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THE ATTACK

THE SHI PS SWEPT in suddenly fromthe silver mists which clung to the edge of
the northern sea.

They were beautiful ships, their soft, glowing sails extended |ike great
wi ngs, swooping gracefully toward the island' s rocky coast. But it was the
hard, bright edge of death that they carried within them

The grey-uniformed warriors who filled their decks |ooked up in cold disdain
at the towering clifis and the line of fortress walls along their top
Swiftly, skillfully, without a flicker of care in any of the hardened faces,
t hey readi ed ropes and grappl es and weapons for their attack.

H gh above them the al arm had al ready been raised.

Warriors swarmed within the walls of the clifftop fortress. Defensive points
were manned. Captains shouted orders to the conpanies who formed in the
trai ni ng grounds before the central keep

From an upper w ndow of the keep, a dark-haired woman watched the activities
with concern. Her gaze often lifted to the sea beyond, where the sleek vessels
soared in as unwaveringly as hawks descendi ng upon prey.

Though a young wonan yet, still slimand vigorous, grey showed in the
bill owi ng bl ackness of her hair, and |lines aged the snooth, even-featured
face. The days of Taillta's Iife had not been easy. But she knew, as she
wat ched the ships come, that the hardest ones lay still ahead of her

4 THE RI DERS OF THE S| DHE

The conmmander of her conpani es entered the room behi nd her

"My Queen, there are a score of large boats in the fleet,"” he announced. "W

estimate at | east a thousand nen!"”

She turned to him regarding himwith a calmy appraising eye as she asked
bluntly:

"Can you withstand them Cecht?"

She searched for any sign of uncertainty, any hint of weakness, but the
commander only smiled grimy as he replied.

"My Queen, we've waited on this island for fifteen years, guarding this |onely
fortress, watching, our weapons al ways ready. W've prayed to every god for a

chance to fight again. There's not a band of fighting men who'd have a better

chance of hol ding themthan we!"

She nodded, satisfied.

"Who is it com ng agai nst us?" she demanded. "What is their | ook?"

"The ships and sails are like none |I've seen before. The hulls are as shiny



and bl ack as the hardest bog-oak. The sails stay full and steady regardl ess of
the w nds."

"And the men?"

"Their appearance is just as strange to me. They're big-bodi ed, square,
har d- | ooki ng nen, dressed in |like tunics and trousers of snooth grey."

"There's no doubt of it, then," she told himwith a chill certainty. "W have
been found by themat last!"

"How can that be?" asked Cecht in surprise. "l've never seen any warriors of
theirs who | ooked or dressed as these do."

"You' ve seen only their garrison troops. The worst of them These are the
househol d troops of Bal or hinself. He nmust know"

She thought a nmonent, deepening those lines which fear of this day had etched
into her face. Then she spoke, harshly and w thout conpromni se:

"Cecht, they'll not be easy to stop," she said. In fact, she knew that these
attackers could not be stopped at all. But she had no wi sh to wound her
conmander's pride. "You must make this as hard as you can for them It may
nmean the death of every one of us—every warrior, woman, child-but we nust hold
them as | ong as we can!"

"We know, ny Queen," he replied. "W've always known."
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She smled at himgently, sadly, placing a hand lightly upon
his arm

"Loyal Cecht," she said. "It's glad |I've been to have you beside nme until this
day. And it's glad | amto have you with me now "

He nodded, understanding the depth of feeling behind the sinple words. She
dropped her hand and added in a brisk

Voi ce:

"Go now. See to the defense. And have the boy sent up to

ne.

He hurried fromthe room and she turned back to the wi ndow. The ships were

al ready against the cliffs bel ow, out of her sight. But she knew that their
warriors were swarmng up the treacherous cliff-face without fear or
hesitation. It would be only noments before they would come against the walls.
"Taillta," said a voice behind her

She turned to face a boy, tall for his fifteen years, fair-haired and sl ender
and with a fine, long nose and boldly jutting chin that age would chisel to

cl ean, sharp handsoneness. He was breathless with his run to her and vibrating
with an excitenent he could not totally control

"Taillta... those ships... who are they? What's happeni ng?"

"They're conming to attack us, Lugh," she answered bluntly.



"Attack!" The idea startled himat first. Then a |ook of
det erm nati on hardened his young face. "l've got to join the
conpanies,"” he said firmy.

He noved swiftly to the weapons hung along the walls and seized a | ongsword,
pulling it fromits brackets. But Taillta noved up behind him gripping his
shoul der.

"Lugh, you can't join them You' ve got to leave." He whirled to her, his | ook
confused. "Leave? Wat do you mean? |'ve got to fight!" He was aroused by the
expectation of battle. The fire of it ruddied his pale skin, lit his grey
eyes. His nmuscles were taut with the need to act, his legs set solidly, his
sword gripped tight. She saw all of it and she felt a sudden stabbing of
regret. She had hoped that the need for this would never corme. He had been
a poet, a craftsman, a lover of the peaceful ways taught him A mld boy,
safe here fromthe worries of the world.

Harshly she reni nded herself that she knew this day would
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cone. She fought back the sorrow which had threatened to overwhel m her usua
control.

She noved close to himand stroked his beardl ess cheek lightly. He realized
that her eyes were full of tears.

"Taiilta," he said, concerned now for her. "I didn't think of you. Are you
afrai d?"

"It's not fear that's made ny sorrow. It's regret for you," she replied

evenly, her rigid control re-established. "Lugh, you will not be fighting
here. You nust run. .. and quickly!"

"Run fromthis?" he asked, struggling to understand. "You'll need every
man. .."

She seized his shoulders in a tight grip.

"Listen! Listen to nme! | know what we're facing here. There's nothing we can
do to hold these men for long. You have to get away!"

"But, what about the rest of you?"

"The rest, all of us, are here only to protect you. Al of these years, our
only purpose has been to keep you safe!"

"Why?" he asked again, nore urgently. Things were happening so fast he
couldn't think. There were too many questions.

"I cannot tell you. And there is no nore time for talk. You only need to know
that we have one aimhere ... to keep you alive. You nust believe nme and you
must | eave! |If you don't, our lives here have been neaningl ess."

A sudden, burning wind blasted through the open wi ndows of the hall. The force
of it rocked the entire building. The roar of it deafened themlike the
conbi ned fury of a score of gales.



Taiilta and Lugh recovered fromthe shock and ran to the w ndows whose
shutters had been torn away by the power of the blast. Below themthe thick
outer wall of the fortress was torn open, gaping like a jagged wound. The
rubble of the massive stones was scattered about the inner court. Half the nen
of the conpanies were scattered too, killed or wounded by debris, stunned by
the blast, buried in piles of splintered rock. The rest were trying gallantly
to reformbefore a streamof heavily armed warriors already pouring through

t he openi ng.

"How coul d they tear down the wall so quickly? Lugh asked, astounded by the
force evidenced below. 'And who are those warriors?" There was sonet hi ng about
themthat stirred vague, unsettling nenories in him

But Taiilta gave himno chance to think.
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"There's no nore tinme!" she cried, seizing his arm "Cone
with me!"

She dragged himfromthe hall and then ran ahead, urging himon. Uncertainly
he foll owed her out of the keep and onto the upper parapet of the walls. Bel ow
themthe attackers were flooding into the fortress grounds. The two passed

def enders who were hurling spears and fragnents of broken wall down on the
advanci ng grey-clad sol diers.

By one section of the outer wall Lugh and Taiilta stopped. Not far ahead their
warriors held a stairway agai nst the eneny swarmnm ng upward fromthe breached
section. They were determ ned, sacrificing thenselves valiantly to keep back

t he overwhel ni ng nunbers bel ow, but they coul dnt

hol d | ong.

Taiilta turned a rusted torch socket in the outer wall and pressed inward on a
massi ve stone. It swung back, revealing a staircase spiraling down, through
the thickness of the wall.

"Thi s passage | eads down to a sheltered cove beyond the point!" she shouted to
hi m above the battle's din. "A boat is hidden there. Take it and sail away.
You shoul d be unseen. Go east to Manannan's Isle. You'll find help there!"

He |listened to her words in disbelief.

"You really believe I can run away fromthis? Leave ny friends? Leave you, ny
aunt? My only famly?"

"Lugh, | amno aunt to you," she told him "You are not one of us. | amthe
daughter of Mac-Erc, the last great H gh-King of our tribe. Long ago we vowed
to protect you, and | have been your foster nother ever since."

He couldn't grasp what she was telling him This [ast assault on his sense of
reality had dazed him He shook his head and held on doggedly to the only
truth that he did know

"No ties of blood could make you nore a nother to ne," he cried. "You're the
only famly I have. Al | love. | won't |eave you!"

In despair she searched for the words that would nmake hi mgo. She could find



none.

She noved cl ose and | ooked sorrowfully into his eyes.

"I love you as well,’
Bemenber that."

she told himgently. "And as if you were ny son

She swung back her armand, with a skillfully placed uppercut, dropped Lugh
wher e he stood.
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She stooped to check himand nodded with satisfaction. He was unhurt and
nmerely stunned by the blow. Briskly she went to work, calling a nearby warrior
to her.

Toget her they lifted the unconsci ous boy and started down the narrow stairway.
The sound of battle dinmred as they spiraled down, through the wall, into a
fissure in the cliff-face bel ow. As they descended, a growi ng sound of
rhythm c thunder echoed up to them It was the sea.

At the bottom of the stairs a rough-hewn passageway opened onto a tiny scrap
of shore, sheltered by a cave worn in the rocks. She and the warrior readied
the smal | boat hidden there, raised its sail and set its tiller to take it
toward the east.

The whol e cliff above them groaned, the solid rock of it fracturing from
anot her powerful blast. Fine rock showered into the water beyond the cave's
mouth. More fell fromcracks that opened in the cave itself. The boat had to
be gotten cl ear!

"Hurry!" she said. "Get himin!"

They lifted and rolled the boy into the boat. There was no time for cerenony
here. Taillta breathed a silent prayer for his survival as she and the warrior
heaved the boat out to sea with all their strength.

It floated out sluggishly, its little headway sl owed by the incom ng waves. As
it hung there, drifting just beyond the cave's protecting overhang, another
massi ve bl ow struck the cliff above. Larger rocks plunged fromthe riven face
into the sea. Two boul ders bracketed the tiny boat, rocking it like a shred of
bar k.

She drew her breath in fright. It would be caught there. Crushed. He woul d be
killed after all!

"Manannan, help us!" she shouted to the sea. "He's all that's left to us!"

The boat, perhaps pushed by the waves raised by the fallen rocks, noved
forward. It cleared the cliff and the sheltering rocks and a breeze caught at
it, pulling it out.

Once nmore the force, like a giant hamrer, slanmmed against the cliff. Wth
protesting runbles, it shifted in its ancient bed. The whole structure of the
cliff-face was battered to a fragile point, ready to coll apse. And, under its
base, the little cave began to give way fromthe pressure above. Cracks seaned
its water-snmoothed sides |like a crushed egg. They
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wi dened rapidly, broken rock falling fromthemin a continuous hail. "M
Queen, we nust go back!" the warrior cried.

The boat was well away now, skinm ng out over the waves at an ever-increasing
speed. There was no nore that she

coul d do.

Abruptly she turned away and ran to the stairway, the warrior close behind.
But he didn't make it. Wth a roar the cave's roof gave way all at once. The
aval anche of stone caught him drove himdown and buried him

She hesitated and | ooked back, but he was gone. The delay nearly killed her
too. For even the stairs began to give way as she started up. The tight spira
seened to fold down into itself, alnobst to be sucked down, each step

col I apsing, crunbling away nearly under her feet.

She ran upward desperately, just ahead of the void which opened bel ow and
chewed upward at the stone, threatening to swallow her as well. Her |egs ached
with the clinmb, and if she slowed for an instant she knew she woul d be gone.

Per haps that was the best way, she thought. To stop and be carried away rather
than face the death awaiting her above.

Yet her instinctive need to fight for life pushed her on. She reached the top
just ahead of the disintegrating stairs. The entrance to the stairs was stil
open, but it too was breaking away, slipping out and down. Leaping through it
as it fell, she crossed a wi dening gap to the edge of the surviving parapet
wal k.

She struck the edge and slid back, hanging on with one hand gripping the
ragged stone, the other tangled in a length of trailing cloth. Bel ow her the
whol e outer curtain of cliff had slid away into the sea, taking the section of
wall with it. She dangl ed above a sheer drop to the water

Wth an effort she was able to pull herself up, hauling at the cloth, throw ng
her other armforward over the edge. One great heave forward brought her body
up onto the wal k.

She found herself neeting the gaze of a dead warrior whose jaw gaped neck to
nose froma sword cut. It was the cloak about his neck that had saved her

She scranmbled to her feet. The wal k was enpty save for the other bodies which
littered it. But on the inner walls beyond the keep the fight still raged.

Scooping up a dead warrior's fallen sword, she ran toward
I
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the keep, thinking to join the survivors. She reached its doors as one of her
men staggered fromit with a cry and fell, a spear piercing his back

Behind hima large attacker clad in the strange, grey uniformenerged. Wth a
tug he pulled his spear fromthe dead man's body. He | ooked about for other
chal l engers and saw Taillta. A grimsmle stretched the thin, tightly clenched
lips. Several other grey-clad soldiers' noved out behind him draw ng up on
either side of him bloodi ed weapons ready.

"Well, woman, | think you' re one of them we' ve been | ookin'" for," the first
one said with satisfaction. "You and the boy. Were's the boy?"

"I"ll not be talking to the likes of you with anything but this!" she cried,
wavi ng her own sword defiantly.

"You | ost your protection with your fortress,” he told her. "Wat can you do?"
"I amthe daughter of a Hi gh-King," she said, drawi ng herself up proudly.

He | aughed. "And what do you think that'll save you fron? Put down that sword
and cone along with us."

"Careful!" she warned, backing to a corner where none of themcould cone
behi nd her. "I'm daughter to a king and a warrior as well. You'll not find ne
so easy to take."

The warrior |aughed again. He nodded to one of his men who started toward her

But he staggered back at once, pierced through the side by a lightning thrust
of her slim bl ade.

Two nore noved in, but her skill was a match for theirs and her sl ender body
di sgui sed a powerful strength. She parried the attack of both and wounded one.
The ot her stepped back, his battle-hardened face show ng fear

"We've grown a bit tired of this,"”
you to tell us where that boy is!"

the | eader said, no |onger amused. "We need
"Come and ask me yourself, why don't you then?" she taunted, the sword
flicking out at him

"I will do that," he told her in a hard, chill voice

He signal ed the remai ning men and they all noved in around her at once.

In the tiny boat that sailed toward the east, Lugh lay still unconsci ous.

It m ght have been his pain and the disturbance created in

his mnd at seeing the strange warriors, but sonething nmade

hi m dr eam

He saw those warriors in another setting. They were moving slowy forward

t hrough the doorway of a room behind an i mrense, black figure that seenmed to

be sonething other than a man.

He realized that soneone was holding him C ose above himthe white,-blurred
oval of a wonman's face seened to hang, and he felt hinself rocking gently.



She was shouting at the men across the room but he couldn't understand her
words. The nen came on toward her and great, clutching hands stretched out to
him The glint of bright blades pained his eyes.

Then the nen were swept from sight as he was whirled about. A bright square of
light jerked into view, then swelled to fill his field of vision as he felt
hinself flying toward it.

There was a terrifying feeling of weightlessness. He sailed into the square of
light and it swallowed him and then there was light all about him and he
fell. There was a quick inage of blue sky above running to sparkling sea bel ow
as he began to tunble. And then he rolled up again and a gl owi ng shaft of
white seemed to shoot up above himas a tiny square of blackness in its side
shrank away to not hi ngness.

He felt an inpact. A double shock as cold and darkness both engul fed himin
one heartbeat. He choked as a strange, harsh liquid flooded his nmouth and
nose, cutting off his breath.

But i medi ately nore hands clutched at him gripped him raised himup, and he
was free of the clinging wet, enmerging into the |ight again. Something warm
envel oped himand he felt hinself cradled, rocked, his panic easing. Now he
sensed only the rocking and a swelling nmotion coupled with a rhythm c creaking
noi se.

Above himhe glinpsed the blue sky again. And, as sonething turned himslowy
about, he glinpsed for another instant the towering, glow ng thing.

In the sunlight it was a rising pillar of ice, a sharply faceted nountai n of
glass so brilliant that it burned its inmage on his unprotected eyes.

Lugh jerked awake. He knew that he had dreaned this many tines before. No
wonder the grey soldiers had seened faniliar. But who were they? And what was
that bright tower?
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It suddenly canme to himthat the sensations of his dreamstill surrounded
hi mthe swelling notion and the rhythm c creak. He sat upright, and the inmage
fromhis dream seenmed to confront hi magain!

There was the sparkling sea, the spread of sky. And there, hanging before his
sl eep-fogged eyes, was a rising colum of |ight.

But this was a different light, warmred and undul ating, not a frozen white.
And, with that realization, the dreamfaded utterly and he saw what he was
really facing now.

It was his fortress hone, or its remains. The whole clifitop was abl aze,
everything engulfed by the rising flames. The entire structure was shattered,
its walls gaping open all along the cliffs. There was no question of its
defeat or of the trenendous, ruthless force which had been thrown against it.

He sank back, stunned by this reality, while the boat swept himfurther from
t he wreckage of everything he'd ever known.



RESCUE | N THE FOG

THE FORTRESS ON the clifftop burned brightly in the dark-ness, |ike a beacon
casting a red, shifting |light across the sea and shi ps bel ow. Men were visible
in the red glow, noving on rope |adders, crude paths and steps up and down the
cliff-face. Most were returning now fromtheir work, clinbing down fromthe
shattered fortress and boarding the waiting ships.

A grey-suited captain of the raiders, followed by a party of warriors, clinbed
onto the deck of the largest ship. He noved al one toward the stern where,
masked by shadows, a figure waited,

It was not the figure of a nman who waited there, and yet in sone nonstrous,
vague way it was. |Inmense, notionless in the curtaining shadows which rippled
and billowed with the firelight reflected by the waves, it was undefined and
t he
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nore terrible for that. The captain's eyes strained as he tried to focus on
it, wanting to see it, yet fearing to.

Finally, reluctantly, he addressed it. "Bal or?"

There was a long silence. Then, slowy, the figure noved. It shifted with an
irritated noan, like a great, ancient beast prodded fromits sleep. And
somewhere in that upper mass which m ght have been a head, there was a sharp
click. Alight appeared in the bl ackness there, as if an eyelid had been
raised; it opened to a slit, a hairline crack, revealing a glow ng, ruby eye.
But the intensity of that thin line of |ight was enough to hint at the power
shi el ded behind the lowered Iid. Many tinmes nore violent energy, nore raging
heat lay in that blood-red glow than in the blazing fortress above.

Even in the cool ness of the night, the captain felt the heat of the eye upon
himas its gaze turned slowy toward him felt the sweat start and crawl upon
hi m

"You have a report, Captain?" said a flat, sharp voice, |like iron spearheads
rattl ed agai nst a shi el d.

"Yes, Balor. We've searched the entire island and gathered every famly living
there. We found no light-haired child anmong them W' ve searched the keep. It
was enpty, but there were signs a boy had been living there."

"What signs?" the voice snapped.
"Some clothing, sone old toys... and this!"

He held up a fine harp, intricately carved and inlaid with ivory and gold. Red
light flickered along its strings as he extended it toward the dark figure.

"A harp!" The reply was a crash of sound. A great hand swept forward fromthe

shadow in a curve that ripped the fragile instrument fromthe captain's hands

and smashed it against the ship's bulwark. Wth a plaintive shriek of ruptured
notes it fell to the deck, a tangled pile of splinters and curled strings.

The hand wi thdrew i nto the shadows. The voice, nore sharply edged, asked:



"And what about the woman?"
"We've captured her. W' ve brought her here."
"Let ne see her"

The captain signaled to the group behind him Fromtheir m dst the worman was
drawn, now worn and covered with blood froma bound cut in her shoul der, but
still defiant,

I
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shaking off the arnms of the guards who tried to hold her, wal king boldly
forward to face the shadowed figure.

The ruby eye noved toward her, rested on her for a time before the voice cane
agai n.

"So, Taillta, you' ve nmade a harper of the boy. Wat else?"

"I don't know what boy it is you' re speaking of," she answered flatly.

There was a novenent of the head at that. It was faint, nearly inperceptible.
But the slit that was an eye widened a fraction nmore, and the warriors drew
back as the wave of heat and |ight bathed Taillta, naking her w nce
involuntarily fromthe searing pain.

"For many years your father fought us," the voice crackled, "until we
destroyed himand his power. He was as arrogant as you. Only he and you woul d
have had the courage to hide the boy fromne. It was you who vani shed when the
boy did. For all of these years |'ve sought to find that out and then to find
you. Now. . . where is the boy?"

These | ast words rose into a shout that clanged against the cliff-face,
echoi ng back out across the black water.

But neither its violence nor the stinging caress of the scorching red gaze
could soften Taillta's cold disdain. She shook her head and answered him
firmy, unconprom singly.

"Bal or, your tine is wasted here. Search and question as you like, but you'l
| earn of no boy fromany one of us."

The heat and light were like a white-hot iron blade, probing toward her
threatening to bore into her. She tried to keep fromturning her head away.

Slowy, deliberately the voice replied to her
"You and all those people you have here will pay for defying ne."

"No nore can we pay than we have already," she told her tormentor
cour ageousl y.

During this exchange another soldier had clinbed to the ship's deck. Now he
noved toward the group in the stern



"Commander," he called, timdly.

The slit narrowed again. The eye slowy shifted away to the newconer. Taillta
felt the heat subside and breathed deeply in relief, for the burning |ight had
brought her near to coll apse.

"Commander," the soldier went on, a bit hesitantly, "sone
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of our nen have reported that they saw a snmall boat headed away fromthe
i sland during the fight."

"During the fight?" Anger and indignation conbined in the frigid voice. "And
why wasn't it reported then?"

"The men were engaged in the battle in the fortress. The boat seened
uni nportant..."

"Put themto death," the shadowed figure interrupted, condeming themin a
nmechani cal tone. "What was the course of this small boat?"

"East, Commander."
Balor's attention and the eye swung back to Taillta.
"Tell us, where is your harper goi ng now?"

"There is nothing nore that I'lIl be telling you," she answered with finality.

"Then, woman, there is nothing nore that we can do with you," he replied.
From behind her the warriors stepped forward, seizing her arnms. And, fromthe
shadows the figure noved toward her, bringing the darkness forward to cover
her .

As darkness receded fromthe ocean, the first light of the rising sun nade a
gl owi ng whiteness of the dense fog bl anketing the waves.

It seened to hang solidly, unmoving, like a wall that even the breezes could
not stir. Then, deep within it, sone novement becane vi sible.

Sonet hi ng pushed forward through the grey-white shroud, driving it back and up
in lazy spirals, furrowing through the fog |ike a sharp pl ow

It was the small boat, still carrying its |lone occupant steadily toward the
east .

Wthin it, huddl ed agai nst the sea-dawn cold, Lugh stared out dully at the
encircling void. Inside the heavy bank of fog, which seenmed to cut him off
fromeverything and even snothered |ight and sound, he had little to keep him
conpany. There were only tiny things: the creaking boat, the constant gurgle
of sea under the prow, the throb on his sore jaw. And they were only
irritants, rem nders of how truly al one he was.

He'd tried at first to turn the boat and rejoin those in the fortress, if only
to die with them But the tiny vessel had sonehow defeated his attenpts. He'd
battered at it until his
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hands Had ached, screamed his frustration at it until he'd grown hoarse. It
had ignored him running placidly, stubbornly on before the constant western
wind. Finally he'd given up and sunk down in exhaustion and defeat. Let the
dammed thing take himwhere it wanted. He didn't care. Wat was there left to
hi m anynor e?

Certainly everything he'd thought of as real and val uable was gone. Only a
bewi | deri ng assortnent of questions remai ned. They'd haunted hi mthrough the

enpty night.

But he had no answers. He had nothing, not even his own identity. It had al
been lost in one, sudden, devastating attack. A despair nmagnified by his own
sense of utter hel plessness in this white void had crept upon him He'd sat
afraid to nove, willing the fog to wap him conceal him fill his mnd, and
make himpart of it.

Then, with the growi ng daylight, other enotions began to stir in him welling
out froman inner self he didn't know. He felt anger and a surging, al nost
exhilarating desire to fight. He knew that he couldn't sinply give up as |ong
as his questions remnai ned unanswered. And he knew sonething nore: he coul dn't
rest as long as Taillta and the destruction of his hone were unavenged.

He | ooked around himwith a rueful smle. It was fine to nake such bold
deci sions here, lost at sea, carried against his will by the arrogant breeze.

Still, he was headed eastward, at |east so far as he could tell by the faint
sun. And it was east, to the Isle of Manannan, that Taillta had told himhe
nmust go

It was a strange place for her to send him he thought. He renenbered the
tales of the island beyond the nmists that he had heard in chil dhood,

The island' s master, Manannan MaclLir, had appeared in many guises in those
tales. He was a wathful god of the sea whose stornms destroyed the ships of
any nortals venturing into his domain. He was a sorcerer who could take the
shape of a soaring bird or a great fish and could ride across the waves in a
silver chariot. He was an obscene nonster whose lush isle and beautiful wonen
lured victinms in to feed his insatiable maw

None of the portrayals of the being were very conforting, thought Lugh. But he
had little other choice. He had never even heard of any other |ands beyond
t hese constant mists.

Then his thoughts were interrupted.

Far out in the fog ahead, somnething broke the water with a brief, swooshing
noi se.

Lugh sat forward, peering intently ahead. The rising sun had lit the fog, but



not torn through it, He nmight as well have been staring at a grey blanket hung
bef ore his eyes.

A di m shape, a streak of shadow, whisked through the fog far off to his right.
He only caught the novenment in the corner of his eye and jerked his gaze
around toward it.

There was nothing there.

It was fish, he told hinself. The fish were junping out there, rising to the
dawn | i ght.

Behind him and closer to the boat, a vague, dark nmound rose upward fromthe
sea. The faint splash of it reached Lugh and he jerked about again, but it
sank swiftly as he noved, leaving only a ripple in the easy swells.

Lugh stared back at the spot for a |long nonment as the boat carried him
steadily on. Then, very slowy, his eyes travel ed about the encircling wall of
fog, searching for any sign of movenent. He held his breath, listening for any
sound. But there was nothi ng. Not hing.

And yet, he knew with an unconfortable certainty that he wasn't alone in the
fog anynore.

A gurgling sound rose fromthe water beyond the stern and drew himthere. He
caught a glinpse of a snoboth hunp slipping away under the waves of the boat's
faint wake. He noved about the boat, searching the waters close by for
novenent s.

Then he stopped. He'd felt the hull vibrate very slightly as something brushed
the keel. It was passing directly underneat h!

He clinbed quickly into the bow and | ooked down into the water there. He could
see a shape, he thought. An undefined nmass of shadow novi ng out from under the
bow of the slowy cruising boat. A great sal non, perhaps? O a dol phin

i nvestigating hin? He | eaned over further, peering down at the object, his
head only an arm s | ength above the water.

The sea bel ow his face suddenly expl oded upward. A form shot fromthe water in
an eruption of spray, throw ng Lugh backward.

He fell heavily into the bottom of the boat, staring upward at the thing which
rose fromthe water to | oomover him

It was a nmonstrous thing, rmuch like a horse, with a barrel body, long | egs and
a flat head set on a long neck. But it was

I
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like a thing long drowned, its coat a sliny green-black, its mane |ike thick

seaweed, washi ng about the nuscled shoulders in wild, tangled waves. And it
was webbed, cl awed hands—not hooves—which pawed the air at the end of the thin



| egs.

It had reared up in the water as a horse would, towering over the tiny boat.
From proj ecting bunps atop the large, horse's nuzzle, lidless, yellow eyes
were fixed on Lugh.

Morentarily paralyzed with terror, the boy watched the thing rise up until
only its hindquarters were still subnerged. Then it dove forward, striking at
Lugh with both I egs.

At that the boy came back to life. He threw hinself sideways as the sharp
claws of the forefeet drove deeply into the wood planks, tearing up splinters
as they dragged back. The nmassive head swooped down, jaws dropping open to
reveal rows of sharklike, pointed teeth. The ripping tools of a flesh-eater

Lugh grasped one of the boat's |light oars and swng out at the head. It darted
back, but his blow struck one of the slender |egs. The beast gave a shril
nei gh of pain and slid back under the waves.

As Lugh clinbed up, he was knocked forward by a sharp bl ow agai nst his back
He roll ed again, bringing up the oar in defense as another nonstrous head
darted in at him He knocked it aside with a swipe of the oar, but this beast
was nore persistent. It struck again, the head noving swiftly, sinuously on
the I ong neck, like a snake's. Lugh was barely able to avoid the |unges.

He managed to hit it solidly several times, finally forcing it to retreat. But
even as it did, another attacked. Lugh was forced to sw ng about again.

The battle continued for |ong, agonizing noments. The beasts attacked

one- by-one, each fromdifferent sides, keeping Lugh always off bal ance and
never able to rest. He couldn't tell how many there were, but at |east three,
and all very good at this deadly ganme. He managed to keep them away, but their
assaults becane steadily nore deternined.

Then one beast managed to shatter Lugh's nast with a sweeping bl ow of the
great head. The mast toppled, catching Lugh in a tangle of sail and ropes.

While he struggled to free hinself, another of the beasts rose in a great
spray of water and dropped half of its length

into the .boat. Its weight heeled the tiny vessel over and water began to
spill over the side.

The head cane down at Lugh, jaws snapping at himas he rolled back and forth
desperately. He swung out with the oar, but the beast caught it and snapped
the end off with its teeth.

The head lifted and then dove in on himagain, jaws wide to grasp the

now- def ensel ess boy. Lugh thrust upward with the stub of oar, thrusting it
| engthwi se into the open nouth. It acted as a bit, janming into the back of
the jaws and | ocki ng t hem open

The enraged nonster threw its head back and forth violently. Unable to shake
the stub free, it retreated, sliding out of the

boat .
The little vessel, now half-full of water, lifted sluggishly. Lugh untangled

hi nsel f and rose onto his knees. In the fog three forns appeared, noving in on
himfromthree sides. He knew they were com ng together to finish himthis



tine.

The largest of themglided to the boat and lifted its head above Lugh, ready
to strike.

"Who are you to be wecking ny boat?" Lugh shouted angrily. "I1've done nothing
to you! Now, clear off, you sliny bastard!"

He lifted his fists, prepared to punch the thing in the center of its w de,
sof t -1 ooki ng nose.

The start of their uneven battle was interrupted by a |l oud and rhythnic
spl ashing sound arising in the fog.

Beyond the nonster, Lugh saw a |arge shape rush in toward them Not another
one of them he thought!

But as his adversary turned its head toward the new arrival, a slender |ine of
[ight swept fromthe shadowy object and whi sked across the beast's neck in a
bl azi ng crescent.

The head, neatly severed by a single cut, plopped into the boat at Lugh's
feet, jaws working even in death. The headl ess carcass, spew ng a rancid,

yel | ow ooze from severed neck arteries, collapsed into the water

The ot her animals wheel ed away fromthe boat and charged into the nmists after
their new eneny. There was a jungle of shadowy nmovenents, the flicker of that
same, thin light as it swept around in bright arcs here and there, screans of
anger and then pain fromthe nonstrous beasts.

Then one of the aninmals rushed out of the clouds toward

I
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the boat. But it didn't pause there. It surged on past Lugh, plungi ng away
into the concealing fog and safety.

Silence fell again upon the fog-shrouded sea. The large, dimfigure which had
cone to Lugh's aid now floated out there alone and notionl ess. He peered out
at it in both hope and fear, wondering whether a friend or another, stronger
beast had rescued him

The silence was broken abruptly by a pleasant, alnost cheerful inquiry:

"Are you all right, then?"

"Ah... well... yes, | think so," Lugh answered somewhat uncertainly.

"Good. That's very good!" the voice responded crisply. "I was hoping so. You
had a bit of a hard tinme there. Those Each-U sge can be sonewhat bot hersone."

"The what ?" asked Lugh.

"The Each- Ui sge. The Water-Horses. Nasty beasts. Seens | arrived just in
tinme."



The casually am able nature of the man in the fog had a bracing effect on
Lugh. Hi s sense of |oneliness was replaced by the warmh of conpani onship.

"I thank you... whoever you are,"” he replied whol eheartedly.

"No trouble at all. Not at all!" the voice assured him "I enjoyed it
i mensely. But what about you? Could you use any hel p?"

"My nmast is gone," Lugh told him "I'Il need sone help to get anywhere from
here.”
"Well, | can give you a tow easily enough! Were is it you' re bound?"

"I think I was headed for a place called Manannan's Isle. At least, that's
where | nmeant to go."

"Ah, of course! It's very near. Look here, just tie this on, will you? Near
t he bow sonewhere woul d be fine."

A coil of rope arched through the intervening fog and fell into the boat. Lugh
obediently tied it to a cleat at his bow.

"Al'l ready!" he called back

At once the shadowy vessel noved ahead, making a curious rhythmc, splashing
noi se, like the oars of rowers striking the water. The rope came taut and,
with an initial jerk, the little boat began to cut briskly through the waves.
It wasn't long before the fog started to thin. The change
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cane abruptly, and they were suddenly out of it, pulling »waV fromits |ast,
clinging tendrils into an open sea.

As the fog di sappeared, Lugh got his first, clear look at tne man and the
vessel which had come to his rescue.

The man was smiling pleasantly at him He seenmed *" right. What set young Lugh
somewhat aback was the fact tnat the man was standing in the back of a great
chariot-of "war™ which a team of white horses was pulling across the surfat” °*
the sea at a brisk trot!

m

MANANNAN' S | SLE

THE MAN NOTED Lugh wat ching himand smiled broadly-

"Hello, there! Nice to see you at last. Sorry about the *°g. Sonetines I
wonder why | came up with it."

Lugh could only stare back at first, too awed by tne peculiar sight to speak
"How... how.. ." he finally stuttered out.

"How can | ride the waves so casual |l y?" the chari <?teer supplied hel pfully.
"Well, that all has to do with one's point, you see, | nean, it seens only

water to you, ha firmsurface at all. But to ne, it |ooks like a fine, open as
solid as any land."



Lugh exam ned his rescuer nore closely. He was tal! an" long-linbed, clad in a
si mpl e wool en tunic and pants. face was lean, with a casually matched set of
features—+# chin and eyes, |ong nose and broad forehead-which s® how managed to
conbi ne pleasantly. H's nost distir»ct*ve point was a head of silver hair in
tight, unruly waves.

He seened quite normal, not threatening in the least, An" yet, with his
chariot, he had to be..

"Manannan MaclLir | certainly am" the man offered, ** " he'd been reading
Lugh's thoughts. "CGod of the Sea, Storm Bringer, Ship-Crusher... and all the
rest of that!" He

I
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it away as if bored by the idea of it. Then he nodded at the boy. "And you are
Lugh. "

"How di d you know ne?" the boy asked wonderingly.

