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PROLOGUE
The Sanctuary was seni-dark, lit by a single,
large oil lanmp that set blurred shadows trenbling and junping. Seven nen,

robed in silk, sat in a circle on straw mats, |egs fol ded beneath them
Anot her sat in the center. Their shaven heads were upright. Lanplight
flickered on cal mfaces, glinting on eyes otherw se black, giving off an arona
too mld to conceal the fragrance of Korean pine from panels, tinbers and
floor. As dark as the room was the sound that came fromtheir throats -- a
deep and droning “OM” protracted and near the Iimt of audibility, like the
dyi ng hum of sone great bell

They were questing. Vague images flicked
behi nd unfocused eyes. Now and then somet hi ng vaguely recogni zabl e cane to
them to be gone before it stopped shimrering. They didn’t try to hold them

When -- if -- they found sonething significant, it would stay to be exam ned.
After a bit, they got one clearly, of conica
tents -- a canpground -- with a village of log huts not far behind it. Behind
the i mage was a sense of context; this was sone tribal gathering. The picture,
still wavering, shifted, then focused on a very large, physically powerful

man. A man w t hout eyes, they sonehow knew, who nonethel ess carried a sword. A
man wit hout eyes who wal ked briskly, neaningfully. Suddenly he stopped. And
turned as if to look at the nen who spied on himfromtheir GCrcle of Power.

He did have eyes, strange eyes wi thout pupils,
t hat somehow seemed to lock with their collective gaze. Then the vision
wavered and was gone, and they knew w t hout di scussion that they would not get
it back.

The enperor, Songtsan Ganpo, sat in his study
bef ore open, gl ass-paned doors. A light cool wind blew fromthe northwest
across the Yan Muntains, played with the silver wi nd chinmes on his bal cony,

and touched his face. Above his left shoulder an oil lanp, its flanme shiel ded
by a gl ass chimey, cast faintly yellow light on the manuscript he read.
Rermotely he heard a small gong -- heard and regi stered, and ignored. A mnute

|ater there was stirring at his corridor door, and an exchange of nuted words.
Then his doorguard entered, a giant humanoid with short, rich-brown fur. It
cleared its throat softly.

“Your Magnificence,” it rmurnured.

Songt san Ganpo | owered the manuscript and
turned wi t hout speaking.

“H's Reverence, Tenzin Geshe, wi shes to speak
wi th Your Magnificence.”

Dark eyes regarded the doorman. “Send himin.”

The geshe coul d have conmuni cated with him
telepathically; given the Crcle of Power, the distance fromthe gonba, the
nmonastery, was no problem But the enperor didn’t allow nental intrusions
except when he’'d ordered them or in true enmergencies. One sent or carried
nmessages, on paper or orally. Tenzin Geshe entered the room and bowed | ow. He
woul d not speak until invited to.

“Yes?” the enperor asked.

“Your Magnificence,” said the geshe, “your
Circle of Power has been questing. And we have seen a man . ”

He opened his mind to his enperor then



rerunni ng the experience.

When t he geshe had conpleted his brief report,
he was di sm ssed. The enperor sat with the manuscript ignored on his |lap. The
Circle had | earned nothing explicit, except that the man exi sted and what he
| ooked like. And that he’'d been aware of them observing him and had broken
t he connection. A man of unusual power then, obviously, but where he was, and
of what people, there’'d been no clue.

There had been a limted know ngness with the
vi sion, however: the man was far away, and was inportant to him There'd been
no sign of what the inportance m ght be. Logic suggested that the nman woul d
| ead an arny against his, when the tine of conquest came, but that was only
| ogi c, not know edge.

Songt san Ganpo sat with his mind cl ear of
t houghts, waiting quietly for nore, but no nore cane.

PART ONE
DEPARTURE
ONE

The council fire flickered ruddy-yell ow,
lighting the Neoviking chiefs who sat around it. It was a very large fire, by
t he standards of a people whose sumrer fires normally were small: fires for
cooki ng, and snoke fires to drive the nosquitoes fromtheir |og houses.

Ted Baver squatted unobtrusively as part of
the ring of chiefs, an honor granted himas a representative of the star folk.
He had no role in their council, of course. He was there to watch, listen
record, and in the process learn. He held a snall audio-video recorder before
his face, as if aimng a pistol, and through and around its sinple, fold-out
viewi ng frane he watched the proceedings.

He’'d grown used to squatting, this past year
Cccasional ly, absently, he squashed nosquitoes on his face with his |eft hand.
The thunmp of an insect-hunting ni ghthawk braki ng overhead did not catch his
attention. He was engrossed in the dispute before the council, aimng his
recorder at whoever was speaking, capturing their words and i mage.

Jaavkl o, * chief of the Autton Can, got to
his feet. He was wide-franmed, with remarkably muscular arms, his nuscles nore
ropy than bulky. Hs face was creased, but at fifty feet by firelight, his
bl ack hair seemed ungrayed, and the skin on his arms, shoul ders and neck was
still tight. Baver guessed his age at between forty and forty-five.

Jaavkl o spoke loudly, that the throng of
nort hnen coul d hear, the hundreds who squatted unseen on the sl ope above the
council fire. “Here is ny answer to Uf Varjsson of the Wlf Can,” he said.
“I'n the Honel and, we of the Autton** C an had the poorest territory of al
the Svear. It was poorest to start with, and as the world grew col der, it
became i npossible to feed oursel ves adequately. Nor would the Reindeer Can or
the Sal mon O an adjust their boundaries with us. Wen we brought it up in
council, Axel Storndve refused to require it of them There was bad bl ood
between the two of us, Axel and nme, and so he refused.

“Now the tribes have cone to a new | and, and
possessed it, dividing it, each clan nmarking its own. The dutton O an has
built cairns at their corners, and other cairns at needful places, according
to the agreenent anong the tribes. Yet here at the ting, we find the WlIf
peopl e conpl ai ni ng that we encroach on them W encroach on no one! W have
done all things according to the agreement!”

He | ooked around the circle scowing, then
squatted down again in the place that was his.

Ni | s Jarnhann got up then, a huge, mnuscul ar
young man only twenty-two years old, scarred on | egs, face, and shoulder. His
eyes were sky-blue glass, crafted by a nachini st aboard the junp ship
Phaeacia. They fitted properly but were conspicuously artificial, and around



them t he sockets were sunken. He turned his face to Jaavklo as if the gl ass
eyes saw. He was | agman of the People -- reciter and interpreter of the Law
and arbiter of disputes, who al so presided when crinmes were brought before the
counci | .

“And the corners are on the tails of two
ri dges?” he asked. Hi s voice seened quieter than Jadavklo's, and mld, but it
could be heard clearly by the tribesnmen hi ghest on the sl ope.

Jaavkl o answered without rising. “They are.”

“Can the tail of one ridge be seen fromthe
ot her ?”

“Distantly, yes.”

The | agman’s wi de mouth pursed briefly before
he spoke. “The conplaint of Uf Varjsson, chief of the Wlves, has been heard,
and also its denial by Jaavklo, chief of the @uttons. The corners are not in
di spute, but only the line on the plain. Here is how the dispute will be
resolved: The Bull Can of the Jotar and the Seal Cl an of the Norskar will
each provide four warriors to exam ne the disputed line. Tonmorrow they will go
toit, two days ride fromhere. There they will have a pyre built at each of
the two corners. These pyres will be very large, so that in the dark, each
fire can be clearly seen fromthe other. Freenmen, as many as the ei ght
warriors think necessary, will help them providing the necessary wood and
doi ng whatever else is needed. These freenmen will be equally of the dutton
and Wl f C ans.

“At nightfall of the second day, four warriors

will be at each pyre, two each fromthe Seals and the Bulls. They wll Iight
the pyres. The fires nust be kept burning high till dawn. Wen the nmen at one
fire can see the other, two of the warriors fromeach fire will ride toward

the other, as straight as they can. It is inportant that they ride straight,
because their trails nust nake a straight |line between the fires, between the
corner cairns.

“They will continue until they cone to the
stream where they will set a tall stake in the bank on their side, tal
enough to be seen plainly fromfifty doubles [about eighty nmeters], tying a
flag to the top.

“The other warriors, with freenen to help
them will followthe trail of the two through the grass. They will have oxen,
and drag sleds with stones and | ong stakes on them Fromtime to time they
will set a stake in the trail, with rocks set against it. Each stake nust be
visible fromthe two stakes nearest behind it. They will also put rocks around
the stakes at the stream Afterward the freenmen, supervised by the eight, wll
drag nmore rocks to all those places, and build cairns as tall as a man. Each
cairn must have a pole three spans tall sticking out the top, and the row of
cairns nust forma straight line. The Quttons and Wl ves nust provide as nany
freemen for the task as the eight warriors require. The line will henceforth
be as marked by the new cairns, and the old cairns will be torn down.”

Ni | s Jarnhann paused, turning his face from
side to side around the council circle. |Ingenious! thought Baver. That not
only takes care of the dispute, it establishes a procedure any clan can use on
its own.

But the | agnman wasn’t done yet. “This
di spute,” he went on, “creates a debt to the warriors who solve it, and to
their clans. Therefore, their clans will each receive” -- he paused, then
repeated “ -- will each receive a paynent of twenty heifer calves and twenty
bull or ox calves, to be selected by the eight warriors. In addition, each of
the eight warriors will be paid two saddl e horses, which he can select from
all the horses of the clan responsible. The clan which pays will be the clan
that was in error on the line. Therefore, before the old cairns are torn down,
the eight warriors will determ ne on which side of the newline the old cairns
stand. If all the old cairns, all of them stand within ten spans of the new
line, or are on the Jutton’s side, the Gutton Can will be held bl anel ess,



and the WIf Can will pay. OGherwise the Gutton Can will pay.”

Baver’'s eyes found the two chieftains. Uf
Varj sson showed grimsatisfaction. Jaavkl o, on the other hand, had darkened
wi th anger and chagrin. Meanwhile Ni|ls Jarnhann spoke on. “As to the request
for feud rights growing out of the fight at the old streamcairns, they are
refused both to clans and septs. Tonmorrow at hi gh noon, the two septs wll
each have ten warriors at the fighting ground, ready for a fight with hands
and feet.

“And if any of those chosen enter the fight

with a weapon, he will be declared outlaw and fair game, with only a single
day of grace, regardl ess of whether he uses that weapon. Furthernore, his
househol d will be held responsible for any bl ood paynment incurred fromthe use

of that weapon.”

Baver could hear a soft nurnuring fromthe
hundreds of northmen |i stening unseen behind him

“As to bl ood paynment for nen and horses from
the fight at the stream” the young giant went on, “that will be the standard
paynment, made by the sept in error, the error to be determ ned by the new
line. However, if all the old cairns are within ten spans of the new |ine,
there will be no blood paynent.”

Again Nils Jarnhann turned his face toward the
two opposing clan chieftains. “There will be no appeal to these rulings, nor
to the line laid out by the eight warriors of the Seal and Bull d ans.”

He paused, then | ooked at Jaavkl o. “Jaavkl o, |
have another matter to talk with you about, before the council, and before the
Peopl e assenbl ed here. You have told us that Axel Storndve refused to require
t he Reindeer and Sal nron Clans to give part of their territories to the Gutton
G an. Because, you said, there was bad bl ood between you and Axel. You have
al so said this before our present neeting, though never in council

“What your words nean is that Axel Stornéve
did not treat honestly with the Gutton Can, that he wthheld fairness
because of an old grudge. | have talked with other chiefs about this. They
told me the question of adjusting boundaries never came up in Council. Wen
did you talk with Axel about it?”

“Just before the First Council of Al Chiefs,
held to discuss | eaving the Honel and. He refused ne then.”

“Who el se was there when you discussed it with
hi n?”

“Arvid Smitsson, who now is dead, killed in
battle with the horse barbarians.”

“No ot her?”

Jaavkl o shook his head.

“You shake your head; your answer then is no.
Axel Stornéve called the First Council of Al Chiefs to propose his plan to
| eave the Honel and, and to get the agreenent of as many clans as possible. And
he succeeded. Did this solve the |Iand problemof the duttons?”

“Yes. But now we have anot her problem and
with Stornédve’s own clan, the Wl ves! Your clan! He has poi soned your m nds
agai nst ne!”

“W’ ve sol ved that new di spute tonight. Now
" m | ooking at your conplaint about Axel Stornave and his honesty. So you told
Axel of your problemon one day and he solved it that sanme day, is that right?
O the day after?”

A sul | en nod.

“l amalso told that you becane chief only the
wi nter previous. Wien had you had dealings with Axel Storndve before that
day?”

The G utton chieftain didn’t answer at once,
and when he did, his voice was shrill. “You're trying to trick ne! You re of
the Wlf Can too! You're trying to nake ne | ook |ike a troubl enaker, you and



St orndve and Varjsson! You've talked with the chiefs of the Seal and Bul
Cans, so they will give you warriors who will nmark a new boundary that wl|l
steal our land fromus!”

“l see. And you have w tnesses to this?”

Jaavkl o stood staring wildly at the | agnan,
who repeated his unanswered question. “Wen did you have dealings with Axel
St orndve before you first asked for a boundary adjustnent?”

Jaavkl o had no answer; to Ted Baver it seened
that the man’s eyes bul ged.

“You do not answer. Therefore unless
corrected, | will assume that you’d never had dealings with himbefore. From
what then did this bad bl ood devel op?”

Agai n there was no answer.

“Bach tribe has a | aw agai nst sl ander, and the
council a law against lies in its neetings. Men are sel dom charged under them
unless the lie is harnful, and | will not charge you now But ”

H s words were cut short by a keening noise
from Jaavkl o’s throat, a keening that quickly grewto a how of rage.
Fumbl i ng, wenching, the chief tore off his sleeveless |eather shirt. The how
had broken into hoarse, grunting cries, wordl ess shouts, and when his torso
was bare, he drew his sword and charged the | agnan.

Ni I s Jarnhann’s sword was out too, and
bl i nd-eyed he met the man's berserk assault. The viol ent energy and qui ckness
of Jaavkl o’ s attack was shocking to Baver, who' d never before w tnessed an
attack to kill. But the | agman beat off the berserker’s strokes, seem ngly
wi thout any effort to strike back; either he was too hard pressed or he
exerci sed an unexpl ai nabl e restraint.

Then Jaavkl o’ s sword broke agai nst the
lagman’s, alnost at the hilt. Wth a how, he flung the rest of it at his
adversary, then turned and threw hinself on the council fire, where he |ay
roaring as if in rage, without trying to get up. Staring w de-eyed past his
recorder, Baver shook, tw tched, al nost spouted sweat, and got half up as if
to run and rescue the man. But didn't. Instead he continued to record. It
seened i nmpossible that the Autton chief had done what he had, and havi ng done
it, that pain did not drive himoff.

And that no one pulled himoff!

The raucous roaring stopped. Then Baver
doubl ed over and enptied his stomach onto the ground. Wen he was done
retching, he settled down onto his knees, staring as the |agman, who' d gone to
t he dead Jaavkl o, grasped the corpse’'s feet and pulled it fromthe fire. Baver
heard no one el se be sick, though surely this horrible, this shocking event
nmust have traumatized sone of them at |east.

Then he remenbered the departure of the Orcs*
fromthe City of Kazi, and what the Northnen found there the next day. And
wondered if after all they m ght handle this with simlar dispassion, m ght
treat it sinply as an unfortunate di splay of aberration

*For
those who are interested, a brief pronunciation guide for Neovi ki ng names and
words is included in the appendi x. Back

**Al so
known as the wol verine. Back

*Ocs --
Name applied to the soldiers of Kazi the Undying, a M ddle-Eastern
enperor. Back



From-- A video interviewwth Ilse in the botanical conservatory on the eve
of the vernal equinox, Deep Harbor, New Hone, A.C. 781. By Lateefah Fourier

LF: Intriguing, to have grown up that way. But before |I go, our viewers will
never forgive me if we don’t tal k about your husband, the Ingling. Did | say
that correctly? The Ingling?

Il se: Approximately. It’'s nore precise, however, to say the | sound with the
lips rounded. Yngling. The Y is like the umMauted U in German.

LF: Yngling. There! How did | do that tine?
Il1se: Quite well.
LF: But “Yngling” is not his name, right? His nane is Ni|ls Jarnhann

Ilse: That's right. As a child he was known as N |Is Hammarsson, because his
father, an Ironsmith, is called Hammar. Wi ch neans hamer, as you m ght
suspect. Jarnhann is his warrior name, given himwhen he conpleted his sword
apprenticeship. It nmeans Ironhand. Wile still a sword apprentice, and not
fully grown, he killed a man, a warrior, with a blow of his fist.

LF: The Northman culture certainly seens violent.

IIse: It’s a controlled violence. The warriors are violent, the rest of the
culture not particularly so. The Northmen have a systemof |aws that contain
nost of the violence within the warrior class. The ordinary freeman is |ess
subject to violence fromwithin his culture than in ny own country, Gernany.

LF: And ingling -- Yngling -- is atitle, right?

Ilse: In a sense, yes. Long ago, “yngling” sinply meant a youth in their

| anguage. Anciently, Anglic had a cognate, “youngling.” Al three Northman
tribes share a | egend of a young nan who appeared in a tine of danger perhaps
two hundred years ago, when constant warring threatened to destroy them They
had no warrior class then; all men fought. The southern tribe, the Jotar, had
gai ned the upper hand, and it seenmed they would kill or enslave the Svear. And
probably the Norskar as well.

Then an yngling appeared anong the Svear, to becone a great raid | eader and
war chief, and before long it seemed that they’'d destroy the Jotar instead.
Then an yngling came anong the J6tar and saved them After that he made

hi nsel f known as the sanme yngling who had saved the Svear and Norskar. He said
he belonged to no tribe or clan, but to all Northmen. And he had great power
over them because of his wisdomand truth and justice, and gave themthe Bans
that set limts on warring and feuding, the Bans that let themlive with
relatively little fear and hatred.

LF: Can you tell us a little about those Bans?

Ilse: OF course. Warriors of the different clans still could fight one

anot her, but they could no | onger take one another’s land. And the clan
borders were reset to the earlier markers. Also, while they could still burn
strawst acks, to burn haystacks or buil dings was outside the Bans. They could
steal livestock, but they could not kill it and leave it lie. They could stil
kill in vengeance, but only for specified wongs and wi thin approved feuds.

Al the clans agreed to this. But there was a Jytska chief who hated him for
it, who struck himw th a poisoned knife he’d hidden in his shirt, so that he
di ed. And instead of mmking a burial mound, they put the youth in a canoe and



set it on the Jota Alv, which floated it down to the sea.

Only then, the | egend says, did they realize that none of them knew his nane,
so they called himsinply “the Yngling.” And the legend had it that in a tinme
of great need he'd return, for the Northmen believe that after you die, you
will be reborn

Finally, as was certain to happen sooner or |later, there cane another tinme of
great need. And when Nils appeared fromexile -- he'd been exiled for a
killing -- the things he did convinced themthat he was the Yngling reborn to
them .

After what had happened, Ted Baver was
surprised that the council didn't adjourn at once. He could snell charred
flesh, and surely the Northmen did too; they saw, heard, and snelled nore
acutely than he did. But instead of noving that they adjourn, N Is Jarnhann
stood beside the corpse and recited what seened to be a formula for the soul
after suicide. Baver hadn’t recovered sufficiently to followit all in detail
al t hough of course his recorder did.

When Nils had conpleted the formula, he
announced he was resigning as |lagman. And not only resigning as | agman; he was
| eaving the Northmen. There were questions then; the Northnmen didn’t want him
to go. He replied that they were depending too much on him abdicating too
much authority to him and that the function of the Yngling was not to
pr esi de.

The announcenent startled Baver out of his
nmental shock. It seened to himthat the death of Jaavklo nust be the rea
reason for the lagman’s decision. O could it be depression because his wife
Ilse had left Earth on the junpship Phaeaci a? The inportant thing was that his
seniors on the mission, Matthew and N kko Kumal o, considered Ni|ls J&arnhann one
of their two prime resources. Ten days previously, they' d fl own pinnace Al pha
to Germany and the Dane land, to interview nenbers of their other prine
resource, the Psi Alliance. They'd intended to be back for the Al Tribes Ting
-- the big annual assenbly of the Northnen. But three nights ago they’'d called
from Neustadt am Weser, to tell himthey wouldn't be back for at |east another
week.

Now Ni I s was planning to | eave, and Baver had
the inpression that it would be soon. If it was before Matt and N kko cane
back, they’d want to know where he was going, so they could maintain contact
with him

Meanwhil e Isbjgrn H eltessgn, the |eader of
the Council of Al Chiefs, had solemly asked the others for noninations for a
new | agman. After half a dozen nanes had been called out, H eltessgn had
di sm ssed the neeting and the chiefs, ana the crowd on the slope had begun
nmovi ng toward their canmps. O in the case of some of the Norskar, their
cabins, for the Ice Bear Clan was host to the ting this year

The crowd was | eaving now, and Baver foll owed
Nils. He’'d had no personal contact with himbefore; had spent nost of his tine
with the Sal mon dan of the Svear. Besides, the man was obviously very
different fromthe rest of his people, and according to N kko had a sonmewhat
exterior viewpoint of them To talk with him at |least at any |length, Baver
had told hinmself, mght skew his data and prejudice his anal yses.

Now, though, he needed to question hi mabout
where he was goi ng, and when.

Baver caught up with himas the Northman
approached his tent, a typical, conical affair about four neters tall and four
in diameter, of hides sewn to fit, and laid over slender pine poles. Its door
flap was open, and the leather walls glowed faintly; someone had started a
firein the fire pit. Waich surprised Baver -- the Northman was said to live
al one.



“Nils!” Baver said to him “may | ask you sone
guestions?”

Nils sl owed and | ooked at the ethnol ogist. He
saw a man of ordinary height, soft by Neoviking standards but well
proportioned. H's skin was brown, his curly brown hair cap-like; he had it cut
fromtime to tinme with clippers.

“Ask,” N ls said.

“When are you going to | eave?”

“Tonorrow.”

Tormorrow! “Wiere will you go?”

“Eastward.”

“Where eastward?”

Ni | s ducked in through the door, and Baver
followed him They were met by giggling, and the confused et hnol ogi st | ooked
around. There were two young wonen there, in their |late teens he judged,
perhaps local, and he realized what they were there for. Nils was as nuch a
hero anmong the other clans, or nost of them as in his own. These girls were
there to carry off with them sonme of the giant warrior’s genes, with which to
bless their famly and clan. And no doubt to enjoy thensel ves and pl easure
hi m

Abruptly Baver stepped back into the doorway.
“I -- I"ve got nore questions,” he said. “I’'lIl come back tonorrow before you
| eave.” Then he ducked out, his face hot, and hurried off toward his own tent.
Those are dammed good-1 ooking girls, he thought, especially if you like them
strong and unwashed. He wi shed one of them had been waiting for him Wen he
got to his tent, he laid a fire, lit it with his fire-starter, and when it was
burning well, put greenery on it to snpke out the nosquitoes.

He’' d neglected to ask Nils when, tonorrow,
he’d be I eaving. He’'d check with himin the norning, to nake sure; 0800 woul d
do it, he decided. Meanwhile he took the radio fromhis shoul der bag and
called Matt and N kko; perhaps they' d fly back tonight if they knew.

But neither responded, nor did the pinnace
itself. He was disappointed, but not surprised. If both were away fromthe
Al pha, they'd | eave the force shield on, and if the area wasn't safe, they'd
| eave the commast retracted to prevent vandalism contact woul d be inpossible.

He’'d try them again tonmorrow, as soon as he
got up.

THREE
From -- The New School Encycl opedia, copyright A .C. 920, Deep Harbor, New
Home

The Orc Wars, A D. 2831-2832 (A.C. 779-780) --

Tribal chiefs and feudal |ords had fought innunmerable small wars since before
records began to be kept again (about A.D. 2350). But in post-plague Europe
there was no |l arge-scale war until 2831. In that year the O c Wars began

It seened predestined that there would be such wars, given the post-plague
return to primtivism with society organi zed variously under tribalism
feudalism and despotism Wat actually brought it about was the devel oprment
of a newinperialismin the Mddle East. Its outcone, however, was the result
of a folk migration out of Scandinavia, in response to severe climatic
cooling, the opening stage of the new, so-called Athabasca-Skanderna

gl aci ation .

. On one side, two powerful mlitary forces were allied, one the
so-called Ocs, the other of assorted horse barbarians, united under the
command of His Inperial Mjesty, Kamal Tinmur Kazi, known as Kazi the Undying.



These net and destroyed a series of European opponents: first the South

Ukr ai ni ans; next the “North Ukrainians” (nore properly Byel orussi ans); and
later a mixed and ill-coordinated arnmy of Poles, Magyars, Saxons, Neovi ki ngs,
and finally mgrating Finns, which conbined was still much smaller than the

i nperial forces. The first encounter

Thus the Neovi king hero, N ls Jarnhann, on the first occasion turned a
situation of military overwhelminto the w thdrawal of the conquering Orcs
into the Bal kans, and the dissolution of the horse barbarians into a stil
dangerous but unled nob of marauders. Wiile on the | ater occasion, it is
Jarnhann who nust al so be credited with converting the terribly vul nerable
Neovi ki ng situation into the decimati on and col | apse of the Ocish armny, and
its withdrawal from Europe across the Bosporus into Anatolia

Baver had | earned to cook Northman style, sort
of. In the village, he lived in a bachelor house with two young, stil
unmarried warriors. An old widow came in twice a day, norning and evening, to
cook for them and he' d watched what she did. Watching, |istening, and
recording were his principal activities. En route to the ting, a six-day trek
on horseback fromthe principal village of the Sal non C an, he’'d not only had
his first experience in all-day riding on horseback, a genuine ordeal, but his
first experience in cooking, and in eating what he'd cooked. It hadn’t been so
bad. By New Home standards, he’'d never cared a whole |ot what he ate, as |ong
as he was decently nouri shed.

That ni ght he dreamed of cooking. Peopl e kept
appearing in his cook fire -- which in the dreamwas much | arger than ordinary
-- or over it in a big cauldron. The first tinme it wakened him he’d been
quite upset. After building up his fire a bit, and adding greenery to thicken
t he snmoke, he’d gone out anmong the nosquitoes to one of the canpground’ s
straddl e-trenches, to relieve hinmself. Before he fell asleep again, the
t hought had cone to himthat in his dreans, the persons being cooked had al
seened to be there at their own insistence. And when he sl ept again, though
the dreanms recurred, they didn’t upset himas they had earlier

It was the noise of boys playing that woke him
to the day. Wen he got up, many of the adults had al ready eaten, and gone to
the broad ting ground to talk or trade; westle or shoot or watch those who
did; or watch the council. Baver relieved hinself again; filled his waterskin
at the stream ate jerky, strong cheese, and hardtack; and tried once nore to
reach Matthew and N kko, with no nore success than the first tine.

VWhen he finished eating, his watch read 0806.
He left his tent to go to Nils's and ask when, that day, the Northman pl anned
to | eave

Nils's tent was gone, leaving the fire hole
and a circle of pressed-down grass. \Wile Baver stood staring, not know ng
what to do, a boy cane |oping up, one he’d never seen before, tallish and
gangling, with a narrow, hawk-like face and orange-red hair. He guessed his
age at possibly fifteen years. On one shoul der the boy carried a bridle and
light saddle; on his belt he wore a shortsword and knife. “Is he gone al ready
then?!” the boy asked.

“I't appears so.”

“Do you know where?”

“No. | wish | did. Were you going w th hinP”

The boy nodded absently, staring at the
tranpl ed grass of the tent site.

“Can you track hinP” Baver asked.

“If the horse guards tell me what direction he
started in.”

Abruptly the boy left, trotting briskly, and
Baver foll owed hi mdown grassy avenues separating clan canps, to the |arge
rope corral of the Wlf Clan. It was guarded by a one-eyed old warrior with a



rough scar bisecting his face, and by two boys about the age of Baver’s guide
but somewhat huskier. The youth questioned the old man, who pointed down the
stream The Yngling, he said, had left an hour earlier with his horses: a
singl e saddl e nount and a pack horse. The Northnmen were not rich in horses.

An hour, Baver thought. Not very explicit. To
t he Neovi ki ngs, an hour was only a concept, carried down through the centuries
from pre-pl ague days when they’'d had clocks; nowit referred to an interval
somewhat shorter than half a day, but somewhat [onger than “a little while.”

The boy put down his saddl e but kept his
bridle. “What are you going to do?” Baver asked.

The question brought a stare before an answer.
“Cet my horse, of course.” Then bridle in hand, the boy strode in anmpong the
horses. Baver stood feeling foolish for a nonment, then turned to the one-eyed
horse tender. “Do you think he can? Catch up with Nils J&arnhann?”

