casudly as she could, though she knew that Senior Wardens
rarely had anything to do with prisoners. Her concerns were confirmed when she received only acursory
shake of the head by way of reply.

Now, long into hissilence, shetried again.
‘Reading the coals? she asked with asmile.
Vashnar turned to her blankly.

‘Reading the cods? sherepeated, still smiling. It was agame they played in the winter months: watching
the progress of the flames hissing and spitting through alandscape of glowing cod's, wagering which crag
would be thefirst engorged, which valey filled and choked, which sheer face would suddenly spall and
crashtofill the black air with bright fleeing sparks. The whole like adistant and terrible battlefield where
wegpons beyond imagining were being used, and where dl led inexorably to agreat levelling and adull
grey death.

He glanced back at the dead grate, but did not respond to her irony. It gave her the opportunity she
needed. She reached forward and laid ahand on hisarm. What' sthe matter? she said smply.

Vashnar met her gaze. It urged him on. He patted her hand then placed the ends of hisfingersagaing his
forehead. * Thyrn,” hereplied.



‘Has he been caught? Vellain asked urgently, torn between exhilaration and fear that perhapsthe errant
Caddoran had made public what he had discovered.

Vashnar frowned and closed hiseyes. *No. I’ ve no ideawhere heis, except that Hyrald' s till with him—
and presumably the others—and that he wantsto flee, to hide’

Vélan'sbrow furrowed. ‘How do you know? she asked, suddenly anxious. ‘ Has someone seen them,
spoken to them?

Vashnar pressed hisfingersinto hisforehead again, harder, as he shook hishead. ‘No. He. . . touched
... meagain. Got into my mind.” Hisface was angry when he turned to her but she could tdll that the
anger was not directed at her. * Everything we know tells us they’ re somewhere up north by now, but
somehow he reached out and got into my mind —just as he did when he was sitting opposite me!’

His eyes hardened and hisjaw st. ‘| think, in due course, we'll haveto curtail the entire Caddoran
Congressaswell. We don't want to risk anymore like him.’

Vdlan'sorigina concernsfor her husband' s sanity returned to full force at thisfurther darming
revelation, and it was only with adesperate rehearsa of her previous reasoning that she managed to keep
her voice cadm. ‘ That'sadetall,’” she said quickly. Shocked though she was, she had sufficient presence
of mind to note that, whatever had happened it had brought the subject out into the light again, and it
must not be dlowed to dip away, aswell it might if her husband retreated into the reassuring practicality
of hisfuture intentions. She must concentrate on the smple, immediate redlity. * That’ sfor later. Much
later. Let’sded with the present, now. Tdl me exactly what happened. All of it.’

Her manner jolted thetale out of him, but hisvoice became increasingly clipped and dismissive, asif the
words were an offence to him. Hefell silent for amoment when he had finished, then added hesitantly, ‘I
wonder if I'm going mad.’

Without heditation, Velain spoke the answer she herself had reached before. ‘No. Y ou haven't the
imagination. You' reas sane as| am. What happened, happened, however strange it might seem —trust in
that. And you' reright, we'll have to deal with the Caddoran Congress eventudly. They’ re apeculiar
crowd at the best and there was always somethingvery odd about Thyrn. Having him here, reciting your
messages, was like having you herein person. Asif he' d stolen part of you —trapped you in hisbody.’
She shuddered. It was a genuine reaction. ‘ But from what you' ve just told me, it ssemsdl he wantsto do
isrun away. Probably he doesn't want this.. . . linkage . . . any more than you do. But perhaps he hasno
control over it.” Shefet camer. Her voice became authoritative and confident. * Hewon’t come back. In
fact, | can’'t see any of them trying to come back. Not in the immediate future anyway. And if they do
come back in due course, it won't matter, will it?1t'll betoo late. | think you should just forget about him.
Either they’ Il leave the country or they’ll be found, and if they’ re found they’ Il probably bekilled.’

‘And if they’re not?

Vélan'shand tightened around hisarm. *If they’ re not, then who' s going to believe Thyrn? A demented
Caddoran, given too responsible aposition at too young an age. Encouraged to breach his Oath by a
doting relative and three corrupt Wardens.” She brightened, ideas flowing now. ‘1t may even be better if
he does come back. It'll give you afirst-class opportunity to start discrediting al the Caddoran. They’ve
been grosdy negligent, after dl, putting so frail acreaturein so sengitive aposition. They did virtualy
thrust thelad on you.” She dipped out of her chair and kndlt by him conspiratorialy. ‘ They might even
have done it as a ddliberate act to discredit you, or spy on you, for who can say what sinister motives?
They’ re such strange creatures, aren't they?

Vashnar freed hisarm and put it around her head, drawing her closeto him.



‘Wedowel,youand |, hesaid.
‘Indeed we do,” shereplied.

They were silent for awhile. Then Vashnar leaned back and closed his eyes. ‘ But why did this happen?
How did hedoit?It can’'t be possibletojust . . . get into someone' s head, take their thoughts like that.’

‘“Why does acat land on its feet when you drop it? How does afly land on a ceiling? Who knows?
Velain was witheringly dismissive. She abandoned her prayer-like attitude and dropped back into her
chair. “Who cares? There' Il dways be more questions than answers. Leave them to the academics, the
teachers; it'll stop them worrying about other things. Y ou livein the red world —aworld in desperate
need of the order you can bring as Dictator. Morlider off the coast, menace from Nesdiryn, the Moot in
decay —that’ sdl you need to concern yourself about.’

‘Butif it happensagan?

Velain shrugged. ‘It happens. What' s a headache and anose bleed? Y ou’ ve had worse than that in your
time. If anything likeit happensagain, just tdl me. We Il tak about it for five minutes— seeif anything’ sto
be learned from it — then get on with more important matters. Tell me what Bowlott wanted.’

But VVashnar was not prepared to let the subject go so easily. *No. It'snot that smple. Y ou don’'t know
what it waslike—you can't. Log, floundering in the dark, not knowing who | was, where | was, evenif |
was. What if it happens when I’m out on some public duty or in the middle of ameeting?

It was adifficult question but Vdlain bounced back an answer before she even thought about it. *Why
should it? It hasn't happened before.” She paused. *And | don't think it will. Not while you' re busy, your
mind occupied. | think you had to be done and quiet, and maybe he had to be the same, wherever heis!’

‘But...

Velanwasdismissveagan. ‘But if it does, if you passout in the middle of something, so what? We'll
say it’s something you ate. Even a Senior Commander of the Wardensisn't immune to a stomach upset,
ishe? She becameintense. ‘ Thisisal working our way. Tension on the streets, Hyrad and hissister —
always apotentia problem —gone, Senators beginning to scuttle about. All to the good. Now tell me
about Bowlott.’

Her manner lifted Vashnar out of thelingering remains of his dark reverie,

‘Nothing much,” he said. ‘ Impertinent little goat actudly ordered me to come and see him, then blamed it
on some Page.” He screwed up hisfacein distaste. ‘ He' sawretched creature. And that office of his—
it sgppaling. | thought | was going to choke to death with the dust. There must be thingsin there that
haven't been moved since Marab' stime. And not avestige of daylight. Dreadful place—typicd of the
whole Moot. The sooner the torch is put to thelot, the better.’

‘But what did he want?

‘Just being nosy, that’ s all. The Death Cry’ snone of his business but he wanted to know if he —the Moot
—could help.” Vdlain chuckled unpleasantly. ‘Hep! Asif they could. I'm surprised any of them can even
get dressed without acommittee to tell them how. They’ ve had people coming in and wanting to talk to
their Senators, that’ s all. Y ou know how that upsets them — reality washing around their feet.’

Velan smiled then laughed. All waswell. Thyrn and his strange connection with her husband was
disturbing, but there were bigger cloudsin the sky and while VVashnar could tell her about it, she deemed
it unimportant. Asfor Bowlott’s sudden interest, that was no problem. The man was acipher likedl of



them, ardlic of timeslong gone—and not even aquaint relic a that. Soon they’ d al be gone. Every last
one of them.

Chapter 9
Endryk reached down and touched the snarling dog gently. ‘Easy,” hewhispered. ‘It'sdl right.’
Rhavvan’ s hand was moving towards aknifein hisbelt.

‘Don't,’ Endryk said, softly but urgently. Rhavvan hesitated and Endryk’ s free hand extended to
emphasize hiscommand. ‘Nasisn't apet. He s neither trained nor tame, he does what he wants. And he
knows about wegpons. He' saso afraid of nothing and if he goes for you | won't be able to stop him.

He |l hurt you badly even if you kill him.’

There was no chalenge or threat in Endryk’ s voice, just quiet and patently sincere advice, and Rhavvan
made no further movement. Nevertheless he could do no other than demand to know, ‘What' she doing
that for, then?

‘My fault, probably,” Endryk replied. ‘ For some reason he' s very protective of me. He sensed trouble.’
“Why? No one threatened you.’

At afurther touch from Endryk, Nas grudgingly stopped his sillent display and lay down. His head sank
forward on to his paws, but his unblinking eyes moved relentlesdy back and forth across the watching

group.

‘Thyrn startled me with what he said, that’ s all. Caught me unawares. Nals probably picked it up. Does
thelad read minds? Endryk’seyes bdied the hdf-joking notein hisvoice.

‘Areyou from the north? Hyrald asked, ignoring the question. *Y our accent’ s different from ours, but |
just took it to be alocal one.’

‘I'm here because | want to be,” Endryk replied, ignoring Hyrald' s question in turn. “Where | come from
isno one saffar. Sufficeit | don’t want to be reminded of the past.’

Hyrad looked at him. ‘And | don’'t want to intrude,” he said after amoment. * Not after everything

you' ve done for us—we re dready considerably in your debt. But you know our position and if you can
tell us anything about what there isto the north that could help us, I’ d wel come the benefit of your
experience’

‘| told you, I"'m not accepting burdens. Y ou owe me nothing.’
‘But you are from the north?
‘I'mhere’

Thyrn’strembling voice intruded. ‘We must get away from this place, from Vashnar. HE s going to make
dreadful things happen. He's. ..’

‘For pity’ ssake, be quiet!” Hyrald snapped angrily, rounding on him. Everyone froze at his unexpected
ferocity. To avoid their collective gaze he looked upwards and blew out anoisy breath.

The sky was clear and blue, open and wide.

It would be thus when they were gone.



Beautiful and indifferent.

Large white birdswere whedling in wide graceful circles high above. Their freedom seemed to sharpen
his sense of his own bonds.

And yet? Something insgde him shifted. ‘I’ m not accepting burdens,” Endryk had said. Thesmple
statement seemed to ring through the arching sky, echoing louder and louder, subtly changing, until finaly
it became aslent, pounding question.

‘What binds you?
Itjolted him.

Intheinner slence that followed, Hyrad knew that the asking of the question was its own answer. And
one he dready knew. One he had learned along time ago. All things were as they were and must be
accepted as such. Anything € se wasfolly — sometimes dangerous folly. Getting through life safely and
sandly was primarily amatter of deciding what could be changed and what not, then dedling with the
former and letting the latter go, both wholeheartedly.

His spasm of anger vanished into depths of the sky. ‘I’'m sorry,” he said to Endryk. ‘We ve disturbed
you long enough and now we' ve obvioudy woken an old pain by way of thanks. There' s nothing up
north for us, isthere?

Endryk opened hisarms. ‘ People, places, bad, good. Who knows, for you. Not for me, certainly. Not
yet. Not for quiteatime, | think.’

Hyrald nodded, then spoke directly to Thyrn. ‘It ends here,” he said, his voice both grim and pained. ‘|
can seeno peacein exile, fill lessin continua flight —for any of us. Apart from the fact that we' ve done
nothing wrong, we re Arvens. | wouldn't say we belong here no matter what, but everything | know tells
mewe |l belost beyond recdll if we just carry on running in the hope of finding some strange land to hide
in.” Thyrn made to speak but Hyrald stopped him. ‘ Listen to me, Thyrn. Grasp this. Whatever made you
what you are, whatever brought you to this place, has happened. It can’t be changed or run away from
and nothing but hurt is going to be achieved by denying that. Y ou need to understand that.’

‘But Vashnar’'sgoingto. ..’

‘No! | said listento me.” Hyrald became insstent. ‘ No one knows what anyone s going to do. | don't
know what you’ ve touched on in Vashnar, something bad without a doubt, but it's not the future. No one
can know the future. Only in children’ stales and ancient myths.” He scuffed the sandy ground with his
foot, scarring it dark brown and raising asmall flurry of dust. Some of it spilled up on to thetoe of his
boot, while the rest dowly dispersed in an unfelt breeze. “*Who could have foreseen what | just did or
where each tiny part of that dust would fall? And every least action makesthe future. We're dl practica
people here, Thyrn. We plan, we think, we anticipate, but dways we know things will turn out otherwise
... sometimes alittle, sometimes massively. And either way, in the end, we have to accept and dedl with
the reality that comesto pass. That’s one of the differences between children and adults—though alot of
people never cometo understand it, believe me. All of which leaves me with the knowledgethat | don’t
think I can run any further. Not now it comestoit. | don't think any of us can. Too many ties. You're
freeto go on wherever you like, but | . . . we. .. He glanced round at the others. ‘We haveto find
another way.’

Thyrn stared at him, wide-eyed. Nordath stood pale and silent.

‘Besides, whatever problem you’ ve got with Vashnar isindeed a Caddoran matter, and quite beyond



anything any of ushere can help you with.’

Thyrn made to speak but Hyrald pressed on, earnest and encouraging. ‘ Think about this. Somewhere
ingde you isaresource that will help you ded with what' s happening. Y ou’ re the Caddoran, not Vashnar
—at least he' sonly part one, perhaps.” He laid a scornful emphasis on thelast word. ‘Not only that but
you' re one of the best there' s ever been — s0 everyonetellsme. You' ve dl the advantages even if you
can't see them at the moment. If you meet Vashnar in this strange way again,’ he tapped his head,
‘remember that it’ syour territory. Y ou can ded with him there. Don't keep fretting about running away.
That'sasure way both to cloud your own vision and to bring a predator after you. It'susually better to
face what' s behind you than crash into some future that might well be worse and find yoursdlf trapped
between the two. Trust yourself, Thyrn, you' ve morein you than you know. I’ ve seen that for mysdlf.’
He became matter-of-fact. ‘ Besides, it ssemsto me that this mysterious connection you have with
Vashnar has nothing to do with distance. If you can somehow come together with you hereand himin
Arvenshem, then I’ ve afedling that putting a sea between you won't make any difference.’” He stopped,
taken by an unexpected but obvious thought. * And he must be very afraid of you,” he said, hdf to
himsdlf, haf to the others. “Why e se would he have gone to such an extremity as proclaiming the Degth
Cry? And againgt hisown kind, too?

Thyrn’ s expression too, became thoughtful as Hyrad' s harsh summary impinged on him. ‘I did push him
out, hesad. ‘I don't know how, but | definitely fended him off. And | think he was aslost and
frightened as| was’

Rhavvan grunted. ‘| don’t think Vashnar’ s ever been frightened in hislife,” he said, thoughto no onein
particular.

‘Hewasafraid, I'm sureof it,” Thyrninssted, adding with an uncharacterigticaly bold sare, * Asyou' d
have been, too.’

Rhavvan gave him adark look but did not reply to this unexpected challenge. ‘ More to the point, which
way are we going? North, south, where? he demanded, avoiding it.

‘What do you think? Hyrald asked him directly. Rhavvan was taken aback. It took him amoment to
gather hiswits. ‘I don’t fancy going back to Arvenshelm or anywhere where people know about the
Degth Cry, that’ sfor sure. Even if things have quietened down by now they could flare up in amoment.
We were damned lucky to get away, to say the least.” He stopped, but no one spoke, forcing him to
continue. * On the other hand, you' re right, we' ve done nothing wrong and we are Arvens, thisiswhere
we belong. We can't run for ever. Apart from anything else, I’ ve no grest desire to be struggling to make
anew lifein agtrange land, if only because I’m not surewhat I’ m fit for —or any of usfor that matter.

WEe ve no trade, no craft. And likeyou, I've got — | had —agood life hereand I’d like it back. But . . .’

He concluded with an unhappy shrug.

‘There ssomething ese’” It was Adren. ‘| agree that whatever Thyrn's seeing when he Joinswith
Vashnar can't be the future—we ve al dealt with enough market fortune-tellers who didn’t manage to
seethelr own arrest coming, to know that — but it could be something Vashnar’ s thinking — perhaps
something heintendsto do. And, asyou said, proclaiming the Deeth Cry confirmsthat he'safraid of
Thyrn—very afrad —which in turn confirmsthat Thyrn's probably telling the truth as he seesit. Wedl
know Vashnar’ sabit odd — obsessive— but it soundsto me asif he might be coming unhinged. If heis,
in his position, there’ s no saying what harm he might do. Perhgpsthat’ s another reason for going back.
To find out what’ s going on and do something about it.’

‘What? Rhavvan exclamed. ‘ Trying to get back to civilization is going to be hard enough, but walking



into Vashnar' s office and asking him if he’sgoneinsane? That' s brilliant.’

Adren flicked her thumb towards Hyrad. ‘ Thyrn’s just had a sermon about not running away, about
facing redity,” shesaid angrily. ‘Timeweadl didit, | think. If Vashnar’ s coming gpart we ve got aduty to
do something about it. We can’t just ignoreit. We are Wardens, after al.’

‘Wewere Wardens!’ Rhavvan burst out. ‘ Or have you forgotten we' re hunted criminals now, despite
doing our ‘duty’ for years’

Shebridled. *We re hunted, certainly. But none of usare criminds. I’'m still aWarden and not only have
| had enough running and hiding, | want to know what the devil Vashnar’ sup to if haf the Stuff that this
lad has picked up from him istrue. Not to mention the duty we' ve got to the people who look to usfor
protection.’

Rhavvan was scornful. ‘ Duty again, en? And to the people, no less! Thisis getting worse. | don’t know
about Vashnar going crazy.” He waved adismissive hand. ‘ Then you always were abit on the pious
gde’

Adren stepped towards him menacingly.

Hyrald moved quickly between them, arms extended to keep them agpart. Y ou' re both right. Perhaps
Vashnar has gone mad. Even without what Thyrn’stold us, he'shardly acted rationdly, has he? But what
we can do about it, | don’t know, duty or not. And right now we still haven’t decided whether we go
north or south. We. .

‘It'll bewest for aday or S0, in ether case,” Endryk interrupted.  South directly from here will send you
back the way you came, and north will see you drowned in lessthan half aday.’

Hyrald threw up his arms and abandoned Rhavvan and Adren. ‘I’ d forgotten,” he said, relieved by
Endryk’ sreminder. * So we don’t have to decide right away, after all. We can talk some more aswe
travel —and deep on the matter.” His manner lightened noticeably at the prospect and he smiled at
Endryk. ‘If | could impose on you for one more thing — a description of the way we need to go, asfar as
you know it. | don’t want to do anything that would leave us at the mercy of that tide again, but we
mustn’t stay here any longer. Ther€' s no saying whether there are any more of our “colleagues’ searching
for us, or how long it'll be before Oudrence reaches the first decent-sized community, or what' Il happen
when he does'’

Endryk looked at him silently. Nals stood up and wandered off. Rhavvan and Adren moved further apart
as he walked between them, head low, eyes watchful.

Hyrad waited, loath to press hisinvoluntary host for areply.

‘I"d be happy to,” Endryk said after along, preoccupied pause. ‘But I’ ve been thinking that | could do
with achange mysdlf. I've been feding restless latdly. It’ s been interesting, but | don't think I’'m redlly cut
out to be ashoreman after adl —that shoreisfrightening even when you know it. And | didn’t redlize how
much | missed having peopleto talk to.” He looked at each of hislistenersin turn. ‘Besides, I’ mintrigued
— about you, about what' s happening here. If you don’t mind an extra hour on your journey, I’ d like to
pick up somethings from my cottage and then travel in your direction for alittle while’

The suggestion both surprised and disturbed Hyrald. * Y our help would be appreciated. We' re city
people, asyou' ve gathered — not at our best out here, by any means. There are far too many surprises
for us. But we are fugitives with the Death Cry proclaimed against us. If we' re caught, you'll probably be
fighting for your life before you get achance to explain who you are. | don't know what a shoreman does



to survivein thisplace, but | doubt fighting’s one of them. I’'m afraid we' re not a happy find for you and
we may well be unhappier company.’

‘That' sfor meto judge,’ Endryk said, with an odd smile. ‘ Asfor thefighting . . ." He opened hisarms
expansvely. ‘A little care should avoid that. There are plenty of vantage points and hiding places even
here, and there are more as we move inland. And if any of your colleagues should come after you, don't
forget, they know the country no better than you.’

Hyrald was not convinced. They owed too much to Endryk aready. Whoever he was and wherever he
camefrom, he could have no idea of therisk he was taking.

Endryk took hisarm. ‘It’ stime for meto move on,” he said soberly. ‘1 think | made that decison
yesterday when | helped you off the shore—or it was made for me, I’'m not sure. Anyway, asyou rightly
ingructed your charge before, changeis as unavoidable asits effects are incalculable. 1t smy decison
and I'll take the consequences.’

His manner was quite resolute and Hyrad found he had no more argumentsto offer.

Thus, shortly afterwards, he was waking beside Endryk, following hislead. The others rode behind. Nas
too, joined them, though he kept well to one side like a cautious flank guard.

Endryk’ s cottage surprised Hyrald. His anticipation had been coloured by the disorderly construction of
the shdlter in which they had spent the night. What he saw now was radicdly different. Two storeyshigh,
circular in plan with asteep pitched conical roof of heavy interlocking tiles and walls of well-pointed
stonework, the building was not one he would have described as a cottage. It had the fed of aminiature
fortress and looked peculiarly out of place amid the rolling landscape. Though no student of architecture,
Hyrad tried to think where he had seen anything like it before, but without success. It reminded him
vaguely of some of the towersthat decorated the Moot Palace, but none of those had the solid
purposefulness that this possessed. Still less were they bright and well maintained with orderly gardens at
their feet. He could not resist expressing his surprise.

‘Did you build this? he asked, rather self-conscioudly.

Endryk laughed. ‘ No. | didn’t even build the shelter, though some of the running repairsare mine.” His
laughter faded. ‘ This has been here since before any of the locals can remember. No one even knows
wherethiskind of stone comesfrom. It's certainly not from around here. The last occupant was ared
shoreman, the old man who found me on the beach and took me in, helped me, taught me the ways of
the shore. | keep the placein good order for him.’

‘He saway?

‘He' sdead.” He pointed to asmall fenced areanearby. In it was asmall, neatly tended tumulus at the
head of which was awooden stake topped with aniron ring.

‘I'msorry, | didn't mean . ..

‘It sdl right. It was quite atime ago. And he died aswell asany of us can expect to. Excuse me.” With
that, he pushed open the door and stepped inside. Though uninvited, Hyrad was contemplating following
him when anudge againgt his calves unbalanced him and pushed him to one sde. As he recovered, he
saw Nalscircle acouple of times before draping himsalf across the threshold. Hyrad joined the others.

It was some time before Endryk regppeared and when he did it was from the rear of the building. He
was wearing asword and carrying abow and leading two horses. One was afinetall animal whilethe



other was smadller and more solidly built, with the look of agood packhorse. Both were saddled and
carried bulging saddlebags.

The three Wardens exchanged looks. Hyrald felt an unexpected twinge. He sensed that thiswasaman
who could take hisleadership from him. The thought shocked him alittle. He had not imagined himself so
petty. Neverthel ess, and despite a stern inner word of self-reproach, it proved surprisingly difficult to lay
theideaasde.

‘Sorry | took solong,” Endryk said. ‘| had to leave anote for my friends, my neighbours.’

‘ Areyou sure about coming with us? Hyrald asked, concerned, his momentary discomfiture gone. * It
seemsto methat you' ve got agood life here’

Endryk looked at the cottage. ‘It isagood life. But it'snot mine, and | can seeit’sover now. | haveto
moveon.’

‘But your friends?

‘A manner of spesking. They'refriendly people—fairly friendly, anyway. They know me and they’ve
accepted me as much as villagers accept anyone who hasn't got ten generations behind him in the one
house, but they’ re not redlly my friends. They’ re good souls but none of them will miss me too much. In
fact, they always seem alittle surprised that I’ m gtill here whenever they see me. | think they understand
who | am better than | do.’

‘Have you |locked the place properly? Rhavvan asked.

Endryk smiled. ‘No. There' s nothing worth stedling. Besides, in away, the place belongsto everyone.
The next person who wants to be a shoreman will just movein.’

Rhavvan scowled. ‘1 don't understand,” he said.
‘Don’'t worry about it. Asyou said, you're city people. Y ou're along way from many things.’
Rhavvan's scowl deepened, but he did not reply.

Endryk became practica. He patted one of the saddlebags. ‘I’ ve got dl the supplies| havein here, but
there’ sfresh water around the back if you want to water your horses and fill your water-bags. We
shouldn’t have many problems with either food or water on the way, but we should start well.’

Nordath and Rhavvan took his advice and led their horsesin the direction he was indicating. While the
otherswere waiting, Nals|eft his post across the doorway and waked over to Endryk. The shoreman
crouched down and began talking softly to the animd. Ashe did so, Hyrad noted the quality of the
clothes he was wearing and the wegpons he was carrying. They were smple and practicd, and even
though he could not examine them in detail he could tell they were well made. And his horse too, was one
which would have turned headsin Arvenshem. A twinge of jealousy flared briefly again but he stamped it
out ruthlesdy, marking its demise with another stern inner commentary. Whoever Endryk was he had
saved their lives and done nothing but help them, and he had shown no indication that he wanted any part
in the making of their decisons— quite the contrary. A camer conclusion followed. A leader was aleader
only for those who cared to follow, and fitness could determine everything. And beyond doubt, Endryk,
with hisloca knowledge, could serve the group now better than he could. He felt suddenly easier, asif
some shadow disturbing the edge of hisvision had passed.

Nordath and Rhavvan returned. Endryk finished speaking to the dog and turned to Nordath. ‘ Could |
suggest that you and Thyrn take my other horse and let Adren takeyours,” he said. ‘He' s better ableto



carry thetwo of you.” He looked at Hyrald. * But we should walk as much as we can. Use the horses
sparingly — keep them fresh in case we haveto run.’

‘We ve been waking snce we sarted,’ Hyradd replied. *We || manage alittle further, | think.” He
motioned Endryk to lead the way.

Just before they lost sight of the cottage, Endryk turned and looked at it for along moment. Hisface was
unreadable. The others went ahead alittle to leave him done. Then he saluted and turned to join them
again. Naswalked alongside the group as he had before.

It was not long before the undul ating green terrain became dry and sandy again. After abrief but
caf-tugging passage through some particularly soft dunes they found themselves once again on the
hard-packed sand of the shore. They stopped without acommand and looked out at the shining line of
the seain the distance.

Hyrad found his eyes turning up to the bright sky again. Whatever had been, whatever would be, this
was a beautiful place. An inner resting point in the turmail into which he had been sucked.

‘So clear, so sharp,” Nordath said. * The horizon, parting seaand sky. Straighter than any line I’ ve ever
seen.’

Hyrald looked and saw it for himself. He cast aquick glance at Endryk, wondering what he saw.
‘Let’smount up,” Endryk said. ‘ We can make some worthwhile progress while the light holds.’

Asthey mounted, the mood of the group became less expansive. Rhavvan bent forward and, with a
sgnificant look towards the sea, asked Endryk, ‘It s safe, here, isit? We won't suddenly haveto run for
it again, will we?

Endryk indicated the dry dunes alittle way to their l€ft. ‘ Tide doesn’t come much beyond where we are
now, and not particularly quickly.” Then he turned and pointed behind them, out to sea. * Y ou wereright
out there’” He shook his head and chuckled to himself. “ Y ou areso lucky. Those sand-bars are never the
sametwo days running.l wastaking arisk being out there. Maybe that’ swhy I’ m coming with you —

you're lucky people’
‘I"d hardly call the Death Cry and being attacked by our own, lucky,” Adren joked.

‘True,” Endryk conceded. ‘ But then, you did win, didn’t you? Lucky the mist was with you.’
‘Lucky wewereligening,” Rhavvan intruded caudticaly. ‘ Talking of which, what' sthat noise?

Endryk inclined his head, puzzled for amoment. * Oh, it’s only the sea— and the birds.” He pointed again
to the distant water’ s edge.

Rhavvan squinted dong hisarm. ‘I can't see anything,’” he said.

‘They’ re much further away than you think,” Endryk said. * Y ou won't be able to see them from hereif
you don’t know what you' relooking for. But there’ s so many birds out there, they’ re like clouds of
smoke blowing in the wind when they take off. It squiteasght.’

‘It salondy sound,” Thyrn said.
Endryk pursed hislipsand nodded. ‘Haunting, | think I’d say, rather than lonely.’

They moved on in Slence towards the sinking sun.



* * % %

Vashnar dowly dretched first one arm and then the other. Then he stiffened his shoulders and let them
go. Helooked at the dead hearth in front of him. There were no tell-tale lines of dust to indicate
negligence on the part of the household staff and everything wasin its place — pokers, tongs, rakes, dl the
firesde parapherndia, even the wood carefully stacked in different Sizesin readiness for ease of lighting
onthereturn of the dill distant winter. Y elow lights reflected brightly from the highly polished implements
and from the equally polished wooden seats which stood on each side of the grate. VVashnar reproached
himsdlf. Surely he had not been adegp? He did not think o, for he felt no lingering drowsiness. But
certainly he must have been deeply absorbed, he decided, for he had not heard the servants entering the
room to light the lanternsin strict accordance with the dictates he had long since determined for the
running of his house. Adding an edge to the reproach wasasmadl, hard glint of anger and fear that this
routine intrusion had indeed occurred without his noticing —akind of carelessnessthat could prove fatal
in other circumstances. But the anger did not serioudy mar his sense of well-being and he shrugged it
asde; it wasthe remains of a habit formed in days|ong passed, sharper days, when he had patrolled
Arvenshem'’sdark and dangerous places, and indeed, he took some pridein the fact that he ill had it.
But it was not needed here. Now, everything was the way it should be. This room, its meticulous order,
its buffed and polished surfaces, reflected not only the silently lit lanterns, but hiswill. It was good.
Vashnar detested disorder, loose ends, straggling details, those strands of darkness which could emerge
unseen and unforeseen, to tangle slently about him and bring him down.

He nodded asif completing an internal conversation and, wherever his thoughts had been, they returned
immediately to his confessond discoursewith Velain, ill gtting Slently opposite him.

Her blunt response to his problem with Thyrn had been refreshing. As ever, it had been shrewdly judged.
Hewas particularly taken by the opportunity she had seen to discredit the Caddoran Congress. That, he
had missed. Not for the first time, she had shifted hisview of events, and now she had jolted him out of
the bunkered unease into which he had settled. Neverthel ess, he decided, she had not been right to
dismiss the problem of Thyrn so casudly. Then, of course, she could hardly be criticized for that. She
was necessarily unaware of the complexity of the many intricate detail s that |ocked together the structure
of pending events and of which he was the sustaining force. Two smplefacts clearly condemned Thyrn.
No matter where he was, he could not be alowed to wander free knowing what he knew, especidly as,
by now, he would surely have passed it on to Hyrald and the others. And asfor his reaching out and
entering hismind again . . . that was wholly unacceptable! Vashnar shrank away from what he could
remember of the anonymous nothingness he had become and rooted his decision in more solid ground.
Theincident had been random and uncontrollable, and the effect of another occurring in amore public
venue than this afternoon — of his collgpsing like aclumsy schoolboy, his nose bleeding incongruoudy —
could not be calculated. Other ideas began to form and when he spoke to hiswifeit was asif no silence,
no taper-bearing servants, had intruded in their conversation.

‘But Bowlott can be troublesome and matters are at adelicate stage; it would be palitic to kegp him
unsettled. And having Thyrn and the others wandering abroad is too dangerous, no matter where they
are. We can't risk some random coincidence of events jeopardizing everything at this tage—ataetold
to awandering tinker, an inn-keeper, anything.’

Vélan noted her husband’ stone. Her eyes narrowed and she craned her head forward dightly, anxious
not to miss some nuance.

‘| agree with you that perhaps Thyrn’ s ability to enter my mind is something | should not preoccupy
myself with, but it is<till too dangerous’

Hefdl slent, making no mention of the terror that the encounter had inspired in him. Faint household



sounds drifted reassuringly into the room as the servants pursued their prescribed duties. Vellain waited.
‘| think severa endswill be served at once if we send the Tervaidin after them.’
Chapter 10

In the Beginning was the Burning of the Great Light, though there are those who say that this was
not the true beginning but a Shaping again of that which had gone before. Be that asit may, from
this terrible incandescence four figures emerged, bright beyond imagining, and such was their joy
at being that for time without measure they danced and sang and used the Power that was the
essence of the Great Light to Shape the world and fill it with wondrous things beyond number .
Then they rested and looked on the wonder s they had created and it came upon them that others
should share their joy of being. Thus it was that they sang and danced again and wove from the
mysterious fabric of nothingness their greatest creation, forming it in their own image and calling
it life. And great was the rejoicing of all things that lived.

Y et in what they had done, Those who Shaped came to see amystery beyond their understanding, for
they found that the depth of the nature of life was without end. And they asked themselves how this might
have come to pass. But no answer came save asilence, deep and profound. And so they searched, even
into the heart of their own natures. But there they found only a greater question: how had they themselves
cometo be?

Knowing then that they were ignorant, they resolved to Shape no more until they had answered this
question. And seeing that al about them was good and that al things knew the joy of being, they moved
into the place which lay beyond and between the essence of thisworld, where floated the shifting dreams
of unknowing and where neither time nor place was. All save one, the greatest of them, who remained in
thisworld, deep in contemplation, to seek another way.

And knowledge of them faded from the minds of many, though the wisest amongst al cregtures
remembered them and revered their memory, rgjoicing dwaysin the gift of life which had been bestowed
by them.

But in the fading of the Burning of the Greset Light, other, lesser figures had emerged d o, red and awful,
carrying with them only the will to corrupt and destroy. And one among them was powerful indeed,
equaling in Hisvision and will, Those who Shaped. But He remained gtill and silent, brooding daily as
Those who Shaped worked their mysteries and celebrated the Shaping of the world and dl thingsinit;
for He both feared them and their greatness, and despised their work, deeming it flawed and imperfect,
especidly that which was cdled life, though in that which was cadled man He saw the ingrument of His
own intent.

And thusit was until Those who Shaped, save the one, passed from thisworld.

Thence, freefrom dl fear, He took on the form of man. And making Himsdf fair of face, and with great
gedth and cunning, He moved amongst them, dowly corrupting with fase words and filling them with His
own maice until thejoy of being dipped from them, like water through agrasping hand. And asthey fell
under His sway so He taught them envy and greed and, as He grew yet stronger, He taught them also
war and its unending forms of treachery and cruelty.

For Those who Shaped, knowing not the unfathomable depths of the nature of life, and of man
especidly, had madeit curious and eternally questioning. And men above dl proved the most apt and
thorough pupils, amazing even Him.

But some saw beyond Hiswords and His fairness of face and knew Him for what He was. And they



spoke out, denouncing Him and Hisway. But those whom He had corrupted knew no restraint and put
inthral and to the sword all those who so spoke, making even greater His sway. Y et though endaved,
those who saw the truth would not yield to Him but began a so to study Histeaching, seeing, to their
dismay, that init lay their only salvation. And there came about the Wars of the First Coming and the
world was dark with the fires of degradation and destruction and the air wasfilled with cries of despair
and lamentation.

And o great was the clamour that the greatest of Those who Shaped was awakened from his
contemplation and, looking about him, he was filled with both horror and shame, despairing of what he
saw and fearing that this had come about through the darkness of his own ignorance. Y et he saw too,
that His hand was there, for he knew Him and the knowledge grestly troubled him. And taking the form
of man himsdlf herdlied the failing armies of those who still remembered him and after many and terrible
battles, drove Him to an awful fastnessin the north. And there, in the ninth hour of the Last Battle,
fdtering under the burden of Hissins, He fell to the arrows and spears of men. Though with Hisfind cast
he dew the greatest of Those who Shaped.

Y et, some say that neither weretruly dain, but were trandated into another place and that He may come
again should He be forgotten and the vigilance of good men fail.

Thus went the story of the Beginning and the Wars of the First Coming.
Thereareamyriad lesser tales of that time.

One such tells of anoble people, the Arvensfolk, who, cruelly dispossessed and dispersed for opposing
Hiswill, joined the many and fearful wanderings of peoples seeking respite from the Wars of the First
Coming. Of the fate of the greeter part of the Arvensfolk, nothing is known, but aweary remnant found
refuge in the land that was to become Arvengtaat. Y et even here they were persecuted and endaved by
other peoplesin that land who, though having been persecuted and driven from their homesthemselves,
were more numerous and grestly tainted by Histeaching.

But the Arvensfolk would not yield and withstood the torments of their enemies, asthey had stood
againgt Him, until when it seemed all hope was gone, agreeat |eader arose amongst them and, filling them
with his strength, he led them againgt their oppressors, overthrowing them and sweeping them from the
land.

* * % %

So goes the most common of the legends of the founding of Arvenstaat, though other versions add that,
in gaining victory, the Arvensfolk became so like their oppressors that the man — or some say, woman —
who led them, walked into the mountains, grieving, and was never seen again.

Written testimony, such asit is, tellsamore prosaic, less creditable tale, though in many ways smilar in
essence: afugitive people given shelter who rose up under abruta and shrewd leader to overwhelm and
endavether hosts and saize their lands and properties.

By tradition, no nameisever given to thisleader, but from him—or her, for even in the written testimony
thisis till not known —cametherule of the Dictators. What had been the evil necessity of war became
the commonplace of peace and the will of the Dictator came to be accepted as absolute. For while the
first Dictator ruled with grest brutality, he was nevertheless both respected and held in awe by his
subjects, and his excesses were not seen as such. However, it isin the nature of power that it corrupts,
and in the nature of leadership that it isarandom not a hereditary quality, and while subsequent Dictators
emulated the brutdity of thefirgt, they lacked his subtle understanding of the mood of his peoplewho, in
their turn, knew ever less of the benefitsthat he had brought to the Arvensfolk. Thus, to maintain the



obedience of their subjects, the Dictators were obliged to resort increasingly to the use of armed force,
gathering about them abody of guards who were given privileged positionsin society and ever-increasing
power and authority —the Tervaidin.

Asisinvariably the case with such guardians, the Tervaidin gathered so much power to themsdlvesthat in
time they became the effective rulers of Arvengtaat, appointing and unsesting Dictators as the whim took
them. Ironicaly, because they too became corrupted and weakened by power, their find choice of
Dictator, Koron Marab, was able to divide them amongst themsalves and very effectively reduce their
authority. Y et by afurther irony, thistriumph was short-lived, for it wasthis same division that enabled
Akharim to enligt sufficient of the Tervaidin to act as passive witnesses to his own rise to power. Only
when he had killed Marab did the Tervaidin fully redize that Akharim, in affecting to rule through the
Moot, had judged the mood of the people very finely, and had |eft them no opportunity to deal with him
asthey had done with his predecessors. Following their honoured tradition of salf-interested opportunism
they therefore siwore alegiance to him. Thence, over generations, they were gradualy transformed into
the force that became the Wardens.

Long before the time of Akharim, the Wars of the First Coming had faded into legend, and, no further
cataclysms shaking the world, its many peoples went their own ways— some would say degenerating into
surly mediocrity, otherswould say moving inexorably, if unsteadily forward to ever quieter, more
peaceful times. Whatever the truth, it was indisputably the case that the Arvensknew little redl tyranny
and till less menace from beyond their borders for many generations and, in the course of reaching their
present condition, they came to regard the times of both Marab and Akharim as colourful and romantic —
agloss made possible only by virtue of the distance of the bruta redlity of those times. Thusin those
discussions concerning the repairing of the perceived faults of governance which featured regularly in
taverns and hostelries throughout the land, voices could often be heard declaiming the virtues of the
‘good old days of the Dictators .

Caught dso in the spurious glow from this distant time, the Tervaidin too were usualy seen indigtinctly,
invariably being represented as a disnterested professond dite, full of soldierly virtues and working only
for the good of the people. Many fine and stirring stories had been written about their valiant adventures.
That they had never been thisand had falen progressively further from even their origina state waswell
documented but ignored in popular culture. Almost certainly, thisrainbow view started with Akharim’s
mani pulations to ensure that he retained both the protection of the Tervaidin and control over them, he
knowing full well that myth can be far more potent than redlity, not least for those being mythol ogized.
Whatever the reason, the name rang well in the ears of the modern Arvens and thus Vashnar chose it for
his own guards. It was more appropriate than he would have cared to admit for he intended them to fulfil
the functions of the origina Tervaidin and, like them, they were amixture of thugs, opportunists and
fandics.

* * % %

Velain knew there would be no point in questioning her husband’ s decision. Histonetold her that it was
find. Nevertheless she did dlow her considerable surprise to show.

‘Earlier than you' d envisaged,” shesaid.

Vashnar sood up and began methodically stretching himself again. He was unusudly siff. A frowning
glance at atall clock clucking darkly in the corner told him that he had been Sitting in the chair for some
hours— much longer than he had thought. It disturbed him alittle. * Y ou’ ve delayed our medl,” he said.

“Y ou needed time to think, without disturbance,” Vlain replied, then she reached out and tugged on a
bell-pull hanging by the fireplace. A distant tinkling wasfollowed dmost immediately by amarked change



in the tenor of the household noises that discreetly pervaded the room.
‘And now | need to eat? Vashnar said.

Velain smiled. * And now you need to egt,” she confirmed, standing up and linking her amin his. *And
you need to answer my question.’

“You haven't asked one’

She gave him a provocative glance. ‘My implicit question,” she said, with heavy emphas's, leaning on him.
‘Earlier than you' d envisaged, | said —using the Tervaidin. Only aday or so ago, you said you were
concerned they weren't ready yet.” She led him over to the window.

Vashnar yielded to her and gave aconceding nod. ‘| still am. But circumstances change and we must
move with them. We ve never had a precise schedule for the latter part of our plan. By definition, it was
something we prepared for againgt the time when an appropriate moment would arise. Asfor deciding
when it had come, that was dways going to be adifficult judgement.’

‘And? Vélan prompted, catching the notein hisvoice.

‘And | think now that we might be much nearer than weredize. | think that perhaps we might even be
able to engineer that moment.’

She squeezed hisarm, pressing her question. ‘But the Tervaidin . . .’
‘Need to be tested. In thefield. In action.’
‘But they’re dl experienced Wardens. Y ou picked them yoursdlf, trained them.’

Veélain went to open thetal glass door that would lead them into the now darkened garden —they often
walked there in the evening. But Vashnar stopped her. As she looked up she found herself the object of
close scrutiny by her reflection in the night-backed window. The presence of this hollow image with the
lamplit room in the background, like a mysterious identical world beyond, ever watching, unsettled her
for some reason. She drew the curtains quickly.

Vashnar answered her question. ‘I’ ve no serious doubts about them, but their roleis crucia and it won't
be like anything they’ ve done before. | need to test them in action. They need to test themselvesin
action.” Therewasahint amost of excitement in hisvoice. ‘ And thisisan ided opportunity. We'll find
out how obedient they are, how effective working as agroup, how reliable. And aswell astesting them,
mobilizing them now will serve other useful ends. WE Il see how they’ re greeted on the streets, which is
important —very important. And it’'ll keep Bowlott quiet — stop him fretting about the Death Cry too
much. He' ll probably be pleased actudly —anew guard regiment for the Moot Palace, specially sdlected
from our most experienced Wardens to protect the Senators should the rumours about Nesdiryn or the
Morlider prove correct — or even from over-enthusiastic éectors. It’'ll pander to hisinflated sense of his
own importance’

‘But Hyrald and the others are Wardens. Do you think your peoplewill have any difficulty in..." Vdlan
made avague throat-cutting gesture. *. . . dedling with them?

‘Noneat adl,” Vashnar said without hegitation. ‘ That, I’ ve no qualms about. They al know wherewe' re
going and what it meansto them, and they’ Il not allow any misguided old loyatiesto sand in the way.’

Vdlan loved her husband.



There was asingle sharp rap on the door and a servant entered to announce that their meal was ready.

‘I see no reason for delay,’” Vashnar went on as they walked down along uncarpeted corridor, their
footsteps softly martid. ‘ The longer this businesswith Thyrn persigts, the greater therisk. I'll send for
Aghrid first thing tomorrow. Twenty, mounted, should do. He can pick them. They should be on the road
by late afternoon.’

“Shouldn’t you spesk to the others?
‘I'll tell them at the sametime. | doubt they’ Il disagree. The matter’sclear-cut. Thyrn'sgottobe. ..
“You can't tell them about Thyrn,” Vdlain said urgently.

Vashnar smiled dightly. ‘He was young, corruptible. Broke his Caddoran Oath. Discovered too much
about our intentions. Asyou said yourself, he was probably spying for the Congress.”

Vélain reflected his smile back to him as he rehearsed his pending arguments.

They paused at the entrance to the dining room. ‘ A long, strange and interesting day, wife,” he said,
routingly casting acritical eye over theformdly laid table. * For thefirst time since thistrouble with Thyrn
began | fed asthough I’'m seeing the way ahead again, clear and decisive’

Velainlaid asustaining hand on his arm as she moved past him. Had she been looking at hisface
however, she would have seen ahint of fear in his eyes. For though he had told her the truth, he had not
told her dl of it. He had not told her that for al hisregained clarity of vison, he could still sense some part
of Thyrnin every dark part of his mind — persstent and clinging, like the dust-laden cobwebsin

Bowlott’ soffice,

* * % %

AsEndryk guided Hyrald and the others a ong the shore through the latter part of the day, the clumps of
vegetation in the hard sand became increasingly more dense until the shore ahead became a continuous
sheet of dull green, streaked with patches of brown and grey, and the shining line of the sea became
ragged and broken. The distant sound of birds had gradualy grown much louder. It surrounded the
riders, forming arelentless chorusto their journey across the long-shadowing landscape, at once desolate
and reassuring.

‘What'sthat? Adren pointed towards the horizon. As she did so, adark cloud, thin as smoke, rose up
inthe far distance againgt the reddening sky. It shifted, folded, moved from sideto sde asno cloud
could, then, asquickly asit had appeared, sank and vanished.

‘Birds,’ Endryk said. ‘Likel told you.’
Adren gaped. ‘Birds? she said uncertainly. Endryk nodded.

Adren’ seyes widened with wonder and for awhile she stared fixedly at the now motionless horizon.
‘What adight, shesaid eventudly. ‘I’ ve seen birds flocking in the city in the evening, but never anything
like that. There must be so many. How can they move like that — so quickly? She shook her head dowly
in disbelief then pointed again.  But that wasn't what | was looking at. What are those?

Endryk followed her hand then glanced quickly at Thyrn. ‘ They’ re the tops of the hills on the other side—
north,” he said, mouthing the last word silently. “ Y ou' Il see more as we move further inland, asthe estuary
narrows.’



Thyrn however, ether did not hear or was too rapt in thought to note the first appearance of his
long-sought goa. Adren acknowledged Endryk’ s discretion and said nothing further.

They rode onin slencefor alittle while until Endryk announced, ‘WEe |l have to move off the shore now,
it'snothing but marsh up ahead. Fine for the birds but hard going and very dangerousfor us.’

‘Tide dangerous, isit? Rhavvan asked, anxiousto use his dight knowledge of thisdien place.

‘No, not here,” Endryk replied. ‘ Not usualy, anyway. But there are areas of soft mud here that could
swalow an entire regiment in minutes— horses and al — and leave no trace.” Rhavvan reined hishorseto
ahalt and stared at him asthough he might be joking. ‘ They shift and change with thetide,” Endryk
explained casudly. ‘| can’t guide you through them. No one can.’

‘The sooner we get back to civilization, the better,” Rhavvan sighed, looking down uncomfortably at the
indentations his horse' s hooves were making in the sand as he redized that Endryk was smply telling him
thetruth. * This place has far too many bad surprises for my liking. What €lse are we going to find here?

Endryk dismounted and began leading his horse towards the trees that fringed the shore. The others
followed him. ‘ A few insects, maybe, and some swift rivers,” hereplied. ‘ Plenty of plantsto sting and
poison you if you' re foolish enough to St on them or eat them. A few animalsto sted your food in the
night, if you don’t stow it properly. And, of course, starvation and exposure if you redly don’t know
what you' re doing. But plenty of food, water and shdlter if you do.” Hislip curled. * And no thieves,
murderers, drunkards, streets choked with horses, waggons and quarrelling people scrabbling to go
nowhere special. No armies, no swords, no . . ." He stopped and grimaced. ‘ Sorry,” he muttered.

‘The gpologiesare ours,’ Hyrad said, watching his guide sface carefully. *We ve brought the memories
and the swords back into your life. And | suppose there’ sarisk of more coming.’

‘Yes,” Endryk said, his agitation gone as quickly asit had come. WE Il haveto talk about that.” Then he
wasfully himsdf again. ‘ Theré sagood place for acamp not far awvay. We ve made as much of the day
aswe can, we should use therest of the light to tend the horses and set up for the night.’

Within the hour it was dark and they were sitting around asmdll fire looking unusualy contented. The
Wardenswho had attacked them on the shore had come well-equipped, leaving them not only with a
welcome addition to their rations, but aso two small tentsto complement one they had stolen on their
journey. Erecting them had proved alittle problematical, but findly Rhavvan was able to declare, ‘ Quite
spacious,” as he stood back and examined their joint handiwork. ‘A marked improvement on the past
weeks.’

Endryk, by contrast, had swiftly and skilfully rigged himsdlf a shelter with apiece of rope and a sheet.
‘Do you do any training in thiskind of terrain? he asked tentetively.

The three Wardens stared at him blankly ‘What for? Hyrald asked.

Endryk shrugged. ‘1 thought perhaps as part of your basic training —for emergency survival?

‘No." Hyrald' stone was disparaging. * Surviva for usisamatter of stick, sword, good information and
having the wit to know whento run.’

‘And your friends,; Rhavvan added, to common agreement.

‘“Why would we need to know how to live out here? Hyrald went on. * Asyou said yourself; there are no
thieves and rogues about here, and if any of them want to run away from the city so much the better.



Lesstroublefor us. Let them get poisoned and stung and die of exposure.’
Endryk nodded wistfully. *Yes, of course, foolish question.’
‘| gather you did trainto live out here” Hyrad said, glancing at Endryk’ s neat and smple shelter.

‘Different needs, different ways. Foolish question, as| said.” Endryk was obvioudy anxious not to pursue
the matter.

Therewaslittle further talk around the flickering fire, everyone seeming to take to heart Hyrdd' searlier
advice that decisions about their future were perhaps best made after anight’ s deep. And too, the gentle
crackling of the fire and the shadowy vigil of the trees about them was more conducive to silence than
debate. Only onetopic stirred them before they retired to their respective tents.

‘Wemust . . ." Endryk paused as he sought other words. ‘| think it would be agood ideato post a
guard.’

This provoked yet more blank looks, but thistime Endryk did not retrest. He lowered hisvoice. ‘ People
— hunters— have aready found you once. Asyou pointed out, you' re asfar from Arvenshelm asyou can
oet, here—off themap, | think you said. Y et out of thiswhole country they knew which way you’ d gone
and came gtraight to you. So if your own kind — city people— could follow you so easily, you' ve
obvioudy left atrail like arunaway hay cart. Thethree Wardenslooked at him darkly, unhappy at the
reproach and uncertain whereit wasleading.

Hyrald made to interrupt but Endryk pressed on. ‘ If you decide ultimately to go north perhapsit won't
matter, but if you go south, you'll be heading for trouble and you' Il have to be much more careful about
how you move and how you cover your tracks. Even now you' ve got two, maybe three, daysin
Arvenstaat before you decide which way to go and if you' re found again, you may not have the mist on
your side, or only threeto ded with.’

Hyrad exchanged looks with Rhavvan and Adren asif seeking inspiration that would enable him to
denounce or laugh off the notion of further pursuit and conflict. But nothing came.

Endryk’ squiet logic was indigputable— and frightening.
‘“You'reright, hesaid eventudly. ‘It' sjust not away any of usthink.’
‘Y ou need to start. Right away.’

Agan Hyrad fet ahint of resentment at Endryk’s command of events, but again it faded before his
unaffected manner and the smple, if crud, truth of what he was saying.

‘Yes, | can seethat.” Helooked at Thyrn and Nordath. ‘| suppose we all need to start thinking
differently if we' re going to survivethis. Let go of our old livesif we' reto get them back, asit were. We
got through thefirgt rush as much by good luck as anything else, but we can’t rely on that holding for
ever.” Hismanner became grim as his own words opened up the implications of their pogition. ‘We' ve
got alot to learn. We re only going to get one try and one mistake could be our last.’

The mood of the group darkened and only the faint hiss of the fire disturbed the night silence. Then it
spluttered and shifted, sending up asmal flurry of sparks and lighting the solemn faces. Hyrad clapped
hishands.

‘We'll stand guard in two-hour shifts,” he said briskly. ‘ Nordath, will you do the first? Then Adren and
Rhavvan. I'll do thelast.” No one argued.



‘“What about me? Thyrn asked, unexpectedly indignarnt.
“You'retoo young,” Hyrald replied, adding feebly, ‘you need your deep.’
‘And me? Endryk asked before Thyrn could argue further.

Hyradd looked at him. *Y ou’ ve done more than enough for us. And thisisn't your fight. If anything
happens—if we re attacked, any time—run for it, save yoursdlf, with our thanks.’

Endryk stood up and stretched. ‘1’1l stand my turn tomorrow night,” he said categoricaly, waking over to
his shelter. ‘ Good night to you al. Seep well.’

‘And sowill I,” Thyrn added, copying histone. He nodded to the three Wardens. * Good night.” Then,
young again, to Nordath, * Good night, Uncle.’

Hyrad stared after them. *Well, I'm glad we got that settled,” he said sourly under his breath.

Nordath was chuckling to himself at Hyrad' s caustic manner as he mounted guard. It fet strange. There
had been preciouslittle to make him laugh since Thyrn had tumbled, hystericd, into his house and
plunged him into thiswaking nightmare. Hewastoo old for al thishiding and fleeing. His quiet, humdrum
life had been torn apart. Only affection for Thyrn had kept him going. Indeed, only affection for Thyrn
had kept him sane. That and aburning anger which he never voiced but which co-existed with hisamost
congtant fear. None of this should be. Vashnar, like all in his position before him, had been entrusted with
the authority of the people to protect them from arbitrary justice, from mob rule. Now here he was,
fomenting it. He must be crazed. But the implications of thisdidn’t bear thinking about.

Heleaned back againgt atree and gripped Rhavvan' s borrowed staff with al his strength —afutile
measure of hisimpotence againgt Vashnar’ s corruption. Then, suddenly, he was quite calm. He began
passing the staff gently from hand to hand.

‘Don’t st down,” Endryk had discreetly whispered to him. *You'll fall adeep very quickly. Y ou need to
fed the night. Keep something moving —just dow and easy and quiet. Keep looking at different things.” It
seemed like good advice, Nordath reflected, as a pervasive yawn swept through him. He was just
levering himsdlf away from the tree when something nudged hisleg making him suddenly very awake and
onthe verge of crying out. Nals eyesglinted up a him, green in the starlit darkness. Nordath cleared his
throat softly. ‘Good dog,” he said, unconvincingly.

No incident disturbed the deepers that night, other than the grumbles of those being awakened for guard
duty, though each of them in turn had to cope with the stedlthy footsteps, the rustling undergrowth, the
strange grunts and squeal s— some near, some far —that told of the lives of the countryside’ s night
crestures. These, and the regular ingpections by Nals, were the subject of some amusement the following
morning asthey breskfasted on their former colleagues’ supplies.

Endryk’ s quiet education of the group began with the breaking of their camp. The fire waswell doused,
the ashes scattered, and the turf which he had removed before he lit it was replaced. Such damage asthe
tents and the horses had made was a'so covered or repaired and, to the untutored eyes of his pupils, the
small clearing seemed to have been quite untouched by their stay.

Endryk waslesssanguine. ‘It' | haveto do, he said, though not unkindly.

‘No Warden’ sgoing to notice, that’ sfor sure,” Rhavvan told him confidently, proud of his new-learned
ills

Shortly after they |eft the camp, it began to rain —a steady vertica drizzle.



‘Thisisset infor theday,” Endryk said, hitching on along cape and pulling the hood forward. * Not much
fun.” Helooked at the others and smiled. ‘Well, | see the Wardens have good waterproof capes,” he
sad.

‘Ohyes’ Rhavvan said. ‘ Standing for hoursin the rain is something we do know about. And | doubt it's
any wetter herethaninthecity.’

For the rest of the day, a hunched procession moved steadily westwards, following the line of the shore.
Theterrain varied agreat ded —sometimesflat and open, sometimes hilly and confused —a mixture of
woodland and grasdand with ragged stretches deep in ferns and shrubs, and an increasing number of
rocky outcrops. But it presented them with no serious problems and they walked and rode equdly,

accepting the rhythm set by Endryk.