"Ch, | know you quite well. In fact, 1've been keeping watch on you since you
entered my little fog. | wanted to be certain you' d reach ny hunble island
safely. There's not far to go now "

He gestured ahead of them On the dawn horizon an island was coming into view
The sun seened to draw it up with it as it rose, haloing it briefly before
detaching itself to drift up higher in the brilliant sky.

To this boy who'd known only the rocky island on which he'd lived, the I and
t hey approached was a pl easing one. H's home had been a place of stark, grey
cliffs, hard angles and rough stone scoured by wi nds. Here everything seened
soft, with green neadows rising gently inland to forested hills hung with a
curtain of mst.

Manannan towed the little boat in, past a sheltering crooked armof land. A
wi de beach cane into view, and Lugh realized that a |arge crowd of people
filled it. Their bright clothing nade a shifting pattern against the
grey-white sands. They were waving and calling greetings, and the sound of
songs and instruments drifted out to Lugh

"Who are those people?" Lugh asked.

"Ch, they're mne," Manannan answered. "That is, they live on the island with
me. The wel cone is for you."

"That's very nice," the boy said.

He found that the drifting nusic of the voices and the pipes was very
relaxing. It lulled himlike the sound of grasses rustled by a warm breeze or
the evening call of settling birds. It called up i mages that shi mered before
his weary eyes like sunlight on the sea. He saw pleasures offered by this



| and, the wealth, beauties and ease, the soothing caresses that washed away
all pain.

He |istened and his head sank down against the boat's side. His linp hand fel
into the rushing water with a spl ash

Manannan | ooked back and saw the boy's state. Abruptly he | eaned down and
scooped a handful of chill seawater into Lugh's face. As the boy sat up
sputtering, Manannan shouted irritably to those on shore:

"Look, could we do w thout the bl oody singers and pi pes?"

The nusic stopped abruptly, and Manannan turned to the now w de-awake Lugh in
obvi ous enbarrassnent.

"I must apol ogize for this! They think that everyone who conmes here has got to
be enchanted into the state of a stunned sheep."

"Enchant ed?" Lugh asked in bew | dernent.

"Yes. You see, this is supposed to be an enchanted isle, and | am supposed to
be a god, so it's helpful to keep visitors in a sort of sensual haze."

"I don't much think I'd care to be enchanted," Lugh told himenphatically.

"OfF course not!" Manannan agreed. "And it doesn't apply to you at all. | want
you to come only with a clear nmnd and by your own choice. That's very
i mportant."

"Well, 1"mnot certain about my mind anynore, and it doesn't seemas if |'ve
much choice of where I'mto go."

"Still, you don't mind coming? | mean, you're not afraid?"

"OfF course not!" Lugh said, trying to sound assured. He was afraid, of course.
Thi ngs were too strange for any but a fool not to be. But he wasn't going to
l et his rescuer know that.

"Fine, then!" Manannan said heartily. "Let's go on in!"

Lugh tried to |l ook relaxed while the teamtrotted on toward shore and ran the
chariot right up onto the beach, drawi ng the boat up after it.

As soon as it was beached, the people noved in around it. Hands hel ped himto
climb out, and he was instantly surrounded by the wel com ng crowd.

Hs initial inpression of themwas somewhat confused. They noved about him so
constantly. They were a handsonme people, tall and slender and fine-featured,
nmost with |ight eyes and gl owi ng, pale skin. Lugh was particularly aware of
the wonen. He could hardly help but be. They noved in very close about him
smling boldly at him caressing his cheek, teasing himw th their perfunes.

They wove sensations around himlike a living web, whirling about himin their
flowi ng garnents of bright hues, floating with the grace of frost-painted
autumm | eaves, swirling like a sun-gilded norning mst.

O, thought Lugh, were they the mist itself, not really beings at all, but
conjured and shaped by his sorcerer to beguile himin spite of all the
assurances?



"Cet back! Get hack!" Manannan commanded inpatiently,
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He strode through the crowd to Lugh, and they fell back obediently.
"Can't you see the lad's worn out?" he said. "Someone, give hima drink!"

A flask was i medi ately passed to Lugh. Driven by a raging thirst, he lifted
it at once and drank deeply- It was a pleasant surprise. The liquid wasn't

wat er but somet hing clearer and sweeter than anything he'd ever had. It washed
t hrough his entire systemat once, carrying away the thirst, the aches, and

t he anxiety.
"Sorry again," Manannan murrmured to him "M people are very open and very
spont aneous." He threw a critical |ook about at them "But | think this lot's
overdoing it just a bit."

"It's fine! It's marvel ous!" Lugh assured himmerrily. "l've never seen wonen
so beautiful!" He grinned broadly at them and waved happily. He felt suddenly
flushed and exhilarated and ready for anything.

Manannan beamed with satisfaction
"So everything's fine, is it? Then cone on with nel"

He noved to the chariot, Lugh follow ng. He paused there to pull a sheathed
| ongsword froma holder in the car. The sheath and hilt were bound with
delicate and conplex netal work set with many jewels, and Lugh eyed it with
admiration.

"I don't want to neglect this," Manannan said. "It saved your life today."
"That's what | saw flashing in the fog!" said Lugh. "It nmust be a fine weapon
for its blade to gleamin that faint light."

"It's a remarkabl e weapon. It's called ' The Answerer.'" He | eaned close to
Lugh and spoke in a nore confidential way. "But, it's not really mine, you

know. | suppose | shouldn't even be using it." He |ooked around guiltily as if
someone were eavesdropping, then smled. "But | like to sneak it out now and
then for a bit of fun. | think it enjoys the action as nuch as | do. It can

get dreadfully boring |laying about here."

He pulled erect then and his voice briskly assunmed its normal tones. "Now, |et
me show you where | live," he said, throwing a |l ong arm about the boy.

He | ed Lugh along and the boy went willingly, |ooking about himw th eager
curiosity. The rest of the crowd foll owed them

Beyond the beach and through a line of trees, the nmeadows opened up. They were
thick with grass, so lush, so soft, Lugh

t hought. Smooth, gentle swells, and radiant and fragrant and soft, like the
worren. Everything was soft here. In fact, it was so soft that he seenmed to be



having growing difficulty in focusing on it.

He realized that there was a large structure ahead of them It was difficult
for himto define its exact form because it was difficult to separate what was
bui |l di ng from what was part of the surrounding | andscape. It grew out of a | ow
hill as if it was a part of it. An i mense done, it was partially covered by
earth, while its exposed portions were a mxture of timber and living trees,
cut stone and natural rock formations. It filled all the m ddle of one vast
plain and rose far above the nmeadows around.

The entrance was through an arch of yewtrees forning a hallway that led to an
i nner space. As Lugh came into it, he stopped to | ook around him In the
sinmple, isolated life he had lived so far, there had been nothing to prepare
himfor the wonders of the roomthat now opened before him

They had entered at a high point, and he could see far across the room The
space was enornous, enconpassi ng neadows, groves of trees, streans, al
encircling a central mound on whose top sat a rough circle of large stones. In
some peculiar way that Lugh couldn't focus upon in his hazy state, the space
seened much larger inside than out. It was al nost a separate world of its own.
The place wasn't even a room so nmuch as a piece of the outside |oosely
restricted by casually placed walls. Above the nound the dome arched up far
above the tallest of the trees, its center seemingly open to the sky except
for a spiderweb of |ight, supporting beans. "Well, what do you think of ny

Si dhe?" Manannan asked. "Sidhe?" Lugh repeated vaguely.
"That's what our hone is called. It's nice enough, | suppose,"
nmore than that!" Lugh exclainmed in awed tones.

"I't's very much

They wal ked on, Lugh followi ng Manannan al ong a path whi ch nmeandered through

t he neadows toward the central mound. Behind them the foll owers dispersed
gradual ly, slipping off into the many side paths until it was only the two who
mounted the gentle slope to the top of the nound.

The top was a smooth, flat circle of packed earth. The stones—each a
rough-hewn bl ock taller than Lugh—aere set at equal distances about its outer
edge, forming a large ring.
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They stepped into the ring and Lugh stopped, still staring about him

wi de-eyed. It was all so much his senses couldn't enconpass it. Mnannan st ood
wat chi ng hi mcarefully.

Lugh's wanderi ng gaze cane to rest on the objects that occupied the niddle of
the ring. At its exact center was another stone, smaller and nmore snmooth with
a rounded top. In a triangle about it the other objects were set. One seened
only a low, square block of stone with a flat top. Next was a vast caul dron of
bl ack iron that sat upon a fire. Fromthe odor which drifted fromit, Lugh
deci ded that sone nmarvel ous food nust be cooking there.

The | ast object was a second caul dron, smaller than the first, much cruder
and seem ng nuch out of place. Watever filled it was boiling angrily, the
bubbl i ng sound loud in the surrounding quiet.



But there was sonething very odd about it. Lugh stared, irritated that his
m nd had suddenly grown so muddl ed. Then, with a start of surprise, he
realized what was wong. The boiling cauldron had no fire beneath itl

Curious, he started forward, aware of a great weariness dragging at his |egs.
"Not too close to that now, |ad," Manannan said warningly.

Lugh stopped. Even at his considerabl e distance fromthe caul dron, he could
feel the heat that radiated fromit.

"How can it be boiling without any flame?" he asked.
"Do you see that pol e?" Manannan asked.

Lugh did see it now A slimlength of dull, grey netal was suspended from a
support above the cauldron, one end imersed in the liquid which foaned up
whitely about it.

"Well, there's a spearhead fixed to that with an energy so great that the
liquid in that caul dron barely manages to keep it cool enough for us to cone
this close. Its slightest touch is deadly, and only a warrior with the proper
power can wield it."

He shook his head. "It's a nbst amazing thing," he said with a touch of awe.

"But |'ve never really understood it nyself."

"Never understood it?" Lugh said, surprised. "Wiat do you nean? It's yours,
isn't it?"

Seeing the boy's point, Manannan tried to explain.

"Well, it's not mine, you see. | nean, not really nmine. It's only in nmy care,
like the other things. Like this!"™ He held up

the sword called Answerer, then wal ked to the |ow, square block, |aying the
weapon carefully on its top. He turned back to Lugh, gesturing at the other
obj ect s.

"Al'l these things are really extraordinary. That |arge cauldron there, for
i nstance, can never be enptied. Never! And its food can restore the power and
energy to whomever eats, no matter how weak." His voice was filled with pride

now as he described his charges, like a father with his children. He wal ked to
t he rounded stone and patted its top lovingly. "And this.. - this is the Lia
Fail, the Stone of Truth! It never lies!"

"It talks?" said Lugh in a thick, berused way.
"I'n a manner of speaking. To say it... well... npans would be nore accurate.”

He noved back to Lugh. "All of themare waiting here until the tine cones when

they' Il be needed. Until then |I'mtheir guardian."
"Do you know who'll use these things and when?"
"Certainly," Manannan answered casually. "It's a bit in the future yet."

"Then, your magic can give that |and of know edge to you?"



"It can," the man said with a certain pride.
Lugh turned to himeagerly.

"I'f you can know such things, then you nust know about ne... about who I am..
why | was sent to you. | have so nmany questions . "

"OfF course you do," the tall man agreed pl easantly, noving close to Lugh
"But, you're very tired now. "

And, as he spoke, Lugh realized that he was. It had been growing |ike a weight
upon himsince he'd arrived, since he'd had that drink. Now everything around
hi mwas blurring, and a gl ow seened to rise, blossomout fromthe sunlit trees
and neadows about him join together in one golden haze and envel op him Even
the smling face of Manannan so near himwas dinming, fading into the mst.
"You rest now," Manannan said quietly. "Rest and we'll talk later."

Lugh fought against it. He didn't want to rest. He wanted to ask questions. He
want ed answers.

"Manannan, help ne!" he pl eaded.

The Iong armfell about his shoul ders again. The face was
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only a pal e noon above the clouds. The voice was a lulling sound from far
away.

"Il help you, lad. Now rest. Just rest."

A fluttering alarm struggled upward |ike a wounded bird into his failing
consci ousness. Had Manannan lied to hin? Had it really all been just a trap
whi ch had finally closed on hin?

He had no will left to fight it. He surrendered and let hinself slip into the
wel com ng dar kness.

The figure swooped forward, the inmrense head coning out of the shadows. The
eye clicked open, no slit now, but a line, a narrow beam of energy that struck
t he captain.

At once he was a torch, a pillar of intense fire that |icked out at those
around hi m

He had not even time to scream Hi s open nouth di sappeared in the fire that
crackl ed over him shriveled and curled himinto a bl ackened, snoul dering slug
upon the fl oor.

The acrid scent of burned flesh and hair was heavy in the air of the closed
room now filled with snoke. But inmmediately a humm ng sound arose sonewhere
beyond the walls, and a |ight breeze arose, pulling off the snoke through
vents in the high ceiling.



The other officers reformed, |eaving a wi de space around the pile. None of
them dared to glance at it, to | ook away from Bal or

The eye was a slit again, its destructive energy penned. But the voice
crackled like the flames, scorching themonce nore with its words.

"I hope no other of our officers will hesitate to enter a bank of fog in this
search. | want that boat found!"
"Commander, " another of the captains ventured, "that band of fog that lies

al ways about Manannan's Isle is deadly. We've lost two ships already in the
search. If the boy entered it, he is likely dead by now. "

"He may be dead, but there can't be any chances taken here. Warn every Fonor
garrison to keep alert for him | nust be inforned of any devel opnent, no
matter how vague. And double all sea patrols.”

"Even around Manannan's |sle?"
"Even there! That troubl esone sorcerer wouldn't dare to

interfere with us. Stay outside the fog if you wi sh, but keep up the search as
long as | command it!"

"Commander, why is this |one boy so inmportant?" a captain asked courageously,
daring his | eader's wath.

"I't's not necessary for you to know the reasons,"” cane the dark reply. "But
all of you should know that failure to find this |lone boy may nean the
destruction of us all!"

The nmen shifted uneasily at that. They sensed something in Balor's tones that
t hey had never sensed before. He was afraid.

The massive figure settled back heavily into its shadowed corner of the room
But, even in the darkness, the hard, red gl ow was visible behind the | owered
lid.

vV
A BARGAI N

SUNLI GHT FELL I N a hazy, golden beamto light the grassy floor of Manannan's
pal ace.

Under a giant oak tree near the central ring, Lugh and his host sat eating.
They had settled thenselves confortably into the cozy spaces created by the

i nterwoven roots, a wealth of food spread out between them Lugh was attacking
the food with vigor while Manannan nmade anot her apol ogy.

"I hope you don't resent ny putting you to sleep that way. But | thought after
a good rest and sone food, you' d feel nmuch nore like dealing with things. |
trust it's inproved your grasp on reality?"

Lugh wondered if it had. He | ooked about him at the enormous place once again.
It seened as incredible as he'd thought at first. Birds of kinds and colors
he'd never seen before flitted through the trees around. A stream pl ayed

nmusi cal ly through the rocks at his feet. Sonme of Manannan's people were

pl ayi ng a joyous hi de-and-seek ganme in a nearby neadow. Others strolled the



wi ndi ng paths or tended gardens and grazing cattle herds.
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"I"'mstill not certain | know what's real," Lugh told Manannan honestly. "This
pl ace, for instance. | can't believe I'mactually insidel"

"It is a bit overwhelnng, isn't it?" Manannan agreed.

"What do you do when it rains? O, in the winter?"

"Ch, the place sinply rearranges itself to acconodate the weat her changes,"”
the man casually explained. "It's nore-or-1less doing that all the tine.
Sonetimes | think the dammed place is alive, what wi th things opening and

cl osing, windows and walls shifting about. But it does keep things pretty nuch
the sane in here all the year 'round. Pleasant enough, but terribly dull."

"Dul | ?" Lugh repeated in astonishment. "Wy, it seens |ike paradise to ne!
|'ve spent nost of ny Iife either cold or wet. . . and quite often both."

Manannan sighed. "I envy you that. To grow up always chal |l enged by the
el enents nust have been narvel ous. "

Lugh | ooked curiously at him

"Do you mind my saying that you have sone very peculiar attitudes for a god?"
"You can say so, yes. It's been said before. But you are wong in one point.

I"'mno god. Although it is true that ny peopl e have devel oped certain powers

you m ght consider somewhat... ah ... shall we say nmgical ?"

"Then what are you?"

"You could think of ne as a sort of guardian. | was sent here with these
others to watch over things, help out here and there." He | eaned over cl oser
to Lugh and added confidentially: "I expected it to be quite an adventure, but

so far it's been a great disappointnent."

A pair of lightly clad young wonen passed by and smiled warmy at Lugh. He
snmi | ed back, watching themwal k on fascinated by the grace of their novenents.

"The rest of the people here seem happy enough,” h< remarked.

"What, then? OF course they are! Happy as ruddy larks. like the rest of my |ot
back honme. And why not? We've | earned to control everything around us. Now
we're free to take our ease, sing and play and contenpl ate and chase one
another merrily through the neadows. But where's the challenge in that, | ask
you? Where's the thrill of real living? That's what |I'm | ooking for. Like that
little rescue yesterday.

There was real living! Ah, the weight of that sword, the hot punp of bl ood
t hrough the..."



He stopped, realizing Lugh wasn't listening. He was staring in rapt adm ration
at a group of young wormen wading in the streamnot far away, their long tunics
pul I ed hi gh about their |egs. Manannan noted that the boy was definitely

fl ushed.

"I don't think I've ever seen wonen so beautiful,"”
ent husi asm

Lugh said with trenendous

"Yes. You've nentioned that before,’
enough to eat?"

Manannan remarked dryly. "Have you had

"Ch, | think so," Lugh said absently. "Thanks."
"It's a very good idea to go easily,"” the host said in a lecturing tone. "One
who's lived as sinmple a life as you have might find our fare a bit too rich."

Lugh realized that Manannan's warni ng included nore than the food. He | ooked

away fromthe girls, flushing a brighter hue in enbarrassment. Then sonet hing
else in the words struck himmnore deeply. It recalled to himthe grimevents

whi ch had brought him here and what his purpose was.

"Come on, lad," Manannan said, clinbing up. "Let's walk a bit. You' ve seen
very little of ny Sidhe!l™

Lugh's mind was plunged again in dismal thoughts, but he followed along with
his strange rescuer, and as they wandered the lazily w nding paths, he found
his dark nmood |ightened by the beauties of the place. SmaJl animals scuttled
fromtheir way, and gaily plumaged birds soared overhead. Lush neadow ands
rolled out on either side, with cozy nests of trees snuggled in nooks al ong
the wandering streans or warmy furring soft hillsides. Each place | ooked nore
confortable than the last, inviting one to rest there, to be lulled by the
bri ght harp sound of a tunbling brook or the gentle bard' s song of the
rustling leaves. And it seenmed to go on, farther than he could see. So vast,
in fact, was the | andscape, so bew | dering the paths, that Lugh realized he
woul d be surely lost without his guide. It was an absurd thought, to be | ost
i nside a house, inside a nound of earth.

But this was no real place, he felt. There was no tinme, no space here that he
understood. Yet, as alarnming as that thought night have been, he felt none,
because he felt nothing here but a sense of peace.
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And then his sense of harsh reality returned with a sharp jar. For as they
topped a rise, a large field came into view. And on that field, several scores

of mounted warriors were engaged in battle.

They stopped to watch—tugh with alarm Manannan with a cheerful but casua
i nterest.

The men were all dressed alike in silver helnmets and breastplates, white
flowi ng cl oaks shot through with silver threads. Each carried a slender |ance
whose point winked with |ight and whose haft was fitted with silver bands



whi ch shook together with a clear, bright jingling sound as the nen noved.
Each one was mounted on a tall and el egant horse of purest white whose
graceful ness did not disguise the power of its rippling body as it ran

These silver warriors were divided in two conpani es which duel ed with each
other. They forned in ranks, charged into one another spears set, not
colliding but flow ng together, intermngling, then parting, only to turn
reform and charge again. It was one, endless, snooth, shining sweep of
action, and a strangely beautiful thing to watch, for all its violent intent.
The nmen and horses noved together, the stream ng nmanes and tails and

| um nescent cl oaks bl ending to make their novenment like a flow of noonlit,
wind-swirled fog. And the sound of themwas |ike a rushing sea-w nd, playing
its nournful tune across the |and.

Qdd, too, was that this and the nusical tones of the silver bands were the
only sounds Lugh heard. No clashing of arns. No cries fromhorse or nman. And
he noted that when they finished an attack, no hurt or dead |lay upon the
earth.

"Who are they?" he asked Manannan, shaking hinmself fromthe near trance their
fluid notions and sounds had nearly lulled himto.

"They are ny warriors," the sea god replied. "I call themthe Ri ders of the
Si dhe." He wal ked down onto the field, Lugh close behind. As he approached,
they broke off their battle and quickly reformed in two ranks facing one
anot her, an avenue between. Mnannan |l ed Lugh up to it, explaining as they
went .

"I didn't want you to see them when you first arrived. The> m ght have al arned
you. They really are a grimlot."

Lugh | ooked around hi mat each one as they passed between the ranks. On the
tall horses, the warriors towered

over them so still and silent they m ght have been statues graven in silver.
Each stared ahead, features |argely masked by the hel met face, only tight
nmout hs and gl aring, unblinking eyes of brilliant grey visible.

They were indeed an omi nous conpany, and Lugh felt a cold wash about him as
t hey passed through

As they reached the far end of the avenue, Manannan turned to them and
announced: "Al'l right, you may go back to it now "

At once the riders resuned their nmock attacks.

"They spend nost of their tine at playing war," Manannan remarked.

"Don't they do anything el se?" Lugh asked.

"Not really, but there's little else to do. And they were created to be
warriors."

"Created?" Lugh asked.

"Ch, yes. They're not real men. They're waiths. Just the form of nen given
substance to act in this world. | told you ny people had beconme quite
peaceful . They had enough difficulty finding ne to send to this little

out post. Finding a conpany of warriors? That was inpossible. So the essence of
those nore violent spirits of our distant past was summoned fromits own



real ms and given the shape you see.”
"Who do they fight?"

"No one. At |east, not yet. They're waiting, l|ike ny four charges, for their
time. Why don't we go on now?"

"You have such powers," Lugh said thoughtfully as they continued on the path.
"And you say you have know edge of ne."

"I know about nost things that happen in ny domains,"” the man replied
nodestly. "I gather information in all sorts of ways: from passing birds, sea
creatures, a stranded sailor now and again. There's very little that goes on
wi t hout ny hearing about it from sone tal kative dol phin or gull."

"Then that's how you knew ny island had been attacked? That | was com ng
here?" said Lugh, ignoring the remarkable nature of his host's sources.

"To some extent," Manannan agreed.

"That means you can tell me who it was attacked us and why!"

Manannan consi dered the boy gravely for a noment, then answered regretful ly:
"No, Lugh. I'msorry. I'mafraid |l can't do that."
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"What do you mean?" Lugh demanded. "You must be able to tett neJ You have
know edge of everything... even the future!"

"OfF course | have it," Manannan replied evenly. "I sinmply won't give you your

answers now. "

Lugh forgot his awe of this odd being in his anger. He turned on the tall man,
nearly shouti ng.

"You won't? Then, why am | here? Wiy did you rescue ne? Wiy did Taillta send
me to you for hel p?"

"Easy, lad," his unruffled host told himsoothingly. "I didn't tell you that I
woul dn"t help. But first you're going to have to earn that help fromne."

The fire went out of Lugh and he grew uncertain again.
"l don't understand," he said.

"First, you nust tell me nore about yourself,"’
know so little of the world?"

Manannan said. "Do you really

"Until that attack, that little island was nmy whole world," Lugh answered
honestly. "I knew of nothing else."

"Then you didn't know about nme?"



"Only in tales told the children about the terrible place beyond the fog. |
think that was nmeant just to frighten us and keep us fromwanting to sail too
far out to sea."

Manannan smled. "lI'd |like to have heard those tales. But, what about other
| ands? O her peopl e?"

"Then, there are sone?" said Lugh with rising interest. "I thought there mnust
be, but no one spoke about it. Taillta always managed to put aside ny
guestions."

"It's still remarkable to ne that she was able to keep you happy or contented
there."”

"I hadn't much time to think about it. What she wasn't telling ne about the

worl d she made up for by teaching me everything el se she could. |I've |earned
all kinds of skills! I can craft in netal and wood, forge, play the harp, and
sing. |'ve been taught the skills of a warrior and | know the secrets of al

types of ganes. |'ve becone a master of many things in ny few years. A naster

of nearly everything except ny owmn |life and ny own reason!”

This last was spoken with a certain bitterness as the enptiness of his
situation filled himagain.

"Even so," Manannan considered, "It nust have been hard for Taillta to satisfy
you as you grew ol der."

"I't was harder every day. | knew there had to be nore and
| meant to go seeking it. | think | would have left the island
soon if the attack hadn't cone.

It seens to me that she would have wanted that, Lugh," Manannan told him "She
nmost |ikely would have sent you herself-. « when the tinme cane."

"Wul d she?" asked Lugh. "Then why did she keep nme from know ng about the
wor | d?"

Manannan stopped and turned to the angui shed boy, placing a firmhand on each
of his shoulders. His eyes held Lugh's and he spoke in earnest:

"You listen to ne, Lugh! Never hold that against her. She nust have |oved you.
She sacrificed herself to save you! \Whatever she did she believed had to be
done! "

Lugh pulled angrily away, turning his back on the man.

"How do you know that?" he cried. "You tease nme with these things. You hint
that you know ny secrets, but you won't reveal them"

He swung back on Manannan, tense with rage and frustration, his eyes filled
with tears.

"You tell nme about Taillta. Well, I'Il tell you! | still love her, no matter
what the truth is. | will avenge her and the rest. But to do it, | have to
have your help. Please! Gve ne your help!"

Manannan's ami abl e face hardened. He shook his head sharply.



"Very sorry, lad, but I need sonething fromyou," he said stubbornly. "What
you've told me only makes that nore certain in nmy mnd."

"What do you mean?" asked Lugh. "What can | do for you with all of your
power s?"

"Come over this way," the tall nan said, gesturing up a pathway.

They wal ked along it toward the outer wall and a | arge openi ng. Beyond, they
found thensel ves on a neadow at the base of the nound. Across the neadow and a
line of beach was the sea. Lugh could see gulls wheeling above the shall ow
waters just off the shore, seeking prey.

Manannan poi nted out to sea.

Qut there, just beyond the haze, is a large island known by some as Eire—Fhe
Pl easant Land. | think it is very well nanmed. It's a place of great richness
and great beauty. But | ve heard lately that things have becone very

unpl easant
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there." He | ooked down at Lugh. "I want you to go there and find out why."

Lugh swung his gaze sharply fromthe sea to his host.

"You want ne to go? What could I find out that you couldn't |earn yourself?"
"For one thing, I'mafraid ny abilities are scarcely nore than the normal away
fromthe sea. The only thing | can do there is sinply send someone to observe.
And you are the perfect observer. Do you understand?"

Lugh didn't think so. He shook his head.

"Thi nk how remar kabl e you are!" Manannan expl ai ned. "You know not hi ng about
Eire, its people, or its problens. You'll experience everything with an open
mnd. In all of ny domains, you are the only one I know who could go there and
judge the situation wthout bias."

"To what end?" Lugh asked.

"To hel p nme decide what course | should take. Before | can interfere in what's
happeni ng there or use ny powers for anyone, | have to have a totally fair

assessnment of it all. You can give me that!"

"Are you telling nme that unless | do this, you won't help ne?" Lugh asked
carefully, not wanting to believe it.

"I am" Manannan replied inpassively.

"I"'ve lost ny famly and home, I'mlost and alone in the world, and you're
going to use that to force ne into hel ping



t\»t r °
your

"As terrible as it sounds, yes. What | need is far too inportant, whether you
under stand or not."

Lugh glared at the man in frustration for a nmonent. Then he stal ked away,
across the nmeadow to the shore, and dropped down there. Manannan fol |l owed
after himslowy, stopping sone way behind him

Lugh flicked a flat stone into the pulsing surf with an irritated gesture.

"It's arotten thing to do, you know," he said.

Manannan didn't reply. He stood waiting patiently, unconcerned. He knew what
t he boy's response woul d have to be.

Lugh flicked another stone into the waves as he consi dered.

"I wouldn't know how to begin," he said at last,’
do."

or where to go, or what to

"Al'l that woul d be taken care of," Manannan assured him

at once. He noved down and crouched beside the boy. "They're very suspicious,

very closed there now, but I'll work out a way to get you accepted, get you
into sone place where you can see what's happening. | think the skills Taillta
gave you will help to do that. And I'Il provide all the assistance | can."
"And all | need to do there is to observe and report back to

you?"

"That's all. O course you nmustn't tell anyone why you re there or even

mention nme. And your observations nust be as conplete as possible, based on a
fair, inmpartial study of all sides. But, once you think you clearly understand
the situation there, you can return to ne."

"Then you'll tell nme what | want to know? You'll help me to get ny revenge?"

"I'f that's what you want, | will," Manannan prom sed

Lugh saw another possibility. He could leave this isle and seek his answers in
ot her places. But, would Manannan al |l ow

t hat ?

"You can go where and when you like. | won't stop you," Manannan replied,
readi ng Lugh's thoughts again. "Your choice nmust be yours alone. But, listen
to nme, Lugh. | will tell you this much. What happens in Eire will affect the

lives of everyone there and far beyond. And you could play a part in it. Your
own |life, your own destiny, depends upon the choice you nmake now. "

H s destiny. There again was that teasing rem nder that Manannan knew so nuch
nore. How odd, Lugh thought, that yesterday he'd | onged for some destiny
beyond a peaceful life on a lonely isle. And now, as he | ooked out across the
glittering plain of water toward the curve of sky, he realized that a whole
new life lay out there, waiting for himto discover it. There was a chance for
himto see places and neet people he'd never known exi sted. The expectation of



t hat adventure was as much an i nfluence on himas the need to earn Manannan's
hel p.

He | ooked at the tall man and nodded, saying firmy: "All right. 11l go and do
this thing for you.” "Now, wait!" Manannan cautioned gravely. "Before you
make a bond with nme, | want it clear that this won't be an easy thing. | said

before that on land nmy powers are very
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l[imted. There are dark and terrible powers at work in Eire which you'll face
al one. "
"I don't care," Lugh answered boldly. "I've no life of ny owmn. To gain one,

|I'd face any terror, any pain."

"You may have to," Manannan said grimy.
BOX 11

THE M SSI ON

A CHALLENGE

THE CHI LL EVENI NG rai n whi pped the hilltop fortress called Tara. Sharp gusts
of wind drove it in stinging blasts against the wooden palisades and the
central hall. Wrn by the constant, punishing storns, the neglected structures
sagged forlornly.

Up the hill, along a path now nmore a streamthan a road, a lone figure
struggled toward the gateway in the outer wall. It was a hard clinb through
the clinging nud, against the battering wind. He was forced to clasp his
heavy, wool en cloak tightly about himto keep the stormfromtearing it away.

The cl oaked traveler finally reached the gates and found them open. They swung
wearily, with harsh, protesting groans, in the harassing w nds. He paused by
them waiting for the chall enge of a guard. Wen no one appeared, he
hesitantly went on, through the gates and into the fortress grounds.

The central practice fields, a place for warriors to train and boys to play at
hurl ey, was a norass of puddl es and heaped nmud. Rivulets of rain had cut deep
into a surface that constant use should have kept snpoth and packed hard.

The cl oaked figure paused again to | ook about. The yard, the whole fortress,
seened deserted. Not a soul noved anywhere. Only the great, circular hal
ahead showed any signs of life. There light showed through gaps in the broken
wattle of the walls. Snoke rose fromthe chimey hole to be whisked away into
t he ni ght.
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The travel er crossed the yard toward the hall, hoppir; fromspot to spot in a



vain attenpt to avoid the deepe i puddles. The |arge door was cl osed, and he
beat upon tht thick wood with both hands, hopi ng soneone inside wouh hear
Then he waited, pressed tight against the door to escape the water which ran
in a sheet fromthe roof edge.

Finally the door opened, just enough to allow a face to peer out. It was a
hostile sort of face, with bushy, flaring eyebrows and nustache, and it
regarded the cl oaked travel er with suspicion

"It's a bit late to be going visiting, don't you think?" the man asked
irritably.

"I"ma poor wanderer, sir," the sodden figure answered hunmbly. "I've cone a
great, hard way, and |I'monly seeking some sinple shelter and a bit of food."

The door keeper | aughed loudly at that. It was a grating, unpleasant sound.

"I'f you' ve come here for that, it's the worst choice you' ve ever nmade!" The
| aught er di ed and he added roughly: "Now, get on! There's nothing for you!"

He started to swing the door, but the travel er pushed forward, blocking it
open with one arm

"Il work for it," he told the servant earnestly.
"You will, will you?" the man replied scornfully. "Let's have a | ook at you!"

The figure |l eaned forward into the light. A snmooth, youthful face, dripping
hair plastered to a high forehead, cane into view

"A boy!" the doorkeeper declared. "I thought as much. And what's your nane,
boy~?"

"I"mcalled Lugh, sir," he answered courteously.

"Well, young Lugh, just what do you think you could do that would be of any
worth to the High-King of Tara?"

"I"ve had training as a carpenter," the traveler offered.

"W have a carpenter here. Luchtar, son of Luachaid," was the reply.

"I"'ve had training as a snmith as well."

"Qur smith Colum Cuaillemech does all of our work," was the bored response.
"I can play the harp, sing songs, tell fine tales!"

"We've many ot hers who can do the sane," the doorkeeper told him yawning.

"I"'mtrained in the warrior's arts."

"Warriors are as comon as fluttering crows," the nman countered wearily. He
began to edge the door closed as the visitor kept on ganely trying.

"I can work in silver, brass and gold."
"So can Credne Cerde."

"l have a healer's skills."



"So does the Hi gh-King' s physician.
"I can play all sorts of ganes."
"No. "

"l can cook."

" No! "

"Then let ne be a cup bearer to the king!"

"NO" the man shouted through the remaining crack. "King Bres has a man who's
master of every skill you've

named! "
Bef ore Lugh could act, he slamed the door cl osed.

"Wait!" Lugh cried desperately. "Tell me if he has one nman who is a naster of
themall!"

There was no response.
Lugh turned and dropped back wearily against the rough tinbers, feeling
defeated. Was his nission here to end so abruptly before he'd even begun? He'd

done what Manannan had told him Wat could he do now?

He nearly fell backward as the door behind hi mpopped open again. The bristly
face peeped out at himw th narrowed

eves.
"Can you really do all those things you naned?" he asked skeptically.
"Every one!" Lugh replied with renewed hope.

"Go on, boy! No one could be naster of themall."