The old man grunted. “Probably. He will be
hurrying, and the Yngling probably won't be.”

“Why does he want to go with hin®”

“Hans is apprenticed to Al gott Skal den, and
has undertaken to conpl ete the Jarnhann Saga. He conposed a nunber of the
exi sting kantos, and people agree they are virtually as good as his naster’s.
| suppose he feels he nust follow Nils to know what happens with him Though
to follow the Yngling can easily nean he'll never live to recite it in the
| onghouse.”

On this world, Baver realized, that was nore
than possible. “Wat’'s his nane?” he asked.

“The boy’ s? He is Mager Hans Gunnarsson.”

Skinny Hans. It fitted. “Thank you,” Baver
said, and waded in anpbng the horses to where the poet’s apprentice was
bridling a wiry roan. “Hans,” he said, “wait for me while | get sone gear and
my horse. I’'Il go with you.”

The boy frowned at him He didn't know this
man, except that he was obviously one of the star folk. “For a little while,”
he sai d.

“Thank you. Thank you very much.” Then, as if
to seal a bargain, Baver thrust out a hand. After a nonment’s pause, the boy
accepted it. The ethnol ogi st was startled at the strength of the long fingers.
Then he wal ked qui ckly out of the horse herd, and when he was outside the rope
corral, speeded to a trot.

Baver didn't strike his tent; he intended to
be back before m dday. But on the chance that he mi ght not be back before
ni ght, he stuffed his saddl ebags with things, such as his radio, that caught
his eye or thoughts. H s recorder was already clipped in a pocket of his
junpsuit, and his pistol in its built-in pocket holster. Then he rolled his
sl eeping bag in his poncho and tied it. Finally, with his Iight saddl e and
everything el se on his shoulders, he hurried toward the horse corral of the
Sal mron C an. The Sal non O an! The thought struck himthat here, far from any
sal non, the clan m ght consider choosing a new totem

One of the horse boys hel ped himcatch his
horse, and he bridled and saddled it. Then he clinbed aboard and trotted off
toward the corral of the Wlf d an

Mager Hans had left w thout him but the
one-eyed wangler pointed the way. “He is young,” the old nan said. Baver
assuned he referred to Mager Hans’s inpatience, but the ethnol ogi st remai ned
irked with the boy. True, Hans had only agreed to wait “a little while,” but
he shoul d have waited | onger than he had. It seened to Baver very inportant
that he speak with Nils: learn where the Northman was going, so he could
inform Matt and Ni kko. And without help -- Hans’s or soneone’s -- he had no
hope of finding him

The trail led down a creek bordered by aspen
groves. The stream nountain-born, here flowed through a | obe of prairie,



fl anked by dwi ndling, forest-clad ridges. Cans had passed that way en route
to the ting, the Salnon Can for one. Thus the grass had been heavily
tranpl ed, and hadn't yet recovered. Baver wondered if it was possible to
follow the trail of a solitary horse through this. A Northman could if anyone
coul d, he supposed, but could anyone? Especially a teenaged poet!

The clan trails kept nostly to the prairie
grass outside the aspens, but here and there were groves of pine as well, not
restricted to the streamborders, and in places the trail wound between pine
groves. After a brisk twenty-mnute ride, he passed the last of them and saw
a slender, solitary rider, no doubt Mager Hans. The rider had crossed the
stream and turned northward, where the ridges had shrunk to a pair of |ow,
nearly treeless hills. He was clinbing one of them Baver shouted, and with
his heel s, nudged his horse carefully down the steep stream bank and started
across, at the same tinme calling to the other to wait.

The other didn't, so Baver kicked his horse
into a brisk trot till he caught up. Cbviously Mager Hans had ridden to his
tent before starting out; he’'d added saddl ebags, bedroll, quiver and bow to
his gear. Now he rode with eyes fixed on the grass just ahead. Here there was
no tranpled trail, but Baver could see the signs that soneone had ridden ahead
of them

“Nils’s trail ?” he asked.

The boy gl anced briefly at him “Ja Du.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I't was made this nmorning by two horses, one
behi nd the other. A saddle mount then, and a pack horse. And who woul d | eave
the ting early, especially alone?”

Baver nodded. “lI see.” He adjusted his opinion
of the skinny poet he rode with. Fromthe top of the hill, he could | ook
nort heastward across kilonmeters of rolling, tall-grass prairie. Nowhere could
he see a horseman ahead of them but it seenmed there had to be one; the trai
was there. Wth Mager Hans's eyes nore or less intent on the tracks ahead,
Baver decided he’d keep his own attention in the distance. If he should spot
Nils, Hans wouldn’t have to watch the trail anynore, and they could speed up
Then he could question Nils and get back to his duties.

Baver wondered how a blind man could start out
alone to travel -- wherever it was Nils Jarnhann was traveling to. And how
he’ d fought the warrior chief the night before: how he’'d parried the
chieftain’s savage strokes and won. He hadn't all owed hinmself to wonder
before. He’'d been told of Nils's blinding by the Ocs, and that he stil
functioned. He'd visualized a warrior grown gaunt fromtraum, gaunt and
enf eebl ed, noving around slowy with a guide. At the ting he’d seen instead a
man who wal ked briskly, as if with two real eyes, a man who mght well be the
strongest he’'d ever seen

And then there’'d been the fight! N kko Kumal o
had said the nman saw psychically, but Baver hadn't accepted that. N kko was
highly intelligent, and usually very professional, but she was a woman, he’d
told himself, and therefore given to irrationalities.

He’ d been thinking about these and ot her
t hi ngs when Mager Hans’s horse quickened to a trot. Baver’'s head jerked up
Per haps two kil oneters ahead, he saw a horse and rider clinbing a hill with
pack horse trailing. They' d been concealed by the terrain till then, he told
hi nsel f, but beneath the thought was the realization that his own attention
had been poor. He thunped heels to his horse’s ribs, and speeded after Hans.

As they drew nearer, Baver m ght have called
out to Nils, but Mager Hans didn't, so the ethnol ogist kept quiet too. H's

primary task, after all, was to watch, listen, and record. The observer
shouldn’t inject hinself nore than necessary into the things he observed. As
they drew near, Nils nust have heard them-- he was blind, not deaf -- but he

didn't slow. As they drew al ongsi de the pack horse and slowed to a wal k, the
Nor t hman spoke.



“Good norni ng, Hans Gunnarsson,” he said.
“Good norning, Ted Baver. Have you been listening to the |arks?”

Baver stared, slack-jawed. The man hadn’t even
turned his head, yet spoke to them by nanme. “Ja visst,” Mager Hans answer ed.
“They’ ve been talking to the horses, those larks, telling themto be careful
and not step on their nests. They have sharp tongues, those |arks! Like ny
not her sonetines!”

The boy | aughed, then sobered. “You |eft
wi t hout ne. That was not well done. How can | continue your saga if | don't
know what happens?”

“I would tell you when | got back.”

The Northman said it as soberly as a judge,
Baver thought, yet there seemed to be playful ness beneath the words.

“You tal ked to ne about the earlier things,”
Mager Hans countered. “But the best stuff | got fromothers: the Finn, Kuusta
Suonal ai nen; and Sten Vannaren; and Leif Trollsverd; and Ilse; and the star
man, Matts. But especially Ilse.

“But this tine you ve gone off alone, and who
knows whether there’'ll be anyone else to talk with nme about what happens. So
now |’'ve caught up with you,” he finished defiantly, “and you cannot drive ne
away. ”

Nils | aughed. “Well then, | guess I'Il have to
make the best of it.” He turned his face to Baver. Hi s gaze was not
unconfortabl e, unless one was troubled by his eyes. “And you, star nman,” Nls
said. “Why are you here?”

“Ni kko and Matt will want to know where you're
going, and you didn't tell me last night.”

“l did tell you. I amgoing east. North just
now, because the Sea is in the way, but when |I’'ve gone north far enough, |
expect to turn east.”

“East! Al of Asia is east of here! You need
to be nore explicit! They'll want to find you fromtinme to time . . . contact
you, you know.”

Ni | s Jarnhann’s unnatural eyes were steady on
him-- how el se could they be? -- his expression nmld and non-eval uative. Yet
Baver squirned beneath it, recognizing how arrogant his notive was. Basically
he was conpl ai ni ng because the Northman was plotting his own course in life,
following his own interests, not living according to the w shes and purposes
of the expedition from New Hone.

“Bast is all there is to tell you now " said

Nils. “I not only don’t know where |I'’m going; | don’t know what places there
are to go.”

“Ah!'” Baver grasped the opportunity. “There
can help! | can get maps for you! | should even be able to get themprinted in
your own | anguage. The computer -- The -- An inplenment on the skyboat, can
make them quickly for you.” Baver’'s mind raced, and with it his words, in
Anglic now, which the Yngling knew, though not every word. “l know sonet hing

of the country off east. W studied it on ny world, with the old library
conput er brought to New Hone from Earth, eight hundred years ago. And |’ve
seen sonmething of it fromthe air, when we first got back here. There are
great mountains -- sonme of them eight kil oneters above the sea -- partly
covered with glaciers, joklar, that stretch for days. And there are vast
scorching deserts; one of them the Dasht-e-Khavir, is little nore than a
thick crust of salt on top of soft salty bogs. There are places where a horse
can break through.” Well, he amended mentally, a |oaded truck at |east. Maybe
a horse, in places. “There are places where, if a traveler misses the
crossing, the mountains crowd you southward to a vast sea, and to go between
the mountains and the sea, you have to cross nore deserts, or vast dangerous
mar shes. Wil e the people . ”

He becanme aware that the Northman was grinning



at him-- the |l ook boyish despite the eyes -- and Baver left his sentence
unfi ni shed.

“And how am | to get such maps,” N ls said,
“wi thout turning back and waiting till someone brings themto me?” H s face
was serious now. “Shall | govern ny life by a wish for gifts?”

Not only the Northman but the boy was staring
curiously at Baver, and the ethnol ogi st flushed. “Matt or N kko can bring them

to you. Possibly today. | have a radio.” He patted his saddl ebag. “I’'Il stay
with you till | get in touch with them Then one of them can” -- he groped for
a word -- “can aimthe skyboat at ny radio and fly out with the maps.” At

which tine, he added silently, the responsibility becones theirs, and | can
get back to my own work.

Ni | s nodded. “You' re wel cone to cone al ong.”
He paused. “But nowit's tine to walk.”

Baver knew what he nmeant. The Northnen, who
nostly were too poor in horses to have renounts, nmade a practice of wal king
fromtime to time, or running, leading their horses to rest them Nils swing
fromhis printive saddle, Hans follow ng his exanple.

There was no question who was | eader here.
Baver too got down, then they started off through grass belly deep and deeper.
And thick. It was not easy wal king. They hi ked for eighteen mnutes by Baver’s
wat ch, then rode again. Shortly they intersected the broad trail of the clans
whi ch had come to the ting fromthe north, and the way becane easier. They
rode and wal ked by turns, the tinme in the saddl e about twice as long as the
time on foot. Just at sunset they rode down a mld slope to the bottom and
above the Danube flood plain. It was sporadically wooded, here nostly with
popl ars. The woods were nuch browsed and rubbed by cattle, for this had been
O cish grazing land for years. The three men hobbled their horses and nmade
canp.

There was a small axe in the gear on the pack
horse, and by twilight a leather lean-to was set up, a fire burning before it.
They were squatted down by it, |aboriously chewi ng jerky, when Nils paused,
and seened to listen. Seeing this, Mager Hans listened too. After a mnute the
apprentice poet got smoothly to his feet and noved to his bowas if to string
it.

Ni|'s shook his head. “Let be,” he said. “This
regards ne, not you.”

Baver still had heard nothing. After a mnute
t hough, he heard a horse snort -- a horse or sonething -- sone distance off.
“What is it?” he whispered.

“The famly of Jaavklo. They hold nme to bl anme
for his death, and intend to avenge it.”

Baver stared into the darkness, feeling the
hair bristle on his neck. If they killed the Yngling, surely they d | eave no
witness. His hand slipped into a pocket and found his pistol. Despite Nils's
conment, Mager Hans had finished stringing his bow, and had two arrows in the
hand that held it. Nils still squatted, staring into the deep twlight.

Now Baver heard hooves, soft on soft earth,
and at the same tinme saw horses and riders approaching in the near night.
Slowy he knelt, and without |owering his eyes, took out his recorder. A
nmonent |ater one of the intruders was within the firelight’'s edge. He stopped
and di snounted, a burly man, perhaps 180 centinmeters tall, Baver thought, and
100 kil os, with massive shoul ders. He was dressed for serious fighting, with a
sem -coni cal steel cap of Neoviking design, and short chain mail scavenged
after fights with horse barbarians in the O ¢ War. Behind him others
di smounted too. For a nonment no one spoke.

“So you’'ve cone,” Nils said, “wonen, children
and all.”

“W have no place,” the man answered. “We
can’t leave ny brother’s death unavenged. And when we’ve taken our vengeance,



and it becones known, we’'ll be outlawed.”

Nils still squatted. “Wat is your nane?
You'll want ne to know.”

“l am d of Three-Fingers, Aof’s son.” He held
up his right hand; the little finger was gone.

“Ah.” Nils bit another piece froma strip of
jerky. For a long nonment he chewed wi thout speaking. The newconer waited.

“What formis this vengeance to take?” Nls
asked it as mldly and calmy as if talking about some stranger

“Afight to the death. Your death. You know
that, if you hear nmen’s thoughts as they claim W are not anbushers.”

Nils grunted. “It’s difficult to ambush
someone who hears thoughts.” He chewed for a few nore seconds. “And I'mto
fight just the three warriors. Well. Tell the others to |let ny conpani ons be
then. If you kill the star man, his friends will hunt you down with their
skyboat and wi pe you out, root and seed, wonen and children. And the young one
with me is a poet’s apprentice; he’'s protected by the | aw of every tribe. Take
themw th you, and let them go when you' re well out of the country.”

Baver tried to picture Matthew and Ni kko
hunti ng down the nmurderers. It woul d never happen

“Am 1 to fight you one at a tine?” N ls asked.
“O all at once?”

A of Three-Fingers regarded Nils darkly. “Al
at once. W are here for vengeance, not glory. Now Are you going to stand up?
O must | kill you squatting on your haunches?”

Nils bit off another bite. “You have with you
fifteen women, am | right? Plus children, and seven freenmen. Let ne advise

you. Instead of sinply killing me, let nme challenge you to a duel. Hans
@unnarsson here, and the star man, will witness that | challenged the three of
you at once. It will make no difference to the outconme, but your famly will
not be outlaw, and it will save themthe blood penalty.”

One of the other warriors spoke then, angrily.
“Do not agree to it!” he said. “He is trying to shame us!”

A of O of sson answered without turning to face
the man. “Shut up. If he wi shes to make that snmall anend before he dies, we
will honor it.”

Ni |l s paused in his deliberate chewi ng, his
wei rd gl ass eyes directed upward at the warrior who stood in the firelight.
“Good. Then I will challenge you, all three. As soon as |’ve finished ny
supper.”

“No!” said the one who’d conpl ai ned before.
“Finish his supper! Can’t you see? He's stalling!”

Nil s hal f | aughed, half barked. “Stalling? To
what effect? | am enjoying what nay be ny |last neal. Have you eaten? Here! It
will be your last, too.”

He tossed a piece of jerky toward the man, who
stepped forward angrily, drawing his sword. O of Three-Fingers barked himto a

standstill, hand raised as if to strike him Then Ni|ls spoke again, to Mager
Hans this time. “And you, Hans Gunnarsson, unnock your arrow. | intend to keep
the killing between warriors. A poet is not to be wasted.”

Then a voice called fromthe rear of the
fam |y of Jaavklo. “d of! Soneone is coning! Mre than one!’

Looki ng back, the warrior swore. Nls got
snoothly to his feet, his sword in his hand now. “Two of them” he said. “One
is Leif Trollsverd. You know of him The other is ny kinsman, Sten Vannaren.”

He is telepathic then! Baver told hinself. How
el se could he know? Or had he staged the whol e thing? Had he known or
suspected that he’'d be foll owed by these kinsmen of Jaavkl o’ s, and arranged
with his friends to follow? Leif Trollsverd woul d be an ideal choice for such
a plan. Even Baver knew his reputation, a Norske warrior-hero faned as a



swordsman, with his own saga fromthe Orc War. Even the warrior nanme given
him Trollsverd, inplied sonmeone dangerous, for trolleri meant magic, and in
Neovi king tales, trolls were often savage as well as tricksters and magi ci ans,
with far nmore than human strength. By extension, a trollsverd -- troll sword
-- would be terrible to face -- powerful, nmagical, and savage.

It occurred to Baver that he should have his
pistol, not his recorder, in his hands. For surely, with such a prospect, d of
and his kinsnmen would attack Nils together now, cut himdown and reduce the
odds agai nst them before Nils's friends arrived. O of had said that vengeance
was their nmotive, and Nils their target, and their prospects would be poor
when the newconers arrived

But they waited, backed into the circle of
light, facing the comi ng horsemen. Mager Hans threw nore dry branchwood on the
fire, as if to better light the fight to come. As if he wanted to see every
detail for the Jarnhann Saga he was preparing. Now Baver could hear the dul
t huddi ng of hoofbeats at an easy trot, surely nore than two horses. They
sl owed, and Nils called out:

“Leif! Sten! Well come! Knut Jaavkl o’ s Kkinsnen
have come to visit, seeking vengeance!”

The newconers rode into the edge of the
firelight, or the first two did. Behind themwere nore. Two nore, Baver
t hought, probably sword apprentices brought along for the canp chores and
adventure, being forbidden by the Bans to take part in fighting anong
Nort hmen. Four nen then, with pack horses. Leif Trollsverd and Sten Vannaren
swung easily off their mounts, and as their feet touched down, their swords
were in their hands, not flourished but ready. They too wore steel caps and
hauber ks.

The one who spoke first had a clipped reddish
beard, and his accent cane from Sveal and. “We wondered,” he said. "W were
told they'd left the encanpnent and turned north, and decided to follow As
for vengeance -- Knut Jaavklo wote his fate with his actions in life, and the
manner of death he chose was part of his penance. His clan still has the price
of his dishonesty to pay, but that's just: It was they who made himchief.”

“H's kinsnen see it differently,” Nls
answered. “They blame me for his death.”

Sten Vannaren nodded. “Has a chal |l enge been

nmade?”

“Not formally. Nothing has been said that
cannot easily be passed over. Perhaps killing can be avoi ded.”

A of Three-Fingers shook his head. “W have
decided. Perhaps it was ill done, in the heat of |oss and anger, but we have

told others what we intended; we cannot go back now. ”

“l understand.”

Baver was surprised that Sten Vannaren was
spokesman here, instead of one of the two heroes, and wondered if this was
some obscure protocol in action

“Well then,” Sten went on, “challenge if you
must . ”

A of Three-Fingers gestured toward Nils. “He
sai d he woul d chal | enge.”

Ni | s shook his head. “That was to save your
kin fromoutlawy or the blood price, and yourself the karma. Now it’'s no
| onger three on one, so you won't be | abel ed nurderers, and if | challenge

wi th equal nunbers, | could be charged before the Council for an unsanctioned
feud.” He paused, looking intently at d ofsson. “Men before you nave retracted
words said in anger. And while some have looked ill at themfor it, that

passes, while others speak of themas grown in w sdom”

The Qutton warrior stared at Nils. “That may
be,” he said slowy, “but the cost of such wisdomis pride, and that is a
price | will not pay. | challenge you, N ls Jarnhann, Hanmarsson, to pay wth



your blood for the death of my brother. Just you and |.” He gestured at his
two warrior kinsman. “These can chall enge or not, as they please.”

“l stand by ny cousin!” said one of them and
the other, after a monment’'s | ag, declared hinself as well.

Leif Trollsverd spoke now in quick, clipped

Norse. “I stand by ny friend, the Yngling of the People,” he declared. “It is
not right that he fight al one against three.”

“And |,” said Sten Vannaren. “He is ny ki nsman
and ny friend.” He paused. “It would be well if you spoke to your own kinsnen
that you brought with you, who are not warriors, and told them what you want
themto do when it is over. For it will be too l|late then.”

The hot headed of Jaéavkl o’ s cousi ns stepped
forward with an oath, and once nore d of Three-Fingers restrained him “l am
headman here,” he warned. “lI say when we fight.” He turned to Sten. “I will
speak with those who are not warriors, and advise them | wll tell themto

return to the clan, and that the feud ends here.”

Baver stared as the three @utton warriors
went out to counsel their people. Surely at |east three nen would die here
toni ght, as he understood these matters. And even in a culture which believed
inrebirth for the dead, how could they act so matter-of-factly? Surely such
belief could be no nore than a veneer, overlying the deep biol ogica
realization that dead was dead. And for the survivors, what of l|ost |inbs?

He coul d hear themtal king, but not what was
said. It seenmed that A of Three-Fingers did alnost all of it. After two or
three m nutes they canme back into the circle of firelight, and Baver realized
t hat Hans had noved back out of the way. Quickly he foll owed, and recorder in
hand, stood to one side, staring through the viewing frane at the six warriors
lining up in two facing rows of three, well spread out. There’'d been a bit of
j ockeyi ng between d of and the hothead over who would face Nils Jarnhann
Aof, with his seniority, prevailed, and sullenly the hothead faced off wth
Leif Trollsverd instead.

Baver realized with some dismay that his
fascination substantially outweighed his disgust. Nils had donned his own
steel cap and hauberk, and stood half a head taller than any of the others.
But these men were all formdable |ooking, their hands |large and thick with
nmuscle on their sword hilts, their forearns bul ging and corded. Leif
Trol I sverd was the small est, an average-sized Northman who gave an inpression
of coil ed-spring energy.

They raised their swords, each man with his
dagger in the other hand. Then, with an oath, O of Three-Fingers made his
openi ng nmove, his blade rotating beneath Nils's, pushing it aside and
thrusting toward the Yngling' s belly. At once they were all in action, blades
cl ashi ng, bodi es and weapons in constant notion, feet in a bal anced dance,
forward and back, their breathing a cadence of grunted exhal ations. Wthin
seconds, Leif Trollsverd s sword cut a gaping wound in his opponent’s thigh
Bl ood poured. The wounded man, the hot head, doubled his efforts then, in a
frenzy, but the Norske fended himoff seem ngly w thout effort, and cut the
man’s sword arm so deeply that his sword dropped fromnervel ess fingers. Wth
a shrill cry, the man lunged with his knife, and Trollsverd s sword struck his
neck, cutting through the chain collette and driving himto earth, half
beheaded.

Trol I sverd stepped aside to watch the others,
and Baver’'s attention went to Nils. The giant fought with an easy nonchal ance
that seemed al nost slow but wasn’t. O of Three-Fingers, by contrast, fought
furiously. Then Nils's blade cleft the man’s helnmet, and the G utton warrior
fell, eyes wide and bul gi ng, nouth agape, brains oozing through the rent.

O the three, only Sten Vannaren still fought,
and it seened to Baver that Sten's opponent m ght be the best of the three
G uttons. Blood flowed fromcuts on arnms and thighs, and each man had rents in
hi s hauberk from strokes only partially fended. But neither seenmed weakened



yet. Baver waited in near agony for Nils or Leif to step in, but they seened
content or constrained to sinply watch. For a nonment the two swords seened to
| ock overhead, and the Jutton warrior swept lowwith his knife. At that
instant, Sten spun out of the sword | ock, his blade sweepi ng down and across,

driving through mail, shoulder, scapula, and into his opponent’s chest, even
as the knife sliced the side of his own |eg.
For a nonent the scene was still, wthout

nmoverrent or sound. Then a burly freeman from A of sson’s retinue stepped into
the firelight. Bending, he took O of Three-Fingers body under the arnms,
lifted, and began pulling it away. Al npst at once, other nmen stepped up and
dragged the others after him Wthout a word that Baver could hear, the entire
group of G uttons began to leave, and within a nminute or so he could see none
of them

O the three victors, only Sten Vannaren had
been wounded. He stripped off shirt and breeches, and the others bound his
wounds with strips cut fromthem Bound themtightly, that the scars m ght not
be wide. On the left side, the Northman’s chest was discol ored and bl oody;
Baver wondered if any ribs had been cracked. The man rmust have a high pain
t hreshol d, he thought, or perhaps adrenaline nmade the difference. Surely he' d
be sore in the norning.

Soon the three warriors rolled up in their
sl eeping robes and lay talking not far fromthe fire, their voices a murnur.
No one had bedded in the | ean-to, which had only roomfor one, or two |ying
cl ose. Hans and the two sword apprentices |ay somewhat apart fromthemon the
other side, also nurnuring. Baver, unwilling to intrude on the warriors but
wanting the security of the fire, unrolled his sleeping bag near Hans. And
found it wet! It had been tied behind the saddl e, and nmust have gotten wet
when he’ d crossed the stream bel ow the ting ground; being wapped in his
poncho hadn’t protected it. H s saddl e bags were wet too.

D smayed, he opened the sl eeping bag and
crawed in. It felt cold; cold and wetched. As usual the nobsquitoes were
nunerous and hungry, and there was little snmoke to drive themoff; fromtine
to time he mashed sone of them bl oody on his face. He eavesdropped on the
boys’ conversation to take his mind off his disconfort somewhat.

After a bit, their conversation died, and
Baver spoke quietly. “Hans, what will the others, the dutton clansnmen, do
with the bodies of their dead? They' Il bloat and stink before they can get
t hem hone.”

“CGet them hone? What good woul d there be in
that? They will burn them Tonight. Talk to their souls, then burn their
bodi es.”

Talk to the killed? Baver thought. Barbarians
i ndeed! At least they'Il get no argument fromthem

Getting an armout of his sleeping bag, Baver
felt through a wet saddl ebag for his radi o, and working one-handed, tried to
contact Matthew. Perhaps they’' d returned; perhaps they could still conme out
and rescue himfromthe nosquitoes tonight, and the wet sl eeping bag.

But no one answered. Swearing silently, he
returned the radio, drew his armback in, and set his mind grimy to getting
t hrough the night. \When he got back to New Home, he’d | ook up the fool who'd
failed to provide waterproof bags with nosquito hoods.

FOUR

M1d though the night was, Baver had been cold
and m serable, and as soon as it was light, he got up and spread his bag on
some bushes to dry a bit.

VWhen the sun was well up and they’'d eaten, he
rode out with Leif Trollsverd to see what Jaavkl o' s kin were doing. They
didn't ride down to them only as close as the top of the rise which



over|l ooked their canp. The G uttons were preparing to | eave, noving

sluggi shly. They' d been up much of the night, he supposed, reeding the fire,
ashing the bodies. And tal king to burning corpses. Snoke still rose from what
Baver assunmed was the site of the funeral pyre.

I shoul d have been there, he thought,
recording it. But I'd hardly have been accepted; they’'d probably have killed
ne.

The Northnen had consistently been at | east
neutral toward him often friendly, but they were barbarians, and dangerous,
and Jaavkl o's famly had been heavily stressed. Even though none of the
survivors were warriors, any of the freemen could have been dangerous to him
None of the Northnen that he knew -- men, wonen, or children -- seened to fear
i njury much, or even death. And growing up as they did, in the strenuous life,
they were invariably strong. Even Mager Hans was strong, for all his thinness.

Back at canp, Baver found Sten stripped to the
waist, with Nils reexanm ning his wounds. His rib cage on the left side was
dark with bruise, and scabbed. Sten twitched as N |ls prodded, and Baver
twitched with him Undoubtedly sone ribs were cracked, and if not for the
man’s mail, Baver told hinmself, the blow Sten had taken would surely have
killed him It was hard to understand how such a blow had failed to cut
t hrough t he hauberk; perhaps the bl ade had been turned sonewhat before it
| anded.

Afterward, noving stiffly, Sten pulled his
| oose | eather shirt back on, while his sword apprentice packed his gear on his
pack horse. Then he and Leif left with their apprentices and pack string,
steering toward the other canp. To make sure, Baver guessed, that the nenbers
of Jaavklo’'s famly had departed for the ting grounds or their clan territory.
The two friends wouldn’t [eave their Yngling with the offended G uttons stil
around; wearing warrior braids nade no one proof against arrows, not even N ls
Jarnhann. And Neovi ki ng hunt er-herdsnen, Baver knew, shot very well indeed,
perhaps as well as their warriors.

Meanwhi | e Hans had cut a |l arge forked sapling
and tied Baver’s danp sleeping bag on it like sonme kind of fat and drooping
banner. “Put the end in your stirrup,” he said curtly, handing himthe
sapling, “and carry it upright. It will dry then.”

Baver resented it nore than he appreciated it;
Hans treated himlike a fool. But he took the advice.