For the most part they travelled in silence, though on two occasions Endryk stopped so that he could
show them some edible berries and roots. His dripping audience’ s attention was polite but unenthusiagtic.
He patted the saddlebags. ‘Wait till you're hungry,” he said. * Thislot won't last for long. And we' Il have
to catch somelivestock soon.” Thyrn gave hisuncle aplaintivelook asthey moved off again.

Whenever they werein the open, Thyrn’s gaze would be drawn inexorably northwards, but al he could
make out through the rain was the dull green of the marshesfading into greyness.

Towards evening, the rain stopped and they finished the final part of their day’ sjourney in the light of a
low, warm and yellow sun which cut long shadows through the steam rising from them. They camped
amongst trees again, though thistime in the shelter of an overhanging rock face. After tending the horses
and lighting afireto dry themsalves, they dined on amixture of their own supplies and some of theroots
and berries that Endryk had picked.

‘A good day,” Endryk said, nudging thefire with hisboot. ‘We ve donewell.’

‘That' sardief, Hyradd sad. ‘1 wouldn't have liked it to be apoor one. At least | can be exhausted with
aclear conscience now. | didn’t redlize how tired | was until | sat down.’

Endryk looked alittle guilty. ‘' I'm sorry,” he said. ‘1 forgot you' re not used to travelling like this. |
should' ve been more careful with you.’

‘Well live; Rhavvan said, without conviction, his head dumping forward.

Endryk looked even guiltier. ‘ Before you get too settled, | need to show you how to lay sometraps.’
The ideawas greeted by a subdued chorus. ‘What?

‘Traps—if you want to eat.’

It was dark when they returned from this reluctant exercise, but Nordath and Thyrn had kept the fire high
and cheerful and this, added to their exhaustion, precluded any reproach to their guide.

‘I'll do thefirgt guard shift, Thyrn said, by way of greeting.
‘And | the second,” Endryk added quickly, while judicioudy quietening the blazing fire.
Hyrald raised his handsin surrender.

Therewaslittle conversation after thisand, as on the previous night, the topic of their ultimate destination
was avoided.



Thyrn found his duty shift darming, but gave amanful acknowledgement to Endryk when hewas
relieved. Wriggling gratefully into histent hefell adeepimmediatdly. Then, after what felt like only
moments, he was awake again. Someone had a hand over his mouth.

Chapter 11

Though the hand over his mouth was purposeful and completely effectivein preventing him from making
any sound, there was no threatening strength in it and Thyrn sensed rather than saw, inthedim light, a
finger being gpplied to lips, warning him to be quiet.

‘Don't be afraid —it'sme, Endryk,” came awhisper.
Thyrn’ swide eyes picked out only afaint silhouette, but Endryk’ s accent was unmistakable.

‘Gently now. Don’'t wake the others. Comewith me,” he said. ‘1 want to show you something.” The hand
dipped from Thyrn’smouth and patted his shoulder conspiratorialy. The silhouette dipped through the
open flap of the tent, beckoning.

As he emerged, Thyrn took a deep breath. The air was cool and moist and had a quality about it quite
different to anything he had ever known in the city. It felt good. Looking up he saw that the sky was

greying.

‘What timeisit? hewhispered in some dismay as Endryk took his elbow and motioned him away from
the tent.

‘It'll be dawn soon,” camethereply. Thyrn felt hislimbs go leaden. His mouth dropped open asa
precursor to aloud exclamation. Endryk clamped his hand over it again. * Don't wake the others,” he
hissed. ‘ Especidly your uncle, he needs hisdeep. HE salot of heart but he' stoo old for thiskind of life’
He pointed into the gloom and Thyrn was just able to make out Nordath dutifully guarding the camp. He
was Stting against atree and wasfast adeep. ‘Don't worry,” Endryk said. ‘Nalswill keep guard until we
get back.’

‘ Get back? From where? Where are we going?

The hand on his ebow led him further away from the camp, then it rleased him and gestured to him to
follow. Curious now, he obeyed the ingtruction amost without hesitation. He needed no injunction to
slence. Thiswas not only implicit in Endryk’ s posture, it was commanded by the heavy tillness of the
surrounding trees.

After walking for afew minutes, Endryk stopped. In a gentle, svegping movement, but keeping his hands
low, he opened hisarmsin adow, expansve gesture and then brought them together again. Thyrn
watched him, bewildered. He had amomentary urge to copy him.

‘What are you doing? herisked.

‘Jugt bresthing. Feding themorning,” came the unhelpful reply. ‘1’ simportant to remember that redly
there sonly now.’

Thyrn frowned and | et the matter go. ‘Where are we going? What' ve you got me up at thistimefor?
Endryk’ s smile showed pae through the greyness.

‘So that you could fed themorning aswell.’



‘What!’
ls,]!l

A gesture brought the silence of the forest to Endryk’ s aid and then he was moving again, soft and easy.
Thyrn followed, blundering and awkward by comparison, dew from the disturbed undergrowth
dampening his boots and dark staining histrousers.

‘Where are you taking me? he asked after they had been walking for awhile.
‘“We'll be there soon, but | wanted to talk to you aone.’
‘Totak to me? What for?

‘Oh, lots of reasons. Not the least being the fact that you' re at the heart of thisbusiness, and as1’ve
dlied mysdlf with you | need to know more about you.’

‘I can't tell you any morethan | told you the other day. If | could, | would. | don’t know why Vashnar's

Endryk stopped him. ‘| understand that,” he said. * But it’ s not particularly important a the moment. It's
aufficient for now that Vashnar’ s a pursuing enemy. What we' ve got to do first of al is make sure that we
can survive out here indefinitely.’

‘Indefinitely? Thyrn stopped. Y ou mean —for ever?
Endryk did not reply.
‘I hadn’t thought about it like that,” Thyrn said after an uncertain sllence.

“Y ou hadn’t thought about it at all,” Endryk said, walking on. ‘None of you had. Somewherein al your
mindsisthe vagueideathat sooner or later everything will be asit was again.’

‘No,” Thyrn protested loyally.

‘Yes,’ Endryk replied unequivocaly. Thistime it was he who stopped. It was lighter now and Thyrn
found himsalf transfixed by a penetrating gaze. * Everyone thinkslike that in an emergency. I’ ve doneiit
mysdf many times. It swhat keeps you going in thefirst instance. Then, eventualy, aquiet time comes
and redity startsto impinge onyou.’

‘And?

‘And you change. Sooner or later you respond to that redlity. And sooner’ saways alot less painful than
later, believe me.” His gaze released Thyrn and he pointed. ‘ Over there. Look.” Hewasindicating atree
about twenty paces away. At first, Thyrn could not make anything out, but asthey drew nearer he
wrinkled hisnosein dismay. Hanging from athin branch driven into the ground was arabbit, a noose tight
about its neck. It was twitching dightly. Before he could say anything, Endryk had deftly released the
anima and struck it a powerful blow with his hand. Thyrn jumped at the impact. It seemed out of
character for the man.

‘Thank you,” Endryk said to the dead animd before thrusting it into Thyrn’s hand. * Does this bother
you? he asked as he bent the branch down and re-set the snare.

‘I'm not used to animds,” Thyrn said evasvely, holding the rabbit at arm’ slength.



‘| can seethat,” Endryk replied, standing. * Which means you won't be able to skin this ether, |
suppose.’

‘Skin!” Thyrn shrank alittle and mouthed the word, asif speaking it doud might offend the dead rabbit.

Endryk took the anima from him, at once busnesdike and fatherly. ‘ Thisisone of thethings| need to
talk to you about. | don’t know what it’slike being a Caddoran, till less someone as specia asyou
seemto be, but it’ svery important that you understand that your former lifeis gone. Gone for ever.
Perhaps you might get back to something like it one day, | don’t know, but what | do know isthat if
that’ sto happen, you need to survive, and to survive you need to accept things the way they are, here,
now, and to learn. Above dl, you need to learn. Y ou’' re along way from anywhere here, and there’ sno
one—no one—to help you if you get into trouble. Do you understand what | mean?

‘1 think s0,” Thyrn replied unhappily.
‘Let’slook at therest of thetraps,’ Endryk said. ‘ Tell me about your journey aswewalk.’

It was not along tae, though Thyrn, having been terrified for most of the time, was vague about much of
it. Asfar as he could recal, the warning from Hyrald' s friend had enabled them to escape the mob, and
they had spent sometime hiding in avariety of empty properties. He did remember Hyrald saying that
they should use the places that the mob had aready searched. Then there had been a confusing collection
of hushed discussons about scouting the streets, gathering supplies, dark figures coming and going,
followed by anight-time cart ride hidden under old sacks, with stern instructions about silence and
dtillness. Then waking, and riding — he could not remember where the horses had come from or why they
had been abandoned — deeping in barns and outhouses, stedling food and various other things until they
had eventudly arrived on the shore.

Endryk did not press him on any part of the story, though he interrupted him as they came to each trap.
They found one more rabhbit, but the others were empty. Thistime Endryk showed Thyrn how to re-set
them and made him do it. “We |l check them again when weleave.” At the sametime he pointed out why
he had positioned the traps where he had, showing Thyrn rabbit burrows and signs of regular traffic.
Then he showed him how to skin and clean the rabbit, a proceeding that both fascinated and appdled
Thyrn and which included aso ingtruction in how to sharpen aknife when, teeth bared unhappily, he
attempted the same exercise with hisown knife. *You'll cut your head off with aknife thisblunt,” was
Endryk’ s horrified verdict as he examined the offending tool.

‘“Why did you thank the rabbits? Thyrn asked asthey set off back to the camp.
‘Wetook their lives so that we could edt, the least we could do isthank them, isn’t it? Honour their gift.’

Thyrn looked at him to seeif he was being made the butt of some strange joke, but he saw that Endryk
was quite serious. In fact, hewas very serious. * Surviva is about awareness, Thyrn. You'reapart of the
land and everything in it, not separate, a passer-by untouched and untouching, even though you might fedl
like that. Everything connectsto everything else, every action has consequences—most of them not
caculable—but you need to know that that’ sthe way things are. Y ou must honour the thingsyou use. If
you don’t you’ re dishonouring a part of yourself and that prompts the question deep insdeyov, isit
worthwhile, your surviving? Helooked intently a Thyrn and then smiled broadly. *Y ou don’t know what
I’ m talking about, do you?

‘A littlebit, I think,” Thyrn replied, adding ruefully, ‘1 certainly understand about connections.’

Endryk looked rueful in histurn. *Yes, of courseyou do,” hesaid. ‘I’ d forgotten.” He began to walk
more quickly, levering hismood into cheerfulness. * You' vedonewdl,” hesaid. *Y ou pick things up very



quickly. Far quicker than | ever did.’
‘It smy job,” Thyrn retorted quite unselfconscioudly.

Endryk laughed softly at his manner and held up a placatory hand. The sun was above the horizon now,
shining brightly through the leafy canopy above them and throwing a confusion of long dancing shadows
everywhere. Endryk looked &t his pupil and drew in anoisy breath. ‘ As| said before, it’ simportant you
learn as much as possible about how to live out here, Thyrn, for dl our sakes. We dl have to help one

another, and there’ sno room for passengers. Y our uncle concerns me. He' sthe one who' sgoing to fed!
the strain first. Thetime's come now when you haveto look after him, not he you. Do you understand?

The question obvioudy disturbed Thyrn and he avoided Endryk’ s gaze for some time before grimacing
guiltily. “Yes, you'reright. I’veredly hurt him, haven't 17 For an instant he seemed to be on the verge of
tears. ‘He' sprobably the only red friend I’ ve got, and | dragged him into all this. All he wanted wasto
enjoy hisquiet life—books, music, talking with his cronies!’

Endryk intervened, concerned by the response he had evoked. Y ou turned to him for help. Don’t
reproach yoursdlf for that. I'm sure he doesn’'t blame you. It s not your fault that VVashnar did what he
did. You certainly couldn’t have foreseenit. | meant . ..’

‘I know what you meant. I’ ve got to shape up and not be a burden any more, haven't 17 Thyrn took a
gasping breath. ‘1 love my uncle, I’ll do anything | can to make thingsright for him again, but | don't
know what todo. I'm..." Hetook another breath before forcing out the words, ‘I’ m afraid.’

‘You'dbeararefodl if youweren't.

Thyrn blinked at Endryk’ s blunt response.

‘Being afraid isthe way you should be right now. Hyrald and the others are, you can rest assured.’
‘But...

‘But nothing. They are, trust me. Y ou can’'t have alunatic tell an entire country to kill you and not be
afrad’

Thyrn looked at him in silence, uncertain what to do with this statement of the obvious.
‘| want it to go away.’

The words hung in the waking morning air, Smple and sincere and free from the tremul ous self-pity that
would have provoked disdain or anger.

Endryk put ahand on hisarm. ‘ Yes, of courseyou do,” he said with equal simplicity. ‘ Fear’ swretched.
No onewantsit. But it's part of what we are and there are times when we need it if we' re going to
survive. The others back there are Wardens; one way or another they know that. They' reusedto it —it
helps’

‘My uncl€ snot aWarden.’
‘No, but he' sdamned near a parent and that can be redlly frightening.’
Therewas ahint of asmile about his mouth and Thyrn gave him a suspicious |ook.

‘He cares about you — about what happensto you. He fedswhat you fedl,” Endryk said.



Thyrn looked down at his dew-sodden boots and trousers. Pollen and fragments of leaves and grass
were clinging to them. ‘| understand what you' re saying. | want to shape up, to help, to take care of my
uncleinstead of being aburden. But I'monly ...

‘Only! Only what? Endryk’s grip tightened about Thyrn'sarm. “Y ou are what you are. Don't give me
only. A little while ago you were someone who had avery specid skill —askill which enabled you to be
of vauable servicein Arvenshem. And to command payment that others your age would kill for. You've
gtill got that skill, but now you need others aswdll — skillsto help you survive out here, on your own.
You've dready got some.” He pointed to the two skinned rabbits.

‘But...

‘But nothing.” Endryk bent close to him. *When you fed doubt and inadequacy gnawing at you,
remember what you' ve dready achieved, and remember your uncle. It'syour turn to carry him now.
You'll find resourcesin you you never dreamt of. And while I’'m with you, I’ll teach you whatever | can.
Just watch, listen and, above dl, think. And if you want to know something, ask.” Hisvoice became
urgent. ‘ That’ simportant, Thyrn. Not only for you but for the others, because when they see you learning
something, they’ll learn it themsdlves’

Thyrn looked puzzled. ‘ But what do they need to learn? They’ re Wardens'’

A laugh, not atogether kindly, burst out of Endryk, but he cut it off sharply. ‘ They seem like good people
to me. Decent and honourable in their own way. And Hyrald' s certainly getting to grips with what's
happening. But my past experience of Wardens hasn't always been happy. They’ re not particularly
well-disciplined or well-trained, and as an organization they leave alot to be desired. | soon learned it
was best to avoid them if possible’

‘Y ou've had trouble with Wardens up here?

Thyrn’ sopen curiosity deflected Endryk. He becamereflective. ‘No. | travelled dl over Arvenstaat
before | ended up here. When | first arrived | was going to go south for ever —just for ever.” He paused,
hiseyes digtant. ‘But by thetime | reached the southern mountains | was exhausted, inside and out, and |
couldn’t face them. And it was coming up to winter.’

‘No one ever goes south,” Thyrn said knowingly. Theimpassability of the southern mountainswas a
given truth for the Arvens. It was aso false, though the mountains were not for the faint, the feeble or the
inexperienced, and few travelled them.

‘Where are you from? Thyrn asked abruptly.

Endryk pointed vaguely in the direction of the unseen shore but otherwise ignored the question. *So |
ended up wandering around, taking odd jobs here and there for my keep. | spent quiteatimein
Arvenshem. Learned alot about this strange country I”d found mysdlf in, with itsfarce of agovernment
in the Moot, and the Wardens making up the law asthey went dong.” He shook hishead. *It'snot a
good way for acountry to be, Thyrn. Something bad will come of it eventualy.” He shrugged. * Still,
that’ s not our immediate problem, isit? Come on. Let’ srouse the camp.’

‘“How did you get back up here? Thyrn asked.

Endryk frowned, then sighed. ‘“Well, | did tell you to ask, didn’t 1?1 came here the same way you did —
fleeing an enemy. But unlike you, my enemy wasin my heed. | carried him with medl thetime, and he
drove mefrom every place | went to. I'm not sure I’ mtotaly rid of him even now.” He waved ahand to
forbid any more questions on the subject. ‘ But as| told you before, there comes a quiet time eventually



and redlity startsto make itsdlf felt. In my case, it waswhen | was on my hands and knees out on the
shore and an old shoreman was dragging me to safety.’

He stopped and stood silent for some time before clearing histhroat and |ooking accusingly at Thyrn.

‘But we' re talking about you, aren’t we? Not me. My enemy’ slong given up the chase—though |
suspect we only have akind of truce. But I’ ve afedling that yours hasn't redlly begun his pursuit yet. And
to be ready for him, you and the others need to learn alot more.’

Thyrn'sloyalty reared again. ‘1 don’t think Hyrald and the others have much to learn about looking after
themsdves’

Thistime Endryk did not laugh. * Y esthey have, believe me. I’ ve no doubt they can look after themsalves
very well in Arvenshdm — dedling with drunks and thieves and the like. Certainly they can fight well. They
dedlt with those others on the shore splendidly —it’ s no dight thing to stand your ground against a
mounted attacker. But here. .. He made an expansive gesture, encompassing the smal sunlit clearing
they were walking through. ‘ Here you can die of starvation, of thirg, of cold, through eating poisonous
vegetation, maggoty mest, drinking foul water —most unheroicdly, likean animal —dowly, dismaly,
eaten by rodents and insectswhile you're till dive but too weak to . . .’

He stopped. Thyrn's eyes were widening and the blood was draining from hisface.

‘Sorry,” he said unsympathetically. ‘ But there are things you need to know out here and Hyrald and his
friends are no wiser than you about them. Their problem — our problem, actudly —isthat it' smore
difficult for them to admit their ignorancethan it isfor you, S0 if you act asawilling sudent it’ll give them
achanceto learn without losing face. Can we agree on that — our secret plot?

He held out his hand. Thyrn shifted the rabbits to his other hand and grasped it warmly. *Yes, | want to
help—my uncle especidly.” Hewas suddenly full of enthusiasm. * Teach me everything you can. | can
learn fagter than anyone you' ve ever known.’

Asthey camein sght of the camp they saw that Nordath was awvake. He was struggling to light thefire
amid acloud of smoke. Endryk looked upwards as it escaped through the canopy.

Thyrn hailed his uncle, waving the rabbits high. Nordath gave acry and jumped to hisfeet unsteadily,
patting his chest and coughing.

‘You startled me,” he said, rubbing hiswatering eyes. ‘| thought you were ill adeep.’” He focused
blearily on the carcasses dangling from his nephew’ s hands. ‘What arethey? he asked in somedarm.

‘Food,” Thyrn announced with great relish. ‘ Endryk showed me how to catch and skin them.” He mimed
the operation. Nordath' s expression ran agamut of emotions until, seeing his nephew’ s patent ddlight at
his achievement, he settled for sharing it with him. “*Very good,” he said, as encouragingly as he could.

Endryk in the meantime was attending to the fire, blowing on it gently and carefully feeding twigsinto the
glow that Nordath had managed to create. Discreetly he signalled Thyrn to watch. ‘ Not bad, Nordath,’
he said. ‘Not bad at al. But your kindling’ s abit damp — hence the smoke.” Glancing at Thyrn he madea
swift seriesof cutsin athin twig, shaving back thewood like fegthers. *It' sdrier ingde,’ he explained,
then he pointed to a dead branch hanging from anearby tree, before adding the twig to the burgeoning
fire. ' But standing deadwood' s better, if you can find any,” he said casudlly.

‘A bit of smokewon't hurt, will it? Nordath retorted in amildly injured tone before being convulsed by
another fit of coughing as the smoke swept round and enfolded him.



‘| think you' ve answered that for yourself,” Endryk replied, laughing. ‘ It'sal right if you want to keep the
flies off, but not for cooking, warmth, or a peaceful firesde” More serious, he added, ‘And it’ll tell an
enemy exactly wherewe are’

‘Enemy, what enemy? It was Rhavvan emerging from histent. He was dishevelled and scratching himself
fredy.

‘Don’'t worry. We rejust having alesson in country crafts, Nordath said, not without some heavy irony.
Rhavvan grunted and disappeared into the bushes.

‘That’ s another thing we need to talk about,” Endryk said to Thyrn, softly but very significantly, nodding
inthe direction Rhavvan had gone.

Breskfast proved to be quite a cheery affair with much claiming of credit for the capture of the rabbits by
the previous night’ s reluctant trappers. In the course of it, Endryk conspicuoudy explained to Thyrn many
things about the trapping and eating of animal s and birds. He touched again on the grim ways of dying
that lay inwait for the unwary, to which Thyrn nodded sagely, while the other listenersfdl oddly slent.
When Endryk had finished he added a discreet wink to his pupil.

‘Can't live on rabbitsfor ever, of course,” he concluded. * Not on their own anyway. They don’'t have
everything we need. But they’ re tasty enough and they’ Il get us through the day. We Il collect some roots
and leavesaswetravel. Add alittle extrato our fare’

After they broke camp, they visited the traps again and Thyrn was able to demongtrate his new-found
skill with afurther catch. It provoked more banter, but they were al quietly impressed, not least Endryk.
“Youdo learn quickly, don’'t you? he said as he hel ped to dismantle the remaining traps.

‘I told you, it'smy job. | watch, | copy,” Thyrn replied smply. Then helooked at Endryk with an unusual
intengity. ‘I’'m aso garting to think.”

The weether that day was overcast but mild and well suited to walking and leisurely riding. Theterrain
became alittle more sparse, with fewer trees and more long stretches of exposed rock. The most
conspicuous feature of their journey was the gradua appearance of the land to the north which was
clearly visble whenever they travelled close to the shordline. The open seawas dowly being transformed
into awide river. Thyrn, however, seemed to be less distracted by it than on the previous day, his
attention being focused much more on Endryk who continued with hisingtruction of the entire group by
stopping severd times— ostensibly for Thyrn's benefit — to pick various plants and leaves and to unearth
afew edibleroots. Thistime it was Hyrald who kept glancing northwards whenever the opposite shore
wasvisble. A decision would have to be made soon. North or south? North into the unknown,
abandoning everything they had ever known? South into . . .? He did not rdish arriving a the end of this
particular journey and unashamedly shunned the topic whenever it cameto him.

‘I'm afraid I’ ve got a confession to make,” Nordath said asthey camped that night. ‘| dozed off when |
was on guard last night —thismorning.’

‘“We saw you,” Thyrn blurted out with alaugh but immediately regretting hisinadvertent treachery. ‘But
Nalswas keeping an eye on things,” he added hadtily.

‘Don’'t worry about it, Rhavvan said dismissively. ‘ To be honest, | don't seeany pointinlosing deep
just to stand listening to animals and insects doing whatever it isthey’ re doing. It gives methe creeps.
And it' sridiculous. No on€ s going to come after us now. Not al the way out here’

Hyrad glanced at Endryk, who gave adight shrug. ‘ They’ ve come once, they could come again,” he



said. ‘But you know your own kind best. There snothing else | can say, except that just listening to you
al givesmethe feding that your Commander won't give up until he's caught you. He doesn’t sound like
aman who willingly leaves|oose ends about hisaffairs’

Hyrad stepped towards the looming decision.

‘That’ strue enough,” he said. * Vashnar’ snothing if not obsessive about details. And if we go south we'll
have no aternative but to go carefully —very carefully. | know it's something we' re not used to, but that
can be said about thiswhole business. For what it' sworth | think we might aswell keep the habit going

now we' ve started. Of course, if we go north, that’s another matter.’

Helooked around the firelit group questioningly, but while Rhavvan was shaking hishead in sllent
disapprova, no one seemed disposed either to dispute theidea of continuing the guard shifts or to take
up the debate about which way they should go. Their unwillingnessto participate annoyed Hyrad. He
turned to Nordath. ‘ Don't worry about this morning. No harm’s been done. But — no disrespect to you —
thisis much harder on you than the rest of us.” Hetried to find words that would enable him to relieve
Nordath of the need to stand histurn as guard, but nothing came that would not aso relieve him of his
dignity. ‘So I'd like you to take the first shift —and just for an hour. Isthat acceptable?

‘Yes, itis’ Nordath replied. ‘ Thanks for the thoughtfulness. | did find it very hard thismorning.’

‘“Tomorrow we decide,” Hyrald said starkly to the others. * North or south. Aswe ride. Before we get
too tired. We ve dept on it long enough. Now we'rejust avoiding it

The next morning found them devel oping the beginnings of aroutine under Endryk’ s covert ingruction
and Thyrn's conspi cuous example-setting, and the campsite they |eft behind was markedly better
repaired than their previous ones. They aso added two more rabbits and a squirrdl to their supplies.

Despite Hyrad' sinjunction of the night before however, none of them showed any willingnessto discuss
thalr future destination — least of dl Hyrdd himsdlf.

Gradually the ground began to rise and eventudlly the trees petered out completely, though not before
Endryk had brought down alarge plump bird with ading shot. It was a sudden and impulsive action and
it impressed even him. ‘Haven't used thisin years,” he said as heretrieved the bird. ‘| must get my eye
back in again.” He reloaded the ding and swung it again, thistime stopping the hissng pouch and missle
in his other hand with aloud dap.

“Hope those never find their way on to the streets,” Adren said anxioudly.
Endryk gave her apuzzled look. ‘| don’t understand.’

‘Criminds, street thugs, the kind of riff-raff we haveto ded with,” she amplified. * Armed with those,
they’d belethd .’

The answer did not enlighten Endryk. He held up the ding. ‘Hardly the work of askilled craftsman, isit?
he said. ‘ If your riff-raff aren’t using these dready, | doubt you’ ve anything to fear. It' s not because they
can’'t make one, it’s because it takes along time and alot of practice to become agood dinger —just as
it doeswith abow or asword. | can vouch for that on al counts—and I’'m only average with al of them.
If you' re facing anyone who can use one of these properly, then while he might beacrimind, you' d be
making amistaketo think of him asriff-raff. HE |l probably be atrained soldier and you'll have serious
problemswith him no matter what he' s carrying. Of coursg, if he can’t use one then you can be reassured
by the fact that he'd be as much at risk asyou.” He laughed.



Adren seemed inclined to pursue the debate, but Hyrald intervened. * You' |l have to excuse my sigter,” he
sad, laughing. ‘I'm afraid she’ sgot abit of Vashnar in her. She thinksthat laws can change people—and
worse, that we can control them.’

‘That’snot fair,” Adren protested. * Sensible laws, properly discussed . .

Rhavvan |ooked skywards and Hyrald snapped hisfingers. ‘ Exactly,” he said triumphantly. *“Restraints
s0 gentle and moderate that no man of probity would wish to see them set aside’, etc etc. But not the
kind of lawsthe Moot spews out — talk about a tenuous grasp on redlity. If wetried to enforce haf of
them, we' d be fighting awar within aweek. Y ou know well enough we can only do our job because
most peoplelet us’

‘This soundslike an old and well-worn debate, Endryk said before Adren could reply. ‘I'll stand outside
and watch if you don’'t mind.’

But it was Thyrn who ended it. * Can | try that? he asked excitedly, reaching out to take the ding.

‘Maybelater, Endryk said, hagtily pushing the ding into his belt. ‘ In the meantime, you can pluck this
bird.” He demonstrated then threw the carcassto Thyrn. ‘Keep the feathers somewhere safe, we don't
want to leave any more of atrail than we haveto.’

Thyrn caught the bird clumsly. ‘I can do thislater, he muttered.

‘Now,” Endryk inssted. ‘Whileit’'swarm.” A flick of his hand and an encouraging nod indicated that
Thyrn should pick up the feathersthat had spun into the air as he caught the bird. He did so without
comment.

Nordath noted the exchange and seemed quietly pleased by it.
‘Y ou 4till think someonewill follow us? Rhavvan asked.

‘I just think it'sarisk, from what you'vetold me,” Endryk replied. ‘But it's good mannersto leave the
trall aswefindit anyway.’

‘How long before there’ sa safe crossing? Hyrald asked, as the turn of the conversation brought him
back to the relentlesdy avoided topic of their find detination.

‘It sheen along timesince I’ ve travelled thisway, so | can't say exactly,” Endryk replied. ‘ Tomorrow —
midday, probably.’

‘Wherewill you go?

Endryk started at Thyrn’s unexpected question. ‘| don’t know,” he said.
‘I'dlikeyou to stay with us,” Thyrn said.

Thereply drew al eyestowards Endryk.

‘I'll keep that in mind when we veto decide,” he said.

Asthey walked and rode through the day, the ground continued to rise, and what had been awide flat
Sea separating them from adistant shoreline gradualy became anoisy tumbling river at the bottom of a
steep-sided valey.

‘It doesn't look any different over there, doesit? Hyrad said, asavoiding alarge outcrop brought them



within clear Sght of thefar Sde of the valey. The group cameto a halt spontaneoudy and stood staring
across. Theair wasfilled with the noise of the river echoing up from below. It was an intimidating sound,
obliging them to raise their voices to be heard aboveit. It aso lured them forward, until they werelooking
down a asight which was equally intimidating. A jagged cliff dropped through adensetreelineto reved
ariver that was both wide and foaming white with violence.

They moved off inglence.

After awhile, thelight beginning to fade, Endryk pointed to the skyline ahead. ‘W€ Il camp on thefar
sdeof that ridge,’ he said. ‘Wake up to adownhill walk.’

Asif the words had been trapped by the primeva din of the river and then released by Endryk’ ssmple
satement, Thyrn said, ‘I think we have to go back home. | think we have to find out what’ s happening.’

Endryk was dightly ahead of the others but like them he turned to Thyrn sharply. Ashe did so, he
noticed something in the distance.

He closed his eyesfor amoment and lowered his head. Then he opened them and pointed.
‘Look, hesadflatly.

The country they had traversed lay spread out behind them. In the distance a column of smoke wasrising
from the trees.

Chapter 12

The column of smoke rose like an unnatural sapling from the green shadow-streaked canopy. Its lower
reaches were dark and ominous while higher up it became apallid grey at the touch of the early evening
sun before bending and twiting erratically and findly dispersing into a soft haze as though striking an
unseen caling.

‘What isit? Hyrad asked.
‘A camp fire;” Endryk replied, not without a hint of surprise that such aquestion should even be asked.

‘ Someone from the village? There was an dement of clinging to hopein Hyrald' svoice. It was
immediately dashed.

‘No, nor from any of the villagesin this region. No one needs to come out here. No one does. Grazing,
hunting, farming, they’ re al better to the south. Not many even come asfar as my cottage. Whoever itis,
isn'tlocal.” He shook hishead. ‘ And they’ re as experienced at surviving out here asyou are’

Hyrad looked at him questioningly but it was Nordath who answered.  They’ re making too much
smoke,’ he said, recadling Endryk’ s comments about his own fire-lighting efforts the previous day. ‘1
understand what you meant about an enemy seeing us, now. | never redized.’

‘No reason why you should,” Endryk replied, without taking his eyes off the risng smoke.
‘Whoisit, then? Hyrald asked.
‘ don’t know. But our wisest plan isto assume they’ re after us—you, anyway —and act accordingly.’

“We could go and find out,” Rhavvan suggested, raising aclenched fist. * Sneak up on them. I'm getting
heartily Sck of running.’



Endryk shook his head but did not argue. ‘| sympathize,’ he said quietly. ‘But it's much further than it
looks—the best part of what we' ve covered today. And that’s no small fire—there could be quite afew
of them. Plusthe fact that you' d lose your line of sight as soon as you got back down into the trees.
You'dget logt’

Rhavvan scowled and grunted but said nothing further.
‘ Assuming it is someone chasing us, what should we do? Hyrald asked.

‘Carry on aswewereintending,” Endryk replied uneadily. * Just take more care covering our tracks, keep
agood guard at night and watch our backs dl the time. For the moment we have the advantage. We
know where they are, but they don’t know where we are, or even that we' re here. We must keep it that

way.’

He motioned the group upwards towards the ridge. *We' d better hurry. 1t's getting dark and we don't
want to be using lightsto find our way.’

The final ascent proved to be longer and stegper than it had seemed from below and it was a sweating
and fredy panting group that Endryk finaly hustled over the ridge. Thyrn supported his unclewhilethe
othersled the horses. Endryk made them hug the edge of an outcrop and for thefirst time since they had
st out, he showed some real urgency, constantly looking back and discreetly both keeping them together
and urging them forward. He relaxed only when they were safely over, then, tdling the othersto rest, he
went back up to the ridge and, crouching low, spent some time watching the ill climbing smoke.

‘Why the rush dl of asudden? Rhavvan asked when he returned. ‘1 thought you said they were dmost a
day away.’

‘It wasjust in case they knew what they were doing and had alookout. A good man up atree might
have seen us againg the skyline, especidly if he had aglass’

Rhavvan closed his eyes and blew out afrustrated breath. * Give me a couple of thugsin an dleyway any
day,” he sad, patting the long staff fastened to hishorse. * Thisis not my kind of country.’

‘It will be soon,” Endryk said, unexpectedly serious. Y ou'd wit enough to hear those men on the beach
coming and courage enough to ded with them. You'll survive hereif you keep your heads clear —watch,
ligen, think, learn —like Thyrn here.” He pointed back at theridge. ‘ Arvenstaat’ sgot no army or even a
military tradition, so if that’s someone looking for you —and it probably is—they won't be sometrained
elite, they’Il be your own kind. And thiswon’t be their kind of country either. In fact, looking &t the sate
of that fire, it certainly isn't. They’ll belucky if they don’t burn their own camp down.’

‘Do you want to press on while there’ s some light? Hyrald asked, unsettled by Endryk’ s remarks. ‘ Get
further away from them?

‘No, | don't think so,” Endryk replied after alittle thought. ‘ On the wholeit'|l be safer if we can see
wherethey are. If we get the chance, we'll lay afalsetrail tomorrow just in casethey arefollowing us.
WEe I camp heretonight, near the top. That way we can keep an eye on them through the night and
particularly firgt thing in the morning.’

The weather, however, worked against them. They were roused the next day by Endryk to be greeted
by adamp, grey mist asthey emerged from their tents. Endryk had aready lit asmall fire and cooked a
rudimentary meal. He was unusudly brisk. ‘ Eat up quickly,” he said to his shivering and reluctant charges.
‘There' s nothing to be gained by waiting around here. | don’t think it’ s likely but we' ve got to assume
your friends are aready under way and we need to get out of this.” An airy wave encompassed the



greyness about them. ‘1 think it'sin for the day, but it's probably fairly local. With luck we should move
out of it aswe drop down.’

Under hisurging, the meal was eaten while the horses were being saddled and the camp broken. The
only delay he dllowed wasin ensuring that al sgnsof their presence were meticuloudy removed.

Infected by Endryk’ s subtle pressure, Rhavvan became impatient to be off. ‘ They’ll never seethose” he
exclaimed disparagingly as Endryk carefully disposed of the scarred rocksthat he had used asa
fireplace.

Endryk continued unmoved. ‘ Never underestimate the effects of the smal action, Rhavvan, he said.
‘There are demonsin the details’

“You sound like Vashnar.’
Endryk paused and smiled briefly. ‘I’ m sure he' s not without some charm.’
‘Comeon. Let’sbe off.’

Endryk straightened up and gave the Ste afind glance before turning to leave. * People don’t come out
here, Rhavvan. We re intruders — oddities — and we' re as conspicuous as a herd of cattle in the Moot
Paace square. Don't ever forget that.’

For most of the morning they trudged on in gloomy silence, surrounded by the mist and the sound of the
nearby river. However, as Endryk had hoped, the mist gradudly yellowed and eventually they came out
into abright sunny day. White clouds littered the blue sky. Drifting dowly, they had the purposeful 1ook
of agtately armada. The countryside was little different from that which they had been moving through
previoudy, though its dips and rises were more pronounced, its woods darker and more dense, and its
vegetation generdly had atough, hardy look to it. One new feature was the proliferation of bouldersand
large rocky outcrops. Some, spiky and jagged, looked as though they had been thrust through the ground
by some act of violence far below, while others, weathered and rounded, looked as though they had
been scattered at random by avast and careless hand. Occasiondly, isolated trees and bushes could be
seen clinging to sheer rock faces, like determined siege engineers bravely challenging the vaunted
invulnerability of acastlewall.

The mood of the group lightened in the sunlight, though the knowledge that others were behind them hung
about them like a cold remnant of the morning mist. From time to time, each of them would ook back,
though it was not often that the ridge they had camped on could be seen.

Asthey moved adong, theriver rose to meet them, its steep valley sides disappearing and itslocation
becoming lessimmediatdly apparent, though the sound of it was unremitting. Eventudly they found
themsdlves standing on its bank.

Despite being so easily hidden by theterrain, it was very wide. It was dso very fast and turbulent. In all it
wasan intimidating Sght.

‘I"'m coming to the end of theterritory that I’ ve travelled before,” Endryk said. ‘And | haveto confessit's
been so long since I’ ve been here that much of the way I’ ve only recalled aswe cametoit.” He pointed
upstream. Just above the trees, steep rocky walls could be seen. ‘But this| remember clearly. We Il have
to move south for alittle whileto find a place to get over those, but once we' re over there saplace
whereit’'spossibleto cross—at least it used to be. After that, I’ve no idea. If you chooseto carry on
west after that, you' || encounter the Karpas Mountains eventualy. | imaginethere Il be other placesto
crossontheway, but . . ." He shrugged and clicked his horse to move on.



Asthey continued, Hyrald pulled dongside Thyrn. ‘ Last night, before we saw that fire, you said you
wanted to go back home. We didn't get a chance to talk about it after that, but isthat still what you
want?

Thyrn glanced at Endryk leading the group asif the man’ sback might offer him inspiration. Then he
looked north. Theriver was no longer vishle. There was just the same hilly countryside thet lay in every
other direction.

‘It sno different from here, isit? hesad.

Hyrald did not know how to reply. Thyrn put hisfingertipsto histemples. ‘| can gtill fed part of Vashnar
insgdeme. It'sdim and distant but it’ s there, without adoubt. | don’t know what it is, or why it is, but it's
not changed since the other day, and | don't think it'sgoing to.’

Hyrad' s expression became concerned. He was about to call Nordath, but Thyrn stopped him. ‘Don’'t
worry. It'snot athreat —to me, or to any of us. It justis. Like my aching legs and sore behind. | suspect
Vashnar can sense metoo. It’'s probably making him very afraid — he' s not used to what the mind can
do. At least | know alittle. Perhaps that’ s why there' s suddenly someone behind us—hisfear.’

Hyrad found himsdif leaning forward, listening intently. Almost in spite of himself he had grown to like
Thyrn asthey had made their frantic flight across the country. Though he would perhaps have been
hestant to phraseit thusin front of his colleagues, where acertain worldly cynicism wastraditiond, it
offended him deeply that this awkward but talented and fundamentaly harmless young man should be
driven from his home and hounded across the country without any semblance of legal process. It
offended whatever ingtincts had originally turned him into aWarden —a protector of the ordinary people.
That he and his colleagues had been subjected to the same treatment merely reinforced his sense of
offence.

But the Thyrn he was listening to now was different. He had changed. Even as the thought occurred to
him, he realized that Thyrn had been changing since they had set out from Endryk’ s cottage. His curiosity
was asintense as ever, breaking through in a childlike manner from time to time—the incident with the
ding had been acasein point — but he was definitely different. Hyrald recalled the sght of Endryk
plucking afew feathers from the bird he had killed and then throwing it to Thyrn, who completed the task
with only aminima objection and as though it was something he had done dl hislife. He saw too, the
brief exchange of |ooks between the two men. Other smdl incidents cameto him —Thyrn asking
conspicuous questions and Endryk drawing in everyone e se as he answered, Thyrn doing his guard shift
without complaint, and quietly supporting his uncle asthey clambered up the last ridge.

He recognized the symptoms — Endryk had taken Thyrn in charge. He had done the same himself before
now for the benefit of cadet Wardens. And Endryk’ s motives were probably the same, amixture of the
dtruigtic and the sdlfish. There would be a genuine desire to help someone learn easily what had taken
him much time and effort to acquire—a*thank you' to his own teachers— part of the endless driveto
improve which threads through the generations. Then there would be a childish impulse to demongtrate
one's own knowledge and superiority — to boast. As Thyrn had done, helooked at Endryk at the head
of their small procession. There was scarcely a vestige of the occasiona resentment he had felt towards
him at the outset. Now he was profoundly glad to have had his guidance throughout this venture. Hyrad
had no doubt that it was he who was the junior cadet here and that under his own leadership, the party
might have fared very badly indeed. Thisland might be beautiful and in many ways quietening to the spirit,
but aside from any unknown dangers such asthetide that had nearly finished them, theisolation was
deeply frightening. Being a cgpable and practical man, it gave him a particularly disturbing measure of his
inadequacy, of histota dependence on othersfor the vital components of hislife such asfood and water,
not to mention shelter and the countless other small services which were available in the city and whose



existence he accepted so casudly.

But Endryk was gtill an enigma. There were so many questions Hyrald wanted to ask him. He judged him
to be about six or seven years younger than himsdlf, which, from what he had dready spoken of meant
that he would have been little more than Thyrn’s age when he came to Arvenstaat. What had sent him
here? Had there indeed been some terrible war up there? Was he afugitive, and if so, fromwhat? It did
not seem likely that he was a coward. Where had he learned thisway of sdf-sufficiency? And Rhavvan's
taunt had not been too far from the mark; he did have traitsin common with Vashnar —an amost
obsessive eye for detail and the consequences of any action. But whilein Vashnar thiswas dark and
brooding, in Endryk it illuminated, clarified.

‘Arvengtaat’ s got no army, or even amilitary tradition,” he had said. The notion of an army was
something that most Arvens had difficulty with, in so far asany of them concerned themsalves abot it.
For mogt of its known history Arvenstaat had experienced only internal strife. No foreign army had ever
marched acrossits borders or even menaced it. Asaresult, the very ideawas inconceivable. True, the
Morlider had been troublesome on occasions with their raids on coastd villages, but these had rarely
been worse than the riots that tended to mar the peace of Arvenstaat’ slarger towns and citiesfrom time
to time as the Moot inssted on the implementation of some fatuous and irrelevant legidation. They had
aways been dedt with eventudly by the good souls of the villages rousing themsalves and combining to
present a substantial and angry presence whenever Morlider shipswere seen approaching. Further,
however bad the Morlider incursons had been, it was dways known that they would not last for long.
The floating idands on which they lived were subject to the mysterious currents of the outer seawhich
sooner or later ways drew them away.

Hyrad tried to imagine what a battle between armies would be like. The nearest he could imagine would
be Wardens opposing Wardens, but even this he found difficult. A veteran of more than afew riots he
was familiar with the procedure for dedling with an angry crowd — holding ashield line, cracking the
heads of the ringleaders and leaving the rest plenty of escape routes. But here, in this random and
unstructured landscape? It needed little imagination to see how ashield line could be outflanked or how
the trees and undergrowth could shelter ambushes. And against a determined enemy, one that could hold
alineaswédl asyou, what then?

Hyrald wiped his hand across his brow. It was damp.

Had Endryk been trained to fight in such conflicts? Had he been in one? Wasit that that had driven him
from hisown land?

So engrossed had he become that for amoment he was sorely tempted to ride up to Endryk and ask him
outright. But, aware again of Thyrn by hissde, he forced his attention back to his concerns. What had he
said about Vashnar? ‘ Perhaps that’ swhy there' s suddenly someone behind us—hisfear.” A strange
remark. He took up the threads of their conversation.

‘| can’'t pretend to understand what' s happening between you and Vashnar, Thyrn,” hesaid. ‘But it's
important that you be clear about what you want to do.’

Endryk signdled that they should dismount and walk.

‘I think we need to stop and talk,” Hyrald said. ‘ Decide what we' re going to do when we reach the
crossing.’

‘Tdk aswewalk, Hyrdd,” Endryk said. ‘ This placeistoo closed in. I’ d like to get to higher ground. See
if we can spot whoever’s behind us before we relax too much.’



‘I don't think there’ sanything to talk about,” Thyrn said abruptly, but motioning Endryk to continue. * Not
for me anyway. I’ ve not changed my mind since last night. I’ ve done nothing wrong. Not even broken my
Caddoran Oath —you can al vouch for that. | can seeit’ s not safejust to go blundering back into the
city, but there’ snothing to say we' re going to be safe if we head north.” He shuffled hisfeet avkwardly.

‘I know that’sdl I’ ve been talking about since we got away from Arvenshem, but | wasfrightened. | just
wanted to get away —anywhere. I'm till frightened, but these last few days |’ ve had a chance to think.
Wherever we go we'll haveto find food and shelter al thetime, day in, day out. No disrespect to any of
you but if we hadn’'t met Endryk, what state would we be in now? And wherewill we bein afew
months' timewhen it' swinter? And what if one of usishurt, or takesill? Helooked a Rhavvan. ‘We ve
all got good lives back in Arvenshelm, you said, and you were right, and I’m going to go back to get
mine—find out what' s going on, somehow. Death Cry or not, Vashnar or not, frightened or not.’

He cleared histhroat salf-conscioudy. The others stared at his flushed face, far from certain how to ded
with this unprecedented outburst. Despite Endryk’ sinjunction, they had al stopped. Anxiousto avoid
cross-examination, Thyrn moved on again, making Endryk step aside as he marched hishorse

purposefully forward.

Any immediate discussion was precluded however, by the fact that they found themselvesfacing asteep
dope covered with tall and close-packed trees. Before they ventured into the silent twilight Endryk drew
his sword and cut along branch for Nordath to use asastaff. “ You'll find thisagreet help,” he said, as
he trimmed it, using the sword as deftly as others might use aknife.

Once or twice, as they laboured up through the gloom, Thyrn stopped and cocked his head on one side.
‘What' sthe matter? Endryk asked, concerned. ‘ Can you hear something?

Thyrn shook his head vigoroudy, though more asif to clear it than in denid. ‘ Just the leavesrustling, |
think, but every now and then it seemsto come together asif it made sense, even though | can’t
understand it — like a chorus of voicesin the distance, or acrowd speaking in aforeign language.’

Helooked at Endryk uncertainly as though expecting alaughing rebuke, but Endryk was staring at the
trunks surrounding them. They tapered upwards giddyingly. ‘It slike being in ahuge building,” he said.
‘They say that when the Old Forest spanned the entire land, the trees spoke to one another in some
mysterious way and that there were some amongst men who could understand them. And these are old
trees’

‘You'reteasing me,’ Thyrn protested.

‘Maybe, maybe not,” Endryk said with ahesitant smile. ‘ But listening to your ingtinctsis aways agood
ideg; they’ re older than alot of the things we useto get by with.’

Eventualy, breathing heavily and blinking in the sunlight, they emerged from the leafy gloomontoa
gentler dope. Without waiting for acommand they al dropped on to the short, Springy grass. Rhavvan
and Thyrn sprawled out. The ridge ahead of them was clearly visble now. Endryk pointedto adipinit.
‘That’ swhere we re going. If anyone swatching from down below, there’ s no way we can avoid being
exposed as we agpproach it. We'll just have to move as quickly and as quietly aswe can.’

‘Quietly? Whoever they are, they won't be that closeto usyet,” Rhavvan protested.

‘| told you, we' reintruders here, Endryk replied. ‘Voices are an dien sound and they can carry along
way, particularly if the conditions areright. A long way. Which reminds me, we should muffle the horses
tackleaswell.” Hefrowned. ‘I’'m getting cardess.’



‘What!” Rhavvan exclaimed, levering himsdf up on to hiselbows.

‘Areyou sure that’ s necessary? Hyrald asked in more measured tones before Rhavvan could voice his
aggravation further. ‘It ssemsabit . .

‘Yes,” Endryk replied categoricaly. ‘We Il beringing like a Spring Day procession.” He pointed back
down through the trees. * If those people are looking for us—for you —it’ svita they’ve no indication
wherewe are, or even that we' re here. I’d dearly like to know where they are aswell, but | think we'll
have to settlefor flight for the moment and hope that they’ Il expose themsalves sooner or later. That col’s
very vishle from the other sde and it’ sthe only way through for along way. If they come over it
cardesdy we' |l seethem, providing we stay dert. If they don't they’ll loseaday at least.’

‘What if they’ re friendswho' ve cometo tell usthe Death Cry’ s been rescinded? Nordath asked.

Endryk laughed ruefully. ‘I commend your optimism and your civilized thinking, Nordeth. | can't
comment —you know your own best. But even if they are friendswe' |l fill need to know that for sure
before we make contact with them. Let’ srest for alittle while so that we can clear the col without

dopping again.’

This suggestion met with no opposition and the five relaxed back on the grass. Endryk, sitting higher up
the dope, looked at them thoughtfully. Then hetook the ding from hisbelt and, pursing hislips, nudged
Thyrnwith hisfoot. As Thyrn glanced up, frowning, Endryk spun the ding gently and looked a him

expectantly.

Within afew minutes, the otherswere dso Sitting up and watching, for Thyrn was being given ingtruction
inthe use of the ding. They were not sitting for long however, as Thyrn'srelease proved to be
problematical, making no particular direction safe from his errant missiles. Brought to their feet for
safety’ s sake, and encouraged by Thyrn'sinitid ineptitude, the others soon joined in the lesson. Even
Nordath was not immune to the competitive lure of the wegpon. Asit transpired, there being few
boulders and attendant pebblesin their immediate vicinity, and with Na s looking disdainfully at
Rhavvan' s suggestion that he retrieve those that were thrown any distance, they ran out of ammunition
before they ran out of enthusiasm. It was, however, amuch more relaxed group that set off up towards
the col than had emerged from the trees.

‘People — soldiers— use these things? Hyrad asked, handing the ding back to Endryk.

Endryk was slent for amoment. Hefting the ding, and with his eyesfixed on the rocky horizon ahead, it
was obvious that he was contending with many memories. Hyrald was about to withdraw his question
when Endryk abandoned his brief reverie and pushed the ding casudly into hisbdlt. * They can be used
the same way asan arrow storm,” he said.  To break up infantry, let the cavary in— very frightening,
very dangerous. And for dedling with sentries silently — providing you' re good with one, that is. And, of
course, they’ re good for hunting small game.” Hisvoice wasflat and empty and Hyrald found he could
not ask any of the questions that the reply prompted.

Instead, it was he who was cross-examined. Y ou al carry swords, staves, knives. Areyou trained to
usethem?

‘We retrained more to avoid using them if we can,” he replied. The answer came out amost unbidden. It
was the standard one for public consumption, rather than the true one. There was a difference between
the formal written ideals of how the Wardens should contain violence, and the redlity of it, just asthere
was with most Moot-ingpired idess.

‘But you are trained in how to use them?



Hyrad found the question disconcerting but he answered it nevertheless.  The short staff mainly.
Rhavvan's unusud, he uses along staff —he’ svery good with it, even closein. It s not often we have to
resort to swords, and then the theory isto use theflat of the blade if possible” He raised asignificant
eyebrow as he imparted this.

‘ And the knives?

‘Knives are knives. They’ re working tools, not weapons. Not for us, anyway. Not remotely suitable for
our kind of work. And if anyonewantsto useoneonus. .." He patted the staff hanging from his belt.
‘... givemedistance and abig gtick any time.’

Endryk nodded, then indicated the bow fastened to his saddle. Hyrald shook his head. ‘ Like your ding —
not suitable for what we do. We're supposed to protect people, not kill and maim them — even the bad
ones, asfar aswe can.” Hisbrow furrowed and he spoke the question that had been building. ‘Why are
you concerned about how we' re trained?

Endryk cast aglance backwards, then shrugged. ‘ Just old habits coming back,” hesaid. ‘| didn’t redlize
they wereingrained so deeply.’

“Y ou think we might end up having to fight these people, don't you? Hyrad pressed.

Endryk answered rluctantly. ‘| think it' sarisk,” hesaid. ‘1t'd certainly be amistake to ignore the
possibility.” A cloud moved in front of the sun. Inits shadow, Hyrad could fed the coolness of the dight
breeze that was blowing. He suppressed a shiver.

‘ Adren, Rhavvan and | have got experience in dealing with riots, but generally wetry to talk our way out
of trouble. We're not soldiers. Asfor Thyrn and Nordath — I doubt either of them’ s even been in afight
worth cdling one’

‘It salong time since I’ ve done any fighting and I’ ve no desire to do any more, | can assure you,’

Endryk said. ‘But . .." The cloud moved fromin front of the sun as Endryk paused and he smiled as
though reflecting the returned warmth. He waved a hand both to urge the party forward and to dismiss
his concerns. * Forget it. I'm being too anxious. Asyou say, we' re hardly afighting unit, are we? Nor
lidble to become one with afew hours' rudimentary training. We ll just be careful how we go, and keep a
good lookout behind us— see if we can find out who' sfollowing us before we make too many plans’

Hyrald did not feel asreassured as he would have liked. He could see that Endryk was deliberately not
voicing dl hisconcerns. Further, it wasin neither his nature nor histraining to run away fromtrouble. Asa
Warden, he was too used to taking charge of events and dealing with them. And he knew that, sooner or
later, if they were being pursued, their pursuers would have to be faced and dealt with, whoever they
were. Y et too, Endryk was correct; they were not in aposition to do anything other than run or
surrender.

After they had passed over the col, Endryk clambered part way up one side of it to obtain a better view
of the land they had travelled over.

‘| can't seeanything,” he said unhappily, when he came down. ‘WE€ |l presson.’

And press on they did, Endryk setting the stiffest pace so far asthey descended. Only when they had
reached a more wooded area did he slow down.

‘Sorry about that,” he said frankly. *But | didn’t want usto be caught in the open with them perhaps
holding the high ground. We Il rest alittle whileif you like, before we go onto theriver.’



‘Isthere any way we can watch the col aswetravel? Hyrald asked.

‘No. Not now. Not unless you want to climb atree every few minutes. I'm afraid that while they can’t
See us, we can't see them —whether they’ re getting nearer, faling back, or even following usat al.’

‘We'll presson to theriver, then, Hyrald concluded. He turned to Thyrn. Y ou still want to go back to
Arvenshelm? Forget about going north? he asked bluntly.

‘Yes,’ camean equaly blunt reply.
An inquiring glance sought the views of Rhavvan and Adren.

‘“Thyrn summarized it well enough,” Adren said. ‘I can’t say I’'m looking forward to it but, on thewhole,
I’d rather dedl with trouble here than in some other country.” Rhavvan just nodded.

Finally, Hyrald turned to Endryk. There was agrimnessin their guide’ sface that none of them had seen
beforeashereplied. ‘I'm not Arvens, and I’ ve little interest in the affairs of your country. But I’ ve lived
here along time and lived theway | wanted to, and to that extent I'm in your debt. And it wasan
Arvenstaat man who helped mewhen | needed it most.’

‘I won't argue debts with you, Endryk,” Hyrald said. ‘We can’t begin to repay what we owe you.’

Endryk gently dismissed the acknowledgement. He spoke hatingly. ‘I’m not surethat I’ m ready to go
back homeyet. I’ ve no ideawhat will be there now. The war was over when | |eft, but thelife | enjoyed
—wedl enjoyed —was destroyed. | |ost some good friends. | don’t know what to do.’

It distressed Hyrald to see Endryk’ s quietly assured manner racked thus, but he could say nothing.
Abruptly, Endryk’ s face cleared. He looked surprised. ‘ Just speaking thewords,” he said, though more
to himsdf than the others. *‘We did into war because we each of uslived our “good” lives—turned away
from petty injustice after petty injustice” He looked at Rhavvan. ‘ Underestimated the effect of small
actions—didn’t see the harm that was being done because it happened dowly, quietly, piece by piece.
Until suddenly there was a monster devouring our society from within and there were no acceptable
choicesleft.” Heclosed hiseyes. * All that’ s needed for evil to prevail isfor good men to do nothing, as
they say. Weall know that, don’t we? Well, not again, not here— not anywhere where | can seeit
happening.” Opening his eyes he looked at the others one at atime. * To do nothing in the face of what's
happened to you will be abetrayd of far more than yoursaves. Y ou’ re without acceptabl e choices now.
I’ll comewith you if | may. Help you find justice before injustice overwhelms everyone. Maybe then |
can go home’

Therelief of thewhole party was amost pal pable, but Hyrald felt the need to presshim. * Y ou're sure
about this? he asked soberly. ‘Thisisn't your problem and you've. ..’

‘Yesitis” Endryk cut acrosshim. ‘It's. ..

He stopped suddenly and held up his hand.

Into the silence came the distant sound of araucous voice shouting commands.
Chapter 13

Though it was not possible to hear what was being shouted, the harshnessin the distant voice told Hyrald
and the others about the nature of the men following them more vividly than any amount of speculation.

‘It doesn’'t sound asiif they’ ve cometo bring us good news,” Adren said to Nordath, who nodded



unhappily.
Endryk looked round quickly then dismounted and ran acrossto atdl tree, sgndling Rhavvan to follow.

‘Help me,’ he said, pointing to the lowest branch. It was well above his head but with hisfoot supported
in Rhavvan’s cupped hands he managed to swing up and catch it. The others stared after him as he began
clambering upwards. They remained thus even when he had disappeared. More shouting drifted to them
asthey waited.