"I could," Lugh said stoutly, and added chall engingly: "Go ask your King Bres

if there's another here who could. If thereis, I'll not bother you any
| onger. "
"I can't ask himthat. I'lIl look a fool!" the doorkeeper protested

"I can prove ny skills. Any one or all,’
confident than he felt.

Lugh assured him trying to | ook nore

"l don't believe it."

"It's not for you to believe it or not,’
guestion to him Let himdecide."

Lugh said with authority. "Carry ny
The door keeper shrugged. "Well, there's nothing to be |ost by asking,
suppose.” He pulled the door wider. "Cone in

I
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here and wing yourself out a bit," he said. But as Lugh noved forward, the
man held hima monment with his hand, adding gruffly: "You' d best not be lyin'
t hough, boy. You don't know what you've wandered into here."

He turned around and tranped away from Lugh. The boy nmoved on into the hall
cl osing the door behind him The room now before himseemed at first a wel cone
contrast with the dismal night outside.

The great hall of Tara was a glow ng tapestry of sensations, woven of sounds
and snmells, of colors and textures that drew their strands around the cold and
dri pping | ad.

In size, it was nuch snmaller than the bright, airy Sidhe of Manannan, but it
was still inpressive. An outer wall of tinbers formed the circle around the
central fire-pit. Woden partitions fixed by bright copper rivets divided the
area around the outer walls into separate spaces that opened into the main
part of the hall. Between these roonms and the fire's edge, low tables filled
t he open Boor, providing space for hundreds of warriors to dine.

The inner tinbers spaced around the fire-pit which supported the thatched roof
were thicker than a man and soared up nearly five tinmes a man's height. All
the wood was red yew, faced with gl owing bronze. The tinbers were carved from
top to bottomwi th the sinuous Iine of the artist's skill, with curiously

di storted birds and beasts who intertwined in play to form one conpl ex,

conti nuous design that both bew | dered and delighted the eye at once.

In the circling roons were gathered the nobility of the fortress—ehieftains,
bards and druids—feasting with their famlies and friends, enjoying the
activities in the central portion of the hall.

The place was alive with nusic and | aughter. Jugglers and acrobats noved
anongst the crowd. Near the roomis front nusicians played, filling the air
with a fast, nmerry tune. Pipes and tionpan and harp created their own tapestry
of sound, the drumrer tapping out a vigorous rhythmon the skin, pipers and
harper spinning their light air about it, high and shining, like silver and
gol d threads woven into the design

Around the warrior's tables the nen ate and drank, indulging in their nost
| oved sport, talk. Most of them were between the fire and the door. Across the
fire there was the

open space before the raised platformof the H gh-King' s
tabl e.

Here were gathered the nost favored of the conpany. The group of nen and wonen
about the long table were a bright spot of rich clothing and ornanents, like a
jewel | ed brooch on a cl oak

It was toward this group that the doorkeeper was naking his way, w nding

t hrough the maze of tables. None of the gathering took notice of his

passi ng—save for one. A weary, raggedly bearded face lifted its dull-eyed
stare fromthe table's top as the servant brushed by. He watched with a vague,



blurry curiosity as the doorkeeper approached the royal dais, bowed | ow, and
spoke to someone in the group

A man seated in the midst of the others |eaned forward to |isten, then craned
his neck around to | ook toward Lugh. The others in the group did the same. The
i sol ated drinker turned too, wondering what was of such interest.

The object of all these stares smiled back at themas aniably as he coul d.

The man in the center of the conmpany—tugh assuned it was Ki ng Bres—spoke to
t he door keeper, gestured toward Lugh, then sat back, smiling hinself. Al of
t hem appeared to be smling, and that cheered the boy a bit. He waited
expectantly as the servant turned and marched briskly back to him

"Al'l right, lad. Bres will see you," the doorkeeper announced. "Go on up
there. But, be careful! Bres is not one to be taking chances wth!"

Lugh strai ghtened his rain-soaked cl oak the best way he coul d, pushed back the
matted hair fromhis forehead, and strode down purposefully toward the group
He tried not to | ook self-conscious under the staring eyes.

As he neared them he began to take in details of the individuals there. Wat
he saw drai ned away his bit of cheer

They were tall and | ean, and held thensel ves with sel f-conscious haughti ness.
Their features were bold, with strongly scul ptured noses and chins, but their
expressions were coldly al oof, eyes sweeping arrogantly over Lugh. He realized
that their snmiles held no welcome for him only ponmpous anusenent at the sight
of this bedraggl ed wanderer.

He stopped before them The man seated in their mdst
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shifted forward and Lugh had his first close | ook at H gh-King Bres.

The king was certainly an inpressive man, although different fromthe others.
H s figure was nore massive, the sjioul ders broader, the head square and
settled sturdily on a nuscul ar neck. His features were nore roughly hewn, his
hair dark and rippling back fromhis forehead in thick waves. The physica
nature of Bres was very pronounced. Suppressed energy surged through the taut
body. Here was a being who thrived on nmovenent, a warrior who found inactivity
an irritant.

Lugh assessed this nuch of the man before neeting his gaze directly. Wen he
did, it was as if night lightning had fl ashed unexpectedly, illum nating a
scene clearly for an instant. And, for that instant, Lugh was certain that he
knew this man, that they shared sone inner secret that only the two of them
coul d understand. Then, like lightning, the inpression flickered out, |eaving
himto doubt the reality of the image in the uncertain darkness.

But Bres had seen it too, Lugh could tell that. The man's smle had frozen and
t he eyes gone blank in that sane instant of contact. He had covered his
confusion by breaking off the gaze, sweeping his head around to smile at his



conpany before | ooking back at Lugh

"Well, now," he said in a soft, slow, oddly gentle voice, "you' re a bit young
for claimng such great skills, aren't you?"

The words were nocking, but the dark eyes were scrutinizing Lugh with

del i beration. Bres was a warrior who had survived by cal cul ati ng every

el ement, every risk. Now he had felt sonething that he didn't understand and
it disturbed him

Thi s know edge cane to Lugh in a rush. He wasn't sure how he could so easily
understand the king's character, but he didn't doubt the truth of it. Bres
was, indeed, sonmeone that he had to beware.

The others were laughing insolently at Lugh after the king's remark. Al they
saw was a ragged, dripping vagabond, a peasant boy whomtheir king had called
in for sone anusenent.

"How did you learn these skills of yours?" Bres asked.

"I"'ve learned themin ny travels, sir," Lugh told him "It's how!l live."

"And just where have you travel ed, boy?"

"In the lands to the east," he replied pronptly. This answer, |ike the others,
had been supplied to himby Manannan. "It was fishermen brought ne here."
"Who are your people?"

"That | don't know at all, sir. |I've been wandering al one since | can

r emenber. "

"By the | ook of him he's no Fonor," said a raven-beaked fell ow behind the
king. "But, by the snmell, he's surely not

hi gh boni | "
H s rasping caw of |aughter was joined by the wonen's
twittering.

"Well, if he has all the skills he clains, we should call himllIldanach
Master of Al Arts!" another of the nen excl ai ned.

"A Master of Al Swine would be nmore suited to his | ooks,"
and they all joined in the callous |aughter

a third responded,

Lugh flushed with anger and enbarrassment. He had no wav to respond to this
undeserved ridicule. He'd asked only for sonme sinple hospitality. If Manannan
wanted himto | earn about these people, he was surely doing so—n the worst
wav. And he certainly didn't like what he was | earning.

He told hinmself to hold back his nmounting rage. He had to keep patience. To do
what he had to do, he first had to be accepted here.

At the tables behind him the bearded drinker had watched this exchange with
his own growing fury. Now he |leapt to his feet.

"I"'ve listened to this for |Iong enough!" he shouted. "No one shoul d be denied
hospitality in the house of the Tuatha de Danann!"



Bres | ooked toward the figure irritably.
"dd man, what's shaken you out of your drunken sl umnber?" he denanded.

"A drunkard | may be," the other answered, "but 1'll not see you shane this
boy when all he asks is a chance to prove hinsel f!"

Lugh | ooked around at the lone figure. He stood stiffly erect, vibrating with
his anger. H's spare, weathered face, stubbled with grey beard, was hard. His
eyes glittered sharply with defiance

The voice of Bres took on a nore strident note as he responded.

"Nuada, you've no say in this court now"

I
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"No say!" the old man cried. Hs right hand rose suddenly from his side,
lifted high and fell in one, sweeping stroke. It shattered the thick planks

before him collapsing the table in a splintered heap

Wth cries of terror, those around Bres pulled back. Nuada stepped toward
them the hand rising again.

It shone bright silver in the firelight and seemed huge to Lugh. He stared at
it in fascination as it lifted to point at Bres threateningly.

"This silver hand is the only say left to ne,"
power, |'Il see you give this boy his chance!"

he said fiercely. "But, by its

Y/

THE BATTLE- RAVEN

BRES WAS UNI MPRESSED by this performance.

"Nuada, your drinking has nade you a madman surely,” he told the old man as if
addressing a troublesonme child. "I'Il not be threatened by you no natter how
much furniture you destroy."

"Wait, Bres. He may be right," said a new voice fromthe group

Bres | ooked around in surprise as a girl nmoved out fromthe others to stand
besi de him

She seened very young to Lugh, her features softer, |ess austere than those of
t he ot her wonmen. Her snmall nose and hi gh cheekbones were dusted with freckles,
and a wavy flow of warm red-brown hair fell freely about her shoul ders. But

her shining brown eyes swept himwith a gaze as unfeeling as the rest, and her



words were as scornful and cruel.

"This boy should be made to show his skills to us."
"Ch, cone now, Aine," Bres replied. "Wy waste time with the whel p? He's
clearly lying in his clains."

"He has made a challenge, cousin,” she reminded himfirmy. "If you send him
away w t hout nmaking himprove it,

you'll make himseemthe winner. You'll nmake it look as if you were afraid to
try him"

"Who woul d believe that?" he asked derisively. But a faint doubt tightened the
i nes about his eyes.

"Who in Tara wouldn't like to believe it?" she countered. She knelt by him and
spoke with intensity. "Do you want to chance giving them anot her hero? Anot her
reason to call you scornful names? No. You have to try him rmake himl ook the
fool." She laid a hand on his armand sniled winningly, adding in a cajoling
way: "Besides, cousin, no matter how badly he does, we can still have sone
sport with him"

Bres | ooked into the innocent, smling face and | aughed.

"So young you are to have such a wicked mnd," he said, stroking the soft
cheek. "All right, Aine. W'll try the lad. And you can choose the skill he'l
denonstrate for us."

"Ch, cousin! Wat fun!" she said gleefully. She junped up and turned to Lugh
eyeing himcarefully as she consi dered.

Lugh wat ched her, his nervousness increasing. What was this pretty but very
nasty young woman going to do to make himprove his braggi ng clains?

"He said he was a harper," she announced at last. "Let himplay for us. W' ve
no good harpers left here anynore!"

The harp! Relief flooded Lugh at her words. OF all the ways he m ght have been
tried, this was the one he felt surest about. A sense of confidence began to
return to him

"Fetch the boy a harp; Quickly!" Bres barked at the sharp-nosed nan.

A harp was brought to Lugh. It was a finely wought instrument, and the boy
held it for a nmonent, running his hands over the carved ivory and gold,
lightly caressing the strings. He recalled another instrument, not so fine as
this one, but his own, left behind in the ruins of his flani ng hone.

"Now then, boy, try to play it!" Bres demanded inpatiently. "Let's have this
over with!"

Lugh concentrated his attention on the harp. The room the situation, his own
fears faded away. He knew now was the tinme when the skills Taillta had given
hi mwoul d be his only aide. He trusted to her teaching and began to play.

Hs music was |ike sunlight flooding the room It swept back the night's
shadows and the danmp, chill air. The conpany, so recently |aughing at Lugh
suddenly found thensel ves
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enchanted. The nusic cheered and saddened, soothed and aroused all at once.
Their arrogance dissolved in human warnth as they were drawn conpletely within
the spell cast by the harp

Al'l except for Bres.

When he saw what the rnusic was doing to his conpanions, he reacted sharply.

"Enough of this!" he cried, the cold words splashing like icy water on the
sl unberi ng group, snapping themback to life.

"He's not so bad now, is he?" Nuada chall enged, grinning with enjoynent at the
H gh- Ki ng' s obvi ous di sconfiture.

"The boy can play," Bres admitted grudgingly. "But it's only one skill. He
claims many."

This time, however, there were no supporting words fromthose around him The
boy's playing had won the adnmirati on of the conpany.

"By his skill with the harp al one he has proven his worth," one of the | adies
suggested. "He is finer than any harper |'ve yet heard."

There were nmurnurs of agreement fromthe others, but Bres cut them short.

"No! Such skill at playing tells me that he could not have had the tine to
master others. W nust try himat something el se.™

"What will you try?" the beaked man asked. "W can't have himwork netal or do
heal i ng here and now. "

"Try himat ganes," said Aine. "He said he was a master of themtoo, didn't
you, boy?"

"I'"ve know edge of many," Lugh replied, a bit less hunbly than before. Wth
his first success, his confidence had grown i nmeasurably. "1'd say | was a
fair hand at nost of them"

"Ch, a fair hand, is it?" Bres repeated nockingly. "Then, let's see you try
that hand at the chess boards."

A carved board with gl eam ng pieces of silver and gold was set up before the
conpany. The beak-nosed one began, playing casually at first against the boy,
then with nore care, and, finally, desperation as Lugh destroyed his attack
and won in a score of noves.

More of the king's followers tried. Each one lost. As the victories nounted,
so did the audi ble support fromthe conpany for this amazing lad. In the end,
forgetting their



positions, they cheered with open enthusiasmas opponents ntet defeat, much to
the frustration of Bres.

When no nore chal l engers could be found, Nuada prodded gleefully at his
H gh- Ki ng:

"Perhaps you'd play against the lad yourself, if you still doubt his skills.
You're said to be the finest in all Eire!"

Bres threw a dark |1 ook at the silver-handed one. It was clear to Lugh that
he' d take no chance of being bested by this ragged youth. The huniliation of
t he others had been quite enough. Yet, he wasn't about to give up. Mre than
ever, now, he needed to defeat Lugh and be rid of him

"The skills we've seen so far are only to entertain. There is another, nore
val uabl e skill which he can denpbnstrate to us here." He | ooked at Lugh. "You
clainmed that you were trained as a warrior, didn't you?"

"I did," Lugh responded brightly. He was feeling by this time that there was
no test he couldn't pass. "l've been taught well in the arts of warfare."

"And, would you be willing to denonstrate those skills to us?"

"WIllingly I would, sir," Lugh agreed enphatically.
"Good," Bres said with satisfaction. "Then we'll have a bit of a contest." He
lifted his voice and called out: "Morrigan!"

At this call, a figure rose frombehind the group, where Lugh had not seen it
before. It nmoved forward, around the others, into the fire's light.

It was a wonan. But any surprise Lugh felt at that was obscured by his first
i npression of her. For she was a strange figure, unlike any woman he had ever
seen.

She was very tall, over a head above Lugh, and very thin. The long, straight
body was shrouded by a heavy, black cloak furled around her |ike great wi ngs.
Her head was nearly a skull, the pale skin drawn tightly over sharp cheekbones

and jutting chin, the eyes an ice-blue glitter deep within shadowed sockets.
The effect of it was further exaggerated by gl ossy black hair, pulled tightly
back froma high forehead, fastened behind and left to flow past the shoul ders
in a wave that glistened |ike nmoonlight on a m dni ght stream

"You can't pit Mrrigan against this boy!" Nuada protested sharply. "He's not
a warrior. And he's unarnmed!"

"He may be right again, cousin," A ne agreed.
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Lugh thought he noted a touch of concern in her voice and Bres must have too.
He | ooked sharply around at her.'

"Wirried about the lad now, are you?" he asked. "This was your suggestion



r emenber. "

"l suggested we test him yes,'
inthings like this."

she said. "But Morrigan is a bit single-mnded

Lugh had already noticed that. The tall worman didn't seemto have been
softened by his nmusic or inpressed by his ganming skills. She was staring at
himwith the keen intensity of a hawk tracking its prey. Alittle of Lugh's
confi dence faded. But she was a wonman, and a thin one at that, he told
hinself. And this was only going to be a denonstration, a friendly contest.

Wil e he was working his confidence back up with these points, Bres was
countering the objections.

"Look here! Since | began this little trial, Nuada's been throwi ng this boy's

successes up to me. Well, if he's as good at fighting as at the other things,
it'll take soneone of Morrigan's ability to test him" He | ooked at her. "And,
you'll be careful, won't you Morrigan?"

Her steady gaze remmined fixed on Lugh. The thin nouth parted slightly in a
smle, revealing even lines of small, white, pointed teeth.

"I"ll try to be," she said in a voice that rattled like tree linbs in a winter
wi nd.

"Then get the boy sone weapons," Bres comranded bri skly.
"He'll use mine," Nuada vol unt eered.

The old man cane around the tables to Lugh. He threw back his cloak and drew
out a long and a short sword. As he did so, Lugh noted with interest that the
silver hand noved with the sanme flexibility as the other,

Nuada handed t he weapons over. Leaning closer, he said urgently:
"Li sten, boy, be careful! Bres neans to see you dead in this."

"I don't think so," Lugh answered easily. "Wat harm can she do me?" He took
t he weapons and tested them They were well-nade. He smiled at the old nan.
"But, | do thank you for your help."

Nuada shook his head resignedly and stepped back. Lugh pulled off his cloak
and Morrigan did the sane. Beneath hers she wore only a warrior's short tunic,
belted by her sword

harness. Her bare arnms and | egs were unnaturally long, thin and hard. Al
bones and tendons they | ooked, with great hands and cl awed, bony fingers.

She drew out her own sword and a short, doubl e-bladed ax and set herself to
fight. Her long, corded neck craned forward, the glittering eyes fixed on him

"Ch, boy," Bres called to him "Before you start, there is something | should
mention to you. Morrigan has pronmised to take care, but she does have a taste
for bl ood. When she scents it, she loses all control. She becones quite..
ah... unpl easant then. So, please, try not to bleed, all right?"

Lugh | ooked from Bres to the woman. She was smiling a bit nore w dely now, and
he saw the tip of her tongue flick lightly over those sharp, white teeth. It
occurred to himthat Nuada's warni ng should not have been ignored.



Then Bres gave the signal to begin, and Lugh had no nore tine to consider. The
woman was on him

Her attack was incredibly swift. She nmoved with sudden jerking nmovenents, so
fast she seened to be coming fromseveral points at once, driving in with both
weapons. She poked and scratched at himand fl apped around hi m conti nuously,
whi l e he nmoved and parried furiously just to keep her off.

She seened to have unlimted energy, but the constant effort began to tire
him Wiile he was able to barely hold his own, he knew that he'd sl ow soon
and then she'd strike through his defenses.

And yet, he al so knew he couldn't lose this. It was the crucial trial. If she
defeated himtoo easily or too soon, Bres would be rid of himw thout delay.

He call ed upon every bit of know edge, every trick taught himby Taillta and
her veteran warriors. Nothing seenmed to slow the woman down. He backed toward
the fire, trying at least to linmt the direction of her attack. As he did, he
realized that her |lunges at himwere becomng erratic.

He wat ched her noves carefully and finally understood what was causing the
change. As he noved before the fire, the bright light of its flames flickered
around him throwing himinto deep shadow while the rays shone into Mrrigan's
eyes. The flashes seened to distract her, like a shining bauble attracting a
raven's eye. Her thrusts becane nore blind.

He began to use her weakness, jerking fromleft to right
I
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constantly so that the flares of light pulled her attention back and forth,
keepi ng her off-balance. It gave hima little breathing space.

Soon her frustration at being so distracted brought her in closer and she took
nore chances, striking at himnmore wildly, angrily. He | ooked for an opening,
hopi ng to di sarm her without having to wound her

Then he saw his chance. She brought her ax around in a wi de curve, backed wth
all her strength. He sidestepped it easily, and the weapon struck a thick roof
support, sinking deeply into the hard oak. It stuck there.

She thrust up with the sword in her other hand, but Lugh was ready. He caught
her bl ade between both of his, and with a deft twi st wenched it from her
grip. It spun away, glittering, to fall into the fire.

A supportive cry went up fromthe watchers at Lugh's successful nove. But his
victory was a short-lived one. The di sarned wonan drove forward with her head
at the unexpecting boy. He staggered back and fell, striking his head agai nst
t he rough corner of the hearthstones.

He sat up groggily, his tenple hot with pain. He saw Mrrigan standi ng over
him arnms raised, |egs bent, perched as if to swoop. Her head was forward, the



bl ue gl ass beads of her eyes fixed on himgreedily.

The wound on his head was bl eeding, he realized. He could feel the wet ooze of
it as he watched the hungry light flare in her eyes, watched the tongue flick
out across the fine, sharp teeth.

He tried to get his weapons up in defense, but she struck too swiftly. Wth a
hoarse cry that was both hiss and shriek at once, she threw herself upon him
Her wei ght drove hi m back against the hearth. But as he fell, he realized with
horror that it was now no human bei ng who was upon him but a giant raven,

bi gger than a hawk, black as a noonl ess sea.

The bird was maddened by bl oodlust, fighting to strike at his bl eedi ng wound,
raking at his chest with its great claws, beating himabout the head with
heavy wi ngs that raised a deafening thunder in his ears.

So furious was the attack, so stunning in its speed, that the astonished Lugh
was nearly hel pl ess. The swords fell fromhis hands as he raised one armto
shield his face and the other to

try to hold the raven off. He was unable to get up or nove away. The bird's
beak struck in a blur of speed, jabbing at his eves, cutting his cheek
tearing his forearm

A detached corner of his mnd registered that this bird was going to kill him
here. It would tear out his throat, pluck out his eyes, sit on his carcass and
slake its thirst in his blood. And he hadn't the strength to stop it.

Then a hand cane into his view. It was a silver hand, and that same, detached
portion of his mnd regarded it with curiosity. The hand was so cl ose that
Lugh could see its fine details: etched nails, the lines of the flexing
joints, even the faint marks of engraved hair.

The hand gripped the bird about its thick neck, clenched tight and pulled. The
bird was torn away from Lugh, flapping and screeching, its claws and beak
still trying to rake the boy.

Lugh sat up to see it dangling above him held out safely at armis length in
Nuada's sil ver hand.

"Enough!" the old man shouted. He threw the bird away fromhimw th a slight
novenent of the hand which sent it across the roomto land, like a tattered
scrap of black cloth, ami dst the tables.

It lay notionless a nmonent, and then it began to nove. |In amazenent Lugh

wat ched the bird's form convul se, shimer, and suddenly expand as the raven
resurmed t he shape of Morrigan

Her face was contorted with the blind fury of a raptor driven fromits kill
She started back toward Nuada, but the hand came up toward her

"Back, Morrigan, or I'll wing that scrawny neck of yours as | would any
crow s!”

She hesitated, staring fearfully at the gl eam ng hand. Then her fury died. She
sl unped back on a bench, drained of her mad energy, the |lanky body folding up

Nuada turned toward the Hi gh-King.

"This boy has proven his skills!" he announced. "Few warriors could have done



so wel |l against her."
"She woul d have beaten him" Bres argued.

"Wul d you have done better, Bres?" Nuada countered. He's done enough to
prove hinself. Even your own people agree,"”

There were nutterings of assent, and Bres gl ared about at them They fel
silent, but none would neet his eyes.
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" "And, if you can't 6nd the generosity to give himwhat he's earned, |'l]

give it myself!" the old man added. "1'll take hinj to ny honme and see he has
the conforts of a guestl™

"You've no right to interfere in this, Nuada," Bres warned darkly.
"Then you keep ne fromit!" the old man answered him

For a |l ong nonent the two glared stubbornly at one another. Then, realizing
where all synmpathy would lie in this Bres sank back sullenly.

"Take the boy and be damed!" he grow ed.

Nuada went quickly to the still-dazed Lugh. He took the weapons fromthe boy
and hel ped hi m up.

"Come on, lad," he said, putting a supporting arm about Lugh's shoul ders.
"Let's be out of here. Even if 1 can only find you a cow shed, it'll better
any conforts you'll find herel™

As he urged Lugh toward the door, Bres watched themgo, all his
battle-instinct for survival aroused. There was sonething very wong about
thi s boy.

He signalled sharply and the beaked one | eaned down to him

"Keep a close watch on that boy, Negran. Report to nme on everything he does.”
The man nodded. Behind himthe girl Aine, overhearing the order, nodded too.
Qutside the hall, the cool w nd whipped the fine rain about Lugh and Nuada. It

seened refreshing to Lugh now, stimulating his wenched, overheated body and
bringi ng hi mback to full consciousness.

"You cone to my quarters, lad," Nuada said. "I'll have that wound tended and
give you food and a place to rest. It's not a king's hall, but it's dry and
warm "

"But sir, 1'd really hoped for nore than a bed tonight," Lugh ventured. "I'd

stay | onger here."

"You want to stay here?" Nuada asked in dismay. He stopped to face Lugh



sayi ng enphatically: "Boy, why? What you' ve seen here so far isn't the worst
of it!"

"I"d like a chance to find that out for nyself, sir. | want to stay."

"You are a stubborn one," Nuada said. Then a smle |lit the worn face. "I|'ve
not seen anyone wi th your courage for a long tine."

Then his smile faded again, and he shook his head, adding doubtfully:

"I don't know. You've surely earned the right to stay if you choose. Still,
you shoul dn't decide too quickly. Stay with me tonight. Tormorrow I'l1l have a
young nephew of mne show all of Tara to you. Go with him See it all. Then
you can decide."

"All right. I will do that," Lugh prom sed him

"Good!" Nuada said, throwi ng a hel ping armover Lugh's shoul ders again. "You
are a lad with the will to fight still in you. I've no wWsh to see you
destroyed by the plague on us!"

VI
THE FOMOR

THE TWD DOGS rol |l ed together on the ground, a tangle of scrawny |inbs and
swiftly moving jaws as they tore at one another. Their savage battle barely
di sturbed the flock of blackbirds which covered the nearby carcass like a
fluttering

cl oak.

As Lugh passed by, he noted that the object of this desperate struggle was the
wast ed body of another dog. Fromthe starved condition of the conbatants, it
was clear to himthat the loser would be joining it as a prize for other
scavengers.

Ahead of himnow, at the base of the fortress' hill, he could see the town.

Al ready he was receiving a forewarning of what he would face there. The odor
of decay and filth and death lifted to neet himon the norning breeze.

H s guide to the town bel ow was Angus Og. For Lugh, there was a pl easurable
sense of confortable reality about this am able, gangly youth. He seened
little nore than a boy hinself and treated the newconer warnmly and openly. The
two had struck up an inmedi ate friendship. It was sonething Lugh had mi ssed
since losing his island home. He'd begun to doubt that his idea of reality
even exi sted anynore.

But as Angus gui ded himthrough the town, as Nuada had prom sed, he found
another reality he didn't want.

The pl ace was a horror, a pit of human misery which
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si ckened Lugh as he and his conpani on wal ked the refuse-choked streets.

The starving seemed to be everywhere. Children stared up with enpty eyes from
behi nd swol |l en stonmachs. A d nen and wonen spraw ed hel pl ess in doorways and
corners, their bony legs like brittle twigs, their faces sunken, spotted with
festering sores. He saw them too weak even to crawl fromthe stagnant nuck or
sweep away the swarmng insects. He saw dying and dead. In one spot a mass
grave, filled with dried, broken ruins, was being filled. He saw a | arge house
where scores of wetched people were stacked. And through all of it he heard
the cawi ng of the bl ackbirds that soared overhead, and he snelled the

i ncredi bl e stench of a dying pl ace.

Yet it had been living once. Aliving place. Afine place. As in the fortress,
Lugh could see the remains of that. Modst of the buildings in the town were
well -built, decorated with the artistic flourish of people who | oved beauty
and life, of people who cared. And these wetched people, they had been
beautiful too. He saw the nobility, the beauty in the shattered vi sages of the
starving and in the few healthier people who crept anongst the refuse.

"Angus, what's happened here?" he asked his new conrade.

"I't's been stripped of everything, as we have been," Angus answered bitterly.
Here, anongst the misery, the young man's cheer had vani shed.

"Is all of Eire like this?"

"I"ve shown you the very worst here," said Angus. My uncl e Nuada wanted you to
see that. | think he's hoping to frighten you away from here. But there are
many ot her places as bad. Sone parts of the country are barren, cattle and
crops taken. If you travel there you hear the dying rustling through the grass
as they craw away to hide, ashamed to | et anyone see them so weak and
starved. Wy, |'ve seen themeating the grass, like their poor, starving
hounds, because they've nothing else."

"Why?" asked Lugh. "This looks a rich land. Where is all the wealth?"

"It's been taken. Stolen by scumwho drain us dry and then give us insult.”
"Do you mean Bres?"

"I mean the bl oody Fonor!" Angus spat it out |ike a norse

of rotten food. "Pirates they are. Barely nen at all. They're our nasters.
Though Bres has his part in it right enough!”

"What do you mean?" Lugh asked, a bit confused. "Is Bres one of these Fonor?"

"No, worse luck. Bres is one of us. Still, since he became Hi gh-King, he's
done not hi ng except to convince our people not to resist the Fonor, He's kept
alive the fear that they'll destroy us. So we pay 'tribute', as they call it.
| call it slavery nvself. The Fonor take what they want, and Bres sits on the
hill with his protected conpany and watches." "They don't bother hin®"

"Ch, no! The Fonor and he need each other to keep us in control. H's wealth
and that of his own conmpany go untouched. For all his saying he's looking to
our good, he cares nothing for the rest of us. Many of the court have
abandoned him but the fearful and the ones wanting his power and the ones who
feel bound to himby their oaths of loyalty stay on." "Wat about Nuada?" Lugh
asked.



"Nuada only goes there for a place to drink his ale and dream" Angus said
sadly. "He's given up."

"What about the rest of you?" Lugh asked. "Wy do you let this happen?"

"Some of us would fight, but the rest are afraid. They're certain the Fonor
woul d destroy us utterly."

"I don't understand," Lugh said. "You' re dying now What are these Fonor that
could make the horror |'ve seen a better choice?"

As they came around a corner, Lugh collided with soneone com ng the other way.
Ha | ooked up and then recoil ed at what he saw

The face he | ooked into was a nightmare one. There was no nose in the folds of
hangi ng flesh, only twin, gleam ng caverns which pul sed rhythm cally. Above
this, close-set eyes stared from behind thick brows of wiry hair. Below, a
rnout h sagged, the drooping lip revealing broken teeth.

This thing shoved Lugh aside as it brushed past, followed by five others. Lugh
wat ched them pass, fighting back the urge to run, for things like them had
peopl ed the strange tales he'd heard the warriors tell. They were the fears of
chi l dhood craw ing out fromthe shadowed passages of the mind. Al were

mal formed in grotesque ways, twi sted |ike wi nd-
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tornmented trees, knobbed or bent. Though powerful in build, many |acked |inbs
or portions of them An armwas mssing here, a foot there, some hands were
repl aced by odd, w ng-Ilike stubs or claws.

But the faces were the worst, as if created by a scul ptor whose hand had
created human |ikenesses and then, inpelled by some perversity, tw sted and
maul ed theminto mad caricature. The head of one seened nelted into his

shoul ders, without neck or jaw. Another's eyes bulged fromthe sides of his
head. And one had a second, wi zened, |ifeless face hangi ng where an ear shoul d
have been.

Lugh stood staring after them as they noved on. When they had rounded a corner
out of sight, Angus stepped up to his stricken friend.

"Now you understand a little better,” he said. "Those were nmen of the |oca

garrison of Fonor."

"I'"ve never seen anything like them" said Lugh, still staring after them
"What are they? Where did they come fronf"

"They come from an island sonewhere in the northern seas," Angus expl ai ned as
he led the way up the street. "Once they were nmen just like us, at |east
that's what the old tales say. They were the masters of all the |lands then

and they had the control of forces beyond what our druids understand. But then
some curse fell upon themand turned themto these nonsters."” He sniled

wi t hout nmuch hunor. "Ch, there's many a terrible child s story that explains



it, and all different. It's hard to separate truth frompoet's fancy. | don't
know if any of themare true, myself. It all happened hundreds of years ago,
| ong before our own history began. Sone of the Hi gh-Bards, now, they m ght
know the truth of it."

"I"'d like to talk to one of them" Lugh said earnestly.

"Well, not in Tara will you be doing that!" Angus told himdarkly. "A'l our

H gh-Bards were killed or run out by Bres, like the rest of our finest druids
and teachers. He called themtraitors. He was afraid that they' d keep up a
spirit of rebellion against the Fonmor." He | aughed derisively. "He told the
rest of us it was meant to protect us!"

Lugh wanted to know nore, but his compani on's explanations were interrupted by
the scream of a woman sonmewhere behind them

W thout hesitation, Lugh turned and ran toward the sound.

"Wait!" Angus called after him but Lugh went on. He had heard pain and terror
in that scream Soneone was in desperate trouble.

He rounded a corner and became immedi ately |ost. He heard anot her scream and
followed it, w nding through alleys between the buildings, energing on a
broader .avenue in what seened a better section of the town.

He was facing what was clearly a fishernmen's marketpl ace, for the stalls
lining the street were piled with a variety of seafood. Before the stalls were
the Fonor he'd passed in the street. Two of them hejd a struggling, sobbing
young wonman whil e the nosel ess one threatened a battered-Iooking nan.

"Pay us what you owe," the Fonor was grow ing, prodding the frightened man
with a longsword. "Pay now or well take the payment fromyour wfe!"

"Gve me a chance to sell ny fish. |1've just brought themin today. I'll pay
you soon. Please, don't harmmy wfel"

"Don't beg fromus!" The Fonor cuffed himw th a casual brutainess, then
haul ed hi mcl ose, shaking him "W'I| take our payment now. These stinking
fish are yours."

He shoved the man away from himand turned toward the young wonan, his | oose
mouth lifted in a rotting smle

"Let them alone!" Lugh cried out, striding up to them
The nosel ess one swung around, bringing his sword up as he snarled at the boy:

"I don't know who you are, but clear off or I'lIl gut you like you were one of
t hese fish yoursel f!"

There were six men bristling with weapons, while Lugh was unarmed and al one.
But with the nmomentum provided himby his outrage, he didn't even pause to
consi der that.

He grabbed the first object—a large, fresh sal non—and swng it hard agai nst
the warrior's head.

The heavy fish slapped himsolidly across the ear, the wet mass of flesh
connecting with a sharp crack. The nosel ess nman's head snapped si deways, and
he toppled to the ground.



Lugh reached for another fish as a second Fonor |unged. Hi s sword point went
hone, but the boy only sniled. The puzzled warrior |ooked down to see his
weapon deeply enbedded in a fat cod. This gave Lugh tine to kick himsquarely
in the groin. He went down too.

But the other four Fonmor were noving in. Lugh spun about and tipped a |arge
cart in front of them It was filled

I
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wi th herring which poured onto the ground in an iridescent, slippery flood.
The Fonor slid into them crashing down onto the mass of oily fish.