Wth Leif and Sten on their way, Nils |oaded
his own pack horse, and nounting, |ed Hans and Baver down the bank of the
Danube and into the broad river. They swamtheir nounts across, a long swim
that tired the powerful O c warhorses. Though smpooth, the current was strong,
and wet Baver to the buttock. It had wetted his saddl e-bags too, and red-faced
he realized that Nils and Hans had slung theirs across their shoul ders.

They continued north, on foot for a bit to
rest the animals. After a few hours they turned east, parallel to the river,
| eaving the beaten trail for untracked territory. At the m dday break, Baver
opened his wet saddl e bag and took out his radio. He was glad it was
wat er proof. Again he tried to reach Matthew and N kko, and again to no avail .
Anxi ety touched his guts: Surely he should have caught them on board by now,
or at |least nmade contact with the Al pha, the pinnace itself.

He chided hinself then. It was perfectly
possi bl e that the shield had been on and the commast retracted each tinme he'd
called. He sinmply needed to be patient. It was one thing to tell hinself that,
t hough, and quite another to dispel the unease he felt.

Meanwhile Nils led on through kiloneters of
grass that ranged from crotch-deep atop sone of the rises to higher than the
horses’ backs al ong sonme of the creeks they splashed through

When they nmade canp that evening, Baver tried
the radi o once nore, with no nore success than before, and once again before
he went to sleep. The failure kept himawake. |If sonething had happened to



Matt and Ni kko, or to the Al pha, he was in serious trouble, on a hostile and
dangerous world without a flying craft or nodern weapons, aside fromhis

pi stol and a spare magazine. And there’'d hardly be a second expedition from
New Honme within the year; perhaps not even next year

After another two days they turned
nort heastward. To avoid the marshes, N ls said; these were extensive along the
Danube after it turned north at the big bend. Meanwhile they’'d seen no further
tracks of horsenmen, but now and then saw tracks and beds that N ls said were
made by Orc cattle, abandoned when their owners wi thdrew by ship for Asia
M nor .

Once, ahead of them they saw carrion birds
circling low, and rode to the spot to see what was there. They found the
hal f-eaten remains of a calf. Nils said the wolves who'd killed it were close
by, waiting for themto nove on. Baver was horrified at the thought, and as
t hey rode away, inagined wolves |leaping on himfromthe tall grass, to pul
hi m from his horse

Periodically they crossed streans flow ng
eastward to join their waters with the Danube. Mstly these were bordered with
si nuous bands of woodl and. Away fromthe streans, an occasional thicket of
dark scrubby oaks, or clunmp of poplars, had sprouted since fire had | ast swept
the prairie. Less often, Baver saw single |arger oaks, or groups of several
br oad- crowned and fire-scarred, that had survived such fires.

He no | onger got his gear wet when crossing
t he deeper streans.

Near evening, as they entered a fringe of
popl ars along a creek, they saw a band of cattle on the far bank, drinking.
Murnuring brief instructions, Nils strung his saddl e bow, then began to ease
upstream whi l e Hans noved down, to cross away fromthe cattle and flank them
Baver stayed behind as Nils had ordered. Shortly the cattle spooked, turned
and gal |l oped off, little nore than their heads in sight above the high grass.
The two Northmen galloped in pursuit, arrows nocked. Wthin a mnute they were
out of Baver’'s view, a winkle in the prairie intervening.

The band had separated, and a few ninutes
later a young bull cane trotting back, surging brisket-deep across the stream
Seeing Baver it stopped, about forty meters off as it topped the bank. It eyed
him snorted, pawed the ground. The ethnol ogist took his pistol fromits
pocket hol ster. The ani mal woul d wei gh, he thought, two-thirds of a ton --
bone and rnuscle, gristle and horn; the gun seened i nadequate, trivial. The
animal started toward himagain. H s horse jittered, shied, starting one way,
then another, and he nearly lost his seat. In a noment of near panic, Baver
realized that fromits back he’d have a hard time hitting the bull, let alone
disabling it.

It charged. Baver pointed the weapon and
fired. H s horse bucked once, perhaps fromthe gunshot, and he felt hinself
| eaving the saddle, arnms flailing in an effort to land on his feet. He did,
heavily, but couldn’t keep them staggering forward into a poplar trunk and
falling. Hooves thudded past himtwo or three neters off. Then he was on his
feet again, knees flexed, heart banging, ready to run or dodge. The bul
slowed as it reached the prairie’s edge, swinging wide as if to return to the
streamat a little distance. Baver wondered if he’d hit it when he’ d shot.

He watched it through the trees and the thin
screen of undergrowth, heard it snorting as it trotted. After a mnute it
di sappeared over the stream bank to reenter the water, and he neither saw nor
heard it again.

Meanwhi | e his mount was gone, fled. He was
al one: no horse, no saddl ebag, no food. And no gun! He'd let go of it when the
horse had thrown him The realization nearly buckled his knees. Beneath the
trees, the grass was thinner and shorter than in the open prairie, and on
hands and knees he began to | ook for his weapon. Wile he searched, it
occurred to himthat his radio was in the saddl ebag too, gone with the horse.



VWhat if Nils and Mager Hans didn’t come back?
Surely they woul d?

But even after nost of a year anong them he
didn't really know the Northnmen. He' d coll ected hundreds of hours of AV
recordi ngs of them but to himthey remained barbarians, another species,
beyond prediction.

After ten despairing mnutes that seened |ike
thirty, he found the gun and nearly kissed it. A fair breeze kept the
nosqui t oes down sonewhat, and |ying on his back, Baver closed his eyes,
listening to the rustling of poplar |eaves. And awoke to the sound of
chopping. Nils and Mager Hans were back and naking canp; his own horse stood
near, grazing. Nils or Hans had taken the bit fromits mouth, renoved its
saddl e, and fastened hobbles on its forelegs. He felt nortified. The two
Neovi ki ngs nust think hima fool for falling asleep with his horse unhobbl ed.
And an inconsiderate one for leaving the bit in its nmouth. Meanwhil e dusk was
edging in, the breeze had died, and the npbsquitoes were gathering.

He got up and hel ped Hans gat her firewood,
nore of it than usual, while Nils built a lean-to. Then Nils built a rack of
sapl i ngs, and hung bl oody strips of veal on it to snoke and dry. Finally a
fire was Iit beneath the rack. Supper was calf liver, tongue, and flank
seared in the flanes on sharpened sticks. And raw calf brain brought in the
head, its natural receptable. Baver had grown used to Neoviking food, if
sel dom happy with it. He realized that eating the various organs was
nutritionally inportant when so few vegetabl es were avail abl e; sonething the

Nort hmen seemed well aware of. N |Is apol ogized for not bringing himblood -- a
val ued food -- but he’d had nothing suitable to carry it in. It would foul a
wat erskin, he said; ordinarily one drank it at the site of the kill

The cattle had run well, and their own horses

had been tired. Thus they' d chased a calf for perhaps a tusen,* Nils said,
before they'd ridden it down and shot it. Afterward, riding back, they' d seen
the tracks of other horses on the other side of the river, shod horses. Some
refugee Orcs had passed there perhaps two days earlier

Baver’'s hair crawled. Ocs! He recalled what
Orcs had done to Chandra and Anne-Marie, when they'd held the two prisoner
“How many?” he asked.

“Ni ne, seven of them shod. Three orcs, three
sl aves, and three pack horses.”

“You could tell all that fromthe tracks?”

“Not entirely fromthe tracks.”

Baver sat chewing calf liver while he digested
the information. The enigmatic “explanation” he |let be. Suppose the Orcs had
cone along while he'd slept, and seen him Wuld they have killed hin®
Tortured hin? O sinply ridden off with a fourth slave? Wuld Nils have tried
to rescue hin? He couldn’t picture it. Even Nils Jarnhann was unlikely to
attack three O cs to save a foreigner

This was definitely not a place he wanted to
be. Taking the radio fromhis saddl e bag, he tried again to reach the pinnace
and call in a pickup, but got nothing.

*The tusen is a Neoviking neasure of
di stance: a thousand doubles -- double strides -- roughly, 1,700 neters, about
5,600 feet in the old system Back

FI VE

The sun was | ow above the side ridge when
Ni kko and Matthew Kumal o, in pinnace Al pha, |owered gently toward the ground
toward the |l ow cabin built for them beside a clunmp of birches. The children of
the village, used to seeing the spacecraft, nade little of its arrival. A few



called to friends that it was coning

The Wl f Cdan, or that part of it which dwelt
at the village of Varjby, had arrived back fromthe ting that day about
m dday. Then there’d been gear to unpack and put away. And though a snall
detail including dogs and cats had been left to | ook after the vill age when
the rest were away, there were nonethel ess birds and snmall aninmals to evict
from cabi ns, and new weeds to hoe or grub fromthe vegetabl e gardens.

Uf Varjsson was at the smithy, getting rings
made to repair a pack saddl e, when he heard a child call that the skyboat was
com ng. He excused hinmself and left at a jog, his burly, forty-six-year-old
body noving easily, even lightly. He arrived at the Al pha while the Kumal os
were unl oading their travel gear

“Go’ da!” he greeted.

Bot h of them stopped what they were doing. The
clan chieftain would not have come, surely not so soon, unless he had
something inportant to tell them “Hello to you,” Matthew answered. He didn’'t
ask what Uf had come for. Courtesy required that they let himget to that in
his own tine.

“WAs your trip a good one?” Uf asked.

“Very good, thanks.”

“You found the people you | ooked for?”

“Yes. And | earned nore fromthemthan we'd
expected. Ilse’s brother was especially hel pful.”

“Good. Good. | have sonething to tell you
about N Is Jarnhann.”

“ Oh?”

“He has left to wander. He didn't say where;
per haps he didn't know. ”

He told themthen about Knut Jaavklo’'s
self-imml ation -- a strange busi ness even anong the Northnmen -- and Nils
Jarnhann’ s announcenent afterward. It was N kko whose special project Nls
was, and it was she who asked if Uf had any idea when the Yngling m ght cone
back.

“My feeling is, he planned to travel far. He
rode down the creek and turned north.”

North, Ni kko thought. From here, the first leg
to al nost anywhere is north, unless he planned to follow the Ocs. A thought
struck her: Could he be going to the Neovi king honel and? That woul d be
twenty-five hundred-kilometers or nmore by any practical route. O fhand she
could think of nowhere else that mght attract him A few famlies had stayed
behi nd, she’d heard, unwilling to | eave, convinced that the worsening clinmate
was an aberration, not a trend. If he was returning to see how they were, and
tell themof the new land, would he follow the Danube west and north to
Hungary, where he had friends? And thence through Germany and the Dane Land,
finally to boat across the Kattegat to old Sweden? O northeast, bypassing the
nmount ai ns, then north through the Ukrai ne and west into Poland, to cross the
Baltic?

“How many days has he been gone?” she asked.

The chieftain counted on his fingers. “Five,”
he answered. “And he is not alone. A boy, Hans Gunnarsson, is with him and
your own tribesman, the one that lives with the sal non people.”

Startled, N kko turned to her husband. As a
worman, she should let himdo nost of the talking in such matters, or risk
their reputations anong these people.

“Ted went with hin?” Matthew asked.

“That’ s what One-Eye Bj 6rnsson said. And Sten
Vannaren saw them canped with Nils on the Danube.” Then U f told about the
fight there, with O of Three-Fingers and his kinsnen. “It seenms that Nils
plans to ride east sonewhere,” the chief finished, “though where . . . " He
shrugged.



“W need to find Sten,” Matthew said. “There
may be nore he can tell us.”

“He didn’t come hone with us,” Uf told him
“He’ s never been one to spend time in his hone village; that’s how he got his
nane. He planned to rest a few days with the people of the Ice Bear, and hea
hi s wounds. They might be there yet, though |I doubt it. Then he and Leif
Trol I sverd woul d go awanderi ng, exploring.”

“Thank you,
right away. Perhaps we’'ll catch themthere.”

They took off at once, Matthew at the
controls, and as they lifted, N kko tried to raise Baver on the radi o. She got
nothing. It took only mnutes to reach |sbjgrnaby. There they were told that
the two warriors had left early that norning, not saying where they were
goi ng. Next they flew to Laxaby, the principal village of the Salmon Clan, in
case Baver had returned there. He hadn’t. The Salnon chief invited themto
supper with his famly, where they ate roast beef, and a pungent stew made
with wild mllet, wild peas, unidentified roots or tubers, and potent wld
onions. Afterward, breath reeking, they got back in the Al pha and took off in
the dusk. Instead of flying directly back to Varjby, they rode a gravitic
vector straight upward to 280 kilometers, fromwhere they could see the sunlit
crescent of Europe to the west. To the east, across the Black Sea, lay 9,000
ni ght bound kil oneters of the Eurasian continent, stretching to the Pacific.

“I"msurprised that Ted hasn’t radioed us,”

Matt hew answered. “We'l | | eave

N kko sai d.
“There were tinmes he couldn’'t have reached

us,” Matthew answer ed.
“But a lot nmore that he could have. Anytine
the I ast couple of days. Do you think his radio could be nmal functioning?”

“Unlikely. It should |ast a decade or | onger
The power tap too. Unless he's damaged it sonehow.”

Ni kko exami ned the situation. “lt’'s very
unlike himto even have left.”

Matt nodded. Ted Baver had been a surprise to
them a disappointnment. Back on New Hone, there’d been considerable
conpetition to be part of the expedition to Earth. Baver had applied, passed
the exanms with high grades, inpressed the interviewers, and been accepted.
He' d opted for a post as junior ethnologist, studied hard, and cone to Earth
with thent as a second stringer. For the first weeks, given their involuntary
i nvol venent in the Oc War and its denmands on the pinnaces, he’'d had no ground
duties whatever. \When the tine came to choose a third person to stay behind
and work with them Baver had been one of the volunteers, and they’ d chosen
hi m

He’' d been great on exams, and enthusiastic
when dealing with hypothetical situations. But on the ground, anpong the
Nort hmen, he’d becone a different person, fearful and wooden, unable to
relate. By the time they realized this, the Phaeacia had left. So they’'d given
hima job he could do: recording, getting everything possible on cubes. They'd
hoped he mi ght adjust after awhile, |oosen up. And he had, a bit, but
still

Yet now he'd left with Nils J&rnhann, for
where one could only guess.

“1"I'l record a nessage | oop,” Matthew said,
“set the conputer to signal when he calls, and sl eep aboard Al pha tonight.

W' || see what he has to say.”

“What if he doesn’t? Call, that is?”

Mat t hew Kumal o pursed his lips thoughtfully.
“Then | supposed we’d better go out and see if we can find him” He shook his
head. “It’'s the | east we can do. And the nost we can do. And if that doesn’t
work -- 7 He shrugged. “W’' || just have to hope he knows what he’s doing, and
that he' Il get back okay. He is with Nils, after all.”



*Their ancestors had migrated from
Earth nore than seven terran centuries earlier. Wen the colony was | ess than
a decade ol d, ships stopped arriving, suddenly and i nexplicably. The col onists
had no junp ship of their own, and there were none at all on the landing grid
when the possibility gradually dawned that they m ght have been abandoned.

They didn’t know about the burning
pl ague whi ch reduced the popul ation of Earth to about 10-4 of its pre-plague
| evel . Fortunately it had never reached their world. They' d only known t hat
shi ps had stopped com ng.

They had little attention to give the
nmystery. The New Hone colony was the first sent out fromEarth after
devel opnent of the Patel junp drive, but at the tinme of New Home’'s isolation
it was little nore than the agrarian base for a planned, self-sufficient human
world of the future. It took all the colonists’ hard work and resourceful ness
to establish a viable econony that included a significant, if shrunken
t echnol ogi cal base. Back

Sl X

It had gotten hillier. They' d been crossing a
narrow val l ey, riding through grass higher than the saddle. Baver al nost
didn't see it, mght not have if Nils’'s hadn’t turned to watch. The pinnace
was passing to the south, not too far off, visible just above a hill crest. At
once Baver stood in his stirrups, waving and shouti ng.

The pinnace passed out of sight. Quickly,
desperately he dug his radio out of his saddl ebag and spoke into it. Shouted.
And got no answer. It was then he noticed that the radio’ s power-on |ight
wasn’'t lit. Had it been before when he'd tried to use it? He wasn't sure
hadn’t noti ced.

H s face burned. How could he fail to notice
somet hi ng so basic?

Nils turned his horse and led themup the
nearest slope into shorter grass, then on to the crest, where they sat awhile
and waited. They’'d be nmuch easier to see there.

But the pinnace didn't return. Sonehow Baver
knew it wouldn't, not even if they waited there till nightfall. He al so knew
now that his radio was inoperable, and he had neither the tools nor the
know edge to fix it.

He knew little about technical matters. It was
the sort of thing he’'d relied on Matthew for; WMatthew knew equi prment.

After a while, N ls nudged his horse with
cal lused heel s and started northeastward again. Baver rode up beside him |If
he’s actually telepathic, Baver thought, as people claim and as he seens to
be, he nmust know what |’ mthinking. But the big Northman barely glanced at him
till he spoke.

“Nils, I want you to take ne back.”

“That woul d take six days or nore. Then six to
get here again.”

“l -- can make it worth your while.” Even as
he said it, Baver knew he couldn’t. He had nothing the Northman wanted. N ls
could have gone with the ship to New Hone; Ram had even urged himto. Ilse,
his wife had gone, the strange rawboned Gernman woman who'd so i npressed
everyone. But N Is had refused.

“You can easily go back by yourself,” Nls
said. “You can follow our trail.”

Baver shook his head. “l1'd get lost. | don't
know how to tell our trail fromcattle trails.’

The Northman raised a | ong rmuscul ar arm and



pointed to the Carpathian Mountains lying dark with forest to the north. “Then
ride with the nmountains off your right shoulder. After a few days they will
curve, and you nust too, keeping themoff your right shoulder. In tinme you

will come to the Danube near where we crossed it. Fromthere you'll have no
trouble finding a village of the People. Someone will take you to the Sal non
dan.”

Not the Sal nron Cl an, Baver thought. No. Once
he got back, he’d insist on staying with Matt and N kko, going with them when
they travel ed. He shook his head. “I'd get lost,” he insisted. “lI need you to
take ne.”

The weird eyes rested calmy on him their
unconvi nci ng blue glass wi thout pupils or irises. “I will not take you,” Nls
sai d reasonably. “You can find your own way; there’s no reason to get lost.”

No reason to get |ost! Baver turned to Mager
Hans. “Hans, you take ne. | can make it worth your while.”

The boy shook his head. “I have come to be
with the Yngling and continue the saga of his life. It is my duty. You're a
man. A man can easily make his way back from here al one.”

Baver hadn’t actually considered it before.
Now he did, but only for a noment. He could get |lost; he was sure it was
possi bl e. Even probable. H's horse could throw him or a wild bull could gore
him O worse --

He turned to Nils. “Orcs could get ne,” he

sai d.

“It’s not likely. They’'re afraid now. Their
hope lies in going unnoticed. And after what happened -- since their defeat at
the river, and the fall of the tower -- they're afraid of the star folk.

Besi des, you have your gun.”

Baver stared at Nils, then at the gangling boy
poet. These people didn’t care about danger. They didn't understand, and he
was sure he coul dn’t nmake them understand.

Ni | s Jarnhann | ooked away, to the northeast,
and thunped his horse’s flanks with his heels. It started, moving briskly,
Hans followi ng. After a nmoment, Baver followed too.

PART |1
THE JOURNEY
SEVEN

From -- “Frequency of Psionic Tal ents on
Post - Pl ague Earth,” by Ruta-Hel ena Chat awba. Pages 102-127, in Advances in
Phi | osophy Following the First Two Earth Expeditions, Kathleen Mirti, ed.
Uni versity Press, A C. 867.

I nt roducti on

W zardry and magi c were widely practiced when
manki nd was young, and for a long time were not differentiated fromthe purely
physi cal mani pul ati on of material objects. “Nature” had not yet been
differentiated in man’s mind, nor had superstition been recognized as separate
from know edge. in the 1st century A D., alcheny arose out of this nore or
| ess undifferentiated mass of human activities. Alcheny strove primarily to
produce eternal life and transmute “base netals” into gold. These goal s nade
it particularly susceptible to fraud. At the sane time, alcheny produced an
i nci dental but increasing catal og of observed and neasured qualitative data on
the chem cal properties of substances. Thus, out of alcheny grew the organized
and rational science of chem stry, which may best be dated fromthe 18th
century and the work of Priestley, Scheele, and Lavoisier. And with the rise
of chem stry, the superstitious and groundless -- or at |east unattainable --
facets of al cheny gradually died.

The “field” of w zardry and magi c, which was



nore or less related to al cheny, took much [ onger to produce a science,
psionics. Psionics as a termfirst appeared in the 20th century literary
phenonenon call ed science fiction, in stories using the prenm se that sone
areas of magic and wi zardry contained el ements of reality.

As an actual science, psionics mght be said
to have its true early roots in mathematics, specifically in the area of
conpl ex nunbers. By itself, however, this led only to interesting specul ati ons
that would bear no fruit until bridged to physical reality by devel opments in
mat hemat i cal physics sone decades | ater

Meanwhi | e enpirical research had been taking
pl ace, though it stretches the termto call it science. Sporadic early studies
of tel epathy began at Stanford and Harvard Universities in the United States
of Anerica as early as A D. 1915. These produced little, however, beyond
statistical evidence that tel epathy occurred and that it tended to be weak and
unreliable. They did not establish nmechani snms, or even establish conditions
and limtations of occurence.

M d-20th century psychol ogi cal and psychiatric
studi es on the well-docurmented but unexpl ai ned performances of so-called
“idiot savants” were not productive. A psychic photographer named Ted Seri os
was studied in the seventh decade of the 20th century, primarily by the
Psychi atry Department of the University of Col orado School of Medicine. These
studi es established the phenomenon as genuine, and also tentatively
est abl i shed some operating rules. But the physical theory and instrunentation
were | acking to explore them

Except for the statistical studies of
tel epathy, information and evidence renmained very |largely anecdotal, however,
until the 21st century. Even then, progress was seriously limted by a |ack of
adequat e physical theory to accomodat e and make scientific sense of
observations. And by a lack of serious interest, at |east by fundi ng agencies,
during a seventy-year period of social, econonm c, and geopolitica
instabilities that indeed threatened civilization itself at tines.

Most of the progress in psionics during that
time was with tel epathy, the psionic potential seem ngly nost frequent in the
popul ati on and nost anenable to cultivation using strictly enpirical neans and
si mpl e bi of eedback equi prment. But this hardly qualified as scientific
research; the explanations renmai ned specul ative. Wiat it did acconmplish was to
make limted telepathic skills sufficiently common and well recognized that
psi oni cs becane accepted as a legitimate, if crude, science. A 2072 study at
Oxford University, with cooperation froma nunber of other universities
pl anetw de, showed a highly significant correlation (P < 0.003) between
denonstrabl e telepathy and famly. It did not, however, clearly establish that
the correl ati on was based on genetic inheritance and not on other fanily
i nfluences.

In A D. 2090, a Chair of Psionics was founded
at the University of Damascus, with Dr. Tinur Karim Kazi as chairman. |In 2094,
Kazi invented the psi tuner, and during the short period ending with the G eat
Deat h of 2105, interest burgeoned. But even the psi tuner was an intuitive
i nventi on whose principles were only | oosely understood.

Beginning with the first reported case of the
“Burning Plague,” or “Great Death,” on 18 July, 2105, within 15 to 20 days the

human popul ati on of planet Earth was reduced from approxi mately 7.184 billion
to an estimated 10 to 20 nmillion, of which it is further thought that perhaps
fewer than two mllion, worldw de, were still alive two years |ater

The evidence is conmpelling that nortality was
not uni formworl dw de. Certain genetic stocks had substantially, or even nuch
hi gher survival than others, though it is arguable that genetics was not the
princi pal cause of that higher survival. On the other hand, evidence strongly
suggests that persons with appreciable telepathic talent survived with nuch
greater frequency than average, perhaps due to the |inkage of a gene for
pl ague resistance with one for telepathic sensitivity. Mre conpelling, indeed



al nost indisputable, is evidence that functional tel epaths -- those who are
routinely and reliably able to discern the thoughts of those around them --
are far more frequent in existing Terran popul ati ons than in popul ations
bef ore the pl ague.

El GHT

The enperor’s greed, like his forefathers’,
was for power and dom nation, not grandeur. Thus his palace, including its
associ ated bui |l di ngs and grounds, was rather nodest by antiquity’s standards

for enperor’s palaces. Still, it was by far the nost beautiful building,
am dst the nost inpressive set of buildings and grounds, in the enpire.
Cccupying the top of a broad hill, it overlooked the inperial city, stil

growi ng three generations after its foundi ng.

On three sides were other hills, forested with
a variety of broadleafed and coniferous tree species. And the enperor
Songt san Ganpo, was not insensitive to nature. Wen he wi shed to | eave his
desk, and the reports that tended to pile up on it, he’'d step out on his
of fice balcony to sit in the open air and contenplate the view

It was not an ordinary bal cony. Four neters
deep and twelve wide, it was supported by inverted buttresses of stone,
floored and furnished with el egant hardwoods, decorated in ivory and gold, and
in sumrer green with plants.

Sonetimes he received a visitor there, one not
brought to be intimdated, and for whomformality was no advantage. Mostly
these were nenbers of the ruling race, a people whose ancestors had m grated
fromtheir high harsh | and some three thousand kil ometers southeastward. On
this day he received on his balcony the master of his Circle of Power, Tenzin
Geshe.

He did not require that the geshe prostrate
hi nsel f or even kneel; abasements were primarily for supplicants, the newy
conquered, and those accused of sonething ill. It was enough that the geshe
bow | ow from t he wai st.

“VWhat is it you wished to see ne about,
geshe?”

“Your Magnificence may recall ny telling you,
some weeks past, of a man whom your G rcle saw while questing.”

The inperial gaze did not change. “I
remenber.”

“W have felt a disturbance in the Tao, a
possi bl e portent of danger approaching fromthe west. It is distant yet, very
distant, and hasn’t the vibration of an arny. It is a man, the nan we saw.”

The eyes reflected sharpened interest. “And
you say he may be dangerous to us. You had no vision this time?

“None, Your Magnificence.”

“A barbarian fromfar away, w thout an arny.
But perhaps a threat.” The hi gh brown brows drew down in thought. “Send a
denmon to watch for this man and destroy him If it cannot, then we wll take
further interest.”

Tenzin Geshe wal ked back to the gonba, the
i nperial nonastery known as the House of Power, thinking about what the
enperor had said. He had not read his lord s thoughts; they d been screened.
But he had sensed a growing interest, or perhaps curiosity was the better
wor d.

Send a denon? His Magnificence was sensitive
to the field, but his experience was linted to reading nmen’s thoughts. He
didn’t know denons, and beyond that was given to | ooseness in term nol ogy and
even concept. Denmons were unreliable and capricious, and their power was
primarily over the suggestible. Anyone aware enough to sense the Crcle so



calmy and at a distance would likely ignore a denon or send it packing. Nor
were denons suitable for scouting or spying. They were disinterested in
activities with so little invol venent.

No, he told himself, I will gather an
el emental. They are somewhat unintelligent, but it can probably hunt the
barbarian down. And if it finds him it will be powerful enough to do
somet hi ng about hi m

NI NE

Naken stod han, svaad i handen
onar lunn, & vass sompil ar,
stood & vjennte vad som hénde.
S&g en rorelse i porten

Ui dagjus komen ojur,

kom en katt som kails | ejonen
Stor som bj 6rn & nera val dsam
kattkvi ck han, m& tann som kni ver
inte fodd i fyra dagar.

Vant not Ynglingen & norrde
skréackli mer &n bons i vrede.

[ Naked stood he, sword held tightly,
cal m eyes sharp and qui ck as arrows,
stood and waited what was com ng.

Saw a novenent in the portal

Cane a beast into the sunlight,

cane a cat they call the lion

Bear-bi g he, and nuch nore savage
cat-quick he, with teeth |ike daggers,
hunger gnawi ng, four days fasting.
Turned toward the youth and snarl ed then
dreadful nore than raging he-bear . . . ]

From -- The Jarnhann Saga, Kunmalo translation

The day after they saw t he pinnace, a cold
rain fell wi thout a break, blown at times by gusty winds. They sat it out in
t he woods al ong another stream Nils had brought only a small piece of his
| eather tipi, enough for a lean-to that was too small for three. So they nmade
a crude and | eaky shelter of saplings, bundles of grass, and bark stripped
from poplar trees. The | eather shelter they used to protect their fire, and
finished smoking the veal jerky to ensure it wouldn't spoil.