Hewas not gone for long. ‘Wardens, | think —uniformed anyway,’” he said as he dropped back down.
Hisfacewasflushed. ‘| never did like climbing trees,” he grumbled, wiping hishandsirritably. ‘ They’re
mounted and riding fast. Too fast for this country, I’d judge. And | have to agree with Adren —they look
more like a hunting party than arescue team.’

‘“How many of them arethere? Hyrald asked fearfully.

‘About ten.’

‘Ten? Hyrad echoed in dishelief.

‘That | could see;” Endryk confirmed. ‘ The view wasn't idedl and they were milling about our camp ste’
“How would they know we ve comethisway? Rhavvan asked.

‘Maybe they met Oudrence and he told them. He knew we were going to go west,” Nordath offered.

‘More likely it was the same way as those who found you on the shore,” Endryk said. ‘I told you, you
must have left atrail acrossthe country like ahaycart — I’ m sure you could’ ve followed it in their
position.’

Rhavvan was more injured than indignant at this reminder of their wild northward dash. ‘ But we ve been
careful snceweleft your cottage.’

‘True. But, as| said, people are out of place here. Our passage makes adisturbance that’ s virtualy
impossibleto disguise’

‘It' sirrdlevant anyway,” Hyrad said, ending the debate. ‘ They might just have worked it out for
themsdlves that the only way we could go waswest.” He swore under his breath and put his hand to his
head. ‘ The point is, they’re here. We can't risk meseting them until we know for sure whether they’re
friend or enemy, though how we' re going to find that out | don’t know. It ssemsto methe only
dternatives we have are to hide or outrun them.” Helooked at Endryk. ‘I know it'salong time since
you' ve been here, but you till know this country better than any of us. Have you any suggestions?

‘We |l haveto do alittle of both,” Endryk replied. ‘ Just hiding agroup this Sze around hereis
problematica to say theleast, and if werun for it, that’ Il tell them exactly wherewe are. Also we've no
idea about the condition of their horses. | can only imagine that to be riding the way they are, they’ ve got
reserve mounts somewhere. They could be very fresh.’

‘And with alarger party behind them,” Rhavvan added.
‘Quite possibly.’
‘I'dliketo seewhoitis’ Rhavvan said menacingly.

‘Sowould wedl,” Hyrad agreed. ‘ But we can't afford the luxury of getting close to them. What do you



mean we' |l haveto do alittle of both? he asked Endryk.

‘We'll keep on towards the river, find agood place to change direction, then leave signsto keep them
heading north while we turn west and move dowly and quietly.’

Hyradd looked doubtful. The faint shouting reached them again.
‘Doit,’ hesad.

Endryk spoke softly. *Y ou know now how sound can travel out here so make sure all your tackleiswell
muffled, hesaid. ‘ And no talking unlessit’s essential —and | mean essentid. And then confine yourselves
to whispers. Keep dtrict singlefile. Keep your eyes and ears wide open — particularly your ears. | know
it snot easy, but stay asrelaxed as you can. Rhavvan, you listen well —take the rearguard.’

Rich forest scents pervaded the procession asit moved slently through the trees. Dancing sunlight
dappled over and around them, endlessly shifting and changing, and the air was filled with birdsong and
the gentle discourse of the leaves as they swayed to the touch of ascarcely felt breeze. To lesstroubled
minds, the scene would have been idyllic, but the riders were prey and could know no tranquillity until
they were free from the fear of their predator.

Thyrn, in hisnew secret role as protector of his protector and conspirator with Endryk, seemed to be the
most at ease, though perhaps more by virtue of his youth than any deeper wisdom. The three Wardens
were noticeably on edge. It was againgt their nature and training to retreat from threat and they werefilled
with too many questions. Further, having ingtincts that were tuned to the sights, scents and dangers of the
city, everything about this place served to distract and disturb them so that the heightened awareness that
circumstances had given them served not to clarify but to add only fretful confusion. Rhavvan, whose
hearing had saved him more than once in Arvenshelm’ s darker places, found the constant noise
particularly troubling and he kept stopping, his head cocked on one side and his eyes hdf closed ashe
sought amid it for sounds of pursuit. Nal's came and went to needs of his own, frequently bolting off into
the undergrowth.

After awhile Endryk halted them. He dismounted and gently moved some hanging branchesto one side.
He studied the area beyond them then pointed. ‘Wait over there” hesaid. ‘I'll lay atrall towardsthe
river. | won't belong.” Nor was he, though to the waiting group his absence seemed much longer than it
was. It made Hyrad, in particular, fed acutely aware of hisinadequacy astheir leader in their present
position and he was openly reieved when Endryk returned. He then spent some time carefully removing
al sgnsof their change of direction, finaly adjusting the hanging branches. Rhavvan watched him with an
expression that gradudly changed from impatience to grudging respect. Then Endryk was sillently
directing them to move off again.

Their uneasy journey continued. At their head, though he gave no further orders, Endryk’s presence
continued to forbid al sound, and cautioned them againgt the distracting lure of the sunlit calm of the
woods despite the absence of any sign of pursuit. Even Nals was quieter now, spending most of thetime
loping soberly dongside Endryk.

Eventudly they cameto abreak in the trees. Endryk halted some way from the edge. * Stay in singlefile;
he whispered. Ahead of them was an expanse of open ground filled with tal ferns. It doped downwards
to theright. Beyond it lay more trees. They were darker and less inviting than those they were presently
sheltering under, but still more wel come than the ground they would have to pass over. Endryk
dismounted and moved forward alittle way. The river could be seen at the bottom of the dope.

He was frowning when he returned. Everyone leaned forward as he spoke, very softly. ‘We ve no
choice but to crossthisand to crossit dowly. There' s no saying what the ground' s like under these ferns,



but there' Il certainly be streams and wet rocks. We can't risk hurting the horses by hurrying. We also
can't do anything about the trackswe' |l leave. We Il just have to hope the false trail was good enough
and that they don’'t come thisway.’

Asthey emerged into the clearing, each of them in turn looked upwards at the bright blue sky and the till
passing army of white clouds. After the comforting shelter of the trees, they felt very exposed. For
Rhavvan, the troublesome noise of the trees was replaced by the equally troublesome noise of the distant
river.

It needed no sengitive hearing however, to hear the cry that rang out when they were about halfway
across. It tore through their studied silence, jolting them with its harshness. Thyrn let out abrief cry.
Rhavvan swore. A group of riderswas moving aong the river bank. One of them was pointing and, after
the briefest of pauses, they were drawing swords and urging their horses up the dope.

Rhavvan'slip curled. ‘Wéll, that’ s clear enough, drawing on us, like the others. Without even aword of
chalenge’

Then his eyes blazed and his hand went to his own sword. However, even ashe did so, theredlity of his
position came to him: there were at least seven ridersin the charging group. He released his sword and
began to urge his horse forward towards shelter. The others were doing the same but Endryk held out a
restraining hand. ‘ No! Keep walking, dowly!” he said powerfully. ‘ Let them charge uphill and take their
chancein thisterrain. We re nearly across. We can run when the horses can see where they’re going.’

As he spoke, one of the advancing horses went down, throwing its rider. Some of the others stopped to
help their comrade but three of them continued their headlong dash.

Still observing Endryk’ sinjunction to walk quietly Rhavvan took hislong staff and held it discreetly onthe
far sde of hishorse. He nearly collided with Hyrald, who had stopped suddenly.

‘Carry on,” Hyrad said urgently, motioning him to move past.

‘But...

‘Don't argue. Go! I'll be with you in amoment.’

As soon as Rhavvan had passed him, Hyrald stood in his stirrups and pointed at the approaching riders.
“Youthere, hdt!” he bellowed. ‘What the devil do you think you're playing at?

The command and the rebuke were forceful enough to make two of the ridersfalter. Thethird, however,
continued. Very leisurdly, and indicating extremeirritation, Hyrad turned his horse as though to descend
to meet them. * Are you deaf, you oaf? he bellowed again. ‘1 said, hat!” Thethird rider, redlizing
suddenly that he was done now, fdtered in histurn. Hyrald pressed his advantage. ‘ Y ou’ ve got aman
down! Y ou know your duty —what kind of Wardens are you? Go and seeif he'sdl right. Then dl of you
get back up here. I’ll need to hear adamned good explanation of your disgraceful conduct if you' re not
to end up on charges.” He turned hishorse away again and with afind, ‘Now! Move!’ that actually
made the lone rider swing his horse about, he resumed his easy walk across the clearing. Rhavvan had
stopped at the edge of the trees and was turning to meet him. Hyrald discreetly urged him back.

‘| can't believeyou did that,” the big man said when Hyrald reached him.

‘I’ ve been wanting to do it since this began,” Hyrald snarled. ‘ At least we know we re not dealing with
the brightest. Let’smove, it sonly gained us seconds.’



It took them alittle while to catch up with Endryk and the otherswho were dready riding asfast asthe
ground and their ability would alow. It was soon apparent thet it wasthe latter that was the greatest
problem. The three Wardens were not particularly good riders and Nordath and Thyrn, riding on one
horse, were severely handicapped. Endryk assessed the Situation with a single backward glance. Slowing
down, but without stopping, he moved dongside Nordath and Thyrn and with a combination of
encouragement and cgjoling managed to transfer the older man to his own horse. Then he swung over to
st behind Thyrn and with acry to Nordath of, ‘ Just hang on,” he took both sets of reins and spurred his
horse to afast canter.

Though Endryk did not seem to be suffering, it was adifficult, bone-jarring ride for the rest of them.
Hyrald managed to pull dongside him. ‘We can't go on for long likethis,” he gasped.  Nordath can’t
take much more and Thyrn doesn'tlook . .

He stopped. Endryk’ s expression was frightening.
The sound of their pursuers could now be clearly heard, harsh and triumphant.
‘Theintention of these peopleis murderous? Endryk asked starkly.

Hyrad sreply was pained. ‘ They look like Wardens but they’ ve drawn on us without any form of
challenge like those on the shore. It s not done. The Deeth Cry’still in place. Y es, they’ re murderous.”

‘Bad odds, Warden,” Endryk said. ‘But no choice.’” He shouted to the others. *WEe re going to have to
stand. On my command, dismount and prepare to deal with whoever comesfirgt.’

‘Dismount? Hyrad exclamed.
‘Horses are no advantage in this space. Especialy for you. Do as| say.’

Even as he was speaking he was reaching round Thyrn and drawing the youth’ sknife from hisbelt. He
pushed it into his startled hand. ‘ Keep this out of sight but if anyone getstoo close and you can't run,
lunge.” Hethrust Thyrn's hand out by way of demongtration. ‘ To whatever part of them’s nearest —
throat, face, anything. Don't look into their eyes, you' Il hesitate and get yourself killed. Keep stabbing
until you're sefe”

Thyrn stiffened. ‘| can't do that.’

“You can, youwill! You'll have no choiceif it happens. And you must protect your uncleaswell as
yourself. When we stop, help him down, and keep the horses together.” He tightened his grip to
emphasize the urgency of hiswords. * Thisisabad lesson for you, Caddoran, but learn it well and learn it
quickly. Y ou're here through no fault of your own and you' re entitled to survive. Do you understand?

Y ou're entitled to survive! Where we are now, everything isthat smple’

Endryk’ stone dlowed no debate as he pushed the knife back into Thyrn’ s belt.
Hyrald glanced quickly over hisshoulder. Their pursuerswerein sight.
Endryk was shouting. ‘ Now!”

As he swung off hishorse, Endryk took Thyrn with him, thrust both sets of reinsinto his shaking hands
and pushed him towards his uncle with afina command, Y our uncle and the horses.’

Thyrnwas vagudly aware of catching Nordath as he did from Endryk’ s horse and shouting, ‘ Get the
horses,” at him. Then everything was confusion and terror —amosaic of sounds and images that moved



at once with desperate downess and violent, jerking, speed.

There was Nals, blurred and legping, teeth fearsome.

And Endryk, eyes both frightening and frightened, drawing his bow.
It creaked deafeningly . . .

Bending thefabric of everything aroundit . . .

And the echoing, echoing, wind-rush of aflying arrow . . .

It struck the horse of the leading pursuer. Hoovesflailed and ahigh-pitched scream filled Thyrn'smind as
the anima reared, white-eyed, unseating itsrider and bringing down another.

Swords and saves wererising and faling. . .
The scream of the horse became awavering background to atangled cacophony of fury and terror.
A second arrow struck arider . . .

Something twisted deep in Thyrn, are-shaping, are-ordering. The sound of the arrow’ sflight swelled to
overtop everything ese. It stretched giddily backwards from itsfateful strike to the very creaking of the
bow.

Wrong. ..

Wrongway . . .

But it wasthe way it was.

It was the sound of ablack sword falling through the darkness between . . .
Faling?

No...

Yes...

But from when to when?

It was gone.

Hewas Vashnar, mouth agape, staring down at his glistening, ordered desk, seeing everything, knowing
everything.

Then hewas Thyrn again. Scarcely aheartbeat spent.
Trapped inthe mosaic. Part of it. Still watching the arrow strike.

Endryk’ starget, moving his arms upwards to complete their futile attempt to deflect the arrow, tumbled
backwards out of hissaddle. A thrust from Rhavvan's staff was unsegting another.

Others had already been downed.

Then the hunters were retregting, as noisly asthey had come, Na s barking after them.



‘Gather the horses!” Endryk was shouting as he kicked the arms from under one of the unhorsed riders
who wastrying torise. ‘ Stay where you are if you want to live” He moved to the screaming horse,
stroked its head gently then drew hissword and killed it with asingle quick thrust. Thyrn heard himsaif

gasp.
Silence flooded deafeningly over the scene.
Endryk pulled the arrow from the dead horse.

Asif released by this, the sounds of the forest began to force their way through the silence. At thelr
ragged edge was the dwindling echo of the crashing flight of the attackers.

‘Damnyou al!” Endryk shouted, turning his sword towards one of the downed riders. ‘ Bringing meto
thisagain.” For amoment it seemed that he was going to kill the man as quickly as he had killed the
horse, but instead he pushed his sword into the ground by histerrified face and placed afoot on his
chest. Adren moved to the man that Endryk had shot, though her Warden' s caution kept her blade
levdled a him. The arrow had struck him in the shoulder and was swaying like an admonishing finger as
he breathed. His eyes were wide and shocked.

‘Horses, Thyrn.” It was Nordath nudging his nephew from behind. * Come on. And empty the saddlebags
on that dead one.’

There was a sudden scuffling and two of the unhorsed riders were on their feet and running.

‘Let them go,” Hyrad said, as Rhavvan and Adren made to run after them. * They’ reno useto usand it
won't be long before the others re-group and come after us again. We ve been lucky but we' re il
out-numbered, don’t forget.” He moved to the man pinioned by Endryk’ sfoot.

‘“Who are you? And why are you chasing us? He bent forward, frowning. ‘ And what kind of auniformis
that you're wearing?

The man’ s mouth was trembling too much for him to spesk coherently. * Orders. Vashnar’ s orders. Degth
Cry. Don't kill me, please’

Hyrdd drew hisknife, knelt down by the cringing figure and cut off an insggniafrom histunic. He glanced
at it, puzzled, then pushed it into his pocket before saizing the man’ sface and turning it towards him.

‘How many more of you? Thetruth now, or . .." Heindicated the watching figure of Endryk, looming
above him, leaning on hissword.

‘Only us,” the man blurted out. ‘Nine. Lost some onway.’

Who'sin charge of you?

‘Commander Aghrid.’

Hyrald started and there was an audible response from the other two Wardens.
‘Commander Aghrid?

The man nodded, his eyes desperately urging the truth of what he was saying. Hyrald' sfacefilled with
questions.

‘Notime,’ Endryk said, seeing them and laying ahand on his shoulder.



Reluctantly Hyrald stood up. ‘ Take your wounded friend and get out of here while you can. And take a
message to whoever sent you, Warden.” He put awithering emphasisinto the last word. W€ ve done
nothing wrong, but as soon as we can find ariver crossng we re going north, away from Arvenstaet until
some kind of sanity returns. Y ou come after us again like this— anyone comes after us—and we' |l defend
ourselves.” Hisanger suddenly spilled out. * And remember this, you drew on uswithout chalenge! A
civilian' staking a chance when he does that, but a Warden' s bresking every unwritten law welive by.’
He bent over the man vicioudy. * So remember that we didn’t kill you when we were more than entitled
to. Remember that especidly when you watch the sun go down tonight. Remember it every day for the
rest of your life. Now go!’

For amoment he looked as though he were going to strike the man, then he stepped back, face set. The
man clambered shakily to hisfeet, his eyes moving fearfully around each of hisassalantsin turn. He took
astep and clutched at hisleg with agrimace of pain. It evoked no response from his audience.

“Your friend, Hyrad said coldly, pointing towards the rider that Endryk had shot.

‘Wait,” Endryk said. He moved to the wounded man. * Y our lucky day,” he said, kneeling down beside
him. ‘Lucky it wasn't abattle arrow, lucky it was clean, and lucky | missed what | wasaming a.” Then,
with the same abrupt briskness with which he had killed the horse, he pulled out the arrow. The man
arched and his mouth gaped but no sound came. Endryk patted him reassuringly, then helped himto his
feet with unexpected gentleness. ‘Isthere ahedler with you? he asked. The man shook hishead. ‘Well,
do your best to keep the wound clean and don't use that arm too much.” He draped the man’ s uninjured
arm around the shoulder of the limping man.

Asthey hobbled avay, menaced by areturning Nas, Endryk turned to Nordath and Thyrn. ‘Areyou dl
right?

‘No, not remotely,” Nordath said, with unexpected force. ‘I’ ve just aged ten years, and my heart’s
beating enough to break my ribs, but | don’t think I’'m hurt and | can ill ride.”

‘Metoo,” Thyrn said weakly.
Endryk looked at the others. ‘ The rest of you? Anyone hurt?
Hyrald and Rhavvan shook their heads.

‘Shaky. Very shaky,” Adren said, holding out her hands to demonstrate the point. ‘But it’ll pass. And
you? How areyou?

A flicker of surprise passed over Endryk’ s face but he did not reply other than with a cursory nod. ‘ Two
more horses, | see” he said brusquely. * And afew more supplies, | presume. That' sgood. Infact, it's
excellent.” He stroked one of the horses. ‘But they’rein asorry state. They look asif they’ ve been
ridden out. Still, we can takeit steady for awhile. Let’sgo.’

‘All of them looked asif they’ d been ridden out,” Adren said asthey rode away from the sunlit
battleground.

‘All? Endryk queried.
‘The horses, the men. They al looked exhausted. Asif they’d beenriding for days.’

‘| can’t say | noticed, to be honest, | wastoo busy aiming,” Endryk replied. ‘ Though those two were
even more travel-stained than you are. Y ou could beright, they could well have travelled along way very
quickly.” He smiled appreciatively. * Still, so much the better. They’ re three horses down now and with at



least two injured men to tend to — one badly if that wound becomes infected. That plus exhaustion should
dow them down radicdly.’

‘“What do you make of this? Hyrdd said, handing the insigniahe had cut off the man’ stunic to Rhavvan.

Rhavvan hdld it againgt theindggniaon hisown tunic. ‘It' s certainly not one of ours. It looks familiar, but |
don’'t know where from. Cometo think of it, there was something odd about their uniforms. Apart from
being the worse for wear like ours.’

‘They were black,” Endryk said. ‘It brings back bad memoriesfor me — black uniformed thugs policing
the streets. Y ours are very dark blue— or were before you set out.’

Adren took the inggniafrom Rhavvan and studied it intently. After amoment she began clicking her
fingersin an attempt to conjure up an old memory. ‘ Two lightning flashesand asingle silver gar,” she
said. ‘I know it from somewhere. It'sold.’

‘It sthe symbal of the Tervaidin,” Nordath said quietly. ‘ The old Dictators bodyguards. Y our ancient
precursors.’

Hyrad leaned acrossto examine theinsggniaagain. Adren gaveit to him.

‘“You'reright,” he said, frowning. ‘What the devil’ sgoing on? Wardenswearing a Tervaidin symboal. It's
... Heleft the sentence hanging.

‘Were they Wardens? Endryk asked.

Hyrald looked at the captured horses. ‘ The uniforms were the same, asfar as| could tell, bar the colour
and this badge. And the horses and tack are ours.’

‘I recognized one of the ones who bolted,” Rhavvan said. * One of Vashnar's own command, | think.’
‘AndCommander Aghrid,” Adren said, Sgnificantly.

‘None of thismakes any sense”’ Hyrald scowled. ‘ Aghrid can’t possibly be a Commander. He sa
disgrace to the entire Warding. He should' ve been locked up, not just thrown out.’

‘I don't think the man waslying,” Endryk said. ‘ And he did say Aghrid, quiteclearly.’
Hyrald was clutching for reason. * Anyway, there' s no Commandership vacant.’
Adren cleared her throat Sgnificantly.

‘Except yours.” Rhavvan spoke her meaning.

Hyrad glowered at him. * Our men wouldn't accept Aghrid, you know that,” he said indignantly.
‘Besides, | doubt he' d have the nerve even to go near the House. He was lucky someone didn't take a
daff to him one quiet night.’

‘He was lucky someone didn’t take a sword to him,” Rhavvan added.
‘Thisman isknown to you? Endryk asked diffidently.

Hyrald pulled asour face, as though the words themsel ves were distasteful. ‘ He was a Deputy
Commander —samerank as Adren and Rhavvan.. . .’



‘Acting Deputy Commander,” they both interpolated defensively. * And to aminor digtrict.’

Hyrad gave a conceding wave. * Acting Deputy Commander,” he emphasized. ‘ But he was corrupt and
violent.

‘Inmy limited stay in Arvenshelm | gained the distinct impression that corruption and violence amongst
Wardenswas endemic,’” Endryk said bluntly.

Hyrald turned to him angrily. ‘No!’ he protested, but Endryk outfaced him.

‘No shopkeepers and tradesmen “doing favours’? No “summary fines” inlieu of more physica
retribution? he said. Hyrald turned away unhappily.

‘We're not perfect. And there are certain . . . traditions whereby citizens show their gratitude for what
we do. That's dways happened. But it’ skept at asengble level —there' s never any threat. It' s not
officialy condoned, and there' re certainly no “summary fines’ —not by any of my men, anyway.” Hewas
wilting under Endryk’ s continuing gaze. ‘ Occasond “summary justice’, I'll grant you. A cracked heed
perhaps, instead of burdening the courts.’

‘But Aghrid was different?

Hyrald searched the comment for some hint of sarcasm, but there was none. Y es, hewas,’” he replied,
thankful to be on safer ground. ‘Very different. He did intimidate and harass. How he ever got into the
Warding in the first place defies me, let done how he became an Acting Deputy Commander. Hewas
completely out of control, getting greedier and more violent by the week until he haf killed some poor
shopkeeper who stood up to him. He was dismissed from the Warding eventudly.’

‘ And the shopkeeper and his other victims?

Hyrad clenched hisfigs at the memory. ‘ Duly recompensed,” he said, unsettled again. He turned to his
colleagues for support. ‘He can’'t be a Commander. It’' s not possible.’

‘It swhat theman said,” Adren replied unhd pfully. She was patently distressed hersdlf. * Aghrid and
Tervaidin. None of thismakes any sense.’

‘The Tervaidin were an €lite bodyguard who eventudly took over the running of the Sate, weren't they?
Endryk asked, addressing the question predominantly to Nordath.

‘Never overtly,” Nordath replied, hisvoice unsteady. * They were astute enough to keep the Dictator
conspicuoudy in the eye of the people so that he would carry the blame for anything bad that happened.
In the first place they were, anyway. Later, they just became corrupt and greedy — like Aghrid.’

‘Corrupt and greedy. How about tyrannicad and bruta? Endryk said.

‘That aswell, certainly,” Nordath said. * It s strange. They’ re generdly thought of now as heroic — brave
protectors of the land and people. Even though there’ s no doubt about what they wereredlly like’

They cameto aclearing. Endryk reined his horse to ahat and held up ahand for silence. Therewas no
sound of pursuit. Just the rustling of leaves and the sound of theriver. It was not as loud now. The sun
was low and the Sky was purpling. The pristine whiteness of the dowly drifting flatilla.of cloudswas being
transformed into afevered rednesstinged with leaden grey shadows.

‘I'veno ideawherewe are,; Endryk said. ‘But | think we should move on westwards for aslong as
possible. Nice and steady. Use lanternsif we have to, they won't give our positions avay whilewe'rein



thetrees. And we' Il have to post a double guard tonight.’

No one said anything, but the Wardens were grim-faced while Nordath and Thyrn looked distracted.
Endryk addressed their concerns.

‘I'm sorry,” hesaid, clicking hishorse forward. ‘I’ d forgotten. That must have frightened both of you
very badly.” They looked up at him, but he did not wait for an answer. * It frightened usal. Fighting isn't
something you ever get used to — not fighting like that especidly, where your lifeisthreatened. Thereé san
intengity to it —afocus—that leaves scarsfor ever. Changes you. Even Wardens, who deal with alot of
violence, don't often get threatened like that. My only adviceisthat if you want to be sick, or faint, or
whatever —doit, get rid of it. But . . .” Helooked at each of them in turn. ‘ Remember this, and cling to it.
No matter how bad you fed, you survived. Not only that, in thisinstance you weren't even hurt. And
know this, those people who came againgt you will befeding far worse’

‘I'm il shaking.” Thewords tumbled out of Thyrn asif he had indeed been holding them back like
vomit.

Endryk held out hishand, imitating Adren’ searlier gesture. It wastrembling dightly. ‘It sthe way your
body looks after itself. Before and after. Don't be afraid to be afraid. It’ snot pleasant, but it’sin your
best interests. Don't hide things from yoursdf. I'll tell you this, too. Y ou did well, both of you —very well.
WEe d have been in asorry stateif the horses had scattered.” He cast aglance a Hyrald and the others.
‘Infact, wedl didwell. Though I’ll haveto get some archery practicein. Hitting that man in the shoulder
likethat.

“You wereaming to kill him? Adren asked hesitantly.

Endryk smiled ruefully. *No. | told him hewas lucky | missed just to catch his attention. | was aiming for
the horse’ Hissmileturned into alaugh. Despiteits grim origin hislaughter lightened their mood asthey
rode from the clearing into the premature gloaming of the trees.

It was not long before it became too dark for them to ride safely and they were obliged to dismount. The
dancing light of asolitary lantern held by Endryk led them on, filling their world with dusty flashing
shadows, bright flickering moths and asnowy rain of flitting insects which left Rhavvan growling.

They walked for along time and were very tired when they finally camped —too tired for any of themto
be able to stand guard.

‘They’ll bein aworse state than we are,’ Rhavvan protested to Endryk as his concern about this became
apparent. ‘We won't need aguard.’

‘I'll remind you of that when you wake up tomorrow with your throat cut, Endryk said
uncompromisingly.

In the end he had them lay trip lines around the camp. ‘ Do be careful when you get up inthe morning,” he
sad, laughing again.

None of them dept well that night, Thyrn least of dl, astroublesome dreamsfull of terrible blood-soaked
injuries plagued him. Only towards morning did some semblance of the control that he normaly had over
his dreams begin to return, but he wasill-at-ease when hefinaly woke to adull, overcast day. Therewas
some solace in the damp freshness that filled the air but none of them save Endryk and Nal's seemed to
findit.

Asthey ate, Hyrald was anxious to make and discuss plansfor therest of their journey, though his



immediate concern was the intention of their pursuers. By common consent and at Endryk’ s prompting,
they postponed any debate about the Tervaidin symbol and the mysterious re-gppointment and
promoation of Aghrid.

‘With luck, they’ Il believewhat | said about going north,” Hyrald said.

Thyrn cleared histhroat noisily. ‘1t doesn't matter,” he said, louder than he had intended. ‘1 told Vashnar
that we were coming back.’

Chapter 14
Vashnar clagped his hand over his mouth and nose. Panic filled him.

He had not felt the tell-tale welling of pressure which announced anose-bleed but it wasthe first thing
that came to mind after he redlized he had once again been drawn into Thyrn’s mind. Though hewas
aonein hisoffice, there was something so peculiarly repellent to him in such aspontaneous
haemorrhaging that he could do no other than glance quickly round, asthough acircle of jeering
witnesses might have gppeared just as spontaneoudly.

Vashnar accepted that there were many things over which he had no control and he had learned to
ignore, tolerate, or use these to his advantage as circumstances dictated. But his body and hismind were
things over which his control should be absolute and the sudden nose-bleed, unheralded, unprovoked,
somehow struck towards the very foundations of the unseen inner supports that sustained him. It should
not have happened. To be subjected to such athing was both unacceptable and disturbing. And it
brought with it a shame dmost akin to that he might have felt had he wet his bed —a childish shame
unreachable by reason, beit Velain's easy common-sense dismissas or his own obsessively rehearsed
argumentsto be used if need should arise. No trite reply could answer the question that loomed before
him. What would have happened if someone had been present? The bleeding had dl the sinister qudities
of one of thosetrivia eventsthat set in train events which lead unpredictably but inexorably to
catastrophe.

It was thus some time before he managed to quieten himsdlf sufficiently to turn to the truly unsettling
aspect of what had just happened. Even then, this primal preoccupation gnawed at him and had him
tentatively touching his nogtrils and examining hisfingersfor sgnsof blood while a the same time he had
to fight back aclamouring and mindless panic that was congtantly threatening to overwhem him.

Grim-faced with effort, he forced his thoughts back to what he had been doing just moments earlier.

It was the routine paperwork which till lay in front of him. Heran ahand over it gently, asif to confirm
that it wasredlly there. He had been rdlaxed and easy, with nothing in particular troubling him. Since
sending out Aghrid and his specia Wardenswith their black uniforms and sporting the Tervaidin symbal,
he had been, in many ways, more settled than at any time since hisfateful encounter with Thyrn. He
usually felt that way when adecision had been made —when conjecture gave way to action.

Hismind drifted after Aghrid racing northwards. The reports he had received so far were good. Indeed,
they were very good. He had had to balancerisksin telling Aghrid to move with the utmost urgency.
While Thyrn and the others had to be dealt with as soon as possible, mounted patrols of Wardens were
not common and would inevitably attract attention as they passed through the towns and villages which
lay on the quickest route north. Would the appearance of the Tervaidin's symbol be noted? Would it
provoke an adverse response? Asit transpired, the symbol had been noted and though there had been
some adverse comments reported to him, the response was predominantly favourable. Unusualy so.
Indeed, on more than one occas on people had come running to cheer the passing riders. It seemed that
the brief fire the Death Cry had lit was till smouldering. That intrigued him — could it be that he had



actualy underestimated the discontent that was bubbling through the country? He set the thought aside
for later consideration — it carried many implications. For now he was content to note those places where
there had been a good response. He would have done the same had the responses been bad. Either way,
it identified possible friends and enemies; it was useful information.

Asif he had momentarily lowered his guard, panic suddenly washed over him, siweeping him aong
violently. Abruptly he was back at his desk, writing again. Not with the leisurely sensation of recollected
thought however, but with the vertiginous vividness of actualy having been dragged back through timeto
relive the events as they unfolded once more. He heard an echo of himself drawing in agasping breath as
the word he was writing seemed to unwrite itsalf, coiling from the page and back up the pen.

As suddenly asit had come, the intense immediacy was gone, and the image before him became just a
memory again. He found himsalf gripping the edge of his desk. He was sure he had seen what he had
seen. No, not merdly seen —felt. Hiswhole body, his consciousness, had seemed to dide backwardsin
some way. It was asterrifying on recollection asit had been when it first occurred, but he clenched his
teeth angrily and forced himsdf to move on. It must have been nothing more than amomentary dizziness
presaging Thyrn' s attack. For attack it surely was. He remembered screwing his eyestight shut in an
ingtinctive attempt to stop the dithering unredlity of what was happening on the page. Then he had felt the
Caddoran displacing him, intruding into him effortlesdy. He could offer no resstance. And when he had
opened his eyes, he was Thyrn — choking on the young man’ s teeming terrors — clutching desperately a
flying reins—reaching out to protect his uncle— aware of aterrible purposein the knifein hisbelt, a
lesson just learned. His head was ringing with screams and cries. Swords and staves were rising and
faling, hooveswereflailing, there was arushing like amaevolent wind. And then hewas himself again,
hand clamped across his face, thoughts incoherent with panic and flooding questions. Almost
incongruoudy he noted through the turmoail that the word he had been writing was whole again.

What had happened? Calmer now, the futile question pounded him mercilesdy. Asdid the answer —the
same as had happened before.

Y et it was not the same. He had not been plunged into atimeless nothingness, a dreadful darkness where
he was and was not, and which had wrapped itself about and through him like amyriad spiders webs.
Even the memory of that still chilled him. And too there was no pain in his head. Nor awretched, staining
torrent from his nose. He examined hisfingers again, then absently ran histhumb over hisring.

Leaning back in hischair, he pushed the front legs off the floor and began rocking gently. He recalled
Vdlan' sremark that he and Thyrn might perhaps have to be in the same mood for such a.. . . contact
... to happen, but this patently was not the case here. He had been relaxed and at ease with himsdlf,
while Thyrn had been frantic with fear. Theintengity of Thyrn' sfear returned, momentarily overwhelming
him. Initswake cameafury a hisown powerlessnessin the face of Thyrn’sintrusion. It gathered inside
him, twisting tighter and tighter, searching for an outlet. Then, running beforeit, like afleeing straggler,
came asimple question.

How long?How long had he been . . . possessed?

He dropped his chair forward and looked at the paper he had been writing on. The word —the word that
had unwound itsdf and equaly mysterioudy become whole again —was untrammeled by any sign of
careless penmanship. There was no errant line, no sprayed blot —nothing to indicate that his hand had
been disturbed in the |least.

It must have lasted for less than a heartbeat. Far less. For aheartbeat could be along time —long enough
to scream and diein. Perhaps, it occurred to Vashnar, it had taken no time at al. Perhapsit had existed
outsdetime.



This bizarre conclusion seemed to unwind the growing rage and he became aware of other matters
fluttering tantalizingly beneeth his awareness— or wasit Thyrn’s awareness? With an effort he forced all
other questions aside and returned to the memory of the event again. He had no doubt that what he had
experienced was true. He had once again touched and been touched by Thyrn. The how and the why of
it he was rdluctantly obliged to accept as being beyond his knowing, but there were certaintiesin it that
surely precluded halucination or self-deception?

Thyrn and his companions had been under aviolent attack . . . by Wardens, he thought he detected.
Despite himsdf hefdt aglow of satisfaction. Perhaps even now Aghrid and his men were finishing off
their business and preparing to return. He shunned the notion. It was too premature and there was
nothing in what he had seen and felt that encouraged such aconclusion. Of course, the linkage with Thyrn
could have been broken by Thyrn’s death, but he sensed not. It would have to be sufficient for the
moment that the fugitives had been found and engaged. That being the case, the matter was amost
certainly finished but it was better that he did not anticipateit. A spasm of dark humour intruded. If his
new Tervaidin couldn’t ded with such amotley group, that would leave him with far greater problemsfor
his future plans than any damage that Thyrn could do in betraying them.

He leaned forward and, resting his elbows on the desk, dropped his chin on to hisinterwoven fingers. An
ill-formed ideafloated into the confusion, What power would he be able to seizeif this ability to see
events so far away could be controlled? For an instant he regretted that he had insisted on Thyrn’ s death,
for what resource might he be destroying there? The idea shrivelled dmost immediatdly in the light of
colder, practica reasoning. However he had become linked with Thyrnin thisway it was beyond his
control and that was totally unacceptable. It could not be ended too soon. And the Caddoran Congress
would definitely have to be dealt with in due course. There must be no chance of such anindividud as

Thyrn arisng again.

He returned to his memory of the encounter, closing his eyes and forcing himsdlf into quietness. There
was something important there, he was sure. Something hidden under the clamour.

Horses, swords, staves— vivid but flegting and confused images threaded around that frightening, hissing
rush —whatwas thet?

Letitgo.
And benegth theimages, what?

Despite histerror, he— Thyrn, Vashnar —was changed. Though still bewildered and uncertain, he was
more assured than he had been. Lessons had been learned. And there was a hint of determination there.

Vashnar Sarted.
Hewas not fleeing any longer. He was going to return! Return to the life that was his.

Vashnar stiffened, hiseyeswide. Thyrn's memories were aoruptly flushed from him by asurging fear of
his own as he felt the edifice of hislong-laid plansfater and shake under this smple but direct assaullt.

‘No!" he gasped. But he was trembling, his body giving thelieto hiswords.

It was some time before he began to cadm down sufficiently to tell himself that this response was wholly
disproportionate. So Thyrn had ambitionsto return. What would that avail him. Even if by some miracle
he survived the encounter with Aghrid it would only be as amore demented fugitive than before. At best
he had only days|eft. But even as Vashnar pieced together these reassurances, faint tremors still shook
him. And he knew that they would not go away. Thyrn had suddenly become an obstacle which would



have to be destroyed before he could move on.
He had to know for sure what had happened to him!

But how? How was he to find out where he and his protectors were? He presumed they were
somewherein the uncharted north of the country. That was where rumours about them had pointed and
where he had sent Aghrid, seemingly successfully, but . . .

He banged hisfist on the table. He had to know!

But he couldn’t go charging over the country like a crazed thing. Y et equally he could not do nothing.
He became aware of an urgent knocking.

‘Enter,’ he cdled out, hastily composing himself and checking hisnose again.

The door was opened by aman wearing the black uniform of the Tervaidin. Although the Tervaidin were
his chosen men and had been secretly preparing for their new role for along time, Vashnar had
introduced them into the Warding by affecting to appoint an Emergency Command in order to deal with
thefugitives. That had always been the intention, only the pretext being left to circumstance. Now, it fitted
well with the many rumoursthat Vashnar had encouraged following the proclamation of the Degth Cry.
At the same time he had taken the opportunity to place them in useful administrative positions aswell.

The man was agitated. He sdluted and held out a stained travelling wallet.
‘Thisjudt arrived, Sr. A rider from Commander Aghrid.’

Vashnar motioned him to place the wallet on his desk. He was loath to reach out for it for fear that his
hand might begin to tremble again. ‘Is he here, now? he asked.

‘No, sir. He' s unconscious — exhausted. Both he and his horse could hardly stand when he arrived. Said
he' d ridden one horse to death aready before he passed out.’

Vashnar nodded and dismissed the man.

Only when the door clicked to did he pick up the wallet. His handswere shaking as he broke the sedl and
fumbled with the buckles. Insde was a solitary and badly creased sheet of paper. Heflattened it on the
desk before trying to read it. The writing was small and untidy and had obvioudy been written at speed
and on an uneven surface. Neverthelessit was legible and Vashnar scanned through it quickly before
returning to the beginning to read it more carefully.

It was areport of the progress that the patrol had made. VVashnar glanced at the map on thewall ashe
read. Aghrid had been heading into unknown territory when hewroteit and he had been making
fearsome progress. Vashnar was impressed, though he was alittle uneasy about the number of men who
had failed to keep up with the killing pace and had been abandoned aong the way. Still, that was a detail.
More important was the fact that Aghrid had obtained clear evidence about the route the fugitives had
taken and was gaining on them rgpidly.

It concluded:We are told that they will run into the sea within a day or so if they continue north
and that they can then turn only westward along the coast, all other ways returning them south
eventually. From thence the sea becomes a river which they may seek to crossiif they are
intending to continue northwards. Wherever they go, we shall find them in accordance with your
orders. Our resolve and loyalty is undiminished. We draw nearer to them by the hour .



Vashnar looked at the map again. North into the sea, then westward? In common with most of the
Arvens, he had little or no ideawhat lay to the north of Arvengtaat. There had never been any tradein
that direction and he had never met anyone who had travelled there. In so far as he had thought abouit it,
he presumed that progress northwards could be made uninterrupted. There were supposed to be other
countries up there— somewhere. He deduced from Aghrid’ s report however, that the seamust turn
inland. One day he would attend to the proper determining of the country’ s borders, he decided.

He continued staring at the map. Where were they now? Where had they come together in that violent
confrontation that he had just been drawn into? He turned again to Aghrid’ s report then tried to estimate
the position of the seaand how far he might have travelled a ong the coast had he maintained the same
progress. He placed them well on their way towards the Karpas Mountains which, he presumed,
continued north off the map. But the calculation merdy unsettled him.

“Y ou’ re becoming too preoccupied with Thyrn and the others,” Vdlain told him later. Her tonewas
gern. *All that mattersisthat he’ s out of theway and being pursued. Think about the Tervaidin —they’ve
been introduced into the Warding with aminimum of opposition. Certainly much less opposition than had
Hyrald still been here. He was always going to be a serious obstacle. Y ou forget how we fretted and
planned about that, and now it’s happened amost without comment. And, for the most part, the people
are taking to them, which is an unexpected advantage.’

However, she could not keep the concern from her voice when he reminded her of his second contact
with Thyrn. *Nothing' sto be done about it,” she decided unhappily after she had interrogated him at
somelength. * It sbeyond any understanding and there’ sno point struggling with it. Asyou say, it's
probably over and done with by now. Even with his reduced numbers, Aghrid will have had no difficulty
in dedling with four men and aboy.’

‘Three men, one woman and ayoung man,” Vashnar corrected her off-handedly, prompting a
head-shaking smile. But he was not sanguine. ‘I think I'd know if Thyrn was dead. Don’'t ask me how,
but I’ ve got the feding that there’ sapart of him with medl thetime. And when hedies, I’ [l know.’

Velainlooked a him. Though she controlled them, tiny flickering doubts about her husband' s sanity
perssted in making themsalves felt despite the crushing weight of reason and ingtinct she buried them
under.

Beyond understanding — no point struggling with it, she repeated inwardly to herself until they were gone
again. But it was not easy.

She put her arm around his neck. ‘All’swell here, isn'tit,” she said. *Nothing needs your immediate
attention. Why don’t we take allittle time to oursalves? Bregk the routine—relax. A rest will be good for
both of us’” Shetightened her arm promisingly. ‘We could go north. Seefor ourselves how the Tervaidin
were accepted. Check on our old alies and find out what new ones the appearance of the Tervaidin has
brought to light. Who knows, we might meet Aghrid on hisreturn!’

Normally Vashnar was reluctant to be away from Arvenshem, but Velain's suggestion attracted him. If
nothing e seit would help to satidfy hisirrationa desire to mount up and charge after Aghrid to discover
Thyrn'sfate. It troubled him that for al Aghrid should have swept aside Hyrad and the others
effortlesdy, he had had no inner sign that Thyrn was gone. Also, though he made no mention of this,
should he find himself touched again by Thyrn, he would be in the presence only of hiswife.

That evening, the Senior Warden Commander’ s coach with an escort and asmall retinue of servants|eft
Arvenshedm and headed north. Aswas the tradition, many of the people doffed their hats as the coach

passed. Many did not.



* * % %

Thyrn was suddenly the focus of the group. ‘What do you mean, you told him we were going back?
Rhavvan demanded. Thyrn shifted uncomfortably then told them of his brief contact with Vashnar inthe
middle of the skirmish with Aghrid’s men.

It was greeted with silence a first then Nordath spoke. * Are you sure it wasn't just imagination? Y ou
didn’'t pass out like before. | waswatching you dl thetime!

‘It was different, Thyrn admitted. ‘ Just a strange kind of dizziness, then | was Vashnar —in his office—
looking down at that damned immaculate desk of his. And then | was back here, scrambling for the
horses.” Helooked round at the three Wardens. ‘| know it’s hard for you to believe, but that’ s what
happened. For an ingtant, both of uswere in the other’ s place, each knowing what the other knew —
sharing thoughts somehow.’

Asbefore, Hyrad found himsdlf struggling to accept what Thyrn wastelling them, but also as before he
found he had little dternative. Vashnar’ s proclamation of the Death Cry was no less crazy than anything
that Thyrn had said, and as the young man'’ s strange linkage with Vashnar indisputably lay at the root of
thiswhole businessit behoved him to keep as open amind as possible. But it was not easy, and he did
not know whether it helped or hindered that the Thyrn now spesking was subtly different — more mature
—than the one with whom they had set out.

‘Did you have any visions of the city burning — of the destruction you saw when thisdl sarted? he
asked, as much for something to say asfor any other reason.

Thyrn shook his head. *No. Just humdrum thoughts. Stuff | don’t understand. A quarterly report to the
Moot. A request for more money, and more . . .” He paused, before querying, ‘ Delegated authority?
with ashrug. Then he closed his eyestightly as though he were listening for adistant sound. ‘Inthe
background, the flames —the destruction — are il there somewhere; | can fedl them. But | don't think
he' s even aware of them. Nearer the forefront there are confused images of the Tervaidin — or what the
Tervaidin will be— spreading across the country, setting aside and replacing the old order of Wardens!’
He opened his eyes. ‘Vashnar' s pleased with what' s happened so far, with the ones he’ s sent out.
They’ ve been well received, apparently.’

“Y ou said you told him we were going back,” Rhavvan prompted.

Thyrn gestured vagudly. ‘| didn’t talk to him, if that’ swhat you mean. It' sjust that he thought my
thoughts, and | thought his. We were one person for an instant. He' d seethefighting. HEd .. . . justa
moment.” He sat up very straight, took in along dow breath and released it even more dowly, noticesbly
relaxing as he did so. His companions watched in silence. “ He' d know | wastrying to catch and control
the horses—and look after Uncle. He'd fed everything | felt then.” He gave ashort scornful laugh. *And
good luck to him. | hope he nearly messed histrouserstoo.” The concentration returned. ‘ He might well
have noted my intention to return. It was near the surface. It depends on how sengitive heis, of course. It
could bethat the shock of our Joining may have jolted everything from his mind. He was definitely
disturbed. But on the other hand, if he' spart Caddoran . . . | don’t know.” His expression darkened. ‘It
doesn’'t matter anyway. Whether hefdt it directly or not isirrdevant. The thought’ sin there somewhere
now and he'll act on it sooner or later.

‘“What do you mean, the thought’ sin there? Hyrald asked.

‘Just that,” Thyrn replied. ‘Most of our thoughts are below the surface, most of thetime, aren’t they? We
drag them up as we need them — or they come of their own accord. The point is, when he' sthinking
about what you might do, he' Il have the answer aready even though he doesn’t know it.’



‘1t’[l guide his planning knowingly or unknowingly,” Endryk said.

‘Splendid,” Rhavvan said sourly. ‘It was going to be hard enough getting back to Arvenshelm anyway
without him knowing we were coming.” He threw up his handsin annoyance. ‘What am | talking about? |
don’'t believe any of this nonsense. Exchanging minds — reading one another’ sthoughts. It isn't possible!’

‘Bdievewhat you like, Rhavvan,” Thyrn said angrily. ‘I’ ve spent my life doing something which I’'m only
just beginning to redize defies dl explanation, so | understand your doubts. But | owe my lifeto you al
and I’'m telling you what' s happened so that you' [| know as much as| do. Make of it what you will. The
knowledge might be difficult to dedl with, but it'sadamned sight better than ignorance.’

Hyrald and Adren both turned alook of amused expectancy towards awordless Rhavvan asthis
outburst concluded. Endryk smiled openly at the big man’s discomfiture then spoke to Thyrn.

‘Isit possible that you could control this contact you have with VVashnar?

Thyrn’ sface softened. *No, | don’t think so. It didn’t announce itself in any way whatsoever. It just
came, and then went. Very quickly.” Hefrowned. * Veryquickly, he emphasized. * Almost asthough it
took place without time passing.” He shook his head and stood up, dusting down histrousers. ‘Thisisas
bewildering to measitisto you. Worse, infact, | can assureyou. If it'sany consolation, | think Vashnar
may be coping even lesswell. | never redized how disciplined | was—what control | had over my mind
—until | touched his. Quiteareveation. I’ ll need to think about it. Anyway, dl | can doistdl you what
happened and I’ ve done that now. | think we should move on. I'll go over it dl again aswetravel. If
anything dse occurstome, I'll tell you.’

He looked expectantly at Hyrad who levered himsdlf to hisfeet. His manner ended any further debate.

“Which brings us back to where we re going next, and what we' re going to do about Aghrid,” Hyrald
sad, accepting Thyrn’sdecision.

‘Maybe he'll giveup,” Nordath said. ‘ They’ ve three horses less and at |east one wounded man.’

‘If our prisoner wasto be believed, there are nine of them and they’ ve lost others on the way here,
whatever “lost” means,’ Adren said.

‘It meansthey’ ve been riding like the devil, and that they’ ve abandoned men on theway,” Endryk said
darkly. Y ou know this man better than | do, but I’ ve afedling he' s not one to give up. Not everyone
tends their wounded, by any means.’

‘It sdifficult,” Hyrad said. ‘I’'ve met him but | wouldn't say | knew him. From what | do know I'd say
he' s capable of anything — certainly abandoning people. But whether he' s got the persona resources or
the leadership to carry on pursuing us after yesterday, I’ ve no idea. | wouldn’t have thought he could get
from Arvenshelm to here so quickly, to be honest.’

‘Something' sdriving him then,” Endryk said. *“We |l have to assumethat he'll keep coming after us’
‘“Which meanswhat? Adren asked.

“Which means that we watch our backs, protect our night camps properly, and keep leaving him false
trals’

‘Or wait for him and stop him,” Rhavvan said, punching his palm with hisfig.
‘Not yet, I think,” Endryk replied. ‘Wewerelucky first time. They came recklesdy and in a confined



gpace and there were more of us than they thought. They won't do that again. And don't forget — they
dill outnumber us’

Rhavvan seemed inclined to argue but Endryk anticipated him. ‘But we will, if we haveto, hesad
coldly. Heturned to Hyrald. ‘Weg, isit, then? he asked. ‘ Back to your home?

Hyrald looked at each of the othersin turn and received their silent assent. * And you? he asked Endryk.
‘Areyou gtill prepared to come with us?

Yes
Neverthdess, a Endryk’ s suggestion they set off not to the west but northwards towardstheriver.
Reaching it they turned west again and began moving upstream. The river waswide, fast and turbulent for
much of the way, making a noise which prevented any conversation. Twice they had to move away from
the bank and over rocky ridges asthe river came plunging, white-foamed and even noiser, through
narrow gorges. Towards midday they came to a place where the river broadened and became much
quieter. Endryk hdted and sudied the terrain for sometime.

‘Thisshould do,” he concluded eventudly. *We || move into the water then head upstream until we can
find a place to come out without leaving tracks. With alittle good fortune, Aghrid will think we' ve
crossed over and he'll either give up or go wandering off north. Either way, it'll win moretimefor us’

Both he and Thyrn stopped and stared across the river as their horses entered the water.
‘Can horses swim? Thyrn asked.
‘Yes, Endryk replied. ‘But it can be abit alarming. Are you changing your mind about going home?

Still staring across the water, Thyrn shook his head. * No. Whatever trouble€' swaiting back home, there's
nothing over therefor me.” He paused. ‘Not until | can go there because | want to, anyway.” Then he
shivered and hunched his shoulders. ‘Men chasing after uslikethat. It's so frightening.” Helooked at
Endryk nervoudy and patted his somach hesitantly. ‘ But there sall sorts of other fedingsin here. Violent
ones. I’'m not sure what they mean —what to do with them. I’ ve never hurt anyone.” He bared histeeth.
‘Curse Vashnar and his crazed thoughts. The man’salunatic.’

Endryk clicked his horse forward and they began moving upstream. 'Y ou'’ re suffering from a sense of
outraged justice,” he said with amixture of sympathy and humour. * All you can do with those kinds of
fedingsis accept that they’ re there and focus them into a cold resolution to fight for what you know is
right. Asafriend of mine once told me, let the ssomach drive and the head guide’

‘| don't understand.’
‘Yesyou do,” Endryk replied.

It was well into the afternoon when they cameto arocky section of bank on abend intheriver. Nals
waswaiting for them. He had been dternately swimming and walking along the bank.

‘This |l do,” Endryk said, motioning the othersto leave the water. ‘Walk the horses up to that
embankment over there” He watched them go, then followed very dowly, carefully removing any sgns

of their passage.

Asthey waited for him, Rhavvan' s expressons showed amixture of impatience and curiosity. ‘No on€'ll
even seethat,” he chafed as Endryk replaced atumbled rock before findly joining them.



Endryk’ srebuttal was matter-of-fact. * Y ou may beright. But if Aghrid getsthisfar, it meansthat he'll
have learned how to live out here—or started learning, anyway. Which meansin turn that he'll be even
more dangerous than before.” He cast afinal eye over the path they had taken acrosstherocks. ‘I notice
that while you obvioudy didike this man, none of you have referred to him as being either stupid or
cowardly.’

Rhavvan grunted. ‘ He' sacity man born and bred; he'll not get thisfar. None of uswould have without
you. I’ll wager he' s scurrying back to Arvenshem right now.’

Endryk acknowledged Rhavvan’ s oblique thanks with an inclination of his head but rejected his
conclusion. * Someone who' sridden so hard and abandoned men on the way has qualitieswhich
shouldn’t be underestimated,” he said. Then, satisfied with the state of the shore, he indicated that they
should move off. ‘But Aghrid or not, we ve agreat many problems that need to be addressed if we're
going to be travelling secretly through the country —the mountains, probably —for any length of time. |
think it' stime we had a council of war.’

Chapter 15

‘Council of war? Hyrad echoed uncertainly. ‘What' sthat?

‘Precisaly what it says, a council —an assembly —to discussthewar,” Endryk replied.
‘What war? The pitch of Hyrad' s voice rose further than he intended.

‘Theonewe rein,” Endryk retorted bluntly. ‘ Just because thereisn’t cavalry and infantry tramping the
countryside doesn’t mean there’ sno war going on. Thereis, and you need to understand that if you're
going to survive. And that’ s only a start —a great many thingswill have to be thought about if we' reto
survive. Thyrn mentioned them the other day. How to livein this place —not for afew days but for
months, quite possibly into the winter. How to cope with illness and injury. How to defend ourselves
againgt Aghrid and anyone else who comes after us. How to find out what’ s happening back in
Arvenshdm if you want to return there. And, not least, how to do something about it.’

Hiswords hung uncomfortably in the dull, damp air asthey waked dong. No one spoke for sometime.
‘Itsagrimligt, Hyrdd sad eventualy.

‘Itis” Endryk agreed. ‘ Grimmer than you know, | suspect, but unavoidable given the decison you've
made to return —which, for what it sworth, | think isright,” he added hatily. ‘ Given that the dternativeis
fruitless—awandering exile and no guarantee you might not be pursued even into that. Still, to quote
Thyrn, knowledge might be difficult to deal with, but it'sadamned sight better than ignorance and while
we accept the smplefact of our position we'll at least have achance:’

‘We ve managed well enough so far,” Rhavvan said defensively.

‘Well enough, yes,’ Endryk agreed. ‘ But we can't carry on like thisfor much longer. That wasjust to
keep us going day by day while you were recovering from your flight and thinking about what to do. Plus
we' ve been lucky —with the westher, the terrain, even the supplies. That won't continue. But at least the
Stuation’ s clearer now.’

‘We ve got avicious enemy behind us, adefinite intention ahead, and along way to travel. We need to
work out in detail what we' re going to do, how we' re going to do it, and who' s going to do what.’

It was Adren. There was an edge to her voice. Endryk acknowledged her summary with a gesture that
indicated he had nothing further to say.



‘Council of war itis, then.” Hyrald smiled ruefully. * A planning meeting, | supposewe d cal it.” This
inadvertent reminder of times now seemingly gone for ever, brought along fretting thought to the surface.
Helooked at Endryk squarely and cleared histhroat. ‘Back home, thesetwo . . ." Heindicated Rhavvan
and Adren. ‘ Are my deputies, while Nordath and Thyrn would naturally yield to the authority of any
Warden. But out here I’ ve no illusions about my worth. Frankly, I'mlogt. Y ou ve been our leader since
we |eft your cottage. Will you continue to be?

Endryk met his gaze and answered immediately. * No. | gppreciate what you' re saying but we can’t work
likethat. It's not appropriate. We re not a battalion with our own long-established support structure and
lines of communication back to a battle centre somewhere, We' re more what would be called a deep
penetration group —asmall patrol sent far into enemy territory to spy on troop dispositions, supply lines
andthelike. .. completdy cut off from al externa help, obliged to fend for oursdvestotdly.’

All three Wardens were looking at him, puzzled. *We re not spying on anyone or anything. And thisisn’t
enemy territory,” Rhavvan said. * All we' retrying to do is get back home.” He laughed tentatively but no
one responded.

‘Enemy territory isprecisdy what itis; Endryk ingsted. ‘ All of it, from hereto Arvenshem. Adren
summarized our position exactly.’

‘But what arewe going to do if you won't act asleader? Hyrald fretted. *We haveto allocate
responghilitiesand duties. . . decide who doeswhat and when.’

‘Yes, obvioudy,” Endryk replied. ‘But we'll dl of us need to make a deep change to the wayswethink.’
Helooked at Hyrald. ‘Warden, Caddoran, shoreman — they mean nothing out here. We' re going to be
totally dependent on one another. We need to know one another’ s strengths and weaknesses. And

we' ve each got to be able to cope without the others. We have to become such that if one of usislog,
then that’ sall we lose— one— not the entire group because we were too reliant on that one person.’