One escaped the tangle, noving around the pile to cone at Lugh. The boy lifted
a haddock to defend hinmsel f, parrying the attack with swi ngs of the |long fish,
wi shing the thing had a crab's hard shell.

The warrior drove himback against a stall, carving awav great chunks of
Lugh's only defense at every stroke. Meanwhile, the nosel ess man was getting
up. The other warriors were floundering out of the pul ped mass of fish,

brui sed and covered with grease, quite irritated, and still well-arnmed. It
cane to Lugh suddenly that he was in trouble. "Help ne! Get me a sword!" he
called to the couple. "Please, do sonething!"

He didn't consider it an unreasonable request, but they only stood there,
huddl ed together fearfully.

Then somewhere in the distance a dog began to bark. Another answered it, a
third, a fourth, and suddenly the sound of barking dogs was rising all about
t hem

Lugh paid little mind to it at first, largely absorbed as he was in keeping
hi nsel f alive- But very quickly he became aware that the Fonorians had paused
to listen.

The sound was growing, as if the dogs were all moving in their direction
convergi ng on that spot. Lugh didn't understand what was happening, but it
seened to be disturbing his adversaries a great deal. They first | ooked
worried and then outright frightened, draw ng together, ignoring Lugh and the
coupl e.

Suddenly fromthe alleys and streets around there burst great streans of dogs,
| argely gaunt mastiffs and massi ve wol fhounds hardened by starvation, pooling
in one snarling pack

The astoni shed Lugh wondered if the scent of the fish had brought them He
lifted his now linp and wel | -notched haddock defensively in case they shoul d'
attack. But the animals paid no notice to himor the frightened couple. They
swar ned about the clustered Fonorians who crouched, weapons ready.

The warriors were pani cked. They swung about themw I dly at the animals. But



the | ean animals were fast and

experienced in fighting. They avoi ded the swords and axes, slippnS behind or
under themto tear at the nmen's |egs.

The warriors stood it only a short while. Then they broke and ran, charging
blindly through their attackers, galloping madly away up the avenue, pursued
closely by the how ing

pack.

Lugh listened as the barking and the shrieks of pain died awav. Then he felt a
hand grip his armand pull him around.

He was | ooking into a pair of clear, brown eyes. The girl Aine was beside him
hol ding him | ooking up at himangrily.

"Are you mad to face those warriors al one?" she denanded.

"I couldn't let themharmthose people,” he told her defensively, taken
of f-guard by her unexpected appearance.

"So you thought you'd get yourself executed? What hel p would that have been?"

"But, where did those dogs conme from so quickly?" he asked her, a bit
bewi | dered by the swift events.
"They likely snelled the Fonor,"
as they fear dogs."

she answered vaguely. "Dogs hate them as nuch

She left himand went to the couple who still stood with their arms about each
other, staring after their vanished tornentors. Aine placed a reassuring hand
on each of them They |ooked toward her with the frightened eyes that are born
of 1ong abuse.

"They won't be com ng back soon,"” Aine told them From beneath her cl oak she
pul l ed a pouch, pressing it into the nan's hand. He | ooked at it dunbfounded.

"If they do return, give themthis," she said. "lIt's nmore than they deserve.
If they dare to bother you further, tell themthe cousin of King Bres is

wat chi ng over you."

She spoke gently to them but when she turned back to Lugh her voice was hard.

"And you, renenber you're a stranger here. Don't be interfering with things
until you're certain you know what we're about!"

Before Lugh could reply she'd trotted off briskly along the street. He started
after her but was stopped by Angus who ran up to him breathless.

"Lugh, here you are!" he gasped out. "I lost you in the streets. |'ve been
searchi ng everywhere. Wat's happened here?"
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"That girl hel ped ne," Lugh began, but when he turned to point her out, he saw
t hat she was al ready gone.

"What girl?" Angus asked with curiosity.
Lugh expl ai ned. Angus listened in fascination to the tale.

"So, she has a power over the dogs, has she?" he mused when Lugh had fi ni shed.
"Few of the de Dananns have any mmgi cal skills so devel oped." He shook his
head. "But why did she use themto save you?"

"What do you nean?" asked Lugh

"Why, she's one of the High-King's circle, and a cousin to Bres besides! She
cane here fromsone dun far to the south not |ong ago, but she's as heartl ess
and arrogant as any on the hill. Bres has taken quite a liking to her. He
knows a spirit like his owmn. It's not likely she'd be rushing to save a poor
stranger who had humiliated him™"

Lugh under st ood what he neant. His own inpression of the girl matched what his
conpani on was sayi ng.

Angus eyed hi m specul atively. "If she saved you, it's for some reason, and |I'm
thinking Bres is behind it. They want you alive, ny friend, nost likely to
find out what you're about. You'd best be careful. Wth her powers, she could
have the dogs tearing you apart next tinme."

Lugh told hinmself that Angus was probably right. But there was still a vague
doubt in his mnd. The girl certainly hadn't needed to help that wetched
couple or give themher protection. Was she really so cruel as she seened?

He just couldn't be sure, of her or of anything. It was all so conpl ex here,
and he knew so little, as she had pointed out. It was beconming clearer to him
that his task for Manannan m ght not be such a sinple one.

"Angus, |'ve got to find out a great deal nore about what's happening here,"
he told his conrade urgently. "I need to know about the de Dananns... about
the Fonor. Can you help nme to find out?"

Angus consi dered a nonment. Then he grinned. "I think it's time that you met ny
father," he said.

Wat er gushed up around the pole as it drove deeply into the soft nud, making a
vi scous, thucking noise.

Three nen put weight on the heavy pole and a score of others shifted for
positions where they could place their shoul ders solidly against the rock.

jt was an i mrense piece of stone, jutting up the height of two nmen, sitting
conpl acently, stolidly in the pool-spotted muck at the bottom of the trench

H gh above, on the trench's rim Lugh and Angus wat ched these nen and scores
of others as they labored to dig a new notte twice the width and depth of the
others circling the fortress' mound. Lugh's friend had called his attention to
the nmen pitted in the inpassioned struggle with the boul der

The workers placed thensel ves carefully, tensed, and at a call, threw their
collective brawn into the battle. Legs sank into the gripping maw of the nud,
arnms slipped, bones scraped raw on the rough stone, nuscles pulled and



strai ned.
And the rock noved not one hair's breadth in distance.
"Hold it! Hold it, you fellows!" a voice bell owed above the worker's din.

At once the men desisted, willingly, some dropping in exhaustion where they
were. Lugh's attention was drawn fromthemto a figure that now crossed the
trench floor.

It was a black giant of a man who strode toward them He towered a head and
nore above the tallest of them A great, round chest was the source of the
boom ng-barrel voice. Long arns and | egs were nuscled |ike gnarled oaks and as
thick as the main branches of them He was black with the rich nud of the
trench, so covered he seened part of the earth hinself.

"You're just not puttin' your hearts into it, lads," he conplained sadly.

He sighed heavily and stared at the massive thing, walking around it and
viewing it critically fromall angles. In doing so, his eye was caught by the
sight of a few Fonorians who had stopped not far from Lugh and Angus to watch
the work. They were pointing down at the nen, |aughi ng anongst thensel ves, as
if the failure of these poor slaves was a delight to them

"Well, that's done it nowm" the giant nmuttered angrily. "They think we're
beaten? Then we'll let them see just what one of the de Dananns can do! Stand
away there, boys! Stand away!"

He pushed the nen aside, eyed the boul der narrowy and worked his nuscles to
free themfor the task.

"Al'l right, now," he told the stubborn mass, "I'Il not be
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havin' any nmore of this fromyou, stone. I will not! Mve on back all the rest
of you. It's just the two of us this tine!"

The man rubbed his hands together. He stepped up to the boul der, dug his |egs
in deeply, setting his feet firmy into places felt out in the clutching ooze,
careful ly positioning his shoul der agai nst the rough stone.

The great stomach hardened, formng a trunk. The | egs rooted, holding firm
The back and arns strained tight.

There was a long, notionless noment. The Fonor watched with expectant sniles
as the biack figure fought the stone, two objects of the earth in norta
conbat. Then their smles changed to astoni shnment and chagrin. The stone began
to nove.

Slowy, very slowy, it began to pull up fromthe nud which gripped at it,
sucked at it, reluctant to give up its own. The stone shifted up, rolled over
with a |l oud, defeated sigh, and toppled into the cart pushed up behind it.

The giant straightened, glancing at it with disdain. Then he threw a | ook up
toward the watchi ng Fonorians. The black nmask of his face split with a broad
grin and his eyes gl owed as he bell owed up at them



"Now, who can say the Dagda has lost his strength, ay?"

The Fonor turned away, their nonstrous faces twi sted with anger, and strode
of f quickly. The man in the trench watched them go. Nodding his satisfaction
he swung around to see the triunphant grins on his nen. It recalled himto
busi ness, and he issued brisk orders.

"Enough now, you |l ads! No nore foolishness. I'll not have those scavengi ng
horrors seeing nmy nmen idle. Get back to it!"

As they went back to work, he scanned the rimagain. This time he noted Lugh
and Angus there. He flashed another enormous smile and called up in greeting.

"Angus! Good to see you, son!"

"Fat her," Angus called back, "I've got soneone here |I think you ought to see."
VI

THE MEN OF DEA

CLEAR WATER SLUI CED down over the great head, draggi ng away the coating of
bl ack mud, running it down across the swell of chest. From beneath, a face
energed, broad-featured, thick-nosed, a round chin that broadened upward to a
| arge forehead. The whol e | andscape of it was seamed |like an old nmountain
sl ope, worn by tine and weather and the grandest of living, both good and bad.

The Dagda shook hinmself as if he were a great hound, showering the two young
men with water, and straightened fromthe water tub

"Drink!" he barked sharply, and one of the workers resting nearby tossed hima
| eat her flask. He poured back a | arge draught, belched heartily, and dropped
down on a log, setting his thick legs apart and | eaning forward to eye Lugh
careful ly.

"So, you're wantin' to know nore about us here, are you?" he asked after a
time. Hs voice was direct and gruff, al nost chall engi ng.

"I do, sir," Lugh replied boldly. "I know nothing about your |and or people.
want to understand what's happeni ng here."

The Dagda could see the truth of that in the boy's straightforward | ook. He
nodded with satisfaction and smled with a sudden congeniality.

"Al'l right, lad. | can see that need in you is a real one. And, from what
Angus has told nme, the de Dananns owe you a bit for your besting our
H gh-King. Bres is a master at humliating nen, himand his arrogant lot!"

He passed the flask to Lugh, who took a light drink for politeness* sake. It
was harsh ale and very strong. The boy choked it down as the Dagda conti nued.

"Il tell you what | can. But keep it well in mnd that I'mno bard. W' ve
few left here now, truth to say. Many are fled
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from Tara or are dead, thanks to Bres and the bl oody Fonor. Between them

they've scattered all our brightness, like a cold, fall w nd does the turning
| eaves. They've left us only bare branches, and any tale I'Il give you will be
as barren.”

"Please, tell me everything you can about yourselves and the Fonor," Lugh
urged. "I have to know how t hings cane to be this way."

"Ah, well, our struggle with themhas a long history to it," the Dagda said.
He took the flask back from Lugh, had another, |ong draught, and settled
hi nsel f confortably.

"It was with our |eader Nened that we first came to this place," he began. "W
cane fromlands to the east, seeking our own place. And we found our Pl easant
Land in Eire. We found it... but we weren't to have it then. The Fonor were

al ready about, you see, raiding Eire fromtheir island hone.

"They tried to squeeze their tribute fromus, but we woul d have none of that.
W took our ships and attacked the Fonor island.

"But we had no chance at all. Those of us who lived through it will always
renenber the terrible powers, |ike none we'd ever faced before. Nearly all the
ships were |l ost, and Nened perished with all but thirty of us.

"Hard choi ces were nmade by the survivors then. Those without the will to go on
returned to our honeland in the east. Those of us with the flane of adventure
still burning in us sailed into the unknown western sea.

"We found a | and out there. A strange and wonderful land it was, called
Tir-na-nog, with four cities—grand Falias and shining Gorias, Finias and rich
Miurias. Their ruler, Queen Danu, welconed us in and gave us hel p.

"We |lived there for many years, calling ourselves the Tuatha de Danann—the
Chil dren of Danu—after that fine Queen. From her scholars our children | earned
skills and know edge of the arts and perfect wi sdom Qur druids and physicians
| earned their magic arts. Qur nunbers swelled and we grew strong again.

"Still, we knew that |and wasn't our own. The inage of this shining, pleasant
land gl owed in our minds, and we knew that it was here we would return one
day. Wen that tine came, they sent us back in a concealing mst, before a
strong and friendly w nd.

"Qur bards nmade songs saying that it was as birds we cane,

drifting dowmn fromthe nmist. But | know it was ships that brought us, because
it was ny own hand which burned themon the shore. W'd bound ourselves, you
see, never to |leave this place again."

The tal e had caught up the Dagda fully now He stared off into another tine,
his rough voice growing wistful as he renenbered

"Ah, we were a fine, strong people when we cane. The young men and wonen,
filled with Iife and hope—&gma who taught witing, and D ancecht who
understood the healing arts, and Goi bnu the smth, and Mabd and Macha, wonen
of fighting skills no man could match, and Morrigan, that Raven

of Battle.



"Beltaine was the day we cane on—the first of spring—+to settle the place where
we woul d find our peace. But there was soneone here before us. Firbolgs they
call ed thensel ves: The Men of the Bog."

"Fi rbol gs?" Lugh asked. "Wo were they?"

"Atribe of nen as wild and as hard as the barren [ ands where they're living
now. They know little but the ways of the earth and animals, but they're the
finest fighting men |I've tried my sword agai nst. Wen they saw us coning, they
drew all their warriors up to face us, and we went out to neet them

"W spoke to these nmen so different fromus, and we found that our |anguage
was the same! They were our own cousins, descended fromthose who'd gone back
to the east. Years of being enslaved there had turned them hard and cruel

But, like us, they'd kept the dreamof Eire alive in them Finally they'd
escaped their masters and returned.”

"But what about the Fonor?" Lugh asked. "Were had they gone?"

"They were here. They'd nmade a peace with the Firbolgs who paid a fair
tribute. Qur cousins had settled the land and built their hones.

"W told themthat we only wanted to do the same. W asked to share the | and.
They refused us. They were afraid to give us anything, thinking we'd soneday
take the rest. Well, it wasn't war we wanted, only a place to live. But we'd
made our vow to stay, and so we nade ready to fight.

"A midsumer day it was when the battle began. A bright, warm peaceful day.
El even batal lions of the de Dananns
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went out agai nst the sanme of them Four days we fought on the broad plains of
Magh Turiedh. Geat feats there were done on both sides, and many chanpi ons
cane to their deaths. Then at |ast we gained the better of them and routed

t hem across the bl oody neadows. There were only three hundred of the Firbol gs
left unhurt in it when they finally made their peace.

"After that they took their famlies off into the rugged country to the west
and south and left the rest to us. W took possession of it and built our
great fortress here at Tara-na-Ri e—what was called the Beautiful R dge. And
beautiful it was then, with the green meadows rolling away in every direction
thick with grass, furred by great forests, alive with game and with our herds.
At |ast we had our place to live."

He paused there, | ooking off into the distance, seeing that gol den past. Then
the harsh reality of the nuddy trench and the starving, exhausted nen around
himreturned to him H's face hardened and anger heated his words.

"Then the Foror cane again!"

"I still don't understand how they got power over you. said Lugh. "Didn't you
fight thenP"



"We m ght have fought, if Nuada had still been our king," the Dagda answered.

"Nuada?" Lugh said in surprise. "He was your king?"

"I't was my uncle Nuada who |led the battle against the Firbolgs," Angus Og
supplied. "But he lost his hand in the fight."

"Lost his hand! Lugh exclaimed. "But, that silver hand | saw

"Di ancecht, our surgeon, and Credene, our snith, labored with the skills given
us by Danu to build that silver hand," said the Dagda. "Still, it wasn't
enough. "

"You see, Lugh, it's an old and foolish belief of our people that no man can
rule if he's not whole in body," Angus bitterly explained. "It was decided
t hat Nuada rmust be replaced.”

"My poor brother was broken by the loss,"” the Dagda said, sadly. "He felt that
he had failed us sonmehow. Since that time he's sat alone, drinking in that
hall, feeling defeated and useless. His help to you is the first sign of life
fromhimin years."

"How di d Bres becone the Hi gh-Ki ng?" Lugh wondered.

Oh, he was such a fine chanpion and such a handsonme man when he was chosen, "
the Dagda replied sarcasti-' |jv "Afit ruler for the likes of us. Everyone

| oved Bres, especially our ladies. But it wasn't long after that he changed.
NOW he' s never open-handed, always using his power to help the Fonor bl eed us,
to tax us and | eave us to decay."

"I can't believe the people let this happen," Lugh said, "no matter how
terrible the Fonor seem”

"Qur people were ready to believe the Fonmor couldn't be beaten," the Dagda
said. "Qur years in the four cities made us as soft as slavery made the

Fi rbol gs hard. Qur younger people had becone |overs of beauty, not warriors.
Few kept the tough spirit of my son. They were certain it was the magic of our
druids, not our fighting skills and courage, that defeated the Firbol gs. But
that magi c woul d be usel ess agai nst the Fonor powers which had defeated us
once before. And with only force of arnms, we'd have no chance agai nst such
nmonstrous bei ngs. "

"There nust be others like you," Lugh told the Dagda. "Qther warriors ready to
fight."

"There are, but we're not nmany anynore. Sone died in the battle against the
Firbolgs. Others are held by ancient oaths of loyalty to support the

H gh-Ki ng. Look at Mrrigan. There're none so independent of spirit as she.
But even with that, even with her love of battle and her bl ood-nmadness, she'l
follow the Hi gh-King. So long as he is on the throne, she'll obey his
conmands, no matter how much she di sagrees."

"And the Fonor are draining us in any way they can,"” Angus put in. "They've
done everything they can to weaken us. They've destroyed our schools,
scattered or killed our artists, teachers, bards, druids, physicians—anyone
who keeps our culture alive. They've starved and defiled us at every chance.
And anyone they think might challenge themis kept working at inpossible tasks
by Bres."

"I ve been digging these unneeded ditches about every fortress in all Ere,"



t he Dagda said. "The |abor never ends. They hope that by keeping us worn and
hungry they'll destroy our will to fight."

"I think they nmust fear us nore than the Firbolgs," Angus said thoughtfully.
"The Fonor treated themmnildly. But they're out to crush us totally. And
they' ve nearly succeeded. W've

I
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barely enough strength to fight. We try to keep resistance alive, but it's
growi ng harder each day."

"It's because of that | want you to understand the way things are," the Dagda
told himearnestly. "Because of yOU spirit, Nuada would like to see you | eave
us. For the sanie reason I'd like to see you with us."

"Yes, Lugh, what do you say?" Angus urged. "You must hate the Fonor. You
certainly went after themtoday! You' ve seen what they're doing to us. Join
with us and help us find sone way to fight them"

Lugh's first inpulse was to say yes to them But he held back. He renmenbered
his bond with Manannan, and he remenbered the words of the girl Aine. He stil
didn't know enough to make his judgment. He had to keep his m nd open. There
were still too many questions |eft unanswered about the Fonorians and too many
t hi ngs he had to see proven

Regretful ly he shook his head.
"I"'msorry," he told them '"but | can't join you now. "

"What do you nmean?" Angus said angrily. "What can be stopping you?"
"I need to know nore," Lugh said reasonably. "Don't you see? | know not hi ng
about your struggle but what you've told me. If I'"'mto nmake a choice, give up
my will to you, fight in your battles, |'ve got to see the truth of things for
nmysel f1"

"What el se do you have to know?" Angus demanded. "You've seen the suffering,
the starving, the cruelties. Wat do you ..."

"Quiet now, Angus!" the Dagda commanded. "Don't press the |ad. | understand
his feelings in this. He's a stranger here. It's not his fight, and you can't
make him pl edge hinself to us until his owmn nmind is settled. | think it would
be best for us to help himdiscover what he needs to know. "

"Thank you for that, sir,"” Lugh told himwith relief. "1 could surely use sone
help. It's these Fonorians | need to know about. |'ve got to get beyond their
nmonstrous | ook. |1've got to get as close to themas |'ve been to you, to find
out who they are and what they're doing and why."

"You'd be mad to try doing that," said Angus. "You |l ook |ike one of us. They'd
kill you without a thought if you came too close to them And | can tell you



for certain that they 11 not sit about and drink and talk with you like we
have! "

"There nust be some way | can get closer to them" Lugh
sai
id.

There just mght be," the Dagda responded thoughtfully. "-Tare's a place in
the town where they gather to drink.

i eht know a way you could go in there unknown. But it woul d be dangerous."

"It is also necessary. | can't tell you how nuch,' Lugh told himfin"")1-
"Pl ease, tell me what | have to do."

I *
THE CLOMN

LUCH PULLED THE coarse w appi ng of wool about his face nmore tightly as a group
of Fomori ans pushed past himinto the building.

He | ooked the place over uncertainly, wondering if he could get away with
this. He'd seen scores of Fonor enter the large, tinmber-sided hall. He could
hear the loud talk and | aughter of a |arge nunber inside. H s hope was that in
such a crowd he'd go unnoticed. The wrapping of his face woul d hel p di sgui se
him Angus had told himthat nany of the Fonmor w apped their heads or other
parts to mask deformties too hideous even for fellow Fonor to stomach. If he
could play the part, he might be able to talk with some of them

There was nothing to gain by hesitating |longer. He wal ked to the doorway of
the hall and | ooked i nside.

It was a long, lowceilinged room well-lit but filled with oily snoke from
the many torches. Fonorian warriors filled the tables, crowded the benches
about the outer walls. All were drinking. The comnbi ned odor of snoke and al e
and the stench of the massed beings rushed to neet Lugh. The sight of this sea
of monstrous human parodi es rem nded hi m harshly how al one and vul nerabl e he
was.

He froze, suddenly afraid to nove, the idea of entering this |oathsone place
too terrifying for the boy to overcone.

As he hesitated on the threshold, a figure weaving its way
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t hrough the tabl es caught his eye. Some of his terror faded replaced by a
curiosity that turned to anusement as he watched. For even here, in this awful

pl ace, Lugh felt that this was one of the nost peculiar individuals he'd ever
seen



It was a tall and very awkward man, all arns and legs jI seenmed. He managed to
tangle hinself in nearly everything he passed so that he was constantly

unwi nding his linbs and hinself fromthe posts and tables and other nmen. He
wore an old tunic, striped in once bright colors now faded by age which

fl apped around his knees. H's shoes seenmed far too big and flapped too, so
that he made quite a noise as he noved al ong—+ather like a flock of rickety
crows, Lugh thought.

He had a dull black sword, unsheathed, stuck through his belt and sticking out
naked behind where, in his gyrations, it was always dangerously close to
sticking those nearby. H's cloak was pulled up over his | ean head and, through
holes in the hood, his ears poked out absurdly. A long, unkenpt beard of

wi spy, yellow hair fluttered about himlike a tattered scarf.

As he noved anongst the tables, he somehow nanaged to juggle four shiny marble
spheres, keeping themwhirling in a large circle as he staggered around the
warriors.

He stunbl ed and reeled, tripped and nearly fell again and again, but always
kept the balls going, adding nore to those in the air until a half-dozen were
spinning there. The coarse warriors watched his antics with anmusenent, waiting
for himto fall. Lugh realized that the clownish individual was actually
trying to entertain them

The act ended abruptly. The tall nman tumbled over a stool and | anded spraw i ng
on his back in awild pratfall. Still, be nanaged to catch every falling
sphere. The Fonor roared with |aughter

But their smles di sappeared when he arose and noved about them saying
i mploringly:

"Alittle drink for some |aughter, mnmy handsone warriors? A bit of food for a
poor, hungry man?"

The warriors grow ed darkly and turned away fromhim Some pushed hi m away,
and one, irritated by his begging, sent himsprawing again with a solid kick
He rose painfully and shuffled away, rubbing his backside and trying to snile
but ruefully now Lugh felt a surge of pity for the sinmple, awkward cl own.

Then the man noticed him still hesitating on the thresh-,j TO the boy's
surprise, the clown's face split in a wide, ? dicrous grin and he noved toward
Lugh, raising a long-fingered hand in greeting.

"YVel cone, wel come!" he said heartily. "Though no one else will likely say so
here. But you look in need of it, you

He spoke in a ranbling way, but with a real warnth and enthusi asmt hat

envel oped Lugh. Al npost at once the boy found hinself [iking this peculiar
fellow, and he didn't object when the clown laid a |l ong crook of arm about his
shoul ders.

"I"ve not seen you here before, that | haven't," he said, drawing the boy
forward into the room "But | can see by your eyes you're a young one, and
alone too. New to Tara are vou, then?"

Lugh only nodded. He didn't trust his voice not to give himaway yet.
"Ah, well, it's hard being newto a place. You see, |'ve seen many people in

nmy wanderings. | know when a lad is lonely in the world and needs a bit of
conforting, | do that! Now, they're not much for hospitality here, as you' ve



likely noticed, but there's no one ever said Glla Decair never nade a man
wel cone, that there is not!"

He told all this to the boy with a broad grin as he | ed himback through the
tabl es. Lugh noted with relief that none of the others in the room gave them
nore than a passing glance. Many of them did have nmasked faces, as he did, and
t he cl ot hing Angus had supplied himwas the sane. He decided that he would go
along with the cl own and see what he coul d di scover

The tall nman maneuvered Lugh through the warriors to a far corner where there
was an enpty space.

"Sit down, sit down, boy!" he invited Lugh, pushing himdown on a bench. "You
| ook li ke you could use sonme food and drink."

"I could,"” Lugh said, in as deep and hoarse a voice as he coul d manage.

"Well, you're not likely to be offered any here. So I'Il offer what little
|'ve got to you nyself, yes, yes! | will do that!"

He | ooked around him searchingly to be certain no one was watchi ng, then
pl unged his long hands into the depths of that

I
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ragged cl oak. Before Lugh's astoni shed eyes, he began to pluck forth itens
and place them on the tabletop.

There was an incredi ble wealth of food: fruit and bread vegetabl es, cheese,
and a great slab of roasted neat. The large itens appeared miracul ously from
the cloak and pilgj up in a heap

"And you could use a bit to drink as well, 1'd guess," said Glla. Wth a
flourish, he reached again into the cl oak whisked out a |leather jug brinmng
with ale, and set it by the rest.

"There! Enough for two | think," he said nodestly and dropped down by Lugh on
t he bench.

The boy | ooked it all over wonderingly.

"Where did this cone fron?" he asked

"I picked it up here and there,"” the clown answered lightly.

"You mean, with all that stunbling about, falling over the tables, you were..

"... collecting," Glla finished. "That's what | call it. And it's only what's
rightly owed ne, that it is! In tines past |'ve always been treated well where
| entertain. Always feasted at the chieftain's table. But not here anynore. Ch
no! They tol erate ne because they like a bit of coarse fun. But |I'd get



nothing fromthem the mean, ill-spawned brethren of boars."

"Why are you saying all this to me?" Lugh asked, alarned by the man's open
attack on the Fonmor. "Aren't you afraid I'Il tell the others you've been
stealing? Aren't you worried about insulting one of then®"

"I would be," Glla said softly, smling shrewdly at the boy, "if | was
speakin' to one of them™

"What do you mean?" Lugh demanded, trying to sound outraged. "lI'm as nuch a
Fornor as..."
" as ny poor, tender backside!" Glla finished. "Come on, lad. | saw it

when you cane in. Al alone, with those bright young eyes and that easy wal k."

Lugh didn't know what to say. He was cornered in a roomfull of these brutal
warriors, revealed by this absurd, grinning clown.

"Lad, lad, rest easy!" Glla reassured him seeing the alarmin the boy's
eyes. "1'll not give you away. |'ve only adniration for your courage in coning
here, though you must be nmad for

, ing it. | only mean to give you help if you need it. Now, have sone drink
Rel ax and tell me what you're after."” Lugh tried to relax. He took sonme of the
al e and drank a

"I"'monly here to find out what | can about the Fonor. |I'm

stranger to Eire. It's inportant for nme to learn."

"You' re choosi ng about the nmpost foolish way you could to

j that! And there's very little you'll learn here fromthese

men- Drinking and the telling of filthy tales are about their

onlv interests. They're not nmuch the ones for tal k. They'd be

out roam ng the streets for wonen if there were any left to

t hem

But Lugh wasn't listening to the clown. He had noticed

anot her man who had entered the room He didn't |ook |ike a Fonorian. Hi s body
was free of obvious defornmities and his features seenmed normal, if coarse and
very dark. He was dressed in a richly textured tunic and cl oak and noved with
authority through the warriors. Two Fonor flanked himlike guards, pushing a
way for him and those who | ooked up | ooked quickly away, as if afraid to be
seen wat chi ng him

They made their way through the roomto a back wall not far from Lugh and
Glla. A wicker screen was covering a |l arge opening there, and the guards
nmoved it aside so the man could pass behind it.

"\Where does that doorway |ead?" Lugh asked Gl a

The cl own gl anced around at it and shrugged.

"It's just a separate area for Fonor officers. Myst of themaren't so hard to



stomach as this lot, and they like to have a place to eat where they don't
have to see the rest."

Lugh wat ched t he doorway | onger, curious about the nman he'd seen. Soon, he
noticed a warrior near the door get up fromthe tables and nake his way to it.
He | ooked like the other Fonor, shabbily dressed, his face wapped |ike Lugh's
with a heavy scarf covering nose and nout h.

He paused by the wi cker partition and | ooked around himwi th that same kind of
wariness that Glla had shown before taking out his food. Then he slipped
t hrough the opening into the separate room

But the quick glinpse Lugh had gotten of himwas enough to stun the boy. Wen
he'd seen the eyes above the nasking scarf, he had known w t hout doubt t hat
the Fonor warrior
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who had gone into that roomwas the H gh-King of Tara, fires hinself!
Lugh rose swiftly fromthe table and noved toward the doorway.

"Wait! \Where are you going?" Glla called after him

Lugh paid no attention to him It was all fixed on that separate room He had
to know for certain if it was Bres, and why he woul d cone here in disguise.

He noved through the crowd of nen, edging closer to the door. There was a

| arge group gathered near it, watching two Fonor | ocked together on the floor
trying to get at one another with their knives. The rest were betting on the
out cone.

Lugh worked his way casually around them and | eaned agai nst the wall by the
edge of the wi cker partition. He'd hoped for a crack that would allow himto
ook into the room but there was none. However, the thinness of the barrier
did allow the voices of those beyond to filter out. By concentrating, Lugh
coul d pick up snatches of conversation above the raucous noi se of the
warriors.

"There are still far too many of themleft,"” said a soft, arrogant voice that
he recognized. It left no further doubt. Bres was in that room

"Time and work will take care of them" a harder voice responded. "It'Il burn
that rebellious spirit out."

"You've said that many times. It still hasn't happened. The Dagda, his son
and the rest of their |ot seemas defiant as ever. And now this new | ad has
been seen talking to them™

"\What, now you're concerned about this boy?" the other asked in disbelief.
"This boy... yes! He's challenged ne, brought Nuada to l|ife, even bested your

own warriors in the street. Now that he's |linked hinmself with the others, who
knows what it means! | want to explain what's happening here nyself. | want to



find out what el se can be done. |'ve already nmade arrangenents to be away
"hunting' as before.™

"Al'l right," the other agreed reluctantly. "But | don't really see what el se
can be suggested."

"Somet hing is happening, Streng- | feel it. Something to do with that boy. If
I can get no help, | may have to act mysel f1."

"I think you're putting a great deal too nmuch on this one | ad But we" |eave
at: once- lve a cart waiting outside. "

Lugh strained forward, trying to get his ear closer to the nartition. In his
effort to hear, he forgot those in the roomaround him Until, suddenly, a
hand fell heavily on his shoul der and he was w enched about. He found hinself
| ooking up into twin, slinmy caverns topped by a famliar pair of glittering

pig's eyes.

"What are you doing there?" the Fonor demanded. "You're not allowed about the
officer's section!"

Lugh hunted desperately for sone excuse to nake, but he got no chance to find
one. The man's eyes narrowed w th sudden suspicion and he yanked Lugh cl oser
peering intently

into his eyes.

"Wait a bit!" he cried. "I've seen you before. Wthout this!" Before Lugh
could act, the Fonmor reached up and tore the

maski ng cl oth away.
A LI TTLE BRAW

"you!" THE MAN bel | owed. He sl anmed Lugh back against the wall with one hand
and drew his sword with the other. Glla rushed up to them pleading with the
nosel ess one: "Please, let that boy alone! He's done nothing!" "Quiet!" the
Formor spat. The hand with the sword swept back, the hilt catching Glla in a
bl ow t hat knocked hi m agai nst a table.

But the clown's nove freed Lugh of the weapon's threat for an instant. He
seized a pitcher of ale froma nearby table and drove it against the Fonor's
head with all his mght.

Even so, the blow fromthe heavy pitcher barely staggered the nosel ess man. It
was just enough for Lugh to break free and | eap away from him He found

hi nsel f facing others of the warrior pack who junped up fromtheir tables with
how s of rage at his attack
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One of themlunged for the boy, but Lugh spun away. ne saw that he'd soon be

trapped in the tightly packed rows of tables, so he vaulted to a tabletop
starting at a run down its length, skipping over nugs and pitchers and bowed



heads.
"Cet that dammed boy!" the nosel ess Fonor snarl ed.

Al'l about the room men drew swords and began to nobve in an attenpt to
surround or grab the bounding Lugh

He ski pped above them flying ninbly fromtable to table At one point he was
nearly caught, but Glla cane to his aid. The cl own stunned pursuers from
across the roomw th blazing, accurate throws of his stone spheres, whipped
fromhis cloak and fired in a single nmove. Then, when some Fomor started after
him he dropped to the floor and began to crawl furiously under one of the

| ong tabl es.

Above him Lugh continued his little game. The burly warriors shoul dered their
way |i ke maddened bulls through their fellows in a single-mnded effort to
catch him They pushed asi de and knocked down and stepped on toes, raising
some sharp responses fromthe short-tenpered beings. Some struck back angrily,
and rows broke out throughout the room

Glla, still crawing beneath the tables, added to the grow ng confusion
tripping nen as they ran by, popping out now and again to throw anot her
sphere, causing pile-ups and nore tangles. Soon there was a nerry free-for-al
in progress. It drew the enthusiastic participation of nmost of the warriors,
who | oved a braw and didn't know or care what the whole thing was about in
the first place

Meanti me, Lugh, finding hinmself suddenly neglected in the pandenmoni um deci ded
to head for the main door. There was an open space there between the door and
the end of the tables, and no one appeared to be watching it. He dashed for

it, springing fromthe table's end into the space.