Baver was glad not to travel. Despite the
injections they’d gotten on the Phaeacia, and the booster received on schedul e
from Matthew, he’d come down with diarrhea the night before, and a runny nose.
(The di arrhea woul d recur occasionally for weeks, but not so intensely.) The
wor st thing about it was squatting repeatedly in the chill rain, his hands
blue with cold and his junmpsuit round his ankles.

More nenorable, a bear came that day. They
heard himsnuff, and came out into the rain to stand himoff. Big and
hunp- shoul dered, attracted by the snell of neat, he was only twenty neters
of f, and reared up tall on his hind feet to see nore clearly. Baver held his
pistol in a frozen grip. Hans’s long fingers gripped two arrows with his bow
hand, and had anot her nocked.

Nils didn't even draw his sword. Instead he
spoke to the bear, calmy, reassuringly, and after a long mnute or so it
dropped to all fours, turned and anbl ed off.

The next norning the three of themwent on,
and over the next week traveled north and east over hundreds of kiloneters of
not - qui te sameness, nostly riding, but walking periodically to rest the
horses. Twi ce they encountered the renmains of ancient towns, recognizable by



the change in vegetation. Patches of woods occupied the |ong-since broken
paverents. Brush and scrub trees had overgrown the mounds of broken concrete
that were ancient buildings, nmounds sone of which had been mined for the
reinforcing rods, and nore or |ess buried by windblown dirt. Cearly, during
some recent century, there’' d been a prol onged drought period w th dust storns.

Once, at a river, they saw the remains of old
bri dge footings. Another tinme they encountered an ancient raised railroad bed,
crossing a broad wetland |ike some inprobably straight esker. A nearly
continuous stringer of woods grew along it. The rails of course were gone, no
doubt sal vaged | ong before the pl ague.

During the four years of preparing for the
expedi tion, the courses Baver had |iked best were those on terran ecol ogy, and
he thought he saw the why of the woods on the roadbed. The dense stand of
reeds and tall grass, so hostile to tree seedlings, would have been
interrupted by the roadbed of crushed rock, even after dust storns had added
soil toit. Wile tree seedlings had obviously been able to establish al ong
its edges, probably migrating along it fromthe Carpathian foothills visible
to the west. And the marsh would rarely be swept by fire -- rarely enough that
the young trees had tine, between fires, to mature and grow thick protective
bar k.

Hi s nmental reconstruction of the process
pl eased him and he began to pay closer attention to the country they passed
t hr ough.

It had been swept and depopul ated by the O cs,
and only once did they see people, five poorly dressed nen on horseback
following a river upstream They' d seened cautiously friendly, but the little
Anglic they knew was a pidgin too strange for Baver’'s understandi ng. He caught
“Orcs” and “travel” and “good place.” Nils said they were fishermen fromthe
Danube delta, |ooking for new land to col onize, drier land, now that the Ocs
were gone. Their horses were Orc horses, left when Northman patrols had
tracked down and killed Orc refugees who' d been terrorizing the fisherfolKk.

It seened to Baver that they'd said too little
too brokenly to inpart all that, and at any rate he doubted that N |s had
understood their pidgin nuch better than he had. Perhaps he was as tel epathic
as N kko said, as telepathic as the Northnmen believed. O perhaps he’d put the
picture together logically fromwhat he already knew and what he’d observed.
Surely the fishernen’s horses were fine animals, Orc animals, not the nags you
m ght expect delta fishermen to have, if they had horses at all

They crossed the largest river they d seen
since the Danube, then turned eastward away fromthe Carpathians, and |ate
that day canped in the woods al ong another wide river. Over the next week they
| eft behind the Iast of the occasional oak groves. The grass remai ned
[ uxuriant but |less so, and the only trees were along the streams. The | arge
rivers flowed nore or |ess southward now

As they rode, Baver, at N ls’'s request, gave
Hans | essons in Anglic. The boy showed inpressive recall of new words and
phrases. Baver suspected it was fromtraining as a poet, in a culture which
nmenori zed far nmore than it wote.

They began to see people again -- hanl ets near
streans, with garden plots, small grain fields, and herds of cattle tended by
men on horseback. They nust be east of the country the Orcs had swept, Baver
deci ded. But even there, there seened to be few young mal e adults. They’'d gone
to the Orc War, he supposed, and been sl aughtered. The people weren’t actively
hostil e, but the herdsmen -- adol escents and old nmen -- strung their bows and
wat ched the three of themclosely until they'd passed by.

Baver was tired of grassland and marshes, the
saddl e and nosquitoes. He began to daydreamthat the Phaeaci a had returned,
and that three pinnaces were hunting for him to take himback with themto
New Horre.

The country grew drier yet, and except in



mar shes and wet neadows, the grass notably shorter and less thick. Finally
they came to the ruins of a great city by a broad river, with some massive
bui |l di ngs and | arge nmonunents still standing. Baver asked that they stay there
a day, and Ni|ls agreed.

The greatest nonunents were on a hill, heroic
structures with heroic scul ptures, and they rode up there. The statues and
wall reliefs all were huge, but one was far |larger than the rest, standing
sixty or seventy neters tall, Baver judged, including an upraised arm It was
of a robed woman, the hilt of a broken sword clenched in one nonunental hand.
The figures were nostly of soldiers though, of heroismand death, and to Baver
the place felt haunted. It gave himactual chills. Cearly a terrible war had
been fought there -- a terrible battle at any rate -- far nore terrible than
the O c War.

He recorded what he saw, and wi shed he could
read the inscriptions; though weathered, they | ooked |egible, but even the
al phabet was unfamiliar to him If he visualized the geography correctly, he
told himself, this had been Russia |long ago. The | anguage would be in the
Al pha’ s onboard conputer, with a translation program

Crossing the river at the city, they hit a

broad grassy trail. Baver recognized it as an ancient highway, its pavenent
| ong since fragnmented by frost and roots, the fragments covered by bl ow ng
soil. It was recognizable fromits cuts and fills, its mld and even grades

attracting what few travelers there were.

As they rode eastward on it, the country
becanme increasingly dry. Wthin two hundred kil oneters, the grass was nostly
| ess than knee high, the stands thin. Encounters with other travelers were
days apart, and uneasy. The strangers woul d see the giant Northnman, and
Baver’s junmp suit, and pass in suspicious silence. The herds here were w dely
scattered, wild and usually untended, as if the local people found it easier
to hunt their meat than herd it.

The travelers ate nostly nmarnpts now, numerous
and fat, victinms of Hans's seldomerring arrows, or occasionally of Nils's. It
took only a minute or two to gut and skin one, and one was supper enough for
the three of them with some left over for breakfast. They'd dry and snoke a
second for saddle rations the next day. Early on, N ls had taught Baver to gut
and skin. The ethnol ogi st had been squeam sh at first, but soon was taking his
turns at it like the others.

Ni | s pushed for as much speed as they could
make wi t hout wearing down the horses. Nonethel ess, they sonetinmes canped as
early as m dafternoon, where there was water. Then, while the horses grazed,
Hans would withdraw to a distance and recite aloud to hinself, conposing and
pol i shing verses for “The Jarnhann Saga.” Now and then he’'d try one on N lIs,
who' d sonetimes correct or elaborate the story told. Baver was inpressed with
the boy's skill. In the evenings, Hans got |essons in swordsmanship fromN|s
t hough he hadn’t been chosen by his clan to be a sword apprentice.

Early one evening they camped a dozen neters

off the road, on the I ower slope of a hill. A spring flowed from a sandst one
outcrop there, to forma rivulet that disappeared into the ground at the foot
of the hill. Soneone had dug the spring out and Iined the hole with rocks, to

make it nore easily used. Baver was checking his wist-watch for the Earth
date, when a thought occurred to him Digging through his saddl ebag, he took
out a sheet of folded plastic.

On it, the previous winter he’'d drawn the
Neovi ki ng cal endar,* as used in their old honeland by the northern clans. It
was a lunar cal endar, and he'd charted it agai nst the ancient sol ar cal endar
t he Gregori an.

Getting to his feet, he took it to the big
Nort hman. “Nils,” he said, “l’ve wondered about sonething.” He showed himthe
chart. “You neasure time by noons. Here’'s the Mwon of Iron Cold, supposedly
begi nning right after the shortest day, when they start getting | onger. But



the year neasured that way is about five days |onger than the solar year, the
year by the sun. After twenty years the Moon of Iron Cold would conme in
spring. How do you get around that?”

Nils grinned. “Sinply. Each clan has a post in
an open place, or did in the honeland, and a stake to mark the | ongest noon
shadow. The Moon of Iron Cold begins with the next quarter after the shadow is
| ongest, whether that quarter is the full noon or the night of no noon, or the
half moon with its back to the . . .~

“Nils!” It was Mager Hans. He stood on his
horse’s back sone fifty neters uphill, pointing toward the | owering sun
“Someone is coming! A man with three horses!”

Nils stood as if peering westward with his
strange gl ass eyes, Baver beside him A man approached on horseback, followed
by a packhorse and a renmount. He didn't slow as he cane near; the road woul d
take himwell clear of them On an inpulse, Baver took out his recorder and
began to record.

VWhen the man was about eighty neters away,
Nils raised his right hand in a sort of salute. The rider returned it, riding
on to the rivulet, where he and his horses drank. Wen they’ d done dri nking,
the man wal ked to the little canp, |eading his horses, his right hand raised
agai n.

“Friend!” he said. In Anglic, as if taking
t hem f or Eur opeans.

“Friend,” N ls answered.

Baver said nothing, sinmply |ooked, thumnbing
off the video switch on his recorder, letting it hang fromhis neck like a
| arge amulet, to function unobtrusively on audio only. The man frightened him
| ooked tough and lethal, and the ethnol ogist didn't want to of fend him About
Baver’s height -- 175 cm-- he was barrel -chested and thick shoul dered, his
| egs short for his height, and notably bowed. H s head was large, and his face
broad and flat. A raised scar crossed one side, while on the other an ear was
partly mssing. Hi s wi de-set eyes were |lustrous bl ack, and peered through
slits that slanted up and out. The skin on face and hands | ooked thick and
| eat hery. Baver guessed his weight at near a hard hundred kil os.

The horse barbarian | ooked only briefly at
Baver, despite the junp suit. H's primary attention was on Nils, whom he
exam ned for | ong seconds. Wen at |ast he spoke, his Anglic was accented I|ike
an Orc’s. “l’ve seen you before,” he said, “but not close up. Have your eyes
al ways been like that?”

Nils smiled. “That was two summers ago. My
eyes were different then.”

Baver giggled, an act that surprised and
di smayed him and he covered it awkwardly with a cough. He’'d had the brief est
vision of Nils taking his glass eyes fromhis head and presenting themto
their visitor. The man scow ed at himfor a nonent, then spoke to Nils again.

“l give you power over ne: ny name is Achikh
son of Korchi, of Bilga s clan, of the Black Stallions. My people are the
Buriat.”

“l give back the power, with nore. | amN s
call ed Ironhand, Hammar’'s son, of the Wlf Can. My tribe is the Svear, ny
peopl e the Northnen. | hope you nake canp with us.”

“And |,” said Hans, “am Hans the Slim

@unnar’s son, of the WIf Can of the Svear.”

Their eyes turned to Baver then, and with a
start he realized he was expected to follow suit. “I'm unm Ted, uh, the
et hnol ogi st, son of Carlos, of, uh, the Starship Phaeacia, of the planet New
Horre. ”

Achi kh, son of Korchi, stared at Baver, who
realized he couldn’t read the man’s face at all. It turned away then
rel easing him paused at Hans and stopped at Nils. “lI thank you,” he said,



then turned and led his aninmals a short distance off. Wthin a few mi nutes
he’d set up a sizeable shelter tent, |arge enough for the nman, his gear, and a
smal |l cooking fire. He worked swiftly, pegging and |ashing things securely.
When he’ d finished, he cane over to Nils and his party.

“WIIl you sleep in the open?” he asked.

Ni | s nodded, a slight smile on his lips. “It
will not rain tonight.”

Achi kh gestured toward the east. “There will
be a noon later.”

“The nmoon does not affect our peoples.”

The man shrugged. Meanwhil e Hans had cut sone
low, brittle shrubs and started a fire. “Wiere are you traveling to?” Nls
asked.

“Homre. "

“I's that far?”

“I't is unlikely | can get there before w nter
Where are you goi ng?’

“Toward the rising sun.”

The scarred face grinned, surprising Baver.
“How wi | | you know you’ ve arrived?”

Ni |l s | aughed. “When | find sonething
i nteresting enough to stop for.”

They tal ked for hours. Achi kh had I eft hone
nine sumers earlier, one of a band of nearly sixty youths driven by a hunger
for sights and adventures. They’'d wandered nostly westward, fighting
occasionally, finally allying thenmselves with a vagrant band of Turks --
Kazakhs, actually -- youths adventuring as they were, and | earned sonething of
their | anguage. The Kazakhs had heard of a great ruler called Kazi the
Undyi ng, who hired horsenen like thenselves. Deciding to look into it, they'd
continued west together to find him

In the arny of Kazi was a band of warriors
nostly of the Kal mul people, whose | anguage and custons were close to
Achi kh’s. The orcs joined the two bands into a short century.

Achi kh had a knack for |anguage -- he'd

| earned nore Turkic than any other man in his band -- and rapidly grew
conversant in Anglic, the I anguage of the Orcs and command. For that reason he
became “the speaker” -- the interpreter and liaison for his century, which was

part of a cohort of horse barbarians, the rest of which were Turkic.

He’ d been in the crowd in the arena when the
captive Nils had been sent in to fight first a lion, and then, unarmed, an Oc
swor dsman.

“l still don’t understand what happened,”

Achi kh said. “You killed the Orc, and the next thing | knew, | woke up with a
headache. Al around ne, nmen |ay unconscious or stunned, or like nmyself, newy
wakened and confused. And you were gone.”

He paused as if giving Nils a chance to
expl ain, but the Northman only nodded. Achi kh continued. Then, he said, Kazi
had sent his arny to conquer Europe. In a northern country with forest, narsh,
and prairie interm xed, they’'d net the Neovikings. H's centurion had been
killed, and he hinmself had taken command. Then the O cs had turned back; the
runor was that Kazi was no | onger the Undying, that he' d been kill ed.

“Killed by you,” Achikh added, his eyes fixed
on Nils. “That’s what was said.”

Though the Orcs withdrew then, the horse
barbarians didn’t. Mst of themranpaged westward into a country of forests,
cultivated land, walled towns and stone castles, a country where the people
spoke an unfamliar tongue, though nost could speak Anglic, nore or |ess.

Baver listened, enthralled. The man was a
marvel ous storyteller, the better for his accent. Hi s cohort had left that
country behind, entering one with a different-soundi ng tongue, and been part



of a great and terrible battle by a river. Wen it was over, the horse
bar bari ans had been defeated, scattered.

He’'d led his own century, what was left of it,
still westward, no |longer an army but a plague of raiders, living off the
land, living for the fights they found and the wonmen they captured. At |ength,
in a country of |ow nmountains and heavy forests, his century, nunbering |ess
than thirty warriors by then, had been anmbushed on a forest road by a force of
kni ghts and bownren. They’ d been backed against a nmountain river, and Achikh
had junped in, to strip off harness and hauberk while the current had swept
hi m al ong the bottom Wen at |ast he’'d surfaced, gasping, a score of arrows
had flown at him Quickly he'd dived, still desperate for air, and every tine
he’d surfaced to gulp a breath, there’'d been arrows. It was, he said, the nost
difficult thing he’d ever done, diving back under three tines, four, while his
| ungs shrieked for air. He still dreaned of it now and then. Finally, half
bl acked out, he’d reached swifter water and been carried away out of sight.

That was as far as Achikh told it, that night,
for he realized the nmoon was rising. For a nmonment he | ooked at it, sitting
yellow on the rimof a rise to eastward. “lI will sleep now,” he said, and
trotted off to his tent.

Baver didn't often initiate a conversation
with Nils anynore, while to Hans he spoke mainly in the context of Anglic
| essons. He rarely had anything to say once he crawled into his sleeping bag.
Oten, as he waited for sleep, he’d lie staring at the stars or moon, scarcely
thinking, until he drifted off. Or at the dying coals, if it was cloudy. And
on those nights, it seened he slept the best, commonly with dreanms that, while
usual |y unrenmenbered, |eft an inpression of having been pleasant or at |east
i nnocuous. Since he’'d becone aware of this, he’'d made a practice of watching
the stars or coals. Cccasionally, though, he' d fantasize rescue or wonen til
sl eep cane.

Sonetimes he listened in on short
conversations between Nils and Hans, invariably started by Hans. Some of
t hese, now, were partly in Anglic, as Hans learned nore of it.

On the evening of Achikh's arrival though
after the newconer had gone to his tent, and Nils and Hans had lain down in
their sleeping robes, Baver turned his face toward N Is.

“Why did Achi kh say that about the noon?” he
asked.

The Nort hman, who lay on his back, face up
didn’t turn.

“H's people believe that noonlight will give
evil spirits power over them They avoid it when they can; especially they
avoid sleeping init.”

“What utter nonsense!” The words were out
bef ore Baver could stop them They were a major professional nalfeasance: he
was not to correct or disagree, or evaluate aloud in any way. He was only to

collect, record. Wll, he thought, it’'s too late now. And anyway it’'s the
Nort hmen |1’ m studyi ng, not Achikh’s people. But still he was unconfortable
over having said it. “Do -- ” he began tentatively, “do your people believe in

evil spirits?”

“No. My people do not.”

Baver felt relief; he had not offended. “How
do you suppose such beliefs get started?”

“Because evil spirits do sometines trouble
peopl e’ s thoughts and dreans,” Nils replied. Then after a noment he added:
“But my people aren’t aware of this. To them dreans are dreans, though sone
may be prophetic.”

Baver stared at himin the darkness. Nils went
on: “Evil spirits don’t have power of their own, as his people think. They
have only the power that people give them M/ people, not know ng of evil
spirits, give them none. Achikh's people, know ng of them and believing them



dangerous, sonetinmes find they are.

“I'n the war, Achikh rode beneath the noon nore
than once, and sonetines slept beneath it. Nothing bad havi ng happened, his
bel i ef has weakened, but he prefers not to take the risk.”

Remar kabl e, Baver thought, and wondered how
Nils came to believe in evil spirits when his people didn't. “Before Achikh
gave you his nane, he said he was giving you power over him Wat did he nmean
by that?”

“H's people believe that if a shanman, or
someone with the powers of a shaman, knows your name, especially your ful
nane, they can work spells on you. So they’'re careful about giving their nane
to strangers.”

“And can they? Work spells?”

“They can cast a spell. So far as | know, it's
the victimthough, not the shaman, that nmakes the spell work.”

“You said you gave hi mback the power with
nore. What did that nmean?”

“l gave himny cognonen, |ronhand. The
cognomen i s thought to contain something of the person’s soul; holding it is
supposed to give the shaman particul ar power over you.

Baver lay a long mnute exanining what Nils
had sai d. “Have you been around Achi kh’s peopl e nuch before?” he asked. "You
know so nuch about them”

“Only this evening, wth Achi kh. \Wen he
speaks, it opens his mnd to me, or those parts of it which Iie beneath his
wor ds. ”

The answer sent a wave of chills over Baver.
Tel epathy again! He still doubted, but suddenly he was unconfortabl e being
there with NiIs.

In the norning, Achikh squatted down with
them to breakfast on marnot and talk with Nils. Wen they' d finished, an
agreement had been nmade. They’' d travel together until such time as one or the
ot her chose to separate.

For a Neovi ki ng cal endar, see the
appendi x. Back

TEN

Actually, invisible attributes aside, Achikh
was no nore dangerous-seeni ng than a Neovi king warrior; |less than the giant
Nils Jarnhann. But it took nore than a week for Baver to feel reasonably
confortable around him It was partly the thick dark | eathery skin, and partly
the prom nent facial scar. And partly the rolling, bow egged wal k, when he was
out of the saddle. But perhaps nore than all of those and subsum ng them
Achi kh was different.

When they first travel ed together, Baver had
hopes that Achi kh would | eave them Having a remount, the horse barbarian rode
al nrost continuously; surely he could travel faster on his own. But he stayed
with them seenmingly glad of Nils’s conmpany.

The thin short grass of the country they were
in now was easier for the horses to wal k through. Thus Baver, w thout asking,
had ski pped some of the running breaks for a week before Achi kh had j oi ned
them He was worried about wearing out his boots. Nils had accepted this
wi thout reaction, as if he didn't notice. Hans, on the other hand, continued
to run when Nils did, though his weight was nmuch [ ess a burden for his horse.

NiI's at once undertook to | earn Achikh’'s
| anguage, and within a week was speaking quite a lot of it. Hans too made
rapid progress: It was as if his tongue was designed for w apping around



foreign sounds. And then there was the boy's nmenory, and the oral tradition of
t he Neovi ki ngs; he’d been conditioned fromchil dhood to store and collate
spoken words -- poenms -- and recite them accurately.

Meanwhi l e, | essons in Anglic had ended; where
they were going, it would Iikely be unknown.

After a few days, Baver too undertook to learn
Achi kh’ s | anguage. It gave himsonmething to do in the hours on horseback. He
had no particular talent for | anguages. He’'d | earned the Neovi ki ng tongue
aboard the Phaeacia, with the | anguage tutor strapped to his head, absorbing
and drilling the vocabul ary and grammar inputs that N kko had provided. To
learn a language in this stupid way was sl ow and exasperating for him

But he learned, refusing to seemstupid to the
others. Besides, as they learned nore, they used it nore. In tine, it seened
to him all they d be speaking was Mongol, and he’d be left out if he failed
tolearnit.

Mar mot and an occasional snmall bird, poorly
cooked over an open fire, continued to pall on him Achikh’s packhorse was a
lactating mare, so at first they had a bit of mare’s mlk to supplenent the
marnmot. Both sour and very rich, it didn't sit well on Baver’s stomach. The
mare soon dried up though

Now and again they net travelers, or saw
someone tending cattle. Achikh's nodest Turkic was a different dialect, but it

served to dicker for a bag of airag -- fermented nmare’s mlk -- or curds. His
exchange was silver coins, split as necessary for change, the last of his
Eur opean | oot. Baver wondered if they ate vegetables or fruit at all in this

dry and treel ess | and.

Once they stopped at a cluster of large round
tents nade of what seened to be conpacted hair, and whitewashed to reflect the
heat. Achi kh called them ger; Baver had no idea what the occupants called
them Achikh's pack mare was a powerful animal nuch |arger than the | oca
poni es, and ready to be bred. He traded it for a lactating mare, which gave
themtheir own source of airag, and her foal, which they could trade
el sewhere. Afterward they were invited to eat, and ate all they could hold; it
seened they were expected to. Baver drank nore than he could handle, voniting
till he thought his eyes would fall out. The next day was beastly for him

Anot her tinme they encountered a band of arned
and nounted nen -- everyone was arned and nounted in this country -- who
demanded their horses. Achi kh was prepared to fight, but N ls, open hands
spread before his shoulders, rode up to their leader till they were thigh to
t hi gh, then grabbed hi m suddenly by the right armw th one | arge hand. The man
was not too dark to pale, nor too tough to grinmace with pain. At the sane
nmoment, Nils drew the man’s sword with his other hand and held it to the
owner’'s belly.

Achi kh spoke sternly and at length to them --
told themthe giant was a great shaman sent by God. Then Nils let go the
| eader, and reaching to his own face, renoved his eyes, holding themout to
the man. The brigand stared, first at the enptied sockets that seened to | ook
at him then at the glass eyes, and backed off with a cry as if they were
scorpions. Quickly he wheel ed his horse, yamering | oud, high-pitched
conmands, and the whol e band gal | oped of f.

Nils still held the man’s sword. Smiling, he
reseated his eyes, dismunted, and stuck the sword in the ground. Achikh
staring, hadn’'t yet noved. He had nothing to say for quite awhile, but when at
| ast he spoke, it was as if nothing had happened.

Baver suspected the story would survive
forever anong the local tribesnen.

ELEVEN
The weat her, already hot and parched, grew



hotter. Sone waterholes were dry, and water becane a problem Wen they went
afoot to rest the horses, they wal ked instead of running, that they woul dn’t
sweat as nuch, and this slowed them Achi kh suggested they steal sonme horses
so that everyone would have a rermount, but Nils declined. They were naking
decent progress, and if they stole horses, they could easily pay with their
l'ives.

For several days they saw not even a cl oud.
Then one norning they did see clouds, a few, and the air felt less dry then it
had. Ahead of thema rain cloud began to formand build w th remarkabl e speed.
After alittle they stopped on a hilltop, sitting their horses al nbost knee to
knee to watch it. In the eerie speed of its developnent, it rem nded Baver of
ti me-1apse photography he d seen in college, of the birth and growth of a
t hunderhead. His scalp crawl ed watching it.

Before long it was conplete, with an anvil top
beginning to formin the stratospheric wind. It was closer now, and black rain
curtains joined it to the ground.

“Aspirit cloud,” Achikh nuttered in his own
| anguage. “We'd better get off this hill.”

Baver caught all of what he said, word and
nmeani ng; he was doing better. They rode down into a broad basin, each of them
keepi ng an eye on the approaching storm At the bottomthey hobbled their
horses, then Achi kh picketed his as well, warning the others to do the sane.
He nust expect the stormto frighten them Baver thought. Even a hobbl ed
horse, he’d discovered, can nmake itself hard to catch

They staked themwel|l apart, so a single
lightning strike wouldn’t kill nmore than one. Then the horses secured, they
stood watching the storm approach. Lightning darted fromits skirts; nore was
no doubt hidden by the rain curtain. Baver glanced at Achi kh. The horse
bar bari an had donned his |long | eather raincape, his face | ooking conspi cuously
unhappy. The others donned theirs too, and Baver put his poncho on. The storm
was near enough now that they heard its thunders nuttering. Then, as it noved
toward them its top cut off the sun, and the nuttering becane runbling, then
a constant rolling boomthat grew | ouder. Achikh threw hinself on the ground
and covered his head with his cape. Awall of rain raced toward them Cold
wi nd struck. Dust blew, and sand. Random rai ndrops spattered, |arge and cold,
and bangs punctuated the boom ng.

BLAM BLAM BLAM!! Baver too pulled his head
i nside his poncho, and flattened hinself. He'd been in thunderstorns before,
but somehow this felt different. The rai ndrops qui ckened, thickened, splatting
t he poncho he hid beneath. A thunderclap slanmed so near, his heart nearly
stopped. Then, through the boom ng and bangi ng, he heard a sound like all the
horses in the universe stanpedi ng, and peeked out in alarmfrom beneath his
poncho.

Hans was al so on the ground; Baver found that
somehow reassuring. Nils sat on his heels watching, and that was reassuring
too. Then he | ooked where Ni|s | ooked, saw what nade the noise, and his
reassurance fled. Crossing the steppe was a wall of hail, less than a
kil ometer away and rushing toward them preceded by bounci ng white hail stones
that, to be individually visible at that distance, had to be bigger than the
Nort hman’s fists. They were the mllion hooves! Now the sound changed to a
| oud and swelling growl. Baver’'s poncho threatened to whip free of his hands.
He gripped it nore tightly and hid his face again.

The growl becane a grindi ng deafening roar
that seemed to overwhel meven the thunder. The wi nd becane a gale, and the
rain a furious beating. Baver saw no way they could survive the bonbardment
that charged down on them but held tight to his poncho nonethel ess. The
grinding roar went on, and on . . . and after a long m nute he peered out
agai n.

The hail was passing themto one side. Struck
dunb, he watched it, the edge no nore than sixty meters off. Nils stil



squatted; if he was watching in his uncanny, eyeless way, he did not trouble
facing it. After nore long mnutes the hail was past, its roar changi ng back
to a grow, the grow dimnishing. The wind still swirled, the rain stil

sl ashed. Icy water soaked Baver’s exposed | egs; though they were on a mld

sl ope, he lay in an unending shallow flow of it, for the ground couldn’'t soak
it up fast enough.

Soon t he downpour slacked too, became nerely a
hard rain that continued. At |ength Baver sat up, and Hans. They could get no
wetter. Only Achikh still lay prostrate; he stayed on the ground till the rain
was only sprinkles and the thunder distant runbling.

In front of themlay a belt of white that
m ght have been a kilonmeter w de, extending over the rise two or three
kil ometers ahead. Four hundred meters in front of themit bent, curving
northward just enough to miss them As Baver stared, the sunlight broke
t hrough onto the opposite slope and swept their way, bathing themwth |ight.
The broad river of hail stones gleamed in the brightness and began to steam

Baver wal ked to it. lce lay nore than knee
deep, though less at the edge, the irregular stones indeed as big as Nils’'s
fists, but some were frozen together into |l unpy nmasses three tines as |arge.
He stopped several paces off, feeling the cold fromthe mass of ice before
hi m

And turned away, chilled by nore than
hai | st ones.