‘Soundslogical,” Hyradd commented, though the doubt in his voice said more than hiswords.
‘Back to basic training, | suppose.” Adren was scarcely more enthusiastic.
‘I'm sorry,” Endryk said.

‘It'snot your fault, isit? Hyrad retorted. He stopped and stood silent. No one spoke and the soft
stillness of the damp day closed about the group. It was very quiet. The sound of theriver, hitherto
ubiquitous, was faint and distant. Even the birds and animasin the surrounding trees seemed to be
waiting for something.

One of the horses stamped its foot softly then shook itsalf.
‘Damn Vashnar,” Hyrad said through clenched teeth. ‘Damn him to hell.” He set off again.

They walked for sometimein slence until after ashort rise they emerged from the treesto find
themsdves on the grassy shoulder of ahill.

‘Let' sseewherewe are,’ Endryk said, pointing to the crest.

Hyrad spoke to him asthey continued. ‘1 suppose what we' re intending to do wouldn’t be easy even if
we' d been trained to it, would it?

‘No,” Endryk replied flatly. ‘But | don’'t know that anyone could be trained for such abizarre
eventudity.” He paused thoughtfully. ‘Y et Vashnar’ s postion is no stronger than ours!’



Hyrad looked at him, puzzled.

‘I hadn’t thought about that before,” Endryk went on. * Apparently he has dl the advantages. He ssafein
Arvenshem with the Wardens and amab at his back, while we re hunted fugitives donein the middle of
nowhere.” He paused, then nodded to himself asif reaching aconclusion. ‘ But that very safety might well
be preventing him from standing back and assessing what' s happening.” He paused again. ‘If he's
capable of such an action any more. He' s ameticulous man, you say, obsessive amost?

‘Yes,” Hyrad confirmed. ‘1 don’t know what he was like when he was younger, but even sincel’ve
known him, his skill asaplanner —an anticipator of events—which is consderable, seemsto have. .
he searched for aphrase, ‘. . . turned in on itself. Become salf-absorbed. His plans can become very
detailed — condraining. Asthough freedom of action unsettles him, particularly in other people”

‘His plans are becoming more important than the goadsthey’ re meant to achieve?
‘| suppose so, yes. At times!’

Endryk seemed pleased with the answer. He cast aglance at Thyrn and then the others. ‘Well, it’snot
much, but we' reasmal group, determined, and not without resources. If we stay careful, keep our
thinking flexible, the more he plans|like that the better —assuming he’ s<till capable of thinking rationaly.
Like us he' s no experience with a situation as strange asthis. It' 1l magnify any self-doubt he has, reduce
histrust in others even further. And the more rigid he makes his schemesthe morewe |l be ableto
respond to anything he does—move around him, dip in under hisguard.’

Rhavvan frowned. ‘Y ou sound asif you' re going to attack him,” he said.
‘Of course,” Endryk replied. ‘Oneway or another you'll haveto. Y ou’ ve no choice about that.’

Rhavvan stopped and his hands came out, pams forward, in a powerful gesture of denid. ‘Whoa! That's
not what | had in mind when | agreed we should go back.’

‘What ese did you havein mind? Endryk’s question waswinding initssmplicity. Rhavvan stared a him.
Hyradd and Adren watched both men uncertainly, their thoughts chiming with Rhavvan’s.

‘But wecan'tjust . . . attack him,” Rhavvan managed uncomfortably after amoment.

‘Oneway or another, | said,” Endryk replied. He tapped his forehead. ‘ But you need to be thinking
about defeating him al thetime! Nothing lessis acceptable. It' sether us or him and we can't afford the
luxury of not accepting that; it'll est us dive when things get rough. Asfar as| can see a the moment,
probably the only tactic we can adopt isto run him to exhaustion . . . somehow. Flit here and there—
crack thoserigid plans of his—make him destroy the morale of his own people. But whatever we do,
when he' sdown —in whatever fashion that occurs—we move in . He made a direct stabbing motion to
Rhavvan's chest.

‘Wecan'tkill him,” Rhavvan said, eyeswidening.

Endryk was abruptly stern, angry amost. * If it comesto that extremity, you will or you'll die yourself —
there'll be no choice, and don't think otherwise.” Rhavvan made to speak but Endryk gave him no
opportunity. ‘But I'm not talking just about killing him. I'm talking about defegting him and the need for
you not only to redlize that that’ swhat you’ re going to have to do, but to be thinking about how you're
going to do it congtantly.’

Rhavvan eyed him suspicioudy but did not spesk. Adren took him by thearm. ‘I think we' ve just been
given acadet’ smoraeroust,” she said sheepishly, looking at Endryk for confirmation. It was colder than



she had anticipated.

‘| sadwell al have to make adeep changein theway wethink,” hereplied. ‘Beclear inwhat it is
you're trying to achieve —to get your old lives back, or as near as can be. Cling to that. Forget
everything ese. While you' re dithering because the details of some precious scheme arefdling apart,
someone might be cutting your throat.”

They were nearing the top of the hill and the grey sky was beginning to thin, frayed streaks of blue
appearing. The mood of the group, however, had darkened. Hyrald addressed it and Endryk directly.
‘Wdll, whether you want to be leader or not, you are, for the moment. We al of uswant to know who
you are and why you' re here, but none of us are going to ask, arewe? He looked at the others
sgnificantly. ‘But it’s perfectly obviousthat you' ve been asoldier at sometime and that you’ ve got more
experience of thiskind of life than the rest of us put together. Equaly, asyou pointed out, we' re none of
us without resources and experience of our own, and if you'll teach, we' Il learn. Y ou’ re right about
wherewe re dl going and why —we' |l remember that. | think now we should start on that grim list of
yoursright away.’

They had reached the top of the hill. Without comment they moved quickly over the crest before
stopping. The sky was continuing to clear, but the country ahead of them, like that behind, disappeared
into a soft greyness before it reached the horizon. Thyrn and Nordath took charge of the horseswhile the
others moved back to the shelter of acluster of rocks on the crest of the rise from where they could view
the land they had been travelling over without making themselves conspicuous againgt the skyline.

It was not possible to seethe line of theriver, though occasiona shining hints of it glinted through the
mixture of rolling forest and open land spread before them.

North and south, no difference, Hyrald thought, reminding himself of Thyrn’searlier remark. His
reflectionswere interrupted by the sight of severd grey columnsfeebly risng from the trees. All three
Wardens reacted.

‘“Yegods’ Rhavvan hissed. ‘How many people are out there following us?

‘Don’t worry. No more than before,” Endryk said reassuringly. ‘ Those aren’t camp-fires, it’ sjust
moisture risng from thetrees.” He pointed. * See how it' s dissipating —fading away vaguely. Smoke
doesn't do that. It' s denser — hangs together more. | think it’stimefor usto rest awhile’

Thyrn, tongue protruding, was practicing with amakeshift ding.

“Your grimlist, Hyrad reminded Endryk.

‘Will you show me how to use your bow? Thyrn asked, turning to Endryk as he released a shot and
causing some congternation as the stone went wildly awry.

‘Very soon,” Endryk promised as he seized Thyrn's hand to demonstrate the correct action. ‘ Remember
what | told you,” he said, not unkindly. *Y ou’ re supposed to be amenace to your enemies, not your
friends” He manoeuvred Thyrn alittle way from the group and indicated a small rock some twenty paces
digtant. ‘Hit that,” he said. Thyrn bent forward towards the rock, his eyes narrowed in disbdlief. ‘Doit,’
Endryk commanded, before Thyrn could say anything.

The others sat down and relaxed.
‘He' schanged alot,” Adren said softly asthey watched Thyrn engrossed in his practice.

‘And for the better,” Nordath said. A look of pain passed over hisface. ‘He' s aremarkable young man.



It' sdways distressed me to see the way he wastreated by that disma brother of mine and hiswretched
wife. But what can you do? It sfamily, isn't it? Not my business’

‘Did they knock him about? Adren asked, as though she were making aforma Warden'sinquiry.

Nordath's denid was unequivoca. ‘ Oh no, not physically. They're not brutes. Not like that anyway. But
emotiondly ..." Heshook hisheed. ‘I've hardly got any memories of him asachild running, playing,
laughing — getting into mischief. Just his solemn logt little face looking round at everyone. He used to play
for hourswith abal | bought him — bright red it was. He d throw it, catch it, easily, naturaly. Theway
we do before we “ grow up”.” He pulled asour face. ‘But it * disgppeared”. As soon as histalent began
to appear they kept him close, cherished him like some delicate plant — didn’t dlow him contact with
other children, or preciouslittle. And al for money . . . or to strut in front of their friends.” Adren winced
at the bitterness and anger in Nordath’ s voice. * But look at him now.’

It needed no great perception to see that Thyrn was enjoying himsaf. Nordath turned to Endryk. ‘Don’t
think I haven't noticed what you' ve been doing.” Endryk looked like aman suddenly obliged to justify a
guilty secret. Nordath laid areassuring hand on hisarm. ‘I just wanted to say thank you while | had the
chance. I’ d never thought to see him like this— especialy after the state he wasin when he ran away from
Vashnar. | thought . . . | don’t know what | thought . . . His voice had become husky and he stopped.

Endryk returned his comforting grasp. He was about to spesk when Thyrn hit the rock for the second
time in succession and turned to the others, arms raised in triumph. It earned him a generous round of
applause, then Endryk called out, ‘When you're hitting it more than you' re missing it, use your left hand.’
Thyrn clenched hisfist by way of accepting the challenge.

Endryk turned to the others. * All of you must learn to do that. And to make and useabow. Andto usea
staff and sword properly. And aknife’

Rhavvan bridled. ‘What? What in the name of sanity would we want to learn dl that for? Thinking about
defeating Vashnar’ s one thing, but we' re not going to do it with an army, are we? Besides, my
gaffwork’ sfine’

‘And so’'smy swordwork, thank you,” Adren added acidly.

‘Yes, I've seen you, don't forget,” Endryk replied. ‘I'll cometo that in amoment. But you'll need to be
able to use both bow and ding for hunting if you don’'t want to starve. And, sadly, there severy
possibility that sooner or later you'll haveto fight your own kind again. Only next timethey’ Il know how
dangerous you are and they won't be so reckless. The only way you'll survivethat is by being both better
and worse than they are.” Rhavvan and Adren looked set to speak but he did not alow them. ‘ Rhavvan,
your gaff fighting’' svery interesting —looksto me asif it’s been derived from the ancient fighting school of
hard knocks. | look forward to practicing with you. | think we'll both learn alot. Hyrald . . . Hewas
sympathetic. ‘I’'m afraid your swordwork’ s no more than adequate. W€ Il haveto work onit.” Thiswas
not telling Hyrald anything he did not aready know, and he merdly looked at Endryk uncertainly ashe
pressed on. * Adren, your swordwork’ s quite good, it'll make an excellent basis for devel oping a proper
technique, and . . .’

‘Quite good!” she spluttered before he could continue. Adren took a consderable pridein her skill with a
sword and she did not respond well to thisdight on her ahility.  Proper technique!” Her anger suddenly
welled up. ‘I’ll give you proper technique, you son of abitch.” She stood up and drew her sword. ‘On
your feet and seeiif you like the flat of my technique across your backside.” Hyrald and Rhavvan edged
back, knowing from experience that there were times when Adren was not to be disputed with. She bent
forward and held abeckoning hand in front of Endryk’ s bemused face.



‘Up, shesaid.

He turned to Rhavvan and Hyrald in gppeal but received only regretful shrugs. Then he smiled and stood
up. The smile did nothing to assuage Adren’ s mood.

‘Maybe | phrased my remarks alittle unhappily,” he said, conciliatory. ‘I didn't mean. ..’

Adren’ sfinger jabbed out towards his sword. ‘1 know exactly what you meant. Draw that. Put your
blade where your mouth is or sit down.’

‘Becareful, little sister, Hyrad said warningly.

‘Don’'t worry, big brother,” Adren retorted causticaly. ‘ No on€e s going to get hurt, other than in their
pride. Someone here’ s got to stand up for the Wardens.’

Seeing himsdlf abandoned, Endryk drew his sword awkwardly. He did not present any form of guard,
however; instead he let hisarm hang loose by hisside, his sword point resting on the ground, asiif
uncertain asto what he should do. Adren circled around him with dow easy strides, both her sword and
her gaze levelled a him unwaveringly.

Hyrad watched with mixed feelings. Wardens did not often have to resort to using their swords, and on
most of the occasonsthey did o, it wasthe terror that the action invoked and the libera use of theflat of
the blade that did what was necessary. Nevertheless, proficiency with a sword was amatter of some
pride amongst them and Adren was generaly acknowledged to be one of their finest exponents. There
were very few Wardens who could face her and come away unscathed. She was legitimately proud of
her skill. On the other hand, Endryk was their guide, helper and dly. There was no saying what his
response might beif Adren fulfilled her promise and humiliated him. And too, he was a completely
unknown quantity. Almost daily sincetheir first meeting he had demonstrated skills that Hyrald had never
redlized existed. Further, thiswas not the timefor such antics.

He had just decided to intervene when Adren stepped sideways and forward and spun around. It was a
manoeuvre intended to carry her suddenly outside her opponent’ sline of sight and which would conclude
with theflat of her blade landing squardly on hisrear. Having been the victim of it himsalf more than once,
Hyrad knew that her abrupt disgppearance was disconcerting enough without the indignity and implicit
menace of the blow.

Endryk, however, somehow mirrored the move so that Adren’ s blade flew wide, unbaancing her dightly
and leaving the two of them facing one another again. Though swift, Endryk’ s move had been done so
unhurriedly that it drove Hyrad'simmediate preoccupations from hismind as hetried to recdl exactly
what had happened. Endryk had till not raised his sword.

Adren recovered quickly, and taking her swinging sword in both hands she suddenly spun the blade
vertica asthough to strike Endryk flat in the face. Thistime he did move with conspicuous speed,
stepping back and sideways and swinging his own sword around to beat hers down. Again Adren
responded quickly, retreating and raising her sword intoitsinitial guard position. The chalenge had gone
from her face. Her expression was now amixture of shrewd assessment and curiosity.

Endryk gave adight bow. ‘ That was very good,” he said genuinely. ‘I gpologize for underestimating you.
My migtake. | won't do it again.” He held out ahand to hat the proceedings briefly. ‘But —if | may —
you' re using your sword as a punishment baton. Y ou’ re going to have to think about using it to kill
peoplewith.” Adren stiffened. Asdid Hyrald. Oddly, Endryk’ s soft voice was more frightening than any
screamed ingtruction. Adren had killed two people during her service with the Wardens. In both cases
she had acted in salf-defence and no reproach had been offered her either legdly or mordly. Indeed, she



had acted with great courage. But the incidents were never far from her mind.
‘| candothat, if | haveto,” she said, her face suddenly drawn and her mouth tauit.

Endryk looked at her for along moment. ‘Yes. | can seethat. I'm sorry again. | didn’t redize. | think
we' ve both just made a mistake, don’t you? We' |l do this some other time.” He sheathed his sword.

Adren’ sface softened. *No, it was my fault — | started it. The gpology’ smine.” Then some of her
challenge returned and she cocked her head on one side. * Still, no on€e' s ever moved around me like that
before. I’ d be interested to know how you did it.’

Endryk seemed inclined to refuse, then he changed his mind. He addressed the entire group. Thyrn had
abandoned his practice and was standing nearby, watching wide-eyed. Endryk tapped his stomach then
his forehead. Hyrald suddenly had avision of aline of teachers reaching back through time and doing the
sane.

‘Survivd liesin the mind and body being together. | can show you where to put your hands and feet, and
why. And you can —you must — practice what | show you. But the will —the clear intention — hasto
comefromingde. You must know about that from the outset, even if you don’t understand. Let me show
you something to think about.’

Heturned back to Adren. ‘Lunge,’ he said, offering himsdf squarely to her. Adren frowned then
hesitantly pushed her sword forward so that it stopped alittle way in front of him.

Endryk looked down at it. ‘1 don’t need to defend mysalf against an attack that’ s not there,” he said.
‘Thistimelunge asif you mean it

‘But. ..
‘And you shouldn’t teach yourself not to attack. It'Il get you killed one day.’
‘But. ..

Endryk looked into her eyes. ‘We have to trust one another as you' ve never trusted before if you'reto
winyour livesback. Trust me now. Lunge again. Properly thistime’

Adren Hill hestated. She looked quickly at Hyrald but found no help there.
‘Doit!” Endryk commanded. * Trust!”’

Adren’ s hand twitched nervoudy around the hilt of her sword. Then, eyes both fearful and determined,
shelunged again, thistime advancing and extending fully. Asbefore, Endryk’ sresponse did not seemto
be hurried, but before Adren’ s forward movement had stopped, he was by her side, one hand gripping
her leading sword hand and the other holding aknife across her throat. She gasped and her eyes
widened in shock.

‘Good,” Endryk said, releasing her and shesthing hisknife. *Very good. | seewe' vedl got alot tolearn
from one another. Thank you.” Hisarm looped around Adren’ s shoulders and embraced her briefly.

Rhavvan was on his feet asking the question that Adren was about to ask. ‘How did you do that? That
was amazing. You must show me. ..’

‘All indue course” Endryk said. ‘I think we should be on our way. We don’'t know what’ s behind us yet
and there’ salot of open country ahead. We should make what speed we can. Get where we' re going as



soon as possible” He was pointing.

The othersfollowed hishand. The sky was clearing rapidly and with it the mistiness that had been
clouding the countryside.

On the horizon was the ragged outline of the Karpas Mountains.
Chapter 16

Asthe coach moved steadily away from the centre of Arvenshelm, Vashnar leaned back into its plush
upholstery. Slowly his eyes closed.

The coach was awell-gprung and luxurioudly appointed vehicle built at the behest of Vashnar’ smore
hedonistic predecessor. On his appointment, Vashnar’ simmediate response, as it had been to much of
his predecessor’ s handiwork, was to dispense with it on the grounds that its conspicuous lavishness was
not gppropriate to the stern office of Senior Warden Commander.

Both Bowlott and Velain, however, had persuaded him otherwise, Vdlan citing her own comfort when
she accompanied him on officia occasons, Bowlott citing both the cost of using an ordinary coach while
that stood idle—‘1t’ snot asif we could sdll it.” —and reminding him that, * The tone has been set. The
people and your own men —the Moot —al expect it.” Velain had aso insinuated more subtle touches
such asthefact that it would leave him lesstired and thusthe better ableto fulfil hisduties efficiently at the
end of along journey.

It helped too that Vashnar genuinely appreciated the skilled craftsmanship and ingenuity of design that
underlay the coach’s smooth and easy working. Of late, it had cometo him that smilar vehicles, shorn of
frippery, could be used to transport large numbers of Wardens very quickly to scenes of public disorder;
indeed, it was perhaps poss ble they could be built to serve as weapons in themsalves. Though his
thoughts on that were ill-formed he had nevertheless spent some time talking to the owners of the
company that had made the coach, and they were gradually becoming clearer — and more attractive.

Velan watched her husband carefully asthe gentle swaying gradually relaxed him. The next few days
were going to beimportant. Since learning of the details of Thyrn'sfirgt attack upon her husband —for,
like Vashnar, an attack was how she perceived it — she had been anxiousto lure him away from the daily
demands of the Warding. She needed to have him where she and she alone could discreetly observe and
counsd him.

And she needed him to be at ease, in so far as such aterm could ever be applied to Vashnar.

She was, however, far too aware of her husband’ s character to attempt simply to drag him away from his
preoccupations by wifely persstence, and, after theinitial shock, shewasamost relieved when Thyrn's
second attack occurred in that it gave her the opportunity to suggest this northwards journey. That she
had been right to do so was confirmed to her by the ease with which Vashnar had accepted the idea and
the consderable dacrity with which hehad setitintrain.

As shewatched him, teetering gently between waking and deeping, she briefly pondered the doubts that
the past weeks had brought her. Then she wilfully set aside such of them as il lingered and asserted
anew her faith in him. He and everything about him was hers, and grestnesswas to be his— he deserved
no less. Thiswas beyond dispute—arock of certainty in her life—and she would ensure his destiny came
to pass, no matter what the cost. Thyrn, or anyone else who opposed him, would be destroyed, by one
means or another. Even Vashnar' s own wesknesses would be destroyed if they impeded this progress.

Asthese old familiar thoughts wove through her mind, her expression became so grim and determined



that had VVashnar woken at that moment, he might well not have recognized her for hiswife. Catching
sight of herself in one of the carriage’ s mirrors, she hadtily forced asmile. Asif on cue, Vashnar opened
his eyes and sat up, wide awake.

‘What areyou smiling at? he asked.

The smile broadened. * Just being herewith you,” Vdlain replied. ‘ Away from the relentless daily routines
for awhile. Timeto think, to plan.’

Vashnar tried to frown though it was difficult in the face of hiswife' s open affection. ‘ Those routines are
important, hesad heavily.

‘And well organized —and in more than capable hands,’ Vellain chided. *More so now you’ ve brought in
some of the Tervaidin to attend to them.” She said tenderly, * And who isit who tells his senior officers
that they shouldn’t alow the urgent to obscure the important?

Vashnar leaned back again, defeated. The coach was more seductive than heredlized. ‘Y es, you're quite
right. With dl the flurry and strangeness of what’ s hgppened latdly it’ s been difficult to stand back from
events and assess them properly.” A gleam cameinto hiseyes. ‘But we' re nearly there, my love. Nearly
there. I’ [l sound out our dlies over the next few days, then when we hear from Aghrid, everything tellsme
we |l bein apostion to plan our fina move.’

Vélain reached across and squeezed his hand.

A raucous voice from outside interrupted them and there was an abrupt changein the steadily clattering
hooves of the escorting riders. Vashnar eased hiswife' s hand away and lifted back thelight curtain
covering the sdewindow. Velain did the same, just in time to see an unkempt figure being knocked over
by one of the escort swinging his horse sdeways. Asthe man rolled over, alargerock fdl from his
hands. He made a half-hearted attempt to recover it but a glancing blow from the rider’ s staff sent him
staggering and he scuttled away quickly, hands raised to protect his head. He was soon lost from sight
amongst the people thronging the busy shops and roadside stalls. There was a mixture of jeering and
cheering from afew of the passers-by but most ignored the incident. The rider turned to see Vashnar
watching him. He looked flustered and uncertain but Vashnar gave him asigna of approvd for hisaction
and motioned him to forget the man.

‘Ougten digtrict,” he said as he replaced the curtain. ‘ There are timeswhen I’ d like to raze the whole area
—it’'sasinkhole of thieves and troublemakers. It causes us more trouble than every other digtrict inthe
city put together.’

‘It dsoyiddsthe most taxes,” Velain reminded him, craning round asthey passed by abrightly lit shop
window. ‘Not to mention the fact that it' s also the biggest and liveliest digtrict of the city and that some of
itsmost successful criminals are o its most successful merchants. And don't forget the Gilding.”

‘Yes,” Vashnar agreed reluctantly. The Gilding was never lightly to be set asde from any considerations.
Legdly questionableit might be, but it was deeply entrenched and it smoothed out many of the city’s
adminigrative tangles even more efficiently than Vashnar’ s coach smoothed out its uneven and rutted
road surfaces.

‘Still, something will have to be done about it when I’'m in control .’

‘We Il think of something,” Vdlain said dismissvely. ‘ Ther€ |l be plenty of time afterwards. Anyway, |
think the Ousten’ sthe least of our problems. The people who matter here are businessmen not Moot
Senators. They know what'sin their interests and what’ s not, and needless troubleisn’'t. They’ll keep



order here for us themselves when they see how thingslie’
“You're probably right.’
‘l amright.

Leaving the sprawling and vibrant disorder of the Ousten district the coach passed on through one of the
city’ s poorer but more reputable areas where tightly packed houses jostled crookedly with one another
for the privilege of opening directly on to the streets. It was from such that VVellain had come, burning with
ambition for aslong as anyone had known her. Her expression was unreadable as they passed the
ragged lines of houseswith their unsettling mixture of struggling respectability and blatant neglect. Only
when the coach reached the outer parts of the city, where the lavish houses of successful merchants and
businessmen maintained varying degrees of Sately dignity across spacious gardens and parklands, did her
face soften.

She and Vashnar spoke very little asthey finaly left the city and set off dong the north road. The evening
turned to night and a bright moon slvered the landscape to light their way though neither of them saw it
from behind the coach’ s drawn curtains. Even when they stopped at their accommodation for the night, it
did not occur to either of them to ook up beyond the dancing shadows of the lamplit courtyard asthe
proud householder ushered them into hishome.

‘It'sgood to seeyou again,’ he repested with over-hearty sincerity, and for the third time, as he showed
them into alarge, well-lit room. * And you, Velain,” he added, closing the doors softly behind them. * So
rarely we seeyou. But | can seewhy Vashnar kegpsyou to himsdlf . . . beautiful asever.” Hetook both
her handsin hisand looked & her with alicence that he would not have dared had VVashnar not been
there.

Thewals of the room were lined with decorative displays of highly polished wegpons aternating with
heavily framed pictures. Without exception these last showed either individuals posturing in elaborate and
lavishly decorated uniforms, or frozen scenes of stylized battlefield violence. The glittering points and
edges and the martia images contrasted oddly with the luxuriant carpet underfoot and the opulent and
well-made furniture that filled the room, but the whole was redolent of great wedlth.

‘Good to seeyou, too, Darransen,” Vashnar replied. ‘I’ m sorry about the short notice, but . . .’

Darransen, upright but overweight and with aflorid complexion and amidriff which waswinning the
battle againg atightly fastened belt, waslike the room: amixture of self-indulgence and strutting
orderliness. A fighting man gone to seed, Velain dways thought of him. Or awould-be fighting man; she
was never sure.

He waved the apology aside. ‘ No noticeisrequired for you, Commander. My house is yours any time,
you know that. A room isawaysready for you. Asit is, your rider was here more than an hour ago so
we have amed for you if youwish.

Helowered his voice and became confidentid. ‘I’ ve dso taken the liberty of calling together some of our
... colleagues. Discreetly, of course. But with al that’ s happened of late—the Death Cry —the Tervaidin
appearing . . . Hewaxed briefly and his hand went out towards a picture showing the traditional
representation of the Tervaidin, improbably brightly lit, fighting against ademented enemy equally
improbably shaded by looming thunderclouds. ‘What a sight they were. | never thought I d seethe day —
gplendid. Still, forgive me—as| was saying, with al that’ s happened lately | thought you might liketo
speak to some of your supporters. You know them al.” Herecited their names. ‘If I’ ve been hasty, just



Only Védlain was sharp enough to detect VVashnar’ s momentary hesitation. Darransen wasfar too
occupied with past and future events to notice the present.

‘Of course,” Vashnar said, cutting across Darransen’ sreservations. ‘ Asever, | can rely on your
judgement in these matters. A little talk will betimely, though . . " Heraised acautionary hand. ‘I'm not
yet in aposition to discuss current developmentsin any detail. Far too ddlicate. Sufficeit that
circumstances are moving steadily our way, asintended, but perhaps somewhat faster than we had
originaly hoped. We must dl remain both ready and patient.’

Later, Vashnar and Vellain sat donein the room that Darransen had provided for them. Here, as
throughout the rambling house, the decor showed an uneasy mixture of luxury and military bellicosty.
‘I'm not sure | haveyour faith in Darransen,” Velain said, looking around.

Vashnar followed her gaze. * Y ou mean dl the wegpons and the battle scenes? Y ou think he plays at this.
Anarmchair warrior.’

‘ Y%_’
Vashnar loosened his collar and began unbuttoning histunic.

‘Heisand heign't. I’ve known him along time. HE s never been aWarden or even aWatch Guard to
my knowledge, and, to be honest, | don’t think I’ d trust him with anything much more dangerousthan a
knifeand fork in afight. But he' srich, shrewd, powerful and very capable. He sbeen invaluablein raising
support for usand he'll do well whenit’s over — providing he doesn't get too ambitious. | certainly
wouldn’t want him againgt us at this stage. He' s not to be underestimated.’

‘A littleindiscreet, bringing the others together at once, though.’

Vashnar shook hishead. ‘Not redly. | told you, he’ s shrewd. Took mealittle off-guard, I’ [l admit, but
hewasright. He judged the moment well —and their mood, with everything that’ s been happening.
They’ ve gone away buoyed up — renewed.’

‘Without actudly knowing anything more about what’ sgoing on,’” Velain added.

‘Knowing what they needed to know,” Vashnar corrected, with ahint of dark humour. * And knowing the
importance of both continued secrecy and obeying orders.’

‘How long do you want to stay here?

‘WEe Il leave early tomorrow. If we stay longer, Darransen will start pressing for moreinformation. He's
not easily fobbed off and | don’t want to offend him. Thinking he’ s near to the centre isimportant to him.’

Velain moved behind his chair and, leaning forward, put her arms around him. *Y ou’ re probably right.
But if he'stoo persistent tomorrow, tell him the truth.’

Vashnar started and half turned to look at her.

‘Thetruth,” sherepeated. ‘Y ou' re taking time away from day to day affairsto plan thefind detailswhile
vigting our friendsto test their readiness’

‘Oh, that truth.’
Vdlanhit hisear.

Asit transpired, Darransen presented no problems. The weighty emphasisthat Vashnar had laid at the



meeting on the need for discretion &t * this very delicate moment’ was more than sufficient to keep his
observations about coming events to knowing looks. It helped too that Vellain was there, distracting him
from ‘business matters with questions about his house, its furnishings, carpets, maintenance, servantsand
soon.

Asthey were preparing to leave, he disappeared briefly back into the house to emerge bearing asmdll
box. He offered it to Velan. ‘A gift, he said smply. Genuindy surprised, Velain thanked him and held it
up in the morning light. Made of polished wood, and unexpectedly heavy, it was undecorated apart from
some ddicate incised scrolling on oneface. Turning it she could see no joints or any obvious means of
opening it. Darransen reached forward and gently touched part of the scrolling. There wasafaint click
and Velain's eyes widened as the sides and top of the box dowly unfolded to reved a stone Satuette.
Asmight have been expected, the figure was awarrior, though unusualy, it was not holding some posture
of proud defiance. Instead, it was of a sombre-looking young man wesring battered armour and leaning
on abuckled and scarred shield. A hacked sword hung limply by hisside. Vdlain leaned forward to
examineit more closaly. Asshedid, ahint of sunlight broke through the grey sky only to fade dmost
immediatdly. Vdlain gave adight gasp. It seemed to her that at the touch of thelight, the figurine had
moved — his stance shifting and the expression on his face changing. She blinked asif to clear her vison
and looked at it again intently. The closer shelooked t it, the more she saw that it was a superb piece of
carving, full of intricate and fine detail. Unexpectedly she heard hersdlf saying, ‘But | can’t accept this, it's
beautiful work. It must be worth afortune.’

‘For the sun in my Commander’ slife, nothing istoo much,” Darransen said.
Vélain bounced back the heavy-handed compliment sternly. ‘No,” sheinssted. ‘I redly can't.’

Darransen, however, was not to be deflected. He turned in gppedl to Vashnar who gave afriendly but
disdaming shrug.

‘It sfar too valuable for meto teke,” Vdlain said, carefully easing the sides of the box together. They
began to close without her assistance once she had touched them. * And besides, it’s we who should be
giving giftsto you after your hospitaity and your continued help.” Again, asthelight about him changed,
the figure seemed to move.

Darransen took advantage of her momentary distraction. * Expenseis nothing to me, Vdlan, hesad, his
voice sober and quite free of the heartinessthat had pervaded it for much of their stay. ‘| have money
enough to last many lifetimes, and | continue to make more— even though the loss of trade with Nesdiryn
isproving a problem. Far more important to meisthe work your husband isdoing.” Hisvoicefdl. ‘We
need a Dictator more than ever now. It should have been done years ago. It will bring order to the

people — sanity to our government — crush those whose perniciousinfluence isrotting usfrom within.” He
took her hand and firmly pressed the box into it. ‘| do what | can to help him, but you sustain him more
than | possibly could. Thisis part of my thanksto you for that. I'll take no refusa’

Védlan caught adight nod from her husband.

‘How can | refusethen,” she said. Darransen smiled and released her. There was a short, awkward
slencefollowing this acquiescence. Velain ended it.

‘Do you know who carved it? she asked.

‘No Arvendtaat carver, for sure,” Darransen replied categoricaly. ‘1’m no great judge of carving, but
even | cantdl it' saremarkable piece. The moreyou look at it, the more you seeinit.’” That some of the
thingshe saw init he did not like, Darransen forbore to mention. Thefigure sauraof deep fatigue
disturbed himin someway. ‘ A buyer | use came acrossit by chance, languishing on ashdf in one of his



suppliers warehouses. The owner thought it had come from somewhere up north —way up north, off the
map — but it could’ ve come from anywhere, | suppose.’

‘I'll giveit aplace of honour,” Vdlan sad.

‘In one of my rooms,” she said to Vashnar as the coach clattered out of Darransen’ s courtyard and
turned northwards again. ‘1 know you and ornaments.’

Vashnar shook his head. * Put it somewhere conspicuous,” he said. ‘I don’'t want to have to remember
niceties likethat if Darransen has causeto vist us—aswel he might. He s very odd about some things.
Wouldn't say anything, but wouldn't take kindly to finding his gift anywhere other than in the centre of my
atention.’

They travelled onin silence, Velain occasionally looking down at the wooden box. During the day they
stopped at three villages and Velain watched as her husband spoke with local Wardens and Watch
Guards and discreetly raised hopes and renewed old pledges and loyalties as he had at Darransen’s. She
made no demur. Sowly, as she had intended, he was shedding the tensions of hisdaily routine.

‘Good? she asked as he dropped on to the seat opposite her and the coach moved off again.

‘Excellent,” he replied, acknowledging the parting salutes of agroup of Watch Guards. ‘ The Tervaidin
moving through here has worked wonders. Apparently there' s been some grumbling, but not much, and
only from wel-known mal contents. Our alies are with us more than ever and new onesare comingin

every day.’

Vélain expressed some concern. ‘“We must sill be careful. Y ou said yoursdf things are at addicate
gtage. Thisisno timefor reckless criesin the street.”’

‘Our people know that,” Vashnar reassured her. * And | reminded them of it aswell.” He clapped his
hands together. ‘We wereright to make thisjourney. It’'snot only bolstering our friends, it' sreminding
me how many we redly have. When we finaly move, few will want to stand againgt us and even fewer
will beableto.’

Vélaintook achance. ‘And Thyrn? shesaid.

‘Just another problem,” Vashnar returned. ‘ My problem. And maybe Aghrid' saready solved it —we'll
see. Inany event, even if he escapes Aghrid and somehow managesto find anyonein authority who'll
listen to him, with the way matters are developing it' sunlikely any notice will be taken of him.’

‘And Hyrald and the others? If they return, they’ |l have no difficulty attracting attention.’

Vashnar leaned forward and rested his hand on her knee. Y ou’ re concerning yoursdlf too much. The
generd acceptance of the Tervaidin has changed everything. | knew things were going well but actualy
gpeaking to Darransen and the others has given me an ingght into matters that the written reports
couldn’t. The mood for change is stronger than ever now — I can amogt fed it inthe air. Anyone who
opposes usisgoing to find it very difficult to make himsdlf heard. And if Thyrn or Hyrad or any of them
somehow manage to get back we' Il just arrest them. A couple of monthsin jail waiting for trid and it will
betoo late anyway.’

Velain took another chance. ‘Have you thought any more about whét it was that Thyrn might have seen,
to make him so frightened?

‘It sirrdevant now.” Thereply wasalittle too brusquefor Velan.



‘It sjudt that | till can't see why somekind of accidental insght into your planswould frighten him so
badly.

Vashnar shifted uncomfortably. He obvioudy did not want to pursue the matter, but the buoyancy of his
mood carried himintoiit. ‘I’ ve stopped thinking about it. Whenever | did | got nowhere—it just unsettled
me. Who can say what he saw, what he felt? All | can recall isterror — histerror —washing over me.” He
closed his eyes and shook his head to dispd the memory. ‘ That, and the knowledge that somehow he'd
discovered everything and was going to blurt it out everywhere. He was dangerous, out of control. He
had to be stopped.’

Velain was tempted to press him further. Thyrn' sfrantic response till concerned her. It was
disproportionate. Shock there might well have been, but terror? Still, the Caddoran were a strange lot
and Thyrn was strange even for a Caddoran. By al accounts he' d had an odd life, with his parents
perpetudly hovering about him, dmost imprisoning him; he' d never redly been achild. Smdl wonder his
response had been disproportionate. And, of course, Vashnar, startled and angry, would frighten anyone.
For amoment shefdt atwinge of sympathy for the young man suddenly facing thisterrifying figure.
Enough, she decided abruptly. She must do as her husband had — et it go. The whole business was
beyond anything she had ever known and, as VVashnar seemed to have made his own peace with it, she
saw little to be gained by disturbing him further. Circumstances, as he said, had changed radicdly. The
threat that Thyrn had apparently posed had turned into a catalyst for progress. It was good.

The heart of Vashnar’ s scheming, both practica and palitical, lay in Arvenshelm and the people he
needed there he dedlt with constantly. He had few reservations about these and it was generally accepted
amongst them that if any opposition came from beyond the city it would not be serious and would amost
certainly diminish with distance. Neverthel ess, his obsessive nature had not accepted that risk and over
time he had worked to win support where alesser man might have thought it unnecessary. It dways
troubled him to some degree that he could not maintain the direct contact with his more distant aliesthat
he would have liked. Was he neglecting them? How resol ute were they? How reliable? How discreet?
How prepared?

Over the next few days as he and Vélain travelled north he was able to answer many of these questions
while at the sametime revitdizing any flagging enthusiasm. Not that there was much, he found to his
increasing satisfaction. Aghrid may have passed through most of these small towns and villages very
quickly, but he had not gone unnoticed and the effects of his passage were rippling outwards ill, stirring
further the disturbance aready caused by the Death Cry. The Tervaidin returned was an omen of great
changesto come, surely?

Thosethat Vashnar met recited the tale he had dready heard from Darransen. A little grumbling here and
there by the congtitutionaly discontented but, on the whole, there was unconditiona support.

Velain basked in the glow of her husband’ sincreasing confidence. Gradually, asthey travelled, asthey
waked, asthey lay together in the pleasant darkness of strange but friendly rooms, he began to prepare
plansfor thefina part of his scheme.

Then they met one of Aghrid’'smen.
Chapter 17

The Karpas Mountains ran north to south down the centre of Arvengtaat. Legend had it that they were
created during the Wars of the First Coming by one of the Great Corrupter’ s aides— anecromancer to
whom He had given aportion of His power. Seeking to destroy an entire nation which was strong against
his Lord, hetoreagreat idand fromitsroots and hurled it into their land with such force that what had



been a shordline was crushed and buckled and thrust high into the air to become the Karpas Mountains.
That thiswas patently true was demonstrated by the presence of sea shellsin various places dong the
western edge of the mountains, now on the far sde from the ocean and a a greet distance fromiit.
Arvengtaat’ s academics, burdened as they were with observed facts and rationa thought, offered
explanations for this phenomenon which were far more tentative and far lessinteresting.

Although sometimes referred to as the backbone of the land, and certainly splendid to look at, the
Karpas Mountains on the whole were not particularly daunting and posed no serious obstacle to travel
east and west across Arvengtaat. There were afew places where individua peaks and groups of peaks
shouldered one another ominoudly, but at no point did they assume the daunting impassability of the
southern mountains or even the rugged defiance of those in the west which separated Arvenstaat from
Nediryn.

Hyrad and the others had reached the northern extremity of that part of the Karpas range which lay in
Arvenstaat. Hyrald found it oddly intriguing as they moved westwards that while the river dwindled and
divided, making any passage to the north much easier, he wasincreasingly sure that they had made the
right decision to end their flight and return south. Even the prospect of what would undoubtedly be
seriousdifficultiesin returning to Arvenshem did little to diminish this certainty.

“How far north do they go? he asked Endryk as they reached a vantage which showed the mountains
extending to both horizons.

‘A long way, I'd think,” Endryk replied. ‘ They’ ve the look of thetail-end of along range.” He pointed.
Asthe range extended northwards, what they could see of it began to assume agreyer, colder aspect, its
peaks higher and closer.

“Y ou don't know what’ s up there, then?

Endryk shook hishead. ‘No, Warden,” he said with asmile a Hyrald' s untypically awkward prying. ‘My
land’ sfurther east. There’ s supposed to be aremnant of the Old Forest up there somewhere —to the
west — bigger than the whole of Arvenstaat, I’ ve heard, and unbelievably ancient. Not asafe place, they
say. Not for people, anyway. They goin and don’'t come out. It's said to be surrounded by mountains.
Perhapsthat’ s where these go, | wouldn't be surprised. Theworld’ sabig place and asmall place.
However far you travel there’ saways somewhere e se to go, new wondersto find.” He looked north
then south dong the mountains. * And the same old thingsto discover anew.’

They were not the same group that had trekked aong the river and fought off Aghrid’s men, and they
were markedly different from the group that had nearly drowned on the shore. Where Endryk had taught
Thyrn surreptitioudy, he now taught al of them constantly and openly. And too, he learned.

‘We'relike dl the other animals around here. Free, but in constant peril, with only our wits and good
fortuneto protect us. It' safrightening fedling for people who' ve been brought up in any kind of
community, but we have to accept it. It'simportant we think of ourselves as being here for ever. We
must be completdy self-sufficient in everything; renew aswe use—waste nothing.’

Unlike the animas however, he acknowledged, their needs were more complex and in addition to their
surviving day to day, they also had to plan for winter and, eventualy, their return to Arvenshelm.

‘Whatever you' ve been, you' re that no longer. Y ou must live your lives at adifferent pace. Learn to relax
into whatever you' re doing. Take your time — concern yourselves with the here and now, be patient.
Fretting about the future may break your ankle in the present, or worse, and drastically change the very
future you were carefully laying out. Thetime to think and plan ahead isaround thefire or lying inthe
darkness’



‘Bepatient? Rhavvan snorted. ‘ Then the next thing he'ssaying is, learn this, learn that, time snot with
us, time' snot with us” He mimicked Endryk ruthlesdy.

‘Nor isit, Endryk replied laughing. ‘ To go asdowly aswe need to you'll haveto learn quickly. You'll
need al your Warden'skillsif you' reto leave your Warden' sthinking behind.” He dapped the growling
Rhavvan on the back.

The three Wardens were very keen to learn more about the fighting skillsthat Endryk had briefly
demondtrated, aswas Thyrn, though where the Wardens' interest was for the most part professional,
Thyrn’swas openly excited and heavily coloured by romantic myth and legend. It brought down a sober
lecture on his head from Hyrald. Nordath was generdly nervous of the subject and invariably diverted
conversation away from it when it arose.

In any event, Endryk was not to be drawn, other than into telling them that relaxation and bresthing were
fundamenta, underlying everything, a contribution which left Rhavvan in particular looking a him in open
disbelief. The otherstried to disguise their own doubts with polite nods.

‘Tru meinthis’ hesaid, noting their response with some amusement. ‘ As | was once told by someone
for whom | had agreat regard, how can you expect to control others when you can't control yourself?
Crud question. And if you can’t control your own body, or even your own bregthing . . .7 Hegrinned
and shrugged.

When Rhavvan pressed him strongly one night, he reiterated the point, adding, ‘We Il look at thisin due
course. When we' re more together. When it’ s more gppropriate. There are more urgent things needing
our attention right now.” He pointed to a bundle of sticks that Nordath had gathered and selected. ‘Like
feathering and pointing those arrows, for example. An army marches on its somach and so do we. No
food for afew days and fighting skills are going to be very low down on your list of what'simportant.”

For that same reason however, he did begin to show them how to use the bow and the ding.
“Y ou need these for hunting.’

Even here though, hisinstruction consisted mainly of showing them how to make and carefor their bows,
arrows and strings. His pupilstook to their learning very variably: Rhavvan congtantly demongtrated his
flair for impatience; Adren showed aremarkable naturd marksmanship — her wilful flaunting of which
further tested Rhavvan’ s threadbare patience, to everyone else' s amusement; Hyrald and Thyrn plodded
aong diligently and dutifully. Nordath proved to be the most reluctant and least confident, having neither
youth, fighting experience nor inclination on his side. He did, however, show an unexpected aptitude at
shaping bows and finding wood suitable for arrows. Ironicaly, his enthusiasm for the task and everyone
else'swillingnessto let him do it, prompted the nearest to an angry reaction that Endryk had shown since
they first met him. * Everyone does everything,” heingsted with unusud force. ‘ All thetime. We want no
weak links. If you' re good at something, get better at it and help the others. If you're bad at it —keep
doing it until you' re not. And if you need help, in the name of pity, ask. Pride’ sinexcusable out here. I'll
show you things as many times asit takes, but | can’t teach you anything, you haveto learniit.’

On the whole though, their journey to the mountains wasfilled with good spirits and enthusiasm.

The only incident of note during their plodding progress wasthekilling of asmall deer on their last
westward march.

Therewaslittle excitement in the hunt itself which for the most part consisted of testing thewind, lying
gtill, and keeping very quiet while Endryk dowly moved close enough to bring the anima down. Asthe
heavy-headed arrow struck it, the deer ran for afew paces then ssumbled. Endryk shot it again very



quickly then, moving closer, finished it with two carefully placed arrows.

Though she wastrying not to show it, Adren was obvioudy distressed when she emerged from cover.
‘Couldn’'t you have killed it with your sword — like the horse? she asked inadequately.

‘“Who would you rather tackle in an aley —afrightened man or an injured, frightened man? Endryk
replied. * [t mightn't be very big but, believe me, ablow from adeer’ sflailing leg can do agrest dedl of
harm. And I'll remind you where we are.’

‘“You'll haveto forgive me,’” Adren said, wincing as Endryk cut out the arrows. ‘I’ m used to seeing dead
people, but . . ." She stopped.

“You'rejust not used to seeing your meet killed.’
Adren ran her hand acrossthe animal’ s head. ‘ It' sabeautiful creature’
‘Yes,” said Endryk, drawing hisknife.

“Youthank it, Thyrn said, anxiousto help her. Shelooked up at him uncertainly. ‘Y ou thank it for being
beautiful and for thefood it'll give you. Y ou do it to anything you kill —for food that is; he added
uncomfortably.

‘And ther€' Il be more than food from this.” Endryk’ stone gpproved Thyrn’ sintervention. He handed
Adren hisknife and without further comment began to instruct her in how to bleed and skin the animd. It
took sometime and was aheavy learning for her.

‘That’ s because you' re not hungry yet,” Endryk said, though his manner was sympathetic throughout.
‘“Youdidwell. Very well. That skinwill be shelter or clothes before we ve finished.’

It fell to the watching Rhavvan and Hyrald to gut and butcher the carcass.
They were dl quieter than usud asthey finished that day’ stravelling.
They wereless quiet that night when they were egting the results of their endeavours.

‘Thisisamazing. I’ ve never tasted anything likeit.” Rhavvan's praise of the food met with generd
agreement and congratulations for the hunter.

‘Fresh air and fresh meet,” Endryk told them. ‘ Not something you' re used to in Arvenshelm, I’d imagine.
Especidly mesat you' ve caught yoursdlf.’

When the medl was finished and a string of Wardens' reminiscences had petered out, Hyrald remarked
to Endryk that, ‘ This must be much harder for you than you thought when we set out.’

‘“Yesand no,” Endryk replied. ‘ Being Wardens has given you a greater aptitude than you redlize. You
listen, you think — more than many do.” Helooked significantly at Rhavvan. ‘Most times, you ask when
you don’t know. No, it'snot difficult. Infact, | think it's dowly waking me up.’

‘“What do you mean?

‘I learned all these things years ago —with adamned sight greater rel uctance than you' re showing now, |
can assure you. Then some of them | had to use without thinking, just to get me from one placeto
another safely, quickly, my mind full of other things—frightening things. Now, faced with this—along
journey with no end in sight —and having spent years wandering and living alone, | seeavauein wha my
old teachers showed methat’ d make them smileif they could hear me admitting it. I'm surprised I'm



remembering SO much of it.
“Y ou were an officer in your army? Nordath asked tentatively.

Endryk shied away from the question allittle. ‘No, just an ordinary soldier —but none of us were what
you'd think of assoldiersredly. It wasjust our way — part of our society —amilitary tradition maintained
inmemory of harsher timeslong gone, just asyou have atradition of having no army —only the Warding.
We had no enemies. We lived in peace with our neighbours, in so far aswe ever met them. As here, no
onetravelled much. We had al we needed. We were content.’

‘How did you cometo befighting in awar, then? Rhavvan blundered in. Hyrald scowled at him.

‘Wefailed in our duty,” Endryk replied. Hisvoice was unsteady, asif he had answered without wanting
to. ‘Relaxed our vigilance. Forgot how and why such atradition had come about. Our enemy was within
us. .. Hestopped and stared into thefire. His eyeswere shining. ‘I’'m sorry, | don’t want to talk about
it.

‘Theapology’ sours,’ Hyrald said, till scowling at Rhavvan. * Asking questionsis such apart of our job it
becomes a habit. Weforget that it's not dways appropriate.’

‘I'm sorry,” Rhavvan said, genuinely repentant. ‘1 don’t dwaysthink before | spesk.’

Endryk did not reply but just nodded and held out his hand to end the matter. The easy, relaxed
atmosphere that the meal had induced gradually reasserted itself. Rhavvan casudly observed that, ‘I
don’t suppose he' seating aswell aswe are,” and the discussion fell to Aghrid.

Having been moving through open country for the last few days they had taken every opportunity to ook
behind them. But there had been no sign of any pursuit. Hyrald voiced the ungpoken conclusion.

‘1 suppose he might have gone wandering off north, but | doubt it. | think we' ve bloodied his nose too
much. | think he'son hisway home.’

Hisandysswas tentatively accepted, but Endryk still ingsted that they should continue posting guards
through the night. *We can’t be sure yet, and it’ stoo good a habit to break,” he said. ‘“We must be
absolutdly certain. There' sachance that perhaps he' slearning too.” He did not sound too convinced by
his own argument and the Wardens dismissed it.

Rhavvan was blunt. * Aghrid' sruthless and crafty, but he'sa sireet cresture, like me, likedl of us. HE's
lost out here. Three horses down and at least one man badly hurt. He' s running for home.’

‘ According to the one we caught, he' d abandoned men on the way; he may have done the same with his
wounded,” Endryk countered.

‘Possibly, but | doubt it, Hyrald said. ‘I’ ve been fretting about this Tervaidin business, and about Aghrid
reingtated. It’ sfrightening — I can’t think what it al means. But the only men | can imagine running with
Aghrid would be his own kind and they’ d take only so much of that trestment. He' s astute enough to
know he'll get aknifein theribs one night when he’ sadeep if he'snot careful. HE sgone, dl right.’

‘But we must bevigilant, dways,” Endryk inssted. There was an earnestnessin his manner and a
resonance in the word vigilant that brought back their earlier intrusion into his past and the discusson
ended abruptly.

“You'reright, Hyrad said. ‘“We'll keep the watch duties. | don’t want to take the dightest chance that
we might be wrong about Aghrid —the cost would be far too high. And anyway, it’'ll be harder to Sart



them again if we stop. Not to mention the fact that we don’t know who or what elseisout here’
‘No onelivesround here’ Rhavvan said.

“You're sure about that, are you? Hyrald retorted. ‘ Bearing in mind that there was an entire seawe
knew nothing about only afew daysago.’

Rhavvan conceded the point unhappily.

Therest of the evening they spent following Endryk’ s advice and considering their future movemen.
Relaxed by the food, the soft light of the fire and the warmth of the night, the discussion about their route
rambled freely over many topics. In the course of it, Nordath remarked, ‘I’ ve got family in the country in
the west, and quite afew friends.” The greater part of Arvenstaat’ s population lay on the eastern side of
the mountains. The western side was devoted mainly to farming and was viewed with knowing disdain by
the sophisticated city and town-dwellersto the east who gave little thought to where most of their food
camefrom. ‘ They think city folk —and that includes me, now —and easterners generaly, are dl foolish
and rather unpleasant. Not people to be trusted.’

This revelation provoked some banter about Nordath' s antecedents but then Hyrald became serious and
asked, ‘How would they respond to the Death Cry, Nordath?

‘Difficult, that. At any other timel’ d have said they’ d have nothing to do with it, but after what happened
over here, | don’'t know. | ill find it dl hard to accept.’

‘But on the whole, they respond badly to edicts and injunctions coming out of the Moot?
‘Oh, yes. The Moot’ sheld in even greater scorn than it isover here, if such athingispossble’

‘And if memory serves me, there' s only a couple of townswith proper Wardings,’ Hyrald mused.
‘Everywhere ese will be the Watch.

‘Not much cal for either Wardens or Watch Guards,’” Nordath said. * It'saquieter, more trusting place.’

Hyrald looked round the circle of firelit faces. ‘ That' s perhaps the way we should go. Through the
mountains and down the western side”

‘Forgive me, but i’ snot through, it' s over the mountains,” Rhavvan said, arcing an extended forefinger
sgnificantly.

Hyrald turned to Endryk who shrugged. ‘ The further south we go, the more people there are. And the
nearer we get to Arvenshem, the more likely they are to remember the Death Cry from what you' vetold
me. We re going to have to go into the mountains sooner or later, just to hide.’

‘Do you think we can go over the mountains?

‘l was brought up in mountains far more severe than these,” Endryk replied. ‘But | know enough not to
underestimate even the most innocent-looking of hills. Given that we ve got to go into them eventudly,
we might aswel do it now, while the summer’ swith us and there’ s game for hunting and fodder for the
horses.” He was about to add something el se, then thought better of it. Hyrald pressed him. Endryk
amiled alittle guiltily. ‘1 was about to say it'll be even harder than what we' ve been doing, but then |
remembered we were at war. Hard or not, we' ve no choice.’” He patted his ssomach. ‘ Deceptive stuff,
good venison. Makes you too comfortable.” He sat up and stretched himself. *Yes, | think you' reright.
We should go over to the western side as soon aswe can. I’ ve no idea of the way so | suggest we
continue south until we cometo the first likely-looking valey, then we' |l have to take our chance.’



The next morning they woke to athin drizzling rain. Endryk wasirritatingly hearty. ‘ Good mountain
weather,” he announced. ‘But at least the visibility’ snot too bad.” He watched as they each examined
their boots and clothes, then he repeated the instructions he had given before they had retired the
previous night. ‘ Keep together. Once we gtart climbing, watch every step, especialy now that it’ sraining.
And if we' re moving down —even more so. Whatever you do, don’'t rush. There’ sno urgency. We'll
stop alot — go at the pace of the dowest. Any problems, speak up right away.’

‘ And keep breathing and relaxing,” Rhavvan whined, to generd amusement.
‘Morethan ever,” Endryk confirmed in the same vein.

For mogt of the morning, their journey waslittle different from what it had been over the past few days.
The rain came and went to its own rhythms and progress was for the most part sllent. Asthey walked,
Endryk studied the mountains. Eventualy he stopped and pointed. * Ther€' s no guarantee whether what
liesbeyond it is passable, but that valley there scemsto be the most tempting.’

‘Not too far,” Rhavvan said.
‘It'll take most of the day,” Endryk replied. * Distances, heights, they’ re all deceptive in the mountains’

His estimate proved to be correct and it was | ate afternoon by the time they were entering the valey. As
they drew nearer, Endryk stopped and turned them al round to look across the country they had just
walked over.

‘I thought my legsweretelling me something,” Nordath said, rubbing histhighsruefully.

‘What aview,” Adren said, wiping her forehead. *We' re so high. | didn’t redize we' d been climbing so
long.” Therain had long stopped and though the horizon waslost in mist, the countryside was laid out
before them in arolling patchwork of hills and forests, laced here and there with white and silver streams
and lit by awatery sun hesitantly making itsway through the dowly clearing sky.

‘It didn’t seem to be so high when we set off,” Hyrald said.

‘| told you — distances, heights—all deceptive in the mountains. We' re very smal thingsredly,” Endryk
replied. ‘But let’s make the most of where we are by spending alittle time looking for our pursuers.’

‘| can't even see which way we ve come,’” Adren said uncomfortably. ‘I wouldn't know how to get
back.” Endryk bent close to her and pointed out festures that they had passed. * Now we'rein the
mountains, that’ s something we need to be careful about. It's quite likely we' Il have to retrace our steps
at sometime or other and things tend to look very different when you' re travelling the other way. I'll
show you how to mark atrack without it being conspicuous.’

They spent sometime watching intently, but there was no sign of anyone following them.

‘Likel saidlast night, they’ ve gone,” Rhavvan declared emphaticdly. ‘ Running for home with their tails
between thair legs’

“You're probably right,” Endryk agreed findly. ‘Besides, it'll be much harder for anyoneto follow us
through the mountains’

“Y ou don’t seem particularly overjoyed at losing them,” Hyrald said.

‘ Just wondering what your Vashnar will do when he finds out what' s happened to them.’



Rhavvan laughed at the prospect. ‘I’ m only sorry | won't bethereto seeit.’

Endryk did not share hishumour. * Y ou missmy point. For whatever reason, he put enough urgency into
them to have them exhaust themsdlves and their horses finding us, not to mention abandoning thelr
colleagues— not something | presume even the likes of Aghrid would do lightly. So the questions now
become who will he send next — how many —when —where?