It was only then he realized he'd junped into a trap

A figure with a frog's sl ack-muthed face | oomed up in the doorway, bl ocking
it wwth his squat frane and a naked sword.

Lugh whirled around to see three nore Fonor, the nosel ess one included, noving
in fromdifferent points, closing the circle.

"I prom sed you once that 1'd gut you like a fish!" the Fonor captain told him
wi th enornous delight.

He stepped forward, but as he did, a head appeared fromunder the table behind
hi mand thrust forward between his

i as A body followed the head, lifting up fromthe floor in a idden nove, like
a hinge opening up. The head cane up harply into the warrior's groin and
carried himon up, throwi ng hi mbackwards as the figure cane erect. The

nosel ess man crashed down onto the tabl etop am dst a struggling knot

of Fonor.

The astoni shed Lugh saw that it was G|l a who had energed fromunder the table
to assist him sword in hand.

The clown ran to the boy's side, pulling himback as the man in the doorway
lunged. Glla parried skillfully and shoul dered aside the warrior's rush, then
turned to neet the attack of the others.



"Behind me, |ad!" he conmanded Lugh. Then the longsword in his hand cut a
swift, agile pattern in the air as he parried the first assaults.

Lugh wat ched i n amazenment as his new acquai ntance net the attack of all three
Formor. His blade licked out at themlike a serpent's tongue, stinging them
back. Al of the clown's awkwardness was gone in his graceful, al nost

effortl ess, defense. The bufibonish grin had vani shed, and his eyes glinted
with a battle fire.

"Look out!" Lugh shouted, glinpsing the noseless man, finally untangled from
the nob, charging in fromthe side.

"Back!" cried Glla. He shoved Lugh backward out the door, stepped back
hi nsel f and, in a sweepi ng nove, caught the attacker by neck and sword belt,
swung hi m about, and |l aunched himinto the other three.

They ail went down together, blocking other Fonmor who were noving up behi nd.

For a nonent Lugh and Glla were free of opposition. The najority of the
warriors were still engaged in their own fights.

"Come on, then!" Glla told Lugh, and they ran fromthe hall.

The clown pulled the boy sharply to the right as they reached the street. He
rushed himto the corner of the building, threw hi mheadl ong over a pile of
rubbi sh and junped over after him

Lugh sat up sputtering, his mouth filled with the filth. He began to brush
rotting vegetables and bits of bone fromhim but Glla pulled himback
sharply.

I
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"Quiet!" he hissed warningly. Then he crawled up to peer over the edge of the
pile.

Lugh joined him staying |ow The two watched while their attackers emerged
fromthe hall in a confused nass. The Fonor paused, |ooking around them They
decided to separate, and rushed off in various directions, disappearing into
the maze of streets

"Well, that seens to finish that,” Glla said with relief. He eyed Lugh
admringly. "You surely know how to nake a bit of fun for yourself now, don't
you?"

"I"'msorry. Really," Lugh said with regret. "I didn't mean to involve you."

"Well, no matter now. It's safe enough. Let's be away from here."

Glla started to rise, but Lugh abruptly grabbed his cloak and jerked him
down. He dropped back into the garbage with a | oud squosh



"\What are you.
war ni ng.

he began indignantly. But it was Lugh's turn to hiss a

"Quiet!" he said. He pointed back toward the hall. "Look. See those nen
t here?"

G lla |l ooked. The stranger Lugh had seen enter the hall was coming out with
t he di sqgui sed Bres, flanked by Fonor guards. The neeting was over and the
H gh-Ki ng was | eaving for somewhere. And Lugh had to find out wherel

"l have to follow those nmen," he told the cl own.

"Follow them is it?" Glla answered. "Haven't you had enough of this to
satisfy your curiosity a while?"

"No, Glla," Lugh said intensely. "lI've got to see whee they go. You don't
understand, but this could have to do with ny whole life."

"It could have to do with losin' your whole life if you keep on," Glla
scol ded. But then his absurd grin reappeared. "Still, if you're determned, it
sounds |ike another bit of fun."

The stranger and his guards wal ked fromthe hall to a four-wheeled cart pulled
up nearby. They clinbed into it and the waiting driver at once started the
team of horses off.

"Lad, it looks like you'll need my help if you're to followthem" Glla said
brightly.

"You hel p? How?"

"It's certain you can't chase themon foot. Conme with ne,
I've got sone of the finest transportation you'll find in
all of Eire!"

"The finest transportation in all of Eire!" Lugh grunbled. "CQuch! 1'd not I|ike
to see any of the poorer kind."

He wi nced again as the cart jolted over another nud hole in the rain-battered
road. The tiny vehicle, pulled by one tiny, obese pony, was threading its way
t hrough the rough spots under Cilia's guidance.
"It's the roads you should bl ame, not mnmy poor cart,"
defensively. "The rains keep themrippled like a

Glla replied

rough sea."

"Ri ppl ed?" Lugh tried to laugh, but nearly bit his tongue as the vehicle
jolted again. "This cart's so small, it nearly disappears into these great,
gapi ng chasns. "

"It's a good deal better than wal king," the clown rem nded him a little

i ndignantly this tine.

"It nearly is walking," Lugh returned sharply. "My feet are dragging on the
ground. "

"Listen, ny young friend! 1'd not conplain at all if |I were you. That | would



not!"

He was right, and Lugh felt a flush of shame at his conpl ai ning. He woul d
never have been able to keep up with the stranger on foot. Since |eaving Tara,
they had followed the other cart for |eagues at a fast pace, along tw sting
roads, through countryside totally alien to the boy.

"I"'msorry, Glla," he said contritely.

"It's all right, lad," Glla assured him grinning good-naturedly once again.
"It's clear that there's a bit of a strain on you."

"."Well, | want you to know I'm pl eased you're hel ping ne," Lugh said
sincerely. Then he added, nmore doubtfully: "I'mjust not certain why it is
that you are helping nme. I've done little to help you. You can't go back to

that hall to entertain again."

"There's little loss in that!" said Glla. "My wel come had worn very thin
there. It was tinme to nove on."

"But, why help ne? Do you hate the Fonor?"

"Hate the Fonor? | don't know," G lla answered flippantly. |I've not given nuch
thought to it at all. But | do like a bit of adventuring now and again. And
I"'ve a feeling I'Il get all the adventuring | want staying with you."

Lugh shook his head.
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"Glla, you are as mad as | thought you were the first time | saw you."

The clown jerked the cart to a sudden halt, nearly catapulting Lugh off into
t he nud.

"I"'msorry, Glla!" Lugh apol ogized. "I didn't nean to gj Ve offense."

"No, no. That's not what stopped ne!" the clown said lifting an armto point.
"Look there."

They were atop a slight rise. Ahead the road stretched away into a wi de
val l ey. They had a clear view of a large tinber building not much farther on
The cart they followed sat in front of it. And as the two watched, its
occupants alighted and went inside.

"Do you know what that place is?" Lugh asked.

"A hostel. The Formor use it when they're traveling this way."

The cl own | ooked toward the west. The sun was low there, its slanting rays
starting to redden in the evening cl ouds.

"It's late enough,"” he said. "Likely he'll be staying there the night." He
smled at Lugh. "Wich neans we'd best find soneplace else. A place where we



can keep our eye on them™

He reined the pony around and drove the cart off the road, across a neadow
toward a distant, tree-covered hill. He worked the vehicle carefully through
t he dense woods, searching about himfor just the proper spot.

"Here, | think," he announced, pulling up

They were in a small clearing, sheltered fromany watchers at the hoste
bel ow, but able to see it clearly.

"We' || be sleeping outside, I"'mafraid,"” he told Lugh. "I hope it won't be a
hardship for you."

"Not at all," the boy said, junping dowmn. "1'Il sleep on stone or on a tree
limb if it's needed.”

"By your good fortune in choosing ne as conpanion on this little quest, you'l
be a bit nore confortable than that!" G lla assured himnodestly. He tossed
hi m down some bundl es fromthe cart and hopped down after them "Here, |ay

t hese bedcl othes out. Ill make a tiny fire and cook sone food." He patted his
cl oak and wi nked broadly. "l've still got quite a fine supply.™

The clown did have a good stock of food, and they dined by a small,
wel | -sheltered fire. Afterward they watched the

hostel until the sun was down and it was no nore than a light or two tw nkling
in the featurel ess bl ack.

"Let's get ourselves to sleep now," G lla suggested. "The first of the sun
will have us up in tinme to see themleaving." The weary boy agreed, and the
two rolled thenselves in the heavy bl ankets close by the low fire.

Lugh stared up into a clear, noonless sky, where the stars were bright points
flickering like countless fireflies anongst the gently waving treetops. He
stared and he thought.

Wen Glla lifted to poke at the fading fire with a stick, he noted the light
glint on Lugh's open eyes.

"Can't sleep, |lad?" he asked.

"I was only thinking, Glla," the boy replied. "Things have rushed al ong so
qui ckly, | haven't had nuch chance to think how different it all is. This
country, the things I've seen, the people—they're all strange to nme. And only
a few days ago | was as safe as a baby in his nother's arnms. Wrse, Gllal
hadn't even had ny birth yet!"

"So now you' re thinking how great and frightening this is, are you?" Glla
asked. "l suppose you're wi shing you were back in your safe place."

Lugh lifted his head and turned to | ook at the clown. H s expression was
qui zzical, and he replied with a touch of bew |l dernent in his voice.

"That's what's so odd to nme. | don't wish that at all. | can't think of
anot her place |'d rather be than here. Does that make nme as mad as you?"

"It nmakes you a young man after my own heart, it does," Glla said, smling.
"Now, get yourself to sleep. The dawn will be com ng early enough for us!"



They both settl ed back, and soon their breathing eased into the sleeper's
slow, steady rhythm The fire burned down, letting the darkness creep in,
swal l owi ng the trees, the tethered pony, the tiny cart, and finally the
bundl ed fornms of the two.

It was then, when the black had cl oaked the clearing, that the figures began
to nove stealthily fromthe trees.

Not hi ng of the shapes was clear. They were |ike things nmoving behind heavy
drapes, their passing rippling the sea of night |ike pebbles dropped in a
still pond.

A single one cane first, slipping dowmn to stop near the two figures at the
fire. Then several others noved out from
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t he woods opposite, gliding forward silently as if to join the first.

The I one figure had straightened over "the sleeping paj. Sonething lifted high
above it, catching the faint gold Iight of the stars in a pale line, glinting
as would a dewy filanment of spider's webbing.

There was a sharp crack and a log rolled over in the fire-pit. The unburned
bottom of the wood flared up in the enbers, casting a flare of red |ight about
it as the startled Lugh opened his eyes.

Across the fire fromhim he saw the girl named Aine. She was standi ng
stiffly, like a deer surprised, staring toward him At either side of her

t heir shoul ders reachi ng hi gher than her waist, stood two of the |argest

wol f hounds he had ever seen.

Bef ore he could act, she had recovered herself. She stepped forward, lifting a
hand to point at him

"Attack!" came her hard command.

And both the hounds | eaped toward Lugh at once.

23

G TY OF THE FOVOR

LUGH HADN' T TIME to do nore than raise his hands defensively. But the great
animal s sailed over him and there was a shrill cry and the thud of an inpact
behi nd hi m

The agile lad rolled and | eaped erect in time to see a man stagger back and
fall with both hounds upon him unable to bring the ax he held into play

agai nst such a feroci ous onsl aught.

There was a brief, confused struggle, dimy seen, punctuated by snarling and
tearing sounds, then another cry, abruptly cut off in a gurgling cough



"OFfl" Aine ordered once, softly.

And both dogs instantly obeyed. They pulled away and trotted back to take up
their positions flanking her

"What's happeninT' canme Cilia s voice. The clown was
 verjng hinmself up now, peering around in the darkness in

conf usi on.

"It's all right," Aine replied in a calm reassuring voice. "l've saved you."
"Saved us?" the clown repeated in perplexity. He stepped toward her, trying to
see her nore clearly in the uncertain light. "Fromwhat? And who are you
anyway ?"

At his nove toward their mstress, the dogs runbled omnously in their
throats. Glla took a quick step back, hurriedly and hunmbly addi ng, "Meanin'
no di srespect at all. No, not at all!"

"That man was planning to kill you," she said sinply.
"Man?" said the still-bew |l dered clown.

Lugh gestured toward the notionl ess, dark bundl e beyond the faint light's
circle. Glla gathered up an arnful of sticks and tossed themonto the enbers.
The smal |l pieces flared at once, casting a fair glow across the body. He and
Lugh stepped to it. Glla | eaned down but at once recoiled

"Gagh! He's a fair nmess, he is. Throat's torn right out!" He lifted the heavy
ax from beside the body, hefting it in both hands. The fine edges glinted in
the ruddy light. "Effective | ookin'" weapon,"” he noted.

Lugh had been forcing hinself to exam ne the blood-splattered face cl osely,
feeling it was fam liar. Now he gasped in recognition

"I know this man! He's one of the H gh-King' s conpany!"

"Negraii!" Aine spat out the nane as if it were an obscenity. "An inforner and
assassin for Bres. He's been follow ng you since you arrived at Tara, on the
king's orders."

"Not a casual robber then," Glla dryly observed. "But why kill the boy?"

"He's becone too dangerous to Bres,'
shoul dn't have."

she said. "He has |earned things he

"But 1'mnot even certain yet what it is | have |learned!" Lugh protested. He
turned fromthe body to face her, adding, 'And what about you? Howis it you
canme to be here?"

"I"ve been follow ng and watching you," she told himcasually "I saw him
followng as well. | thought you m ght be in danger."

Lugh didn't reply to that. He hadn't really listened to her words too cl osely.
He had gotten his first look at her in the
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light, and nost of his attention had been cl ai ned by what he

saw

She was facing themboldly, her slender figure proudly erect, her unbound

hair billow ng behind her shoulders like a moonlit cloud. She wore the white
l[inen tunic of a warrior ' belted at the waist by a harness with a sheat hed

short sword. : Over this was a heavy, dark green cloak. A slimshafted |ance
she hel d grounded at her side, its finely worked silver point a bright flare
even in the fitful light that also shone in glinting points ami dst the

| ustrous hair.

The massi ve hounds crouched on either side, her guardians, their great heads
up, teeth bared, eyes glow ng, bodies taut and ready to spring.

The young man stared at her in open fascination, especially captivated by the
intriguing swells of figure and the snooth, white, nmarvelous length of |eg
reveal ed by the short, clinging garnent.

Noting his apparently dunbfounded state, she asked , inpatiently:
(

"You did notice that you were in danger, didn't you?"

Like a slap in the face, the sharp words awoke him Abashed, he
colored and said defensively, "OF course | noticed. 1 ' Then,, recalling who
she was, he added nore heatedly, "But why did you save us? You' re one of the
king's circle yourself. You've hel ped me twi ce now when you shoul dn't be

hel pi ng ; me at all. | want to know why."

He stepped toward her, but again the hounds grow ed their ; suspi ci ons.

"Ah, look here," Glla interjected hastily, "we could dis-cuss this nore
confortably w thout your... ah... conpanions.”

She nodded. "That's agreeabl e enough."” She laid a hand lightly on the broad
head of each ani mal, saying gently: "Thank you both. You can be away now. "

The dogs vani shed soundl essly into the night.

"That's a bit better, it surely is!" Glla said with much relief. He dropped
down by the fire and cast a shrewd | ook up at Aine- "You' ve got an unusua
conmand of those beasts. Much nore than any de Danann woul d have, 1'd say.. .1
woul d that!"

She hesitated, |ooking fromthe clown to the young man who stood wat chi ng her
intently. Finally she spoke.

"Look here, I may as well tell you now Yes, |'ve a great
over the beasts, as ny brother has over things of the

sea.



Your brother?" Lugh asked.

"I amsister to Manannan MaclLir," she said casually.

"By each and every power!" Glla said in awe, staring w de-eyed at her. "You
nmean the Sea-God Hinsel f? That dread thing that towers beyond the m sts? Your
brother is a great, horrible, flamn' nonster?"

"My brother is a man," she replied irritably, but then added thoughtfully,
"al though, he is quite a peculiar one." She shrugged that off. "In any case,
he sent ne to keep a watch over Lugh and aid himw th my powers when | coul d.
I took on the identity of a cousin to Bres."

Lugh had been listening to this with grow ng indignation. Now he burst out:

"Aid me? You were sent to aid me? And who was it said | needed any aid from
the Iikes of you?"

"Fromwhat |'ve seen, you're lucky to have had it,"
mat chi ng heat .

she responded with

"And what were you about that night |I arrived in Tara?" he demanded. "Manannan
wanted me to go unnoticed here, and your help put nme on display!" He stepped
cl oser to her.

"If 1 hadn't put Bres in mind of a test, you' d have been flung out in the rain
with no chance at all!" she countered, stepping closer to him

"It nearly got ne killed by that mad raven-wonman!" he remn nded her, glaring
down, their faces only inches apart now

"I"ve al so saved you twice, as you recalled yourself a noment ago!" she
retorted, her eyes bright with her anger as she stood gl aring challengingly up
at him

"Wait nowm Wait now the both of you!" Glla shouted, noving in between them
"It appears to ne you're working together in this —and quite well, too!"

They still stood stiffly, hostile gazes fixed on one another. But they
listened. Glla put a soothing hand on a shoul der of each

"Now, I'ma sinple clown, and not really knowi n' what's happeni ng or what

you' re about. But | do know that with the Fonmor nearby, you' d both do well to
waste no warring on each other."

The | ook they exchanged cool ed considerably as they rec-
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ogni zed the truth in that. Mich of the belligerency left Lugh. Still, with a

touch of defensiveness, he said:



"Manannan ni ght have told ne about her."

"He had no thought of shaming you," she told himin a nore placating tone. "I
wasn't meant to interfere except if there was no other choice."

Glla |l ooked fromone young face to the other. He nodded with satisfaction

"That's better then. Much better.” He took a hand of each of them and cl asped
themtightly together, "Be friends. Lugh, you can surely use the Help, that
you can. I'mlittle enough.” He gave the girl a close, critical |ook

"Besi des, she seens a pleasant girl, even with being a sea nonster's sister."

She smled at that, and Lugh noted it brought a warmlight into her face, I|ike
that of a fair spring afternoon.

"She does that," he agreed.

Glla moved away fromthem |ooking around at the sky and then down toward
where the hostel |ay.
"I't"ll be Iight soon,"
Ri ght ?"

he remarked, "Best get ourselves ready to depart.

He | ooked back to themand then smled hinself. The two were still standing,
hand- i n- hand, | ooki ng at one anot her

For three long days they followed the trail of the Formor and Bres on into the
north. And every day their way became nore dangerous. For other carts driven
by Fonor and parties of their mounted warriors often appeared on the road, the
nunbers increasing as they went. Oten the trio was forced into hiding to
avoid neeting them

After the first two days, the country began to change. It first rose up in
swel I s of the neadow and, receding at tinmes, only to roll up in yet higher
waves beyond. Then it becanme nore ragged, the |ush grass covering replaced by
rock and straggling trees. The ground thrust up nore sharply, the path
wriggling its way through rough stone tunbles so steep the pony |abored at its
traces and the three wal ked to ease its straining. Finally they crossed a
barren hei ghts scrubbed bare by harsh, salt-tainted wi nds and began abruptly
to drop again. The | and ahead changed, |ike gnarled clasped hands opening to
snoot h cupped pal ns, a wide valley swooping gently down toward the glitter of
the ocean far bel ow

They stopped on the valley's upper rim and | ooked over

the way ahead. Far down the road, where it becane only a thin scar in the
snoot h, green-bearded cheek of the hillside, the tiny speck of their quarry's
wagon noved toward the coast- There, on a grey-brown patch that |ooked Iike
ocean scum fl oati ng agai nst the shore, the marks of roads and structures laid
out in regular patterns were clearly visible.

"What is that place?" Lugh asked.

"The Fonor's | argest seaport in Eire," Glla told him "There was a feeling in
me we'd be conmin' here when we started toward the north. Al the Fonor roads
lead here in the end. Al the wealth they've |looted fromE re cones here,

t hough there's little of that left now"

"Can we follow the wagon in there?" Lugh wondered



al oud.

"We can. But well have to take care,"” the clown declared with unusual gravity.
"Even for the Fonmor thenselves, there's no place in Eire so violent and so
dangerous as this." Then he shrugged and sniled and added airily: "Ah, well. A
chance for fun then! Let's be off!" And he started the pony down the road.

When the cart entered the streets of the town, Lugh was seated in the front
with Glla, his features disguised again by the Formor rags he still wore.
Glla seened to need no disguise, for even his jaunty waves and ridi cul ous
grin drew no notice fromthose they passed. Behind them a thoroughly
irritated Aine was buried beneath the clown's furs and bl ankets, trying to
catch glinpses and breaths through a narrow crack

"It's necessary you hide, girl, believe ne,"
m ssing nothing by not seeing this place."

Glla assured her. "And you're

Lugh realized at once how true the clown's words were. As the cart rattled
slowy along the streets, he stared about with a curiosity that turned to
shock and then deep disgust. Even in the worst sections of Tara he had seen
nothing to conpare with the conditions here.

The town, he decided, had been created by a very exacting hand and was quite
unli ke the random | ayout of Tara. The straight, wi de streets were surfaced

wi th some kind of snpboth stone; they criss-crossed at sharp angles to form
preci se squares, as neat and regular as the board of a fichta gane. The houses
had al so once reflected that sense of precision. Al identical, square and
sharp-cornered and built of a curious
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white stone dressed to perfectly matched bl ocks, they would have | ooked |ike
carved bone playing pieces set in their even rows along the streets. The whol e
ef fect nust have been quite clean and stark—and quite uninteresting.

But that, he thought, had to have been very | ong ago. Now generations of
accunul ated debris and filth had marked each structure individually, and the
wi de streets were often nearly bl ocked by rubbish piles.

The space between the houses was choked w th garbage, packed with it, |evel
upon | evel, sometines so high it spilled over the rooftops and threatened to
engul f the structures. The stench of putrefaction grew as they went farther
in, growing nearly overpowering in the heart of the town where sea breezes
were cut off and the odor hung heavily in the stagnant air, sticking in Lugh's
throat like a solid thing and nearly gaggi ng hi m

But even that wasn't so great a horror to the boy as the residents of the
pl ace, who crawl ed and burrowed anongst the filth like maggots in a rotting
car cass.

"There's no other animals in the world |I've seen who'd live in their own filth
and ruin as these do," Glla said with evident distaste.



Lugh saw Fonor in a wide range of nightmare di sfigurenments. Many were too
badly deformed even to function as warriors. For the first tine he saw wonen
and children too. Litters of m sshapen whel ps—he couldn't come to think of
themin human terns—oaned through the rubbish or filled the dim stinking
recesses of the structures. The wonen were nostly as deformed as the nen, but
Lugh did notice a few who seened free of the terrible curse

"There are wonen here who | ook normal," he renarked to Glla. "How is that?"

"They're not Fonor wonmen," Glla said grimy. "They're of the de Danann, taken
by the warriors as mates. Even these animals can't stand to couple w th nany
of their own. But normal wonen still only breed nore nonsters, That's how
strong the taint of the Fonmor blood nust be!"

"De Danann wormen!" Lugh muttered as he watched one | aboring wearily to contro
a large, hideous brood that swarmed around her. Then he saw anot her whose
beauty still showed through her worn and battered face as she sat, bl ank-eyed,

staring, while a creature of spindly linbs and claw i ke hands, nore like a
crab than an infant, craw ed upon her breast. Lugh turned away and, in a
stunned and sickened vaoi ce,

"But, Glla! These poor wonen! Their lives here..."
" nmust be nightmares,"” Glla finished. "I know, lad. It's their ot that
saddens me nost." He turned his head to warn over his shoulder: "And you keep
wel | down, Aine. It's you who'd have the worst of it if we're caught here. Can
you see? Dving would be your |east unpleasant end!"

The sudden i mage of Aine in that woman's place, in the hands of Fomor warriors
burned in Lugh's mind. He recognized that his greatest fear in this wasn't for
hi nsel f, but for her. Angrily he asked hinself why he hadn't forced her to
remai n behi nd.

But there was no reason for his newfound worry. They had already picked their
way through the worst of it safely. Now they were com ng out of the | ower end
of the town, and the shore and sea were ahead of them

One final line of buildings separated the town fromthe water's edge.
Squar e-shaped and built of the same white bl ocks as the houses, they were nuch
| arger and wi ndow ess. Their only openi ngs were w de doorways facing the sea.

Beyond them was the shore, a wide swath of coarse sand. There two | ong

wi de-hul | ed sailing vessels were drawn up for |oading. Scores of Fonor bustled
about them carrying bundl es and baskets fromthe | arge buil di ngs up gangways
into the vessels.

Glla stopped the cart in a sheltered spot between two of the buildings. The
wagon of their quarry had gone on to the water's edge where the officer

al i ght ed.

"We'll have to |eave the cart here,”
out."

G |la announced. "Aine, you can cone

She imredi ately sat up, casting back the coverings and taking a great breath
of air. It was tainted with the snell of decaying food and fish and the Fonor
town, but it was still sea air, and fresher than what she had been breat hing.

"At last!" she cried. "G lla, do you ever clean those bl ankets?"



"I"ve been very busy lately," he replied. "Cone on."

They left the cart and made their way cautiously down through piles of goods
and garbage to the shore. They found a spot near the two vessels where they
could safely observe the scene.
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"See there, the goods brought fromall Eire are stored in those houses 'til
the Fonor ships conme in," Cilia explained. "Then they're | oaded and taken out
to sea."

"Taken where?" Lugh wonder ed.
"I"ve heard it said there's an island out there," the clown told him "Though
no one save Fonor have ever visited it No one alive, that is.”

"And what're our friends up to, do you suppose?" asked Aine. For their Fonor
of ficer and the disguised Bres were in deep conversation with another Fonor
who paused at tines to shout orders at those | oadi ng goods onto the ships.
"I"'mafraid they're arranging for passage,"” Glla said regretfully. "Wen one
of those boats goes out, which | judge will be soon, Lugh's nen wll be upon
it

In confirmation of Cilia's words, the officer concluded his discussion
cl apped the other Fonor on a shoul der and went up the gangway into the ship.

"What can we do?" Lugh asked despairingly.

"Well, unless we can find a boat of our own, ny lad, your little adventure
will be ending right herel™

X1

THE | SLAND

"THERE MUST BE sonme way to get a boat!" Lugh said with frustration
"There may be that," said Glla thoughtfully, his eye caught by sonething
farther up the shore. "See there."

A row of small fishing boats was pulled up on the beach. Nearby a dozen
warriors were huddl ed cl ose around a | arge cauldron set upon a fire, its
contents sending a white waith of steaminto the air.

Lugh was doubtful. "How can we get one of themw th the warriors so cl ose?"

"Sinmpl e enough,” Glla said brightly. "You and our young houndrmaster make your
way down and take one of the boats

while | keep the attention of the Fonmor on ne." He | ooked closely at Lugh
"You can work a boat, can't you?" "It was one of the first skills | nmastered,"
he said nodestly. "And you?" G lla asked Aine



"I'"ll match any man at it!" she declared forcefully. "But what about you?"
asked Lugh. "Just how will you get

away?' ., , _ , , "l've
nmy ways. That s not for you to be worrying about. Lugh shook his head and said
vehemently, "No! It's too

much of a risk for you." "Is it? Well, lad, if you' ve another way, best trot
it out, and

qui ckly. For your officer's boat is making ready to sail right
now

He was right. The crew had clinbed aboard and readied the long oars while a
shore party was heaving the vessel out into the surf.

"Best accept my plan, Lugh," Glla urged, watching the ship nove slowy out.
"Once it's under sail, we'll never catch

it

For a nonent |onger, Lugh hesitated. But he knew he had no choice. He
surrendered reluctantly.

"All right, Gllal" he declared. "W'Il do it as you wish."

The clown snmiled and nodded in satisfaction. "CGood | ad. Now, when |'ve
attracted their attention fully, you two make for the nearest boat and get it
away. Pay no mind to ne at all. Ready then? Here | go!"

He rose fromtheir hiding spot and strode openly down toward the group of
warriors. Aine and Lugh watched apprehensively, wondering if the hardened
Formmor woul d accept their friend or casually cut his throat.

But the warriors only eyed himwith a sullen curiosity as he wal ked up to them
and peered curiously over their shoulders into the I arge pot,

It was filled with water that was boiling quite furiously. Cay bow s and
baskets sitting around it were filled with a variety of fresh seaf ood—erabs
and fish and | arge cl ans.

"Makin' a stew, are you?" he said with delight. "And such a fine, big one too
Surely you wouldn't mnd sharin' a bit of it with a starvin' traveler?"

"Clear off, fool!" spat a warrior whose flattened head and sl anting, gol den
eyes made him |l ook nore cat than man. "There's barely enough for us."
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"Ah, but maybe | could earn a bow ," Glla suggested cheerfully. "A good
nmeal's all the better with a bit of entertainnent. Here, let ne show you."



And before they could protest, he bent his long fo® forward and swept up a
doubl e handful of the clans.

"Say! G ve those back!" ordered a snouted, bristle-whiskered warrior
"Just watch,"” Glla said, grinning, and began to toss up the clans until he
had half a score spinning in a circle, his hands a blur as he skillfully

juggl ed them The Fonmor watched fascinated despite their suspicions.

"Now cones the real trick," Glla promsed. "lIt's very clever. See if you can
guess how it's done."

He continued the juggling, faster than before, but the circle began a steady
shrinking. The clanms were whi sked away, one-by-one, vanishing somehow, unti
suddenly the last popped fromsight. Glla spread his enpty hands and bowed
slightly, saying with a triunphant air:

"There it is, ny friends. Amazing, ay?"

Fromtheir expressions, it was clear that the Formor found it anazing, and a
bit nore.

"G ve back the clans," one said darkly.
"But the trick..." GIlla began

"Never mind the trick. Gve back the bl oody food!" grow ed a hunpbacked gi ant
of a warrior, lunbering to his feet.

"You're not a very appreciative audi ence. That you are not!" Glla scol ded.
"Grab him lads!" the hunmpback shouted, |unging for the cl own.

But Glla was ready for that. One long | eg swng out, kicking the pot over
into them The boiling water washed over the Fonmor as they struggled to rise.
They fell back, howing with pain. And Glla was off.

The Fonor were up and after himat once, sonme |inping and hopping a bit from
scal ded parts. The clown led themaway fromthe snmall boats and, as soon as
they were gone, Aine and Lugh made their run to the shore and pushed off the

near est vessel

Lugh picked up an oar, but paused, |ooking off toward where Glla was running
ahead of the naddened pack of warriors.

"Hurry!" Aine urged, seizing the other oar. "W have to

get away!

"What about Glla? "He said he'd | ook out for hinself," she renm nded him
"Now hurry!"

Rel uctantly, he did as she said, getting the oar out and into the water. The
two of them began to pull away fromthe shore. Aine was true to her claim he
saw, easily matching himw th powerful strokes, and the boat picked up speed
But as Lugh pulled, he kept his eyes on the clown, for he sawthat Glla had

all owed hinself to be chased out on a high point of rocks, thrusting far out
into the water.



"He'l | be trapped!" said Lugh.
"Keep rowing," Aine replied coldly,

Lugh watched as G lla reached the end, turning to face the warriors who cl osed
in.

The cl own backed away fromthem then seened to stunmble. H s |anky, awkward
formteetered on the edge of a sharp drop in an absurd bal ancing act, finally
toppling into the water some distance below. This raised a roar of |aughter
fromthe Fonor. They rushed to the edge to peer down.

Wth their attention on the water below them none took note of the snall
craft gliding steadily away. But Lugh's own attention was riveted on the man
thrashing in the sea.

"I don't think he can swim" Lugh said with alarm

"Keep on rowing," Aine said again, nore sternly.

The cl own was waving his arms madly, and his desperate contortions seenmed to
delight the watching Fonor. Their coarse |aughter reached the couple in the

boat .

"Those animals are going to let himdrown! W've got to help him" Lugh's
voice lifted in angui sh and he dropped the oar, half-rising.

"Be quiet and keep rowi ng!" Aine commanded harshly. "Or we'll be caught as
well."

He turned on her angrily. "How can you | et himdrown?"

"It's by his choice, as yours was to follow that ship. Stick to your own
m ssi on! "

"You can't be so cold."

She net his angui shed gaze steadily. "I'm honoring his choice. He's risked
hi nsel f for you. Can you betray himby not doing as he asked?"
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He knew that she was right. Wthout reply he grabbed un the oar and began to
row with her again.

The Fonor still watched the drowning man, but his strup gl es were weakeni ng.
H s head went under once, twi ce three tines, always bobbing back. But a fourth
time, it didn't reappear

"He's gone!" Lugh said hoarsely, stunned at this |loss of the peculiar man who
had becone his friend. H s eyes squeezed shut agai nst the sudden tears that
started in them



"Well, that was sinple enough. It surely was!"

The fam liar, cheerful voice canme from behind him and Lugh jerked his head
around as Cilia's long hands gripped the bow and, with only slight effort, he
haul ed his lean frame into the boat. He dropped down on the forward seat,
grinning and streani ng water, and held out sonething in one hand.

"Wuld you care for a clan®"

Lugh | ooked in disbelief fromG|lla back to the now di stant rocks where the
Formor still watched the spot where the cl own had di sappeared.

"But, Glla, you just Lugh began

"Swimlike an eel,"” Glla interrupted. "lIt's all in the long arns. Now, let's
be getting moving. Those bright lads seemfinally to be takin' notice of us!"

They were. One of the warriors glanced around and saw them and then alerted
the others. They screaned and gesticulated for its return. Glla waved gaily
inreply. Finally realizing their threats weren't enough, the Fonor charged
for the other boats.

"That'll do themlittle good," said Glla with sly laughter. "lI've a feeling
t hat somehow all the other boats have begun to |eak."

Lugh saw that he spoke the truth. The Fonor were running back and forth madly
al ong the row of boats. One slanmed his great club of a foot against the side
of one and stared out at the escaping trio hel plessly.

"Did you do that?" Lugh asked.
"Just our good fortune, 1'd say,"” Glla told himwith a w nk.

Wth the fear of close pursuit gone, the three now concentrated on working the
smal | boat out past the headl and where it caught a sea breeze. They pulled the
single sail up and

soon
under Lugh's gui dance, they were headed out fromland at a brisk pace.

Wth the conbined skills of the three, the vessel flew over h water, cutting a
white trail through the sunlit waves. The ] GQer vessel was in sight, and they
set their speed to it, fonowng in its wake, keeping it just in sight on the
edge of the curving line of the horizon

It was a fine, warm day under a sky marked only by a tew, fat lazily drifting
cl ouds. Lugh easily nanaged the rudder, but he found his gaze was constantly
shifting to Aine. She had shed her cloak, and he was intrigued by the way her
tunic, wet bv spray, noved agai nst her supple body as she helped Glla with
the sail.