Six of the seven horses had pulled their
pi cket pins. The seventh and the foal lay killed by lightning. Three of the
six had disappeared. Al that Baver could think was that they' d pani cked and
fled, running with their slow, awkward, hobbled gate into the path of the
storm they’ d be sonewhere under the ice, hanmmered to death. Tranpled to
deat h.

He stared at Nils. The Northnman had done it,
he had no doubt, had sonehow di verted the overwhel m ng assault of hail stones,
and saved their |ives.

A drying fire was out of the question; al
potential fuel was soaked. But the sun was intense, though the air was cool
and by the time they’'d gathered the surviving horses, the clothes were drying
on their backs. O the three horses left to them two were the packhorses.
Achi kh’s they left as a packhorse; Nils's would have to be ridden, bareback
Ni | s abandoned his hel net and heavy hauberk, and they transferred the rest of
its burden to Achikh’s horse.

They set off then, Hans and Nils afoot,
| eadi ng of f at an easy | ope. They headed nore or |ess eastward, bypassing the
wi de swath of ice, and atop the next rise stopped again. There they took
advant age of sone | ow shrubs to spread their cloaks and sl eeping robes, and
Baver’s |ight bag. Then, while these steanmed in the sun, the travelers ate
strips fromone of yesterday’'s marnots, dried the night before above the fire.

“What did you do back there?” Baver asked. “To
make the hailstormturn.” And felt foolish before he’d finished. Wen put into
wor ds, the question seened absurd.

Nils's glass eyes seened to fix the

et hnol ogi st, “There was a being in the storm as Achikh said. | could feel it
there. It had been forned from-- ” He groped. “Fromspirit stuff, the spirit
stuff of storms, and conmanded to find us. To hunt us down and kill us.”

Baver stared alarned that Nils had said such a
patently foolish thing. He mssed entirely that it was no nore outrageous than
hi s question

Nils went on. “But such a being, if it has
enough intelligence to hunt and find, need not do as conmanded. Thus | net him
within the cloud. W nmingled in the spirit, and he swerved, sparing us.”

“You told the hail to mss us and it did?”
Baver couldn't keep the disbelief fromhis voice.



“lI told it nothing. To mingle in the spirit

creates a -- together-feeling that is stronger than commands. If it had
refused, or if it hadn’'t been strong-willed enough to reject the conmand its
shaper had given it . . . But we were fortunate; we live.”

Nils turned his face away then, and bit off
anot her nout hful of dried marnot.

When they’' d eaten, they sat around on their
haunches, letting their things dry further. Meanwhile Nils’s statenent stayed
on Baver’s mind. That and his own question; he could hardly believe he’d asked
it.

Storns, he rationalized, are unpredictable. It
coul d have changed course for probably several reasons. Being in shock,
couldn’t think clearly: | asked what | did only by default. But Nils . . . He
made cl ai ns!

I f he believes what he said, he’'s not entirely
sane. |’'ve never heard any of his people nention spirits or “spirit stuff” --
the spirit stuff of storms! -- so the belief can t be cultural. It’s
i diosyncratic with him O was he lying to nme, seeing if 1’'d believe?

He didn’t know whi ch possibility was the npst
unsettling.

They’' d made good progress since the storm
considering they'd taken tinme to spread things to dry at every break. They'd
traveled till after sundown.

Hans | ay on his back, staring at the stars. At
an intellectual |evel he knew that the star nan, Baver, had come from one of
them but at an enotional level it was hard to accept. Star Fol k should be --
wonderful : wi se, handsone, fearless, in all ways inpressive. Baver couldn’t
even start a fire, not even with dry weeds, and hadn’t tried to learn. He |et
others do for him

Actual Iy none of the star fol k had i npressed
him The things they had inpressed him but not the people. But the others,
Matts and Ni kko, were at |east not foolish and bunbling. He supposed they were
abl e enough at Star Fol k things.

Hi s sharp young ears |istened now for
breathing. Only Nils was near enough, |ess than an arnspan away.

“Nils!” he whispered.

“Ja- ha?”

Hans spoke in their own | anguage. “You said
the stormbeing was fornmed fromspirit stuff. And conmanded. Who forned and
commanded it?”

Nils’s chuckle was hardly a breath. “I met
them once, at the end of spring. They were | ooking at ne through a -- The
spirit world is beside ours but separate. These others are in our world, far
east of here. That rmuch | am sure of. They know how to | ook through the spirit
world to see places where they are not. Though perhaps not clearly, and
seem ngly w t hout knowi ng where they |ook. That’'s as much as | know of them
It isthey | goto find.”

Hans shivered in his robe. “Sending the storm
as they did, they are not friendly.”

“True.”

“Do they know where we are right now?” Hans
was thinking that something el se nmight cone upon themwhile they slept.

“I't seens inprobable. The storm bei ng had been
searching for days.”

“Why do you go to find then®?”

“I"l'l know when | get there.”

“WIl you fight then®”

“Per haps.”

“Then I will fight themw th you!”

“I"l'l be glad to have you with ne.”



“Do you suppose Achikh will fight too? He does
well at drill. I can think of warriors who' d be hard pressed to beat him”

“l agree. And if he is still with us, he
m ght.”

Hans said nothing nore for a mnute or |onger
Then: “What do you think about before you fall asleep?”

“Often | fall asleep at once. Qther tinmes

lie still and | eave.”

“Leave?” Hans felt alarmat that.

“My body is still here, but |I |leave. | cease
to be in this world. | enter another,”

There was another minute s |lapse. “What is it
i ke?”

“I't is very peaceful. Now, though, | amsinmply
going to sleep. You may wi sh to al so.”

Baver lay listening, but the two Neovi ki ngs
said no nore. Leave! Enter another world! And they were going to find the one
-- the soneones -- whom Nil's imagi ned sent the storml N ls was crazy!

But despite hinmself, Baver half believed, and
was afraid. For his sanity if nothing else.

TVELVE

“My dear Songtsan, intriguing and conspiring
to rule the Mongols is a waste of tinme. | have the procedure for you: Alow ne
to take a hundred thousand soldiers to the frontier, sixty thousand of them
caval ry, and invade. Crush all resistance, then conscript as many as you want
of the survivors.”

The general who spoke was as tall as the
enperor, who hinself was tall. He was also thirty kilos heavier. Hs silk
robe, which nearly reached his knees, was indigo, the color reserved for the
royal family, and heavily brocaded with the figures of men fighting. A scarlet
sash gathered it about his thick waist, and held a curved sword with a bl ade
nearly a meter |long. Beneath the robe’s hem vyellow silk pantal oons were
bl oused i nto knee-length boots, their toes upcurved strongly, their glossy,
gol den brown | eather inset with |acquered images of wildlife: pheasants, deer,
atiger . . . H s horned hel net was hamered steel conceal ed beneath gold
plate; its rimcoiled silk, scarlet and indigo. Its sky-blue silk skirt, which
protected his bull neck fromthe sun, was enbroidered with tiny eagles and
fal cons; vines and fl owers added col or

Enmper or Songtsan Ganpo woul d have had any
ot her man executed for telling himthat one of his projects was a waste of
time. But this was his favorite younger brother and best general, so he nerely
shook his head and answered drily. “There is a tine to cultivate a people and
atime to break them a time for allies and a tine for slaves.” He shifted
slightly in his seat. “W have a whole world to conquer; fighting enough even
for you. And the Mongols are attainable as allies; valuable allies. They wll
be the razor-sharp head of my spear, to gut resistance. Men who grew up in the
saddle, with the bow, nake better cavalry than nen who did not. Men who spend
their lives on the nove, who |live on horseback, often on what they can kill
and on mlk fromtheir nares -- such nen do not tire and do not frighten.”

He changed direction then, his voice
confortable, smooth as silk. “The Koreans are excellent fighting nmen, yes? How
many of them volunteered to serve with us, after you d broken their army?”

The answer was sullen but honest. “None. Oh, a
hundred, maybe two, but not good nen.”

“And how nmany soldiers did you find it
necessary to post there to control the country?”

“Si xty thousand.”



“And nmostly cavalry.”

“I't was necessary! Otherw se we’'d have needed
four times as many garrisons -- at least twice as many nen -- and even those
could not control the roads as we do now.”

The enperor eyes gl eaned |ike black nmarbles
beneat h hoodi ng has. “So we have a conquest which bl eeds us,” he said.

Drukpa sounded aggri eved now. “But Korea and
Mongol ia are not the sanme! Korea’'s nountains are thick with forests perfect
for rebels and bandits! And it was necessary to be harsh in victory, to break
their will!”

“I't didn’t work. It didn't break their will.”

Hi s general said nothing to that.

“Well. You are ny brother. You conquered Korea
on ny orders, and did what seenmed necessary at the tine. And you are right;
Korea and Mongolia are very different. Mongolia is nostly open to the sun, and
to our eyes. And their people are indeed different. The Koreans are
stiff-necked, unyielding, and they were united, nore or |less, behind their
ki ng. The Mongols, on the other hand, are nore practical and relatively
reasonable. And they are fragnented into various tribes that sonetines fight
agai nst each other and sel dom agree on anyt hi ng of consequence.

“Had you been | ess harsh, the Koreans m ght
wel | have been no less intransigent than they are, and even nmore difficult.
But the Mongols are susceptible to manipulation, and | want at least fifty
t housand of themin ny arny when | send it westward to conquer the world. That
will be far better than | eaving sixty thousand of my own cavalry, or a hundred
t housand, as a garrison in their country. | have chosen one of their chiefs to
be suprenme, and | will guide himto domination. Then | will honor him perhaps
marry his favorite daughter, and bring his sons here as ‘ny proteges’ -- ny
hostages. And . . . 7

He stopped, for in the corridor outside his
door, a silver gong had been lightly tapped. “Enter!” he said.

A runner entered and bowed. “Your
Magni fi cence, Tenzin Geshe is waiting, with information for you.”

“I' will see himnow Send himin.”

The enperor turned to his brother. “I don't
expect this to take long. Qur neetings sel domdo.”

A nmoment | ater the geshe entered the chanber
and bowed deeply. “Your Magnificence.”

“What do you have for nme, geshe?”

“I't has to do with the barbarian the Circle
detected in the west, the man who subsequently began to travel eastward in our
direction.”

“ And?”

Tenzin Geshe opened his mnd to Songtsan
Ganpo. The enperor’s lips thinned.

“You failed.”

“Indeed, Your Magnificence. At |east the ones
| sent have failed. | did not send a denon; they are too limted and
unreliable, and I have no | everage over them Instead | gathered, created,
three stormel enentals, and sent one to cover each of the travel routes, to
watch for the man and kill him One of themis lost, it disassenbled; one is
still where | sent him and the other has returned.”

Songt san Ganpo frowned inpatiently. “So? What
went wr ong?”

The geshe’s nind replayed in detail the
encounter of the stormelenental with the travelers on the steppe, as he'd
read it fromthe elenental’s time track

The enperor pursed his lips, scowing. “And it
could not resist the man? Then how is an el enental superior to a denon for our
pur pose?”



The geshe bowed nore deeply still. “Your
Magni fi cence, nmuch that is told of denons is untrue. A denbn has no power
except over the victims mnd. True that is enough, in some cases, to weak
havoc, but not with this man. An el enmental, on the other hand, has power over
physi cal substances -- storm earthquake, volcano. And storns can nove about,
stri ke al nbst anywhere, while an earthquake or volcano is restricted. But this
man has greater calm greater strength of serenity, than we had realized; than
we coul d have inmagi ned. He sat facing violence and death, and . . . W have
seen what happened.”

The enperor frowned thoughtfully. He was
al nost invariably intolerant of failure, and even nore of “reasons” for
failure, but he knew fromhis own |inited dabblings that w zardry coul d be
nmost difficult to work. And this geshe was not only exceptionally gifted; the
man was a continuous education to him “How does an el emental have power over
subst ance while a denon does not?” he asked. “Enlighten ne.”

“Your Magnificence, a denon was once a nan,
who visited such evils on other nmen that he cannot confront returning in
anot her incarnation to bal ance the kharm c equation. The enornity of his debt
overwhel ms him rendering himnmore or |ess denented! He dwells in the | owest
| evel of the astral plane, a |level of guilt and continuous distress, and
cannot escape to a higher level until he has willingly reincarnated and
bal anced his equation.”

In his single-ni ndedness, the enperor nissed
the Iesson inplicit in the geshe's explanation. Instead he took over the
expl anation at that point. “And the wi zard gives himform’' he said, “that he
may nmove abroad within the material plane.”

“The wi zard hel ps himgive hinmself form Your
Magni fi cence, fromspirit stuff. Provides gui dance, and a certain necessary
focus that he cannot provide hinself. Once he has it, he nmay or may not be
grateful, and loyal to a point. And usually he cannot |ong retain that
subst ance he has taken, which alone keeps himin the material plane.”

“Um And el enent al s?”

“The air, the earth, the sea -- all have
energies of their own. Geat energies, including a diffuse, |ow grade
intelligence of a sort. And they are already in the material plane. |, with
the energy of the Circle, gather -- gather and nold -- a quantity of that

energy; a large quantity. The result is a powerful entity with its own limted
intelligence, an entity which perceives, and which directs itself according to
its maker’s command. And unlike a denon, when it disperses, it no |onger

exi sts, except as the diffuse energy fromwhich it was forned.”

“Un And subject to its maker’s command, you
say. But not this tine, it seens. It met a new conmander.”

“Not exactly, Your Magnificence. The man did
not command it. He sinply established an affinity with it. After which it
could not bring itself to destroy him”

“The di fference has no practica
significance.”

Anot her bow, very deep this tine.

“And this is what you canme to tell me?”

“In part, Your Magnificence. In addition
since that encounter, the G rcle has not been able to |l ocate the man at all
even to sense his continued existence.”

“And you are concerned by this?”

“Indeed, Your Magnificence. | have little
doubt he still plans to cone here.”

Smiling, the enperor turned to his brother
“How many of your soldiers, Drukpa, would it require to kill one barbarian
wi zard?”

The general snorted. “One. Ch, perhaps as many
as four or five ordinary soldiers, if the wizard happened al so to be a great



fighting man.” Raising an arm he caused its sleeve to slide to the el bow, and
flexed a remarkably [ arge and powerful forearm “A warrior like nyself could
handl e any wi zard,” he added. “lI am not susceptible to their tricks and
illusions.”

The enperor turned back to the geshe. “There!
You see? And imagi ne what one of ny yeti guards would do to him W will not
worry further about this shaman you speak of. But | aminterested in himnow

| would like to study him” He cocked an eyebrow. “I have heard of a spirit, a
denmon if you will, being called up and caused to clothe itself within an
animal, a bird or other creature. \Wat do you say to that?”

Tenzin answered carefully. “I have heard of

it, Your Magnificence, but fromno one who knows how. ”

The enperor’s face tightened. “Find out!” he
snapped. As if at the end of his patience with this difficult geshe. “Find out
how to do it, and see it done! Put one into an eagle and send it forth to find
this man and follow him And keep me infornmed as to the man’s | ocation and
activities.”

A final deep bow. “As Your Magnificence
orders.”

Tenzin Geshe maintai ned the obei sance unti
t he enperor dism ssed him which, given the enperor’s frane of mnd, took a
long hal f mnute. Then he turned and |eft.

“Does the geshe have cause to worry about this
wi zard?” Drukpa asked.

“It’s very doubtful. My good geshe is perhaps
the npbst potent adept in the enpire, aside from Janmpa Lodro, who is old and
very holy. But Tenzin is one-sided. He overl ooks the physical factor.”

“What was he thinking when he left?”

“He wasn’t. He was carefully avoiding
t hought . ”

“And yet you trust hin®”

“I will know at once if he ceases to be |oyal.
I do not need to read his thoughts to know that. Only his aura.”

“But he withholds his mnd fromyou!”

The el der brother’'s gaze, suddenly cool, found
t he younger’s, and Drukpa | owered his to his knees. “There is a level,” the
enperor answered, “at which you nmust allow a man that, or you destroy his
usef ul ness. Renenber that, brother. And I know of no one el se who can do for
me what Tenzin does.” Except, he added to hinself, old Janmpa, who refused, and
is too holy to punish. And perhaps -- the thought took him by surprise --
per haps the man he seeks for ne. Mght | be able to attach the barbarian’s

loyalty? . . . Could that be why he comes here? To serve me? The notion
sparked a cautious excitenent in Songtsan Ganpo.
Tenzin kept his mind essentially still unti

he’ d di stanced hi nsel f enough that he could think behind a screen without
bei ng obvi ous, should the enmperor return his attention to him He strode out
of the Inner Garden al nost w thout noticing the great ogre, the “yeti,”
guarding the gate in the privacy wall. The ogre stood 225 centineters tall and
wei ghed 200 kil os. Watchful but incurious, its red eyes followed the geshe
across the pal ace’s outer grounds, which were al nost as much a garden as the
I nner Garden was.

Tenzin had a problem For a denon, he had
little doubt, could not be effectively housed within an actual, materi al
ani mal . He knew of several attenpts by powerful w zards; all had failed. Wth
focus by soneone sufficiently adept, a denon could formfor itself an anina
i keness fromspirit stuff, but it was neither very stable nor reliably
controllable. Certainly it would not fool the w zard they watched for

Arriving at the gonba, he sat on a bench
beneath the thujas, briefly brooding. Then a possible solution occurred to
him one that quickened his pul se, though there m ght be difficulties in



carrying it through. For each species of plant and animal there was a pool of
speci es bei ngness, of a higher order than the bei ngness of storns. A

m nd/ spirit beingness far nore difficult to mani pulate, but with nore
potential. Wth the Crcle to work with, it nmay be possible to gather an

el emental fromthe pool of sone species -- sone species which fornms packs or
flocks . . . And if | could then inplant that concentrated bei ngness into one
physical individual . . . It would be an aninmal elenental incarnate, nore

intelligent than a storm coul d possibly be.

It should probably be a bird, he decided, for
the nobility needed, but an eagle wouldn’'t do. They were too solitary; their
| argest association was the mated pair. They gathered at carrion, on occasion
but such behavi or was opportuni stic and accidental, not social; they seened to
do nothing in concert except tend their nest. Then there was the question of
how much intelligence one bird could house w thout burning out. It seenmed to
himit should be sonmething fairly large, wth considerabl e individua
intelligence. Wlves were supposedly intelligent, and great wanderers, he'd
heard. M ght they be suitabl e? Perhaps the wi zard and hi s compani ons woul d
shoot a wolf out of hand though

He woul d sl eep on the matter tonight. Tonorrow
he and the Circle could begin exploratory work on it.

TH RTEEN

For nore than three weeks, N |s, Hans, Baver,
and Achi kh continued with only two nounts and a packhorse. Thus on the trail
at least two of themwere on foot at any given time. Achi kh never wal ked
except to rest his horse, which meant that the other three shared one, only
one of themriding at a tine. And because it too needed rest, every fourth
turn the horses were |led; then all of them wal ked. Baver wore a wristwatch,
and when he explained it to the others, and volunteered to tine the shifts,
they accepted. He gave each shift twenty m nutes, and was scrupul ous about not
shorting his own turns at wal ki ng.

Nils and Hans trotted when it was their turn
to be afoot together, and for the first week after the storm Baver trotted
the shifts when he was afoot with Nils. He was in far the best condition of
his life, and pleased at it. But his boots were show ng serious wear, and
fearful of being barefoot for thousands of kiloneters, he ceased to trot, to
reduce the stress on them

Hans had been barefoot the whole trip w thout
ill effects. Nils had begun with the noccasin-like boots the Northnen
sometines wore, a well-worn pair, and when they’'d cone apart, he too had gone
barefoot with no ill effects. But Baver was convinced that if he went
barefoot, he’'d end up crippl ed.

Achi kh occasionally felt sone disconfort at
riding while his trail conpanions wal ked or ran, but he couldn’t bring hinself
to give up his own nount. He was a Buriat, and this neant always to ride.
Except in dire need, to wal k demeaned himin his own eyes; he was unhappy
sinmply to have no renmpunt, which necessitated wal king every fourth shift to
rest his horse. On the other hand, the others were not truly horsenen. They
were foot-goers who rode when chance provided.

Thus he explained it to himself, and thus Nils
explained it in Scandinavian to the resentful Baver

Meanwhi l e their [ essons in Mngol suffered,
for when two ran or wal ked and the other two rode, instruction was difficult.
They worked at it mainly between the evening nmeal and |ying down to sleep, an
i nterval that was sonetines brief. Though when Nils rode, it was al npst
i nvari ably besi de Achi kh, practicing.

Al nost daily, Achi kh suggested or even urged
that they steal horses, enough for a mount and renount for each of them
partly because of his disconfort at riding while they wal ked, and partly



because their progress was slower now than he liked. Each time, Nils refused:
they didn't need a band of angry herdsnen tracking them their quivers full of
arr ows.

Actual ly, when Nils and Hans were af oot
toget her, they kept up nicely with the trotting horses, which inpressed the
burly Buriat greatly. But Baver’s wal ki ng pace, though typically close to six
kil ometers per hour, slowed them somewhat. And beyond that, the horses were
finally showi ng signs of wear.

This too worried Baver. In fact he had two
main fears. One, he feared that Achi kh would get frustrated and | eave t hem
| eave themwith the one horse that wasn’t his. And two, he feared that al
three of the others woul d abandon him sinply cease to accompdate his own
sl ow pace, leaving himto keep up or be left behind. Thus after a week wi thout
trotting, he tried it again for a few turns, but the condition of his boots
al armed himtoo nmuch to keep it up

The road stayed north of the nore arid
sout hern steppes, but it was |late sunmer now, and creeks and waterhol es were
commonl y hours apart. Not infrequently they kept going till dusk or even night
brought themto water. Or to a dry canp, where they made do overnight wth
what remained in their waterbags. On one such day, with the setting sun
throwi ng their shadows far ahead of them they passed at a distance a canmp of
some four dozen large round tents, and a greater number of small tents
equi val ent to sheds. According to Achi kh, the people around there were
Kazakhs, or sone peopl e whose Turkic dialect was |i ke Kazakh. Not rnuch farther
on, they came to a creek upstream of the Kazakh canp, and stopped to make canp
t hensel ves.

Wi | e Baver prepared to roast their daily
marmot catch (he started fires skillfully now), Nils drilled Hans with the
sword, a routine they skipped only occasionally, though sometinmes shorted.
Meanwhi | e Achi kh rode off to the Kazakh canp, not rmuch nore than a kil onmeter
away. He would, he said, try to trade their worn-out horses for fresh, perhaps
with an extra thrown in because the Orc horses were much taller and nore
handsome than the | ocal stock, and fleeter when in good condition

By twilight he was back. The Kazakhs had
refused his offer, he said, refused it rudely. The canp was in the charge of
the chief’s mother, an ill-tenpered, bad-nouthed woman. Most of the Kazakh nen
were away; only old nmen and young boys remained there with the wonen and
children. According to the chief’'s nother, the warriors had | eft that norning
early, to catch and punish a band of thieves who'd stolen a calf. They were
expect ed back the next day.

Achikh didn't believe her. He’d noticed that
the horse herd was small for so many gert, as if the men had left on sone
| onger, nore distant trip with lots of renounts, a trip that m ght take hard
riding. Awar or raid, he thought; it was too early in the season for mgjor
hunting. Actually, he'd decided, she was wary of possible robbers, and wanted
himto think the canp’s protectors were cl ose at hand.

He | ooked hard at Nils. “This is the best
chance we’ll have to steal horses, and | will get sone whether you approve or
not. When we are nounted, we can ride by night; by daybreak we’'ll be far away,
and with remounts we won't need to rest the horses longer than it takes them
to drink and eat.”

Nils regarded himcalmy. “The moon will rise
not long after mdnight,” he pointed out.
“I will ride in the noonlight. It doesn’t

frighten me.”

Baver sat tense; this was the point of
deci sion, crucial decision. If Achikh insisted and Nils refused, they'd part.
And if they parted, the three of themwuld be left with just a single horse.
The Kazakhs ni ght even take out their anger on themfor |ack of having Achikh
in their grasp!



If Nils agreed, on the other hand, they’'d have
to ride hard, wi thout sleep, and he didn't know whet her he could do that or
not. And the Kazakhs mi ght catch them anyway. He couldn’t even pl ead i nnocent
t hen, nounted on one of the stolen horses.

“VWhat will they do to us if they catch us?” he
asked.

Achi kh turned and stared, not used to having
Baver speak to himexcept in the context of |anguage |essons, and answered in
Anglic. “They are barbarians; they would probably inpale us if they caught us.
But they won't catch us.”

Baver’'s guts clenched at the word “inpale,” as
if the stake had already entered him And if Achi kh consi dered them barbari ans
-- His head snapped around to | ook at the northman. “Nils,” he began

But the Northnman replied to Achi kh even as the
word |left Baver’s lips. “You will do what you nust, and we will see what
happens. |If you do not cone riding back with a band of horses, |I'Il see what
can be done to rescue you.”

At this answer, Achikh stared for a nonent,
benused. “Good. Let us eat. Afterward I'Il try nmy luck.” He grinned then, the
grin startling Baver. “lI have al ways enjoyed horse raids,” he said. “They are
so dangerous.”

It had been dark for nore than an hour when
Achi kh left. Baver watched hi m di sappear into the noonless night. The Buri at
had argued that it would go rmuch better, rmuch nore surely, if he had help.
Hans woul d |i ked to have gone, Baver thought, but the boy had said not hing,
waiting for Nils's response, and Ni|ls again declined. Baver didn’t know
whet her to be relieved or not.

“What do you think?” he asked when Achi kh was
out of sight. “WIIl he get then®?”

“l doubt it. | think he'll be caught. | think
they expect himto do this, and they'Il be ready.”

“Way do you think so?”

The northman shrugged. “That’'s sinply how it
feels to ne. | have no evidence to point at.”

“WIIl they attack us then?”

“Perhaps a few of the ol der boys may cone,”
Nils replied. "W'll see.”

W' || see! Baver collapsed in on hinself. The
northman had said it as if discussing the possibility of showers. He could
i magi ne a dozen boys, twelve and thirteen years old, coming out on horses with
bows and arrows, to surround and skewer them

He lay down on top of his sleeping bag and
closed his eyes. He'd grown used to sleeping anong nosquitoes, which at any
rate were far fewer here on the dry steppe, and nostly he slept readily when
t hey camped. Toni ght, though, he was sure that sleep would be inpossible.
Still, perhaps if he lay on his back with his eyes open, and focused on a
star

He was asleep in mnutes.

Achi kh had al ready noted the | ayout of the
Kazakh canmp and the | ocation of the horse herd. Earlier it had been nore
di spersed than he’d cared for, especially for working by himnmself. Now, by
starlight, it seened nore concentrated. It was also closer to canp than he
liked. As if wolves had worked here recently: horses will crowd canp at night
when wol ves are around, for the security it offers.

As he neared, he let his horse nove pretty
much at its own pace, muttering to it occasionally, tapping its barrel with a
hard heel fromtinme to tinme. Alone he could not sinply startle the band and
drive themto his own canp; they m ght go anywhere. He’'d have to cut out half
a dozen, rope themtogether and | ead them which neant a rel axed and qui et
appr oach.



In the darkness, he didn't see the Kazakhs who
were waiting, lying |low on the backs of their horses, till after one of them
rai sed his catching pole and dropped a noose over Achikh’s head from behi nd.
Then he yanked it tight around the Buriat’s neck and they were on him two
adol escent boys with quick wiry strength, and two ol der men, no | onger quick
but strongly nuscled. Others had noved up too, arrows nocked, in case Achikh
wasn’ t al one.

Normal Iy he woul d have fought till dead or
unconsci ous. But Nils had said he’d see what m ght be done to rescue him and
he renenbered what a powerful w zard the giant Northman was. Thus, after his
first violent resistance, Achikh went slack and et themtie him

The hal froon was well up when Nils shook Baver
awake. “Cone. Put on your boots. Something has happened to Achikh. We will go
to the Kazakh canp and see if we can help him”

Baver struggled out of a dream of captivity,
sat up and | ooked around. W will go to the Kazakh canp! Repeating it nentally
brought himfully awake. Achikh wasn’t with them his shelter tent hadn’t even
been set up. And there was nore than just noonlight to see by now, he
realized. The eastern sky was silvering; in another hour or so the sun would
rise. Sonehow even a little daylight nade the Kazakhs seem | ess dangerous,
| ess deadly. Though deadly enough

They remained just |ong enough to eat sone of
a marmot that had half dried, half snoked on a rack over |ast evening' s fire.
Then they each drank a few swallows of mare’s mlk, bought a few days earlier
t hi ckeni ng and souring in a sack nade of horse gut. Baver washed his down wth
tepid creek water, and they left on foot, |eaving their hobbl ed horses behind,
not even packing their gear.