Rhavvan closed hiseyes. ‘ Don't you ever give up?
‘Will he? Endryk replied starkly.
Rhavvan had no answer.

They continued westward along the valey for the rest of the afternoon. It rose steedily but gently and was
€asy going.

Sheltered by the mountains, it grew dark prematurely and they were pitching camp while the sky was ill
comparatively light, the higher peaksturning pink asthey caught the unseen setting sun.

Asal hint of the sun faded, Rhavvan looked round at the dark slhouettes hemming them in, some
wrapped about with scarves of dull grey cloud. ‘I'm not sure whether | likethisor not,’ hesaid. ‘It feds
abit too closed infor my tagte’

‘It snot asclosed in astheforest,” Adren said curtly, though she was hunched forward alittle, her arms
wrapped around her knees. Rhavvan contented himself with agrunt by way of reply.

The following days passed without untoward incidents other than those inherent in travelling with horses
through unknown mountain terrain. Asthey moved on, now west, now south, now along lush valeys,
now through dense forest, up steep dopes and over disconcerting ridges, through endlesdy changing
westher, each of them was obliged to wrestle with the implications of their changed circumstances.
Anger, eation, frugtration, contentment, resignation, even some despair cameto dl of themin varying
degrees at different times. There were angry quarrdls, surly and resentful silences, earnest discussion,
gpologies, reconciliations, laughter and excitement. And throughout, the group dowly changed.

Adren maintained an ingtinctive femae concern for her gppearance which she used unashamedly to scorn
the men into doing the same.

‘There’ snot one of you suitsabeard,” sheinveighed one misty morning, her face wrinkling in distaste as
she emerged from her tent and viewed the shuffling ensemble. * And for pity’ s sake do something with
your hair. You look like asale of chimney sweeps brushes— and second-hand ones at that.’

Her undisguised contempt provoked arobust, if brief, exchange:

‘All the disadvantages of being married and none of the advantages. .
‘Looking like that could cause ariot. I’ ve arrested smarter-looking tramps. . .’
‘The Death Cry at our backs and the Death Nag to our front . . .’

‘Little chintoo fragilefor ablade, isit, dear? Pet, pat.

Endryk, who had shaved regularly since they had set out, and taken the same quiet care of his
appearance as Adren had of hers, excused himsalf from hearing any appeals and tried unsuccessfully not
to laugh. Adren’ s ondaught was sufficient to make the offending maes turn to him for instruction about



how to sharpen their knivesfor such atask. Only Thyrn hesitated. Not having amirror to hand he fancied
the straggling growth tickling his chin was digtinctly manly and he was secretly quite proud of it. A gentle
tug on it by Adren and the epithet ‘ cute’, however, was sufficient to make him hastily follow the example
of the others. It proved to be a strained and bloody affair for al of them, but Adren bravely hid any
pangs of conscience she might have felt about it.

It was one of many smal turning pointsfor the group. More soberly, later, they dl agreed the importance
of striving to keep the appearance of Wardens.

Sowly Endryk was becoming less and lesstheir overt instructor and leader. Hunting, trapping,
fire-lighting, cooking, maintenance of equipment and clothes, tending the horses, dl the many activities
that were anecessary part of their continued progress, not to say surviva, became both shared and
routine and subject only to the passing grumbles of the moment — even the continuing nightly guard duties.
None of the group hesitated to ask Endryk’ s advice when they were unsure, nor hetheirs.

Though they still moved cautioudy over skylines and maintained their watch for pursuers, it became
increasingly obviousthat Aghrid and his men had abandoned the chase. This, coupled with the
developing daily routines eased the pace of their travelling.

Having increasingly lessto tell his charges about the necessities of their lives, Endryk began to show them
some of the fighting techniques which had manifested themsdvesin his skill with the bow and the ding

and in his confrontation with the indignant, svord-wielding Adren. Ironically, the seerching inquirieswhich
thisincident had generated at the time had faded away as the real nature of the group’ sday to day
existence had become apparent. The interest was till there though, and of all the daily tasks that had to
be done, practicing with ding and bow were the least likely to be scowled at. The ding proved to bea
demanding wegpon and while al of them acquired amodest proficiency, none of them excelled. With the
bow, the patterns set at the beginning were maintained. Adren became very fast and accurate, while the
others became more than proficient. Nordath, never having had cause to handle any kind of aweapon
before, was particularly proud of the progress he eventualy made.

‘It would never have occurred to methat | could learn such athing at my age. It's oddly relaxing too.’
His unassuming prideilluminated dl of them, particularly Endryk.

Rhavvan, inevitably, made himsdlf a particularly powerful bow which sent aheavier arrow further than all
the others . Save EndryK’s, that is. ‘It'sjust a better bow,” hetold the irritated Rhavvan as the big man
tested its seemingly less powerful draw. Rhavvan’ s range and accuracy nevertheless becameimpressive,
though the lengthy task of retrieving the far-flung arrows caused him as much irritation asit did
amusement to his comrades. ‘We should get that damned dog of yoursto bring these back,” Rhavvan
protested. He picked up agtick and threw it. ‘Here, Nals, fetch.’

The dog' s head did not move, but his eyesfollowed the flight of the stick then returned to stare baefully
at the thrower before closing.

Endryk had no hesitation in teaching his companions the use of the bow and the ding because they were
necessary for hunting and none of the group had had experience with them. The use of sword, staff and
knife, however, had no such rationde, nor had unarmed fighting, and he was dmost apol ogetic when he
suggested that these too should be studied and practised. His concern was unfounded. The three
Wardens had a genuine professiona interest in what he had done to Adren and had not forgotten it, least
of dl Adren hersdf. And while Thyrn’s youthful enthusiasm had been tempered by Hyrald' sstern
reproaches, Nordath’' s reservations had dwindled in the light of his success with the bow and his rueful
acceptance of theredlity of their circumstances.



Unlike the ingtruction he had given with the bow, Endryk did not teach directly. Instead he had the
Wardens demonstrate their own way's, then made suggestions and debated strengths and weaknesses
with them. He was particularly intrigued by Rhavvan’s kill with thelong staff. Hiswork with the knife
disturbed them dl, as did histeaching on the ethics of fighting with or without wegpons, which he was
adamant were to be understood more deeply than any fighting technique.

‘Don't gart conflict. Avoid it if humanly possible. If itisn't, be clear in your mind: you' vetheright to
survive and you may do whatever’ s necessary to ensure that. When you' re safe, stop — perhaps help
your enemy, if you can.” He addressed his remarks most strongly to the Wardens. ‘ Thisismore aliento
you than it isto Thyrn and Nordath, but you understand, don’t you? I’ m not talking about trying to avoid
injuring disorderly citizens. I'm talking about dedling with people who intend to kill you. Y ou’ ve had to
doit dready and you' ve done well, but you' ve not redly thought about it and you need to. If you
hesitate, you'll die. And your companions may die. Don't forget that. Not ever. Y our focus, your
resolution, must be clear and unclouded.’

‘We understand. But it s hard. Asyou say, it'snot our way,” Adren said into a heavy silence.
‘Itisnow,” Endryk replied coldly.

‘I shorrible’

‘Itis’

There was some debate, but not much. Endryk’slogic on al points was asimpeccable asit was awful.
He did not attempt to teach Thyrn and Nordath thiskind of fighting, but lft it to the Wardens, intervening
only when complexity and el aboration began to bring confusion.

‘Keep it smple. Thisislifeand death. Avoid, and attack the centre. Y our body’ s far wiser than you, let it
do what it already knows. Y ou’ ve more resources than you realize when you haveto fight.’

‘If, Nordath said.
Endryk did not reply.

Aswith everything he did, Endryk proved to be quietly relentlessin hisinstruction. Practice was not
excessive but it was regular and purposeful. Achievements were praised but they were dways used asa
step towards some further godl. It was a discipline that bewildered, even angered, dl of them at some
time, except, unexpectedly, Thyrn.

‘Thereisno end. Ahilities must dways be stretched,” he said, quoting one of hiswiser erstwhile masters
at the Caddoran Congress. ‘ Where improvement can be made, it must be made. Why else would it be
there? Thyrn’s manner was both unaffected and peculiarly humbling and the need for continuing practice
was never disputed again.

Thusthe days passed. Occasiondly there would be speculation about the future and what they should do
when they reached the far side of the mountains, though it was accepted that no plans could be made
until the mood of the people was known. Occasiondly too, homesickness would comelike a
hammer-blow to takeitstoll as some casud remark reminded them of the injustice they had suffered and
the good lives they had been obliged to abandon. Weapons practice was the invariable cure for such
attacks.

Then, one morning, Thyrn was gone.

Chapter 18



Degdham was atypicaly Arvensvillage—arandom but not unpleasant muddie of one and two-storey
houses and cottages, each oneidenticd to its neighbour only initswarped roof, heavily lintelled windows
and crooked and twisted walls. A few, mainly towards the outskirts of the village, showed sgns of
neglect but most were in reasonable, if not good order, for Degelham was quite prosperous. It had a
better than average blacksmith, an excellent saddle-maker and a peculiarly surly cobbler who, through a
mouthful of nails, invariably advised his customersthat their shoeswould be ‘ ready tomorrow’
independent of how long they had been in his safe-keeping. For the most part however, itsinhabitants
worked on loca farms, their own smallholdings, or in the nearby town of Degelvak — Little Degel or
Degd’ s Guardian, depending on which student of Old Arvens or particularly parochid resident of
Degelham was being asked. The village aso sported asmal but thriving quarry and it was stones from
thisthat covered most of the roofs and metaled the road which threaded awinding way through the
seemingly randomly built houses. Here and there, dirt roads and pathways branched off thismain
thoroughfare to skirt past more reclusive dwellings before disappearing vaguely into trees or fields or
rampant undergrowth.

Despiteits progperity, Degel ham was not the home of anyone particularly important or powerful, and
was thus of little interest to Vashnar other than being the last wayside stop before he and his entourage
pressed on to Degelvak —the most northerly point of his progress. Even travelling leisurdly and in luxury
could become irksome and cramping after awhile, and opportunitiesto rest and water the horses and for
everyoneto walk awhile were valued.

Being hometo no specid dlies, Vashnar' s messengers would have passed through the village d most
without noticing it and, at mogt, al he expected was some more or |essimpromptu reception by the local
Watch Guards, gossip of hiscoming having dmost certainly preceded him. Thus asthe coach cameto a
halt by the larger than usua green at the centre of the village he was not particularly surprised to see, in
addition to various livestock and ahandful of curiousvillagers, anervoudy shuffling gaggle of men
sporting the traditional black neckerchiefs of the Loca Watches. He was, however, more than surprised
to have the coach door opened by a Tervaidin Trooper and he hesitated momentarily at the sight of him,
inginctively using the shade of the coach’sinterior to ensure that hisfeatures did not betray hisresponse.

As he emerged into the bright sunlight he paused and looked about him before waving a purposeful
acknowledgement to the waiting men. A glance and atouch on Velain's arm dispatched her to spesk to
them. He wasted no such pleasantries on the Trooper.

‘What are you doing here?
‘Commander Aghrid sent me, Sir.’

Vashnar had aready taken in every detail of the man. Although he had obvioudy made an effort to make
himsdlf presentable, his uniform was creased and showed signs of ineffective attempts to remove
travel-gtaining. The sunshine highlighted deep lines of fatiguein hisface. He was a so blatantly nervous.
Everything about him told VVashnar that he was not going to receive the good news he had been
anticipating. He held the man with an unblinking black-eyed sare.

‘Why is Commander Aghrid not herein person, Trooper?

The man cleared histhroat. ‘ He' s camped in the woods just outside the village, sir, with the others.
There ve been difficulties’

The word sounded like aknell and VVashnar’ s ssomach, aready tense from this unexpected devel opment,
felt suddenly leaden. The growing euphoria of the past days vanished ingtantly and, for amoment, his
entire, carefully planned future wavered vertiginoudy. Then he was once again in the middle of the violent



skirmish into which hislast contact with Thyrn had plunged him.
A voice reverberated insde his head to bring him back to the village green.
‘Difficulties? he heard himsdf echoing.

It was taking him a considerable effort to control the turmoil swirling insde him, and some part of it must
have reached his face for the Trooper dmost flinched when he answered.

“The Commander will explain, Sr. | don’t know everything that’ s happened.” He made to distance
himsdf from his Commander’ sfailure. ‘ My horse was|ost on the outward journey.’

Vashnar frowned, distracted. ‘ Lost?

‘Died, gr. Collapsed under me. Couldn’t keep the pace. Nearly broke my neck at the sametime.” A
hand moved hesitantly to hisribs. ‘Asitwas, | ...

‘How far isthiscamp? Vashnar cut across the pending reminiscence curtly.
‘Only afew minutes, Sir.’
Vashnar took adeep breath and nodded dowly. ‘Wait here.’

It was some measure of Vashnar that despite the inner demons which were now frantically tearing at him,
he walked over to the waiting Watch Guards currently being held in Velan’ sthral and spoke with them
for severd minutes before dismissing them with histhanks. To aman they were dl sanding straighter
when heleft them.

‘What' s happened? Vdlain hissed urgently asthey entered the coach again. A dight gesture and alook
directed her both to sllence and the watching crowd of curious villagers and noisy children that had
grown larger during their short stay. The coach set off and she repeated her question even as shewas
smiling and waving to the spectators. A flurry of hens and araucous duck scattered noisily out of the way
of the clattering hooves.

Vashnar’' sface was stony. ‘1 don’'t know, but it s not good. Aghrid’ s camped somewhere outside the
village’

‘What? Vdlan exclamed.

‘That'sdl | know,” Vashnar replied impatiently. ‘We Il find out soon enough presumably.” His manner
ended dl questioning.

Sitting rigid and preoccupied, they might aswell have been riding on afarmer’s cart for al the comfort
the coach’ s luxurious gppointments brought them over the next few minutes. When it stopped, Vashnar
jumped down before the door could be opened for him. The Tervaidin Trooper’ s nervousness had not
lessened.

‘We'll haveto ride from here, sir. It'snot far, but there' s no path for the coach.’
Vashnar hesitated for amoment then motioned for both his own horseand Velain's.

The short journey to Aghrid’ s camp had an unredl, detached quality for him. Sunlight was dancing
joyoudy through the leafy canopy and the air wasfilled with bird song, the rustling of leavesand dl the
soft perfumes of the woodland. It contrasted disorientatingly with the dark and scarcely controlled
concerns now racking him. An angry winter wind throwing stinging hailstonesin hisface would have



disturbed him less.

They reached asmall clearing. Therewasagenerd air of brisk industry about the place, with tents being
taken down, fires being extinguished and horses being saddled and loaded. But there was aso an uneasy
edgetoit. Both Vashnar and Velain sensed it immediately and exchanged alook. All activity cameto an
abrupt halt asthe threeriders entered the clearing, and the uneasiness became amost papable. Vashnar
dismounted and moved forward. Aghrid emerged from agroup of men standing by the horses. He strode
acrossthe clearing and saluted Vashnar. He gave an uncertain start as Vellain moved into view, then
managed aclipped, forma bow.

Though only of average height Aghrid was heavily built and obvioudy powerful. He had asquare,
coarse-festured face marred by abroken nose and a scar over one eye. His manner exuded callousness
and cunning in equa proportions. Anyone who had known himin his days as abrutaly corrupt Warden
would have recognized this but they would have noticed something ese aswell —agleamin hiseyes—
the gleam of afanatic. At sometime, Aghrid had seen agreat light. The gleam wasto befound in the
eyes of many of the Tervaidin. Vashnar took it as respect for himself and dedication to his cause but
Vdlain saw it for what it was, adisturbing mixture of persona ambition and dedication to Vashnar’'s
causeonly in sofar asit dlowed the shedding of al sense of persond respongbility for their actions.

Vashnar dismissed the Trooper who had brought them here, and signalled the others to continue with
their work.

“Y ou do not have good news for me, Commander,” he said very quietly.
Aghrid’ s eyesflickered towards the retreating back of the escort.

‘Hedidn’t haveto say anything, Commander,” Vashnar reassured him coldly. ‘ His manner told me
enough. As doesyour skulking in the woods here.’

Aghrid cleared histhroat.

‘Tdl it quickly, accurately and without excuse, Commander,” Vashnar said, with scarcely velled anger.
‘I'll determine blame, if any.’

‘Thefugitives escaped us, Sir.” Aghrid stood very ill. “We obtained good information from local people
about their route as we pursued them — thefts of stock and food — damage to fields— occasiondly actua
sghtings. They were moving north dl thetime.”

Vashnar hurried him on with a curt gesture.

“Then we followed them off the map, to the sea—as| put in my report. It surprised usdl. | was
expecting just to continue north. But there it was, the seq, directly across our path. Fortunately we were
ableto pick up signs of where they’ d gone and we followed them west along the coast.’

Vashnar st the distraction aside. * And when you met them — fought with them —in the forest”?
Aghrid started visibly and his eyesflicked again towards the Trooper he had sent to escort Vashnar.

‘Look at me, Commander,” Vashnar snapped. ‘ And don’t concern yourself about what | know or how |
know it. Y our man said nothing other than what you told him to say. Just confine yoursdlf to the truth.’

Aghrid' seyeswidened dmost in terror and for amoment he could not speak. Then, mingling with a
renewed awe for this man he had chosen to follow, years of lying to officers and justices cameto his
rescue. Nevertheless, his mouth was dry when he returned to hisrehearsed tde. * It was difficult terrain,



ar...

‘There were twenty or more of you, supposed to be amongst the best we can muster. They were only
five of them —three Wardens, an old man and an ineffective youth!”

Still unsettled by his Commanders seeming knowledge of what had happened, Aghrid became defensive.
‘These men are the best we have, sir. Chosen for their abilities and loyaty to you. But we were only nine
then. The pace we kept up cost us men and horses on the way —we had to leave them or lose the
fugitives. And the terrain up there’ sawful — hills, forests, rivers—it's not something any of us know
anything about. We were exhausted, running out of supplieswhen we findly caught up with them.’

‘And they weren't?

Aghrid'sjaw tightened. ‘ They had help, sir. A lot of help. A man who knew the area, and how to livein
it. And he could fight, too. He used a bow —wounded one man and brought down a horse with two
arrows. It was the trees and the undergrowth, sir. There wasn't the space to use the horses properly.” He
took adeep breath and let it out noisily. ‘Maybe | made amistake, | don’t know. | couldn’t risk letting
them get even further ahead. We were dl stretched to our limit. It might have been wiser not to attack.
But ... Hehesitated. It would be arisk to alocate any of the blame to his Commander but he saw no
other dternative than at least to hint at it. ‘| knew how important their capturewas.” That would haveto
do. ‘I accept full respongbility for the failure. The men did as| told them and did it well.

From time to time since it had happened, Vashnar had deliberately touched on the confused jumble of
thoughts and terrorsthat he had lived through when Thyrn had last reached out to him —become him. It
was not something he did lightly for it was no ordinary recollection; it was like edging towards the centre
of agreat whirlpool. An inadvertent step — a careless|etting go — and somehow he felt he could be lost
for ever, tumbling into the dark limbo that was neither him nor Thyrn.

Asheligtened to Aghrid' s obvioudly practised account, he was dlowed no such caution. Brief vivid
flashes returned to him unbidden to confirm what he was hearing — the noise, the confusion, the confined
gpace and, not least, hissing out of the soft rustling of the trees about him, the sudden rushing wind he had
heard —full of danger and malevolence. It made him flinch inwardly. To disguise theinvoluntary
movement he straightened up and turned away from Aghrid asif thinking.

Y et, in so far as he had been able to learn anything from Thyrn’s momentary possession of him, there
was nothing about a stranger —a helper. Or was there? There had been aquality about Thyrn's
consciousness which said that he knew he was different. He had learned things, though what, Vashnar’s
uneasy touch could not fathom. And too, there was resolution, strength — a greater sense of self-worthiin
the young man which had the fegling of being newly gained. Where, or from whom, would these changes
come? Not just Hyrald and the others, surely?

Hefought down the memories as they threatened to overwhelm and choke him. But at least they had
given aring of truth to Aghrid’ stale. Hyrald and the others should have been cold, hungry, fearful —like
any pursued prey. They had been driven from Arvenshelm by amaob whose ferocity in responseto the
Degth Cry had darmed even him; it must have been profoundly terrifying for them. And they were none
of them used to living in the country, Htill lessfending for themsel vesthere. Beyond adoubt, something
had happened to enable them not only to turn and meet their enemies, but to prevail. This stranger would
sarve aswdl as any other possible reason for the time being. Vashnar did not relish the conclusion but,
compulsively orderly though he was, he was aso experienced enough to recognize theinexorable
nemesisof al plans—the random, completely unforeseesble event.

‘This helper —who was he?



‘“When we turned back, we interrogated the peoplein the nearest village. Eventudly they decided it was
probably aman called Endryk —arecluse of some kind who lived out on the shore somewhere.
Apparently he' d said he was leaving. He' d given his house away, or something — I didn’t understand
properly, they’ re aqueer lot up there. But no one knew anything much about him, except that he spoke
“funny”. They thought maybe he was from the north.” Hislip curled. ‘1 think they weretdling thetruth,
they’ re ahalf-witted |ot — too stupid to lie. But whoever he was and wherever he' sfrom, he' s dangerous
and he' swith them now — helping them.” Histaetold, Aghrid came to what he hoped would be good
news. ‘ It may be of no concern now, sir. We managed to follow them alittle further before we decided
to turn back. There were tracks leading into the river —they’ ve probably crossed it and gone north as
they were origindly intending to.’

‘No,” Vashnar said uneguivocdly. ‘ They’ re coming back.’
‘But...7
‘They’re coming back, Commander. Be assured.’

Vashnar wasfinding it increasingly difficult to maintain an outward cam. The memorieswhich had
returned to him as helistened to Aghrid’ stale had shaken him both physicaly and mentaly and Thyrn's
panic was now resonating relentlessy through him, threatening to makeitself into his own. He kept
reiterating to himsdf that Thyrn and the otherswere no longer ared threet, they could do little harm now
—events had moved on. Thisanaysis was beyond doubt correct but it did little to calm his deeper and
growing emotional response. It did, however, serveto bring his mind back to his more immediate
problems.

Though part of him wanted to scream at Aghrid and his men for what he perceived to be their blistering
incompetence, he knew that nothing was to be gained and much would be lost by such intemperance.
Not |east because there was some injusticein it. Aghrid had, after al, pursued his orders with the vigour
that had been demanded. That he and his men had made contact with the fugitives at all was no small
achievement given the time that had elapsed before they had been sent in pursuit. These men werenot his
chosen —his Tervaidin —for any dight reason. They were, as Aghrid had protested, the best of dl those
under his command — cgpable and, above dl, loyad.

And, asif in confirmation of their worth, their passage through the country had yielded unexpected
dividends. Now he must repair any damage that had been done to them.

“Who knows about your return, Commander?
‘Very few, gr. | thought it best to return discreetly until we could contact you.’
‘ And the men you had to leave behind?

‘They’re all back with us, Sir. We picked them up just as discreetly. And we' ve had replacement horses
from friendsaong theway.’

‘And you’ ve awounded man, you said?

‘Yesdir, an arrow in the shoulder. He swesak, but he' s recovering. This Endryk apparently removed the
arrow before hereleased him.

Vashnar made no comment. He looked thoughtful for amoment, then he nodded approvingly.

“You've donewel, Commander,” hesaid. ‘Very wdll. All of you. The outcome was merely unfortunate.
Circumstances were against you. Nevertheless, much isto be learned. We haveto rise above



circumstances, however adverse. We'll talk more of it later. In the meantime, I’ [l spesk to the men.’

As she had on many occasions, Vellain watched as her husband moved paternaly amongst the men, at
once both friendly and distant — always finding the right word, the right expression or gestureto raise
morale. Y et too, she could see he was strained. She had heard Aghrid’ s account and had watched
Vashnar intently throughout. Like her husband, she sumbled over the intervention of random happenings
—the sealying to the north — the interference of acomplete stranger. Endryk? The name meant nothing to
her. Who could he be? And what was he doing living up there? From the north? What did that mean? It
was bad enough there were enemies to the east and west, were more to be found to the north too? The
sooner this country came firmly under the control of her husband the better.

But she was not given to dwelling too long on what might, or should, be. What mattered was the present.
Now, she knew shewould haveto use dl her skillsto learn exactly how her husband had been affected
by what he had just heard. For it would be far more than he would easily show.

Even as she was thinking about this, Vashnar was ordering the immediate future. Aghrid and hismen
were to accompany them to Degelvak. Their mission would be declared a success, though questions
about it were to be answered non-committally. Hyrald and the others were no longer athreat. They had
fled north, treacheroudy aided by secret dlies.

‘Useful,” Velain said asthey sat once again in the coach. She was anxious to have her husband discuss
hisintentions. Only as hiswords revea ed his thoughts would she be able to see what was truly troubling
him. * Treachery within and an unknown menace to the north. I1t'Il help more people redize the vaue of
strong leadership.’

Vashnar did not reply. Velain affected to close her eyes, though in redlity she was watching him intently.
After some minutes he clenched hisfist and droveit vicioudy into the yielding upholstery. She opened her
eyesasif sartled.

‘What' sthe matter, my love?
“Thyrn, damn him. Thyrn’ sthe matter.’
‘Buthe'sjusta. ..

Vashnar’ shand came up for silence. ‘Aslong as | can remember |’ ve known beyond any doubt that one
day thisland wasto be mine—that I’ d dispense with the Moot and lift it from its disordered grovelling
waysinto order and glory, that its people would bend to my will, that other landswould quail before us.
Where does such aknowledge — such certainty —come from, Vdlan?

It was arhetorica question. Velain's eyeswidened, both in excitement and concern at her husband's
tone. He had never spoken of hisambitions with such stark openness before.

Vashnar looked around the interior of the coach asif he were viewing avast sky with a sprawling
landscape spread before him. Then suddenly he was amost whispering as though fearful of being
overheard.

“Who can say what powers control events— control us, Velain? Or is everything just chance — random
events that we smply thread our way through, finding patterns where none redlly exist becauseto do
anything else would beto fdl into insanity? Helooked at his hand and flexed hisfingers. ‘Wefed free’
His hands went briefly to hisforehead and hisvoicerose alittle. ‘We are free. | am free. Surely? Freeto
follow the destiny which has been set before me—beit by chance or some power beyond any
understanding.’” Redlization cameinto his expresson and he smiled knowingly. ‘ Not that it matterswhere



it comesfrom. Just as| test mento learn if they arefit to serve me, so wouldn't some knowing power
test my worthinesstoo? And if thereis no such power, just chance, then mustn't | look to struggleif
order isto be imposed on chaos?

Vélain was amost gaping. Both her excitement and her concern had grown proportionately. What was
he rambling about? Had this business with Thyrn driven him over the edge— or even given him rdligion?
That would be catastrophic! And yet, hisvoice, his manner, was thrilling through her.

‘I ...l don't undersand,” she ssammered.

“You don't need to, my love.” Vashnar’ s eyeswere bright. ‘1t senough that | do. It' s enough that | see
now where Thyrn belongsin dl this. Whether he sawilful testing or awhim of chance, he' shereto
impede my destiny and | must ...’

Velain leaned forward and took hishand urgently. * Y oumustn’t do anything. Thyrn’snothing,” she said,
shaking him asthough that might impel her will into him. * Things have changed. He can't say or do

anythingthat ...

Vashnar freed himself and enveloped her handsin both of his. He spoke to her asto afrightened child.
‘No. You don't seethingsas| do—you can't. Thisisn't the same as someone opposing me when | was
making my way through the Warding, or Bowlott having the Moot raising fatuous objections to some
proposal. Or even struggling to get the support of the merchants and businessmen that we need. Thisis
different. True, it' sunlikely Thyrn, or any of them, can say anything that will be of any consequence, but
his opposition’s degper than that — much deeper. The sudden gppearance of this stranger, Endryk,
protecting him, is enough to show that. He' s changed too. And he's coming back — ddliberately. He' s not
going to go away. He hasto be dedlt with or everything will fall about us’

Vellain sensed that she could have no effect on Vashnar’ sinner debate and his conclusions, but she had
totry. ‘1 don't know what you' re talking about. Perhaps you can see something in Thyrn that eludes me
but | see no threat in him other than you making him into one. Leave him aone. Let him wander the
countryside—let them al wander the countryside—fending for themselves. They’ll not last long. They’re
all city bred — can't tell acow from a coach horse. And Nordath’ s no chicken. He can't possibly last
long, living rough. Sooner or later some farmer will come across them and you' |l find out where they are.
Then you can send afew men out to finish them off once and for dl.’

“Y ou' re forgetting about this Endryk who's been helping them.’

Védlain threw up her hand. * Endryk, Endryk. He might be no more than afigment of Aghrid's
imagination, conjured up to excuse some folly he's committed.” Shejabbed afinger towardshim. ‘He
was over-confident, I'll wager. Went charging in and got the worst of it. Hyrald and Rhavvan aren’t
fools. They’ll have heard him coming and laid an ambush for him. And don't forget —they’ d everything to
lose. They’d bein no mood for idle chatter.’

Vashnar was shaking hishead. ‘No,” hesaid. ‘I can understand what you say, but you' re wrong, trust
me. Aghrid stelling the truth about Endryk. Thyrn’s destiny iswrapped about mine inextricably. Just as
mineisworking toitsconcluson, soisThyrn'saso. . . whatever’ s brought it al about. They’ ve chased
off Aghrid againgt the odds. They’ Il survive and come against me.’

‘Four —five men, and one woman. L&t them come!’

‘Thyrn, Velain. Not the rest. They're nothing. Footstepsin the dust of time. But Thyrn's part of me. He
can reach out and touch me—unman mefrom insde. There' s no saying what he' |l becomeif helivesand
beginsto thrive out there’



Vdlanfdl slent. Not only did VVashnar’ smanner indicate that nothing was to be gained by disputing with
him, there was a chilling qudity of truth about what he was now saying. The Strangeintrusionsthat Thyrn
had made into his mind were beyond experience, common-sense or logic and Vashnar’ s remarks about a
deeper power hidden from their sight briefly took on avivid menace for Velain. Then shergected it
utterly with a crushing contempt. She was free. Nothing manipulated her, and to think that it did was
merely to seek confusion and doubt. There was smply redlity, however strange, however improbable it
might be. What was, was. Thewhy, was irrdlevant. And to this extent she could now accept Vashnar's
continuing concern about Thyrn. Given that the cause of his linkage with Vashnar was unknown, there
was indeed no saying that it might not change or grow, to her husband’ s detriment.

‘Yes, you'reright,” she conceded. ‘Hewill have to be dedlt with. | can seethat now. It stoo great arisk
to have him wandering about loose. But how’ sit to be done? We ve no ideawhere heis. And Aghrid's
right, we don't have anyone who' strained to survive on their own in the wild, perhgps evenin the
mountains. Least of al on achasethat might last for months.’

The coach and its now extended escort rolled unhurriedly on through the afternoon sunlight towards
Degelvak. Vashnar did not answer hiswife' s concernsimmediately. Instead, he sat staring sllently at the
passing fields. Some werelying falow, spiky with flourishing weeds. Otherswavered gently as an unfelt
breeze brushed long-stemmed grasses. Sheep and cattle grazed in yet others. Occasiondly aworker or a
chewing cow would look up and stare with blank curiosity at the passing cava cade.

By inclining hishead alittle, Vashnar could see the flanking columns of the Tervaidin tapering back
behind the coach. Though the men were still obvioudy tired, they were no longer the edgy dispirited
group he had seen when he rode into their camp. Now they wereriding tall and proudly. They were his
men again. It had been a good testing. Much would be learned from it. Already anew direction had been
pointed out to him.

He turned back to hiswife and spoke very thoughtfully. ‘ Tonight, when dl the business and the socidizing
isfinished, we'll st quietly, youand 1.’

Veélain raised an expectant eyebrow.
Vashnar touched histemple ddlicately. ‘Andin here, I'll seek him out.’
Chapter 19

Thyrn had been doing the last spdll on guard duty and, at first, he was not missed. Therewasalittleritua
grumbling when the wakers emerged to an unlit fire and this was followed by a vague presumption that he
had probably gone to fetch water from anearby stream.

Thefirewaslit and breakfast was being cooked before it became apparent that he had been away along
time. Even then, there was no great concern. Though it was chilly, everything presaged afine day, the sky
was clear and the air wasinvigoratingly fresh.

“He s probably exploring up inthe rocks,” Nordath said. ‘ There salot of him that never got past eight
yearsold’

Adren made adisparaging sound. ‘Do any men? she asked of no onein particular, gingerly snatching a
piece of hot meat from the pan.

‘Oh, going to be one of those days, isit? Rhavvan observed with martyred resignation. ‘ Been
sharpening your tongue dl night, eh dear?



Therewas abrief exchange of abuse between the Wardens before someone noticed that Endryk was
looking anxioudly up at the rocks at the top of the dope where they had camped.

‘What' sthe matter? Hyrald asked.

‘| can't seehim,” Endryk replied flatly. He stood up and looked around the valley. ‘Infact, | can't see
him anywhere’

Hyrald shot aquick glance at Nordath before commenting, with arather forced heartiness, ‘Maybehe's
playing somekind of agame. All thisbusinessis hard enough for us, it’ sdifficult to imagine what it must
belike for him. As Nordath said, he’ sonly akid in many ways. He needs to be away from us
occasondly.’

But Endryk was unconvinced. ‘ That’ strue, but | don’t think he' d go far without telling us. And he
certainly wouldn't leave the camp unguarded. He' svery keen to do things correctly.’

The mood about the fire darkened. Slowly they dl stood up to join Endryk in his searching of the valey.
But Thyrn was not to be seen.

Rhavvan cdled out, gartling them al. His voice echoed emptily into the fresh morning air, but no reply
came back. He shouted again but to the same effect.

Nordath began rubbing his hands together. ‘Could . . . Aghrid’s men have taken him? he asked
nervoudy.

‘No,” Endryk said unequivocally. ‘No one sfollowing us now. And no on€ s been into the camp. Even if
Thyrn had nodded off, Nalswould have woken us up.” For thefirst time since they had met him, he
seemed to be completely at aloss. He turned to Hyrad. ‘ Perhaps you’ ve more experience of thiskind of
thing than | do.’

‘Perhaps,’ Hyrald agreed. *But not in aplace like this or under these circumstances. Usualy there'sno
redl problem —awoman somewhere —too raucous anight with friends—afamily quarrel. But none of
those apply here. I'm afraid I’'m aslogt asyou.’

Nordath’ s nervousness was turning into agitation. ‘ He must be somewhere nearby. He wouldn't just
wander off.’

Adren took hisarm, Warden’ s experience showing through. ‘Don’t worry. That’ sal he can have done.
He' s probably become engrossed in something and hasn't redlized how far he'sgone. HE |l be dll right.
We'll find him.” She turned him gently so that he did not see the growing concern on Endryk’ sface. She
could not shied him from hisvoice however.

‘If he'snot replying to Rhavvan’s cal and he' snot in sight he' s either been gonefor sometimeor he's
injured himself.” Adren glowered a him and gave Nordath’ s arm a reassuring squeeze.

‘Will you be ableto find any tracks he might have left? Hyrald asked Endryk.

‘“We can look, but | doubt there' s anything to be seen. The ground’ stoo hard.” He frowned. * Check the
horses and his pack. Seeif he' staken anything.’

A hasty search found everything intact.

‘So all he'sgot iswhat he' swearing and probably awater bottle.” Endryk puffed out his cheeks and
looked round none too hopefully at the valey and the enclosing peaks.



‘Thisisabad placeto belost.” Hyrald said very softly.

‘Itis’ Endryk replied, equaly softly. ‘What in pity’ s name could have possessed the lad? He answered
his own question. ‘Maybe asyou said, it’sal suddenly become too much for him. He' s borne up so well
we might have missed something. Then again, | suppose with thekind of life he' sled, kegping thingsto
himsdlf has become ahabit.” He grimaced. ‘ Still, it doesn’t matter. We' ll just have to do our best and
hope luck’ swith us. At least the weather is” Herdlied alittle. ‘ And whatever dse heis, he' snot stupid.
There' |l be reasoning of some kind going onin hishead.” He turned to the others. * Adren, you'rethe
most agile, you come with me, we'll 1ook in the rocks up there. Rhavvan, Hyrad, you take the horses
and start searching the valley. Use the camp as a centre, move out, across and back.” He pointed. * Then
continue the same pattern swinging across from there to there’” Hisarm traced out abroad arc. * Go
dowly and carefully. Keep your eyes and your ears open.’

Nordath was heading for his horse. Endryk stopped him. ‘ Nordath, | know you want to do something,
but I’d like you to stay here in case he comes back while we' re awvay. Makeasmoky firesothat . . .’
He stopped suddenly and closed hiseyesin disbelief. There was abrief silence, then he said curtly,
‘Forget al that. He picked up Thyrn's pack and opened it.

‘Nals,’ hecalled.

Naswaslying by the fire watching the food cooking. Without moving his heed, his eyes turned towards
Endryk, examined him, then returned to watching the food. Endryk walked over and squatted down
beside him. ‘Thisone' shisown dog,” he said over his shoulder to the others, ‘but he' sfar and away the
best hereto find Thyrn—if hefedslikeit. Start breaking the camp anyway. He' Il concentrate better
when thefood' sgone.’

Nordath’s hand fluttered. ‘ Bresk camp? But if he comes back?

‘We Il mark our trail clearly. Anyway, if Thyrn’s nearby and unhurt he'll probably see usover this
ground.” He offered the open pack to Nals. The dog looked a him suspicioudy then tentatively pushed
itsnoseintoiit.

‘Find him for us, please. Find Thyrn,” Endryk said, hisvoice quiet and serious.

Nalswithdrew his head from the pack and looked anxioudy at the now disappearing food. Adren threw
him a piece of meat which he caught with arapid flick of his head.

‘Find Thyrn,” Endryk repeated patiently, as soon as Nals had seen that dl the food was gone. He
proffered the bag again.

Nalstook another desultory sniff at it then levered himself up and, after a prolonged stretch, began
meandering dowly about the camp, sniffing the ground intently. At Endryk’ ssilent urging, the others
began quickly breaking the camp as he had ingtructed. Abruptly, Nals was moving away from them and
down the dopein the direction they had intended to take that day. Endryk untethered his horse. * Follow
me when you' ve finished,” he said to the others. * If we change direction before you catch up, I'll leave a
clear 9gn.” Before anyone could reply he was running after the retreating dog, his horse trotting beside
him.

Impelled by this unexpected development, it did not take Hyrald and Rhavvan long to pack the shelters
and load the horses, while Nordath and Adren cleaned the site. Both Endryk and Nals were thus till in
sght when they set off after them.

‘Perhaps best if we don't hurry,” Hyrald said, “ at least while we can see them. WEe ve got enough



problems now without one of ustaking afdl.

It was good advice but it proved to be unnecessary. Nals was moving quite rapidly but he was also
moving erraticaly, wandering from side to Sde and frequently pausing. It was not long before Endryk
wasjoined by the others.

Asthey walked on, following Nals eccentric progress, Nordath asked, * Are you sure he knows what
he’' sdoing? He glanced back towards the camp site. ‘“What if Thyrn’s up in those rocks and we' re
waking avay from him?

‘Wearen't, Endryk said categoricaly. ‘Nas sense of smell isbetter than either our sight or our hearing.
Thyrn’sbeen thisway.” Nordath looked at him and then at Nals, uncertainly. Endryk pointed back the
way they had come. ‘ And I’ ve seen some signs myself. Not much —just some scuff marks on those
rocks over there— but enough. No animal made them, that’ sfor sure.’

This reassurance quietened Nordath alittle though he was still preoccupied and tense.
Then Naslay down.

What'she doing? Nordath demanded, eyes widening.

‘He' slying down,” Endryk said.

‘I can seethat,” Nordath retorted angrily. ‘| mean, what's he doing? Why' s he stopped?
‘He' s had enough for now. He' slogt interest.’

‘Logtinterest!” Nordath shouted, suddenly beside himself. He leaned over and shook Endryk’sarm
vigoroudy. ‘ Get him moving, for crying out.” He madeto dismount. ‘ Don't bother, I'll do it myself.’

Endryk jumped down from his horse quickly and moved to stop him. ‘Y ou stay whereyou are,” he said
firmly. ‘I told you, Nasis his own dog. He sacompanion, not a pet. He' slike therest of us— neither
trained nor tame. He does what he wants when he wants. And, believe me, he doesn’t respond well to
abuse. I'll try to get him interested again.’

It took Hyrald and Rhavvan edging their horses closer towards Nordath to keep him in his saddle, but
eventualy and with anill grace, he agreed to remain where he was. Endryk took Thyrn’s pack acrossto
Nalsand offered it to him again.

No one spoke as he crouched down and talked to the dog.

The sounds of the valley closed around the watching riders, distant tumbling streams, whispering breezes
rustling over short turf and rocks and scree, cold winds soughing around high pesaks and boulders, dl
laced and interlaced, echoed and re-echoed, to become a shifting background murmur unlike any of its
parts. It was punctuated occasionaly by the creak of harness or athroaty croak from one of the black
birds circling high above them.

‘What'shedoing? Nordath whispered, lifting himsdf in his girrupsto ease the tenson pervading him.

‘Morethan any of uscan,” Adren replied gently. ‘Don't fret. Everything will be dl right. Like Endryk
said, Thyrnwill have areason for what he's done— he’ s not stupid. And at least you can be sure here
he' s not been abducted by some gang for ransom.’

‘Or by some diseased inadequate, Rhavvan added in as near a comforting voice as he could manage.



Nordath let out anoisy breath and fell reluctantly silent, though he was tapping hishand on hislegina
relentless tattoo.

Then, Endryk was stroking Nas' head and the dog was moving again. Adren gave Nordath areassuring
wink and the procession set off again, trailing raggedly after Nals' renewed search. It carried them
steadily westward for along time, continuing to follow the route they had intended to take. Gradually the
valey narrowed and became rockier and bleaker until eventudly they were obliged to dismount and
continue on foot. At the sametime Endryk began to point out more marks which indicated the recent
passage of someone.

‘It looks asif he' straveling quite quickly,” he said. ‘ He' s certainly making no attempt to cover histracks,
30 either he' s expecting usto follow, or he doesn't care. Either way it’ sto our advantage.’

Their progress soon began to dow however as they found themsalvesleading the horses up an
increasingly steep rocky dope. More than once Endryk had to caution Nordath for trying to move too
quickly. Finaly hewasamost brutal. ‘1 know it’ sdifficult for you, Nordath, but don't forget where you
are. Thisplaceisdangerous. If you injure yoursdlf then we' Il redlly be dowed down. If you want to ook
after Thyrn, you'll haveto look after yoursdlf first. Be careful’

Shortly after that Endryk called them to ahalt. *“We' re going too fast, anyway,” he said, wiping his
forehead.

“Y ou mean, I’'m holding you up,” Nordath said. He was flushed and breathing heavily. * Y ou’ d be moving
fagter without me’

‘We' d be moving faster if Thyrn hadn’t run off,” Endryk said irritably. * And we' d dl be better off if the
Death Cry had never been proclaimed againgt you, and worse off if Aghrid had caught usin the open.
And so on backwards, for ever. Y es, we' re having to move at your speed but that’ s not the same as you
holding usup. Thefactis, it won’'t make any differenceif wefind Thyrnin one hour or three. I’ ve seen
enough sign to know that he’ s not injured so far. Right now, we dl need to rest and refresh ourselves.
Thenwe ll moveonagan.’

Nordath sat down and leaned against arock silently.

‘I'msorry,” Endryk said guiltily. ‘I know it sdifficult not to fret. We' redl concerned about him but you
redlly have to understand how important it isto stay in control out here’” He gave Nordath alook full of
compassion. ‘Thisisacrue place and we'rein acruel predicament. Nothing’ sto be gained by looking at
it otherwise. The only one of usredly fitted to survive out hereisNas. Therest of us have got to work at
ital thetime’

Nordath looked at the dog then clenched hisfist. Hisface contorted. ‘ Damn this place,” he hissed. ‘And
damn Vashnar, and Aghrid. Damn al of them, with their swords and their staffs and their brutal ways.
What are we doing here? Why couldn’t we just be left lone? We weren't causing anyone any trouble.’

No reply was expected and none was offered as Nordath fell silent and dropped his head in his hands.
Endryk reached out asif to comfort him then thought better of it. He looked up unhappily at the long
uneven dip between the two peaks which headed the valey and towards which they were heading.

‘This next part’ s going to be difficult. When we ve rested allittle longer, Adren and | will go to the top
and seeif we can find out which way he' s gone. We might be able to find an easier route for the rest of
you once We' re up there.’

‘No,” Nordath said, looking up a him. *“We' Il stay together.” He heaved himself to hisfeet. ‘I'm sorry



about that little outburst. | wouldn't want any of you to think that | was anything other than deeply
grateful for everything you' vedone. It'sjust thet . . .’

‘No gpology’ s necessary,” Hyrald said, before he could finish. * Y ou only said what the rest of uswere
thinking, and thoughts like that are best exposed to the light where they can’t fester.” Hetook Nordath's
arm. ‘Asfor Thyrn, | can't think what he' s playing at, or why, and | won't tell you not to worry about
him, but | will tell you not to give up. Wewill find him between us’

As Endryk had said, clambering up the fina part of the dope proved to be no easy task. The horsesin
particular found it very difficult and needed agreat dedl of careful handling. Nevertheless, they eventudly
reached the dip without serious incident. Endryk told the othersto wait while he and Nals moved some
way ahead, searching for further sgn of Thyrn’spassng.

Infront of them now lay two valeys. Thefirgt, broad and open, was similar to the one they had just
travelled through. It continued to the west. The other, despite the sunlight, was darker and bleaker in
appearance and ran south-west.

Nordath gazed dong it intently. ‘He' sgone that way,” he said, gpparently to himsdlf. A gust of cold wind
swept over the dip as he spoke. He wrapped his arms about himsalf and shivered. Adren ushered him
into the sunlit lea of arocky outcrop. None of the Wardens questioned him about his comment though
they exchanged sgnificant glances when Endryk returned afew minutes later with the same information.
They st off without any debate, scrambling cautioudy over the broad sheet of shattered rocks that
doped down from the dip.

The vadley which Thyrn had chosen was substantialy narrower than the one they had been travelling
along, and bounded by higher, more jagged peaks. Its floor was uneven and littered with boulders of dl
szes, and such grass as grew there had astunted and brittle look toit. A fedling of oppression soon
began to pervade the group. Rhavvan voiced it first in his characteristicaly direct manner.

‘This place gives me the cregps. What did he want to come down here for?

‘Well, at least he' s till heading in the right direction,” Endryk offered. * He could’ ve decided he wanted
togonorth again.’

‘That’ sno consolation,” Rhavvan said, glancing sourly up at the looming pesks.
Endryk told them to mount.

‘WE Il haveto risk agentletrot while we can. HE' s moving quickly. Without anything to carry he's
probably been gaining on us seadily. I'd like at least to catch sight of him before nightfall.” Hisexpresson
became worried. ‘Whatever' sdriving him, it’s not impossible he might carry onin the dark and we
certainly can't do that.’

They rode on in silencefor along time, their pace being set predominantly by Nalswho seemed to be
warming to histask now. On occasons heran along way ahead of them, dmost out of sight, but he
aways stopped to wait for them, tongue lolling and with agenerdly impatient demeanour. The blegk vista
that the valley had offered at the outset did not change as they moved along it. Indeed it grew worse as
the floor grew narrower and the scree-fringed sdes became steeper, ramping darkly up to increasingly
jagged ridges and pesks. The sun added little and aflaccid stream meandering reluctantly aong with the
riders brought none of the bustling liveliness that a mountain stream should have.

‘Morelike the mountainsin your homeland, isit —al this? Hyrad asked Endryk in an effort to lighten the
group’ ssilent and increasingly sullen mood, but hisforced genidity rang emptily.



‘Therearevaleysand valleys, Hyrdd,” Endryk replied, making the same effort himsdlf. ‘ Thisone has
little charm, for sure. Certainly not one that would be sought out for a pleasant day’ swalking. | suppose
we should think ourselveslucky it'snot overcast and raining.” He smiled, then chuckled to himself.
‘Mountains and valleys are like adults— they reflect the way they were treated when they were young.’

Hyrald looked up warily asif in the presence of reproving parents. ‘'Y oung mountains, eh? Can't say the
life-cycle of mountainsisanything I’ ve ever thought about, to be honest.’

Endryk made an expansive, encompassing gesture. * Y ou should. Everything here' s been carved out by
ice and snow, wind and rain, summer heat and winter cold, pebble by pebble, crevice by crevice, over a
gpan of yearswe can't begin to comprehend. The mountains were here and changing long before we
even existed, and they’ll be here and changing long after we' ve gone. Our entire lives arelessto them
than the blink of an eyeisto us. It'sgood for ones sense of perspective.’

‘Don’t try to cheer us up any more than you haveto, will you? Rhavvan chimedin. ‘I'mfeding smadl and
inadequate enough asitis’

‘No, it' sinteresting,” Adren chimed in. ‘1" d never thought about anything like that, not even when | wasa
kid. And | used to think some odd things. | used to plague my father with questions like, why can’t
animastak, why can't | fly, why isn't rain blue like the sky whereit comesfrom? Shelaughed to hersdf
as old memories washed over her.

Rhavvan muttered something derogatory under his breeth to which Adren, ill laughing, replied with a
gesture quite at odds with her innocent childhood recollections.

‘“How do you know dl this, anyway? Rhavvan demanded of Endryk. ‘“Who can say how old a
mountainsis?

‘My people arejust curious about things. They take apride in discovery, in reasoning, in probing with the
mind. Testing, rgecting, searching —and teaching.’

‘Why?

Endryk turned in his saddle to look straight at him. * That sounds like one of Adren’s unanswerable
childish questions,” hereplied, smiling.

It was Nordath who replied. ‘ They do it for the same reason you' re asking the question, Rhavvan —
curiogity. It'sdeep in our nature— discovering things, solving problems. And it’ sfun, isn't it, learning?
Knowledge is dways preferable to ignorance.’

Rhavvan drew in anoisy breath and looked at his colleagues. ‘1I’m not so sure about that, some of the
thingswe ve seen,’ hesaid.

‘I didn’t say it was comforting or cosy,” Nordath went on. ‘Merely preferable’
‘Nothing'sto be feared, it'sonly to be understood,” Endryk said.

‘Precisdly,” Nordath agreed.

‘Not my ownwords, I'm afraid, Endryk admitted.

‘Don’'t be afraid,” Nordath retorted and they both laughed.

Rhavvan' s response was more caudtic. ‘Il remember that little gem the next time some drunken oaf’ s



swinging asword a me.” He mimicked Endryk’svoice. ‘1 understand what’ s happening so | don't need
to be afraid. Very useful, that.’

Endryk was il laughing. He put his hand to hishead in mock despair. ‘I’d afeding | wasgoing to get a
remark like that even as | spoke.’

The brief exchange eased the mood of the group alittle and they trotted on in comparatively good spirits
for sometime, following Nas il enthusiagtic lead.

Then he stopped and began waking round in erratic circles. Endryk dismounted.
‘What' sthe matter? Nordath asked anxioudy.
‘I don't know,” Endryk replied. ‘It looks asif he’ slost the scent. Wait here!’

Cautioudy hewalked up to the circling dog and began looking intently at the areait wastraversang. Then
he motioned the others forward.

‘It looks asif Thyrn stopped here for some reason.” He looked puzzled. ‘But he didn’t rest. In fact, he
doesn't seem to have rested since heleft the camp.” A flicker of concern passed over hisface. * It hadn’t
occurred to me before, but he must be exhausted by now. We' Il haveto find him soon.” He pointed.
‘Look, there' s part of afootprint in that soft ground there. And another over there, and here’” He
glanced up &t the surrounding crags. Nearby was the ragged scar of asmall rock fal. Parts of it glistened
with the persistent dribbles of water that had probably caused it.

Endryk moved towardsit. The others followed. It needed no profound tracking skills to see more of
Thyrn’ sfootprintsin the sodden ground. Endryk grimaced and swore softly.

‘What the devil’sheup to,” he muttered. ‘We can’'t possibly get the horses up there.” He frowned and
stood looking thoughtfully a Thyrn' stracksfor awhile.

‘WEe re going to have to divide the party,” he said eventudly. * Adren, you and I’ ll go up to the top of this
and seeif we can find histracks up there. The rest of you will have to stay here and wait. A rest won't
do you any harm — and the horses need one, anyway. Feed and water them.” He delved into his
saddlebag and withdrew asmall lantern. *“We || come back before nightfal, but set up camp and light a
fireoncethelight startsto go—it'll be useful asaguidefor us’

There was some resistance to this decision, not least from Adren.
‘I can’t climb up there,” she protested volubly, to genera agreement. Y e gods, look &t it.’

Endryk scrutinized the rock fal again, his hand shading narrowed eyes againgt the bright sky. ‘1t snot a
climb, it sascramble, that'sdl,” hesaid. ‘If it involved climbing I’d go on my own. It looks worse than it
is. You'redtill not used to the scale of the mountains, that’sdl. Don’t worry. Thyrn’sdoneit.”

Thisdid not reassure her. She cast a surreptitious glance a Nordath. ‘ Thyrn's.. . . preoccupied,” she said
with heavy discretion.

Endryk nodded. * Y es, and when we find him he'll probably respond better to you than anyone else
except perhaps Nordath, and he won't be able to get up there without plenty of resting and help, al of
which will teketime’

Adren’ smouth curled in defeat and she motioned him ahead of her up the dope. Nasran in front of them
both.



“You gofirg,” he said to her asthey began scrambling up thefall. * Same rules as everywhere else. Don't
rush, and think about what you'redoing. It' Il be very dippery in parts. Tdl meif anything' s bothering
you.’

‘“What about the dog? I's he coming too?
‘If hewants. Don't worry about him. I'll help him if he needsit.’

They were over hafway up the climb before Endryk spoke again. He looked up at Adren, her tongue
protruding dightly as she planted afoot solidly and grasped the edge of arock. Hesmiled. *You're
enjoying this, aren’'t you?

She peered down at him undernegth her arm. ‘ Certainly not,” she said firmly. Down below, the brief
exchange reached the watchers quite clearly.

‘I think we can stop holding our breath now,” Hyrald said, clearing histhroat self-conscioudly.
‘| could' ve climbed that,” Rhavvan announced, lips pursed in certainty.

“Y ou might haveto yet,” Hyrald retorted. * Y ou can carry one of the horses.” He dapped his comrade’s
arm. * Speaking of which, let’ s get them tended and oursalves ready for along wait. That, at least, we're
good at.’

‘Areyou dl right? Endryk asked as he reached the ridge.

Adren wasflushed and her eyeswere shining. ‘Yes,” she said, then she turned round, her arms open
wide, dl pretence at indifference gone. ‘Look at this, isn't it splendid?

‘This wasthe view. Sunlit peaks and rolling hillsranged in every direction under acloudless sky. It
would have been difficult to imagine agreater contrast with the lowering valey out of which they had just
struggled.

‘Beautiful, beautiful,” she whispered.
She waved enthusiastically to the watching group below and they waved back.

Endryk smiled then closed his eyes and took adow deep breath, opening hisarms dowly in front of him,
pams upwards. As he breathed out he brought them together again, palms down. It was agraceful,
relaxed movement quite different to Adren’ s exhilarated embrace of the mountains.

‘“What are you doing? Adren asked.
‘Just breathing,” Endryk replied, smiling.

“You and your breathing,” she retorted, though the scornful tone shetried to affect turned into just a
friendly jibe. ‘Let’ sfind our man. | noticed plenty of scuff marks on the way up, o he' s breathing as
wdl.

‘Yes, Endryk agreed, hisface darkening. ‘ Too many scuff marks. He' s going too fast and he' s getting
tired. | can't seethat he'll get much further without running into some kind of problem. We' ll just haveto
hope it’s not a serious one.’

Nals ran between them, bumping into Endryk’ slegs. Far from needing any help, the dog had scuttled and
scratched hisway up the rock fal with darming aacrity and seemed to be even more excited at reaching
the ridge than Adren. Endryk, however, ignored him and began searching for some sign of theway Thyrn



had gone. It did not take long. He had followed the ridge, in the direction he had been taking aong the
valey. Endryk’ s brow furrowed as he looked aong the route. The ridge rose steadily, curving round in a
broad sweep towards alarge peak which dominated the area.

‘What' sthe matter? Adren asked.

‘Nothing much,” Endryk replied. ‘It could have been worse, he could’ ve gone down the other side and
that would have redly given us problems. But I’ m trying to work out how long it’ll take usto get up there
and back.” He looked up at the sun. * The light’ s going to hold well. We should be able to make that
peak and be back before nightfall, but we || have to mark the route as we go, especidly thispoint, just in
casewe get held up. We'll dso haveto keep acareful eye out for where he' s been. It might look narrow
from here but there' s plenty of places he could' ve gone. He could be just skirting round that pesk for
some reason.’

‘Naswill help, won't he?
‘Possibly. When he' s quietened down abit. HE stoo excited to be any use at the moment.’

Adren stroked the dog and made sympathetic noisesto it before giving another wave to the watchers
below. Then they set off dong theridge.