Once she caught hi mwatching her. He flushed, but she onlv smled slightly in
an odd, superior way and went on with her task. After that he tried to
concentrate on steering.

Wth his work done, Glla relaxed in the bow and produced fromthe unpl unmbabl e
depths of his ragged cloak the clans he had whi sked away. Wth a slim dagger
he shucked them skillfully and one-by-one slid them raw, into his nmouth. He
invited Aine and Lugh to join himin this snack, but both, politely but



firmy, declined
And then Aine noticed sonething that had appeared on the horizon far ahead.
"Look there," she said, pointing. "Wat's that?"

Glla and Lugh peered where she indicated. Not far off" the course of the
Formor ship they foll owed, a speck of light glinted on the rimof the sea.

G lla shrugged. "Who knows? A flash of sun on a peaki ng wave?"

"No," said Lugh with a sudden certainty, staring at the flickering blue-white
light. "It's something nore than that."

As they watched, the rhythm c on-and-off of the |light changed to a steady
glow, like a day star lowin the sky. But as they sailed nearer it began to
grow, stretching upward as if it were sonmething lifting fromthe sea

Lugh thought of icebergs he'd seen drifting past his island hone, glowing in
the sun. But this had to be much vaster than those, and taller than his
island's.cliffs.

Now it was a blazing colum of light that stabbed at the eye. A nountain of
ice. No, not a mountain, for it was too regular in shape. It was too
sheer-si ded, too sharp-edged, flat

I
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and smooth, nore tike an i nmense gem shaped and polished by a craftsman. Not
a thing of nature, but sonething el se

And, with a sudden jolt of recognition, he knew what it was.

It was the tower of gl ass.

Xl THE TONER OF GLASS

IT WAS THE thing of his dreans.

It thrust up fromthe sea like a polished crystal spire, the facets of its
sides sheer to the top. Confounded by the sight of it, Lugh stared while the
boat sailed on in the wake of the Formor craft, directly toward the gl eam ng
structure.

"Lugh, what's the matter?" Aine asked, noting his stricken | ook

"I"ve seen that tower before!" he answered, his voice barely nore than a
whi sper, as if it were sone sacred thing he behel d.

Glla |l ooked sharply around at him "Seen it? Were?"

"I'n ny dreans," Lugh said vaguely, uncertain howto explainit.



"Have you been here before?" G|l a asked.

"Not that | remenber." Suddenly angry, Lugh shook his head. "I don't know. |
don't know, and it's driving me mad." He glared up with new certainty at the
tower. "But | do know one thing: if that ship is going there, it's doubly
certain that |1'mgoing there too."

"Well, no fears of missin' that pleasure,”" Glla said brightly. "Your ship's
headed in right now "

"Do either of you know anything of this place yoursel ves?" Lugh asked his
conpani ons.

Al ne shook her head.

"I told you, lad, it's only Fomor who come here. No one el se has ever returned

alive," Glla rem nded him
"Then we'll have to be the first," Lugh said fiercely.
"Fine, lad," Glla agreed, "but | don't think we should just sail in and

present ourselves, do you? Sanity, if | had any nyself, would suggest that we
| ook this place over before plungin' ahead."

The cl own's reasoni ng brought a sense of reality back to Lugh. They broke off
their trail in the other vessel's wake to make a wide circle about the tower.
They saw that it sat firmy upon a high base that seemed made of stone

i mbedded in the living rock of a tiny island. The barren, rugged |land of it
extended out only a little way beyond the base and then dropped off abruptly
to the water.

After conpleting a circuit, Lugh eased the small boat in behind the island,
opposite the point the Fonor ship had been making for. There was no sign of
life on the ragged coast, and they cane in closer, easing around a tiny,
crooked finger of rocks into a sheltered spot. There the shore seened to offer
a safe | andi ng.

The day was calm and they had no trouble working the boat in and tying it up
Al three then | ooked over the island and the tower w th painstaking care.

"Have we gotten in unseen, do you think?" Glla asked uncertainly.

"No way to tell,’'
ri ght above them

said Lugh, lifting his eyes to the structure that now | ooned

It was silent. No novenent was visible on or init. As Lugh examined it nore
closely, nore of its structure became clear to him The polished pl anes of
gl ass were seen to be, not a single sheet, but nmany, separate, interlocking
di anonds whose sides were the length of several men. They were joined by a
sl ender black line, criss-crossing to forma web across each polished face.

From Lugh's |l ow angle, this surface now reflected the sky and drifting cl ouds
above so perfectly that the tower m ght have beconme part of the brilliant
scene save for the network of lines. It made the tower seemas if it meant to
entrap a segnent of the clouds in a gigantic net instead of joining with them
to be one.

To Lugh, the tower was at once a thing of awesone beauty and of icy terror
For it was so alien, so starkly separate fromthe natural world surrounding it



that he felt there could be nothing of human warnth in it.

"There's no way into it," Glla observed

I
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It was true, Lugh realized. No openings marred the smooth surface or the blank
stone foundation

"That Fomor ship had to go ashore to unload somewhere " Aine offered. "There
must be a way in there.”

"Let's go and find out," said Lugh
"And hope no one finds this boat while we're away," she added, fastening her
| ong cl oak back around her shoul ders.

"My girl, why worry?" Glla said blithely. "Since they're likely going to
catch us and kill us, we won't be needin' it."

She threw hima | ook of annoyance and then turned to clanmber fromthe boat
onto the rocky shore. The others were cl ose behind.

Cautiously they worked their way around the island. It was a rough journey,
but they finally found thensel ves peering past a rocky outcrop into a tiny
cove.

There the sea washed al nost at the base of the tower's foundations, and there
were several inmmense, square openings into the thick stone wall. Before these
openi ngs was a system of wharves, apparently of stone, reaching far out into
die waters of the cove. The ship they had foll owed was tied at one of these
wharves, and nen were already at work offl oading the cargo by neans that, to
the invaders, seened quite mracul ous. One strange contrivance with a |ong
neck of grey netal supported a conplex pulley systemthat sonmehow worked

wi thout nen pulling on the ropes. It lifted cargo fromthe ship with a great
deal of snuffling and shrill screans, as if it were some aged beast in pain.
O fl oaded cargo was set on a sort of raised pathway that ran fromthe wharf

t hrough one of the doorways, disappearing into the darkness beneath the tower.
The cargo began to nove at once, all by itself, propelled along the path by
some unseen force.

Lugh was not at first able to absorb these wonders. Hi s attention was riveted
on other ships drawn up at the wharves, and on the men who nmoved about them

For the ships were |ong and sl ender and of shining black. And the nmen about
them wore tunics and trousers of a metallic grey!

"Those nen destroyed my hone!" This burst from Lugh before he thought.
"Quiet!"™ Glla hissed, glancing up apprehensively at the glinting wall of

gl ass | oom ng above them "No telh'n' what kind of |ookout they've got nounted
here.”



Lugh was already cursing hinself for his rashness. He had prom sed Manannan
not to talk of his own past. Mre, he realized that this discovery had not
been such a shock. Since seeing the tower, he had been expecting the
appearance of the soldiers of his dreans as well.

"Glla," he said, nowin a hushed voice, "do you know who

those men are?" , , ,

"I"ve no idea, lad. Friends to the Fonmor, though. Thats cl ear enough.™
"I'"ve never seen ships |ike those, sai d Al ne.

"I have," Lugh said grinmy, remenbering. Now, nore than ever, he had to find
out about this place, these nen. "I've got to get into that tower!"

"Tryin' to get in there is madness!” G lla protested. "You know where your
H gh-King's cone. It's sure death to try discoverin' nore. Come away now and
you'll have tales enough for your grandchildren—and a chance to have 'em™

"Please, Glla," Lugh said earnestly. "lI've other reasons now | can't explain
for having to go in!"

G lla shook his head. "I don't know, lad," he said doubtfully. "Seenms to ne
that your stayin' alive and seein' through this mission you're on is what you
shoul d be thinkin'" of.

"Glla, believe nme, finishing that mnission may depend on going inside."

Glla considered that. Then he shrugged and said with resignation, "You may be
right, lad. Not even your sea-god can know the way a destiny will work itself
out. Maybe this is sonmething you're neant to do." He lifted a long finger to
poi nt purposefully at Lugh. "But don't you be thinkin' that you'll |eave old
Glla out of this." He |ooked up at the tower, and that delighted grin flashed
into being again. "It might just be a bit of fun seeing the inside of that
great icicle, so it mght!"

Lugh | ooked to Aine. "You can stay and watch the boat."

"Who are you to give ne orders?" she shot back haughtily. "I'mcharged with
Manannan to see through this mssion, as you are. No dangers in that place
could match his wath if | fail him" She added in an aside to Glla: "He's
got an awful, cruel tenper, you know. Not an entirely sane man at all!"

G lla nodded synpathetically at that. Lugh sighed his resignation
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"Al'l right," he said. "W'll all go in- But how woul d yOu suggest ?"

"The nmost direct way," G lla suggested. "All those nmen are busy about the
ships. Seems to me we could slip through that doorway nearest the rocks
wi t hout being seen.”



The other two agreed. They worked their way around the shore of the cove
wi t hout nuch difficulty, the rocks giving them cover.

As they passed close to the strange warships, Lugh sa\v that they were not so
sl eekly black as they seened at a distance. It appeared to the lad that the
sides were forned of great sheets of nmetal and riveted one to another, nuch as
the smths who had trained himhad riveted bronze decorative fittings. These
sheets were iron, he guessed, because they were rusting along the seans in
spots, trailing streaks of red-brown to the water |ike great, bleedi ng wounds.
He wondered what | ands of forces could have forged and shaped iron in such
huge pi eces?

Finally they reached a spot near the closest doorway. Far down the wharves,
the men were busy still. The way to the unguarded door seened cl ear

"Well, nothing but to try it," Glla said. He noved fromtheir cover, slipped
to the opening and through. The others quickly foll owed his |ead.

As he cane into the tower's base, Lugh paused with his friends to examine the
pl ace they'd entered.

The room ahead was |ike a cavern, extending up into deep shadows and away into
distant gloom It was clearly a vast storehouse for the tower, with material

of all types piled in great nountains about them Lugh recognized sone of the
pil ed objects as loot fromEire—tapestries, carved wood, weapons, utensils,

gl eam ng treasures of silver, gold and bronze. Unbelievable wealth was dunped
in carel ess heaps, left there to nmolder and rust and tarnish away.

To Lugh this raised a curious point. Wiy had the wealth of the de Dananns been
stripped away and brought here for no purpose?

There was no time to consider that now. Oher shapes in the depths of the room
clained his interest. They were dimy seen bul ks of massive size, alien form
unguessabl e purpose. Sonme seened to be vehicles, with great nmetal wheels, but
of

h enor mous wei ght that scores of oxen woul d be needed
to nove them

Most had clearly been stored there unused for a very long time. The dust of
many years was thick on themand they were scarred by the red corruption that
mar ked the ships outside. As Lugh exam ned them nore unanswerabl e questions
fl ooded his m nd.

The three nmoved cautiously on through the towering piles of objects, keeping a
careful watch. But they saw no other of the soldiers. They moved farther into
the room and then stopped, |istening.

For there, in the rooms center, they were aware of a sound that seened to
rise all about them It was a runble, as of distant thunder, but continuous. A
t hrobbing. And intertwined with it, a high, thin hum Ilike the sustained note
of a harp

string.

"It's as if the tower is alive,” Glla whispered, voicing all their thoughts.
"Heart beating. Breathing. And we in its bowels!"



"There's a pretty thought,"” Aine replied sourly. She | ooked around. "Were do
we go now? |'ve seen nothing of those

nmen.

"They must have gone into the upper part of the tower," said Lugh. "There have
to be ways up into it. Let's find the outer wall and follow it around.

There'll be stairs somewhere, won't there?”

Glla shrugged. "In a place like this, there's no way to be certain of
anyt hi ng. "

They found a way through the piles of goods to an outer wall. It was of the

strange, stonelike material, snooth and apparently jointless. As they felt
their way along, Lugh in the lead, the clown trailed a few paces behi nd,
searching constantly around him his expression quizzical. Something was
bot heri ng him

Lugh came soon upon a hallway, a high but narrow passage | eading fromthe main
room

"Let's try down here," he suggested.

They noved cautiously down the passage. It was faintly illum nated by gl owi ng
yel  ow squares w dely spaced along the ceiling. Mire magic, Lugh thought.

Sone way ahead, the passage seened to enter another
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room opening into a darkness that gave no hint as to what it contained.
Still, there was no sign of anyone.

"This is strange. Very strange,"” said Glla in a voice tinged with
uncharacteristic worry. "We've cone too far too easily | don't like this
passage, the way it feels or snmells. Something is wong."

"Glla, quit your raving," Lugh told him "Nothing js wong."
A sharp rattling sound began behind t hem

They whirled about to see a door of iron dropping fromthe ceiling, clanging
to the floor, closing off the entrance to the passageway.

"There you are! | told you!" Glla said with an odd triunphant note.

"It doesn't nean anything," Lugh protested. "W're still safel™
A sudden, harsh screeching rose about themand, with a violent initial jerk,
the floor began to nove.

Lugh realized they were on a noving pathway |ike the one he had noticed on the
wharf. It went fromwall to wall, leaving no way to get off. And it was now
carrying themrapidly toward the bl ack opening at the passage's far end.



"Don't go through that doorway!" Lugh cried, "Hang on!"

He grabbed at the wall to hold hinmself back, but the stone surface offered no
place to grip. He fell backwards and was pulled feet first along, scrabbling
madly at the wall to slow hinself. Behind him A ne was down too, fighting
vainly to pull herself back. They succeeded in slow ng thensel ves, but the
nmovi ng floor still dragged themtoward that opening.

The hapless Glla had no chance at all. He had been taken off his feet by the
first jerk and dunped in a heap. He could do nothing to slow hinself as the
fl oor whi sked hi m al ong.

"Gllal" Lugh cried helplessly.

But the clown, a tangled pile of linbs, could only wave weakly as he was
| aunched t hrough the doorway, vanishing into the darkness.

Lugh and Ai ne redoubled their own frantic efforts to hang on, but it was
usel ess. The belt dragged themrelentlessly on, and Lugh soon followed Glla
t hr ough t he openi ng.

There was no floor beyond it.

As he went off the end of the noving wal kway, he flailed out. One hand
contacted a projecting rail and he gripped it as

, fg]® swinging down. Inches fromhis face was a spinning
etal wheel over which the noving floor somehow roll ed,

turning back to run beneath the upper surface. He hung by a
hrace which held this projecting end of the wal kway and the

He had no chance then to see what was beneath him for Aine, fighting
stubbornly to the very end, was at last forcibly cast over the edge. As she
fell, he reached out with his free hand and caught her by one arm her dead
wei ght yanking on himviolently, nearly pulling himloose. But he held on and
they both hung there, all their weight on the one hand desperately gripping
the rail.

He | ooked around. There was not hing around or bel ow but a dull grey netal
surface that funneled down to a round openi ng sonme distance below It was |ike
t he gapi ng maw of sonme nonstrous beast waiting to swallow them and its chill,
sour-snelling breath rose up to envel op them

Lugh saw no place to put foot or hand, no chance to clinb back up, no place to
climb to. And his hand was rapidly loosing its grip on the brace.

There was only one ot her choice, and he took it. He let go.

XV

A COLD RECEPTI ON

THEY CLUNG TOGETHER as they fell into the round opening and then slid down a
| ong, sloping tunnel at a breathtaking speed. The slope grew nore gradual as

they went, slowing them until they suddenly whunped out to find thensel ves
deposited on a second novi ng pat hway.



From anot her openi ng above them a gust of cold air tainted by a bitter scent
bl asted their faces as they energed, instantly chilling themthrough. Then
they were being carried along, through a large, lowceilinged roomfilled with
mounds of objects thickly encrusted by white frost, sparkling in a hard glare
fromnore of those |ighted squares.
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Before they could recover their dazed senses enough to act, the noving pat hway
ended, dunping them abruptly onto a chill, stone floor

The two sat up and | ooked around them trying to understand where they now
were. On closer scrutiny, they were able to recognize sone of the things
surroundi ng them Al ong one side of the roomwere rows of cattle, pig and
sheep carcasses, hung by their feet on great hooks, split and beheaded and
pale with their icy coat. There were no nore blasts of the chill air, but the
at nosphere was already freezing and that harsh, biting scent so strong Lugh
felt it as something burning in his nose and throat as he inhal ed.

"What is this place?" he asked, his words energing enveloped in a thick, white
cl oud of breath.

"They' ve captured winter and inprisoned it!" cane Cilia's voice.

They | ooked up to see himastride a pile of straw baskets. He had one open and
was casually juggling three oddly shaped pi nk objects.

"Look here!" he said. "It's all hard as stone. Frozen solid!"
"What are those?" Lugh asked.
"Hearts. Sheep, | think. Take a | ook!"

He tossed one down to Lugh, who had no interest in seeing it nore closely. It
fell to the floor at his feet and shattered Iike a clay pot, scattering
splinters of its blood-red interior across the floor, flecks bright against
the frost-white

"Clearly it's here they preserve food for those living in the tower," A ne
said. "But, how do they keep it so col d?"

"Magic it is, surely,” Cilia told her. "Great magic, too. Mirre even than you
or your Manannan control, 1'd guess, | would that." He gestured up to anot her
of the openings in the ceiling right above his head. "There's a draft of chil
air comn' fromthere to put to shame any winter blizzard |I've ever felt."

"I don't see how you can be so cheerful about it, you ridicul ous bufibon,"
Ai ne conpl ai ned, tuggi ng her cape about her nore tightly. "W'll be frozen as
solid as those carcasses before long."

She was right. Lugh could feel the sharp cold cutting through his thin
clothing. Danp fromthe sea, the edges of his tunic and trousers were already
stiffening with ice. And for Aine he knew it must be worse.



"Glla, we've got to find a way out of here!" he said.

"Wl | not the way we canme in. That's sure,"” the clown

plied, 'clinbing fromthe stack. "That tunnel we dropped
JTwn was slick as a frozen stream so it was. No climnbing

But they must have a way to get this food out of here,
poi nted out- "Let's |ook!"

the shivering Aine

Thev found the way soon, in a solid door set in the center

f one outer wall. It was securely |l ocked, its netal handle
coated thickly with a shiny layer of ice. Lugh westled futilely
with it, his hands sticking to the frozen surface. Angrily he

st epped back and kicked at it with no nore result.

"I suppose we'll be hanging up |ike those carcasses soon," Aine said wearily.
She | eaned back against the wall, her body saggi ng Her shivering stopped. "O
maybe we'l|l freeze solid standing up and topple down and shatter |ike that
heart." The inage seened to anuse her. She smiled. "Little bits of us al

m xed together on the floor. Think what a job they'll have sorting us out."

Her voice was blurring. She was going linp, sliding down the frost-coated
wal | .

"Stop that!" Glla said sharply, grabbing her shoulders and jerking her erect.

H s harsh treatnment seenmed to have sone effect on her. She pulled herself up
and her dreany expression vani shed.

"That's better," Glla said. "Lugh, you cone here."

The tone of command that had appeared in his voice made Lugh obey wi t hout
guesti on.

"Now, nove close to Aine," the clow directed. "Yes, that's it. Coser. Cet
your armns around her, lad, she's not turned brittle yet. And you too, girl.
Good! " He pulled Aine's heavy cloak out and tucked it carefully around them
"Hold on to one another rightly," he adnoni shed. To Aine's hostile | ook, he
responded, "If you nmean to live, it'll take the heat of you both. There's
not hi ng personal involved. Meantime, I'lIl ook around." He grinned. "This cold
doesn't seemto bother me so nuch!"

He went off into the piles of frozen produce, |eaving Aine and Lugh. Their

qui ck recognition that it was indeed much warmer this way was enough to keep
themclinging tightly together. Lugh felt better quite rapidly, so much so

t hat he becane suddenly inmensely aware of the girl's body pressed so tightly
against his. He could especially feel the heat of her
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t hi ghs and breasts where they touched him A new sensation began, |ike a wave
rippling through him He noted curiously that it seemed to be moving fromthe
i nside out. And wi thout consciously considering, he began a slow but purl
poseful exploratory novenent with his hands.

"Move those hands any further and you'll lose them" she warned sharply.

He flushed and said awkwardly, "My hands are still cold."
"Then warm them on yoursel f," she said. But there was no real anger in her

voi ce, and Lugh, | ooking so closely into those grey eyes, saw a flicker there
of anmusement, and of sonething el se.

"Are you certain of that?" he said with a new bol dness. "W may still be
turned to lunps of ice here."

She eyed himthoughtfully, that odd, undefinable | ook even stronger

"You may be right,"’
full upon his lips.

she told him and, on inpulse, |eaned forward to kiss him

It was a | ong, earnest kiss, and the warnth and sweetness of her |ips seened
like a draught of warnming honey-nead streaming into him flooding through him
bringi ng every sense and every nuscle to a fluttering, tingling life.

She pul | ed back and gave hima curious little smle of satisfaction
"There. There's sonething youll not have to feel you nissed if we die here.”

"There are other things," he said, his boldness growing with this surge of new
ener gy.

Her smile grew teasing. "For such you' d have to survive to find a bit warner
pl ace! "

Several very good replies to that occurred to Lugh. But before he could voice
any of them they were interrupted by an excited call fromdGlla

"Ai ne! Lugh! Cone here quickly! I've found sonething."

Wth great reluctance, Lugh noved fromthe cloak and the two crossed the room
to find Glla behind a mountain of stacked produce. There a |ong contrivance
lifted at a sharp angle fromthe floor to a door set in the corner of ceiling
and wal | .

"You' ve got your bl ood heated enough, | hope,"
This is another of those noving

he said innocently. "Look here.
thways, j Inink jt goes up through that doorway. Tmthinkin' if we clinmb up
this thing, we mght get through."

"If it's to bring food up fromthis place, it'll likely dunp us in a cooking
pot," Aine said darkly.

"At least it'll be warm" Lugh said. "I'Il clinmb up first to

He pulled hinmself onto the path, intending to crawl up to the door. But as his



wei ght came upon it fully, sonething clicked |oudly, a whining sound rose
beneath him and the pathway began to nove. Before he could junp off, it swept
hi m up through the doorway, the door sw nging up out of the

WEI Y-

He was pushed out onto a low platform He rose to find hinmself |looking into a
long roomwi th rows of cupboards and shelves on either wall and a high, narrow
table running down the center. At this table a dozen men and wonen, dressed
identically in the nowfamliar grey uniform stood preparing food. But,
attracted by the sound of Lugh's unexpected arrival, all had now halted in
their actions and were staring blankly at him

Wth as much apl onb as he coul d manage, Lugh clinbed fromthe platform
Brushing the frost from hinself, he began awkwardly to inprovise:

"Ah, sorry. | didn't nmean to bother you. | was ... ah... just |ooking around
down there, in the... ah... cold place. Wiere it's all frozen. Down bel ow. "

They continued to stare bl ankly.
At that noment, the doorway Lugh had come through swung asi de again, and Aine

was roughly deposited on the platform She | ooked around at the workers in
al arm but he quickly hel ped her down, explaining to themwith a snile

"My... ah... helper. She was down in the cold place with nme, |ooking over al
the ... ah ... cold things."

"That's a marvel ous explanation,” she murnured scornfully. "That'll foo
them™

Agai n the door swung aside, this tine to allow Glla to be ejected fromthe
opening to land sprawl i ng beside them The scullery workers | ooked at him
then back to Lugh and Aine. This time she ventured an expl anati on

"Anot her hel per. He goes with us when we... when we ... ah ... | ook around at
cold things."

"Ch, that's nuch better," he told her nockingly.
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Glla was on his feet now, and by unspoken agreenment the three began to nove.
There was only a single door, at the opposite end of the |ong room past the

wor kers. They headed slowy toward it.

"Well, we've got to be getting on now," Lugh said casually he hoped. "You can
get right on with your work!"

"Happy to have net you," Glla added warmy. "Sorry it couldn't have been
| onger. "

The eyes foll owed them as they approached and began to edge down one side of
the long table. They were nearly hal fway when a very broad and very dark man



who had been carving at a joint of nutton with a very long knife suddenly cane
tolife. He turned to block them

"Say hold on! What nmadness are you speaking? You're not fromthe tower.
You..." he poked the knife toward Lugh, "you | ook an Eirel ander."

"I's that a rat gnawing at your foot?" Glla inquired politely.

The startled man bent forward to | ook. Glla grabbed up the joint of mutton
and swept it down on the back of his head. The worker dropped.

Glla was over himbefore he hit the floor, Aine and Lugh right behind.

They shoul dered aside two others and sprinted for the doorway, getting through
it before the workers could recover fromtheir surprise

Now the trio faced another corridor, white-walled and enpty and stretching far
away into the distance.

"We've got to hide!" Aine said, quite unnecessarily.

The only likely place for that seemed to be one of the many doors spaced
evenly down the corridor's sides. Glla pulled the others to the first one,
yanked it open and shoved them t hrough

They found thensel ves neeting the gaze of two hundred pairs of eyes. Gey

uni formed nen and wonen filled an i nmense room sitting over plates of food at
row after row of tables. Al had ceased eating when the trio appeared to stare
bl ankl y at them

"Not again!" Lugh groaned.

It was Glla who nmade the excuses this tine.

"Ch, sorry! Very sorry for interrupting your neal," he said, apparently quite
unruffled. "CGo right ahead." And he ushered

the other two back out, slaming the door on the beginnings of a combtion
They reentered the corridor just in tine to see several ot the scullery

wor kers, now nobilized and armed with various lethal utensils, begin a charge
upon them Glla led a retreat the other way.

The three raced to the end of the corridor and di sappeared around a corner
When their pursuers, now joined by some sword-w el ding soldiers fromthe
dining hall, rounded it after them they found their quarry had di sappear ed.
The corridor had opened into a square, barren chanber. On each of the other

si des another corridor entered it, and in each corner a broad stairway went

upwar d.

The pursuers, nmany quite bew | dered about the whole affair, stopped as they
entered the room peering around, at a

| oss.
"Where'd they get to?" asked one of the scullery workers.

"Coul d be anywhere fromhere," a warrior replied. "W were they, anyway?"



"Said they was | ookin' around," another worker growl ed. "Popped out of the
freezer cal mas you please. But they're not of our lot, | can tell you that!"

"They could be Eirelanders who got lost," a young warrior suggested.

"No, Captain,"” the worker told himdefinitely. "One was in the clothes of an
Ei rel ander, but he | ooked normal enough. Al of'emdid. Even that strange,
gawky one. In fact, the girl wasn't near bad-lookin'."

"They coul d be de Dananns then."
"What can they be doing here?"

The young captain's tones grew nore worried.
"We'|l have to find themin any case, Captain," a warrior said. "Shall we
alert the Conmander ?"

"No!" the other said quickly. "He'll be angry if he knows they've penetrated
the Tower so easily. Better to catch themfirst. There are only three, and
they don't seem dangerous. Organi ze search parties for the |lower |evels. Put
guards on the main stairs and the lifts. And be certain the perineter guards
are alerted. But, for all our sakes, keep it quiet!" A tinge of fear gave an
added bite to his words. "Renenber, the Conmmander dislikes this kind of

m st ake! "

The party nmoved back the way they'd come. Their voices faded.
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Fromthe shelter of one of the stairwells, three heads were cautiously thrust
forth. Aine, flushed with indignation, was the first to speak

"Not bad-1ooking indeed!" she funed.

"At least you weren't called 'strange,'" Glla pointed out affably.
"Never mind that," Lugh told theminpatiently. "W' ve got to keep noving."
"Well, we certainly can't go back that way," Glla said.

"I don't want to go back. | want to go up, to see where these stairs take us."

"Go up? Into the tower?" asked the startled clown. "But they' re seekin' us

now, they are. And you'll never find those two men in the vastness of this
pl ace! "
"I"ve told you, there's nore to it now, Glla," Lugh urgently explained. "l've

got to keep going.'

"I't's madness, it is!"™ Glla said with gravity. Then that foolish grin flashed
into being again. "Maybe that's why | like it so much! I'mready to see nore
of this marvel ous place nyself, so | am Lead on, lad!"

Lugh had given up trying to follow the volatile clown's |ightning changes of
tenmper. He sinply nodded and | ooked to Aine. She nodded in reply. Wthout nore
words, Lugh turned and |l ed the way up the broad stairway.



They crept up, easing around two sharp turns, comng abruptly to another
floor. The stairs went up only a single level. Cautiously, the trio again
peered out fromthe well.

Directly before themwas a broad, square colum of smpoth, white stone,
featurel ess except for a wi de door of gleamng silver. Past its sharp corners
they could just glinpse a |arge open space, brightly lit. No one was in sight,
so they ventured out, like mce fromtheir hole, scurrying across to the

shel ter of the col um.

They edged around it, away fromthe silver door, and Lugh hazarded the first
| ook out into the place beyond.

He | ooked into a vast atrium a square colum of Iight running up through the
tower's center, so wide a spear's throw mght not cross it, so high Lugh
couldn't see to the top fromhis vantage point.

It was enclosed by galleries, tier upon tier of them all alike. At the outer
edge of each a silver railing glinted sharply. Behind each gallery wal kway was
a wall of glass

hose interl ocki ng di anond sections echoed the outside. In
ach corner, a thick, white colum, like the one they hid
behi nd, ran up through all of the levels as if supporting them

Lugh's eyes followed the pattern up until his view was bl ocked. He noted that
all the i mense roomglowed evenly with the chill brightness of a winter's
| andscape froma hard, white |ight whose source was invisible to him

Qddly, he felt no sense of wonder at this incredible place. Certainlv it

mat ched Manannan's Sidhe in its nmagnitude. But it was far different from what
he had experienced there, where magic was an el enent of the natural aura which
softly enveloped himwith warnth and life.

Here, there was no nmagic at all

Sonehow he knew that here the power came fromthings rigid and cold, fromthe
machi nes and materials and skills of a civilization far beyond that known to
Lugh. Still, the power was sterile, and not a part of nature save in the
ruthl ess shaping of it to the ends of those who dwelt here.

And, with that thought, an image swooped |ike a shining raven fromthe night
of his dreans into the sunlight of his consciousness. It was the inage of this
same white glow and of a dark, nonstrous shape noving before it. He knew now
that hul king thing was sonething that nust lurk within this tower.

"Hold tight!" he hissed. "This colum's just cone alivel"

Lugh felt the snooth stone beneath his hands vibrating, heard netallic
scraping and rattling fromwi thin grow ng rapidly | ouder. He braced hinsel f,
wonderi ng what strange contraption m ght descend on themthis tine.

Then the vibration and noise died abruptly away. There foll owed a sharp cl ang
and then the sound of voices very near. Lugh and Aine flattened against the
pillar while the fearless cl own peered around the back of it. In nonents the
sound of the voices began to fade, and G|l a | ooked back to them



"It's warriors," he nurnured. "But they've gone down the stairs. Come on!"

He led them around the pillar to the silver door at its back. It now stood
open.

"They came out of here," he said. "Mist have been six or seven.”
"What is it?" said Lugh
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"Maybe a way up into the tower," suggested Aine. "\\. seen no other stairs."

They warily approached the opening. It seemed to lead into a small, bare room

"It's another peculiar trap, you know," Cilia announced with childlike
ent husiasm "This whole place is mad. Can't trust it at all!"

"Those nen came from sonepl ace. There nust be another door fromit," Lugh
said. "And we'd best find it before those others start |ooking for us."

They nmoved into the tiny room | ooking about them Its walls were a snooth,
dull-grey netal. It was |arge enough to hold perhaps a score of men. But there
were no other doors no signs of openings at all save for a square marked in
the center of the ceiling.

Lugh was staring speculatively up at this when, w thout any warning, the
silver door dropped fromthe ceiling, sealing theminto the roomwith a very
final - soundi ng cl ang!

XV
RI SING TO THE TOP

"SEE THERE?" SAID Glla delightedly. "And | knewit. | knewit. You can't say
| didn"t!"

"Your constant joy at all of this is getting just a bit tiresome," Aine told
himcoldly.

"We've got to get it open again," said Lugh, searching fruitlessly for a
handl e. But then that peculiar clattering noise began again, and they felt the
room begin to vibrate.- Mrre, all three were aware of a sensation of pressure
on them

"Somet hi ng' s pushing down on ny insides!" Glla exclaimed, voicing the feeling
of the rest.

"We're rising," Aine stated. "This rooms lifting up!"

"We've got to stop it. Get out of it quickly,"” Lugh said with urgency. "Wen
t hat door opens again, there mght be a hundred warriors on the other side."

"Only one chance that | can see,"” said Glla, pointing inward. Al three



| ooked up to that small square. "That might be a door out.'
hel d out his cupped hands to Lugh. "Have a | ook?"

He stooped and

Wt hout argunent, Lugh clinbed up. The | anky being easily cane erect, lifting
the lad up close to the ceiling. Lugh pressed upward on the square and it
rose. He saw it was a separate place resting in the opening and thrust it

asi de. There was a dense bl ackness beyond this hole, and the clattering noise
much increased. But, with little other choice open to them Lugh hesitated
only a noment before hauling himself up into it.

Once through, he crouched where he was in the darkness, trying to gain sone

i mpressi on of what surrounded him The scraping and rattling were very | oud
here, and echoed as in a cavern. It was dark, but not profoundly so, and after
some noments, he began to see. He realized that there was enough space there
to hold themall.

"Quickly, clinb up here!" he called back down to them

Glla passed Aine lightly up, then leaped up to grip the edges of the hole
with his long arns and | ever hinself on through.

"Watch the walls around us!" Lugh warned. "They're sliding quickly down past
us. If you touch one, you'll be pulled down into the space between the wall
and the roof. It's only as wide as nmy hand."

Ai ne | ooked around her in wonder. The four walls ran straight up around them
to be lost in the gloomfar above.

"The walls aren't noving down. W're noving up!" she said. "Sonmehow t hat
little roomis rising up a shaft. But, how can it work?"

"How can those pulleys and those noving pat hs work?" Lugh returned and
shrugged. "Anyway, it nust take people up and down the tower. If it stops
somewhere el se, maybe we'll have a chance of getting off."

"By good fortune we seemto have conme visitin' at nealtime,”" Glla said.
"There are few novin' about."

It was true. Lugh had seen no one noving on the galleries around the centra
atrium At other times the tower might be swarmng with warriors.

He set the square cover back in the hole, leaving it slightly ajar so he m ght
l[ift it again. Then they waited. The car rose
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up past one and then anot her doorway into the shaft, eacK tightly closed by a
simlar metal door. After a third door had slid down past the edge of the

roof, the clattering died again and the car jerked to a shuddering stop

Lugh lay down flat on the roof and peeked into the little roomas the door
opened and two nen entered. Wth a jolt of surprise, he recognized one of them

as Bres! The other, Lugh guessed, was the officer naned Streng. Both had given
over their Fomor dress for the sleek grey uniformof the tower dwellers, and



Lugh realized Streng nmust be one of them He could see little of himbut the
tip of a projecting nose and a thinning head of dark hair, but he clearly had
none of the Fonor defornities.
"I"'mvery sorry for the wait, Bres," he was saying apol ogetically as they
stepped into the car, "but this is the only Iift which is operating at
present, and it's cursedly tenperanental."