After wal king the better part of a kil oneter,
they topped a small rise. Fromit they could see the tents, dismal-Iooking
hunps on the steppe, lined up in rows in the half-light. Each, Baver knew, was
made of felt mats tied over a bow -shaped frane of slender poles, like the
ot her sem -permanent canps they' d visited. There was no sign of activity,
surely not outdoors, and no snoke visible fromthe snokeholes in the roofs.
Even to Baver that neant the canp slept. Now, he thought, Nils wll decide
which tent Achikh is held in. W’ll go to it, and Nils and Hans will slip
inside to free him maybe kill the Kazakhs there. I'lIl stand by the door wth
my pistol, in case anyone conmes. He felt grimy pleased with his analysis, and
at the same time surprised at it.

But Nils didn't change to a stealth node. He
led with long strides toward the largest of the tents, then at about thirty
neters stopped, and bellowed in Mongol that he wanted to speak with the chief
there. Baver was di smayed that the Northman had thrown away their surprise
advant age, especially since there was no reason to think that any of the
Kazakhs under st ood Mongol

Under st andabl e or not, it drew a response,
al beit delayed. In less than half a m nute, people began energing fromtents,
some calling out when they saw the situation. Mst wore robes they apparently
slept in. Sonme had belted on weapons. Qthers carried bows, and a handful or
qui verful of arrows. Several cane fromthe largest tent. Wien fifty or sixty
had assenbled, Nils strode toward them Hans beside himand a step back
WIlly-nilly, Baver followed. He saw bows half bent in the hands of severa
worren and adol escent boys. The ol der men held swords, as did a heavy-set wonman
who stood before the door of the main tent, and toward whom Nils strode. He
didn't stop until he stood within four neters of her. Then he spoke again in
Mongol : “You have our friend.”

Baver’'s guts had frozen in his belly. There
seened to be nothing but hard hostility anong all the Kazakhs he coul d see
there. They were staring at Nils, whomthey d no doubt kill first. The
Nort hman had come shirtless, probably to strengthen the inpression he’d hoped
to make. The anount of running the giant Neovi king had done |l ately had refined



his powerful nusculature to an extrenme degree; his nuscles were |ike thick
steel cables with the individual wires visible through his skin. Even in the
dawnl i ght he was awesone.

The woman with the sword exam ned him
narrow y, then snapped sonething in sharp but fluid Turkic, a |anguage Baver
found aesthetic in nore ordinary circunstances. Several people went into her
tent. The rest continued to watch Nils Jarnhann, nost of them gl owering. The
Nort hman stood cal mand i npassive. If he really could read m nds, Baver
t hought, he’d still have no way of understandi ng thoughts in Turkic.

In less than a mnute, two of the ol der nen
cane back out, dragging Achilch, who was wearing a wooden yoke perhaps eighty
centimeters long, his wists tied to it with thongs. H's ankles were tied too,
with cord that mght have allowed himlittle steps of thirty centinmeters or
so, had the Kazakhs not been draggi ng him

The woman snapped angry Turkic at Achi kh; he
answered in the sane | anguage, though haltingly and wi thout anger. Their
exchange took the better part of a minute, then Achikh turned his face to Nils
and spoke in Anglic.

“She wants to know who you are, and what you
want . ”

“Tell her | ama shaman of the Northnmen, and
the man who sl ew Kazi the Undying. Also tell her I want themto free you, and
trade horses with us.”

“These people set little store by shamans, and
| doubt she knows of Kazi. They are likelier to kill us all than to free ne.”

“Tell her, and we’'ll see what happens.”

There was anot her exchange in Turkic, her own
growi ng | ouder as she tal ked. Hands tightened on sword hilts. Bows were half
rai sed. Achi kh spoke to N |s again.

“She pretends to be uni npressed, but she has
heard of Kazi. She will not talk with you unless you all give up your weapons,
both swords and knives.”

Nils | ooked mildly at her wi thout touching his
weapons. “Ask her if she knows where her fighting nmen are,” he said.

Achi kh stared at himfor a brief instant, then
turned his face to the wonan and spoke. Her reply was inperious. “She says
t hey have ridden out to catch and put to death sone thieves who stole cattle
here.”

“Tell her her nen are canped beside a stream
that flows from sonme nountains two |ong days’ ride north fromhere. The
nmount ai ns are not very high, but high enough that there is forest on their
backs. They are there to hunt wol ves, and do not expect to return for sone
days. The chief, Shakir, leads them her eldest living son. He will want her
to trade with us.”

He said it in two installnents, Achikh
interpreting by hal ves. When he was done, the wonan peered long at the
Nort hman wi t hout speaking, taking in his size, his obvious great strength, his
strange eyes. Finally she spoke briefly, perhaps a dozen words.

“She asks how you can see what you claimto
see.”

Nil s said nothing, sinply reached up a hand to
his eyes and renoved them He stepped toward her, the glass sem -orbs on one
cal lused and very large palm She | ooked at them then at his face, and her
breath hi ssed out as she backed away. There was scurrying, but no one shot.
Over a subdued hubbub of voices, she barked extended orders in Turkic.

“She told themnot to harmyou,” Achi kh said.
“She told themyou are not an ordi nary shaman, but a shaman from Al l ah, which
is the name they give to Tengri, that is, God.”

She spoke again, this time to Achi kh, not
| ooking at Nils now *“She asks you to please put your eyes back in your face,”



Achi kh interpreted.

Nils did, and the whole crowd seened to rel ax.
Once nmore the woman spoke, looking intently at Nils, no | onger hostile.

“She says she will trade horses with us, two
of theirs for each of ours. She asks how many we have to trade.”

“Tell her we do not wi sh to take advantage of
her generosity, that our people are great runners, and use horses for trade.
Tell her it is running that makes us stronger than ot her people. Nonethel ess
we will take seven, and | eave themthe three we cane with.” Wile Achikh
translated for her, Nils turned to Hans and Baver. “Hans, run to canp and
bring the horses. Ted, go and help him”

They turned and | oped off. As he reached the
top of the rise, Baver glanced back at the Kazakh canp, awed at what had
happened. Seemingly Nils had been right about the Kazakh warriors. And about
her son’s nane. How had he known?

The only answer he could think of was that
Nils had read it in her mnd despite the | anguage difference.

FOURTEEN

They spent the entire day at the Kazakh canp
whi l e wonen tailored boots for each of them well and closely stitched,
handsome and confortabl e! The chief’s nmother was no | onger hostile or even
suspi ci ous, only displeased that they wouldn't stay |ong enough for the boots
to be properly decorated.

The next norning they left. Now Achi kh had a
renount again, and the others each a horse. The seventh horse was an
addi ti onal pack horse which carried gifts, including a mai khan -- a sizeable
| eather tent for traveling -- and | arge bags of fermented mare’s milk, the now
fam liar airag, which the Kazakhs called kunyz. Each of the travelers had al so
recei ved a heavy, short-handl ed axe about sixty centineters |ong. Baver
wonder ed what use these would be on the steppe, unless -- Perhaps they were
weapons.

As they rode, Baver asked Nils how he had
known what he had about the Kazakh warriors. N ls explained that when asked if
she knew where the warriors were, the truth rose to her near-consci ousness
where he perceived it, with pictures and rel ated concepts, although her spoken
answer was a lie.

This time Baver believed what he was told.

On the sixth day, while they rested at noon
ei ght horsemen caught up with them fierce-Iooking Kazakhs closing at a
gallop, trailing a dust cloud. They were armed of course, with sonme thirty
renounts trailing

Baver stood watching with serious concern and
a hand in his holster pocket as they pulled up in a big cloud of dust. Wile
the dust settled, the | eader sat his saddl e perhaps four neters away, | ooking

quietly at Nils as if evaluating what he saw. “It is you again,” he said at
last in groping Anglic. “l thinked that, but hard to believe.”
“And you. | amglad to see you again, Shakir.”

Nils said it slowy, that the Kazakh m ght
nore easily understand. The man | ooked surprised for just a noment, then swung
down from his saddle. “You |l earned my nanme fromny nother,” he said.

Nils grinned and nodded.

“You know what | am called. Wat are you
cal | ed?”

“I amNls, Hanmar’s son.”

“Nils.” Shakir repeated the nane as if to
hinself. “After you killed the lion, we called your name ‘Golden Gant.” ” He
paused, pursing his lips. “You are different now Look different.” Shakir
t apped one of his own eyebrows. “Eyes,” he added. “My nother said you took out



eyes, held themin hand.” He peered into themintently, and found no life
there. “What becane? They not like that before.”

“I was in an Oc prison. An Orc pierced them
with his knife tip.” He tapped a glass eye with a finger, w thout flinching.
“These were given ne in their place. By friends,” he added, then indicated
Baver. “Some of his people.”

It was clear that Shakir wanted to say
something to that, but couldn't find Anglic words for it. He turned to Achikh
and in Turkic said, “My nmother told ne you speak our |anguage. WIIl you
interpret for me? My Anglic is too limted.”

Achi kh nodded. “I do not always speak your
tongue correctly, but maybe well enough.”

“Tell the big one, Nils, that | never |oved
the Ocs. They offered us fighting and looting, and all we wanted to eat, if
we joined them After we joined them we saw much we thought ill of, but it
was not possible to | eave then. And there remmined the prospect of battles and
pillage.”

Achi kh passed the nessage on

“Also tell himthat, as for debts, | believe
we are even, he and |, since we net in the forest that second tine.”

When Achi kh had repeated this in Anglic, the
Kazakh asked, “How old are you, Northman?”

“I amin ny twenty-third sumer now,” Nils
said, and signed with his fingers.

“Twenty-three sumers! If you say so, | can
only believe you. But your soul is old, Northman, old, and purified by fire.”

Then he bowed deeply to Nils Jarnhann

The Kazakhs squatted, and ate their noon neal
with the travelers. As they ate, Shakir spoke to Nils fromtine to tine,
sometines in Turkic through Achi kh, and sonmetines in halting Anglic. Gesturing
at Baver and speaking in Turkic again, he asked: “Of what people is he who
wears trousers that cone to his throat? Those who can give eyes to the blind
are surely w zards.”

When Achi kh had transl ated, Baver bl ushed.

“He is a star man,” Nils answered. “Hi s
ancestors were ancients who flewto the stars to live, very |long ago.”

The Kazakh frowned. “Flew to the stars to
live?”

Ni | s nodded. “They were nmighty makers in those
days. They made boats that fly endlessly high. They flew out and found a star
that is much like the world we live in. They nmade their home there, and now
t hey have cone back to visit. They are peaceful. They do not like to fight,

t hough the Orcs |l earned that when they must fight, they are dangerous.”

The Kazakhs | ooked carefully at Baver, then
Shakir turned back to Nils. “That is a very strange story. It is hard to
bel i eve.”

Nil s nodded. “It is uncanny. But | have been
on the sky ship they cane on. | have seen the world many tusen bel ow ne. At a
gl ance | have seen fromone sea to the next, and all the |ands between. And
many others of ny people have seen the star folk conme and go in the small sky
boats they use to fly fromthe ground to their high-soaring ship.”

The Kazakhs sat digesting that for a | ong
m nute. When Shakir spoke again, he changed the subject. “And the boy,” he
said, “is he your slave?”

“We Northnen no | onger have slaves. He is a
poet’s apprentice.” (Here Nils had to explain for Achikh, before the Buri at
could interpret.)

“Ah! A poet! Tell the boy | apol ogize!” Shakir
said. “Boy! WII you speak poetry to ne?”

Hans, who”d darkened and scow ed at being



t hought a slave, lost nost of his scowm now, and standing, recited in his
tonal dialect, alnbst singing the words, his young baritone rich and firm

“Gryma Kassi, haren brotte,
stravan sonder,
drdd i damen, sired enot den unga hjalte.

Han vill drap den som har gjort d

Over grasbevune sl atten, halsen vralande i vreden
svdaden holl i jatte hanner

anfoll han den vjenntne Yngling . . . 7%

When the poet’s apprentice had finished, al
t he Kazakhs cl apped their hands politely. Hans blushed. Then Shakir spoke
again, soberly. “Tell himthat while |I do not understand the words, | know his
poemis excellent fromthe very sound of it. Wat is his nane?”

“He is Senig Hans, CGunnar’s Son,” Nils said,
and followed that with clan and tribal affiliations. Baver caught the change
of cognomen from “Skinny” to “Sinewy,” and realized how apt it was. Despite
all the running and wal king, the tiresone diet and frequent sword drill, Hans
had gai ned consi derabl e wei ght since they'd left the ting. But none of it was
fat; he was whi pcord-Iean

Shaki r nodded acknow edgerment. “Tell himIl am
Shakir, Son of Rashid, of the Subhi Band of the Kazakhs.” He gave orders to
two of his men then, and they led a string of four horses to where the
travel ers’ horses were picketed.

“Tell Nils these horses are ny gift to him”
he said to Achikh. “In case our debts were not quite even.” He cocked an eye
at the Buriat. “Tell himthe Kazakhs are not a stingy people like the
Kal mul s.”

Achi kh's face tightened with anger, and he got
to his feet, hand on his sword hilt. Nils rose with him and laid a hand on
Achi kh’ s shoul der, his gaze on Achikh's eyes. “Good friends,” he said, slowy
for Shakir’'s sake, “please do not fight.” He | ooked then at the Kazakh, who
had al so gotten to his feet. “Achikh is ny good friend, who has traveled far
with ne. He shared his horses’ mlk with us, before a great stormkilled npst
of them W have becone |ike andat, sworn brothers.”

He turned back to Achikh. “You told of
watching me in the arena, in the Cty of Kazi. But you did not mention that |
broke my sword in killing the Iion. Do you renenber it?”

Achi kh nodded gl oweri ng.

“And then | dueled the Oc officer, and killed
him Do you remenber where | got the sword to do that?’

“Someone threw one to you fromthe stands.”

“The one who did that was Shakir. Though I was
a stranger, he would not see ne toyed with by an Orc, nutilated and slowy
killed before the crowd.”

Achi kh rel axed sonewhat. “He intended to

insult me,” he answered slowy, “thinking me a Kal mul because we speak the
same tongue, or very nearly, and because |I’'ve learned his owmn. | amnot a
Kalmul, | ama Buriat, but | took the thought for the act.” He shrugged big

shoul ders. “Nonet hel ess -- "~

Then Shakir spoke, facing Achikh

“Tell Nils that if Achikh is like a sworn
brother to him then | w thdraw ny of fense agai nst Achi kh, if Achikh is
willing.”

Achi kh transl at ed.

“l hope you are willing,” Nils said to the
Buri at .

It was hard for him but Achi kh nodded. *“What
he did for you was a very good thing,” he said. “Very brave. And it defied



Kazi. Few would have dared it. Besides, the Kalnmuls are a difficult people. |
cannot blane himfor disliking them?”

He turned and thrust out a hand toward Shakir.
For a brief noment Baver feared the Kazakh would refuse it. Then Shakir
reached, and met it with his ow. For a noment their handshake threatened to
turn into a grip-down contest. Finally Achi kh grinned. Shakir |aughed. Then
both nen | aughed together, enbracing and sl appi ng each other on the back
Baver stared astonished.

Shakir turned to Hans. “And you, poet: Your
work will be fanmous beyond your people. |I know it.” Wile Achi kh forwarded
this added praise in Anglic, Shakir unfastened his belt and renoved fromit a
curved knife in a sheath of intricately carved horn. “This | give you in
admration.”

He held it out. The poet’s apprentice stared,
hesitant, then took it and drew the blade. It was slender, razor-sharp
engraved in some hair-thin script.

“I't reads,” said Shakir, “ ‘long life to the
hol der. May hi s honor always shine.’ ”

He turned to Nils again. “As Achikh is not a

Kal mul , | have advice for you. Do not follow the road over the pass between
the great |akes. The Kal mul have been lying in wait there this sunmer for
travel ers. They kill themout of hand and take their possessions. It would be

wi ser, though | onger and much nore strenuous, to swing north and cross the
nmount ai ns above Bel ukha. That way you are likely to get through alive.”

Ten minutes |later the Kazakhs were on their
horses again, riding back westward. Watching themgo, it seenmed to Baver that
he knew of no one amobng his own people, or any people, as courtly as Shakir, a
sweat - st ai ned barbarian. It also occurred to himthat Shakir and his nen had
ridden hard for several days to catch up with them apparently just so he
could see Nils again and gift himw th horses.

And what had he said? Your soul is old,

Nort hman, old, and purified by fire. Something like that. A strange thing to
say, but . . . It seened to Baver that it defined sonething he’'d sensed

hi nsel f and had failed to put his finger on. Though Nils could seemquite
boyi sh, there was a sense about himof being old, old and wi se.

For the first tinme now, the ethnol ogist |ooked
at something he’d I ong accepted but had refused to really exanine: That this
giant, this boy-man N |s Jarnhann who had no eyes, could see. What kind of man
was he?

As they rode on, Nils and Achikh talked it
over and decided to follow Shakir’s advice. Years before, Achikh hinmself had
crossed the great Altai range via the Pass Between the Lakes wi thout incident
or threat. It was by far the | owest and best crossing. But now and then sone
Kal mul clan would set up canp there for a season or a year, or longer. There
they’ d graze their sheep and cattle, and reap the occasional band of
travelers; he’'d heard that fromthe Kalnmuls he’d served with in Kazi’s arny.

Meanwhi | e, best they travel as hard as their
horses all owed. The other Altai crossings were said to be rmuch higher, and
i mpossi bl e once the snow cane, which would be early there.

That day they rode | ong before they found
water again. At last, in thickening twilight, they came to a sizeable stream
twel ve meters across and crotch-deep despite the season. Its banks were | ow
but steep. After drinking, it took only a little tinme to hobble the horses and
make canp. Then, while stars thickened in the sky and three fat marnots
roasted, the travelers went back to the water, where naked they bathed and
washed their clothes. To bathe in running water, or wash clothes in it, was
t aboo among Achi kh’s people, the Buriat told them But he’d been | ong away,
where custons were different, and they were not yet anong his people.

Baver straightened, and standing thigh-deep,
| ooked upward at the sky, feeling an unaccustoned rel axati on and sense of



contentnent. “Nils,” he said curiously, “how do you see, with no eyes?” And
surprised hinself by asking, for he hadn’t been thinking about it when the
wor ds popped out .

“l see in the spirit,” the Northman said.

The answer meant little to Baver, but having
asked, he decided to get it clarified. “Did you see in the spirit when you had
eyes?”

“No. Then | saw mainly as others see.”

“Mai nl y?”

“l also saw other people’ s pictures -- what
they saw -- through their mnds. Wien | gave attention to it. This | stil
do.”

“Well -- \When you give attention to what ot her

peopl e see, or think, can you see in the spirit at the same time? O can you
only do one at a tinme?”

“l can do both at once, but | had to learn. It
took practice. It also took practice, a little, to see in the spirit fromthe
body’'s viewpoint. At first ny viewpoint would wander a little, and ny body
woul d stunbl e sonetimes, or run into things.”

As he wrung the river water fromhis junpsuit
for the third and final time, Baver tried to i magi ne what it must have been
like at first, but gave up quickly. Splashing to the bank, he clinbed it and
spread the junpsuit on a large shrub, next to his underclothes. And shivered;
he was wet, and the air cool. Though the day had been hot, they were in the
| ast noon of summrer; his watch said Septenber 5. The | engthening nights were
no | onger as warm as they had been. The shallow water felt warmer than the air
now, and he waded back into it, squatting chest-deep near Nils, who was
sitting cross-1legged, soaking, and |ooking at the sky.

‘What are you thinking about?” Baver asked.

“l am wondering which star Ilse is on now,”
Nils said. “Wiich star you came from” He turned to | ook at Baver. “Can you
show nme?”

The star man shook his head. “I'mafraid not.
It’s in the constellation Lupus. We can't see it fromhere; we’'d need to be
farther south.” Baver renmenbered the girls in Nils’s tent that evening at the
ting, whom presumably the Northman had | ater copulated with. “Do you miss |lse
soneti mes?”

Nils's answers, usually prompt, were slow this
evening, coming after intervals of silence. “Sonetinmes,” he said. “And the
baby, Alfhild. It will be her naneday soon.”

Baver wasn’t a father, but he thought he knew
how Nils mght feel. Nils went on: “llse is the only person | know who is as
am It was good for both of us that we found each other.”

Baver recalled hearing a kanto of The J&rnhann
Saga that dealt with Ilse. She sounded quite heroic init. And the Northnen
referred to her as “den dojtsa haxen,” the German witch; supposedly then she
had powers like Nils's. More neaningful to himwere comrents he’ d heard about
Ilse fromN kko and Celia, aboard ship, though privately he' d rejected them at
the tine; they'd been inpressed. Physically, on the other hand, the rangy,
raw boned Il se had | ooked to himless exciting than either of the two girls in
Nils's tent at the ting. She m ght be called handsone, but not pretty.

“Does it bother you that Ilse went to New Hone
with the Phaeacia?” he asked.

Agai n the answer |agged, but w thout any sense
of pondering or hesitation. Rather, it was as if mentally the Northman was
operating in slow notion this evening.

“No,” he said. “lIt does not bother ne. Each
person has things they must do. Hers included going to your world. As nine
i ncl udes going east this sumer.”

Baver | ooked at another question, and wondered



if it would trouble Nils unduly. But if Nils could perceive the thoughts of
ot hers around him perhaps he'd already perceived it.

As if in response, the Northman said, “It’'s
possible that 1’'Il be killed or die before they cone back. Dying is the other
side of living. But if one rejects his weird, he grows little. You could be in
your own world now, but you chose to conme here, and stay here a tinme, to do
t hi ngs and see things you would not have seen ot herw se. Sonmeday, dead or
alive, you will know the reason. Someday, perhaps sooner, | will know nore
fully why | travel east now.”

Nils stood up then, water streaming fromhis
naked body. “I’mgoing to stand by the fire and dry before | crawl into ny
sl eepi ng robes.”

Baver followed him Someday, dead or alive,
you wi Il know why! Examining Nils’s words, the chill Baver felt as he padded
toward the fire had nothing to do with the evening air. Yet it wasn't a matter
of fear; Baver didn’t know what it was.

Achi kh had seen them coming and laid nore
brushwood on the fire. Baver stood beside Nils with his back to it, hot
behind, cold in front. The strange Northman had never seenmed quite hunman to
himuntil tonight, he realized. But now, having tal ked of personal things, he
did. He still seened very different than other nen, but definitely human
nonet hel ess.

*Ni kko Kumal 0’ s transl ation runs:
Cruel Kazi, vast host shattered,
dream of conquest broken, tranpled,
strode toward the yout hful hero.
Killing himhis one intention
Over grassy, flower-grown nmeadow,
ragi ng, roaring, howing hatred,
great sword gripped in fists so fearsone
charged toward the waiting Youngling
Back

FI FTEEN

They left the “road,” which had been angling
sout heast, and hel d eastward, pressing now at Achi kh's urging. One never knew,
he said, how early the first heavy snow would cone to the high mountains. O
if it canme particularly early, whether it would nelt or stay. Each day they
broke canp at dawn and rode till dusk or dark. They wal ked infrequently,
maki ng good use of their rempunts, and avoi ded herdsnmen’s canps as nuch as
they could without major sacrifice of time. So far the Kazakhs hadn't been
hostil e, but the danger was there.

They made no norning or noon fire, eating
| eftover marnot for breakfast as they rode, with curds and sem -liquid airag
at their mdday break. Mst nornings were cold now Sonetines there was frost
on the grass, and one norning slivers of ice on the edge of the waterhole
t hey’ d canped by.

But except for a three-day span of showers
that were not especially cold, the days were bright and warm and virtually
cl oudl ess. The diet no | onger bothered Baver, and the occasional diarrhea he'd
been troubled with, early in their trek, was |long past. He found hinself
enjoying this part of the journey, despite getting up and breaking canp in the
nmorni ng chill

Fromtime to time he wondered about N kko and
Mat t hew, but now wi thout frustration. He'd becone somewhat fatalistic; he' d
get back to themwhen Nils did, if Nils did. Meanwhile there were further
| essons in Achi kh’s | anguage and in wildland ecology. It seemed that Nils and
Hans understood the steppes nearly as well as they did their forests, as if



the sane principles operated in both. The |andforns, the orientation of
streans, had nore meaning for Baver now. Actually he’'d known much about them
before. His problem had been in relating the information to the reality around
hi m

Now it seemed to himthat if he found hinself
al one here, he might well make his way back to the country of the Northnen by
hi nsel f, though he’d have to beg his food.

The country had been unusually flat for a
time, and they made excellent progress. Now it became rolling, and judging
fromthe direction of streamflow, they were gradually clinbing. One day as
they topped a hill, he glinpsed distant nmountains, a faint bluish |line peeking
over the horizon of tawny, early autum grass. The next day he watched t hem
grow, slowy but clearly. That afternoon, crossing a small ravine, the
travel ers found scrubby pines on the northeast-facing slope, the first pines
they’ d seen since |eaving the Bal kans. By sundown the nountains, though stil
far off, were near enough to show snowfiel ds near the crest.

The next day Achi kh changed direction, angling
nore to the north, putting the nmountains somewhat off his right shoul der
Still they grew gradually nearer. Occasional other ravines had pines now A
coupl e of days later, the nountains, the Altai, |lined the eastern distance as
far as one could see to north and south.

Far to the north, they could just see a high
snowpeak that Achikh judged was three days ride ahead. This peak, he said,
nmust be Bel ukha, the great mountain that Shakir had told themof. They' d cross
the Altai to the north of it.

The next day they topped a rise to see a broad
basin in front of them Near its center, perhaps four kiloneters away, |lay an
extensive canp of round felt tents, several times as many as in Shakir’s canp.
Bands of cattle grazed the basin’s bottom and sl opes, tended by men on
hor seback. Achi kh swore, and gestured the others back, joining them behind the
hillcrest a minute |ater.

“They are Kalmuls,” he said. “Their tents are
l[aid out in the Mongol way. | didn’t think they'd be so far this side of the
nount ai ns.”

They turned sout heast then, keeping the crest
bet ween t hensel ves and the basin. “Wy should we fear the Kalnuls nore than we
do the Kazakhs?” Baver asked.

“The Kal nmul s are thieves,” Achikh said. “Not
just in tinme of need, but always. It is their way. It is also their way to
kill those they rob. And al ways they encroach, if they see the chance. |If sone
Kazakh band was grazing this area this year, the Kalmil scouts would have told
their chief, and they woul d have stayed away. Next year they w |l probably
| eave, expecting the Kazakhs to | earn of them by then.”

Baver shivered. “And if they knew we were
here, they' d kill us?”

Achi kh grunted a yes. “And with a canp this

large, we're likely to find nore of them Side-canps at least. W Ill go
straight toward the nmountains, ride till dark, and ride again when the noon
rises. Wen we get to the foothills, we’ll turn north through the forest. It
will slow us, but " He shrugged

“VWhat will we do if they see us?” Baver asked.

“Keep riding. If there are only a few, they
may not attack us. And they may decide we are not worth a day’s ride, or half
a day’'s, to get help.”

Achi kh pull ed ahead of themthen, pausing near
the top of every hill to dismount, crawl to the crest, and see what lay on the
ot her side. Wen they were well past the basin, they swung due east toward the
mountai ns. It was necessary then to cross the narrow valley that,
nort hwest ward, opened into it. Achikh lay |onger than usual, observing, before
renounting and | eadi ng them on. There were patches of pinewdods on the slope



they rode down, and they avoided tal king; Kalml warriors mght be within
heari ng, unseen anpbng trees.

The nountai ns were conspi cuously nearer by
sunset. Forests clothed their foothills and | ower slopes, dark blue-gray with
di stance. Their higher shoulders were lighter gray -- alpine tundra -- while
the farther, higher ridges and peaks showed dark gray stone, with crescents
and patches and stringers of last winter’s snow. Belukha reared to the north,
head and shoul ders above the others.

They rode till twilight, then canped beside a
brook in the cover of trees. They made no fire, pitched no tent.

The noon, a sickle, rose sonewhat after
m dni ght, and they rose with it. Before they left, Achikh had themtake their
axes fromthe packhorses and | ash themto saddle rings. “Wy?” Baver asked.

‘W may be chased.”

“But -- the axes add weight! They'Il slow our
hor ses!”

“If we’re chased closely, we’'ll |ose our
packhorses. And to be in the forest in winter without axes . . . W'd be

better off caught.”