They made steady progress, the going was not difficult and the warmth of the sun tempered the cold
breeze that was blowing over theridge. Gradudly, Nas became more his old taciturn saf again, loping
ahead of them, head low over the rocky ground and confirming the occasiona physica sgnsof Thyrn's
passing that they found.

They had risen perhaps athird of the way up to the peak, and the ridge had broadened out to become
part of the wide, hunched shoulders of the mountain, when Nals stopped. His earswent up sharply asif
he had heard something and, after an introductory growl, he barked. Adren could not recall having heard
him bark before and the sound, harsh in the mountain silence, startled her.

Endryk crouched down by him and peered intently in the direction where he was staring. The dog'sears
weredill erect asif hewere lisening to something.

Adren pointed. ‘ There,’ she said softly asif fearful of disturbing someone. * On the skyline.’

It took Endryk a moment to make out the distant figure sitting on aledge. It was motionless and its head
was dumped forward.

Chapter 20

Adren put agently restraining hand on Nals' neck and the dog sat down quietly, though he was il
obvioudy disturbed about something.

Eyes narrowed, Adren leaned forward asif being that little nearer would enable her to seemore. ‘| can't
make out any details clearly againgt the ky.” Shewas puzzled. * Thyrn doesn’'t normdly st likethat. He's
very draight.’

‘It'snot likely to be anyone dse, isit? Endryk said. ‘He s probably sat down for arest and falen
adeep.

Adren frowned. ‘It sdifficult to tell from here, but it looks asif where he’ s Sitting might be adangerous
placeto bedegping.” She became ingructive. ‘We must approach him quietly and calmly, dmogt asif we
were out for a casual wak. We don’t want him waking with astart. And if he happensto be awake,



given that something’ s the matter with him anyway, we don’'t want to startle him.” She paused for a
moment then said, ‘ Stay by me, dog,” to Nals. Endryk could not forbear alook of surprise as the dog fell
in behind her dutifully. He did the same.

Following Adren’ s advice, the three of them began walking towards the motionlessfigure. Adren forced
acasud pace on Endryk, and twice she had to put ahand on hisdeeveto restrain him.

‘I’ ve seen people sitting quietly in high placeslike that before,” she said. ‘ Believe me, both charging in
and skulking in can have disastrous consequences.” She did not elaborate but she did not have to restrain
him again.

At one point they lost sight of the motionless figure asthey dropped into arocky cleft gashed acrossthe

ridge. Momentarily disorientated, they paused, unclear which way to go when Nas' ears shot up again as
if he had heard something. He made alow uncertain sound, part whine, part growl.

‘What' sthe matter with him? Adren asked.

‘I don’t know.” Endryk looked puzzled. ‘ Maybe he' s till abit excited from the climb. He normally does
that when someone' s about and he hasn't made his mind up whether they’ re friendly or not.’

Nalsfdl slent but, seemingly still listening to something, he abandoned Adren to trot ahead of them. Then
he was jumping and scrambling hisway up the far side of the cleft. In the absence of better guidance,
Adren and Endryk followed him. Asthey reached the top, Nals was waiting for them, tail wagging. The
figure on the skyline was directly ahead of them. Adren was about to set off towards it when Endryk
turned sharply.

‘Firgt the dog, now you,” Adren said with exaggerated irritation. * Have you heard something aswell?

Endryk ignored her tone. He was pointing hesitantly towards the looming face of the mountain. Hetook a
few steps forward then stopped.

‘I'm sorry,” he said, after amoment. ‘| thought | saw someone moving over there—someonesmall.” He
shrugged. ‘ Couldn’'t be, | suppose. | certainly can’t see anyone now. Probably abird.’

Asthough in confirmation, athroaty ‘Rrrk’ floated down to them from alarge black bird circling high
above them.

Adren shook her head. * Do they have anything called mountain madnessin your country? she asked
acidly, setting off again.

‘Asamatter of fact, yes, Endryk replied. ‘I'll tell you about it one day. But thisisn't it.’
Adren stopped and looked a him knowingly. ‘Y ou' d redize if you were mad, of course? sheinquired.

Endryk dithered away from her taunt. ‘ Let’ slook to our charge,” he said, pointing to the till unmoving
figure

Asthey drew nearer they were able to distinguish first Thyrn's clothes and then hisface. They were
reluctant to fed relieved however. Though he did not appear to be injured, the ledge on which hewas
gtting was dangerous, abet not immediately perilous. An injudicious movement would send himrolling
down along rocky dope.

‘Heisadeep,” Adren whispered.



‘Silly young man,” Endryk said, shaking his head. * He should have more sense by now than to doze off in
aplacelikethat.

‘Comeon.’

They succeeded in pogitioning themselves silently on either sde of him. While Endryk braced himsdf to
cope with any sudden flurry of waking anxiety, Adren shook Thyrn’sarm gently. Somewnheat to their
aurprise, hedid not sart violently, but opened his eyes dowly and then turned to each of them in turn with
asmile—aguilty smile.

‘Hello. Nodded off, did I? Sorry. | was waiting for you.’

Both Adren and Endryk stared at him blankly. Having spent an anxious and testing day presuming that
Thyrn had been taken ill in some way, thiswas not the reaction they had expected. Thyrn rolled his
shoulders and then his head. * Mistake, that. | should' ve known better. My neck’ s stiff now.’

Hewinced. ‘ And my behind.” Helooked around. * Still, isn't it splendid up here? So quiet, so magjestic.
I’d never have imagined such aplace.’

Adren, gill braced for amore fraught meeting, and unsettled by Thyrn’ s assumption of normdlity,
scowled. ‘ Thyrn, what the devil have you been up to?

‘Where sthelittle old man?
The question, asked wide-eyed and frankly, |eft her gaping.
‘Old man? What old man? she spluttered.

“The onewho said | should wait for you. He was going to fetch you. | say hewasold but it was difficult
totdl, redly. But hewaslittle” Adren looked to Endryk for help but though he was obvioudy

concerned, he could only shrug. Thyrn began to lever himsdlf to hisfeet. He flexed hislegs carefully ashe
stood up and nodded gratefully to Endryk who gave him asupporting hand. Adren composed hersdlf and
there was a conscious note of gentle humouring in her voice when she spoke to him again.

‘We haven't seen anyone else, Thyrn,” she said, motioning him aong the ledge and towards safer ground.
‘ Areyou sure you weren't just dreaming?

Thyrn's expression became thoughtful. As dways when he was treeting with anything that touched near
his profession his expression changed from that of a young, often bewildered or lonely young man, to that
of amature and experienced adult. * There was something odd about him,” he admitted. ‘ Something |
can't put my finger on at the moment, but it wasn't adream, no.’

“You've had along and strange day, Thyrn, and very little to eat. The mountains can play peculiar tricks
on you when you' re not used to them.” Endryk took his tentative tone from Adren.

Thyrn shook his head and met his gaze quite straightforwardly. ‘ Yes. A stranger day than you can know.’
Helooked guilty again. ‘ And you havetoo, | imagine. I'm sorry, | oweyou al an gpology. I'll explain as
best | can when wejoin the others—if | can. But the little man was here. He was neither dream nor
halucination. I mightn’t be much of afighter or amountain dweller, but I know my mind and al thetricks
itcanplay ... Then hewaslooking around, puzzled. ‘I’ ve no ideawhere heis now though, if he’'snot
with you. He did say he was going to fetch you.’

‘No one camefor us, Thyrn,” Adren said, dmost apologeticaly. ‘ And we' ve seen no one” Shecast a
quick look at Endryk.



Thyrn frowned. * Odd, that. He was quite insstent | wait. Still, you're here, aren’t you? That’ sal that
matters.’

Adren could not prevent her Warden'’ sinterrogatory nature from coming to the fore. ‘What was he like?
What was he wearing?

‘I didn’t redlly notice, I'm afraid. Hewaslittle’ He held out ahand level with Adren’s shoulder by way
of demondtration. Then he smiled. ‘Bright eyes, he had. And he wasfull of life. With asing-song voice—
very caming, reassuring. Went right through me, like sunlight. He' d apack on hisback, | think, and he
seemed . . . to belong here somehow.” His smilefaded. ‘It is odd though, now | think about it, meeting
someone likethat, up here of dl places. | don’t know why it didn’t occur to me at the time. Everything
just seemed to be quite natural, standing here, talking. We might have been in the middle of Arvenshem.’
Hefrowned. ‘I'll haveto think about it.’

Adren was about to question him further but Endryk caught her eye and shook his head.

‘Let’sget down to the others,’ hesaid. ‘ They’ll be getting anxious and | don’t redly want to tackle that
rock fal inthedark.” Heturned to Thyrn. * Think about it when we're back at camp. For now, just think
where you're putting your feet.’

Before they began the descent, both Adren and Thyrn stood for awhile looking round at the mountainsin
their frozen march to the horizon. Endryk joined them when he saw what they were doing. No one

spoke.

Nor did they spesk much on the way down into the growing darkness of the valley. Hyrald and the
others had set up camp alittle way from the foot of thefal and afirewas burning, casting an odd light in
the bright-skyed gloaming. They were not sat around it however, but had ascended part way up the
lower reaches of the fall to greet the returning rescuers. They had been there since Endryk had called
down to let them know that Thyrn was safe and unhurt.

When he had reassured himself of this personally, Nordath erupted in anger. The others stood back as
his outburst swept their own clamouring questions aside.

‘Wheat the devil did you think you were doing, wandering off like that? No indication of whereyou'd
gone—taking no food with you, no clothes— your guard duty abandoned.” Thiswas an afterthought.
‘What if the weather had changed, or if you' d had an accident? If it hadn’t been for the damned dog we
wouldn’t have had the faintest idea where you' d gone.’

The anger faded dmost as suddenly asit had flared up, as Thyrn visbly wilted under the ondaught. Uncle
and nephew were |eft staring at one another in apained and hel pless silence. Adren brokeit.

Taking Thyrn’sarm, she said briskly, asto achild who had been on aspecia outing, ‘ Let’ s get
something to eat, then you can St down and tell us everything that’ s happened.” An unexpected
motherlinessin her manner coupled with an unequivoca and protective menace dispatched the men to
their tasks and further postponed the squall of questionsthat had been brewing al day.

Gradudly the valley darkened and bright stars began to appear in the purpling sky. Endryk struck his
lantern to complement the firdight. Under Adren’ s stern writ however, the only sounds to be heard were
those of the fire and the cooking food.

Asthey wereal settling around the fire and beginning to eat, asigna from her prompted Thyrn.

‘Thisisdifficult, he began, avoiding looking directly at anyone. ‘1 redly don’t know whereto sart. |



know what | did was unbelievably stupid — caused you alot of distress and difficulty and risked getting
melost or killed, but | won't gpologize to you because asmple“sorry” isn’t enough. I'm gppalled a
what I’vedoneand dl | can doistry to tell you what happened as honestly as possible.” Heraised a
hand to touch histemple. His face was serious when he looked up and met the gaze of each of his
ligenersin turn. ‘I’m not certain why or how any of it happened, but in so far asit touches on my skill as
aCaddoran, | am certain that I'll get to the bottom of it before I’ vefinished. You'll haveto trust me
about that.” There was anote of determination in hisvoice that none of them had heard before and no
one spoke.

‘1 was on guard duty, walking about to prevent mysalf from dozing off — Rhavvan had woken me from a
very deep deep and | was quite groggy. It was very quiet —the mountains aren’t like the forest, are they,
with al manner of things wandering about killing one another. And none of you were snoring for the
moment.” This provoked some indignant looks but he continued before anyone could interrupt.
‘Suddenly, | fet some. .. pulling at me.” He paused and, closing his eyes, took adow bregth.

‘Pulling? Hyrdd queried cautioudy.

Thyrn released the breath and opened his eyes. “When a Caddoran Joinswith aclient,” he began to
explain, ‘he hasto let go of whatever’ sgoing on in hisown mind. Make a blank space, asit were, so that
the client’ sintentions can be recorded accurately. The blanker the space, the more accurate the receiving
of the message will be.” He smiled unexpectedly but there was an edge to his voice ashe continued. ‘It's
not an easy thing to do by any means but, being “gifted”, | can be very blank when need arises—that’s
what makes me so valuable.” He shrugged the observation aside. * Anyway, thisletting goisasmuch a
physica thing asamental oneand it has physica effects. These tend to be different for each individua
Caddoran. Some fed they’ re floating in water, some flying, somejust diffusing into nothingness—all sorts
of things. For meit’s a sensation of being drawn — pulled — towards aclient, or more correctly, towards
his message and hisintentions.’

‘Andthis. .. pulling...iswhat you felt? Adren prompted.

‘Yes” Thyrnwas shaking hishead asif reluctant to confirm hisown answer. *Very strongly. Stronger
than I've ever fet it with any client —even Vashnar.’

Nordath waved his hands vagudly. ‘But | thought you had to prepare yoursdlf before this could happen —
that it was something absolutely in your control.’

‘Soitis’ Thyrnreplied, staring into the fire. Shadows danced about his face and he looked much older
than hisred age. ‘ So it hasto be. Without control, what would there be? Just madness. A mind helpless
— completely exposed —filling with everything around it.” He shuddered. ‘ Like asawer.’

Few Wardens passed through their careers without having to go down into Arvenshelm’ sancient and
[abyrinthine sewersin search of one of the many criminals who used them as a convenient underground
road system and hiding place; Hyrad, Rhavvan and Adren were no exceptions. Thyrn'simage disturbed
them but they did not speak.

‘But it wasthere,” Thyrn went on. * Quite unmistakable. And, as| said, stronger than I’ ve ever known.’
‘ Stronger —what do you mean? Hyrald asked.
‘Theintengty isdifferent for each client,” Thyrn replied offhandedly.

‘| don’t understand any of this; Rhavvan said. He spat apiece of gristleinto his hand and threw it into
thefire.



“Youdon't understand it? Thyrn said bluntly. * Idon’t understand it. | wouldn't have thought such athing
possible. Infact, I'm il having difficulty redizing it actualy happened. But it did, and that’ swhet it was.
A pulling stronger than I’ ve ever known that came on without any preparation by mysdf and without a
client —or anyone that it could berelated to.’

Hefdl slent, saring into thefire again. Adren looked at him carefully. There was somefear in hiseyes,
but mainly there was anger. He had been affronted. He was fedling as she had when Endryk had casudly
overwhelmed her vaunted swordwork. Except that then Endryk had been there to rebuild and improve
upon what he had nearly destroyed. For Thyrn there was no one.

‘Isit possible that somehow one of us might accidentaly have. . . contacted . . . you whilewe were
deeping? she asked.

Thyrn pursed his lipsthen turned to look &t her. Thelook told her she was talking nonsense, but that he
was grateful for the effort she had made. ‘No,” hesaid. ‘A Caddoran’sart isredly only mimicry. It'snot
mind reading. It's strange— mysterious, intuitive, but there' s nothing mystica or magical about it. The
client does’'t redlly have to do anything except give the message he wants delivered. Everything dseis
up to the Caddoran and his discipline.’

‘But you say this came from nowhere, without you doing anything? Nordath’ s Statement was a question.
‘Yes” Thyrnreplied smply. ‘1 told you, | don’t understand.’

‘Goon,” Adren urged gently, sensing the beginning of afutile debate. * Just tell uswhat happened. We
can discuss the whys and wherefores after.’

Thyrn nodded. ‘I’ m not totally sure what happened next,” he said. ‘| remember aso feding agreat need
inthe pulling. Although | could see no one, everything e setold methat I’ d aclient who needed a difficult
and important message delivered urgently. | could do no other than move towardsit.’

Suddenly he wrapped hisarms about himsdlf. ‘I’m sorry. | wasal right when | woke up, but the more |
think about dl this, the moreit’ s bothering me —frightening me.” Thelast words came out reluctantly. As
he looked round the listening circle he was a bewildered young man again. ‘1 do know thetricks my mind
can play; | can dways end them eveniif | can't prevent them from gtarting.” Hisdistress grew. ‘ But
looking back, | can't think why | did any of what | did. How could | have fdlt the pull of aclient without
preparation, without seeing him? Why should | have thought that | could find the message-sender by
looking for him when everything that was happening could only have come from insde mysdf?Why had

| no control over my mind, my actions?

Hyrad intervened quickly, leaning towards him and holding hisgaze. * Thyrn. Listen to me. None of us
has control over everything al thetime. Look at us, senior officers of the Warding, experienced in dedling
with and controlling al manner of Stuations—frightening, horrific, chaotic, tragic Stuations. And where
are we now? Sitting round a campfire in the middle of the Karpas Mountains, asfar from our old homes
and lives asif they’ d never existed. Why? Because frightening, inexplicable things quite beyond our
control have happened to us. Y ou' re forgetting that somehow, without you doing anything, you and
Vashnar touched one another when you were more than half the country apart. | can understand you
being afraid, but understand too —you’ ve survived .” He gripped Thyrn’sarm powerfully. *And you've
found skillsand abilitiesin yourself over just these past days you' d never have thought possible.
Everything's changed for al of us. Maybe your Caddoran skills are changing too. Developing in some
way. Just trust yourself.” He drew the othersinto his plea. *Wetrust you. And we' |l support you if you
dip. Just tell uswhat happened aswell asyou can then it won't catch us unawares again.’

Thyrn placed hishand over Hyrald's and nodded.



“You'reright. I’'m sorry. I'm not used to relying on other peoplelikethis. He cast an anguished glance at
Nordath.

‘It sdl right, hisuncle said, smiling. ‘1 understand what you mean.” He motioned him to continue. It took
Thyrn afew momentsto compose himsdf again.

‘There’ snot much moreto tell, redly. The pull was so strong that | just had to keep followingit.’
‘Did you redlize what you were doing? Endryk asked.

Thyrn gave afeeble shrug. ‘Y esand no. | knew | was waking away from the camp. | remember being
careful how | walked inthe half light. But | didn’t redlize how long I’ d been walking. As| said, the pull
was S0 strong. | just kept thinking, alittle further and Il find out what dl thisis about —who needsthis
urgent message sending —alittle further, over and over. | remember scrambling up there” He pointed to
the ridge, now only a suggestion of deeper shadow againgt the starry sky. ‘And | remember walking
aongtheridge. | didn’t hestate, didn’t even see that marvellous view of the mountains—1 just walked
on. The pull was getting stronger. Then there wasthislittle figure coming towards me. | think hewas
whidling, or snging, to himsdlf.’

Hyrad, Rhavvan and Nordath al craned forward.
‘Then therewas a message-sender actually causing this? Hyrad voiced the genera anticipation.

Thyrn shook his head. ‘ He wasn't the message-sender. | don’t know who hewas. | got the impression
he was just atraveller —someone passing by.’

‘What? Rhavvan's protestation made everyone jump. ‘ Passing by? Just like that — halfway up a
mountainsde, in apart of the country that most of the people don’'t even know exists?

‘Let himfinish.

Adren reached out for silence. * Y ou' re fill sure you met this man, Thyrn? That you weren't dreaming?
Because we saw no one and we certainly didn’t get any message about where you were.’

‘Hewasthere” Thyrn was as definite aswhen he had been on the ridge. He described the man again —
little, bright-eyed, lively, infectious voice, though he could still remember little of what the man had been
wearing, and he was hesitant about his age— old and not old. Rhavvan was patently sceptica but
Adren’ sglower and taut jaw kept him silent.

“You are aCaddoran, Thyrn,” she said with just a hint of reproach. ‘Y oumust remember. Exactly what
did he say toyou?

The question obvioudy unsettled Thyrn and he did not reply for some time. He was frowning when he
did. ‘That' s very strange. Even when I’m not working | tend to recall conversations quite well —
especidly if they’re out of the ordinary. But | can only remember parts of thisclearly.” He stared into the
fire, Slent again for sometime. ‘1 remember the sound of hisvoice. It was strange —musical, seemed to
pass right through me, but pleasant — reassuring, like everything about him.’

‘Go back to when you first saw him,” Adren said.

‘l am,” Thyrn replied, tapping his head. ‘I’ m going through everything thoroughly.” His hand came up asif
enumerating itemson alist. ‘ Aswe drew nearer to each other — I could see him smiling from quitea
distance away — he just offered his hand — I took it. He seemed to be concerned about me. “ A long way
from home,” wasthe firg thing he said. Then he was asking mewho | was, where | was going.’



‘And what did you tel him? Adren pressed, very gently.

‘I think | told him everything,” Thyrn said doubtfully. Hislack of recal was obvioudy troubling him. ‘I
don’t think | could have done anything ese, the way he asked.’

“You told him you werefollowing this. . . pull? Adren asked.

‘Yes, | did, definitely,” Thyrn replied, certain now. * Bits are coming back to me. | told him who and what
| was—a Caddoran —and why | was up there — not about the Death Cry and all that, but the pull of a
message-sender, yes!’

‘And wheat did he say?

Thyrn looked at Endryk, surprise lighting hisface. * Same as you did when you rescued us, when | told
him what | was, but not so sarcastic. “Battle messenger or storyteller?” he asked. How strange. Maybe
he comes from your country, athough he didn’t have your accent.’

‘That wasd|?

“Yes, though | can’t imagine what he thought about it. Odd enough for him to meet someone out here
without suddenly finding out they might bealunatic.” He laughed. Despite the difficulty he was having
remembering the details of his conversation, recaling even part of it seemed to put him remarkably at
ease. His mood touched the otherstoo. It was as though the sound of adistant and happy celebration
was dancing in the firdight. Nals, on the fringes of the group, pricked up his ears and looked around
intently before returning his head to his pawsto continue his scrutiny of his companions.

“You said hetold you to wait? Adren said. ‘ That he'd go and look for us?

Thyrn became thoughtful again. ‘It sredly odd. Parts of what we talked about are as clear asif I'd just
spoken them. Others are vague and blurred, like voicesin the room below when you' re half adeep. But,
yes, he did say that. He seemed a bit worried when | told him why | wasthere. He said there’ s a bad
place ahead — he' d come across it by accident, and it was very dangerous. | think he said something
about aplace of old power, or great power, | can't remember. | have images of cracks and schisms—a
terriblefocus.” He shook hishead asif to clear it. ‘But it was that that was drawing me, because of what
| was. | wasn't to go any further, | wasto St andrest and . . . He snapped hisfingers. ‘ That'sit! He
wasn't going to go for you. He actudly said, “I’ll cal themto you,” and he pursed hislips as though he
were going to whistle for you. It made me laugh. He said he couldn’t wait, he had to be on hisway. And,
besides, he’' d had enough of crowds for the moment. | don’t seem to remember anything much after that.
Just hisvoicefilling my head —that and the fact that the pull had gone. | suppose | must have falen
adeep. | wasvery tired.’

Helooked round at hisaudience. ‘| am sorry about al this; hesaid. ‘1 know it' sastrangetaebut it's
thetruth. I'venoideawhy | can’'t recal dl of it.” Helooked at Endryk. ‘ And for somereason | don't
seem to be as bothered about it as | did, athough | suppose | should be. Perhaps, asyou said, it wasjust
fatigue and lack of food. | don’t work well when I’'mtired, | know that. But that’ s everything | can
remember.’

‘It sgone then, this pull — this sense of a distance message-sender? Nordath asked.
‘Wasit ever there? Rhavvan's sceptica query finaly broke through Adren’ ssilent restraints.
Thyrn turned to him. * Oh yes, it was. I'm not that addled. It' still there now.’

Thiscreated asmal ir.



‘Don’'t worry. It sweaker, more distant — though | till don't know what itis!’
‘Canyou. . .resstit? Nordath asked.

‘Yes, Uncle. I'm curious about it, very curious, but when that traveller told me there was danger ahead, |
could fed thetruth of what he was saying and I’'m not going searching for it again. It won't catch melike
it did before’

A littlelater, when Thyrn had retired to histent, histale was recounted and dissected around thefire.
‘There was no sign of anyone up there? Hyrald asked Endryk.

‘Wedidn't see anyone dthough | thought | caught a glimpse of something —someone—moving a one
point. And Nals kept hearing things. There€' s no reason why there shouldn’t be someone living out here, |
suppose — someone who really knows the place — someone a bit eccentric.” A thought made him smile.
‘I lived on my own in the middle of nowhere for long enough. And | just happened on you when you
were heading into danger. Odd asthelad’ sstory is, I’ ve got no reason to doubt it. He certainly believes
itand he snotaliar.’

‘He sno liar, but Rhavvan' s il of the opinion he snuts,” Adren said provokingly.

Rhavvan was unexpectedly candid. ‘ It' sthe easest answer to everything that’ s happened, but we' ve dl
dedlt with deranged people before and Thyrn’ s not like that. In fact, asyou said, Hyrad, he’ s changed a
lot sncewe set off from Endryk’ s cottage. He' s matured — made aredl effort to learn things, to pull his
weight.’

“Y ou don’t seem to be too happy about it.’

Rhavvan grimaced. ‘Wdll, if he'snot nuts, maybe we are! Either that or there are some very peculiar
thingsin these mountains.” He turned to Endryk. ‘What did you make of that remark about a place of old
power, great power? | noticed you reacted.’

Endryk looked uncomfortable. ‘ Nothing redly. Thyrn might beright . . . maybe the man he met wasfrom
my country. According to our old histories, al things are no more than different aspects of the Old Power
—the power that came from the Great Searing — or even created the Great Searing. Y ou cdl it the Great
Light, I think. It snot asfanciful asit seems, believe me. I’ ve seen the Old Power used, both benignly
and otherwise. It svery redl.” Hewaved a hand agitatedly. ‘ There are said to be places where, for some
reason, the Old Power is concentrated . . . focused.’

‘Could there be such a place about here? Rhavvan asked the question unhappily.

Endryk shrugged. ‘I’ ve no skill in using the Old Power. Few people have, fortunately. | probably
wouldn't recognize such aplaceif | wasinthe middle of it.’

The conversation swayed back and forth until eventualy it began to circle pointlesdy.

Hyrald cut through it. “We re not going to reach any greet conclusions about this. | think we' d better get
back to where we are. Today’ s been bizarre, to say theleast, but | think Thyrn’stold usthe truth of it —
as he seesit, anyway. And no harm’ s been done except that we' ve caught no food — something we' Il
have to concentrate on tomorrow. W€ ll just have to put this behind us. At least we ve been moving in
theright direction to take ushome.’

‘“What about thislittle old man he met? Rhavvan queried. ‘What if he' s till wandering about?



Hyrad shrugged. ‘Wdl, whoever he was—is— he doesn’t seem to have been particularly menacing.
Thyrn seemed to like him —and he did warn him about some kind of danger. There' s no saying where
Thyrn would be by now if he hadn’'t stopped. At worst the fellow was negligent, abandoning Thyrn like
that. But, thinking about it —atraveller, hermit, whatever, on hisown, milesfrom anywhere, | imagine

he' d be far more frightened of usthan we arelikely to be of him. Either he sgone on hisway, like hetold
Thyrn, or he shiding from us. And | can’'t say | blame him. Look at us— ugly and armed to the teeth.

He' sjust another mystery to add to everything dse’

‘But what if Thyrn wanders off again? Rhavvan’sfind question was met at first with slence. Then there
was a brief, embarrassed discussion about how Thyrn might be discreetly restrained or at least observed,
but this was abandoned after a brief swing into black humour.

‘He s part of the group now,” Endryk said. ‘“We must trust him. Whatever heis, whatever strange skills
he has, even Rhavvan concedesthat he' s changing, learning, gradualy becoming someonethat any of us
would be glad to be with in this position. We shouldn’t even be talking about him behind his back like
this’

No one disagreed with thisfind summary and the conversation moved away from the day’ s eventsto
discussing plansfor the following day.

In histent, Thyrn, drifting in and out of degp againgt abackground of faintly flickering firdight and the soft
rumble of voices, punctuated by the occasiond laugh, rehearsed again his unreasoned response to the
gtrange pull he had felt. As he had admitted, it was till there, though its power over him had gone. He
was determined to solve the problem somehow, but his duty now —aduty he was happy to accept —was
to the companions who had brought him thisfar.

Just ashewas dipping findly into deep, he thought he heard the little old man’s Sng-song voice again,
oddly clear and still reassuring.

‘Light bewith you, Caddoran,” it said, carrying him gently into the darkness.
Therewas dreamless tillness.

Then Vashnar wasal about him.

Chapter 21

‘I'll seek him out.’

Vélan' s stomach had turned icy a her husband’ swords. Ingtinctively, her hand went out to catch his
am.

‘No! You can't do such athing—you mustn’t. Therisks. ..

Her plea had fatered againgt his grim resolution. Vashnar could be as subtle and devious as Bowlott or
any of the Moot’ s palitical creatures when he so chose, but hisinclination was dwaysto direct action,
and not only did he not flinch from confrontation if he deemed it necessary, herelished it. Thyrn’ s distant
shade, once merely the irksome buzzing of a night-time insect, had not changed in itself but, by some
eerie metamorphosisin Vashnar’ smind, had become like the tapping of an unseen sapper gnawing at the
roots of a castle once deemed impregnable, or the faint wind-borne trumpet calls of amighty army. It
could no longer beignored. It must be ended!

Itisin the nature of power that those who hold it for along time choose to consider from what or whom
itisderived only when they sensethat it isthrestened. Then, through the distorting glass of their own



deepest fears and self-doubts, they see only wesakness and vulnerability, finding that what they had
thought to be stout buttresses are flimsy and inadequate — easily susceptible to anyone, like themsealves,
with theingght to see them clearly and the will to assail them. Thus, inexorably, they begin the desperate
garnering of more power, the building of ramping towers and bulwarks, each both overreaching and
over-burdening the lagt, futildy striving for that which cannot be atained until eventudly the whole
tumblesinto destruction, overwhelmed by its own unresirained weight.

‘What risks? Vashnar said. ‘ A nosehleed? A headache? | think I’'ll survive those!’

Unusudly, Velain's naked doubts showed on her face. ‘ Thisis something we know nothing about.” She
floundered for words, eventudly blurting out, * Y ou' re fighting on someone el'se'sground.’

Vashnar smiled patronizingly. * And so are you, using military analogies.” He redized immediately that in
his preoccupation he had made amistake and that his manner would serve only to transform Velan's
doubting expression into one of anger. A rare anger —one directed solely at him.

‘I'veno choice,’ he said hadtily, before she could giveit voice. To avoid looking at her for the moment,
he massaged histemple with three restlessfingers. * So far, I’ ve tolerated Thyrn's presence asaniggling
irritation at the edges of my mind. I’ veignored it, trested it as something of no consequence. But that
might have been amigtake. At the best it must be distracting me, however dightly — preventing me from
giving everything that must be given to our cause” He became earnest. *Worse, | might be turning away
from athrest, leaving mysdf open to some ambush as perhaps Aghrid and hismen did.’

Y ou acceptthat military andyss, then? Velain sad vicioudy. Vashnar took the blow without comment.
He deserved it for such carelessness and he was glad it had come. He gave her an apologetic nod,
relieved that nothing worse had happened.

‘| told you, I’ve no choice.” He was grim again. * Who knows what demented skills this youth has? For
al we know, he may be aware of everything | do and intend to do. He may be completely in control of
what’ s hgppening —just waiting for asuitable opportunity to bring melow. | don’t think heis, but | can’t
risk it, not with everything so close. The country’ sripe for the taking — thisjourney’ s shown me that more
clearly than ever. Hisground or not, I’ ve got to find him and dedl with him.” He leaned back into the
coach’ s plush seat and became casuadly resolute. ‘I’ ve dealt with worse. When it comesto fighting, it's
not strength, skill, or wegponsthat decide; inthe end, it sthewill.” He clenched hisfigts. * Thewill towin,
to crush your enemies. And | have him there—I have anyone there’

Velain made no response. It was aconclusion that no one who knew Vashnar would dispute. It lay near
the heart of what had drawn her to him and what held her there.

The coach and its escort moved steadily on through the late afternoon sunshine.

Thelr reception at Degelvak proved to be better than any they had received on the entire journey so far.
Aseverywhere e se, amongst those who were swayed by such things, the Tervaidin had made a
congderable impression on their earlier northward journey. Now that they were returned, tired but
seemingly triumphant, and in the presence of their Senior Commander — the man who had resurrected
their ancient and proud name —the number of people so impressed increased fourfold. At one point,
towards the centre of the town, the procession found itsalf being cheered by passers-by. Excited
children, gangs of young men and noisy dogs ran aongside the coach, providing an impromptu honour
guard to complement the stern-faced Tervaidin.

‘Excdlent,” Vashnar said to Vellain while he was acknowledging the crowd. * So much for the ideathat
the further from Arvenshem, theless the enthusiasm for our cause’



‘But these people know nothing of your plans,” Velain remarked, till uneasy about her husband' s
intention of seeking out Thyrn. ‘At least, | hope not. Even at this stage, awrong word in the wrong ear
could bring everything down on us. Bowlott and the Moot are not that stupid, and more than afew of the
Warding are of Hyrald' sinclination.’

But VVashnar was not to be deterred. ‘ The mood is here. All around us. Asit has been throughout. The
need for change —for strong leadership. Look at them —just look at them. They’ |l be with us when the
time comes.’

And indeed the mood of the crowd did persist. The good citizens of Degelvak seemed determined to
confirm Vashnar in his opinion that support for hisimminent bid for power would be dmost universd,
tresting hisarriva with genera revelry. Even hischief dly in thetown, the leader of thelocal Senate,
expressed surprise as he looked round at the noisy dinersfilling the town’ s public banqueting hal that
evening.

‘Inspired, if | may say so, Commander,” he said. ‘ Bringing back the Tervaidin to pursue those traitors.
Inspired. The town’s been buzzing with it ever since they rode through.” He leaned confidentidly towards
his guest but had to shout just to make himself heard. ‘ And support for our cause has. . .” Hedid not
finish the sentence but merely gestured upwards.

Vashnar nodded agreeably but made no attempt to reply. He had aready learned that when he spoke
other than to hisimmediate neighbour, a silence hissed out from him tofill the hall asthe many talkers
suddenly became many listeners. At one point he had had to clap his hands loudly into this emptiness
and, with an indulgent laugh, tell them all to, ‘ Carry on egting, my friends, | was only talking about the
wegther.” Thelaughter had returned to him disproportionately.

Thenit wasover. Thelast of the‘useful’ introductions had been made, the last hand had been shaken,
the last of theimportant dignitaries and influentia supporters gently and jovialy dismissed. Velain flopped
heavily into a capacious basketwork chair in their bedroom. It creaked ungallantly. She kicked off her
shoes. Though she had not been able fully to put aside her concerns about what her husband was
intending to do that night, she too had been swept up by the genera excitement. Her eyes shone as she
watched Vashnar dragging off hisboots. Untypicaly they lay where they fell ashe removed histunic and
with unbridled relief loosened hiscollar.

He dropped back on to the bed and closed his eyes momentarily. Velain's expression became wantonly
purposeful, but as she gripped the arms of the chair and began to lever hersdlf upright, it creaked again
and Vashnar turned to look at her. A denying hand reached out to stop her.

‘Later,” he said with undisguised reluctance. ‘ This can't be delayed any longer.’

Vélain paused, then, with equal reluctance, sat back into the betraying chair and prepared for afina
burst of opposition to her husband’ sintentions. ‘What are you going to do? she asked. ‘How are you
goingto...find him? Shegesticulated vagudly.

‘I don't know,” Vashnar replied. ‘But I [l get no better chance to do it on my own terms than now. So
many unspoken questions have been answered over these past days. The mood of the peopleisas|’ve
awaysjudged. They’re weary of the fatuous antics of the Moot. They’re crying out for leadership, strong
leadership —my leadership. To ded with the Morlider. To prepare usfor whatever’' slikely to come from
Nesdiryn. To bring order back to the land. Whether Thyrn's contact with meisinadvertent or deliberate,
| can't risk having him bring me down now.’

‘But. ..



Theredtraining hand wasthere again.
‘Help me, Vdlain. Asyou ve dways helped me.’

Velain hed hisgaze for along moment. Then, dowly, shelowered her eyes. When she raised them again
shewashisdly.

‘What shall | do? she asked.

Vashnar looked up at the rough-hewn timber beams, black stripes against the white celling. Various
hooks and large-headed nails protruded crookedly here and there, painted black like the wood now,
their origind purpose long forgotten.

‘Turnthelampsdown,” hereplied uncertainly. ‘Then . . . just watch over mewhilel try to find this
wretch . . . wherever heis!’

Vellain did as she was bidden, and when she had finished the room was suffused with little more than a
soft candldight, anew landscape of shadows bounding it. Vashnar nodded approvingly and closed his
eyes. Vdlan sat down again, choosing thistime an upholstered chair which accepted her without a
sound.

Shewaited.

Securein her presence and with renewed strength in his purpose, Vashnar tried to focus his mind on the
distant uneasinessthat he identified asbeing Thyrn. It was no easy task. Plans, schemes, idess, thoughts
of things pagt, of thingsto come, trivial and important, but al irrelevant to the moment, appeared from
nowhere and tumbled recklessy and without order through the darkness of his mind. For sometime, as
was hisway, hetried to dedl with them methodically, taking each in turn, examining it and then dismissing
it, inthe beief that so dispatched it would not return. But it soon became apparent to him that such an
exercisewas one of futility. It wasliketrying to part away through water with his hands, for each thought
so confronted led him ataunting dance down endlessly dividing ways, and a cascade of other thoughts
swirled into hiswake and demanded attention.

Hisface stiffened and he scowled as he fought againgt this seemingly endless and growing clamour.
Velainwatched him slently. She sensed nothing untoward. Thisrestlessfigure she was familiar with, but
the bam she would normaly offer him at such timeswas, for the moment, ingppropriate.

Vashnar turned on to hisleft side. The pillow was cool on his cheek and, at its touch, for amoment, the
turmoail in hismind drained away. He heard along breeth leaving him and he fdt his body softening. It
cameto him that he must not chase after the distant whisper that was Thyrn. It waslike afaint star at the
edgeof hisvison. Toturntoit wasto haveit disappear. It waslike afamiliar name, momentarily
forgotten. Pursued, it would burrow into the depths like a hunted ground creature. Left doneit would
emerge unrequested.

Hemust trust himself. He must be patient. He must let Thyrn’shold on him reved itsdlf inits own way
and itsown time. Some of the eddying thoughts began to return but he ignored them. Logicaly he knew
that none of them needed hisimmediate attention; intuitively he knew that plunging after them again would
merely stir up further confusion and disorder.

Through the growing ease, he became aware of asource of comfort somewhere, amost childlikein
character. It took him alittle whileto identify it as hisold habit of rubbing histhumb againg thering on his
right hand. Hagen' s gift.



Hagen.
‘“You areoneof us.’

His eyesflickered involuntarily. Amid the shape ess formsthat danced with the colours behind his eyelids,
something glinted. Thelight fragmented, dmaost painfully, in hisblurred vison. Keegping hiseyesamost
closed, hefocused on it. For amoment he thought that he was looking at an evening sky with asolitary
slver star shining bright againgt the soft gold of avanished sun. Then the golden sky became the back of
his hand, resting close to hisface and it by the room’ slowered lamplight. And the star in itsturn became
hisring, catching alight from somewhere and transforming it into this unexpected brightness. Vashnar
made a cursory effort to think where the flame was that might be causing this but he could not remember
where the room’ slamps were. It was of no consequence.

Nevertheless, the brilliance in the ring held him and increasingly its seeming solidity reduced the image of
the hand to something vague and digtant, like adull painting. More questions drifted to him idly. Wasthe
light coming from the crysta or from that strange clear mirror-like mounting?

That too, was of no consequence. Let it go.

But the light was important. It ssemed to be growing in intensity, swelling —theword ‘ blossoming’ came
to him—until it filled hisentire vison, save for adarkness at its centre— small, circular and of ablackness
S0 intense that he knew nothing could escape fromit. That too was growing.

How wasit that both the light and the darkness could simultaneoudly be so dominating?

He heard the question form as alow, mewling whine at the back of histhroat, then it tailed off into
nothingness and hewasfdling.

Velan canted her head and leaned forward as she heard the dight sound, but she could make out
nothing articulate. Her husband waslying like achild, with hisright hand dangling awkwardly in front of
hisface.

Adeep, she diagnosed. Whatever he had gone searching for, deep had found him firdt. It had been along
day and the needs of his body had overtaken the desires of his mind. Though she had in the end
supported hisintention, the prospect of his dipping into another mysterious trance and waking

wide-eyed, bleeding and disorientated, unsettled her badly and she was more than relieved that he had
gpparently failed. For amoment she considered joining him on the bed, but though it had been along day
for her too, she was wide awake. More so than when she had first entered the room. There was no point
taking her place by her husband; she would inevitably wake him and there was no saying what his mood
might beif hefound that his search for Thyrn had ended in hissmply falling adeep. No, shewould do as
he had asked. She would watch him. At least until shefell adeep.

But far from that slent bedroom and hiswife sdutiful vigil, Vashnar was il faling.

Falling?

The word hung about him, but though there had been amoment of terror, afeding of al support about
him disappearing, of tumbling headlong into a black emptiness—that had passed. Now, though he knew
he was moving he could sense neither up nor down. Nor was there any rush of air tearing a him. Nor
any fear, for that matter, as surely there should have been? Rather it was as though he was being drawn
aong, though he could fed no force pulling him. What was happening? Where could he be going?

The question made no sense. Ambivalence pervaded everything. He was and he was nat, travelling. He



was lying on the bed in hishost’ s house, and he was somewhere else, being drawn to another place.
Surprise curled through him as the contradi ctions — the impossibility of what was happening —failed to
disturb him. Nor did any of the lights and sounds that were moving through and around him on his strange
journey. Shapeless and indigtinct, they camefrom dl directions, in o far asdirectionsexisted in this
place, if placeit was. Y et there was some order here, he knew —ameaning behind them —if he could
apply himsdlf to discovering it.

Then therewas fear. Though whether it was his own or someone ese's, he could not tell. Thelights
changed and streaked in response, burgting into bright shards of iridescence that seared painfully through
his mind. And the sounds pulsed and shook, buffeting him. A rhythm, subtly beyond his grasp, began to
make itsdf felt. He reached out into the confusion, to steady himsalf and to wring the meaning fromiit.

No!
The denid —hisdenia —formed clearly, shaking al aout him.

Thelightscircled and spirdled. The sounds swirled after them dizzyingly, coming together and breaking
gpart again.

The darkness he had seen at the heart of the ring wasthere again, drawing all to it. Nothing could resist,
nothing could escape. All was coming to an inexorable Joining.

Then hewas himsdlf and whole, blinking in abright greyness. The journey was ended.
| am hereand | am elsewhere, under the watch of my wife.

He tested the thought. It wasinsane. The imaginings of amadman. Y et too, it was not. Though it
offended any logic he had ever used, it was nevertheless so. He was both here and there. What part of
him was here his mind refused to speculate on.

Perhapsthisis adream? he thought, but he rejected the ideaimmediately. He did not dream — never had.
What had happened — was happening — could not be so glibly accounted for. Hewas afraid, but less
afraid than he thought he should have been. This place offered him no danger. This place had drawn him
here; it wanted him. Y et there were terrible things here. But what kind of things?

And where was he?

Helooked about him. He was having difficulty focusing though it seemed to him that shapeswere
struggling to crystdlize in the greyness. Hints and suggestions of walls and doorways and strange high
platforms and bal conies formed wherever helooked, only to dim and fade at the edges of hisvision.
Images of agreat echoing hdl filled hismind. Asif to help him, memoaries of some of Arvenshem’ sfinest
buildings came to him —and even the Count’ s Palace in Nesdiryn. But to no avail. Whatever this place
was, none of them compared to it. Such as he could make out of it was like nothing he had ever seen
before.

Onething wasfor certain, however. The place wasenormous. . . and grey . . . adreary, monotonous
grey, despite the brightness. Slowly his eyes adjusted and, giddyingly high above him, he saw avast
domed roof. It was dotted with brilliant lights, splaying out in radid lines, each of them sweeping down to
vanishinto amisty distance. And il it was asthough the building formed wherever helooked —as
though thiswasdl it could do; as though without him, it would not be a al. And even with him, it could
not comewholly into existence, strivethough it might.

Everything shifted.



And the sounds were about him again — voices— unmistakably voices—rising and faling, chanting. He
could not make out any individua words, but the whole sounded coherent and intdlligible. And it wasfull
of fervour and passion, with astridency that thrilled him. He looked around in search of its source, but
nothing was to be seen other than the same vague images, struggling to come into being. He focused on
one, astairway leading to aplatform or bacony . . . he could not make out which. He moved towardsit.
The flat sound of his footsteps reached him as he strode out, oddly reassuring. Unconscioudy he adjusted
his pace to merge with the rhythm of the chanting.

The stairway remained clearly in hisview as he approached it. Reaching it he paused, then he grasped the
metal handrail. It was solid and cool and he knew that if he ran his hand aong it he would find it tainted
with afaint but characteristicaly acrid tang. He resisted the temptation to test this. Sniffing hishand had a
childish, even animal-like connotation; it was not fitting, leest of dl here. He glanced upwards dong the
gpirdling sairway. The platform —for platform it was—loomed darkly over him. He should go to ahigh
place. From there, he would be able to see more. He began climbing. The stepswere as solid asthe
handrail but an awvkward height for him and he found, as was often the case, that he had to take two at a
timeto walk comfortably.

The platform proved to be higher than he had thought, and he was aware of some strainin hislegswhen
he eventudlly reached it. The stairway opened into the middle of it and as he emerged he could see that it
was anarrow ova in shape with dmost pointed ends. A smple meta handrail like that of the stairway ran
around it. Helooked up again. For al the height he had climbed, the domed roof seemed to belittle
closer. He did notice, however, that the lines of lights converged directly over him. He was standing at
the centre of whatever this place was.

He rubbed histhighsto ease the stiffening muscles. As he did so, asmall spasm of fear shook him. How
could he leave this place? For dl he could not seeit initsentirety, it was asred asthe room he knew he
waslying in. Could he be trapped herefor ever, in this unsettling greyness?

Asthefear threatened to well up and unman him, the awareness that he was both there and lying safdy in
Degdvak returned to him vividly, reassuringly. And with it came the redlization that there was no hint of
Thyrn's presence anywherein this place. It was hisand hisalone.

Y et it was not, for everything here was beyond anything he could have wilfully imagined. Hewas no
builder, but common sense told him that it was not possible to build anything so large, nor make lamps
that shone so brightly. And what purpose could such a place serve? It was a freakish creation, the work
of someone patently crazed. A colder thought came to him. Perhapsit was Thyrn's, after dl. Perhapsthe
Caddoran had made this place specidly for him, asatrap. Perhaps even now Thyrn was hiding —waiting
in ambush as Velan had conjectured.

He straightened up. If thiswas Thyrn’ strap, so beit. Sooner or later, he would have to reved himsdlf.
Andwhen hedid. ..

Whatever strange skills he might have, Thyrn did not possessthe will to defeat him; Vashnar had no
doubts about that.

Hewaked dowly to one of the narrow ends of the platform and, gripping the handrails, stared out over
his eerie empire. As before, the building seemed to emerge only as helooked at it. He could make out
other platforms surrounding the one he was on. For the most part they were lower, dthough six of them,
some considerable distance away, he judged, towered high above. They looked to be dangeroudy
dender for their height. Their shapes varied but they were laid out symmetricaly around his platform to
some pattern that he could not discern. What in Marab’ s name was this place meant to be?



The chanting was il dl around him, rising and faling.
‘Who areyou? he called out. ‘Where are you? What isthis place?

Almost immediately the chanting started to fragment as ababble of countless different voices began to
minglewithit. Still Vashnar could not make out any individua words, but where before there had been a
united fervour and passion, now veins of confusion and doubt ran through it. The chanting filled the
greyness but with it came questions—and recriminations.

Vashnar tightened his grip on the handrail. He felt hisring scuffing on the metd and automaticaly his
thumb reached acrossto rub it protectively. He glanced down casualy, but as he looked at thering it
seemed suddenly to fill hisvison, then, with amomentary spasm, he waslooking out from the platform
again, asthough he had never looked down. He shook his head sharply to clear the impression.

The babble continued undiminished. He repeated his questions.
‘Who are you? Where are you?

A qudlity in the voices changed. Where before he had been an inadvertent eavesdropper, now he was
becoming an object of attention. Though Vashnar could il digtinguish nothing intelligible, momentary
flashes of meaning began to cometo him.

‘Isthisvictory? Are the heretics destroyed?
The babble washed to and fro, more and more questions rippling through it.
‘Isthis the Golden Land? The promised hereafter? The specia place of heroes?

The wordswerefull of doubt. Then, in horror, ‘We are defeated. We are without form. Thisis aplace of
darkness—we are cast down into the place of the apostates.’

Vashnar could do no other than raise his handsto his earsin an attempt to keep out the ululating shrieks
of terror that rose up from this. But the gesture was fruitless. The soundswerein his head. Their mounting
panic threatened to overwhdm him. Hefdt his knees buckling and, gritting histeeth with effort, he forced
his hands down to grasp the handrail to steady himself.

‘Silence!” heroared into the empty, screeching greyness.

The word boomed through the howling din like the wave from arock fall tumbled into amountain lake,
sweeping everything se beforeit. It took with it the screaming, twisting it tighter and higher until it
vanished into aplaintive and distant insect whine. The sudden silence made Vashnar lurch forward against
the handrail. It took him alittle timeto recover and, as he did, he noted that the clamour had been
replaced by apervasive susurration, like the sound of wind in the trees, or of many people breathing —
ligening.

And listening they were, heredlized. Listening to him. Listening to the one who had commanded silence.
The onewho stood at the centre of al this. But were they listening, or was this Thyrn about to spring his

trap?
Vashnar asked hisfirst question again.
‘Who areyou?

‘“Who areyou? The reply seemed to be both inside and outside his head; an unsettling, rasping chorus.



Vashnar tightened his grip on the handrail again. Whatever was happening here, however bizarre, he must
seeit through. Somewhere the hand of that damned Caddoran wasto be found. All he had to do was
wait.

‘I antheoneyou called here,” hereplied.

Bewilderment surrounded him. Vashnar fdt hisright hand becoming heavy.
‘He bearsthe Sign —the Light that isthe Way.’

‘ Are you the Guide? The one sent to take usto the Golden Land?
Vashnar clung to his question. ‘Who are you?

Bewilderment again.

‘We are the Chosen. Thefollowers of the One True God. The Followers of the One Way. The Scourge
and Dedtroyer of Hisenemies!’

Vashnar flexed hisright hand. *Who are His enemies?
More bewilderment. Then redization.

‘Hetestsus. Heisthe Guide. Words hovered about him then surged forward. ‘ His enemies are those
who follow not the One Way. Those who deviate from His Holy Words'’

Vashnar frowned. He had had to ded with one or two religious fanatics and their followersin histime
and he recogni zed the reply. It was arote answer, atalisman. Devoid of any real meaning, it and a
plethoraof othersin the same ranting vein, were to be uttered as definitive responses to amost any
question that tilted at their belief, or asjudtification for any action, however foul. Wasthis part of Thyrn's
ambush? Such people were at best anuisance, but a worst they were gppallingly dangerous. He must be
careful. Best to maintain the interrogation.

‘And they are destroyed?
Even the soft murmuring fell slent.

Vashnar shook his right hand. It was becoming heavier and more awkward. The murmuring returned.
We arethe Chosen. We have. . . perished . . . inthefina daying of Hisenemies. The Golden Land is
ours by His Holy Word. We are not to be examined. So it iswritten.’

There was some menace in the words. Strangely, Vashnar felt more at ease. Threats were something he
was used to. * Y ou would defy me? he said, adding amenace of his own. His hand was beginning to
distract him badly. Now it was becoming numb. He made to shake it again only to find that he could not
moveit. Helooked down in some aarm, but his hand was still clutching the handrail. Hetried again, but
gtill it would not move. It took him some effort to stay cam. There gppeared to be nothing wrong withit,
nor anything unusud.

Except for hisring.

It was catching the lights above and scattering them in al directionsin splintering shafts of brightness. As
had happened before, as he peered a the ring, Vashnar felt a pervasive spasm then found himsdlf looking
acrossthe grey hall. Though now it was transformed. The lights from his ring seemed to be rending open
the grey dullness—dividing, dicing, separating it, rather than illuminating it. He was aware of ashifting



kaleidoscope of images but he could bring no one of them into focus, try as he might. Then, though he
could not have said from where the knowledge came, he knew that he was not looking at amere optica
illusion, likereflectionsin the splaying cracks of ashattered mirror, but at an unfolding array of many
places—many times.

Many redlities.
With hisring at the heart of them, an infinitely deep well from which they al poured.

He could do no other than watch, though he was more than just a spectator. He was part of al that was
happening, just as everything was a part of everything else throughout al worlds. There were no words
for what he found himself experiencing. Vast expanses of forest spread before and through him, crue
shimmering deserts, shifting, glittering ice mountains so bright asto scorch the eyes of anyone who looked
on them carelessly. Raging oceans possessed him, and towering cataracts, and livid rivers of burning
rock. Towns, villages, cities, were there too, some such as he might have known, some so strangein
appearance that only hisinner knowledge told him what they were. And, abloody continuous scar
throughout, countless, terrible conflicts— fiel ds and mountains des blackened with rotting corpses and
fluttering carrion birds asfar asthe eye could see —lowering skies lurid with flames and carried on
bloated columns of black smoke — crowds fleeing in panic, the old, the young, the weak, crushed under
hooves and whedls— husbands, fathers, gentle lovers now warriors daying al before them, wild-eyed
and without pity.

Thetimesand the places came ever faster, occasiond impressionslingering flegtingly. A figureimpaled
with aspear tumbled from ahorse, narrowly missing him. A bloodstained woman, clutching achild and
screaming hystericdly, fell on her kneesin front of him. Blazing buildings crumbled over him. The sky
darkened with arrows, glinting axes rose and fell, aterrifying concussion shook him, throwing severed
limbs and arcing skeins of blood into the flame-filled air. A black sword fell through time, astrange
device embedded deep in its hilt — two intertwined strands which stretched for ever across a star-filled
void.

He could fed that which was him, dipping away. Though he was the centre of this hurtling turmail, hewas
aso theleast of things, the merest mote. He thought he heard himsdlf crying out, but nothing could be of
itsown essencein thisbroiling chaos.

Thelast part of him wasfading.
A hand fdl on hisshoulder.
Chapter 22

The many redlities were gone and not gone. Now they were no longer part of him, nor he of them but,
though fainter and more distant, they were il boiling through the greyness of the hdl asif held a bay by
an unseen force. Once again Vashnar felt himsdf both here and in Degelvak. And hisright hand was
recovered. He was about to look at it, when some caution prevented him; the ring seemed to have some
peculiar, digointing influencein this place.

All theseimpressonsfilled his mind ingtantly and s multaneoudy, but the caution which informed the last
rapidly transformed itself into amore familiar one as he responded to the hand on his shoulder.
Seemingly, someone had restored him to what he was, saved him from being drawn into that swirling
maelstrom of clashing worlds. But to be caught unawares thus both offended his Warden' s pride and
struck notes of darm deep ingde him. At the same time an unexpected question came to him: who could
be sharing thisworld that should have been uniquely his?



Hefdt no threat in the grip, but it was only his momentary confusion at his sudden rescue that gave him
the time to note this. Under other circumstances, whoever ventured such an act could have expected an
immediate and violent response. Then again, he thought ruefully, under other circumstances, no one
would have been ableto doit.

Sowly Vashnar released the handrail and turned around.

The hand fell away and Vashnar found himself facing atal figurein along dun-coloured robe. A deep
hood completely hid the wearer’ sface. The figure was standing some way from him, asif it had stepped
back rapidly when he turned, though it gave no indication of having made a hasty movement. It seemed
to be the focus of apeculiar disturbance with an auraabout it that shifted and changed, like air dancing
over hot cods, giving the disconcerting impression that it was being constantly made and remade. There
was nothing unsteady about the unseen gaze that Vashnar could fed searching into him, however. He met
and returned it, staring unflinchingly into the darkness of the hood.

‘Who areyou?

Both spoke & the same time. The figure’ swords chimed oddly with the inner sound of his own voice and
carried the many resonances that Vashnar had heard when he questioned the unseen voices before. The
figureinclined its head curioudy. So did Vashnar. He still could not fully make out what he was|ooking
at. Thefigure seemed redl enough. And the hand on his shoulder certainly had been. But how far away
from him wasit? And how tall? He redlized he had nothing to gauge it by. The wavering aura surrounding
it even madeit difficult for him to be sure it was standing on the floor.

Neverthdess, adight sense of gratitude for his rescue curled through Vashnar’ sgrim curiosity and
prompted himinto replying firgt. ‘| am Vashnar, Senior Commander of the Warding of Arvenshelm.’

A hand hidden in along deeve gave adight, dismissve wave.
‘Labes; titles, vanities,” thefigure said, till many-voiced. ‘What are you, then?

Vashnar frowned. ‘| don’'t understand. | am Vashnar, Senior Commander of the Warding of
Arvenshem,” he repeated.

Thefigure leaned forward alittle, asif intengfying itsscrutiny of him. *Ah, it said, itsvoicesfull of
redization. ‘Y ou are one of us. One of the Chosen.’