Lugh saw hi mtouch a hand to a row of ornamental markings beside the door. At
once it slid closed, and with another jerk, the room began to nove slowy
upwar ds agai n.

"Things are nore wetched here every tine | cone," Bres conplained. "I am
unabl e even to receive hot water in ny roons. | would appreciate it if you
would try to do somet hing about that."

"I will try, H gh-King," the other prom sed. "However, 1 amafraid | cannot
really prom se anything. You see, as you have not lived in the Tower, |I'm
afraid you don't understand the difficulties we face here. This is a very

| arge and very conplex structure, not sonme primtive hut of sticks and nmud."
The tones were austere and condescending. It was clear that the man had no
liking for the demandi ng Bres. "The technol ogy of our ancestors which created
all this is now many hundreds of years behind us. Systens have becone worn and
parts are harder to replace. Skills necessary for maintenance have becone
harder to nmaster with each generation. Still, the main systenms which sustain
the Tower were built to operate without repair alnost indefinitely. W do the
best that we can with the rest.”

Bres's reply cane sharply, as if he resented being spoken to |ike sone
backwar d student:

"Even so, | feel a great deal nore confortable in ny own hall than here."

"I was certain a man |like you would, H gh-King,"'
sarcasm barely di sgui sed

the other replied, the

Bres shot the man a hard | ook, but chose not to reply. The ride continued in
si | ence.

By now, the car had risen many stories in its noisy and somewhat shaky clinb
up the shaft. Lugh paid no attention to their progress, trying to overhear the
men below, until Glla tapped his shoul der. Wen Lugh | ooked up, the clown
gestured into the darkness overhead. In that void, sonething had becone
visible. It was a faint square of light, dimat first, but becom ng brighter
as they approached.

It was the top of the shaft.

"Lie flat!" Lugh told them They went down on the roof beside himand waited
as the car crawl ed on up, carrying themrelentlessly toward the flat and very
sol i d-1 ooki ng ceiling.

They were passing another doorway. It was the last. Lugh realized the car was
going all the way up, all the way to the top- It was slow ng now. , .slow ng.

.slowing.. .but not enough to save them from bei ng crushed.

Aine buried her face. Glla threw up an armin a vain gesture of defense. Lugh
tensed for the inpact.

And t hey stopped.



Wth a whonpi ng and chattering, the room beneath them shuddered to a halt just
as Clia s outstretched pal m sl apped agai nst the cold stone of the top

"Ah, here we are!" Streng announced to Bres as the door slid up. "If you'l
followme to the waiting area, 1'll informthe Conmander that you're here."

The two stepped out of the room Their footsteps died away. The trio atop the
roomwaited breathlessly for the car to nove again. But it was still, the
doors stayi ng open

"All right. Here's where we'll get out too," Lugh said.

He lifted the panel and | owered hinsel f through, dropping lightly to the floor
of the room He peered cautiously out the doorway. To his right, the two nen
were wal king away along a gallery like those he had seen from bel ow. Still
there seened to be no one el se about. He signaled the others to cone down and
hel ped theminto the room

"Now wher e?" Ai ne asked

"Follow me," said Lugh. He was determned to see who it was that Bres had cone
here to neet.

He led themout onto the gallery. The two he foll owed had

I

120

THE RI DERS OF THE SI DHE

THE M SSI ON

121

al ready reached its far side and started up a halfway | eading off of its
corner. Lugh started after them but stopped as he realized the others weren't

with him Both were at the railing, staring raptly down.

Lugh joined them saying irritably: "Come on, then. What's wong with you?"
Then he gl anced over hinsel f.

He was | ooking down the atriumfrom a trenmendous height, At |east a score of
| evel s were between them and the floor, a tiny square, far bel ow.

"I't seens much higher fromup here," Glla said in an exhilarated way. "It
makes me feel my head is floatin', so it does.”

"It seened to me it already was," Aine gibed absently as she gripped the rai
tighter to lean far out.

Wat chi ng her made Lugh feel quite giddy. He'd never been up nuch over two
stories in his life, and the experience was not a wel come one. He couldn't see
why the others seenmed to be enjoying it. To himit seened as if the whole
structure were teetering and he was certainly about to fall.

He backed away until the inner wall of the gallery touched his back. In a
rat her hoarse voice he called:



"Look, could we be going now? Pl ease?"

"Ch, right. W're comng!" Aine said, recalled to duty. She slapped G lia's
shoul der. "Come al ong, clown. And m nd your head's on tight!"

They started after Lugh along the gallery. But after a few steps, Glla and
Aine couldn't help noting that Lugh stayed pressed flat against the glass

i nner wall, creeping along sideways. Not only did it |ook peculiar, but it
slowed their progress a great deal

"Lugh, why are you noving like that?" Glla felt obliged to ask
The | ad hesitated. He was ashaned to admt his weakness to his conrades.

"I... thought there'd be | ess chance of our being seen this way,"'
l'ied.

he finally

Ai ne and the clown exchanged a gl ance and a brief smle of understanding.
"In that case, | think we'd better do the sanme, don't you?" Aine suggested.
"Aye, we should,” Glla agreed. They noved to the inner

wal | and took up positions on either side of him Glla in

{tout.

"W'|l stay close,” Glla said. "Let's nove along."

Sonehow t he presence of his conpanions on either side steadied Lugh. Wen they
went on, he was able to control the feeling of vertigo and stay with them As
soon as they had crossed the gallery and noved fromit into the encl osed
hal | way, the feeling disappeared.

In the time it took themto reach the hallway, however, the two nen they had
foll oned had di sappeared as well. The hallway was enpty, the watts bl ank. But
not far ahead it opened into a room Toward it the trio nade their way
carefully, cautiously, silently,

"I"'mgetting good at this, | am™"™ Glla said brightly.
"Shhh!" Lugh warned, fearful of being overheard.

He need not have worried. The room ahead was enpty. It was anot her of those
stark, coldly lit roons, its only furnishings a row of sinple benches of grey
metal lining one wall. Three doors were in the opposite wall. Small ones were
in each corner. An inmmense doubl e door was in the center

Lugh approached the central ones and bent close to them listening intently.
From beyond cane a faint runble of voices, one rmuch | ouder than the rest, but
none under st andabl e.

He took one of the door handles but then released it. There was no way to know
what waited beyond. His fists clenched in frustration. He wanted to punch the
shining metal. He couldn't have come so far, gotten so close, only to be
thwarted on the threshold of his goal

A sharp hiss brought himaround. Aine was standing at one of the smaller
doors, She had it open



He and G lla joined her. Beyond the door was visible a flight of stairs
| eadi ng up.

"I'"ve been doing sone exploring this tine," she told themw th a triunphant
air. "I think this leads into the roombeyond. | didn't go up all the way, but
I could see bright light, and | heard voices quite clearly."

"Ai ne! Good work!" Lugh threw his arns about her in a joyous hug. She put up
very little resistance.

"No one hugged ne when | found a way fromthe cold place,"”
assum ng a hurt tone.

G lla conpl ai ned,

"I'l'l doit later,” Lugh promi sed. "But, quickly nowl Let's try to find out
what's happening in therel™

i
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They all but crawl ed up the stairway. The way was gl oony thrown into shadows
by the blaze of |ight above.

The voices were growing in volunme as they went. Lugh felt his excitenent
surgi ng higher at each step. Al fears were cast aside now in the expectation
of final discovery.

At the top, they found thensel ves on a wi de bal cony Beyond its edge the room
dropped away into a large space filled with a brilliant, blue-white |ight.

Lugh and his conrades noved gingerly to the silver rail along the edge. He
peered over, wondering how far this drop was going to be. He found with relief
that it was only to a level right bel ow.

Still, it was a large roomhe |ooked into, a triangle that clearly took up a
corner of the tower, for both the outer walls the bal cony faced were made of
gl ass. And Lugh realized that the blue-white Iight was that of the sky beyond.

From their height, the whole sea seemed to stretch out before him and such a
br eat ht aki ng si ght m ght have clained nmore of his attention if he hadn't been
so intent on the roomitself. For in the center of the floor bel ow himstood
the two men they had followed. They faced a raised platformfilling the outer
corner where the glass walls net. And upon that platform something massive
sat.

To eyes unaccustoned to the glare, it was at first little nmore than a dark
mass, featureless, its shape hard to define. But as Lugh's eyes adjusted, he
realized that what he | ooked at was a nmonstrous bei ng!

XVl

BALOR OF THE EVIL EYE

AGAI N LUCH SAW a hul ki ng bl ack form conme toward himout of a white glow, saw



it raise a massive armthreateningly.

But that was an image fromhis dream and this was real. Another part of a
chil dhood's nighttime terror had cone to life.

It seened to be a giant, seated on a heavy netal throne. Its haptf was a
P111"0" °~ a mans. with two arns, two | egs, hands, feet, a head, but all in
massi ve proportion. Each |leg was thicker than a nan, and the head was |like a
huge, squat cauldron set directly upon the great wi dth of squared shoul ders.
Each hand | ooked fully capabl e of squeezing a man in

The body seened fully encl osed by sone kind of arnor with the same bl ack hue
as the hulls of the netal ships. Even me great head was covered by a hel net.
Thus, the being had no visible features, save one, and that one was the nost
terrible aspect of its appearance. For in the center of what ought to have
been the face there was only a single eye.

The netal lid that covered it was down, nearly closing the eye. But through
that narrow slit, Lugh could see a ruby-colored light that had to be of
incredible intensity.

"By all that's livin', what's that!" G1lla whispered in a choked voi ce.

"I don't know," Lugh answered honestly. "Listen."

"There are still too many problems with the de Dananns," Bres was argui ng.
'They still show sparks of rebellion, despite the harsh way we've tranpl ed
down their fire. I want you to help ne nake an end of them now "

The reply cane fromthe terrible formin a rattling, echoing voice that held
no trace of human tones:

"1 fear you seek a final solution to your own problem But you will have none
fromus. You will have to continue to bleed themas you are. |If they are
weakened to the point the Fonmor garrisons in Eire can destroy them you may do
so. But | wonder at this drive to see them exterm nated, considering that it
is their blood which half fills your veins."

"It is that very blood which causes ny hatred of them" the Hi gh-King
explained. "I mean to prove nyself wholly Fonor. Any aspect of that other half
must be wi ped totally away!"

O her half! To the listening Lugh, this revelation was both startling and very
illuminating. Bres was only partly of the de Dananns, and a traitor to that
part.

"I comrend your loyalty, if it is genuine," the black figure said. It shifted
slightly. The novement was incredibly slow the upper body tilting stiffly to
bring the head forward. The red eye rested upon the officer. The voice
continued in words as hard as the clang of iron on iron. "But understand ne
wel I'!
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Al the scientific skills of our civilization at its highest |evel of

achi evenent created this Tower. It is the |last bastion of our race. | will not
risk those living here without good cause. It js up to you to maintain contro
in Eire without any help fromus. Do so!"

These words were clearly neant as a disnissal, but the stubborn Hi gh-King had
nore to say. He stepped boldly forward.

"There is another matter, Commander. About a boy."

The hard voi ce responded at once, demandi ng, "Boy? What boy?" There was an
al nost - human note of curiosity init this tine.

"It is sone notion King Bres has,"” Streng put in. He sounded apol ogetic at
having to disturb the being with something so trivial. "It's hardly worth even
bringing it up to..."

The eye shifted just a fraction. The light was suddenly a gl owi ng beam
pl ayi ng across the Hi gh-King.

"Just tell me about this boy!" came the command.

"He is a wanderer naned Lugh who appeared nysteriously at Tara!" Bres quickly
expl ai ned, his face suddenly shining with sweat. "He proved hinself a Master
of Skills and won a place there. Now he seens to be in | eague with the Dagda
and his son. And he created a riot at the inn where | met Streng. | think the
lad is dangerous. He's another reason | wish to act. He may be part of sone
conspiracy to..."

"A Master of Skills?" the netallic voice broke in sharply. "What kinds of
skills?"

"A great many," Bres assured himwi th increasing urgency as the heat grew nore
unconfortable. "He was a swordsman, a ganes player, a master of the harp..."

"The harp!" This crash of sound cut the man off again. Fromits side the
figure lifted a hand, pal mup, fingers outstretched. The fingers curl ed back
into a massive fist.

"That boy nust be captured now " The ringing words vibrated the roomwi th
their volume. The fist shook. The hot |ight bathed the now soaki ng Hi gh-King.
"Go back at once. Find that boy w thout delay. You understand? Wthout del ay!
Find himand bring himto nel"

"I will, I will, Conmander,"
"But why..."

Bres pronised in a voice pitched high with agony.

"I't's not for you to know" the hard reply cane. "Now go!"
Under the circunmstances, Bres had no inclination to argue

this- He turned and strode away, trying to keep hinmself fromrunning to the
doors.

The figure of the Conmander cane slowy erect again. The eve narrowed and
turned toward Streng, who had been siting patiently nearby.

"See that High-King Bres returns to Eire at once," the voice ordered. "And
have the woman sent to nme. | want to see what she thinks of this news."



"Yes, Commander,"” the man replied. He turned to follow Bres fromthe room

But as he departed, he was imredi ately replaced by another uniforned officer.
Thi s one Lugh recogni zed as the voung captain they had seen bel ow.

He approached the notionless giant slowy. H s expression

was not a happyj one.

"Commander," he began in a nervous voice. "l... | don't mean to disturb you,
but I felt this could not wait |onger."

"Wl | ?" asked the iron voice.

"There are some strangers in the Tower," he said in a sudden rush, as if to
get it over. "Parties are searching for themnow There are only three.

Possi bly de Dananns. A man, a girl, and a boy."

"A boy!" the voice cracked with the power of a lightning stroke. "That foo
Bres! They followed himhere fromEirel™

Wth relative speed the head cane forward, swi veling on the thick neck
throwi ng the crinmson beam about the room The three watching fromthe bal cony
ducked below the rail as it swept above them

"He is here!" the Commander runbled. "He saw Bres neet with Streng. He

foll owed them here. | know it nmust be. | can feel it!" The nmetallic voice was
mar ked now by a very human note of triunph. The eye swung back to the waiting
officer. "He mustn't | eave the Tower. Have everyone alerted. Search every

| evel . And send Bres back here!"

"Yes, Commander," the captain said briskly, happy to have escaped the
Commander' s w at h.

On his departure, the figure again sat back. This tinme the lid on that
terrible eye dropped fully closed, cutting off the line of ruby light.

The trio above waited for several |ong nmonents, but there was no further sound
or novenent fromthe figure
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"The bl oody great thing's gone to sleep!”™ Glla whispered "Tine to he goin!"

Lugh agreed. They noved off of the bal cony, back down to the outer room It
was enpty. The captain had al ready gone

"Once he raises the alarmbelow, warriors will be swarmn' over this whole
tower," Glla said. "It would seem a good nonent to nmake our departure, so it
woul d. "

Lugh hesitated. "But there are so many questions, so many things | don't
understand,” he told them "And the woman. Who is she?"



"You've no time to find out now," Aine said urgently. "W've got to get away
before we're trapped. It may already be too late.™

As desperately as Lugh needed to learn nore, he also knew the ri sk had becone
too great. He nodded.

"All right. W'll go. Let's nake our way back to that lifting room Mybe we
can go down the way we came up."

"That captain may have already taken it down," said Glla

"Then we'll have to hide and wait until it cones back. There doesn't seemto
be much ot her choice."

They made their way back to the central gallery. Their good fortune seened to
be holding; the gallery was still enpty.

They started at a run for the colum with the lifting room Lugh suppressing
his fear of the height by sheer willpower. But they were only hal fway across
the gallery to it when a party of soldiers rounded it fromthe other way.

Bot h groups stopped in surprise. There were four grey-clad nmen, and they
surrounded a woman in a soiled and ragged gown. Lugh knew her at once. It was
Taillta.

In his joy he started toward her, crying her name. She recogni zed himthen
and her face Iit with her elation

"Lugh!" she called back, trying to push forward past the guards.

But they pulled her roughly behind them while one warned darkly: "Get back,
now, whoever you are!"

"You |l et her go!" Lugh shouted and charged forward, all sense of logic gone in
hi s expl osi on of anger.

The guards, though startled by the attack, were well-trained and hesitated
only an instant before seizing their sword hilts to draw. Four bl ades woul d
have net the lad's attack if the quick-thinking Taillta hadn't |eaped forward,

throwi ng hersel f sideways to crash across the backs of the guards' legs. Al
of them staggered, and two went down over her heavily as Lugh slamed into
themfromthe front.

Lugh's attack had al so taken his friends by surprise. But now they noved in to
aid him Glla—the only one of the trio adequately arned—drew his sword and
ran to engage the two soldiers still on their feet. Aine sprang onto the
figures struggling on the floor

Clia s opponents were skilled and aggressive in their sword-play. Their
weapons were of a silver-grey netal much thinner and lighter to wield than
his, yet as strong. For all his own prowess with a blade, he | ooked as if he
could barely keep both attackers away.

They forced himto retreat until his back was to the inner wall, and then they
cane in fromeither side. The clown drew his dagger and fought wi th both
hands, |unging constantly fromside-to-side to parry their slashes and

t hrusts.

Meanti me, Lugh had becone |ocked in a battle of strength with one of the other



sol diers. He was vastly overmatched in it. Hi s opponent was burly and nmuch

| arger. Lugh had secured a desperate grip on the man's sword hand with both
his own in an effort to west the weapon away. Now they rolled across the
floor, the soldier battering at Lugh with his free hand, each trying to kick
the other with their feet.

Aine had joined Taillta in an attack on the fourth soldier. They drove him
down onto his back, and the ol der woman fell across his sword arm pinning it.
Ai ne then sprang forward, |anding with both knees on his groin.

She had hoped to incapacitate or, better, kill him She hadn't reckoned wth
hi s toughness. The pain only gal vani zed himto a superhunan effort. He rose,
t hrowi ng both woren off, bellow ng for good reason like a bull castrated by
hot

i ron.

But as his weapon canme up, Taillta threw herself upon himagain. The sword
flicked toward her as she cane in, the slender blade driving up into her side
bel ow the ri bs.

She grunted sharply with pain, but didn't pause, pushing the weapon out and
away fromthe man's body, | eaving hi munguarded.

Ai ne was quick to take advantage of the opening. Wi pping her short sword out,
she thrust it forward, backed by her body's full power. It struck hone,
cracki ng through the nman's

I
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breast bone, burying itself to the hilt in his chest. Instantl dead, he
col | apsed backward, his blade pulling free of Taillta

Lugh and his soldier, still |ocked together, had now struc gled to their feet
and were against the outer rail of tht-gallery. They were bent sideways over
the top of it, their upper bodies hanging far out, swaying over the sheer drop

Lugh was trying his best not to | ook down as he tried to maintain his grip on
the man's sword hand. Still, he was feeling a certain dizziness. It was not

| essened by the fact that his opponent was slamm ng punches into his stonach
with his free hand. Lugh was jerked farther up and out by each one

He felt himself weakening. The eyes so close to his own were pitiless. They
saw that he was failing. The tight lips lifted in a grimsmle of victory. The
fist delivered another jolting blowto Lugh's lower ribs. Lugh felt blackness
washi ng up through him rolling through his brain like a wave that woul d drown
him He cursed his weakness and he thought of the battle with Mrrigan. Here
it was, happening again, only this tine no silver hand to save him

Then he heard the cry of pain fromTaillta. He glanced aside to see her
st eppi ng back fromthe sword point, to see the rush of crimson fromthe wound.



That was enough. He went nad with a white-hot rush of new anger, and the
madness gave himstrength. In a sudden nove, he released the man's sword wi st
wi th one hand and swept the arm down to hook under his |legs. The soldier, his
arm drawn back for another blow, was too slowto react as Lugh heaved upward.
He tried to grab at the |lad as he went over, but m ssed.

He nade no sound as he fell, perhaps too surprised by the defeat. The
exhausted Lugh hung on the top rail, watching himplunge toward the atrium
floor. It was now fl ooded with tossing grey waves of uniformed figures. The
body dropped down into them striking with a boonmi ng thud audible to Lugh. A
band of white appeared around where he fell, w dening out like ripples around
a stone dropped in a pond. It was faces turning upward to where Lugh stood.

He jerked back fromthe rail and ran to Taillta. Aine was already at her side,
But on seeing Lugh, the ol der woman pulled erect, pressing one hand tightly
over her wound.

"I"'mall right," she said stolidly. "Help your friend."

Lugh | ooked up the gallery to where Clia still held the

, soldiers at bay. At first glance they seened to have the “r awkward cl own at
a tremendous di sadvantage. But \oh who knew Cilia's act better by now,
realized that the 1 nmsiness was a neans of distracting the attackers while he
jpftjy parried their assaults. Instead of rushing to his aide, Lugh sinmply
called to him

"Clial"

The clown | ooked to him "Onh, finished already? He sounded a bit di sappoi nted.
"Too bad. | was just having some fun." He | ooked to his opponents. "Sorry,
lads, to be ending this so soon. But it's been good sport, it has that!"

"Why you..." one snarled, charging in.

He staggered back at once froma lethal thrust through one eye and fell. The
other man hesitated, amazed by the ease with which Clia had struck. Then he
gul ped as the clown | ooked at him smling”® am ably.

"Your turn, | think," Clia said with enornous gl ee.
The man turned and ran.

Clia shrugged and let himgo, striding quickly to the others. Lugh turned his
attention back to his foster nother

"Taillta, are you certain you're not badly hurt?" he asked anxiously, throw ng
an arm around her.

"It's just a cut along the ribs," she assured him Her voice was strong and
even. One hand was kept pressed tightly to the wound, but she was in contro
and evi denced no pain.

She | ooked closely at himand smled with great warnth, lifting her other hand
to stroke his cheek.

"My Lugh. | never thought 1'd be seeing you again." Concern clouded her
Features. "But, what are you doing here?" She | ooked over the other two with
open curiosity, dwelling |longest on the strange-Iooking clown. "And who are
your... comnpani ons?"



"There's no time to explain,” he told her. "W have to go. There are hundreds
of warriors below. There nmust be parties on the way up here now. "

"Then our way out of here is blocked,"” G lia said.

"No. Maybe not!" said Taillta. "There is a way down fromBalor's quarters.”
"Bal or ?" repeated Lugh

"The Conmander. He's a nonster so vast that a special lifting device carries
himfromhis ship to his throne room It's back there." She pointed al ong the
gal l ery.
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"We know well enough," said Glla. "W just came fromthere."

"Have you?" She was clearly amazed. "You have been courageous ... or foolish.
Have you seen hi n®"

"W have," said Lugh

"Well, | don't know how you survived it, but you'll have to again, for we'll
have to go right past himto reach the lift."

"He was asleep," said Aine. "At least, he seened to be."
"Then maybe there's a chance.”

"We've certainly no others left," said Lugh. "Let's be at it."

They started back along the gallery at a trot. Taillta held her own with no
trouble, refusing Lugh's offer to suppo.rt her. No other soldiers appeared to
chal | enge them

"Why aren't there nore warriors on this | evel ?" Lugh asked his foster nother

"It's all Balor's quarters. No one comes up except on his command. Mst of the
tine he's alone.”

"What is he?"

"I don't know. |I'mnot sure his own people do. But the power fromhis eye is
like no other. It's what blasted our fortress."

"I thought no one had survived. Are others of our people here?"
"They're all dead," she said grimy. "He killed the other survivors trying to
make ne tell himwhere you' d gone. She gave a short, hunorless |augh. "There's

irony for you! Now you come wal king in his door!"

"But, Taillta, why? Way does he want nme?" Lugh asked her urgently.



She | ooked at himgravely. Her voice was firm

"Lugh, that is sonething you cannot ask me. Please, prom se you will not, if
you | ove ne."

"I'f you wish it,' at least not until we're

safe. "

he agreed reluctantly, adding,

They reached the corridor that led to Balor's throne room and ran up it to
the central doors. Lugh put his ear to themand listened. There was only
sil ence from beyond.

"There's a short hallway |eading fromthe outer corner of the roomon the
left,"” Taillta explained softly. "To reach it, you'll be crossing the room
right before his throne. The door to the lift should be open. If we can nake
it there, | think I

operate it. | watched themwhen | was brought up init. It'll take us right
down to their wharves."

"Perfect," said Lugh. "But, if anyone of us doesn't make it, the rest must go
on. There's no stopping once we've begun

ni ght ?

Al'l agreed. They understood the hard logic in his words.

"If we're separated, we can neet at the boat," he went on. "Don't wait | ong,
though. If there's any danger, get out to sea." He |ooked at his foster
mother. "Taillta, you'll go first. You're nost inportant now "

He eased one side of the huge door open a way and peered through the crack
The throne roomwas enpty save for the giant figure. It sat notionless as
before, the eye closed. Lugh pushed the door w der and whi spered to Taillta:

"Go ahead, then. As quickly and silently as you can. Don't pause for
anyt hi ng! "

She nodded. Then she smiled and kissed himlightly on the cheek. "Good fortune
to you," she said, and slid through the opening.

Anxi ously he watched her cross the floor. She went swiftly, fearlessly,
gliding without a sound to the far coner, disappearing into the entrance to
the hallway. The bl ack figure made no nove, gave no sound to show it had been
di st urbed.

"Good! She's made it," Lugh said with relief. "Now you, Aine."

This time she didn't challenge his order. She noved to the door, then paused
before slipping through to | ean back and give hima kiss herself.

"My wi sh of good fortune matches hers,"
gone.

she said lightly, and then she had

Like Taillta, she flew silently across the floor w thout incident. The being
cal | ed Bal or slunbered on.

"Your rum Cilia," Lugh said. He grinned at the | anky man. "I
clunmsiness is only an act. | hope I"'mright."

ve deci ded your



"Il try not to fall,"” the clown prom sed. He | eaned toward the |lad. "Want ny
kiss for luck as well?" he asked, puckering his lips.

"CGet on with you," said the enbarrassed Lugh, shoving himtoward the door.

True to his prom se, the clown made his silent way across the room past the
figure who m ght have been a statue cast fromiron

i
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Now it was LugH s turn.

He slipped through the opening, closing the door behind him He began to
nmove stealthily across the room H gl anced up at the black giant as he

went. No life there. G

He was crossing right before it when the voice spoke, the sound of it clanging
hollowy, like a nmetal drum

"Lugh!" the voice of Balor called to him
XV
THE STORM

LUCH FROZE, ROOTED by a fear that pounded madly in his tight chest, dried his
nmout h, stopped his m nd.

He forced himself to look up toward the figure. The eye was still closed. It
hadn't noved. But the voice clanged fromit again.

"It is you, isn't it, Lugh? | saw the others pass. | let themgo. | knew none
could be you. | waited for you."

Lugh stood staring at the nonstrous form He battled inwardly to control the
fear, nore intense than any he had ever known, which threatened to block his
r easoni ng.

"You cannot escape this Tower," Balor said flatly. Very, very slowy the head
began .to tilt toward him "Surrender to me now and no harmw |l conme to any
of you. | pronise that."

"You prom se!l" Lugh answered scornfully. "Your warriors destroyed ny hone, ny
only famly." He took a step back, away fromthe figure, toward the corridor

"Don't try to run," the voice commanded. "Stay where you are. Don't make ne
destroy you. You are too inportant to ne."

"Inmportant? Me?" said Lugh, startled by this. "How? Wat do you know about
ne?"

The head stopped noving, the closed eye now directed toward Lugh. the iron
voi ce boonmed heavily, like a slowy tolling bell.

"I know you can decide the fate of Eire, of all of us."
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This was a furtner shock to Lugh. Did this being know

hout his mission? He had to escape. He took another step

Stand still!" the voice threatened. "I warn you, if you nove | will have no
choi ce. "
The massive lid was still fully down. Lugh was certain the thing couldn't see

him It had to be guessing where he was by the sound.

As silently as possible, the young warrior took another step
' The lid of the great eye began to lift.

Lugh threw hinsel f sideways as a line of crimson Iight burst from bel ow the

lid. It struck the spot where he'd stood, blasting it with a flare of searing
heat .

Lugh scrambl ed up as the beam began to nove, swinging toward himwth
i ncreasi ng speed, crackling across the floor in a blazing line of light.

The lad ran for the hallway's entrance, the energy behind him so close he
felt the heat of it against his back. He felt it touch a heel, a lick of
raking fire, and dove forward, rolling into the shelter of the hallway as the
beam struck the wall outside it. A corner of the entrance was bl own away by

t he expl osi on. The room shook with the force.

Lugh rose unhurt and went on along the hallway. Behind himthe doors to the
t hrone room burst open as scores of soldiers poured in, Bres at their head.

Bal or's eye closed and the head swi veled to them
"The boy is here?" the H gh-King asked, gl ancing around.

"He went up the lift hallway!" the Comrander roared. "Get after him Don't |et
hi m escape! "

Bres obeyed, leading the soldiers at a run for the hallway.

Lugh nmeanwhil e had reached the far end, and the lift. Its silver door was
closed, It was al ready gone.

He hadn't time to feel any regret at being |eft behind. The thunder of the
warriors' footsteps was approachi ng quickly.

There was only one ot her possible way out —a snmaller door next to the lift.
He tried the handle. It was | ocked. He was trapped.

He turned to face the solid wall of advancing soldiers now slowing to close
with him weapons ready.

Then a hand grabbed his shoul der from behind. The small door had opened and he
was haul ed through to have it

134



THE RI DERS OF THE SI DHE

THE M SSI ON

135

slamed after him He found hinmsel f in sem -darkneSs facing a figure
whose wide grin still shone clearly. It W Glla

"Stairway!" he said sinply. "Cone on!"™ And he led the uav up the narrow flight
at a run.

"Convinced the ladies to go on," he explained in abbreviated form as they
clinmbed. "Seemed they should get out Stayed behind, nyself. Thought you'd want
some companv We'll keep their interest while the others escape.”

The door bel ow crashed open

"Ch, here they cone now " he announced as if guests had arrived for a feast.
"Hurry lad!"

Lugh didn't need the urging. He sprang up the stairs three at a tinme, stil
barely managing to keep up with the |ong-Iegged cl own.

At the top another closed door blocked their way. The two threw thensel ves
against it without slowing. It gave way, and they stunbled forward into bright
light.

There was only sky above and on all sides.

"The roof!" G lla exclained.

"C ever guess!" Lugh said. "Now where?"

They ran to a corner and | ooked over. Lugh inmediately turned away, his head
reeling. It was a sheer drop of smooth, shining glass all the way to the

ocean, very far bel ow

The sol diers streanmed fromthe doorway behind them They spread out into a
line blocking the two into the corner of the roof.

Glla took a deep breath of the sharp sea air.

"It's a fine view," he said appreciatively. He turned to the Iine of soldiers,
asking: "Don't you all think it's a fine view?"

Bres noved forward fromthe rest, and it was clear fromhis grimlook that he
wasn't interested in the view

"I don't know who you are, fool, but you made a fatal mstake joining this
boy." He | ooked at Lugh. "And you nade yours followi ng me here." He gestured
sharply to the soldiers. "Take them"

Several began to close in. Glla drew his own weapon and pushed Lugh behi nd
him into the corner of the roof.

They were forced to cone at himfromthe front, and bunched together tightly.
Glla kept themat bay with his lightning reflexes; his blade nipped the hand
from one.
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ctured another's stonmach, left a third spurting bl ood from Severed neck
artery.

Less anxious to press forward, the soldiers became tangled kwardly their
attacks grew ineffective, and Glla wounded aWnore 'before they pulled back
facing him reluctant to main. - v

try aga. "lnconpetents!" Bres shouted, pushing through themto
face Glla hinmself "All of you can't defeat one gawky clown? Ill do it! GCet
back!"

The soldiers withdrew, nmost with expressions of relief. Wthout prelimnaries,
Bres drove in with a clever feint and a hard cut that had taken off many a
veteran's sword arm But Glla parried with speed and ease and a power that

st agger ed

Bres back. The soldiers surged forward, but Bres lifted his hand for

themto stay.

"No! No help!™ He smiled at Glla with savage delight. "This will be nore
enj oyabl e than | thought."

He cane in again, nore warily, and they exchanged a flurry of hard bl ows.
Crouched behind GIlla in the corner of the roof, Lugh tensed with anger and
frustration at his own hel pl essness. He should have a sword. He shoul d be
facing Bres, not the am able cl own!

Bres kept on with his attack, avoiding Clias skillful cuts and thrusts,
countering with swordplay that kept the clown

busy.

"You're very good!"™ Glla told himwi th open adm ration, also throw ng over
his shoul der to Lugh, "He's very good!"

But it was a stalemate. And Bres was too crafty a warrior to waste nore tine
and energy, or risk hinself. He broke off the fight and stepped back

"Al'l right, fool!" he said. "You are good, too. But you can't protect that boy
forever!" Lugh squirnmed with indignation at that. "It only means you'll die
here!"

"I agree with him that | do!"™ Glla said to Lugh. "Except for the 'fool'

part. This is only delayin' things a bit." To Bres he called, "Could we talk
it over?"

"Quickly," said Bres. "My patience is wearing thin."

Glla turned to Lugh, watching the soldiers fromthe corner of his eyes.

"What el se can we do but surrender?" Lugh asked in desperation
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"Well, you know, when you've reached the top, there are very few places to go
except down," G Ila murnmured.

Lugh caught his inplication. He glanced toward the edge That was enough to
make hi m gi ddy.

"No!" he protested. "We'd be killed."
"Maybe not, if we hit the water."

"What are you discussing?" Bres demanded suspiciously "You've only one choice
left!™

Lugh's mind was spinning. O all the dangers they mi ght have faced, why this?

"Glla, 1 can't do it!" he said despairingly. "I"'mtoo afraid."

"No worry there,” Glla told himcheerfully. "You won't have any choice!"
And, with an airy farewell wave to Bres, the clown dove suddenly sideways
agai nst Lugh, carrying them both over the side.

Lugh's fall was a mad junble of images, real inpressions nixed with nore of
his nightmares. The fall of his dreans was repeated here: the spinning view of
sky and sea, the tower of glass seeming to shoot upward, the awful sensation
of hel pl essness.

Then came the plunge into the sea, the walloping inmpact with something that
felt solid but i mediately gave way to swallow him filling his gasping nmouth
and nose with its harshness, paralyzing himwith its sudden chill, dragging
hi m down bel ow the reach of the sun

He thrashed out wildly, and sonething gripped him The rest of the dream

pl ayed itself out again as hands pulled himup, up, fromthe frozen darkness
toward the wavering light. He broke surface, blowi ng a great spray of sea
water fromhis nmouth, sucking in the air with a great, rasping sigh

G lla bobbed beside him grinning out through a thick mat of hair the water
had pl astered across his face. This time the rescui ng hands had been his.