It seened to Baver they' d be better off to
carry their bedrolls then, but he said no nore about it. They left,
breakfasting on airag, passing the bag around as they rode. By sunup the
foothills were noticeably nearer. By afternoon the hills they rode over were
steeper and nore broken, their east slopes nore forest than not. After a short
while they cane to a valley with a small streamthat ran sout hwest anong
groves of poplars, pine, and aspen. Achikh turned them upstream riding the
hillcrest.

They’' d continued a few kil ometers when Achi kh
saw the leather tents of a travel canp, hidden fromthemtill then by trees.
He hi ssed a warning, and noti oned them back fromthe crest.

“Do you think they saw you?” Baver rmurmured.

The bi g shoul ders shrugged. “If | was, then
there’s no one there except a slave or two keeping camp. O herwi se we woul d
have heard them | saw four tents, but there may be nore.”

“Four tents? How nmany people would that nmean?”

“More than twel ve; perhaps as nmany as twenty.
It's usual to sleep four or five in each, as we do.”

They rode on then, sel dom stopping but never
hurrying, the Buriat and the two Northmen watching and |istening constantly.
Baver too was nostly alert, wool gathering only occasionally.

Near sunset, as they approached the crest of a
hill, a band of Kalmuls crossed it the better part of a kilometer to their
right. Both parties saw each other at the sanme tinme, and the Kalnuls started
toward them at once, galloping, whooping warcries. Achikh thunped his heels
against his horse s ribs and sent it running over the crest, the others
foll ow ng, angling down the other side.

As they' d crossed the crest, Achikh, Nls and
Hans had | ooked back. More than a dozen Kalnuls were in noisy pursuit. Severa
others, slaves, had stayed behind with the Kal muls’ pack aninmals, which were
| oaded with wild ganme; it was a hunting party. They’'d glinpsed antlers of elk
and noose, then saw no nore of them for there was open forest on this side of
the ridge, and they had entered anong the trees.

In the openings, the hunps and hol es of pocket
gophers were nunerous. Rocks stuck up fromthe ground, and there were fallen
trees to junp over. It seemed to Baver that his horse, at a full gallop, was
in immnent danger of going down, pitching himheadl ong.

It was inpossible nowto see their pursuers,
to know whet her or not they were gaining, but Baver had no doubt they were. On
himat |least. For he was falling behind the others, even behind Nils, whose
wei ght rmust surely slow his horse. He knew the others woul d be kicking and



urging their horses to as nuch speed as they could get fromthem He, on the
ot her hand, was hol ding on desperately, not urging at all, doing his best not
to fall off. He'd ridden thousands of kilometers since he’'d left the ting
ground, but none of it at a full gallop. Hi s horse left the ground, clearing a
fallen pine, and | anded with a jar that nearly unl oaded him

Soon he passed the two pack horses, and saw
the renount string veer off downsl ope. Perhaps, he thought, the Kal muls woul d
see them and stop to capture them but he put no faith init. Then even N ls
was out of sight ahead, and Baver, in desperation, put his heels to his horse
after all.

After a kilometer nore, his mnd began to
function. He was inpressed at how his nount kept galloping. They d been
angl i ng downsl ope continuously. Now he was |eveling off, pounding al ong near
the bottomas he entered a glade. The ravine had narrowed, and ahead narrowed
nore, its sides steep, the near side alnost precipitous. At the far edge of
the gl ade, he saw Nils and his horse di sappear into denser forest, dense
enough that it seened suicidal to enter it at a gallop

Seemingly Baver’s horse agreed; it slowed
perceptibly as it drove toward the thick growmh of trees. As it plunged into
themon the gane trail they’ d been follow ng, they passed N |Is standing behind
a high-jutting rock, sword in both hands. Baver slowed his horse sharply,
managi ng not to lose his seat, and drew to one side behind a dense growth of
young pines. It was dimthere; the hour was sunset, and they were anong trees,
deep in the bottomof the ravine. His hand found his pistol, drewit and
rel eased the safety. Then he sinply sat his horse, peering through a gap in
the trunks, back along the trail

Sooner than he'd expected, the first of the
Kal nul s thundered in anobngst the trees. Nils had drawn hinsel f back out of
sight, and to Baver’s dismay let the first two horsenen thunder past. He found
his pistol pointing, and as the first of the Kalnuls raised his sword, shot
himfromthe saddl e, the horse galloping by so near, Baver’s nount shied. The
next Kal mul, not prepared to face an attack by mniature thunderclap, drew up
the horse rearing, and Baver shot again. This bullet hit the animal under the
jaw and drove up into its brain. It went over backward onto its rider, who
screamed. Baver’s pistol banged again, and the scream cut off abruptly.

Anot her horse had charged up riderless, |eaped the fallen horse, and ran on.

Baver wasn’t sure how many rounds he' d fired,
how many he had left. He | ooked toward Nils. A horse was down there too. Nils
had cut the forelegs fromunder it and was in the process of dispatching its
rider. Another Kalnul lay nearly cut in two beside the trail. Baver could hear
shout ed Mongol, back in the opening, but the string of charging warriors
seened to have paused. Then, sword sheathed, N ls surged through the thicket
of young pines and began cl anbering up the steep near-precipice behind him
hal f hidden by its trees. Wthout stopping, he glanced back at Baver and
shouted one word: “Ride!”

Baver took tine to holster his gun -- he
needed both hands to ride at a gallop -- then turned his horse and rode.

He’' d gone | ess than a hundred nmeters when he
saw Hans com ng back. “Go!” Baver shouted. “Nils said ride!” Then he was past
t he young Northman, who hesitated a nonent, then turned and foll owed, catching
up and staying close behind. Behind the thudding of their own horses’ hooves,
Baver coul d hear others followi ng now, and suddenly Hans’s horse screaned. The
sound added speed to Baver’'s, and there was Achi kh, sitting his horse behind a
great boul der, bow in hand and arrow nocked as Baver gall oped past.

Wt hout thinking, Baver drew back his reins.

H s horse stopped nore quickly than he’'d expected, and he ended up on its
neck, clutching. Dropping to the ground, he knelt behind a thick-boled pine.
There was a shout, then another, as Kalnmuls poured into sight not forty neters
of f. One plunged fromthe saddle, an arrow in his chest. The others reined in
their horses and drew their swords. Wth both hands Baver |eveled his pistol



the way he’d done on the range in training, but nore quickly. And fired. The
round banged | oudly, and one of the Kalmuls half fell, losing his sword,
clutching at shoul der or neck

Changi ng targets, Baver shot at another, and
with the sound, this man fell backward, sliding off his horse’s runp, one foot
hanging for a nmonment in a stirrup. The others hesitated for just a nonent,
then Achi kh sent an arrow into another, and he too went down.

The other two turned their horses and charged
back the way they’d cone.

Baver stood watching after them inmmobilized
by the realization that he had killed -- at |east wounded -- four human
beings. And felt no shock or guilt at it! He wasn't quite sure how to take
this latter fact.

Two hi gh soaring ravens had watched the chase
with interest. Beneath their individual awareness, ravens have sonething of a
hive intelligence. Thus they knew, fromthe experience of others, that nen
pursui ng men often nmeans death to nen and horses, and food for ravens. They
are scavengers who find their food by sight, not scent, and have superb
vi sion. They are also very curious, noticing the incidental as well as the
i nportant. They were aware, for instance, that one of the humans was
exceptionally large and had unusual hair, with |long, strawcolored braids.

Even their sharp eyes coul dn’t make out what
went on beneath the thicker gromh of pines, but they heard an unusual boomn ng
sound that repeated, heard a horse scream and another. Men and horses drew up
in the opening, then two turned back to where their horses coul d begin picking
their way up the steep slope. After a mnute s hesitation, the other horses
charged on into the forest growth.

The great black birds began to circle downward
to investigate nore closely, croaking loudly in their deep harsh voices.
Finally they perched in the top of a pine, peering down between the branches.
There were bodi es on the ground, of nmen and horses. Another human stood on the
trail with arrow nocked and ready, watching the big, yellowhaired man clinb
t he sl ope above. He shot just one arrow, it rattled and fell anong the dense
young pines on the slope. Then the bowran settled back to watch and wait.

There were nore boons farther along the
ravine.

The wat chi ng ravens continued to call.

Anot her, near the edge of hearing, passed the report on, both the sinple cry
and the mental imagery beneath it. Except for the fallen nmen and horses
though, it meant little to the birds.

A few minutes later, the Kalnul riders who'd
ri dden on, cane back to where they’'d first been anmbushed. By now dusk was
definitely settling, and the refugee on the slope was |l ost to their sight
anong rocks and trees. They counseled briefly, then called to those who'd
clinmbed their horses to the ridgetop to cut off the refugee’' s escape. There
was a nonent’s exchange of shouts, then they all started back the way they'd
cone, back to their cohorts who'd been told off to collect the pack horses and
renounts. They' d |l ost nine nmen and three horses -- Choban woul d be enraged by
that -- but at least they wouldn’'t return to canp enpty-handed.

And obviously the people they' d chased were
not entirely human. The one, the giant, had yellow hair! And equally obvious,
they had a very strong kamwith them a powerful shaman who nade small
thunders to kill with. And anyone with any sense at all feared thunder. Wth
l uck, then, Choban would settle for the horses, and not send themout to track
t hese peopl e down.

S| XTEEN
Achi kh, Hans, and Baver backtracked, hoping to



find Nils alive, riding warily nost of the way, then finishing on foot. They
found his horse first, grazing in a glade, with a Mongol pony whi ch Hans made
his. The Kalmuls were gone. By then dusk had thickened enough that they didn't
see Nils till he’d clinbed nost of the way down the sl ope.

Briefly they consulted. Achikh's guess was
that the Kalnmuls would return to the big encanpnent, and that in the norning
the Kal mul chief would send a force to hunt them down.

They continued on in grow ng darkness until a
grassy sl ope gave thema clinbable route to the ridgetop. There they rode on
till there was only starlight to see by -- a sonewhat risky situation, given
their lack of remounts. Then they |lay down on the ground and sl ept, each
i ncluding Baver, telling hinself to wake up when the noon rose.

When at last it did, it was little nmore than a
fingernail paring in the sky. They were stiff with cold, and left at once,
traveling northward, leading their horses at first, at a brisk walk, to warm
their own bodies. Before |ong, dawn seeped up the sky. Through the day,

Bel ukha grew nearer, her crown white with gl acier, her shoulders with
snowf i el ds.

On the next day a great raven spiral ed down,
and | anded on a young pine not far ahead of them «clinging precariously to a
branch al nost too small to bear it.

Hans stared. “It’'s as large as an eagle!” he

said, “or nearly. Surely as |large as an osprey.”

Acni kh gazed intently through his slitted
eyes. “l1 have never seen one so large,” he said. “Ravens are w se birds, and
some have w zard powers; all the Buriat know that. But this -- this is no

ordinary raven. It is a spirit raven.”

Baver eyed it. Hi s experience with ravens was
neither close nor extensive, but it was a big bird. It spread its wi ngs as
they passed, as if to steady its balance, and he guessed its span at a neter
and a half. Its head was massive, its black eyes beady, intent, and
intelligent.

Nils stretched out an armas if pointing to
it, and to Baver’'s amazenent the bird lifted fromthe pine and flewto the
Nort hman. For just a monment its black feet gripped his wist, while the horse
shi ed nervously, then the bird rose again to spiral up and up, so high that
except for its grace in flight, it might have been a distant crow

“W have no pursuers,” Nils said. “Not within
He gestured at the circling bird.

Achi kh peered at Nils narrowy, but not in
skepticism His only question was: “Can you trust hinP”

“I't is difficult tolie to nme,” Nils answered.

They di snmounted then, and mnutes later the
raven cane back to them They let the horses graze awhile before going on

The next norning they came to the end of the
steppe. Forest spread in front of them seem ngly endl ess and unbroken. They
also cane to the end of Od Wves' Summer, or a break in it at |least. For the
day had broken gray and danp, with a chill w nd pushing dark rags of cloud
al ong beneath a heavy overcast.

his sight.’

“I't will snow,” said Achi kh, gesturing at the
mountains. “W are too late to cross this year.”

Nil s nodded. “Let’s go on until we find a
| arge stream and build a hut there, then find game. Qtherw se spring wll
uncover our bones, and our friend raven will use us for food instead of
fell owship.”

Bef ore the day was done, it did begin to snow,
thickly. By the time it began to stick, they'd cone to a streamsone forty
nmeters wide, and hurriedly built a shelter near it, of saplings and the bark
of large birch snags. It was a cold and mi serable canp wi thout the bedrolls
they’d lost with their packhorses. The snoke fromtheir fire hung | ow around



themin the wet air, reeking. By the end of a largely sleepless night, the
snow lay nore than thirty centineters deep

Then, with the axes Shakir’s mother had given
them Achikh and Hans felled and |inmbed numerous pines of mnimmtaper and
twenty to thirty centineters thick. Baver, driving one of the horses, dragged
the slimlogs to the site Nils had chosen. There the Northman, his deft axe
perpetual notion, slabbed themflat on two sides and carved the corners to
fit. After a bit, Hans cane to help him

By m dday the sun cane out, and the snow began
to settle and nelt, water dripping fromthe trees. By evening the walls of a
hut stood chest high on Baver, with crude openings on two sides as w ndows,
and a |l onger one for a door. The ethnologist’s job had expanded: Now he was
not only skidder, but noss bringer and chink stuffer, filling the cracks
between the logs to keep the wi nd out.

The snow was | argely gone al ready, and Baver

asked if they might not make it over the mountains after all. Achikh shook his
head. “In high mountains the snow falls nuch deeper, and melts rmuch nore
slowy. | doubt we could push through, surely not w thout know ng the way. W

woul d die.” He shook his head, clearly not happy with the situation. “W mnust
winter here.”

SEVENTEEN

From -- “Yunnan Ogres,” by @uillaune W Das.
Pages 84-95, In The Qccupation of Post-Plague Terran Habitats by Large
Predat ors, Maureen Boil eau and Jauna C. Costas, eds. University Press, A C
876.

The Sino-Ti betan inperial court is not what
one ordinarily thinks of as a habitat for large predators -- except of course
predat ory humans. However, at one time the enperor had a guard unit consisting
of large furry predators referred to by the court as “yetis.” These are not
the reputedly shy indi genous animals once believed to reside in the upper
forests of the Hi nal ayas. They are an extraterrestrial species brought to
Earth during the exploration decades of the. 21st century, and housed in
secure special habitats where they could be observed by students and the
public wi thout being aware of it.

Because of their size and predatory,
guasi - human appearance, in vernacular Anglic they were dubbed “ogres.” W will
so refer to themhere, to distinguish themfromthe indigenous yeti, real or
nmyt hi cal

The sol e extant source of scientific
i nformation on ogres is a cube published by the Interstellar Zool ogica
society in A.D. 2078, and brought to New Hone in the library of the col oni st
ship Vicente Hi dal go

Physi cal Descri ption

I n appearance, an ogre is a |large erect
humanoi d with short brown to occasionally rufous fur over the entire body
i ncluding the face -- everywhere but the soles and palmnms. A slight crest of
fur extends along the mdline of the skull above the forehead, down to the end
of the spinal colum.

Qgres have five-digit hands and feet,

i ncl udi ng opposabl e thunbs on the hands. The |l egs are quite humanoid and the
feet quite long. They run on the balls of the feet, and when sprinting |ean
wel | forward, taking long strides. They junp remarkably well, considering
their wei ght.

The torso is very powerful, nost notably the
hi gh and rather narrow but otherwi se human-Iike shoul ders. The arnms are | ong,
conpared to human arns, with the forearns and hands especially |ong. The upper
arnms are very thick and nmuscul ar, their grasp ferocious. They can pull close



and crush, or hold their victimfor biting or choking.

The claws on their feet are useful for
traction. The claws on their hands however, are vestigial, being little nore
than thick fingernails. In hunting, the lack of effective claws on the hands
is largely made up for by an extrenely powerful grip.

Their jaws are elongated into a short, blunt
muzzl e, and their dangerous teeth are sinmilar to those of gorillas. As in the
gorilla, the skull of the ogre has a well-devel oped sagittal crest to which
are anchored the thick jaw nmuscles that provide their crushing bite.

Qgr e Behavior on Their Horme World

On their home world, ogres were, and

presumably still are pack hunters, preying nostly on | arge herd ani nal s.
There, adult mal e ogres average nore than two neters tall and typically mass
about 200 kil os. Fenal es average somewhat smaller -- 150-180 kilos. Ogres

sprint much faster than humans, and even over m ddl e di stances are

consi derably faster than human athletes. But they are not as fleet as their
prey animals. Their success derives fromintelligent teammrk in the hunt, and
endur ance over |ong distances. They are nore agile than m ght be expected, and
extremely strong -- considerably stronger, pound for pound, than a conpetitive
human wei ght lifter.

Wil e ogres use their innate speed and
strength to bring down prey, in defense of their “nursery grounds” agai nst
ot her predators, they use crude but effective stone weapons.

Qgres are not scent hunters. Their sense of
snell seens little or no better than a healthy, alert, prinitive human
hunter’s nmust have been in the Paleolithic. They have superior night vision
and on the steppes and savannahs of their hone world they often hunt by night.
However, night is intensely dark in their wild terran environment, the forests
of Upper Yunnan, and there they are said to hunt al nost solely by day.

Post - Pl ague Natural History of Ogres on Earth

Most of their post-plague natural history on
Earth is conjectural, of course. The follow ng reconstruction, based in part
on interviews with humans in the Sino-Tibetan Enpire, seems quite convincing,
however. The |ZS cube tells us that snmall ogre packs were installed in severa
zool ogi cal parks. These included the Kunm ng Zool ogi cal Park at Kunm ng
Chi na, where the subtropical nontane climte was thought to be reasonably well
suited to them Their park habitats were all, of course, quite secure against
breakouts. However, during the chaos and insanity that acconpani ed the G eat
Deat h, someone at the park apparently opened their habitat entry, rel easing
them O herw se the ogres woul d have starved to death.

Initially on their rel ease, they no doubt
dwelt in and around the city of Kunm ng, preying on domestic animals and the
i nfrequent human survivors of the plague. They probably increased rapidly at
first. The fermal es begin to produce offspring between ages 9 and 11, bienni al
twi ns being the node where conditions are sufficiently favorable. Very soon
t hey nmust have had to |l eave the city to find sufficient food. For a time they
probably did well preying on |livestock, but over the first few decades,
forests woul d have encroached nore and nore on the cleared | and, while
livestock woul d have decreased. The ogres nust have transferred their
attention increasingly to deer, wild pigs, etc, which rmust have flourished in
t he young pi oneer forests. Thus the ogres no doubt continued to find
reasonably good hunting until the dense young forests had closed their
canopi es and darkened. Then the supply of | arge gane ani mals nust have
decreased markedly, and the ogre popul ati on woul d have | evel ed off or even
decr eased.

There were additional reasons that ogres were
not to prosper for long in the Upper Yunnan region. Adapted to a ruch drier
climate and open, nostly sunny savannahs and steppes, the very hum d forest
climate of the Yunnan Pl ateau proved unhealthy for them Apparently they had
done well enough in the zool ogical park; it was open to the sun, they had a



heated refuge fromthe rain, and presumably there was apparatus which dusted
them occasionally with fungicides. And of course they were well fed, with
their food medi cated as necessary.

But in the dark, danp, Yunnan forests, ogres
are subject to chronic and sonetinmes acute fungal di seases of the skin,
especially of the genitals and toes. In the wild popul ati ons of today, despite
centuries of natural selection for resistant genes, such fungi are
particularly damaging to infants, who contract themfromthe nother’s pudenda
during birth. Such infants frequently becone blind. Too, jungle rot of the
feet rather often hobbl es adol escent and adult hunters to a greater or |esser
extent, enough to hanper hunting and make t hem dangerously surly toward ot her
ogr es.

Further, ogres had evolved in much nore open
country. They were intelligent enough to nodify their hunting methods to heavy
forest, but they could not nodify their physical equipment. Genetically, they
were what they were. And in heavy forest, there was not a lot of big ganme to
eat, while nonkeys and wi |l df o were seldomwi thin reach. Furthernore, tigers
and | eopards began to wander in and establish thenmsel ves, providing serious
conpetition. No doubt they sometines even preyed on the ogres, though nostly
t hey nmust have | earned not to.

Meanwhi |l e the scattered human survivors had
been nultiplying too, and learning to live effectively as hunter-gatherers and
gardeners. Wen ogres canme into conflict with established humans, no doubt the
humans at first nust have died and been eaten, or noved out of the district,
carrying reports of the ogres with them In tinme, however, the humans
responded wi th spears, arrows, axes, and swords.

Squads of well-armed and trucul ent humans
patrolled the marches of their settlenents, and when ogres ravaged a hamet, a
force of humans was likely to track them Such punitive expeditions often
ended in the death of the ogre predators.

Presumably the ogres |earned to fear humans.
Certainly the humans feared ogres. Stories of ogre savagery, told before
fireplaces, becane a rich part of the fol klore of southwestern China.

Fromrather early in the post-plague era,
humans skirm shed with humans fromtine to tine, and not all the ravagi ng of
Yunnan farm settl ements was by ogres or rogue tigers. Thus in time there cane
to be organi zati on and chiefs, and eventually kings and arm es. And between
| ocal wars, the early local “kings” sent patrols out to hunt and kill ogres.
Thus the ogres were forced back into the rougher, nore renote country, where
wi | d popul ati ons persist today in scattered small bands. A party of woul d-be
heroes can still make a nane for thenselves by going hunting in the wild
Hengduan Mount ai ns and bringi ng back the scal ps or hands of one or nore ogres.
And nore than a few woul d-be heroes have been killed or even eaten in the
attenpt.

Donesti cation of the Ogre

In earlier times, when ogres existed in nearer
proximty to human settlements, ogre infants were sonetines captured and
reared through chil dhood. Thus not only their intelligence but their
trainability becane known. It al so became known that with puberty, at about
age nine or ten, these one-tinme winsone and interesting baby ogres becane
surly and dangerous. They were alnost invariably killed then for safety
reasons.

Qgres have a voice box and mobile |lips, and as
cubs are taught to talk by ol der pack nmenmbers. They are not articul ate by
human standards, but wild ogres do have | anguage of their own, and in the
Si no- Ti betan enpire, juvenile domesticated ogres are taught to speak
functional Tibetan, being intelligent enough to grasp and |l earn a foreign
grammar. The structure of their voice apparatus, particularly the el ongate
nmout h, prevents the pronunciation of the velar sounds. Thus they pronounce k
and t as g as d. The loose, nobile lips pernmit easy pronunciation of the



bi-1abials, but the large canine teeth make mastery of the voicel ess
| abi o-dental f difficult, and it is usually pronounced as th.

I mperial Donestication & Training

Wiile still a young man, King Songtsan
ext ended the boundaries of his famly's rule fromthe @lf of Tonkin north to
the Yell ow River, and eastward to its confluence with the Siang, creating the
first large Sino-Tibetan state of the post-plague era. H s eldest son, who
woul d | ater becone Songstan Il and take the title of enperor, knew of baby
“yetis” being trained like children. There were telepaths in the royal
service, and it seemed to the crown prince that ogres reared in proper
circunmstances, with telepaths to nmonitor their m nds and whatever m ght be
troubling them could be trained to drill, stand guard, and fight. And surely
no other ruler in the world woul d have such a guard force. How rmuch he thought
to depend on ogres for security is not known, but certainly they d nmake a
i mpressive | ooking royal guard unit.

Training did not go well at first, but well
enough that the project was continued. Actually the ogres proved nore

intelligent than expected, but nore intractable as well, from puberty on
Handl ers were killed and mai med, but royalty could always conscript and train
new handl ers. Enperor Songtsan |1l was the first to have an actual guard force

of armed and drilled ogres. By that time the ogres being worked with were the
third generation born in captivity. Their recent ancestors had been brought up
under the careful direction of telepaths, and given a ready-made and partly
factual “tradition.” The surliness and dangerous rages characteristic of
uncondi ti oned adult ogres was reduced in the guard to occasi onal noodi ness,
and during the rut, to truculence. In the rutting season, they were therefore
taken off duty and sent to stud.

Qgres were healthier in the relatively dry
climate at Myun than in Yunnan, despite the cold w nters, against which they
were warmy dressed and housed.

The enperor Songtsan |V had an ogre guard
force nunmbering eighty. Its eight squad | eaders had been bonded to him
personal ly as cubs, and beyond that, all eighty had been hypnotically
i npl anted in cub-hood with a command of loyalty to the enperor

El GHTEEN

The first stormof autumm had dar kened t he
pal ace at Myun. Rain snarled against walls, and rattled like flung gravel
agai nst wi ndows and shutters. GQusty wi nds swatted and whuffed. The w nd chines
had been taken in to prevent their blow ng away, and servants had lit censers
to placate the house gods they persisted in believing in. The enperor, who
preferred a free flow of fresh air through the pal ace, weather permtting,
tolerated the censers and the beliefs they reflected. Their fragrance was
preferable to unperfumed donestic odors.

Tenzin Geshe hardly noticed. H s gonba, his
nmonastery, snelled always of pine and faintly fragrant lanmp oil. After holding
his bow for an appropriate tine, he straightened. “Your Mgnificence,” he
said, “the GCrcle and I have just visited the mnd of the raven el enental we
created. Ravens have found the barbarian you are interested in. The el enental
has gone to him and the three men with him and shown themto us clearly. The
man is a giant, as |1’'d sensed before, with eyes that are dead and do not see.
He sees without them using w zard powers.”

“Indeed! And where are these nmen now?”

“In the steppe on the other side of the Atai
traveling northward toward the taiga.”

“Nort hward? Wth wi nter coning? Why?”

“The raven did not have that know edge, Your
Magni fi cence.”



“Hmh! How was that? You told nme it would be
able to read the barbarian’s mnd.”

“l had not counted on the barbarian’s powers
bei ng as strong as they are, Your Mgnificence. He seens to protect hinself
and those with himfrom being read. But we know where they are now, and as
long as the raven retains contact, we’'ll continue to know.”

“Ah! Well . . . | amextrenely interested in
this giant barbarian; he has caught ny curiosity strongly. Be sure your bird
does retain contact with him”

The enperor pursed his lips, and his voice
became nore commanding, losing its mldly interrogative tone. “Now that you've
succeeded in creating a raven elenental, | have another job for you. | want
you to create a yeti elenental to serve as ny personal bodyguard. It nust be
nore intelligent and perceptive than any other yeti, and altogether superior
in energy and strength.”

Agai n Tenzin bowed. “’ Your Magnificence, ny
experience in creating el enentals of animals is Iimted to a bird.”

The enperor brushed the comrent aside. “This
yeti elenental nust be domi nant over all other yetis and conpletely devoted to
me.” He raised one eyebrow neaningfully. “I would not have it equivocate as
some of nmy human servants do.”

Tenzin Geshe bowed low and held it. “Of
course, Your Magnificence.”

“Then do it. Wait here while | call the
captain of nmy yeti guard. | will instruct himto reviewthe entire guard with
you, and al so the young yetis in training. You may pick whi chever one you w sh
as the receptacle. Keeping its purpose in mnd of course.”

He struck a small gong, and al nost at once a
runner entered. The enperor instructed him and the runner backed out.

Tenzin carefully avoided thought; screening in
the enperor’s presence would be a dangerous affront. But later, in the gonba,
he allowed hinself to think that things were seldomas sinple as H s
Magni fi cence seened to imagi ne. Mnipulating the nental energies of |arge,
intelligent, and sonetimes trucul ent predators was not the sane as
mani pul ati ng those of peaceful birds. Birds which, if nmore intelligent than
other birds, fell well short of yetis.

Still, if he could, he would. It was never a
good i dea to di sappoint the enperor

NI NETEEN

After the first snowstorm the travelers had a
si xteen-day return to mld weather. The nights were cold though; a chill wind
fl owed down off the snow covered nountains every evening after sunset,
freezing the ground by norning.

They worked incessently fromdawn till after
dark. At the end of the seventh day, the rude hut had a | ow roof of poles, and
bark held down by nore poles. There was no chi meyed fireplace; the |local nud
was unsuitable for naking one. Instead they had a fire circle in the mddl e of
the floor, and at each end of the hut beneath the ridgepol e, an opening
beneat h the roof. Through these openings the wi nd would bl ow, when there was
wi nd, carrying out the worst of the snoke.

After the seventh day, while Hans and Baver
cut and dragged firewood, Nils and Achi kh hunted. Achi kh said he’ d never seen
a luckier hunter than Nils. The raven helped; it found a noose for them and
t hen anot her.

Baver | earned to scrape hides till the |ast
bits of flesh and fat were gone, then to rub themwith tallow and pound it in
with the sides of his fists, to make thempliant for clothing and w nter



boot s.