One of us. The wordstook Vashnar back to the Count’ s Palace in Nesdiryn and he was once again
accepting the gift of the ring from Hagen. Feeling such control of events as he had dipping away from him
he wrenched it back, taking a haf step forward and drawing himsdlf to hisfull height. ‘I il don't
understand,” he said again, though in atone which clearly implied that this was the newcomer’ sfault.
‘Explain yourself. Who are you? Why are you in this place—my place?

There might have been ahint of abow from the figure but it was till not fully of this place and Vashnar
could not be sure.

‘Answver me!’ he demanded.
“You carry the Sign. You arethe Guide,” the figure said. * Where e se could we be?

Vashnar took another, more determined step forward but, though the figure did not move, it brought him
No nearer.

‘Who areyou? heinssted.



Therewas apause asif thefigure were debating with itself.

‘We are the servants of the One True God,’ it said eventualy. “Why do you question us? We are not to
be tested. It iswritten in the Holy Book that such aswe, who diein Holy War, dierighteoudy and will be
admitted to the Golden Land without testing or purification.’

Vashnar' s eyes narrowed; he had held this conversation once and, at best, he had little time for the
gibbering of rdigious fanatics. He bared histeeth and extended amenacing right hand towards the figure.
Light flickered from the ring and the figure flinched.

‘Enough of thisnonsense,” Vashnar shouted. ‘Y ou’ re some cregtion of Thyrn'slikethe rest of thisplace,
and I'll have none of you. Go! Now! Tell your creator to come here and face me in person.” Heturned
round and bellowed, ‘ Thyrn!” severa times.

Hiswords seemed to take form in the grey air, and the restrained shadows of the broken redlitiesfilling
the hall became frenzied. But till they were no longer apart of him and heignored them. Turning back to
the figure chalengingly he saw that the aura surrounding it was responding smilarly, growing in both sze
and turbulence, while the figureitsalf was wavering and faltering. At any moment hefdlt that the robe
would crumple, untenanted, to the floor.

Then he sensed achange. A conflict was underway, though he could neither see anything nor hazard
what form it might be taking. But conflict it was. A powerful will was making itsdlf felt —fighting for
domination. The scrutiny he had felt reaching out from the dark hood was gone and was being directed
elsawhere, and he had become again amere eavesdropper to the distant and garbled voicesthat were
now risng and faling around him.

Abruptly it was over. Both the noise and the wavering distortion about the figure came to some violent,
sf-consuming climax which made him turn his head away asif to avoid an impact. Then dl wasslent.

When helooked again at the figure, he saw that it was now clearly present, as solid in thisplace ashe
was. It looked around for some time, then long hands emerged to test the hidden face and be examined
inther turn. Findly the figure turned towards Vashnar. He clenched hisfigts, expecting the hood to be
withdrawn to reved Thyrn. But the hood merely nodded dowly, asif satisfying itsalf about something.

“You areindeed one of us, Vashnar,” said thefigure. ‘1t shinesthrough you.” The voice wasfull,
resonant, and commanding.

Vashnar did not speak.

‘You arelogt in this place, are you not? Its strangeness, its ambivaence, unsettles you. Indeed, its very
exisgence defies any logic you have ever known.” Vashnar sensed asmilein the shade of the hood. ‘Y et
thisplace, and dl the othersabout you . . .” An arm swept over the turbulent greyness beyond the
platform. ‘. . . are there dways for those who would seek, who would find the Way.” The head inclined
inthedirection of Vashnar' sring. ‘Or have both the will and the key.’

Still Vashnar did not speak, though it was not for want of something to say. The figure swordsand his
manner of speaking them told him that he was dedling not only with someone used to authority and the

wielding of power, but someone who knew about him. Silence was thus his best tactic. He must et this
new arrival reved himself with his own words before deciding how to handle him.

‘Still, I would not reproach you for that. | seeit mysdf now only inthelight of my own. .. unusud . . .
experience. My view from aspecia vantage, asit were. The one | once was would not have cometo this
conclusonin an eternity of contemplation.” Then there was agrating note of barely restrained anger in the



voice. ‘But, it seems, heislong gone now. And hisfollowers. And . . ." Helooked around. . . . the
world we knew.’

Vashnar risked his question again. ‘Who are you?

Thefigure lowered its head, asif in thought. *Not aquestion | can answer,” he said after along pause.
‘Not yet, a least. Thereisanamel find lingering about me—anamefor who | was, before | became. . .
what | became. But that iswithout meaning now — a burr tangled in the great weave of time and the
remaking we setintrain.” A low, self-deprecating laugh emerged from the hood. ‘| supposeit could be
sad thatl am onewho hasbeen. . . born again.” Thelaugh rolled on, asa someironic private joke,
before dwindling into an introspective chuckle. * Y es, born again —most gpt. Now | am remadein my old
image, by forcesthat | do not fully comprehend any more than anewborn child comprehends how he
comesto be. Still, it isof no consequence. Whatever conjunction has brought this about, whatever
coming together of strange and digparate events— including the spirit and will of Vashnar and the
mysterious key he carries—we are here, and the work isto continue.’

‘Work?

“Y our work —our work —the bringing of order out of the meandering chaos that is humanity’ sway. That
isyour work, isit not? Thefigureinclined itshead. Vashnar felt a coldness passing through him. The
figurelet out along breath of redization, before continuing. ‘ Though | see your horizonsarelimited.” The
voice became scornful. ‘ Morlider to the east, Nesdiryn, silent and frightening, to thewest. Y our gazeis at
the ground. Y ou grove in the dust when stars and suns shine bright around you.” The scorn became a
hissing declamation. *Y ou have not the measure of either your worth or your ability, Vashnar, or even the
extent of the ambitionsthat you harbour within yoursdf. But with my touch, you will.’

The coldness returned and Vashnar suddenly felt as though ashrouding vell had been torn away,
exposing not only al his present plans and future dreams, but afar greater vision, one which saw the
borders of Arvenstaat expanding relentlesdy under his leadership —expanding until there would be no
place where hiswrit did not run and his name not bring awe.

Part of him exulted in the revelation, but another part of him tried to turn away from it in fear. Two long
strides brought the figure before him and two powerful hands held his face. The suddenness of the
movement made Vashnar gasp despite himsalf. Staring into the depths of the hood he saw only a hint of
light reflected in the distant eyes. Warm breath touched hisface. He could not move,

‘No!’ said thefigure, its grip tightening. ‘Neither defy me, nor deny yourself. Look into the heart of your
ambitions and see them for what they are, unbounded by mountains and shore and the petty limitations of
your old ways. Know that with the power | command through you, nothing can prevail against your will.’
The voice became passionate and driving. ‘ Vashnar, Vashnar. Y ou know the truth of this. Much of meis
you. Y ou are anecessary part of my coming to be again. Y ou and the power of the faith of my erstwhile
followers. Now thisisyours. Thereis nothing you cannot achieve. Whole nationswill bow before your
armies, make obeisance to your flag. Strike! Strike now! Begin! For aeons | have been scattered,
without form. Such an event as we find here — such a coming together — does not happen oncein ten
thousand generations. And you are at its heart. Cling to your old ways and dl will dip from you and turn
to dugt. Your lifewill snivd to itsdisma end in bitterness and whining sdf-reproach.’

The figure released him and stepped back. VVashnar clutched at the handrail for support, hismind reding
with the force of the emotionsthat had been unleashed within him. But some caution till lingered. He had
dedlt with enough convincing charlatansin histimeto be deeply sceptica about wild and fredy given
promises.



‘If you have such sight — such power —how isit that you are here, defeated? he said.

Therewas along silence, then thefigure said, *Now that it isabout me again, | seethat timeisnot with us
—or withyou.” Therewas ahint of anxiety in the voice. ‘ There is another — a powerful opponent —one
who liesbeyond my touching. Heisaware of us. Hemust be.. .

‘Answer my question.”

There was another long silence. Vashnar sensed the voices returning and the figure swayed dightly. ‘|
cannot. How | cameto bethus..." It made an airy gesture and the voicesrose and fell withit.*. .. | do
not know. But our enemies are so, too. That | know. They too, were defeated. All that was, then, was
changed . . . transmuted.” Its voice became strident. ‘We had armies beyond your imagining. And
engines of war beyond your imagining. Enginesthat would unrave the very being —the very essence—of
our enemies. No living thing could stand againgt us. Victory wasin our grasp.” The voicefdtered and
became bewildered and uncertain. ‘| see another conjunction — but one that should not have been. Our
enemiesmust have. ..” Thefigureraised an arm acrossitshood asif to protect itseyes. ‘| seea
brightness moving across the land, across the oceans— moving through al that lived, moving scarcely a
the pace of awaking man— but rdentlesdy growing, sustaining itsdlf. And dl fleeing itstouch — believer
and heretic dike’

‘And none escaped,’” Vashnar said. The words came unbidden and chilled him to his heart with their
certainty. He did not know where the knowledge came from.

‘None escaped,” the figure confirmed softly. * And then there was only a brightness beyond bearing —a
re-shaping, are-making. | ...

Thefigurefdl slent and lowered itsarm.

Vashnar did not speak for some time, and when he did, hisvoice was cold. ‘ And you — defeated —
would offer meyour help?

Thefigure stiffened and Vashnar fdt its scrutiny of him return.  Allwere defeated, VVashnar. Our enemy’s
treachery brought about their own destruction.” The voice waswilfully restrained. ‘ That | am here—that
the power of my followersis mine now asit never could have been before — marks my victory, not my
defeat.’

‘1 see no power. Only the antics of amarket shaman gulling the public.’

The coldness touched him again and, unexpectedly, the voice became relaxed and easy. ‘ Yes. | forget
myself. | forget the needs of your form must be met. Here is atouch of the power —azephyr touch, light,
caressing.” Something struck Vashnar in the chest. The force of the blow made him stagger backwards
and dmost toppled him over the handrail. With an oath he recovered his balance and started forward
angrily. After one pace however, he found he could move no further. It was as though agreat hand were
effortlesdy restraining him. He glowered at the motionlessfigure.

‘No market shaman ever gulled the public thus, | think,” it said quietly, in reply to Vashnar’ s unspoken
curses. ‘ And no greater effort would be needed to bind whole armies—to raze entire cities.” Vashnar felt
the restraint dip away. He was momentarily tempted to advance on the figure and strike it down, but
camer counsdls prevailed. He had been struck and then held by aforce which he could neither see nor
resst. That wasindisputable. Further, hisevery ingtinct told him that the figure' slast remark had been no
empty boast. And throughout, the figure had not even moved.

‘Do not ask how thiscan be;” it said, forestalling the question that VVashnar wasjust forming. ‘Itis



beyond anything you could understand. Sufficeit that it is, and that it is mine to command as| wish—or
asyouwish.’

Vashnar caught thefaint hint of dissatisfaction in the voice. “Why then do you offer it to me? No one
relinquishes power voluntarily.’

The figure bowed dightly, like ateacher acknowledging the work of agifted pupil. * Circumstance
congtrains me to this haf-place to which you have brought me, but, that changed, the nature of the power
itself will fill constrain me to your new-formed world. While you, with the will and the key to moveinthe
worlds beyond, will find yoursdf constrained from using the power yourself. Only together can we
achieve what must be achieved.’

The memory of the turbulent vision that the figure had drawn him from returned to Vashnar. ‘“What are
these places? Why would you wish to travel to them?

‘Because chaos reigns there and chaos threatens al things. Only through order can perfection be attained
and only such as we can bring order to these places. It isour destiny.” The fierce passion in both the
figure swords and its demeanour swept through Vashnar. The voices returned, clamouring noisily.

Abruptly, they were slent and the figure was watching him again. ‘ But these plans are for the future. We
must start where we find ourselves — nurture into a grest tree the seeds that you have planted and tended
here.’ It held out ahand. * Accept my help. Not the wildest of your ambitions can be denied you if you
do.

Vashnar reached out to take it, but then hesitated. * Y ou spoke before of another — someone beyond
your touching, you said. A powerful enemy.’

Thefigurewithdrew itshand. ‘ Thereis. | sense him both inside you and beyond — dark and menacing.
He bearsaremnant of our old enemy. It isdormant or weak, or both, but | cannot destroy it without
destroying you too.” Thefigure looked around. ‘ This placeis a shadow, Vashnar. Somewherein your
world isitstrueform or alingering part of it. Find it and seek me out again when you are there. Follow
thecal | will leave you with. Our strength will be greater by far there’

‘But thisenemy, isit Thyrn?

‘Names have no meaning for me. Y ou know who it is. Follow the cdl of this place and he will cometoo.
He can do no other. Then you can kill him.” The voice became commanding again. ‘A word of warning,
keyholder. Do not assail him anywhere other than in that place you think of asyour world.” The hand
was extended again, urgently. Vashnar grasped it without hesitation. For the briefest of momentshefelt a
warm muscular grip, then the figure was gone and the surrounding greyness was sweeping him away.

Herolled on to hisback and looked up at the black-beamed ceiling.
‘Areyou dl right? Velain sad softly, asif afraid of wakening him. ‘ Has anything happened?

Vashnar held up his hand. ‘ Give meamoment,” he said. He closed his eyes and went through al that had
just happened.

Everything was quite clear. Wherever he had been, it was no less redl than the bedroom he was now
lying in. He had a choice now. He could fret and fume and denounce the folly of his sensesfor so vividly
mideading him, or he could embrace without question the mysterious opportunity that had been givento
him and listen to thefaint call of the voices he could now hear within him.

He opened his eyes and, smiling, beckoned hiswife.



* * % %

Nordath started upright, wide awake. There was alittle light in the tent from the remains of the camp fire
and he could just seethat Thyrn was dso Sitting up. He needed no light to know that something was
wrong; he could hear Thyrn shaking.

‘What' sthe matter? he asked urgently.
‘Vashnar,” camethe trembling reply after he asked again.

Nordath struggled in the darknessto find the small lantern that Endryk had given them. When he found
and struck it, he drew a shocked breath. The mellow light of the lantern etched deep shadowsin Thyrn's
face, making him look haggard and old. His eyeswere wide with fear.

‘Vashnar? Nordath sammered, ingtinctively reaching out to his nephew, at the same time glancing round
the tent half expecting to find that the architect of dl their troubles had suddenly manifested himsdif.

Thyrn grasped the outstretched hand desperately, making Nordath wince. * Gently,” he pleaded. Thyrn
not responding, Nordath wrenched his hand free and turned up the light of the lantern. In theincreased
brightness, Thyrn’s eyes were still wide with fear and Nordath could see that hisbrow was dick with
Swest.

‘You'redl right, Thyrn,” he said reassuringly. “ Y ou're safe. Y ou' rein the camp in the mountains,
remember? Rhavvan and Nals are on guard duty.’

Thyrn made no acknowledgement other than to nod his head vaguely. Then he turned to hisuncle.
Nordath could not respond to the pain he saw reflected there other than to wrap hisarms around the
young man. They remained thusfor sometime. Thyrn’ strembling gradudly lessened, but it wasa
dithering interruption by Nals, curious about this unexpected night-time activity, which findly prised them
gently apart.

‘What' s happened? Nordath asked, as soon as he felt that Thyrn had composed himsalf sufficiently.
‘Have you been Joined with Vashnar again? Or wasit just anightmare?

Thyrn’'s hands were sill shaking and he brought them towards his face. For amoment, Nordath thought
that hisinquiry had been too soon and that his nephew was going to drop back into the immobilizing
terror out of which he had just clambered, but determination vied with fear in Thyrn’sface and after a
moment he forced his hands down. They massaged histhighs while he spoke.

‘A Joining? Yes. No. | don't know! It was certainly no dream, and like nothing I’ ve ever experienced
with Vashnar. Though. . .

‘Iseverything dl right? | saw thelight —heard you talking.’

It was Rhavvan, discreetly peering into the tent. He answered his own question with aknowing, ‘Oh,” as
helooked a Thyrn. * Something’ s happened again, hasit? he said, more statement than question and
unexpectedly concerned. ‘1 can soon build thefire up if you want to St and talk about it. The night’s
mild.

Thyrn hesitated. ‘| don’'t know. I . . . | need to think. Clear my thoughts.’
‘Whatever you want,” Rhavvan said understandingly. ‘I’ ll build the fire up anyway.’

After he had gone, Thyrn looked about the tent, almost as though he expected to find himsalf somewhere



else. Thefaint sounds of Rhavvan gtirring the fireimpinged on the two men in the heightened silence.

‘I will go outside, | fed trgpped in here; Thyrn said eventudly, his voice steedier. He pulled on his jacket
and crawled out of the tent. Nordath followed him.

Rhavvan emerged out of the darkness beyond the firdight. Though he did not speak, his manner reflected
both curiosity and anxiety and he gave Nordath an inquiring look. Nordath silently counsdlled patience.
Thyrn gazed around into the night as he had in the tent. He seemed to be reassuring himsalf about
something. Then he sat down by the fire and dropped his head into his hands. Nordath joined him, his
manner anxious. Rhavvan stepped forward and then crouched down to lessen his own intimidating
presence. Thyrn's posture, however, was one of resignation rather than despair, as was confirmed by his
expression when he looked up again and stared into thefire. Disturbed by Rhavvan’ s recent coaxing, a
smouldering branch suddenly flared up, sending aflurry of sparks cascading up into the darkness, like
frantic messengers from a battle catastrophe. Thyrn watched them.

‘I wish dl thiswould go away,” he said, to no onein particular. *All | ever wanted wasjustto. .. He
stopped and his expression changed. ‘Wasjust to . . .” He turned to Nordath, his face amixture of
surprise and mounting darm. ‘1 don’t know what | wanted.” He stood up. ‘| don’t know what | ever
wanted. | thought . . . do asyou ' re told — do what my parents want — please them. Then the money . . .
prestige. . . youngest White Master . . . Caddoran to the Senior Warden, but . . " His voice faded then
suddenly he gave agreat wordless cry of anger and frustration. ‘Now dl thisl What am | doing here,
Uncle? Chased across the country like awild animal. For what? I’ ve done nothing wrong. | never did
anything wrong. But here | am, in the middle of nowhere, living in atent, hunting for food, washing in
freezing streams or out of a cup, tending horses. Just because Vashnar . . . He stopped abruptly. By
now the impromptu gathering had been joined by Hyrald, Adren and Endryk in various sates of darm
and undress. He looked round a them, motionlessfiguresin the flickering firelight. * Someonetdl mel’'m
not going mad.’

‘Mad isthelast thing you are.’ It was Endryk. ‘ Troubled, frightened, yes. Like the rest of us. But mad,
no.’

‘Then why'’ s this happening to me? Why me? He blasted the question at dl of them.

‘Why not? Nordath’sreply was as brutal asit was unexpected. Thyrn gaped at him. “Why did that
particular deer have to die the other day? Why are some people born crooked and bent? Why do some
get sick and die, scarcely your age? Why does someone get killed by a bolting horse while another
gtanding next to him lives? And good fortune s no different. Why is Endryk —asiranger, aforeigner —
here to help us? Beyond a certain point we just have to accept that there' s no reason that we can hope to
find, just an endlesschain of tiny “if onlys’, reaching back for ever, each link splitting into its own endless
chains, and so on. Once you're at that point, al that mattersis not “why?’ but what you do. Areyou
going to pick your way down those endless chains or are you going to forge your own links? Despitethe
harshness of what he was saying, hisvoice wasfull of compassion. * The difference between young and
old usudly liesin when and how they redlize thisand how they copewithit, Thyrn. | learned it dowly,
gently, drip by drip. Endryk, | suspect, learned it the hard way — brutdly, in battle. Rhavvan, Adren,
Hyrad. .. Heshrugged. ‘. . . Who knows? Some people never learn it. Never have even the dightest
grasp of theworth of their lives. You're learning it right now, like Endryk — brutaly. But at least you're
not on your own.’

Thyrn was till gagping at him when he finished. He made severd attempts to speak before managing,
‘Damn you, Uncle. That’snot what | want.’

‘It'sdl I'vegot to give, Nordath replied starkly. ‘ But you knew that, didn’'t you? It' s not thefirst time



you' ve asked that question. Y ou mightn't be able to answer it, but you' ve decided what to do about it.
Y ou're going forward, aren’t you? Why else would you have learned more from Endryk than the rest of
us put together? Hedid not wait for areply. ‘Just tell uswhat’ s upset you so much, then we can dl
moveon. You said it was akind of Joining with Vashnar.’

Thyrn looked at each of hiscompanionsin turn asif some answer to hisorigind plaint might be lingering
there, but found nothing.

‘Sit down, Thyrn,” Hyrald said. 'Y ou know by now that we' re your friends and that we'll help you asfar
aswe re able. But your uncle also loves you, and you can know beyond any doubt that anything he does
for you isinyour best interests’

Sowly Thyrn sat down. Rhavvan put some more wood on thefire.

Thyrn closed hiseyes. ‘| understand what you mean, Uncle” he said, after along silence. ‘But like most
everything ese, | smply don’t understand any of what' s just happened — except that it was awful. And |
don't think | can do anything about it. | think I’ m the one who' sgoing to fall under the horse' s hooves!’

‘Fortunately, none of us can know the future, Nordath said. ‘ Tell usaswell asyou can. However it
comes, dragging it into the open certainly won't makeit any worse”’

Thyrn nodded reluctantly and paused for amoment to collect histhoughts. ‘1 was very tired. | remember
lislening to you dl taking for afew minutes—I couldn’t hear anything, of course, but it was acomforting
sound. | was thinking about what | owed you all. How | should help more.” He cleared histhroat
sdf-conscioudy, then smiled. * And | thought | heard the little old man again. “Light bewith you,” he
said.” Endryk glanced at him sharply but did not speak. ‘ That was very odd. Not unpleasant, just odd.
Asif he wasthere with me and along way away at the sametime. Then, | must have goneto deep. |
don’t remember you coming to bed, Uncle’

“You werefast adeep,” Nordath confirmed.
Thyrn gritted histeeth and took a deep breath.
Chapter 23

‘Thenext thing | remember isVashnar — his presence dl around me. Just asvividly ashewaswhen dl
thisstarted.” Thyrn looked at hislisteners, easier now that he had embarked on histale proper. ‘But |
didn’'t get swept up thistime. | centred myself correctly. Took control. Watched, waited. | mightn’t know
what’ s happening, but thisismy territory, | thought. I'm master here and whoever intrudes will be subject
to my will.” At another time this might have sounded like an empty youthful boast, but Thyrn's manner
transformed it into a determined resolution. ‘But it wasn't like any of the Joinings I’ d had with Vashnar —
or like any Joining I’ ve ever had. It was asthough | was there by accident — an inadvertent

eavesdropper. Something else — someone el se—was Joining with him. | was both there and not there.’

He stopped and brought up his hands to cup hisfacetightly. They were shaking again. For amoment it
seemed that he was going to dip into the fearful despair he had shown before. He looked at Endryk. ‘I'm
not sure whether I’ m frightened of this because | don’t understand what | felt, or because | do.’

“You fet what you felt, Thyrn,” Endryk replied. ‘Whatever it was, it’s not here now, and there’ sno
danger around thisfire’

‘I’m not too sure about that,” Thyrn said softly, looking up at the enclosing mountains, hidden by the night
and the glow of thefire. As he continued he seemed to be forcing hiswords out. *Vashnar | recognized.’



‘Recognized? Y ou saw him? Hyrad exclamed.

Thyrn frowned and waved the interruption aside. ‘| sensed him. Alone, defensive, hesitant. But though he
was the brightest thing there.. . . the centre, the source, of what was happening, there was something else
there aswell. Something drawn there by him or perhaps by me—1 couldn’t tell.” Suddenly his bared
teeth were shining in the firelight and sweat was glistening on hisforeheed. ‘ But it was awful —an
abomination. All those visons | had —burning buildings, fleeing people, fighting and bloodshed —they
came from deep within Vashnar, but they were nothing compared to this.” With hisfoot he nudged a
smouldering twig by thefire. ‘ Lessthan thisisto one of the big Solstice bonfires—far less. It felt like
something that had come from, | don’'t know — a different world amost. A different time. . . atime older
than myths and legends, or beyond them.” He shuddered. ‘ Such black consuming hatred. Such lust for
destructionand . . " He thought for amoment. * For power.’

His eyes widened as he spoke, reflecting the camp fire so that they seemed to be ablaze with the inner
vision of what he had seen. He looked at Endryk again. * And | understood it. It was human —aperson.’
He hesitated. ‘ Or perhaps many people—1 can’t tell now. It was like many people become one.” He
nodded to himsalf, unhappy, but satisfied with this conclusion. ‘But | felt the lure of it, like when we
brought down that deer. But not so that we could eat —just the killing, the pain, the blood —for its own
sake—and revdling init, wild, completdy without restraint.” He grimaced. ‘I think I’'m going to be sick.’

‘Not hereyou're not,” Endryk said, stepping quickly acrossthefire and dragging him to hisfeet before
the others could move. A few pacesinto the darkness, Thyrn bent forward and retched. He did not
vomit however, and once the spasm had passed, Endryk returned him gently to his place. Adren had
used theinterval to fetch him a.cup of water which he drank noisly.

‘I'm sorry about that,” hesaid. “It'sjust . . . | feel so ashamed, to take pleasurein such things.” He
shuddered again.

Endryk laid ahand on his shoulder, his expression pained. ‘ But you don’t, do you? Not redly. Even the
ideajust madeyou sick.’

‘But | did. | fdtit. It sinddeme’’

‘It singdeadl of us, Thyrn. All you felt waswhat youcan do . . . what your body is capable of. What
we' redl cgpable of when need arises.” He turned Thyrn around and looked at him intently. ‘ But dways
there’ sachoice. Nothing compels you. And there are times, which | hope you' Il never come to, when
those fedings you describe — horrific though they are— give you that final choice; do youwishtolive, or
do you wish to die? Don’t confuse the ability to do something with your mora worth.” He reached down
and picked up a branch from thefire. The end was burning vigoroudly. ‘ Fire can kegp us warm and
comfortable, cook our food, dry our sodden clothing.” He pushed it back into thefire. * And it can burn
down houses, fields of precious crops, destroy animals— people.

‘It snot the same!’

‘It' sexactly the same. It just feds different, that’ s al. Just because you' ve learned to make afire doesn't
mean you' re going to become afire-raiser, doesit? And just because you' ve discovered adark ability in
yourself does't mean you' re suddenly going to run amok daughtering people for no reason. But maybe
... Heleaned closer to Thyrn. * Maybe because you' ve seen this, you might one day be able to kill
someone to save your own life.’

Thyrn stared at him, hisface riven with doubt and pain.
‘Or someone dse’s,” Endryk concluded significantly. He released Thyrn and sat back. ‘ Finish your tale.



Can you describe this presence that you felt?

‘No morethan | already have,” Thyrn replied, hisvoice unsteady. ‘ There were images — sensations — that
I’ve no wordsfor. It wasterrifying, and it wasvast.” A memory returned to him. ‘ Like those birdswe
saw when we were riding dong the shore. Individua birds, but so many they were like smokein the
distance. Thiswasthe same, but much bigger — as though birds werefilling the entire sky, shrieking and
screaming. | sensed amalevolent power trying to unleash itsdf, to wreak destruction on everything. But
something was restraining it. Something about Vashnar.” He snapped hisfingers. ‘It needshim. He's. . .
akey. Something that will release them.’

‘Them?

“Them, him, it —all these things. That’s not important; it'sthe extent of it dl | can’'t convey toyou.” He
looked out beyond thefire. ‘| was dwarfed by it far more than | am by these mountains.” He took several
long breaethsto cam himsdif.

‘Areyou surethiswasn't dl just adream? Adren asked tentatively. Y ou had avery peculiar experience
yesterday.’

‘It was no dream,” Thyrn said categorically and without any resentment at the question. ‘1t wasred, and
it was part of everything that’ s been happening. And it’ sonly by clinging to you here, for support, that |
can keep thered horror of it dl at bay.” He clenched his hands together painfully. ‘It knew | wasthere,
he said, hisvoice cracking. Hiseyeswidened in fear again. ‘1t smewho'sintheir way. They’ll haveto
destroy meto take Vashnar.” In adesperate flurry, he made to stand up but both Endryk and Nordath
redrained him.

‘You're safe here,” Endryk said but he had to keep repeating it and he was dmost shouting before Thyrn
seemed to hear him and became allittle calmer. *Whatever it was you experienced, it has no power out
here’

Adren, who had been watching Thyrn intently, leaned across to him and echoed Endryk’ swords.
‘Whatever it was you experienced, it had no power over you in there, did it? she said, emphasizing the
last two words with ajabbing finger. * It might have frightened you hdf to death, but if it knew you were
there, and you wereinitsway, why didn't it do anything?

Gradudly Thyrn’s panic began to dip away and aredlization dawned.

‘“You'reright, he said, haf to himsdlf, his eyes becoming shrewd and angry. Endryk and Nordath
cautioudy released him. Endryk shot Adren agrateful [ook.

No one spokefor awhile, then Thyrn said, ‘1 need to think about thisagain, quietly. Get it clearer inmy
mind. I'm sorry | disturbed you dl.’

“Y ou've nothing to apologizefor,” Endryk said, patting him on the shoulder. * Go back to bed. It's some
timeto dawn yet. We can talk again in the morning. Thingsusudly seem lessintimidating in the daylight.’

‘Don’'t say aword,” Adren said to Rhavvan when Thyrn had returned to histent.

‘All right, dl right, | know,” Rhavvan blustered. ‘| like the lad as much as you do — he' sgrown on me,
especidly these past few days. But it' s difficult, this Joining business. It makes no sense. It was bad
enough accepting the idea that he and Vashnar were somehow in contact in his head, but now we ve got
monsters out of who knows where coming to haunt us” He waved his hands hel plesdy.  How can we be
sure he'snot just going quietly mad after dl?



‘| supposewe can't be, Hyrad said eventudly. ‘He' s young and he’ s unusual, and what’ s happened of
late could push anyone over the edge. But if heismad, it’s not like any other kind of madness |’ ve ever
seen, for what that’ sworth. We' ve al seen him change from being an irritating burden to becoming one
of us—someone we could rely on, someone who pulls hisweight. Nordath understands more about
being a Caddoran than any of us, so I’'m quite prepared to accept hisword that Thyrn and Vashnar have
become tangled together in some way. But thislast business, and him wandering off like he did, meeting
little old men that none of us saw, hearing him speak inthenight . . . it' sstraining mattersfor me.” He
gave Nordath an apologetic look.

‘It sall right, Nordath said. ‘1 understand how you fedl. | don’t know what’ s happening either. But | do
know that whatever it is, Thyrn believesit absolutely. There was no mistaking his fear when he woke up,
or when hewastaking to us’

None of them disputed that.
‘What do you think, Endryk? Rhavvan asked, still subdued.

Endryk was staring into the fire. ‘ My stomach says, yes, it'sal true. My head says, | don’t know. | told
you — I’ ve seen such powers used before by men, which were far beyond anything | could begin to
explain. And | know that there are old and fearful forceswhich areignored or dismissed only at appaling
risk —to everyone.’ Helooked at Nordath. ‘ Asyou’ ve aready surmised, it’s because of that that I'm
here. I’ ve been through my own insanity and I’'m loath to condemn Thyrn.” He tapped a burning log
absently with hisboot. ‘1 think we ve no choice but to give him the benefit of the doubt —to accept his
tale, and support him as much as we can. Oneway or another it’ll resolveitsaf.” Suddenly he bared his
teeth and his eyes shone, ferd and frightening, in thefirdight. ‘ Onething’ sfor sure. If weignore him, and
he' stdling thetruth, it'll be the last mistake we ever make.”

No one spoke, but all eyeswere on him. Then, the fearful mask was gone and he siood up, himsdlf again.
‘Anyway, it'smy duty spell now, isn't it? He dapped Rhavvan on the back heartily. ‘Don’t look so
glum, Rhavvan. Whether in the end we' re going to face your Vashnar and his thugs, or dragons and wild
beadties, we' ve till got tomorrow to get through —food, walking, training.’

The remainder of the night passed off without incident. Rather to his surprise, Nordath found that Thyrn
was dready adeep when he returned to histent. He was|less fortunate himself and woke the next
morning bemoaning the fact that he had *only just got off’.

The preliminaries of the day were completed in comparative slence, dbeit more strained than usud, and
they were Sitting eating before Thyrn spoke.

‘I'm sorry about last night, but | was very frightened. Thank you al for helping me.’

Thisbrought avariety of avkward and dismissve mutterings which ended with Rhavvan asking him how
hefelt now.

‘Still frightened,” he replied, causing amomentary pause in the med. ‘ But I’ ve been going over what
happened. Thinking about it.” He cleared histhroat nervoudy. ‘I’ m assuming that I’ m not going mad —
that something in my Caddoran nature hasn’t gone askew and isleading me astray, asit were. But if
that’ s so, then | have to say that something far worse is happening than just the Death Cry being
proclaimed againgt us, or whatever it isthat VVashnar’ sup to with his Tervaidin Wardens’

Hisvoice was compdlingly calm and no one was eating now. He looked up at the surrounding pesks,
forbidding and enclosing against an overcast sky. ‘ Somewhere, not far from here, | think —there’ sa
placethat’s. .. dgnificant . . . inthisbusness. | think | was being drawn to it yesterday. Maybe if the old



man hadn’t stopped me, I'd . . . His expression became preoccupied and he paused. ‘1 told you | could
fed part of Vashnar with me dl thetime.” Helooked at Rhavvan. ‘1 know that’ s difficult for you to
understand, but it's so, nevertheless.” He turned to the others. ‘Now there' ssomething else. A call. A
sgn. Voices. Something to draw Vashnar here’

‘“What do you mean? Hyrad asked.

Thyrn shrugged. ‘ Just that. | can fedl it —hear it, if you like. Whatever it was that reached out to Vashnar
last night needs him to be closer —physically closer. Thecdl that it [eft isfor him to follow. And hewill —
even | canfed itscompulsion. And it will bring him here’

‘Here? Right here? Hyrad' sfinger pointed directly downwards.

Thyrn shook his head. * No. Just into these mountains— but somewhere not too far away. Asl said, |
think perhaps | was being drawn to it mysdlf yesterday.” He caught Rhavvan’'seye. ‘Don’t you think |
know how crazy al thissounds? he protested angrily before Rhavvan could say anything. ‘ Don’'t you
think I’ d rather we just broke camp and plodded on towards Arvenshelm in the hope that sooner or later
| —we—would get afar hearing in aWarden's Court, or something; that everything would be seen to be
aregrettable misunderstanding; that we' d al be allowed back to our old lives as though nothing had
happened? Rhavvan made to speak, but Thyrn ploughed on. ‘Maybe I’'m wrong. Maybe | am going
insane. | don’'t know. How could | tell?1 don’t fed insane. And what I'm sensing, for al it seemsto be
beyond reason, fedlsasred asthisplate’

Rhavvan managed to interrupt him as he paused for breeth.

He echoed the conclusion that Endryk had offered the previous night. Y ou' reright, it does sound crazy.
And more than once I’ ve thought you might be crazy yoursdlf. But this whole business has been crazy
from the start. And no matter what we al think of one another we' ve no aternative but to stick to
Endryk’ s advice and work as ateam if we' re going to stand any chance of getting out of this. If it' sany
help, you might be having crazy thoughts, but you neither look nor sound mad and, like Endryk told you
last night, none of usthink you are. Theleast any of uswill give you isthe benefit of the doubt — innocent
until proved guilty, if you like. There sno denying you were a pain in the beginning, but you' re one of us
NOwW.’

Hislarge hands reached and engulfed Thyrn's.

Adren’ s eyebrows rose and she seemed to be weighing atart response to this bluff admission, thoughin
the end she remained silent. Endryk spoke as Thyrn eventudly extricated himself from Rhavvan' sgrip.

“Y ou were going to tell us something el se about this call to VVashnar that you heard.’

‘Am hearing,” Thyrn corrected. He hesitated. * Something inddetellsmethat | should follow this call
mysalf —move towards what seemsto be the heart of dl this’

Endryk stared a him uncertainly, then, * That' s your judgement, Thyrn. | couldn’t begin to advise you.
But we' ve no route planned and if this call takes us south or west, | can't see why we shouldn’t go
wherever you want.” He looked round at the others, seeking their consent. No one disagreed, though
there was concernin al their faces. Hevoiced it. ‘ But don't forget we' re asbound up in thisas you are.
Y ou are one of us now. Don't shut us out. Don't wander off on your own again. And if anything else
strange happensto you, don’t nurseit to yoursdlf . . . spitit out Straight away.’

‘1'will; Thyrn agreed.



A little later they were trudging towards the rocky head of the valley. Thyrn had wanted to clamber up on
the ridge again but Endryk had been unequivocal about not dividing the group. ‘ We stay together and we
go wherethe horses can go,’ heinsisted. ‘Not every valley’ sgoing to be as blegk asthis, | hope, but
generaly, hunting around here’ s not going to be good and, apart from the horses carrying our equipment,
if theworst comes to the worst, we can eat them.’

This brought an indignant denia from Adren, which Endryk brushed asdewith acurt, * Y ou will when
you're hungry.

Reaching the head of the valey they found themsel ves overlooking another; wider and lessintimidating
than the one they had just travelled. Itsfloor and lower dopes were verdant and lightly wooded, and in
the distance they could just make out the glint of alake.

‘Quiteacontrast,” Hyrald said, glancing back.
Endryk nodded then looked at Thyrn. *Which way do you want to go? he asked.

After amoment, asif it were being lifted by some externd force, Thyrn’sright arm dowly rose. * Along
thissde’ hesad.

‘South-west,” Endryk confirmed, looking &t the pale disc of the sun trying to make itsway through the
clouds.

Then Thyrn’sarm gtiffened. * There” he said. He was pointing to a distant peak rising solitary aboveits
neighbours. ‘Y es, there, definitely.’

‘We' re not going to reach that today,” Endryk said. ‘If tomorrow.” He frowned.
‘What' sthe matter? Rhavvan asked.

‘Oh, nothing,” Endryk replied with ashrug. * It’ sjust asour-looking thing. Grey, dead. Quite different to
all the other peks around here. It reminds me of something but | can’t think what.’

They st off at aleisurdy pace. At Endryk’ s suggestion they moved down for awhile on to the lusher
valey floor where they were ableto replenish their supplies. Apart from agreat many grasses and plant
leaves and roots, they aso brought down severd plump birds, Thyrn actudly killing one with hisding,
abet not the one he was aming at. The others confined themsalvesto their bows, the Wardensin
particular vying strongly with one another for the position of best archer, acompetition that Endryk
emphaticaly refused to adjudicate on except in so far astheir clamour scattered their prey.

The strange events of the previous day behind them and their immediate destination agreed upon, their
mood was good, though, just asthe watery sky occasiondly darkened and threatened rain, the
underlying grimness of their position was never far away from their thoughts.

‘What if we run into more valeysthat are likethelast one? Adren asked edgily. ‘ No vegetation, no
animas—just rocks.’

Endryk was matter-of-fact. ‘When we'rein places like this, we gather what we can, store it aswell as
we can, and then welive on it for aslong as we can. If we come on hard times, we ration oursalves, then
we go short, then we go hungry. But throughout, we keep putting one foot in front of the other. And we
don’t burden the present with an unknowable future.”

‘ was only thinking ahead,” Adren protested indignantly.



‘No, you weren't. Y ou were beginning to mither, as my mother used to say.’
‘Mither?

‘Fret, fuss, fume, bite your nails, for nothing.” This caused Hyrald and Rhavvan some amusement but
Adren’ seyes narrowed dangeroudly.

‘If you' re going to think aheed, then plan properly,” Endryk continued. ‘ Don't forget, thisrangeisn't that
wide, and afit, determined person can last along time without any food at al.” He turned, and seeing her
expression, gave her aprovocative look. ‘ And, of course, we' vedwaysgot . . ." He patted hishorse.

‘Stop that!’

It was acommand and amenacing finger that had deterred more than one Arvenshelm miscreant from
continuing with his misdeeds. Catching the full force of it, Endryk laughed and held up hishandsin
ingncere surrender.

When they stopped to eat, however, Thyrn was unusualy sombre. After afew mouthfuls of hismed, he
stood up and with an, ‘ Excuse me,” he took a sword from one of the horses, unsheathed it and began
performing abasic cutting exercise that, following Endryk’ steaching, Adren had shown him.

The otherswatched him in sllence for sometime, their anxiety growing in proportion to hisintengty.
Eventually, in response to asilent appeal from Nordath, Endryk went over to him. Thyrn turned to face
him, the sword in aguard position.

‘What' swrong? Endryk asked.

Thyrn frowned, then said, ‘My distance. If | want to cut you, I’'mtoo close. If | want to lunge, I'm alittle
too far away.’

Amusement broke through Endryk’ s concerned expression, and, chuckling, he shook hishead. * That's
not what | meant, but you' re quite right —well observed.” He took a pace back and said, ‘ Cut!’
bouncing his hand off the centre of hisforehead to indicate the target.

Thyrn craned forward alittle, asif not understanding the instruction. Endryk repeated it. * Cut, now.
Quickly.

‘But...

‘Doit! Now!" Endryk clapped his handsloudly and stamped hisfoot with amovement that made him
seem to be advancing. Thyrn's sword shot up and, hisface screwed into an apologetic and fearful rictus,
he stepped forward and swung the sword down alarmingly towards Endryk’ s head.

Without any apparent haste, Endryk stepped quietly to one side of the descending blade, looped an arm
around Thyrn’'s shoulder and placed his other hand on the now lowered sword hilt. As Thyrn madeto
snatch the sword back, Endryk made adight movement which arched Thyrn backwards and dipped the
sword from his hand. The whole movement was so seemingly casud that it drew spontaneous approval
from the bemused watchers.

With the same ease that he had disturbed Thyrn’s balance, Endryk restored it and returned the sword to
him.

‘Not bad, he said, leading him back towards the others. He looked a him serioudy. ‘I’ ll teach you what
you need to know from now. But remember what we agreed. Don't keep anything to yoursdlf. What's



the matter? Why this sudden need to put sword practice before food? He handed Thyrn his plate and
motioned him to git.

‘I don’'t know,” Thyrn said, picking a hisfood. ‘It's very strange. | hadn’t redlly noticed it until we sat
down but there's something about thiscal | canfed that is making methink that I’ m walking towards a
fight of somekind.” He looked a Endryk. ‘Wherewould | get afeding like that from? 1’ ve never beenin
afightinmy life’

‘I wouldn't hazard aguess,” Endryk replied. ‘ But there’ sahigh risk that this entire venture will come to
blows before it’ sfinished, you know that. That's why we ve been preparing ourselves.’

Thyrn rg ected this suggestion unequivocdly. ‘No. That, | understood. Thisisdifferent. It sasthough a
part of me | never knew about has suddenly appeared. Something that’ s just said, “No — no further”, and
has planted itsfeet in the ground in defiance. It' sthere whenever | think about last night. And when |
sensethiscdl ingdeme’

Endryk looked to Nordath for guidance but received none. Thyrn abruptly seized hisarm.

‘Teach me how to fight,” he said desperately. ‘ Teach me what | need to know to be awarrior like you.
Please’

Endryk made a hdf-hearted effort to free hisarm but to no avail. For thefirst time since they had met
him, he seemed to be violently disturbed.

‘I can't, hesad, findly freeing himsdf. ‘Not just like that, in afew days. It takes years. Besides, I’'m no
warrior. I’ d have probably been asaddler like my father if . . ." Hefdtered again. ‘I’ m just someone
who' s been taught how to fight should he need to. We all were. It wasthe way of my people—the
tradition. We were taught fighting skills and many other things. Not to fight —we had no enemies, aswe
thought — but to be self-sufficient, independent, salf-disciplined, yet ill part of an ordered and peaceful

‘Odd way to go about things,” Adren remarked, almost sneering. ‘ Teaching people to fight to keep order
on the streets.’

“You think so?7 Endryk’s manner was challenging. ‘Well, until our trouble came, there was never rioting
on the streets. No need for the Cry, till lessthe Death Cry. No hdf-witted government obliviousto
those who trust it with their authority, and no need for Wardensto maintain order by amixture of force
and corruption.’

Adren went pale and anger drew her face tight in response to this unexpected passion. She was about to
retort when Hyrald laid arestraining hand on her arm. Endryk pressed on. He dgpped ahand on his
chest.

‘Thefact isthat we re dangerous and wildly erratic creatures. All of us. More than any other animal

you' |l ever meet. And only if you find the violence within yoursalf and accept it will you stand any chance
of controlling it. Deny it, ignoreit, and one day, if circumstances|et it loose, it' Il control you instead of
youit, and you'll belost. Don't tell me you haven't seen that in others, or fdt it in yoursdf, Warden.’

Hyrad' srestraining hand tightened. ‘We understand, Endryk,” he said quietly but earnestly. ‘More so
than ever, these past weeks. Just go gently.’

Endryk held his gaze for amoment, then his face softened and alook of regret passed over it. ' I'm
sorry,” hesaid. ‘It'sjust . . . | don't know. Perhaps |’ m more frightened about what’ s happening than



I’'m prepared to admit.” Hetook Adren’s hand briefly. She glowered a him. Then, rather
self-conscioudy, he turned back to Thyrn. ‘| apologizeto you, too. It was afair request. | don’'t know
how | can help, but let’ stalk about it, if you still want to.”

‘It'snot amatter of wanting,” Thyrn said, apparently unaffected by what had just passed. ‘It' saneed.’
Helooked at the others then glanced at the distant peak he had designated astheir destination. * Can we
move on?

His request was accepted with somerdief and asmall flurry of activity helped to ease the tenson
pervading the group. The horseswell rested, they decided to ride for awhile.

‘Tell mewhat you want, what you need, as clearly asyou can,” Endryk said to Thyrn, when they were
under way.

Thyrn'sface darkened. ‘| don't redlly know. All the things you’ ve shown me have been greet fun. I've
enjoyed it, like agame—though | seethevaue of it, he added hastily. * And even though | can’t envisage
being able to stab someone, or shoot an arrow through them, | till fed easier in mysdf knowing it'san
option | have. But thisisdifferent. Thisthing thet | felt drawing Vashnar last night, seemsto have woken
something ingde me. Thinking about fighting Vashnar, man to man, makes metremble” He gave Endryk
adggnificant look. ‘I know —you' d say to avoid afight whenever possible. But, as| said before, this
feding indde meisreaching out to oppose thisthing. It' stelling me that running away isn't an option for
me. | don’'t understand what it is or what it wants meto do.’

‘And I’'m no wiser than | was afew momentsago,” Endryk replied. ‘ Understanding other peopleis hard
enough at the best of times. Asfor understanding the peculiar insghts of a Caddoran —wherewould |
Sart?

Thyrn nodded and they rode onin silence.

‘Areyou surethisisn't just imagination — or amisinterpretation of what you' re experiencing? Endryk
asked after awnhile.

‘Assureas| can be” Thyrnlooked distressed. ‘I’ ve been thinking hard about what’ s happened the last
two days. What occurred between me and Vashnar was strange enough, but perhaps understandablein
someway. Maybe my extreme sensitivity and Vashnar’ s part Caddoran nature came together . . .
brought our mindstoo close.” He pointed towards the distant mountain. * But thisis different. | can’t help
feding that it was our coming together that woke thisthing. Stirred something into life that waslong
dead.” He blew out anoisy bregth. ‘I can't begin to tell you how awful it is, or how Vashnar’s darker
natureisbeing drawntoit.’

Endryk looked at him sharply. ‘Y ou can’t take responsbility for the actions of another. Whatever
Vashnar doesis histo account for.’

Thyrn stopped him. *But I'm responsible for the circumstances that led him to these actions’
‘No, no, no. Absolutely not.” Endryk looked around for help. * Tel him, Nordath, Hyrad. Hecan't. . .’

But Thyrn addressed them dl, cutting acrosshim. *Y ou're dl older and cleverer than me at thiskind of
thing. Maybe | am responsible, maybe I’'m not. But thefact is, | fed responsble and I’ ve learned enough
from you since dl this started to know that | can’'t walk away fromiit; | haveto faceit. I'm theonly one
who can.” Helooked round at them al. ‘What | want is your help —your advice.” He turned to Endryk.
“You ve faced things that nearly drove you mad. Tell mewhat it’slike. Tell mewhat | haveto do towin.’



Chapter 24

Thyrn’s pleawas greeted by adifficult silence. The effect on Endryk was almost pal pable and Nordath
and the Wardens watched him uncomfortably, torn between theraw painin Thyrn’svoice and the
brutdity of what he was asking.

Eventudly, Endryk reined his horse to a halt. For amoment he looked asif he were about to turn around
and ride away.

‘l don’'t know what to tell you,” he said. ‘| can teach you how to survive out here, how to fight, perhaps
how to belikeyou think | am, if that's what you want. But that won’t make you either asurvivor or a
fighter. That comes from somewhere elseinthe end. | can't take you back to what | went through, even
if | wanted to—which| don't.’

‘1 need your help,” Thyrn said Smply.
‘I don't think I ve any moreto offer than | dready have,” Endryk replied.
Reductantly, Hyrad intervened. * Y ou' re the only person who has'’

Endryk straightened up and looked aong the valley. The othersfollowed his gaze. Asthey did so, a
solitary shaft of sunlight madeitsway through the cloudsto fdl on thelake. It gaveit abrilliance and
vividnessthat made al €se around them seem unred.

‘If you' re asking yourself why you camewith us, | think this might be one of your answers,” Adren sad,
quietly bringing her horsedongside him.

The clouds moved to extinguish the shaft of light, turning the sun back into a pdlid disc and restoring the
valey.

Endryk looked at her enigmatically, then gave aprosaic sniff and clicked his horse forward. He made a
find faint attempt to avoid the burden that Thyrn was asking himto carry.

‘| was surrounded by trusted friends. .
‘Soam .’

‘| had skillsborn out of yearsof training . .
‘So have | —where | must fight.’

Endryk yielded. He gave Thyrn alook which Hyrald recognized. It was that of a Commander about to lie
to an eager novice who has just volunteered for adangerous task — atask he might well succeed in if
unclouded by the greater wisdom of his superior. The look was full of confidence and trust, immediately
behind which lay agonizing doubts and prayersto whatever forcesits giver believed shaped the lives of
men. Asfor thelies, they were necessary if those very doubts were not going to infect their recipient and
bring about the doom they feared.

‘I can’t make you into awegpons master overnight. The essence of dmost everything you need to know
inthat regard, I’ ve dready shown you. What you know, you know better than you think and it will work
for you when you need it.” He began to spesk with more assurance. ‘I’ ve told you before, not to be
afraid of being afraid. It' s your greatest protection — the inner knowledge of your deepest self and that of
generationslong gone. When | think back to fighting in the line, much of it isvague, with only occasiond,
terribleimages | eft now. But though the detailshave . . . dipped away, | do remember that everything



wasvivid and smple.” He became pensive. ‘ There was only the moment and its single solitary task —
infinitely clear and focused, each fraction of time the totality of everything I’ d ever been. Y et too, there
was adeep awareness of everything e se that was happening around me.’

Endryk gave afataistic shrug. ‘1 did what | did because | wasthere. . . and because| could. True, we'd
sought the battle, but we hadn’t sought the war, and now there was no choice. No acceptable choice. To
yield would mean not only my degth, but would bring others down with me. An endlesswave of
crumbling destruction would ripple out from me, spreading through my immediate companions and thence
acrossthe battlefield and far beyond — right down into the heart of my homeland and everything | loved
and vaued.’

He shook his head reflectively and drew the othersinto his conversation. * And if that had happened,
you'd al befar wiser about the lands to the north of here than you are now, believe me. Far wiser. And
your present problemswould be as nothing.” He turned back to Thyrn. ‘It was as though, like you,
something had awakened in me. All of us have resources we can't begin to imagine —you touched on
part of that last night. Be grateful for it. Be glad it’ sthere. And know that it’'Il cometo your aid when you
needit.

Hewasslent for awhile, his eyesfixed on the distant peek. ‘ If thisenemy you're set onfacingisa
Caddoran thing, | can’t beginto tell you how to ded with it. Besides, you don’t need my help. But | do
know that winning and losing will be for the most part in your mind. It will hinge on how much you vaue
yourself.” Heleaned over and gripped Thyrn’sarm powerfully. * And youmust vaue yoursdf! Vaue
yourself aswe vaueyou. | consder mysdlf better for having met you. Maybe, like me and my former
comradesyou'll haveto fight just because of where you find yoursdlf. | can’'t imagine you' |l have sought a
conflict or done anything to warrant an attack against you, but if such athing happens, remember that,
above dl, you havethe right to be, and no mercy is due to anyone who' d deny you that.No mercy . Not
until they offer you no further threat. Do you understand what I' m telling you?

‘I think 0, Thyrn said. He kept his eyes on Endryk’ sface, searching. ‘ But what if circumstances are
such that | do start the conflict?

Endryk released him and met hisgaze clearly. ‘If that is necessary, then it’ s necessary. And nothing I’ ve
just said is changed. But don’t burden yoursdlf with such a prospect. | know enough about you to believe
you'll do no foolish thing, ill lessan evil one. I ve no doubts about that whatsoever. Whatever you do it
will only beto prevent agreater harm, Thyrn. Y ou can trust your judgement.” He turned away. ‘ That' s dll
thehelp | can giveyou.’

* * % %

Velain wasnibbling a her thumbnail. Not actudly biting it, just clattering her teeth off the edge of it. It
was something she had not done since shewas a child but she caught hersdf doing it severd timesasthe
coach and its escort clattered south from Degelvak. Finding herself victim of this childhood habit added a
frisson of vicious anger to the degp concern which was racking her and she smacked her clenched fist
againg the coach’ slavish upholstery.

Vashnar had been ablaze with frantic, driving energy when he awoke.

‘I'vebeen blind, Vdlain,” hetold her afterwards. * Blind. All these years. Confining my ambitions.
Redtricting mysdf. Hedging mysdf in’

It had taken her sometime to quieten him down sufficiently to get him to divulge the source of this
revelation. It had come as a shock.



‘Wasit adream? she had suggested hesitantly, despite anticipating his well-known response.
‘| don’t dream. Never have.’

He had faced her. ‘ Trust me. Asyou dways have. What happened was just asred as my encounters
with Thyrn. More so, perhaps.’

‘I do, | do,” sheforced hersdf to say enthusiastically. ‘But it's such astrange tale. A hooded figure—a
grey hal —voices—different worlds’

‘| felt the power, Vdlan! Just as| fdt it in Nesdiryn when | met Hagen. Only much more so. It was
tangible thistime; it struck me—held me.” He brought hisring closeto hisface. ‘Hagen gave methis, do
you remember? He looked at me—through me—I’ve never met anyone like him. He said | was one of
them. Now | understand what he meant. And what atrue gift thisthing is’

Before she could question him, he was pacing the bedroom.

His moving bulk and its attendant, storming shadows ploughed through the soft lamplight, filling the room,
like amanifestation of the very power he was talking about.

‘Dedtiny, Vdlain. That' swhat it is. It'snot something I’ d have given amoment’ s credence to before, but
| can seeit now. Why me? |’ ve asked. Why should Thyrn reach into me, to disturb al our carefully laid
plans with his grotesque talent? But just as people are drawn to acrowd, just as money isdrawn to
money as Darransen’ saways saying, just asrivers are drawn to the seg, so the same law works at many
different levels. The reason’ s unknowable, but the redlity’ s beyond debate; it just needs to be seen and
seized. | couldn't have avoided thisif I'd wished to. Destiny has moved these things to me inexorably —
Hagen, thering, Thyrn, Hyrald and the others, Aghrid’ sfailure—al conjoined to bring meto this
wakening. Thisrevelation of the power that lies within the borders of Arvenstaat and istherefor my
taking so that these selfsame borders can be swept aside.’

Her own mood swinging between fearful doubt and breath-catching exhilaration at her husband's
passion, Velain had not been able to speak. Vashnar stopped pacing.

‘It sthere. Faint and distant, but as clear as someone talking to me.” He sat on the bed beside her, his
great arm encircling her. ‘No, I’'m not going mad. I'm just seeing apattern in eventsthat | can't explainto
you. But it singde me.” He placed hishand on his chest. ‘1 must follow the call that they’ veleft me. |
must find this place. It'sin the mountains.” He stood up and began pacing again. ‘ Thyrn will be drawn
there, too. They told methis, but | can fed it anyway. Just as part of him has been lingering within me, so
| can fed it being drawn by the same lure. And when he arrives, I'll bewaiting, and . . " Hedrew his
finger across histhroat.

Then he had charged into aflurry of planning and organizing. It had taken Velain'severy effort to prevent
him from rousing their host immediately and announcing his new intentions then and there, in the middle of
thenight.

She had prevailed, in the end pinioning him with afervent embrace. *'Y ou might be bursting with energy,
but everyone esein this place—including most of the Tervaidin —is either exhausted or drunk or both.
They'll certainly not befit for anything. If al this has been such atime coming, it’' Il be therein the morning,
won't it? And theré' || be moreif you' ve rested for awhile—you know that. Y ou know your best plans
cometo you slently when you're adeep.” Shetightened the embrace and lowered her voice. ‘Besdes, if
you' re dashing off into the mountains and dispatching meto attend to affairsat home, it'll be sometime
beforewe're. . . together again, won't it?