There was a neadow al ong the stream where the
horses grazed the coarse dead grass and sedge. Achi kh feared they woul dn’t
live through the winter w thout hay, so the men harvested grass, great arnfuls
of it. They d use it as bedding till the horses’ situation becane desperate,
then as a supplenment to whatever the horses found to eat.

From the begi nning, the Buriat and the two
Nort hmen set snares and deadfalls in the taiga, and began to harvest snowshoe
hares, which were numerous, and |ynx; even sable. One night wolves how ed, and
in the norning the horses were close outside the hut. Meanwhile a wolf had
triggered a deadfall, and contributed his pelt.

VWil e hunting, Nils found where a bear had
raked up duff fromthe forest floor, stuffing it in the opening beneath the
sprung root disk of a fir that had blown partly over. It would be his winter
den. They’'d wait till after winter canme, Nils said, and the bear had hol ed up
Then they'd visit the den and kill himfor his fur and fl esh.

Achi kh said he’'d never seen such good hunting
ground. Gane was so plentiful and easy to approach, it appeared that no one
had hunted there before.

Wth the roof on they noved into the cabin,
and worked by firelight when darkness came. Baver |earned nore skills. He
sewed pelts into clothing, using sinew and a bone needl e; hel ped scrape the
fat off a third noosehi de; made wi ndow coverings of sewn nobose gut. Made
mttens of the wolf skin, fur-side in. Nils made a door for their |ow doorway,
splitting and shaving boards froma pine log, cutting tiny notches for
fastening themtogether, then hanging it with | eather straps. It was not a
tight door, but |acking awl and hinges and proper doorposts, it would have to
do. Nils also made a trough froma poplar log, to nelt snowin and hold their
wat er supply.

The trough did double duty. Nils and Bans
split thin staves frombirch, soaked themin the trough in boiling water, bent
t hem around bl ocks and tied them continuing the soaking and increasing the
curvature till the bend was sufficient and permanent. Before | ong they would
all have skis.

Achi kh tended their snares and hunted, cut
firewood, and nmade various things froml eat her

In the evenings while they worked around the
fire, Achikh continued their lessons in the Buriat dialect of Mongol. He al so
told stories in it that gave theminsights into his people. This story telling
woul d continue throughout the winter, and Baver set out the recorder to get
t hem on audi o while he worked. Occasionally when the press of his nore
i medi ate tasks all owed, he got video as well.

He cane to understand al nost anyt hi ng Achi kh
said in Mngol, and |earned to speak it easily hinself.

Achi kh also told them his people’s beliefs and
taboos, that they m ght not offend when they reached them perhaps to be
puni shed.

After sixteen days, true winter canme. One
nmorni ng they awoke to find the hut cold, and twenty centimeters of dry fluffy
snow on the ground. Baver thought it must be at least mnus fifteen or twenty
degrees Celsius outside. Hi s watch made it October 24.

They harvested their bear, a large male. A
fourth moose gave his life, his hide, and his flesh to their survival.
Already, it seemed to Baver, they had neat enough to feed themthrough two
winters. The raven stayed with them and was fed by them Iliving in the thick
treetops. Hans naned it Svartvinge. Nils was its chosen; the others it
accepted. The nights grew col der, while the sun, its course ever lower, its
stay ever briefer, seened scarcely to warmthe air at all by day. This was not
the Arctic, Baver knew, but visualizing maps he’'d seen, it was probably
Siberia, albeit southern Siberia. And what he' d | earned of Siberian winters,



in his studies on New Hone, was not reassuring.

It was a long winter, and col der than anythi ng
Baver had ever imagined. Nils said it was considerably colder than his
original homrel and. Achikh said it was colder than his, too, but here the
forest protected fromthe sweeping winds. The snowfall was much greater here
he said, and blanmed it on the adjacent nountains. The hut was never as warm as
a proper cabin, by quite a bit, but wearing furs it was tol erable.

The neadow grass was buried and fl attened by
the snow, and the horses tranped trails through the deep snow to browse the
goat sbeard lichens fromthe tree trunks.

Svartvinge got so he would cone into the hut
in the evening, to sit on a boot-drying peg and commune silently with Nils, or
so it seened. But half an hour of the smoky air was invariably enough for it.
Then it would fly to one of the snokeholes, perch there for a nonment, and
[ aunch itself out.

Hans had continued to grow and fill out.
Despite the hard Iife, he nmust have gained fifteen or twenty kil os since
they’'d left the ting, Baver thought. And surely he hinmself rmust | ook different
now. He wi shed he had a mirror, preferably full |ength.

When the cold was not extrene, they often
hunted or explored. If nothing else, it got themout of the snoke reek and | et
them breath clean air. Nils and Hans skied al nost as easily as they wal ked.
Baver and Achi kh al so becane reasonably adept, although their skis fitted nore
| oosely than skis on New Home, with their sophisticated bindings. Baver
| earned a great deal about the animals they saw and sometines kill ed.

Achi kh made him a | am nated bow, short but
stiff. He learned to make and fletch his own practice arrows, and practiced
until he was pleased with hinmself, though clearly Achi kh thought hi m hopel ess
as an archer. He d shoot at a target tree outside the cabin, a rotten birch
stub that didnt damage the unpointed practice arrows when they struck it. He
could usually hit it at twenty doubles -- forty steps -- though his accuracy
woul dn’t suffice to consistently kill marnmots as the others had the previous
sumer. He was pl eased with hinself nonethel ess. They' d teethed on bows and
arrows, he told hinself, while he was new to them

After a time, the days becane noticeably
| onger, but the nights were as cold as ever and the snow continued to deepen
All winter long they' d hear wol ves occasionally; the horses, increasingly
gaunt, woul d gather by the door on those occasions. One night, on what Baver’s
watch told hi mwas February 16, the horses whinnied with fear. The Buriat and
the Northmen went out with arrows nocked and bows half drawn, Baver with them
carrying two torches. A nunber of wolves crouched down in the torchlight, eyes
gleam ng, and in a nonent, three had been shot. Two of the three who' d been
pierced with shafts, tried to flee. Nils pursued themand killed themw th his
sword. It was hurtful to a man’s soul, Achikh commented, to | et a wounded wol f
crawl away and die slowy. They used the furs, of course.

Afterward they still heard the pack how from
time to time, as it passed through the area in its hunting, but the pack
menbers stayed well away fromthe hut.

One eveni ng Achi kh, who’d been expl ori ng new
territory along the foothills, found where an anci ent hi ghway had been. It was
overgrown now with forest, but recognizable by the cuts and fills. He' d taken
time to explore it, and it did indeed go up into the nmountains as if to cross
them It seened that when spring came, they wouldn't need to find a route
across the Altai; the ancients had made one for them

At length the days were as |ong as the nights,
nore or |less, and the surface of the snow sonetines grew wet where the sun
shone on it. Not long afterward -- a couple of phases of the moon -- they'd
find a hard crust on the snow in the norning, sonmetines |asting all day.
Sonetimes one could walk on it without skis. Now the horses truly suffered,
for they broke through the crust at every step and could hardly lift their



hooves back out. Nor could they paw the snow away to get at |ast sunmer’s
meadow grass. The small stock of bedding hay was doled out, and when it was
gone, the nmen collected lichen for the horses to eat, and branches of Siberian
fir, which they'd seen them browse.

The days continued to | engthen. The birds of
sumer began to appear. The snow settled in earnest, and sonetinmes no crust
froze on it overnight; when it did, it nmelted by m dnorni ng. Hans wonder ed
that Svartvinge didn't | eave them ravens nested when there was still snow, he
expl ained to Baver, and surely he nust have a mate sonmewhere. Achikh said a
spirit raven mght not nest, mght have no mate. Nils grinned and said not hi ng
at all about it.

Noi sy meltwater ran down the stream over the
thick ice, and they traveled little. The days grew |l ong, the snow soggy and
much shrunken. Achi kh said the steppes would be bare now, and the first spring
flowers showi ng. Baver asked how long it m ght be before they tried crossing
t he nmount ai ns. Achi kh said the snow in the high country would still be deeper
than a man’s hei ght.

The ice went out and the streamrose further,
but not enough to cover all the neadow. Fortunately, because the snow had
nelted on it, and the scarecrow horses were eating |ast sumer’s dead grass
and sedge there. None had di ed, but another nonth of winter would surely have
killed themall.

At Achi kh’s suggestion, Nils felled another
large birch and split wide thin planks fromit. Then they each began to carve
a wooden shovel. In the high passes, Achikh believed, they' d have to dig paths
for the horses in the worse places, or wait hal fway through the summrer.

Baver accepted the thought w thout a shudder.

PART 111
THE BURI AT GREAT COUNCI L
TVENTY

It was high sunmer. A slave was tending a band
of cattle grazing between two rolling hills near the Tola River. The sun was
hot, and he sweated. Just now he watched four men riding eastward toward and
past him along the ancient road. Such traffic was not unusual, but even at
some di stance, his sharp herdsman’s eyes found nore than a little unusua
about these four. None were dressed in Myngol garb. One was a giant who rode
naked to the waist, as did one of the others; foreigners, obviously. Also,

t hough clearly they seened to be travelers, they had neither pack animls nor
renounts.

A great dark bird rode the withers of the
giant’s horse, perhaps an eagle trained to falconry. He'd heard of such

A long hour would take themto the great
encanprment at Urga, a buried city site long mined for its steel and copper
There, just now, the four Buriat tribes were gathered in congress, to council,
trade, and drink. And perhaps elect a Geat Khan who would lead the entire
Buri at peopl e.

It seened to the slave, who was al so a Mongol
that his nmaster should be told of these foreigners. Turning his horse, he
cantered off over a hill to the freeman who supervised him and reported what
he’d seen. The freeman, in turn, sent a nessenger to Urga.

From Urga, a nmarshal was dispatched with an
arban of nmen -- nore than enough to deal with four foreigners -- and they
cantered off westward down the ancient, grassgrown road. Shortly the four cane
into sight over a rise a kiloneter ahead, and two of them did appear
shirtl ess. Foreigners certainly!

The marshal barked an order. His ten nen
ki cked their horses into a gallop, then drew bows fromtheir saddl e boots and



fitted arrows to them

Baver felt instant alarmas the group of
Mongol s charged toward them Svartvinge raised his broad wi ngs and sprang
lightly fromthe withers of Nils's horse, w ng-strokes maki ng hard whooshi ng
sounds as he rose. Baver turned his attention to Achikh, who I ed them seen
from behi nd, the husky Buriat showed no reaction. Nor did Nils seem perturbed,
and surely he would know i f the onconers intended to skewer them

A second | ater Achi kh spoke, and the four
stopped to wait. Baver’s guts clenched as the Mongols came on. At sone twenty
nmeters the arban drew up before themin a cloud of dust, arrows still nocked
but the short, thick bows unbent.

“Who are you, and what are you doi ng here?”
the marshal |l barked.

“l am Achi kh, son of Kokchi. And you are ny
old friend, El bek. | have cone to see ny eldest brother, Kaidu.”

For just a nonent the man’s nmouth was a round
O Then, “Achi kh!” he shouted, and grinning rode his horse up beside Achikh's,
where the two nmen enbraced, both tal king at once. The arban’s ferocity and
tensi on were gone; nost of themwere grinning too. Wien their |eader had
conpleted his greeting, two of the others also rode up and enbraced Achi kh as
an old friend.

Then El bek assenbl ed his duty face. “And those
he said. “Who are they?”

Achi kh had themidentify themsel ves, which
they did in Mongol, at once a strong point in their favor. “W are friends,
Achi kh went on, “who have travel ed together for a year now. They were out
adventuring when we net. | had already known Ni|ls Hammarsson as a fanous
fighting man, the nmost fanous in the west.”

El bek | ooked at Nils in open appraisal, his
gl ance pausing only briefly on the Northman's eyes. “l can believe that,” he
sai d. He gestured upward then, at Svartvinge circling and croaking. “That is a
strange bird to use in falconry,” he said chuckling, then returned his
attention to Achi kh. “And now you will see your brother. Well.”

El bek gl anced about and gave an order, then
with the four, started down the road eastward, he and Achi kh | eading off. The
arban |l et them pass, and brought up the rear

“As | renenber it, Kaidu had al ready been
chosen chi ef before you left,” Elbek said. “He is chief still. Ad people say
surely the best since Kutula -- better even than Kokchiu. O d Toghrul says
there is sonething about chiefs whose names begin with K Your brother does
not rage, but sees widely and judges fairly, as he did anbng us when we were
children and he an ol der boy. Now a great congress of the tribes is being
hel d, and when it is over, it is possible that the Buriat will have a G eat
Khan again! If they do, | think it will be Kaidu. He is nmeeting with the clan
chiefs and the heads of the great fam lies today, in the Council Gove. It may

wi th you,

be he cannot see you till supper. W will find out.”
“Let us not distract himin council,” Achikh
said. “W will tend our horses first, and eat and drink. Then perhaps we wil |

sit in the rear of the listeners.”

They were near enough to the great encanpnent
that now t here were nunerous bands of horses grazing about, along with small
bands of cattle and sheep brought to feed the nmultitude, the thousands who
were at the congress. Cccasionally nen or children would ride near enough to
exam ne the strange-looking foreigners froma little distance. Then they
crossed one last rise, and before them by a river, spread the encanpnent.
Here was no array of |leather travel tents. Several thousand greased felt gert,
| arge and not large, lay spread in ordered groups. Mst had been whitewashed
The broad, flat carts they' d been transported on were drawn up in neat ranks.

El bek took themto the chief marshal, who was
an ol der cousin of Achikh's, and he in turn had sonme | esser nmenbers of Kaidu s



retinue turned out of their ger to provide proper |odging for the newoners. A
woman was assignee to cook tor them a meal consisting of beef boiled and beef
roasted, of curds, of airag flavored with beets, and of honey-sweetened tea,
whi ch seemed to be regarded as a special delicacy. Achikh explained that honey
and tea were produced far to the south; and gotten in trade fromthe Chinese.

Then Mongol cl ot hing was brought for them --
silk for Achikh as the chief’s brother, and woolen for his guests. Cearly
they’ d been worn by others earlier, and not washed, but Baver was much | ess
fastidi ous these days. They had nothing that fitted Nils; he would wear what
he’d cone in, dirt and all. Before they changed, water was brought to them
and bow s, though no soap, and they all stripped and washed. The nearby river
invited, but they renmenbered Achikh’'s | essons on taboos and | esser
i njunctions.

VWhen the council adjourned in nidafternoon
the four newconers were taken to the great ger of Kaidu, the chief, where
guards took their weapons before they went in.

They entered bent |ow, especially Nils; the
doorway required it. Svartvinge rode through on Nils's forearm Kaidu sat
waiting on an actual chair, carved froma single great block of wood. At each
side of him others sat on thick felt cushions, while before him nearly
twenty sat crosslegged on the floor mats.

“Kai du Long Nose” was the chief’s conplete
appel I ati on, Achikh had told them On that basis, Baver had expected soneone
with a |l ong nose, but on New Home or anong the Northmen, Kaidu' s nose would
have been considered quite npdest. Only by Mngol standards was it |ong.

He d been told of their arrival, and had
prepared for them A cushion imediately next to himwas vacant, and there was
roomfor nore to sit on the floor in front of him Baver kept an eye on both
Achi kh and Nils, for clues on what to do. Kaidu stood up when they entered.
The rest turned to |l ook. For a long nonent it seened to Baver that everyone’'s
attention was stuck on Nils, his size, physique, and eyes, and perhaps on
Svartvinge, whomhe' d transferred to his shoul der

Kai du beckoned themto the front, where he
enbraced Achi kh, then stepped back to arm s length, beaming at him “Little
brother!” he said. “You ve grown. You' ve becone a powerful warrior, and | see
scars where there were none before.” After they’'d enbraced again, he | ooked
once nmore at his brother’s conpanions. “Who are these others?” he asked.

Achi kh introduced them speaking formally,
giving themtheir appropriate surnanmes, titles, and group affinities. Kaidu
gazed long at each of them but especially at the giant Northman with the
uncanny eyes. Then he in turn introduced the nen who sat on cushions. One was
Fong Jung Hi ng, anmbassador fromthe Emperor of China, a cal mseem ng, quiet
man whose aristocratic, fine-featured face seenmed as forei gn anong the Buri at
as Nils’'s Scandi navi an features. Another was Teb-Tengri, whom he introduced as
the principal shaman of Kaidu' s tribe, the Black Stallion Tribe. Baver
recogni zed the nanme Teb-Tengri as neani ng sonething |like “Mst Heavenly.” The
shaman was a rather tall nman of perhaps twenty-five or thirty years, and gaunt
for a Buriat, with an arrogant face and bearing. Baver wondered if he was
unwel I, or if his gauntness was due to fasting; Achi kh had once said that
shamans sometines fasted to sharpen their powers.

The introductions over, Kaidu seated his new
guests, Achikh on his right, and the three foreigners in the back row anong
those on the floor. The chief noved his gaze first to Nils, then to
Svartvinge, and finally to his shaman, to whom he spoke now. “Tell ne,

Teb- Tengri, what you see in this great raven and its master.”

The shaman stared | ong at Svartvinge, then
nore briefly at Nils. Finally he spoke. Declainmed. “The bird is a great devil,
Kai du son of Kokchi, and the yell ow haired foreigner another. They have cone
here to do you great ill.”

The ger becane silent for a | ong nonment. Baver



felt his heart thudding, and realized he d stopped breathing. The chief,
however, had | ost none of his poise.

“I ndeed?” He | ooked at Achi kh beside him *“And
what woul d you reply, brother?”

Achi kh had gotten to his feet by then, hand on
sword-hilt, voice tight with anger. “Your shaman is alive this nonent only

because of the yassa against killing inside a dwelling.”

Kai du’ s eyebrows junped. “Ah? And you,

Teb- Tengri -- what would you reconmrend be done with these whom you say are
devi | s?”

Teb- Tengri’s voice was as inplacabl e as
before. “Kill the bird first, then its servant, using nmethods to prevent their
soul s from escaping their bodies.”

Kai du still had shown no enotion deeper than
very mld surprise. Looking at Nils he said: “And you -- ” He paused, groping

for the foreign name, then gave up on it. “What do you say to this serious
accusation?”

Nils bowed slightly without rising, and his
voi ce, when he spoke, was mld. “Mst nen have sonething they don’t want
others to know of.” He turned his strange gaze toward Teb-Tengri. *“Your
shaman, for exanple.” He paused, glass eyes fixed on the gaunt face, seemni ng
to look into and through it. “He fears | will tell what it is.”

The shaman’s face seened to freeze

“Actually,” Nils went on, “there is another
man in this room besides hinself and me, who knows his secret. Another with
wi zard powers. As Teb-Tengri al ready suspects.”

“Un” Kaidu | ooked curiously at Teb-Tengri. “I
aminterested, but perhaps it’'s best to pursue this no further. Shaman, if you
agree to forget this business of executing the foreigner, | will not ask him
what your secret is. For secret or not, your powers are useful to our people
and to ne.

“As for the foreigner’s bird, it is an owned
bird, and not to be harmed.”

Teb- Tengri opened his nouth as if to protest,
then clanmped it shut. Baver’s thuttering heart slowed a bit.

Kaidu turned to Nils. “Anbng us, an owned bird
has protection, and he who kills one is subject to suffocation. This yassa is
i ntended to protect fal cons and other hunting birds, but it states sinply
birds.” He turned his face to Teb-Tengri again. “Heed ne, shaman.”

Once nore he stood up. “This audience i s now
over. Everyone will |eave except ny brother and -- ” Again he groped
unsuccessfully for Nils's name. “You,” he said, pointing. “The Northman.”

Wien the others had left, all of them but
Kai du’s two bodyguards, the chief sat again and spoke to Nils. “You said that
someone else in this roomwas a wi zard. | must know who this person is.”

“I't is the enperor’s anbassador, Fong Jung

H ng.”

Kaidu' s |ips pursed, and he nodded
t houghtfully. “1 believe you in this. | had wondered.” He | ooked up at his
bodyguards, who were also his cousins. “You will say nothing of this to

anyone,” he told them stressing what was already his policy for private
nmeetings. Then he | ooked at Nils again. “Now you rust tell nme how you know.”
As he had done before, at critical tines, Nls
reached to his face, renmoved his eyes, and held themout in his hand to Kaidu,
who stared in shock, first at the enpty sockets, then at the pieces of colored
glass in the callused palm An oath breathed fromhis lips, and he turned to
Achi kh.
“Brother,” he husked, “did you know of this?”
Achi kh nodded. “He is a very great w zard
Al so a man who speaks carefully and keeps his word.”



“May | advise the great chief?” Nls asked
quietly.

Kai du nodded, his nerves taut with the shock
of what he’ d seen

“Do not judge Teb-Tengri by his secret,” Nls
said. “That lies in the past, before he was a grown nan, and what he did then
he wi shes he had not. Judge him by his character now, the good and the bad,
and his shaman skills. Also, can he be trusted? How far? And with what?

“As for those skills -- He distrusted ne. Wth
eyes like nmne, it’'s not surprising that someone mght take me for
denon- possessed. But one who has great shanman powers shoul d see nore deeply
than that. Teb-Tengri is clever, but his w zard powers are mnor.”

VWhile Nils spoke, Kaidu relaxed considerably.
Quietly the Mongol chief put one of the glass eyes on the cushion to his left,
where Teb-Tengri had sat, and covered it with a kerchief. The other he put in
an enpty drinking bow on a stool to his right.

“Part of Teb-Tengri’'s usefulness to you,” Nls
was saying, “is that your people believe in him Also he is a Buriat. Beyond
his own self-interest, which nmay or may not rule himin a given instance, he
has in mnd the interest of his people and his tribe. That is not true of
forei gners, however able, however powerful. Fong is a much nore powerful
wi zard, but his loyalties are to his enperor.”

“And your |oyalties?”

“My loyalty is to the Tao.”

“Hmm | have heard of the Tao, but do not know
what it is. It is a very old belief that is lost to us. Do the people of the
west have it?”

“Afewdo. | learned of it fromny first
teacher, Raadgi ver, counselor to chiefs. It had been passed down to him
t hrough many generations. At the time | accepted it as an idea. Since then it
has becone nore and nore real to ne.”

Kai du had watched Nils carefully while they'd
tal ked. Now he contenpl ated the Northman at sone length, his eyes fixed on the
sunken sockets, the collapsed and winkled lids. Finally he said, “Tell ne,
Nort hman, can you see wi thout your eyes?”

“Basily.” Nils put Svartvinge aside, stood up
and stepped forward, taking the one eye from beneath the kerchief, the other
fromthe drinking bow .

Wien he’ d returned themto his face, he
changed the subject. “Your brother has had marvel ous experiences and
adventures in the west,” he said. “l believe you would find theminteresting
and enlightening.”

TVENTY ONE

Achi kh told Kaidu some of his experiences and
observations in the West, including Nils’s fights in the arena, first with the
l[ion, then with the Orc. Wien he was done, it was evening, and soon time for
supper.

Kai du had al ready arranged to have the counci
as his dinner guests, and Achi kh begged to be excused. He wi shed to see his
not her before he slept. Kaidu agreed. He knew too well the ugly relationship
bet ween Achi kh’ s not her, Khada' an, and his own nother, Dokuz. And he preferred
that it not color his friendship with his younger brother, whom he saw as
potentially a powerful supporter

Actual Iy Achi kh was a hal f-brother, but the
di stinction was generally ignored in the Mongol culture. And while Kaidu
didn't nention it, of course, nobst of the tribe considered Dokuz’s
m streat nent of Khada'an as nore or |ess disgraceful. Mdthers-in-Ilaw were



often harsh to daughters-in-law, but not usually with such rancor, especially
when earlier they' d both been wi ves of the sanme nan. And to a degree, the
public disapproval reflected on hinself. Thus Kaidu was careful always to
treat Khada’ an respectfully, and speak well of her.

As for Nils and the others, they would be fed
in their own ger by the woman assi gned.

Wrd was sent to Khada'an that her son had
returned and would visit her for supper. Her ger was not |large, but it was
| arge enough for herself and her household, and to entertain a few friends.
Its furnishings were excellent. Al in all it was appropriate to her unusua
status -- a younger w dow of a chief who was not wife to the inheriting son
For normally, the inheriting son inherited his father’s wi ves, except for his
own nother. Typically his own nother would rule the wonmen of the household --
his wives and inherited wives -- as the nother-in-law. Such rule could be
pl easant or unpl easant.

Dokuz, Kaidu's nother, was Kokchiu s first and
el dest wife, a fanmobus beauty with a face flatter than an owl’s. She was the
favorite daughter of the rich and powerful Mengetu famly. Khada an, Achikh's
nmot her, was his fourth and final w fe, neither beautiful nor ugly, and Achikh
was Khada' an’s only surviving son, the sixth son of eight, by various w ves,
who' d survived their father. Khada an’s fanmily, the Tokurs, was neither rich
nor powerful, though respected for their integrity and the quality of their
hor ses.

Accordi ng to Dokuz, her dislike of the younger
worman grew out of Khada an’s inanities when the women would sit in the ger and
do the many tasks that wonmen do there. Besides, Khada' an did not | ook the part
of a chief’s wife, for the wives of any prom nent man were expected to get
fat, preferably very fat, and Khada an, while filling out noderately, would
nmeasure only half of Dokuz's girth.

The gossip, though, was that her hatred had
other roots: that Kokchi preferred to take Khada’ an to his bed, though she
gave himonly one living son and two daughters.

Fortunately for Khada’ an, Kokchi’s nother was
alive till alnost the day of Kokchi’s death. And under the old lady's
even- handed nmanagenent, Dokuz coul d abuse Khada'an only with her sarcasm
while even in that her mother-in-law enforced restraint.

When Kokchi died, Kaidu inherited his wves,
and Dokuz becane the nother-in-law. Now she not only tongue-lashed Khada' an
cruelly, but gave her demeani ng and exhausting tasks in the household, as if
she were one of the slaves. And indeed the slaves were better off, for the
matron spoke to themfar |ess harshly.

Al of this Achikh already knew It was the
deci sive reason why the seventeen-year-old youth, who had adventurous
tendenci es anyway, |eft home as the | eader of a reckless teenaged band.

Now, on his first evening back, Achikh ate
supper with his nother. A supper of beef and ki dneys and brain and curds and
airag. Wen he finished, he listened to a bitter recitation of his nother’s
resentments. After he’'d gone traveling westward, she said, she no longer felt
tied to the chief’s househol d, and begged Kaidu to let her return to her
famly. Twice he’'d withheld his perm ssion. Not that he took his inherited
wives to his bed, unless they requested it. He'd refused her sinply because of
his mother, who wished to retain her for her own cruel purposes. At her third
request he’'d rel ented, sending her back destitute to her father, whose charity
fed and clothed her. She’d had to beg fromher brothers to get the furnishings
she had around her.

She also told himthat as her son, he should
publicly reject Kaidu as his brother

Achikh told Nils all of this late that night
atop their sleeping robes, while Hans and Baver |istened. They spoke in Anglic
so far as possible, in case others were eavesdropping. “Then | went to ny



Uncl e Jelnme, ny nother’s el dest brother, wondering what | should do. Should
reject ny elder brother Kaidu, who had taught nme much as a child and had

al ways treated ne well ? Most woul d say he was kind to rel ease ny nother; many
woul d not have done it. But to send her away w th not hing

“Jelme told nme that that was untrue. Kaidu had
sent her off with cattle, sheep, horses, three slave girls, and household
furni shings. Not that she’'d cone home rich, but she’d been far from poor.”

Achi kh si ghed, hands behind his head, gazing
at the dull glow of the coals reflected fromthe ger’s roof. “You need to have
known my not her when | was young,” he said. “She was always |oving, nore than
nost nothers. And she really loved ny father, who was good to her. \Wen he
di ed, though, Dokuz was terrible to her, and it changed her, made her deeply
bitter. | could not stand to live in the sane ger, certainly not in wnter
when one is inside so nuch.

“I't was typical of Kaidu to |l et her go
Per haps he did refuse her twice, but if he did, | amsure it was because his
nmot her insisted. To release nmy nmother was like letting her slap Dokuz's face,
and |'msure that Dokuz didn’t accept it w thout being unpleasant to Kaidu
too. She’d know her other daughters-in-law and her maids would tal k about it
behi nd her back.

“So Kai du was generous, and | cannot reject
him But it grieves me that | must refuse ny nother her request. | amher only
son.”

They all lay silent then awhile. Baver thought
how cruel people could sonetines be, but in a culture like this one, so bound
by tradition .

“Achi kh, ny anda,” Nils said, “it is sad
i ndeed that your nother was so changed. But you have done well to decide as
you did. To reject Kaidu woul