Neither of them had dept well, though, and their parting had been clumsy and awkward, something that,
like the nail biting, added anger to her doubts. For doubts she had had in the colder light of morning and
the mundane routines of waking and breskfasting. After they had eaten, VVashnar had curtly dismissed dl
the servants and, with only margina politeness, three other guests. * The moment has come,” hetold his
startled host. * Prepare your men. They must be ready to act as soon as you receive my fina command,
which will bewithin afew days’

The man’ s knees had seemed to be troubling him as he stood up, pushing his chair back noisly, but
Vashnar’ s firm hand on his shoulder had steadied him. Y ou know whét to do. | have complete faithin
you.’

The man had sduted and almost shouted, ‘ To the New Order.’

Velan did not sharedl Vashnar’ sfaith in these provincid followers and this performance only served to
heighten her concern. It was her doubts about them that had marred their parting. They had stopped a a
Crossroads some way outside Degelvak.

“You're absolutely certain of al this? she had whispered to him as he was about to step out of the
coach.

‘Yes, of course,” Vashnar replied, tapping hisfoot anxioudy. ‘1 can see now that everything we ve done
has just been a preparation for greater things. Thisisthe moment. We mustn't delay. If we missit, it may
be gonefor ever.’

She had not been able to keep her doubts from her face. * But some of your supporters,’” she gesticulated
vaguely back towards Degelvak, ‘leave alot to be desired.’

Vashnar’ sfoot-tapping moved to his hand, resting on the handle of the coach door. ‘| have their measure
—all of them. They'retrusted and capable. Don’t speak likethisin front of anyonedse’

‘Youknow | ...

But he was through the door before she could finish her protest, and their parting consisted of a cursory
nod on Vashnar’ s part followed by a sharp order to the coachman to move on quickly. Velain had to
steady hersdlf as the coach jolted forward, but she kept her eyes on her husband as he strode away,
sgndling to Aghrid for hishorse. He did not ook back. Thissmall neglect cut through her and atangle of
anger rose up insde her briefly. Initswake came adark, viscera fear. She quelled both to some degree
with excusesinvolving his preoccupation with urgent needs— having to plan quickly —move quickly. But
thefear in particular would not wholly leave her. There was aso an odd, even incongruous, sense of
disappointment. Such a parting should have been more heroic.

Shelooked at the sealed orders which Vashnar had prepared and which he had told her to deliver on her
journey back to Arvenshelm. He was so confident that he could ded with Thyrn, acquire this strange
power that had been offered him, and be back in Arvenshelm in time to take the reins that he had told her
to gather for him. But though still powered by the force of her husband’ s sudden resol ution, the haste
with which events were moving kept her doubts swirling. She chose not to dwell too much on the hooded
figure he claimed to have encountered. In that she would have to trust him absolutely. But if he was late,
what then? All could well belost without his presence to sway any waverers. Yet if she delayed and he
arrived ready to sweep to power, that could be even worse.

It took her along time and more blows to the unoffending upholstery before she camed sufficiently to
think clearly about what was happening and what she must do.



It wasatime of risk, that was al. And the coming of such atime had been seen asinevitable from the
beginning, even though its precise nature could not be foreseen. And too, Vashnar was more used to
risks than she was. Hisjudgement in matters of immediate action could be trusted, she knew. Asfor
discovering that he was aman of destiny, she had always known that.

Sheimmersed hersdlf in the detail s of the tasks he had asked her to perform, resolved now. She had al
his authority. There would be no fatering on her part and she would ensure that there would be none by
any of his supporters.

AsVédlan'scoach and escort galloped south, like the skittering pebbles that would unleash an avalanche,
Vashnar was leading his Tervaidin west towards the mountains, his every sense attuned to the cal that
wasluring him on.

Chapter 25

Conglomerations of people—towns, cities, countries—are strange. Minute by minute, hour by hour, day
by day, thousandslivether livesin acontinud flurry of endlesdy interweaving and varying activities, yet
the whole changeslittle. The ceasdless bustle of ordinary peopleliving ordinary lives somehow conjures
into being adynamic equilibrium which, once established, is seemingly immuneto the countlessinner
changesthat compriseit. Within this shifting stability grows the perception that cause and effect are
related in extent aswell asby their very nature; asmall causeyieldsasmall effect, alarge cause, alarge
effect. Y et, like many apparently obvious perceptions, thisis flawed. There are times when abody which
has indeed demonstrated a small effect to asmall cause on many occasions without injury will, for no
immediately discernible reason, suddenly respond catastrophicaly — ahillside crashes down into the
valey, awarming coastd current drifts away, nourishing annua rainsfdl esewhere, acrop-destroying
chill comes prematurely —a society disntegrates.

Asin most long-settled communitiesit was taken for granted by the Arvensthat what had been, would
aways be, and that this truth was in some way independent of their actions asindividuals. The Moot,
with its rambling statutes and eccentric procedures, could be safely dismissed asafrothy irrdlevance, and
the Warding could be accepted as abroadly worthwhile ingtitution despite the corruption of the Gilding
and thefact that many of its officers routindy administered their own forms of summary justice. But any
society that scorns the leadersit chooses and fails to watch those who watch over it, nursesflawsthat are
deep and dangerous.

For the Arvens, these flaws now began to appear.

The proclaiming of the Death Cry, the appearance of the Tervaidin, and Vashnar’ s sudden departure
fromthe city, had set in train agathering hailstorm of stinging, anxious rumours. Once, these might have
faded, melted into nothingness by the touch of common sense and goodwill, but now, tap tap tapping like
afore-echo of Vashnar’ sintended hammer-blow, they added the fina splitting shock to the long
over-strained sub-srata that sustained Arvens' society. Asever, thefirst to yield was the subtle fettering
that restrains the darker natures of individuals and which alowsthem to live together in comparative
peace. Wardens began to report an unexpected increase in violent assaults. Then they began to fret over
them.

Bewildered. ‘It makes no sense’
Blind. ‘ One of thosethings. It'll pass’
Shrewd. ‘It s been getting worse for years, now it’ s getting out of hand.’

Inept. ‘ The Moot should give us more power.’



Maintive. *Vashnar should be here, not gadding off on aholiday.’
The patent inadequacy of their own trite debate added to the growing sense of unease.

And once Vélain had passed on Vashnar’ s order to begin his move againgt the Moot, unusua activities
were noted and no amount of security could stop further rumours scudding wildly over the unrest,
agitating it further.

Groups of people began to gather uncertainly.

* k% k% %

By some strange osmosi's, the general unease had even managed to spread into the Moot.

There was uproar. Striker Bowlott was furious, samping his feet and pummelling the cushionswhich
padded the arms of Marab’s Throne. In hisofficia pogtion, standing dightly to one side and behind the
Throne, Krim was holding himsdlf more tiffly than ever in an attempt to stop the twitch that was
struggling to take command of hisleft cheek. Hewasfailing and hisfacia contortions were attracting the
attention of some of the nearby Senators, who used the general din to cover their own considerable
amusement. That Krim was aware of this unwanted ridicule did little to ease his predicament, but his
dominant concern wasfor his charges. The blanching touch of the sun waswreaking reentless havoc in
the Repository. Now they were being trampled underfoot and clawed at by Bowlott. Krim found his
gaze being drawn inexorably towards the Blue Cushion undernesth the Throne.

The cause of the uproar and Bowlott’ s frenzy was a new Senator — not a Moot General member, but an
Outer Moot Senator no less. His name was Draferth and, unusually for the Outer Moot, hewas a
staunch and raucous member of the Strivers Faction. But then everything about Draferth was unusud,
Bowlott had reflected more than once since he had arrived to take up his seet. Not the least of Bowlott's
complaints about him —and Welt' sand Bryk’s, his ostensible leader —was that he seemed to be
completely oblivious to the nuances of the Moot’ sintricate proceedings. For one thing, he possessed an
amost overwhelming obsesson with the views of hiselectors—atrait which was well-known to be highly
undesirablein a Senator. How could aman preserve any sense of objectivity in handling matters of social
consequence if he kept listening to the people who would be affected by it?

Thevery manner of hisgaining his position was ameasure of his unsuitability. His predecessor had
vacated his seat in circumstances which had united the Moot in their efforts to garnish his name with
honour and praise. The unexpected and noisy arriva of hiswife at ahouse of interesting repute which he
was visiting ‘on Moot business, had coincided with his attempt to test an emergency exit froma
firg-floor window. Unfortunately, in the confusion between fulfilling his Moot duties and greeting his
dutiful and concerned spouse, he stepped through the wrong window and fell into amanure cart.
Subsequently there was some debate as to whether his desth was dueto thefdl or hislying face
downward in the ordure for a prolonged period, but either way there was enough uncertainty, in the loca
Wardens view, to exonerate the short-sighted farmhand who eventualy unloaded him with theaid of a
pitchfork.

The seat had been held by the Keepersfor aslong as anyone could be bothered to remember and
Draferth had been offered the position asthe Strivers representative in the Little Acclamation that
followed, solely in the hope that he would be humiliated by the Keepers' representative—aman of
towering patrician dignity whose contemptuous disregard for the views of otherswould make him an
ideal Senator. In this, however, they had underestimated Draferth’ swilful nature and, in aquite
unprecedented manner, he had actudly sought out the favours of hiswould-be eectors. Consequently,
atendance a the Little Acclamation had been unusudly high, no lessthan onein fifteen of those digible



making themsalves heard, and Draferth had been swept to victory on atide of indifference.

All bad enough initself, Bowlott and the Inner Moot members had agreed, but the Moot was a stern and
ancient ingtitution. Its elaborate proceedings and rituad s were ided ly suited to crushing independence and
rational thought in newcomers.

And indeed Draferth had suffered some harrowing humiliations within days of arriving a the Moot. So
much so that he had eventudly retreated into a surly silence. Bowlott had warmed to him alittle a this; it
was the Moot' s protective embrace —d| part of the young man’s maturing.

Now however, Draferth was on hisfeet and causing red trouble.

‘Down! Down!” Bowlott was screeching, trying to make himself heard above every other Senator
shouting the same. In the end, he stood up and raised his saff to strike the floor. In his haste he neglected
to step down from hisfootstool and he staggered as he drove the staff vigoroudy down towards a floor
which was some distance below where he expected it to be. Krim' stwitch spread to both cheeks at this
reckless trestment of his handiwork.

It was Bowlott’s near tumble that brought a silence to the Moot Hall — part of it ashocked hush, part of
it smothered laughter.

Bowlott levelled the staff at Draferth. * Senator, | ordered you Down, did | not?
Barking tones of agreement came from the Hall generaly, and from Welt and Bryk particularly.

‘I will not yield, Striker,” Draferth shouted. ‘ Nor need I. | have theright to be heard.” He touched the red
kerchief wrapped untidily around his head.

Bowlott’s hands began to emulate Krim’ sface as they opened and closed about the staff in frustration. It
did not help that afew isolated voices were also being raised in agreement with this protestation. Welt
and Bryk and their immediate underlings swivelled in their seetsin an attempt to search out the guilty
parties, but to no avail. Glowering, Bowlott sat down again, unable to prevent himself emitting a petulant
snort.

The damned upstart was right! Normdly, speakersin the Moot were chosen by Bowlott who, unlesshe
had some scheme of his own afoot, usualy worked from alist supplied to him by the faction leaders.
Technically, however, anyone wearing Akharim’ s Kerchief was entitled to talk on any subject for aslong
asthey wished — Krim flinched openly as Bowlott ground hisfoot into the stoal. It was Welt’ sfaullt, for
sure. It was not possible to set aside this peculiar practice, it wastoo well defined in the Treatise, but it
was along-established, if unstated agreement that Welt, as the leader of the Keepers, the Moot’s
dominant faction, would look to the * safe-keeping’ of Akharim’s Kerchief —‘for the generd well-being
and smooth managing of the Moot’.

Now, somehow, Draferth —of dl people — had the thing! There was no saying what the day’ s business
was going to degenerate into; Draferth was young enough to stand there for hours and he was capabl e of
saying anything! Still, Bowlott began to muse darkly, when the wretched man had finished hisantics, he
would ensure that he suffered for it. And for along time. And that oaf, Wélt, too, for letting this happen.
The progpect made him fed alittle eesier. Something ussful could probably be salvaged from thisif he
kept hiswits about him. Tentative plans began to form. Firstly he would have to find out exactly what had
happened — it was obvioudy an action ‘liable to bring the Moot into disrepute’ . Then he would have to
decide what to do about it. Once that was done, he could set up an Officia Inquiry to producethis
decison asan ‘independent’ conclusion. All quite routine, realy. In the meantime he had to get through
whatever it was that Draferth was going to rant about. It was not an edifying prospect. He began picking



irritably at the cushion under hisright hand. Asthe stubby nails began to snag at his precious stitching,
Krim gave up dl atempt at restraining histwitching face.

‘Continue,” Bowlott sngpped churlishly.
‘Thank you, Most Worthy Striker,” Draferth said with cold insincerity.
‘Get onwith it, severa Senators called out at once.

Resting his head on his hand, Bowlott casualy covered his mouth to prevent any sgn of amusement
showing; however the man had won the opportunity to spesk without restraint, let him seeif anyone
would be prepared to listen. And let him find out how difficult it would be even to speak once the Striker
eased hisfirm grip on the proceedings.

‘“Worthy and most worthy Senators,” Draferth began.

The sound of sheep penetrated the momentary lull that followed. More than afew Senators took
consderable pridein the accuracy of the animal noises which they could offer to the Moot’ s debate,
some even seeking private tuition from public entertainers. It provoked the inevitable jeering laughter, but
there were dso some angry voices raised. Bowlott frowned and his eyesflicked rapidly from sdeto sde
in search of the culprits. In the course of this he scowled at Welt and Bryk. What were these two playing
at? Firgt the Kerchief fel into the wrong hands, now it seemed that Draferth had actudly got dliesin the
Hdl. Bowlott’ s mouth tightened.

Draferth, obvioudy unsettled by the opposition he was mesting, but grimly determined to spesk, turned
towards the offender. “We' Il see who'll be the shorn and who the shearer when this matter isover,” he
said, to achorus of catcdls and further farmyard impressions.

Heturned alook of unconcea ed scorn on Bowlott.

‘Most Worthy Striker, | shall say what | haveto say. If the Worthy Senators choose not to listen then the
consequenceswill be ontheir heads.” His voice was unexpectedly powerful and the Hall fell slent.
Bowlott made no acknowledgement and Draferth continued. ‘1 sought Acclamation to this place because
for aslong as| can remember, | have revered the principles which its existence enshrines.” Heleaned
forward. ‘ And because, for aslong as| can remember, it hasrelentlesdy turned its face away from these
principles” An ominous murmuring began, but he ploughed through it. * So much so that the Moot has
become aby-word for folly and irrdlevance, and the very word “ Senator” is used as an expression of the
utmost contempt.” He pointed angrily towards the main entrance. * Out there, tens of thousands of
ordinary people — the people whose taxes and tithes pay our stipends and who trust uswith their
authority —arelooking to usfor leadership. Morlider threaten our shores, the loss of trade and commerce
with Nesdiryn has destroyed the livelihoods of hundredsof . .

His voice disgppeared under the mounting clamour. Watching him impassively, Bowlott made no attempt
to end the din. Draferth’ s voice broke through briefly. ‘ A dark uneaseis stalking the highways of our
land, weignoreitat ... but the words were lost again and, after amoment, he stopped speaking.
Slowly the cacophony of shouting and abuse faded away. Asit did so, Draferth looked down at the
shesf of papersin his hand. Then he bared histeeth in asnarl of determination. ‘Very well, Worthy
Senators. | had hoped, against my wiser judgement, | concede, that perhaps once —just once —this
gathering of the peopl€' s representatives would set aside its childish antics and listen to ameasured
account of the dangerous events that are unfolding beyond the sheltered fally of thisHal.’

Someone blew araspberry. Draferth closed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘However, | seedl too
clearly that thiswas not to be. So | will go directly to the heart of my intention. | hereby move that Senior



Warden Commander Vashnar be indicted for abuse of power, for seeking to ingtigate the murders of
citizens of goodwill in proclaiming the Death Cry, and for indtituting the formation of . . .’

Where before there had been uproar, now there was pandemonium. Virtualy every Senator was
standing, shouting and waving, demanding the right to speek. Even the hardier oneswere waking.
Bowlott himself was about to jump to hisfeet but he remembered his previous misfooting and hesitated.
The pause gave him time to note the mood of the gathering. It was beyond anything he could hopeto
control and it would only serve to undermine his own authority if he sood up now and struck his staff for
slence. He would maintain adignified sllence of his own, though it was not easy. Akharim’s Kerchief
gave privilegesto the wearer, but this was madness. Had the man no semblance of a sense of
proportion? He must be raving mad! He looked closely at Draferth. The man seemed aimost relieved by
what he had done. Bowlott’ s eyes narrowed. Lacing through the noise he could again hear angry voices
shouting that Draferth be alowed to continue. He cursed himsdlf. Draferth was definitely not done. It was
acongpiracy, and he' d caught not even a breath of it! His anger redoubled. He d roast Welt and Bryk
for thisin due course. How could they have been so inept asto let such athing cometo pass? With an
effort he dismissed hisfuture vengeance and turned to what this conspiracy might bein aid of. It defied
him. Surely Draferth was not looking for a position in the Inner Moot? And who would back himin such
an attempt?

Foundering againgt Draferth’ s continuing indifference, the noise was beginning to subsde. Ficking his
moment carefully, and equally carefully stepping off hisfootstool, Bowlott stood up and struck his staff on
thefloor. Silence came amost immediately and dl eyes were suddenly turned to him, anxious and
intrigued to know what he was going to do to this preposterous newcomer. He did not get achanceto
speak however, for Draferth seized the sillence and continued as though nothing had happened.

‘... indtituting the formation of anillega organization, namely the Tervaidin, contrary to the practices of
peacein thisland, and the laws vested by the peoplein the Moot and the Warding.’

Asif spent by its outburst, the Moot could only greet this conclusion with collective shuffling and frantic
muffled whispering. Everyone was awake now.

‘| am gtanding, Senator,” Bowlott boomed indignantly.

Draferth turned to him and bowed with an unexpected grace. ‘| am indebted to your skill in quietening
the Hall so that | might be heard, Most Worthy Striker.

‘| am standing, Senator,” Bowlott repeated, even more portentoudly.

Draferth affected enlightenment and bowed again, amost servilely. ‘ Forgive me, Most Worthy Striker. |
apologize wholeheartedly for my indiscretion in spesking while you were unsested. | am il not as
familiar as|1 would like to become with the etiquette of the Moot. | thank you for your patience and
forbearance — and your guidance.’

Despite the strongly caudtic inflection in Draferth’ s voice, Bowlott was|eft with little else to do but return
the bow and sit down again. Not speaking when the Striker stood was indeed a matter of etiquette, not
procedure as defined in the Treatise. Bowlott’ s sense of conspiracy and intentions of vengeance grew
further. Nevertheess, the onus was now with him. Draferth’s motion having been voiced could not be
withdrawn. Uncharacterigtically, he floundered, his search for the correct proceduresfor dealing with
such ameatter being grievoudy disturbed by visions of what he intended to do to Welt and Bryk when this
wasdl donewith. Asif senang this pending menace, the two faction leaders were stting stiffly upright,
chinswithdrawn and brows furrowed, in the traditiona pose of any palitician whose only resourceisto
look sober, dignified and fully in command of eventsin the presence of aredity whichistotaly beyond



him.

‘Y ou havefirg face evidence to substantiate this accusation? Bowlott finally managed, wincing inwardly
at the sound of the hoarsenessin hisvoice.

‘I have, Most Worthy Striker,” Draferth replied, holding out the sheaf of papers and indicating others
bound in bundles at hisfeet. * These are sworn representations from several reputable citizens concerning
the activities of Commander Vashnar.’

Suddenly, relief washed over Bowlott. The Moot, as ever, had righted itsdlf. In provoking Draferth to
voice hismotion prematurely, it had ensured that he would have to yield the Kerchief. Bowlott relaxed
back into Krim's sustaining cushions. He would be able to deal with thisvery quickly, after dl.

‘Will you outline these for us, so that your motion can be considered and a vote held?

‘That will not be necessary, Most Worthy Striker,” Draferth said, not without ahint of triumphin his
voice. ‘ There are the names of one hundred and seventy-two eectors on this petition of claim, and those
of thirteen Most Worthy Outer Senators. Conjoined with my right of speaking, thisis sufficient for my
motion to be accepted without vote and aforma Inquiry to beingtituted.’

Bowlott froze. Lumbering out of hisvast knowledge of the minutiae of the Trestise came the redlization
that thiswastrue.

‘| have the supporting referencesfor this; Draferth said, wilfully miscongtruing the silence.

‘I need no guidance on the Treatise, Senator,” Bowlott croaked vicioudy. He felt the rows of staring eyes
closng in on him like so many draining, parching suns. For amoment he serioudy considered feigning
collapse to avoid what he knew he must do next. Sadly, however, that would not affect the outcome of
Draferth’ sactions. It would only serve to add strength to those who were conspiring against him.

Draferth cleared histhroat apologetically. ‘| have ancillary motions for acceptance, Most Worthy
Striker,” he said.

Bowlott gave him acurt nod.

‘| further move that the Death Cry be rescinded and the Tervaidin disbanded, pending the outcome of a
forma Moot Inquiry.’

Therewas now complete slencein the Hall.

With adraining effort, Bowlott stood up. * Under the authority vested in me by the Treatise on the
Procedures for the Proper Ordering of the Moot, | declare the motions of the Worthy Senator accepted.
Proceedings tomorrow will be confined to determining the congtitution of the forma Inquiry which will
look into the substantive content of the motions.” He took hold of the hourglass which stood by the
Throneand laid it onits Side. Then he struck the floor with his taff. It was not easy, for he was leaning
onit heavily. Krim’s cough barked through the crowd as he moved forward to escort him from the Hall.
His eyesflared asthey took in the damage wrought to his handiwork as aresult of Draferth’ s eccentric
intervention. It was too much —he would have to spesk to Bowlott immediately!

Two Tervaidin officers, who had been watching from one of the lower ba conies, left quickly. Some
spectators on the bal cony above them left aso.

Once Bowlott had gone, pandemonium broke out again as Senators rushed varioudy to leave the Hall,
remondgtrate with Draferth, and generdly regde anyone nearby with what they had dl just witnessed.



Draferth, flushed but hesitantly triumphant, was amongst the last to leave the Hall. As he went through the
main door, a Tervaidin officer stepped forward to bar hisway. At the sametime, two Tervaidin Troopers
moved to stand ether sde of him.

Chapter 26

For awhile, as Hyrald and the others moved aong the valley, the peak that Thyrn had indicated as his
god disappeared from view behind aridge. The sun kept breaking through the clouds fitfully, promising a
warm and pleasant journey, but constantly failed to fulfil it. Its uncertainty seemed to pervade the group.

Gradually the valey turned and the mountain dowly cameinto Sght again. Even to the Arvens, unfamiliar
with mountains, it looked odd. Hyra d spoke the common thought.

‘It looks out of place,’ he said. * Almost asthough it’ sjust been dropped there, blocking the valey.’
‘Or pushed up from underground,” Nordath added.

Endryk just looked at it unhappily.

‘What' sthe matter? Adren asked him bluntly.

He shrugged. ‘I don't know. It still reminds me of something but it won’t cometo mind.’

‘Bad or good? Adren pressed.

‘Not good,” Endryk replied, urging his horse forward.

Asthey rode on, Endryk gradually dropped back behind Thyrn so that he could watch him.

‘Canyou gill fed this. . . cal? heasked him after awhile. Thyrn nodded. He massaged his somach
nervoudy. ‘Clearer than ever. It' sdrawing Vashnar here, I'm sure’

‘Perhapsthat’ s no bad thing,” Hyrald said with an air of grim resignation. * On thewhole | think I" d rather
face Vashnar out here, now, than in Arvenshem in two or three months' time or worse!’

Rhavvan was less sanguine. ‘ If he's coming, hewon't be coming alone, that’ s for sure’ he said. Endryk
sgnaled that they should dismount and walk.

‘This has dways been ajourney into unknown regions, in every sense of theword,” he said, patting his
horse’ s neck. * One without a destination. Now, if Thyrn'singincts aretelling him true, the destination
might be coming to us.’” Helooked round at his companions. ‘| think you' d better decide how you're
going to greet your former Commander if you do meet him. And you' d better decide what you' re going
to doif he'sgot thelikes of Aghrid with him.’

Hisremarks were greeted with asilence that lasted for sometime.
‘| supposeyou'reright,” Hyrald said eventudly. * But where will you stand in dl this?

‘By you,” Endryk replied without hesitation. * Aslistener —or arbitrator, if | can. But I'll fight with you if
you haveto and fly with you if you need to. The only thing | won't do is surrender.’

‘We' re dready in your debt far more than we can repay.’

“How can friends be in debt? Besides, you' ve no measure of how much | owe you, starting my life for
me again. In any case, | dearly want to know what’ s been going on here. I'd be loath to |eave without



some kind of an answer.” Helooked at the mountain ahead of them. ‘ And that place is bothering me.’
‘And if Vashnar’ s coming? If we meet him? Rhavvan drew them back to Endryk’s stark advice.

‘I think Endryk just answered that,” Adren said. ‘We ll fight if we haveto, and fly if we need to, but we'll
dart by keeping him a army’ slength and talking and listening.’

Rhavvan pursed hislips. ‘Bow’ slength, | think,” hesaid grimly.
‘Could you put an arrow into Vashnar? Endryk’ s question was stark.

Rhavvan met hisgaze. * If he picks afight and we can't avoid it, yes” Hewas unequivocd. ‘ Ever snce he
sent Aghrid and those Tervaidin after us. And I’ d ride into Arvenshem with his body across my horse
and take my chance with my own kind.’

Endryk’ s expression was unreadable. ‘ And you? he asked Adren.

Hyrald spoke before she could answer. *We might not know what’s going on, but we' re al wiser than
wewere by years,’ he said. ‘We grasp the redlity of our position. W€ Il do what we haveto, to survive!’

Endryk’ s expresson remained impassive as he studied each of themin turn. *Yes, | think you would,” he
sad sadly. ‘I gpologize. | just didn’t want to risk leaving the question unasked.’

As Endryk had foretold, it was not until the next day that they came to the mountain. The impression that
it did not belong there grew asthey drew nearer. It had the look of something completdly lifeless, and
while vegetation and trees had grown quite away up the valey sides so far, the mountain ran right down
tothevdley floor likeagrey scar, quite devoid of any hint of green.

Endryk curled up his nose and looked at Thyrn who pointed straight ahead.

‘I think not,” Endryk disagreed, staring up at the looming peak, ominous against the overcast ky. ‘Let’'s
go up on to that shoulder and see what' s on the other side.’” Thyrn raising no objection they began the
ascent.

The climb was no steeper or more rugged than any of the others they had encountered, but the horses
became peculiarly troublesome, whinnying and pawing the dull rock. Nals, too, was quieter. Tall
drooping, he hung back with the group instead of trotting well ahead as he usualy did.

When they reached the shoulder, it wasto see avaley of jumbled red-grey rocks stretching south ahead
of them. It was unlike anything they had seen before. Aswith the mountain itsdf, there was no sign of
vegetation. Endryk grimaced and let out asoft Sigh of recognition.

‘Therewas aplace| came across years ago that was like this—the Thlosgaral. A bad place.” He
shivered. The response disturbed hislisteners.

‘“What was the matter with it? Adren asked anxioudly.

‘It was bleak, desolate, devoid of anything living —anything you and | would congder living. Y et there
wasan auraabout it. | can't explain it properly. People worked init, mining crystals of somekind, |
think, to sdl in acity nearby. Men, women, children. Desperate, dirty, aching work. | spent one day and
one night there and then took the advice someone had given me: | got out and went round it. If it didn't
kill me, bandits might well, they told me. | didn’t believe them until | found out that the whole place
moved.’



‘Moved? Hyrad exclaimed.

‘Moved,” Endryk repeated. ‘Asl said, | didn’t believeit, of course. Rocks don’'t move —at least not on
their own. It was obvioudy some local foolishness just to account for the place being dangerous. | could
cope with rocky terrain —hadn't | been born to it? It wasn't asif it was mountainous. But after one day
of travelling through it | was alittle less confident. The deadness of the place seemed to seep into my
bones. And when | woke the following day, my surroundings had changed. Not much, but they were
definitely different — | take note of where | am out of habit. And I’ d seen some of the people who
worked there by then. They were dl listless, with dead eyes— as though the place was draining them. It
was enough. Ingtinct set aside any reason and | left —quickly.” He shook himsdlf to dispel the memory,
then looked at Thyrn. ‘ Isthiswhere you want to be?

Thyrn’s mouth twitched as though he were having difficulty opening it. ‘ The call’ sstrong,” he said,
looking dong thevaley.

‘If thisplaceisdangerous. . ." Hyrad began.
‘Itis’ Thyrnsaid, cutting across him. He clutched Endryk’ sarm, partly for support, partly out of fear.

‘It snot asbad asthe Thlosgaral,” Endryk said quickly, trying to undo the impression he had given. ‘ That
wasn't an enclosed valley likethis. It was agreat swathe cut across the land — much bigger —took me
severa daysjust to go around the end of it.’

But Thyrn was shaking hisheed. ‘ It'sadangerous place,’ he said softly.

Therewasanotein hisvoice tha prevented the others from questioning him. Very gently, Endryk said,
‘Wedon't haveto go into it, Thyrn. We can find another way westward. Carry on aswe were.’

Thyrn was opening and closing his hands like an uncertain child. Nordath took a step towards him but
Thyrn stopped him. My judgement,” he said, echoing what Endryk had said when they had agreed to
follow the strange cdl he was hearing.

‘And no onewill reproach you if you change your mind,” Endryk said.

‘No onebut me,” Thyrn replied unhappily. ‘Thiscall isto Vashnar. I’ m an accidental eavesdropper —
possibly. But it'sabad thing, | can tell that. | don’t want to follow it — stars above, | don’t want to follow
it. But something ingde stdlling methat if | wak away fromit, it will follow me, for ever. Terriblethings
will happen —things that will involve other than me’

“You'rethinking of the images you saw when d| this started? Nordath asked.

Thyrn frowned and shook hishead. ‘Worse,” he said. *But nothing as clear asthat — just shifting
impressons’

Endryk looked at the others, judging their mood. ‘Itis your decision. None of us can hear what you're
hearing. All we can do isbe here asyour friends’

Thyrn turned to Hyrald. *Y ou meant what you said yesterday — you' d rather meet Vashnar here, now,
than later?

‘Yes,

‘And if Aghrid and hismen arewith him?



‘I'll have even lesshesitation in putting an arrow in Aghrid,” Rhavvan intervened.

‘One step at atime, Thyrn,” Hyrald said, more circumspectly. * At least we know what wemight be
running into.’

Thyrn lowered his head, then straightened up, took a deep breath and let it out in noisy gasps.
‘Which way? Endryk pressed gently.

Thyrn pointed south along the valey.

They moved off.

The going proved to be more difficult than it had appeared from the shoulder of the mountain. The
disorder of therocks existed at every level, from pebbles to man-szed boulders to rocks the size of
houses and bigger. All were strewn about and tumbled together in amanner so wildly random that
Adren’ squestion of Endryk wasinevitable.

‘“What' s caused this?

Endryk, however, could only admit hisignorance. ‘| know alot about how mountains are made,” he said.
‘And I’ ve seen some strange shapes and patterns caused just by westhering and glaciers. But this. . .’
He shook hishead. ‘I’ ve no idea. Even therock itsdlf islike nothing I’ ve ever seen before. And thiskind
of disorder isalmost frenzied, for want of a better word.’

Not that they had much time for debate, as the unremitting unevenness of the terrain meant that every
footstep had to be taken with care and the horses needed constant help and coaxing. Occasionally, there
were tantdizing hints of pathways which they were able to walk along comfortably for awhile, but dl of
them petered out into the prevailing confusion. And time and time again, violent dips and clefts cut across
their way, forcing them to search from side to sdeto find away past, though these were not as
disconcerting as the degpening and narrowing canyons which they found themselves being drawn into and
from which the only escape was retrest.

It was exhausting work and it did not help that the Sky was growing darker and the air dtiller.
‘Storm coming,” Hyrald said asthey cameto ahalt on top of asmall, comparatively level outcrop.

“The sooner it breaks, the better,” Adren said, wiping her forehead. ‘ Thisplaceisawful. | fed asif I'm
suffocating.” Her face creased with dismay as shelooked around. * And look, we' ve hardly come any
distance.” She pointed back to the mountain, still dominating the skyline.

‘It sfurther than you think,” Endryk said, though not very convincingly.

“Hush!” It was Rhavvan. As he held up his hand for silence they became aware of alow, distant rumble.
Sowly it rosein pitch until it became anerve-jangling screech. Then it siopped abruptly. Asif inreply,
other sounds reached them, some short, some long and drawn out, some like hurt animals, otherslike
cracking timbers. Then the rock they were standing on shuddered. It was not a great movement but it
dtartled the aready disturbed horses. By the time they had been controlled the valley was silent again.

‘What in the name of pity wasthat? Rhavvan gasped, wide-eyed.

Endryk was no less disturbed. ‘ 1t must be the same asthe Thlosgard —it moves.” He looked anxioudy at
Thyrn. ‘I don't want to be here any longer than | haveto be,’ hesaid. ‘Isthis still the way forward?



Thyrn was|eaning againg his horse for support.
‘Areyou al right? Adren asked, taking hisarm.

Thyrn nodded weakly and extended hisarm. * Everything’ s becoming confused,” he said, lifting hishand
to hiseyes.

Nordath intervened, urgently easing Adren to one side and taking hold of Thyrn’sface so that he could
look intoit. ‘Even | can fed the confusion, Thyrn; strange imagesintruding into me. But there' s something
else it there? Pattern. Shape.” There was no response. He released his nephew’ s face and shook him.
‘Stay in this place, Caddoran. Stay with these mountains and Arvenstaat and your friends. Centre
yoursdlf. And stand apart. Speak to us or we can’t help you.’

Thyrn's eyes opened wide, though with an effort that made it seem asif he were having to remember
how todoit. ‘ The placeisnear,’ he said. ‘ Fragmenting. Like reflectionsin a shattered mirror —but all
different. A coming together that shouldn’t be. Things meeting that shouldn’t meet. Drawn here
somehow.’

Helooked round at the others and though his gaze was till fearful and wild it was clear and focused.
‘ Something dreadful’ s happened here,” he said.

‘What? When? Hyrad asked.

Thyrn's hands brushed the questions aside. He was obvioudy having difficulty in spesking. ‘1 don’t
know. But we're near the very centre of it. | must go on. Oninto theeyeof it all.’

‘“Youdon't haveto ... Endryk began.

But Thyrn was not listening; he turned and began walking away. The othersfollowed him, Endryk hissng
out the unneeded command. ‘Watch him. See he doesn’t harm himself. And don’t get separated. Not in
thisplace’

It was not easy. Once or twice Thyrn let go of his horse and made to walk ahead on his own, but
Nordath seized the reins and thrust them back into his hands, forcing him to stop until he had taken afirm
grip of them again. Nevertheless Thyrn’ s urge to move on unhindered grew and they soon became a
fraught and straggling line as Nordath found it increasingly difficult to control him. Eventualy, having let
thereinsdip again, Thyrn pulled himself free from Nordath’ s grip and strode off.

‘Get after him!” Endryk shouted to Rhavvan. ‘Hold him until we' re dl together again.’

They had cometo afairly steep dope. Thyrn was stepping owly but resolutely from rock to rock,
Rhavvan closing with him, but it was obvioudy going to be difficult to walk the horsesup it.

Rhavvan caught up with Thyrn just asthey reached the crest of the dope. The others were far behind.

Ahead of the two men, the ground fell away into ashallow circular dip. Unliketherest of the valley, it
was smooth and undisturbed.

At the centre of it stood a group of mounted men.
AndVashnar.
Chapter 27

Draferth looked up at the large and intimidating figure of the Tervaidin officer sandingin hisway. The



two flanking him were no smaler. Draferth smiled agreeably and made to step around the officer as
though the obstruction had been accidenta . The officer moved to bar hisway.

Draferth’ samile vanished. ‘ Excuse me, Officer,’ he said pleasantly.

‘There are crowds gathering outside, Senator,’ the officer said. * And their mood is uncertain. Given the
controversia nature of your remarksin the debate, | think it would be wiseif you came with us so that
wecan . . . ensure your safety.’

He held up ahand to prevent afurther attempt by Draferth to move past him. Draferth stepped back.
‘Let mepass,’ he said, hismanner colder now. ‘Y ou’ re exceeding your authority.’

The officer’ seyes narrowed and his jaw gtiffened. It isyou who are exceeding your authority, Senator.’
He could not avoid grinding distaste into thislast word. ‘ Arvengtaat is governed jointly by the Moot and
the Warding. You cannot . . .’

It was amistake. Draferth was no subtle Moot politician but hewas a politician and adebeater. In offering
an argument the Tervaidin had abandoned his most effective weapon — his physica presence and the
authority accorded to hisuniform, in so far asit till resembled that of a Warden. Draferth did not alow
himtofinish.

‘Arvengtaet is governed by the Arvens, Officer,” he snapped back, using the powerful speaking voice
that had carried his Acclamation. *We hold authority only by virtue of thelr trust, and it' sthey who are
now calling both of usto task.” Draferth dapped the bag of documents he was carrying. *And may |
remind you that it’stheir will that your . . . little group . . . isdisbanded with immediate effect, pending a
full debatein Moot.’

For amoment it looked as though the officer was going to strike him, and while he did not give ground,
Draferth flinched. The officer, however, smply nodded thoughtfully. ‘Well, that’ sasmay be,’ he said
with the weary dismissveness of one used to dedling with troublesome individuals.  But I’ ve got reason
to believe that you' re unwell, Senator; that you’ ve perhaps been undertaking more work than you can
properly cope with and that this has obvioudy undermined your reasoning faculties. Why e sewould you
have stolen the Red Kerchief and spoken as you did? That being the case, we' ve an obligationto. . .

Draferth’ sanger burst out. ‘What! Stand aside now, or . . .’
The officer straightened up and moved closer to him. * Or what?
‘Or we' Il makeyou stand aside.’

The Tervaidin turned sharply to find himself facing about a dozen of the spectators who had left the Moot
Hall at the same time as he had. They blocked the corridor and others were till joining them. Draferth
looked openly relieved, but the officer recovered quickly. *Members of the public aren’t allowed here;
he said gternly. ‘Now move along — clear theway.’

The man who had spoken was as large as the officer, but when he spoke, his easy tone was markedly at
odds with the menace he exuded. ‘We re sorry if we'rein thewrong place. We' re here to see our
Senator. WE Il go now that we vefound him,” he said, bowing conspicuoudy to Draferth as he finished.

The Senator used the change in circumstances to move quickly past the Tervaidin and the new arrivals
closed about him protectively. Without further comment they began waking away, the former leaders
now acting as arearguard.

Thethree Tervaidin, grim-faced, followed them at a discreet distance.



* * % %

Vashnar froze asthe figure of Thyrn appeared in the distance. Relief and adark anger welled up inside
him simultaneoudy. Soon al obstruction to his ambitions would be gone. As he had followed the luring
inner cal that the hooded figure had left for him, it had grown stronger and, at the sametime, he had felt
hisphysica perceptions changing. Increasingly he began to fed that he was moving in severd different
places at once and that everything he could see and hear existed in forms beyond those which were
immediately obvious.

At firgt this strangeness had been only dight, and Vashnar had attributed it to a combination of fatigue and
exhilaration as he and his men had galloped across the countryside towards the mountains. Asit had
grown however, he had overcome aninitid concern to find himself experiencing a sense of reassurance,
of inevitability; the width and depth of the vision he was gaining were merely facets of the power that had
been promised to him.

Now it was vividly shown to be so. For the Thyrn he saw now was not the young and awkward
Caddoran that Aghrid and the others saw, but the source of aforce which spanned across his every

hel ghtened sense and which defied him. Y et it was weak and uncertain, just as Thyrn had dwaysbeenin
front of him. But how could it be otherwise? In this place, nothing could hope to stand against him. For
thiswas where the call had been drawing him. Here he could fed the source of the power that the
hooded figure had shown him — the power that was to be his— the power that opened vistaswhich
dwarfed into inggnificance his previous petty ambitions.

Herewasits heart, itsfocus. It pervaded everything — emanated from everywhere.
Everywhere except for this scar acrossit that centred about Thyrn.

But that was eadily dedlt with.

Sapping the hilt of hissword he turned to his men and shouted, ‘ Kill him! Kill them al!’

Aghrid snarled in anticipation and, drawing his sword, spurred his horse forward. The othersfollowed
him.

* * % %

Then they were motionless. No part of them moved, nor their horses. Tossing manes, foaming mouths
were caught asin apicture.

Vashnar' s mouth opened in asilent cry. He released his sword and hesitantly reached out to touch the
nearest rider. His hand moved through the seemingly solid figure asthough it were not there. He snatched
it back in terror, splaying it wide and staring at it wide-eyed asif expecting to find it suddenly missing.

Then he gripped it with his other hand and massaged them both desperately. They were solid, warm and
redl. Hisring glittered inthe dull light.

And, though hismen were il dl aout him, sllent and unmoving, he was at the centre of the myriad
clashing redlities he had witnessed when he had encountered the hooded figure.

‘Why are you not yet here?

Thefigurewasin front of him.



Vashnar was in no mood to be interrogated. ‘| am here. Y ou brought me here. What' s happening?
‘Thenhe is here. The one who opposes you. Why have you not destroyed him?
‘Releasemeand | will,” Vashnar roared.

‘I do not bind you,’ thefigure replied. His arms opened to encompass the whirling chaos about them.
“Yoursisthe key. Destroy him now!’

Vashnar was suddenly beside himsdf with frugtration and fury. ‘ Key! What key?1 understand nothing of
this” Heleaned forward and peered into the darkness of the deep hood. ‘| am trapped herein this. ..
half place. . . neither real nor unredl. | can do nothing.” He drew hissword and levelled it at thefigure.
‘Why have you brought me here? Why do you not use this vaunted power of yoursto destroy Thyrn
yoursdf?

Thefigure did not move, but Vashnar fdt its malevolent stare piercing him. It hissed —a sound like the
wind across a bitter icy plain. ‘Do not challenge me, Vashnar. Y our key and what you are opensthese
Ways—but it ismy will that brings together the power that remains from the unmaking of the Old World
—my will and only my will. Asit wasthen, soitisnow. | will befor ever. Time does not exist for me.

Y et, in time, another will comein your stead.But you have only now . Falter and you are lost.’

For an ingtant VVashnar quailed before the force of the persondity he could fed before him. But something
was flawed. Thefaintest hint of desperation? It steadied him.

‘Do not chalenge me ether, shade. Whatever you are and wherever you come from, | fed your greed,
your lust to be, your need for me. | ask you again, why do you not destroy Thyrn yourself?

‘Because Sght of meisdenied to him, Vashnar, while sight of him isnot denied to me.’

Vashnar felt the tumult about him fade and the hooded figure dip into the same motionless unredity ashis
riders.

Thevoicewas Thyrn's. It filled Vashnar’ smind. Knowing everything, denouncing everything.
‘What have you done, you madman? What have you unleashed? Can you not see the horror of it?

Vashnar had afleeting vison of his men. They were below him and charging towards him with painful
downess. At the same time he touched Thyrn’ sthoughts. All was weakness and doubt. Whatever
restraint Thyrn had on the hooded figure, he neither understood nor knew how to use; he was amere
infant loose in the armoury —armed but helpless.

All was solid about him again. Aghrid and his men were charging forward, screaming and shouting.
Vashnar drove his spursinto hishorse.

Rhavvan swore as Vashnar’ s barked order reached him and the riders began surging towardshim. ‘Ye
gods, there must be twenty of them.” He turned to flee, only to find Thyrn clinging to hisarm, dmost

collapsing.

‘Stand, Rhavvan!’ the youth implored him. ‘In the name of pity, stand with me. I’ ve seen hismind —seen
what he’ sgoing to do. There'sa power —an evil —in this place which no one will be able to opposeif it
possesses him.” He shook Rhavvan violently. ‘It doesn’t matter what happensto me. It doesn’t matter
what happensto any of us, but you must destroy him, for everyone' s sake.’

Rhavvan looked at him, then at the advancing riders, then, with acry of darm he shook himself free and



et off running down the dope they had just climbed.

Thyrn dithered to the ground. ‘No!” he shouted frantically after him. But to no avail. Rhavvan kept on
running. Thyrn’' svoice cracked into awhimper.

Theimage returned to him of that final brief contact with VVashnar. That searing touch of the gppalling
power that might become his, and the will behind it, gorged with al that was savage and unrestrained in
the human spirit. He fet it arcing back to the destruction of another world, another time, adestruction
that had trapped it here, ravening, but bound.

Every part of him cried out in denia. He did not know how he had spoken to Vashnar, or from whence
hiswords came. Still less did he know what touch inside him had released V ashnar back into thisworld.
But it had had to be. Touched by his guiding spirit, Vashnar was protected. He could only be dedlt with
here, now.

On dl fours now, tears of desperation clouded Thyrn’svision. He had become asolitary, fragile pivot in
eventsfar beyond his understanding.

Always there are choices, came the thought. But al he could choose now was the manner of hisdying.
Hight would not protect him, and it would yield thefield to an enemy more terrible than any he could

possibly haveimagined.
Histowering friend had deserted him, but he must stand.

His hand tightened blindly about a stone and he stood up unsteadily and turned to face the advancing
riders. As he dipped the soneinto hisding he found himself dmost overcome by afedling of forgiveness
for Rhavvan’ s abandoning him. It mingled with a surging gratitude for everything that had happened to
him during the past weeks. He wiped his deeve across his eyes and tried to focus on his attackers. He
was shaking uncontrollably but aresidue of Endryk’ steaching flickered sufficiently to sustain him. He
knew that he must use the racking desire of hisbody to flee to save himsdlf long enough to kill Vashnar.
He gave no thought to how that was to be done for he knew too, that somehow he would use the dark
resources which Vashnar’ svery persecution had led him to discover in himself.

At the sght of their quarry, the fatigue of their frantic dash across country and through the mountains had
fdlen away from the Tervaidin. Now Rhavvan' sflight urged them on even more and their cheering
became jeering as Thyrn launched an ineffective stone at them.

But asthey reached the bottom of the dope, the solitary figure above them was suddenly six, as Thyrn's
companions, drawn by Rhavvan’ s desperate urging, joined him, dark, ominous and immovable against
the lowering sky.

Five arrows were released. Three men and one horse féll, bringing down two other riders. The charge
fatered.

A bow wasthrugt into Thyrn’s hand and arrows pushed into his belt.
‘Take your time and pick your mark,” Endryk’ svoice said, cold and frightening.

Three more volleys of arrows ended the momentum of the charge completdly but Vashnar maintained a
demented pace and together with Aghrid and one other reached the ridge without injury. A savage kick
sent Nordath reding and, in pushing Thyrn to one side, Endryk too was sent tumbling down the dope by
asdeong blow from Vashnar’ sturning horse. As he dithered to ahdlt, he collided with one of the
unhorsed Tervaidin. Recovering, the man sivung his sword high to finish his downed victim, but Endryk’s



foot shot out and struck him squarely in the groin. Rolling over to avoid the faling man’s sword, he
snatched it up and hurled it at another of the Tervaidin charging towards him. The hilt struck himinthe
face and sent him staggering down the Sope.

At theridge, Rhavvan's staff had unhorsed both Aghrid and the remaining rider, and together with Adren
and Hyrad he was attacking with a combination of hurled rocks and brutal swordwork those Tervaidin
who had survived the arrows and were struggling up the dope to fight on foot.

For awhileit was bitter and desperate work, but the guidance and instruction that Endryk had given the
three Wardens, and their deep and righteous anger a the eventsthat had brought them here, combined to
make them formidable, and their opponents eventually retreated.

Asthelast of them turned and fled, Adren leaned forward on to her sword to catch her breath. Aghrid,
however, though unhorsed, had merely been winded. Seeing Adren defenceless and with her back to
him, he stood up dowly and lifted his sword to strike her. Hyrald saw the pending attack but wastoo far
away to intervene. His hand was reaching out in ingtinctive warning and he could fed acry formingin his
throat even as Adren’ s heed flicked dightly. Then she was stepping sdeways, her sword held like a
dagger and thrust backwards, the pam of her free hand pressed over its hilt. The blade went straight
through Aghrid, lifting him off hisfeet. With aturn, shewrenched her sword free as Aghrid fell to the
ground. Hisface amask of hatred, disbelief and pain, Aghrid made afind cut &t Adren even ashe
landed, but she avoided it with an dmost casua step then finished him with asingle savage blow.

Thefew Tervaidin lingering hesitantly on the dope retreated further.

Asshelooked up, it was to see Vashnar attacking Thyrn. The young Caddoran had dropped his bow
and wasflailing hissword in avain attempt to protect himsdlf. The three Wardens began running at the
sametime but it seemed they could not reach him in time to prevent VVashnar pressing home his brutal
ondaught.

Then, Naswasin front of Vashnar’ s horse, hackles raised, teeth bared, and Nordath, his head bleeding,
was clinging on to Vashnar’ sleg, trying to unseat him. After avain atempt to shake him off, Vashnar
abandoned his attack on Thyrn to strike down this new assailant. Thyrn, seeing the danger to hisuncle,
lashed out at Vashnar but missed and struck his horse aglancing blow. Already frightened by Nals, the
horse reared, didodging Nordath and knocking Thyrn over. As he landed, the impact bounced the sword
from his hand. Vashnar swung down from his horse and moved to finish on foot the task he had failed to
do on horseback.

Scrabbling backwards over the rocky ground, Thyrn seized arock and hurled it a him. It struck Vashnar
on the chest without effect.

Vashnar' seyes were blazing, but terrifying Thyrn as much as hisimmediate physical danger wasthe
fragmenting confusion that swirled in Vashnar’ s wake —the shards of countless colliding redities. And
illuminating dl, the bloody light of the power that hung about this place—a power that he knew Vashnar
would take into reallms beyond imagining — a power that was the very essence of those who had
destroyed an entire world with their ignorance and consuming hatred. The scale and horror of thisvison
threatened to unman Thyrn totdly, but even ashefdt hislast control and resstance dipping away,
something deep within him reached out and touched the hurt that was focused about V ashnar — denying
it, hedingit.

‘No!" A chorus of screaming voices crackled around Vashnar’ s cry, and Thyrn's strange and tenuous
touch was dashed aside.

But where there had been fear there was now anger. As Vashnar strode towards him, Thyrn’s hand



closed about afist-sized rock and with asingle sweeping movement, powered by that inner knowledge
which as achild had bounced a precious, bright red ball to and fro, he hurled it at Vashnar’ shead, a
great cry surging initswake. Vashnar flinched, lifting an arm to protect himsdlf.

Therock struck his hand.
It shattered hisring.

It seemed to Thyrn that suddenly he was aone on the mountain and that adeep silence and stillness
pervaded the whole world.

Then he was aware that the rent into this world which Vashnar had opened was gone, save for a
trembling residue that shimmered about him. All waswhole again.

And the silence was not silence, but anoise loud beyond any hearing —the screaming of the ancient evil
that some quality in Vashnar, or thering, or both, had given form.

It was a scream of withering fury, but it wasimpotent now, and as Thyrn dowly stood up it faded to
become nothing more than adying, dl-too-human cry from Vashnar’ s gaping mouth.

Vashnar' s sword dipped from his hand and he sank to his knees. Adren wasthefirst to reach him.
Breathlesdy she kicked the sword away from him, then, her blade across histhroat, she drew back his
dumped head.

Vashnar offered no resstance. He was humming softly and tunelesdy and his eyeswere empty.
It started to rain.
Chapter 28

The next few days were dominated mainly by the practicdities of travelling through the mountains. The
Tervaidin, dready reluctant to attempt another assault on their intended victims after the res stance and
resolution they had met, yielded completely on seeing the death of Aghrid and the sudden descent of their
leader into idiocy. The dead were buried and the wounded tended. Concerned about travelling with
prisoners, Endryk laid down adtrict ordering of their travelling, but the Tervaidin showed little inclination
to revert to their former ways. Nevertheless, he made them walk and carry on stretchers those who
could not.

Nordath was offered alitter which he brusquely refused, taking an uncharacteristic pride in his bandaged
head. A sharp eye, however, would have noted him surreptitioudy rubbing his bruised back and ribs
when he woke each morning.

There was no debate hald about their destination.

‘Timeto go home,” Hyrad said as he and Rhavvan raised the broken Vashnar to hisfeet. Adren wiped
the rain from his face and then from her own. Nordath and Thyrn embraced one another silently.

Asthey |eft the mountain they met four travellers heading north, three men and awoman. They would
have passed with amere exchange of courtesies, but the woman looked at the weary Tervaidin with
some concern and then announced that she was a hedler and asked if she could help.

“You'renot Arvens,’ Hyrald said when she had examined the wounded and satisfied hersdf that they
were being reasonably tended.



‘We're from Gyronlandt in the south,” said one of the men, her husband.

The Wardens exchanged significant looks. ‘1 didn’t think the southern mountains were passable,” Hyrald
sad. ‘It must have been adifficult journey.’

‘“We're used to mountains,” said one of the other men quietly.

Endryk, who had been staring & the two men intently, started, then said something softly to them which
the others did not catch. A subdued but intense conversation followed in alanguage that was not Arvens.

‘These men are my countrymen,” Endryk told them gpologetically when it wasfinished. ‘| think we vea
great dedl to talk about. May they accompany us?

Hyrad looked at the new arrivals. Thetwo men in particular sat their horses with the same easy manner
that Endryk aways showed. ‘| know nothing about your country, sirs, but we owe Endryk our lives, and
if you honour such things, then honour isdueto him. Y ou' re more than welcometo travel with us; if you
wish, but there may be danger at the end of our journey.’

The older of the two men smiled, and extended his hand as he introduced himsdlf. * Tdll uson theway,’
hesad.

* k * %

Thelr entry into Arvenshelm was dmost unremarked. Vashnar had swayed many of the upper ranks of
the Warding to his plans but Draferth’ s actions had caused great confusion and alarm amongst them, and
without Vashnar’ s unifying and forceful presence they floundered, reducing his grand design very quickly
to an undignified méée of mutua blame-shifting — atrait they were well-practised in. Lesser supporters
discreetly faded into the background.

A great many impromptu street meetings had occurred, severd of which had broken up in disorder and
violence, but the mogt critica point had come with an attempt by Tervaidin officersto arrest Draferth.
Two of his supporters werekilled before agroup of Wardensfinally intervened and arrested the leading
Tervadin. It gave Hyrdd consderable satisfaction that they were his men.

One other casudty was Striker Bowlott. He was attacked by afrenzied Krim with the Blue Cushion.
Though unhurt, he was so disturbed by this culmination of the sudden rush of redity into the Moot Palace
that he hadtily retired, citing adesire to write his memoirs and a dissertation on the Treatise. Krim
subsequently pleaded extenuating circumstances due to the acute distress caused by Bowlott’ s curt
refusa to order Ector to repair his curtains, and a so, unexpectedly shrewdly, immunity by virtue of the
definition of his office. After abrief period of rest —and the fitting of new curtainsto the windows of the
Cushion Repository — he was reingtated.

The Moot rapidly reverted to its old ways by holding a great and solemn debate to discuss how it should
learn from what had happened and not smply revert to its old ways.

Hyrald was made Senior Commander of the Warding. He gtill walked the streets however, asdid dl the
new Digtrict Commandersthat he appointed.

Vashnar was given to the care of hiswifewho nursed him tenderly.

* * % %

Nordath offered Endryk and the four travellers the hospitality of hishouse, and together with Hyrald and
the others they spent severa agreeable days wandering about Arvenshelm and discussing thetrids and



tribulations of their respective travels. It seemed that dark events had not been confined only to
Arvendadt.

Only Thyrn seemed to beill at ease. He talked agreat dedl to Nordath.

‘There saskill —agift —ingde me, that | don’t understand. It’ s something important — something thet |
need to learn about.’

Heaso talked agreat dedl to Endryk’ s countrymen.

Then camethetimefor parting. They al rode to the edge of the city. It was early morning, hazy with the
promise of afine day.

‘Thank you for everything,” Endryk said. ‘It's been an honour to ride with you.” He embraced his former
companionsin turn, Adren with unexpected and returned fervour, which caused raised eyebrows and
cautioudy amused looks from Hyrad and Rhavvan.

Following much heart-searching, Thyrn had decided to go with them. It was adecision that upset
Nordath more than he chose to say, but he offered no word of reproach. Endryk’ s companions had
spoken to him aso before agreeing to Thyrn’ s request to accompany them.

‘There are scholars and learned men at home who can help him, bring him to the knowledge he needs.
And too, they need to know what' s happened here; they need to know about that placein the
mountains’

Nevertheless Nordath could not fully trust himself to speak as he clagped Thyrn's hand in both of his.

‘I'll be back,” Thyrn promised as he mounted his horse. He looked at the Wardens significantly and
Adren placed her arm around Nordath’' s shoulder in asilent promise of continued companionship.

The three Wardens and Nordath stood motionlessfor along time watching the departing riders, Nals
trotting beside them.

Then they were gone, logt in the bright morning mist.

* k % %

So endsthetale of Thyrn, the Caddoran
... for the moment.

Meanwhile. . .
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