"We're alive!" Lugh cried out in delight.

"For the monment," said Glla. "Can you sw nP"

Lugh nodded.

"Then get at it. The place where we hid the boat is this way!"

He led Lugh in a swimback in toward shore. They had | anded in the water very
close to the rocks, and it was only

nmonents before they were clanbering up fromthe water and begi nning a scranble
across the ragged stone.

Lugh kept glancing up at the tower |oonm ng right above them But it was as
frozen and lifel ess appearing as before. There were no signs of pursuit.



In their hurry, they all but tunbled down into the little cove where their
boat lay. Lugh saw with elation that Aine and Taillta had already reached it,
The ol der woman, however was |ying back in the bow while Aine struggled to
free the nooring ropes.

She | ooked up at them her own expression lighting up with relief as she
recogni zed who they were.

"Thank the Powers!" she cried, and then she noticed their condition. "But what
happened? You're all wet!"

"Warmday," Glla replied lightly. "Went for a swm Now hurry! Let's cast
of flI"

The two men |l eaped into the boat. Glla drew his dagger and sl ashed the ropes
whi l e Ai ne and Lugh pushed off with the |ong oars.

"A weakness canme on Taillta," Aine explained. "I thought we'd surely be caught
here.”

"Did you have any trouble getting away?" Lugh asked.
"Only alittle," she said, gesturing toward the shore.

Lugh | ooked back. A party of soldiers was rapidly making its way across the
rocks to them

They redoubl ed their efibrt, heaving the small boat out from shore just as the
first soldiers reached it. One | eaped forward to catch the stern, but a
si deways sw pe of Aine's oar caught himand slanmed hi mdown into the water.

"Rowl Row" G lla ordered, and the two young people fell to work, sending the
[ight craft bounding out over the inconing waves.

The soldiers hesitated on the shore only a nmonment, then turned back
di sappeari ng qui ckly over the rocks.

Once safely out into the water, Lugh paused in his rowing to | ook back toward
Taillta. She lay linply in the bow, her face ashen, a | arge red-brown patch of
bl ood marki ng her side.

"She was nore badly hurt than she told us,' said Aine. "She nust have a
strength that matches her courage.”

"Leave her for now" Glla said sharply, clinbing to take the tiller "W've

got to get out to where the sail will catch. Row |l ad!"
"But, |I've got to help her!" Lugh protested.
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"The best way to do that is to get us away fromhere. Row Row This isn't
over yet!"



Rel uctantly, Lugh stayed to his oar, matching the rhythmof the tirel ess Aine.
Their conbi ned effort sent the boat flying across the sea.

They rounded the island, heading back toward Eire. The vast wharves of the
Tower came into their view

"Look therel"™ Aine cried in alarm

Lugh had al ready seen, and had realized what G lia's warning had neant.
One of the strange, black ships was putting out to sea!

"Can they catch us in that great whale of a ship?" Lugh asked

"There's nore of that Tower's magic in "em" Glla said sonberly. "We're in a
race for our lives now"

They began rowing with that strength reserved for those who see their own
deat hs pursuing them The black ship, w thout having raised a single sail,
glided smoothly away fromthe wharves and strai ght out through the waves into
t he open sea.

The smal |l boat had gai ned sone di stance fromthe shore, but the pursuing ship
was closing that gap with incredi ble speed, comng on with grim
rel entl essness.

Once beyond the shelter of the island, the wind caught the little boat. A ne
and Lugh hauled up the sail and it snapped full, draw ng them ahead of their
pursuers in a rush.

The relief was only nonentary, however. For the black ship raised a sail too
an i mrense, billow ng spread decorated with an iridescent pattern that gl owed
in the sunlight Iike the wings of a soaring sea bird. It filled quickly and

t he sl eek ship was slashing ahead through the waves, closing the gap again.
"They'll catch us soon!" cried Lugh. He could see the soldiers aboard the
vessel now. They were noving forward to |line both sides of the bow He caught
the glint of sunlight on their drawn weapons.

But for Glla all sense of urgency seened to have faded away. Now he | eaned
casually over the tiller and yawned wi dely.

"Ch, | don't think they'll catch us," he said easily. "W're on the open sea
now. "

Lugh | ooked toward the clown in disbelief.
"Are you mad? Take a | ook, man! They'll be on top of us in a nonment!

G lla eased back to nmake hinself nore confortable. He fished in one of his
bottom ess pockets and pulled out a clam

"Here's one left!" he said, examning it critically. "I wonder if it's stil
good?"

Lugh could see the hard glitter in the eyes of the soldiers. He could see them
maki ng preparations to cast the grapples.

"Glla, you are mad!" he shouted at the unconcerned clown. "How can you j ust



sit there?"
"Si mpl e enough. We'll be hel ped soon enough by that stormthere."

Lugh scanned the sky around them then |ooked back in irritation at his
friend.

"Don't play now, Glla. The sky's all blue. What stornP"
"Why, that one, lad!" said Glla, pointing ahead

This time when Lugh turned toward the bow to | ook, a bl ackness was towering in
the sea ahead.

A great cloud, like sone giant living thing growing fromthe sea, was
swelling, billowing up, cutting off the sun with its denseness. And it was
sweepi ng toward them rapidly, somehow rushing forward agai nst an opposi ng

wi nd, throw ng out bloated, grey-black arnms on either side to encircle them
to swallow the tiny specks of the two vessels with a maw as bl ack as a

nmoonl ess ni ght .

Lugh stared up at the thing | oom ng over them his nouth open, stricken by the
enormty of what was descendi ng upon them

"Glla, it won't help us. It will destroy us!" he nanaged to gasp out.
But GIlla was absorbed in prying open his clam and seened not to hear.
Lugh noved to Taillta, lying down to shelter her fromthe stormi s onslaught.

"CGet down, Aine!" he called to the girl. She seemed not to hear him she only
stared up at the clouds.

The scent of the stormcane first, followed by a first puff of wind, danp with
the rain it carried. Lugh crouched protectively over Taillta, bracing hinself,
prepared to be carried under by the capsizing boat or swept away by the bl ast.
The seas crashed around the boat. Wnd shattered on the

i
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rising points of sea. Lugh felt the first drops of rain splatter against his
exposed neck.

Then ... nothing el se.

He held his position for a few nmonents nore, waiting. Still nothing. Finally,
curious as to why he wasn't yet dead, he lifted his head to | ook

He saw the solid bl ackness surrounding them The clouds towered above and
around the boat like walls, shutting off the sky. Lugh swung his head around.
The storm was cl ose on every side. The sound of it was terrific, w th powerful



gale force winds howing and roiling the clouds, but he felt nothing.

H s gaze cane around to Aine, placidly watching, and to G lia, still |ounging
at the tiller, smling inanely and humring a bit of a tune. Beyond him Lugh
saw the ship of their pursuers, and there his attention fixed.

Their eneni es were not so fortunate.

In the sea, barely a spear's throw fromthe stern of the little boat, the

sl eek, mracul ous ship was floundering, caught by the full violence of the
storm Those aboard it were fighting desperately to keep the craft afloat, but
t he vessel which had seemed so vast to Lugh was like a | eaf on a rushing
stream borne before the storm s fury, hamrered by rain, thrashed by the wi nd
and the curling whips of the waves.

Lugh watched intently, fascinated by the force at work, captivated by the
horror of it. His own craft sat in a cradle erf serenity, gently rocked by the
nonstrous clouds' wind as if it were a babe in a nother's arns. He and his
friends were safe while, within their sight, nmen battled vainly for their
lives. That they had neant to kill himsomehow did not |essen his pity for
themin their plight. For they had no chance, and no will of their own could
change the manner of their deaths.

At least it was over quickly. The battered craft was toppled, crushed, flung
away. The soldiers fell upon the spikes of the angry sea and were gone in
nmonents. The bl ack cl ouds covered and hid the weckage, and Lugh's last sight
of his pursuers was of the faces of the renmaining nen, nouths gaping in fear
and filling with the cold, salt sea.

A breeze picked up his little boat and thrust it gently forward. The storm
fell back ahead of them rolling away to the sides, alnost as if giving
passage to them Blue sky

showed ahead, and in nonments they sailed out fromunder the dark canopy into a
war m sun.

Rel i eved, Lugh lifted his face to the light, then back to the storm Already
it had nearly di sappeared, the clouds shrinking falling back into the sea
whi ch had spawned t hem

"That storm" said Lugh incredulously. "lIt's as if it saved us deliberately."

"It did that, Glla agreed. But then, many strange things can happen on the
sea." He wi nked broadly at Aine.

"He's thinking of nmy brother," said Aine. "It nmust have been Manannan. He can

be very ruthless and cruel."

"A nonster, as | said,” Glla put in, then grinned at Lugh. "So, be happy he's
on your side, |ad. Be happy!"

The young man and Ai ne | ooked then to Taillta's wounds while Glla held the
course back toward Eire. The Tower of G ass seened to slide back down into the
water, and Lugh's last sight of it was of a single, icy glint on the crest of
a wave.

Bres and Streng stood before Balor's throne, the being' s red gaze resting on
them fi xedly.

' They have escaped, Commander," Streng reported unhappily.



"Then send nore ships," cane the hard reply. "He nust be caught. It is as |
feared. For himto so boldly come here and escape, he nust be charmed. He nust
be! Every Fonor garrison in Eire nust be alerted to seek him And you, Bres,
understand that this boy's visit here puts you in the gravest danger. It is
your overthrow that will be joined with ours if this one called Lugh isn't
caught!"

The great head turned slowy toward the wi ndows, the red gaze coming to rest
on the distant haze where Eire |ay.

"More is at stake in this than control of that isle. It is all our |ives now.
Al our lives."

I
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XVI Il THE HAUNTED MOUNTAI NS

THE SUN BROKE over the ridge of the nountains, rinmring it with [ight. It
lifted higher to flood across the wi de meadow ands that stretched to the
night's edge falling away toward the west.

The sudden del uge of |ight caught and reveal ed sonethi ng noving on the
vastness of the plains. It was a pony cart acconpani ed by several figures, and
they made a tiny, lonely conpany as they crawl ed steadily on through the enpty
knds.

A strange, tall being I ed the pony, the faded rags of his once-bright clothes
fl appi ng about him A nuch worn young man and worman fol | owed behi nd. Anobngst

the bl ankets piled in the cart, another, ol der wonan lay pale and still.

As the first rays of the norning sun touched them the tall one pulled to a
stop and raised a hand to shield his eyes.

"Daylight at last!"™ Glla the O own exclained thankfully.

He gazed ahead toward the nmountain range which thrust up so abruptly fromthe
| evel plains and filled the whole horizon to the east. Wth the sun behind
them their western slopes were still filled with deep shadow, in sharp
contrast to the brightness of the plains; they seened |ike some dark beast

br oodi ng over its domains.

"At |ast you can see clearly where we're bound!" he called to the others. "The
Mount ai ns of Mourne!"

"How much farther are they?" asked Lugh, trying to estinmate the distance
hi nmsel f.
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"We' |l be in themby nightfall,"” G lia pronised himw th that buoyancy which
no amount of hardship seenmed able to defeat.

Aine had clinbed into the cart to examine the resting woman by the light. She



did so gently but thoroughly, her youthful face aged by her concern

"She's still the sanme," she told Lugh. "The wound's not bled nore, but she's
very weak. And | can't arouse her from sl eep anynore."

Lugh shook his head irritably and | ooked urgently to the clown. "And you're
certain we'll find help for Taillta in those nountai ns?"

"By the whispered runors |'ve picked up in ny travels, nmany of Eire's druids
and physicians and arti sans have taken refuge there," Glla said. "lIt's sure
that with my own nodest skills we'll find help for her and safe haven fromthe
Formor for all of us as well."

"Look, couldn't we rest, just a bit?" Aine conplained wearily, clinbing down.
"We've been traveling a day and a night without letup. The jolting can't be
good for Taillta."

"W have to keep nmoving," Lugh said firmy. "I feel that if we don't get her
to a healer quickly, she'll have no chance. Just thank Glla that we have the
cart to carry her."

On their return to Eire, it had been the courageous—er fool hardy—l own who had
bol dy re-entered the Fonor seaport to fetch out his pony cart. They had then
sped away inland, hoping to stay ahead of the Fonor parties they assumed woul d
be sent after them Lugh's one goal since had been to find help for his foster
not her.

"Now that | can see, | can try mssin' some of the biggest holes,”" Glla said,
urgi ng the pony on again.

The two young people fell in beside him

"One thing worries me, Glla," Lugh said thoughtfully. "Once we reach the
mount ai ns, how will we find these peopl e?"

"I know generally where to go."
"Cenerally? Is that enough? | nean, it's a very large place."

"I't's enough. Once we're close, I'mthinkin' they' Il find us. They're on the
| ookout for strangers enterin' the nountains, that they arel™
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"But since we are strangers, will they accept us?" Aine

asked.

"I"ve an acquai ntance with some who' ve taken refuge there," Glla expl ained.
"They' Il accept nme all right." He paused and then added lightly: "OF course,
we'll have to five |long enough to find them"

"And what is that supposed to nmean?" asked Ai ne.

"Ah, well, the nountains are said to be haunted!" he answered in a careless
way. "A shoeugy place indeed. The tales of the things dwellin' there could
drive a man nmad with fear! It's for that very reason the de Dananns have
chosen to hide there. Few Fonor woul d have the courage to seek themin that
place and risk a nmeetin' with what's lurking there!"



As usual, the clown passed on these distressing facts with great gusto. Lugh
wasn't sure whether to take Glla seriously or not. But he did keep a keen eye
on the nountains as they approached, and he did notice with a certain disquiet
that even when the sun rose to light the western sl opes, the shadows weren't
conpl etely chased away. They only retreated to the hollows and vales to lie in
wait for the com ng of the night.

As the sun settled redly behind the western plains, the shadows crawl ed forth
again to reclaimthe nmountai nsides. They engulfed as well the little party
that made its way | aboriously up into them

G lla came upon the senblance of a trail winding into the lower hills. It nade
their travel a bit easier, but the efforts of all three were needed to nove
the cart forward at tines.

Lugh hoped that they would find some haven soon. Beyond Talllta's worsening
condition, the rest of themwere rapidly growi ng weaker. They'd had little
rest in days, food and water were gone, even the contents of Clia' s amazing
cl oak were exhausted. It was only the need to find shelter and help for
Taillta quickly that kept them pushing onward.

Above them the Muntains of Murne rose ominously under the drifting oval of
a nearly full moon. Its light glazed the nountain tops and open surfaces of
the slopes with a white glow. In contrast, the bew | dering series of canyons
they made their way al ong were often plunged into a profound darkness that
found the trio Iinking hands for safety.

The farther they clinbed, the greater Lugh's sense of

i
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di sconfort grew. He became nore and nore certain that sonething was indeed
haunting this place.

He couldn't find a clear reason for his concern. He felt that something was
around them sonething strange and hostile. He searched the noonlit hillsides,
t he shadowed rocks, the path behind and ahead continuously and saw no si gns of
life, no shadows movi ng save their own.

He began to wonder if his inagination was creating the inpression in his nind
Until Aine noved close to himand nurnured:

"I have the oddest feeling about this place. It's so enpty! |I've no sense of
any animals around us. It's as if sonething had chased themall away."

"I'"ve no unhappi ness about that!" Lugh replied. "My worry was nore that
somet hi ng was stal king us."

"But that's just it. Don't you see? There's nothing at all out there. Didn't
you notice how silent it was?"

He understood then that this was exactly the thing that had been di sturbing



him There was a heavy silence around them as if they'd been sealed inside a
jar. No night birds called. No insects played their songs. No wind whistled in
the rocks. The only sounds were their own, and even these were curiously
muf f | ed

"It's nothing to be concernin' yourselves about,” Glla told themin an airy
tone. "Just keep on clinmbin'. | think the slope is opening out ahead."

It was. The moonlight now began to fall upon the ground around them and they
could see that they had |left the canyons to nount a snooth hillside. It swept
up in an easy grade before themtoward a rounded top that showed grey agai nst
t he darkly broodi ng backdrop of the hi gher nountains.

G lla stopped abruptly, staring ahead.
"What is it?" Lugh asked.
"Look there," Glla said, pointing ahead.

Lugh saw it too. A cone of yellow light thrust skyward fromthe crest of the
hill.

"There's a fire up there," said Glla.

Hs words were imredi ately foll owed by a dreadful clanmor. It was a ragged tear
of sound, a wailing cry from many voi ces, blending into one pain-filled noise.
It came from above, hangi ng and then echoi ng away.

"Afire.. . and sonething else," Glla amended. He | ooked to the others,
beam ng. "Well, shall we go see?"

"Glla, do we have to?" Lugh asked his friend with i mense fatigue. "So much
has happened to us these past days. |'mnot certain | can deal with anything
nore. And what about Ai ne?"

"Nonsense, lad. Your. adventures have only nmade you the stronger. Just assert
that will of yours. And Aine can surely deal with anything. She's a god's
sister, isn't she?"

He sl apped her playfully across the back at this. She cast hima nasty | ook in
reply.

"Look, you want to find shelter and aide for your Taillta,"” Glla went on. "So
you'll have to trust ne now, that you will. You'll have to stay by ne and
foll ow me w thout questions."

Ai ne shrugged. "If it's some magic, | don't think any of the powers | have
will help us, Lugh. It looks as if we'll have to trust the clown."

"Thank you for your confidence!" said Glla with nmock graciousness. The
foolish snmle beaned again in the darkness. "So, then let's be on, shall we?"
He started off with the cart, but as if an afterthought, he threw back over
his shoulder to them "Ch, and renenber, whatever happens, show no fear. No
fear at all! It could be your end, that it could!"

"He is doing very little to ease nmy worrying," Lugh remarked glumy to Aine as
they fell in behind the cl own.

They reached the crest of the hill and clinbed above it very slowy, easing up
into clear view of the light's source. Lugh was tense from anti ci pati ng what



t hey woul d find now.

But it didn't seemalarmng. Only a bonfire in the center of a flat, circular
hilltop, surrounded by small objects—at |east two score-set at equa

di stances. The fire cast |ong shadows out from each object |ike spokes

radi ati ng froma wheel's hub

The three paused on the crest of the hill to survey this scene.

"You' ve cone at |ast, have you!" a cracked and dusty voice called fromthe
direction of the fire. "lI've been waiting | ong enough for you. Cone closer."

Glla at once noved forward, |eading the pony cart. The other two stayed cl ose
beside him As they neared the circle of objects, Lugh began to see why G!la
had told themto show no fear. For what surrounded the fire, set on short

st akes, were hunman heads.
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Al were turned inward toward the flames. Their eyes were shut. Long hair,
loose in the warrior's style, hung around the ragged stunps of their necks in
tangl ed masses. They nust have been freshly severed, Lugh thought, for

al t hough no bl ood dripped fromthem the features |ooked soft and untouched by
decay. Indeed, the ruddy, shifting glow of the bonfire endowed themw th an
eerie senbl ance of life.

The three stopped once again at the edge of the circle, the backs of severa
heads right before them Now Lugh was aware of a figure seated across the
fire, looking toward them It seened to be a wonman, scrawny and very ol d, her
hair a thick, woolly mass of grey about her head. Though she | ooked toward
them he couldn't see her eyes, only shadowy patches in the thin face.

"Come closer. Closer!" she conplained in a harsh rasp. "I want to see you."
"Well leave the cart here,” Glla nurnured. He dropped the pony's | ead and
stepped forward, Aine beside him

Only Lugh hesitated, but he recalled the clown's words and the worman |ying
wounded in the cart. He could let nothing risk his losing Taillta a second
time. He followed themthrough into the circle, stepping between two of the
heads and stopping beside Aine and Glla, close to the fire

He now had a clear |ook at the hag through the flames. It told himthat no
matter how cl ose they cane to her, she wouldn't be seeing them She was blind,
blinded in sone grotesque way that had taken her eyes and burned away the
surroundi ng flesh so that now her eyes were only gapi ng sockets, |ike those of
a skull, surrounded by cracked folds of white scar tissue. But the black
caverns weren't quite enpty. In the left one shimrered the delicate silver
tracery of a spider's web spun across the opening. And in the center of the
pattern the bloated insect sat, its glossy red body glinting fixedly at them
like a pupil set in the ghastly, silken eye.

"I"ve my own ways of seeing," she grated, startling Lugh with her apparent
readi ng of his thoughts. "It's two score pairs of eyes | have, and two score



mout hs to wel come you as - well!"

She rai sed a wand of polished wood fromher lap at this and swept it around
the circle.

As she did, each of the heads came to life.
Their eyes flicked open and rolled wildly around. Their
faces worked in dreadful contortions, and fromthe open jaws of each there

cane a screeching, the strident voices joining in a stupefying din, a chorus
swelling to reverberate through the surrounding hills.

Lugh's instinct was to recoil, to turn and bolt fromthe circle. But he | ooked
to Glla who stood calmMy beside him sniling bis foolish smle, apparently
quite unmoved. It hel ped the young man recover his own will to Fight the

terror down, though it held his insides in a grip of ice. He forced hinself to
endure the piercing noise w thout an outward sign of fear. A glance at Aine
tol d himshe was doing the sane.

At last the caterwauling died away. The jaws set thenselves in |l eers of death.
The eyes fixed wide open, all staring up at the trio.

"Aclever little trick," Glla comented pleasantly. "Did it take you very
long to train themall?"

The hag's head snapped toward him the eyel ess sockets |eveling upon himas if
she fixed himwi th her glare. The web shivered.

"You are a courageous man," she grated. "But you'd do better not to anger ne!
It is the witch of the Mountains of Mourne | am and no one enters them
wi t hout gaining ny | eave."

"And howis it you keep everyone out, old woman?" G|l a inquired, not sounding
particularly inpressed.

The rod swung out again, this time pointed higher. As it conpleted its circle,
t he sound of footsteps arose all around themin the darkness. They came cl oser
and figures emerged fromthe black beyond the firelight, marching into the
wedge- shaped rays cast between the heads.

They were warriors, brightly cloaked, richly harnessed, glinting | ongswords
clutched ready in their hands. But they were not living nmen, for none of them
had hi s head.

Fromall sides they nmoved in, comng to the edge of the circle, each stopping
cl ose besi de one of the heads, and conpletely surrounding the three. Lugh

wat ched them realizing with a sinking heart that they had nanaged to get

t hensel ves trapped once again.

That fact seened not to bother the clown at all. He | ooked with interest
around the circle at the nightmare band, saying:

"Ah, is it the other part of them conme now? They'll likely
I
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be happy at bein' so close together again. O, are they matched up
properly?"

"Your jesting won't help you, fool," she answered. "These warriors angered ne.
They tried to battle nme. You can join themif you wish. O you can | eave these
nmount ai ns with your heads."

"We're not going back," he said stolidly.

"You'll not go on either unless you accept ny conmpany without conplaint," she
told him and commanded sharply "Sit!"

Glla did as she asked, crouching by the fire. Wth a wave of his hand he
signal ed the others to do the sane.

"Now you'll share ny food," she said.

She lifted iron spits laid in the fire and handed one across to each of the
three. Their ends were fixed with fat chunks of nmeat. But although they had
been lying directly on the flames, they had not cooked. The red, sagging flesh
oozed with dark, half-congeal ed bl ood that plopped in thick gl obules onto the
bare earth.

"I't's raw," Lugh said in unconceal ed di sgust.

"I'f you refuse ny food, you insult me, and you'd best |eave ny nountains
before ny wath fells upon you!" she threatened.

"Well, we're not leaving, and we're surely not eatin' this muck," Glla
responded boldly, throwing down his spit. "And I'mthinkin" we've had nore
t han enough of this, I amthat!"

"You defy nme?" she cried, drawing her scrawny body up

"I mean, it's all really a bit nuch, isn't it?" Glla went on reasonably. "You
didn't expect to frighten us with it, did you? So, just be good about it. Let
it go."

She rose to her feet and lifted her bony arns above her head. Vibrating with
rage, she swung the wand violently back and forth around the circle.

"Leave these mountains now," she shrieked in a voice |like cracking ice. "Leave
now or you will be destroyed! Destroyed! Destroyed!"

Her voice rose higher on each of the final words. The wand swung faster. The
warriors seized the heads beside themby the trailing hair and lifted them
fromthe stakes. Together, |ike one being, they strode forward, the glaring
heads uplifted in one hand, the swords brandi shed in the other

Lugh and Ai ne rose and nmoved back to back, awaiting the

attack. The lad was certain that this tine the cl own's nadness had dooned
t hem

"I'f you're going to be unfriendly about it..." Glla said with resignation and



| aunched hinself forward, the power of his long | egs propelling himacross the
fire upon the hag.

She fell back as he grabbed at her, the wand spinning fromher hand, falling
into the flanes.

The fire expl oded.

It seened to blossom flanmes curling open like the petals of sonme giant,

i ncandescent flower. It rolled out fromthe center in all directions, sweeping
over Lugh, Aine, Glla and the hag, the warriors and their heads, burying them
all with its brilliance.

Xl X

THE DRU D S HOUSE

LUGH LI FTED H MSELF cautiously fromthe ground and | ooked around.

The hilltop was now lit only by the noon, and by it he could see no sign of
the headl ess warriors. Beside him Aine lifted her head and he noved to her

hel ping her to sit up. Like hinmself, she seemed to have been stunned by the
expl osion, but showed no marks of harmfromthe flanes.

"Are you all right?" he asked her

"I"'mfine," she assured him | ooking around the hilltop in bew | dernment. "But,
what happened to everything el se? The warriors, the fire..."

"That bl ast of flames swept themall away," said Lugh, "stakes, heads and all
No sign they were ever here. There's nothing |left but us and the pony and
cart."

"Where's G lla?" she asked, the anxiety in her voice revealing her concern for
t he gangly cl own.

"I"'mright here!" his voice answered her. Not far away a famliar tall form
heaved upright, dragging a second, smaller

i
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figure up with it. "And |I've still got nyself attached to our witch, that |
have! "

But the being the clown still gripped tightly by the arms was no | onger a

ragged, sightless hag. Now it was a white-haired, frail-bodied little man
whose | arge head contrasted with a tiny face whose nost striking features were
a sharp-ended jut of nose and a pointed chin. Around his narrow shoul ders hung
a long, multi-hued cloak that shone |like a shifting rai nbow even in the

dar kness.

He was still struggling fiercely against the clown's grip, but when GIlla saw



who it was he held, his face split in a broad grin and he shook the other
lightly, crying with delight:

"Findgoll! Findgoll, it's ne! Look at me, man!"

The small man stopped his struggles abruptly and peered searchingly up at his
opponent. Then his own expression changed, brightening with surprise and
pl easure.

"Glla Decaire!" he exclained. "It's you! | didn't know you in the darkness."

"Aine. Lugh,"” the clown called to them "This is a friend of nine. Meet
Fi ndgol |, a Hi gh-Druid of the Tuatha de Danann."

The little man bowed to the young pair. Then his expression changed to
frowni ng puzzl enment as he exam ned them nore cl osely.

"I't's no wonder | took you for Fonor. The lad is in Fornor dress and you al

| ook so ragged. Well worn, too." He turned back to Glla. "Wat is it that's
br ought you here?"

"We're in sore need of help, Findgoll," the clown said sincerely. "My friends
and | are hunted by the Fonor, and we've a badly hurt woman in the cart. This
was the only place | knew to come for help... if you'll give it."

"My old friend, why of course! O course!" Findgoll assured himwth
ent husiasm "My own arts won't be nmuch help to her, but cone with nme. My hone
is very close by. I'lIl take you there to rest while | fetch our healer."

"Eat up all of that broth now, you children. Get some strength into
yoursel ves," Findgoll insisted with nmotherly concern

Lugh gladly did as he was bidden, for the broth was hot
and rich with lanb. He drained the last of it and sat back
confortably on the pile of furs.

It was a circular liss of stone that the druid had brought themto. It was a
crude and sinple dwelling that Findgoll had apol ogi zed for several tines. But
nmean as it was, it seemed a fine and cozy place to the worn | ad.

Bright tapestries and furs were hung upon the walls to | essen their stark | ook
and reduce the chill drafts that in rainy Eire seened al ways to be creeping
in. Thick rush mats were scattered upon the packed earth floor. In a centra
hearth a fire bl azed agai nst the cool of night, providing a bit of cheering
light as well. It had been many days since Lugh had felt this sense of

confort, this sense of a home. Not since his own had been destroyed.

And there was sonething el se that brought even greater confort to him Taillta
woul d |ive.

He gl anced across the liss to where she lay resting in one of the small roons
that surrounded the central one. She lay upon a soft bed while a man bent over
her, cleaning and dressing her wound by the light of several tapers.

He was Di ancecht, the greatest healer of the de Dananns, Findgoll had told

t hem before he had rushed to fetch the man. Lugh had watched himskillfully
and gently examine Taillta and heard with relief his declaration that her
amazi ng strength woul d ensure her recovery. Now the young man and his friends



waited by the fire and tal ked quietly as he finished his work.

"You really have been through a great deal, haven't you, poor babes," Fi ndgol
fussed on. He flushed fromchagrin with hinmself. "And here | was, trying to
frighten the life fromyou!"

"Don't you be feelin' badly about that,” Glla consoled heartily. "I told them
there was nothing to fear. Nothing to harmus at all! | knew it was the druid
illusions we'd be facin'. |I should have known that it was you as well. That

colorful bit of horror had the mark of your own sly, twisted nind onit."
Fi ndgol | gave a delighted trill of laughter at that.

"It was a fine bit of work, wasn't it? And it would have sent you screanming in
terror fromthese nountains, too, if you' d been Fonor," he assured the cl own.
"I"ve used it with great success before. Ch, you should see them scanpering
away!"

I
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H s tone grew nore sober as he added, 'And it is a good thing for all of us
hi di ng here that such tricks do work, for we've little else to protect us."
"Findgoll is a true master of cunning tricks, he is,” Glla told the young
pair, and chuckled at his nenories. "Wy, in Tara, he caused Bres nany a
troubl e hel pi ng the de Dananns. Once, when the king put a tax on the cows'
mlk, it was Findgoll made three hundred cows of wood with pails for udders
and used his magic to make them | ook real. He put black bog stuff in the
pails. When Bres came to see them and have them nil ked before him it was the
bog stuff they squeezed out. Bres took a great drink, thinkin' it was mlk!"
The cl own hooted with | aughter. "Ah, the king wasn't the better for that for a
long time. That he was not!"

"Glla may praise ne, but he is a clever one with the tricks hinself," the
druid responded warmy. "It was by his cleverness that | escaped from Tara
when the Fonor came to raid our schools and destroy us. It was many a teacher
and artist and bard he saved fromthem And many of us hiding safely here owe
our lives to him"

Lugh eyed his odd conpanion with increased interest.

"I hadn't realized he was so great a help to you,'
was my good fortune to meet him it seens.”

he said thoughtfully. "It

"Glla is a nodest one," said Findgoll. "He's never even said why he risked
hinself for us. He's not one of our people.” He smiled. "At least, | don't
think so. No one knows nuch about Glla."

"There's little to be told," the clown replied lightly. "I'ma sinple, rovin'
entertainer, searchin' for ways to keep life lively. And if a man does have
reasons for what he does neant for only hinself, then what business has anyone
else to be pryin' into them Right |ad?" He gave Lugh a m schi evous wi nk.



The young man caught hi s neani ng. Though he nmight have, G lla had never asked
the I ad questions about his purpose in Eire or showed any curiosity about
Ai ne's presence. Lugh owed himthe sanie courtesy.

"Prying or not, 1'd still Iike to know nore about you," said a new voice. "M
poet's instincts tell me there nust be sonme good tales in your adventures.”

The speaker was a man who had just entered the liss. He

was a youngi sh-1ooking man, tall and slender |ike nost de Dananns, with fine,
bl ond hair plaited | oosely at his back. His clothing was sinple, his cloak of
pl ain, dark green wool. But at his neck he wore the intricately patterned
golden tore of a Filid, the highest rank of bard.

"It's Bobd Derg, isn't it?" Glla greeted himcordially. "I've not seen you in
sone years."

"Long ones, Glla," the man said, crossing to the fire.
"Fi ndgol | passed word when he fetched Di ancecht that you had cone."

As he noved cl oser, Lugh exam ned himnore closely. He had a narrow face with
a wi de brow, high cheekbones and strong chin. Large eyes of a light grey-green
were set close to a straight, finely drawn nose. These features m ght have
made hi m handsone once, but now t hey were exaggerated by an excessive

emaci ation that had hol | owed the cheeks, and thrown the jaw and nose into
sharp definition

He stopped by the fire and stood uneasily, his hands kneadi ng one another, his
head and eyes nmoving jerkily as he glanced fromone to the other of the group.
He seened charged with sonme nervous energy that made himvibrate Iike a harp
string stretched too taut.

"I can see how weary you are. Still, | thought. .." he hesitated, then tried
again, his tone apologetic. "You see, we get so little news of the rest of
Eire here. | hoped..."

"We'll talk with you gladly,” Glla said heartily. "Sit with us." He turned to
t he young pair. "Lugh, Aine, this is Bobd Derg, one of Eire's finest bards,
and a son to the Dagda hinsel f."

The man sat down beside Findgoll. He smled gratefully and | ooked around at
the sleeping Taillta and the young pair in a quizzical way.

"You' re none of you de Dananns, are you?" he inquired.
Bef ore Lugh could reply, Aine quickly spoke.

"We're visitors to Eire fromfar away. W were traveling when the Fonor set
upon us. Glla rescued us and brought us here."

Lugh gave her a puzzled | ook, wondering why she was spinning out such a tale.
"The Fonor! They're a cruel whip upon all in Eire!" Bobd Derg said. The voice

of the bard was intense, clear, each word given its own, ringing enphasis. It
was the voice of one
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who could enthrall hundreds with vivid pictures shaped only by his poetry. Now
it was sharp with his hatred.

Lugh's inpression of himwas of a man whose physical aspects had been wasted

away, leaving himfrail, alnost a waith, powered only by sone inner vitality
too intense for the weakened body to control, showing itself in the voice and
in the fevered lights that danced wildly in his eyes.

"But you've been traveling," he said, the hatred giving way to anxi ousness.
"What have you seen of Eire? And Tara, Clia? Have you been there? How does
she fare?"

"Tara is... as it has been," Glla said vaguely.

"Then it nust be worse, as | feared." The bard shook his head sadly. "Bad
enough that you're reluctant to say. And what about ny famly? Have you any
news of then®"

"They're all well, Bobd," Glla assured him

"I saw your father and brother there," Lugh put in. "They seened healthy,
filled with energy and defiance for the Fonor."

I f he had hoped to gl adden the bard with this news, he failed. Bobd Derg only
grew nore nel ancholy.

"They will never learn. The Fonmor will |ose patience with them one day and
they' Il both die. The last chanpions will all die, and then the last fires
will go out.”

He stared down into the flanes before him They reflected a red glare fromthe
bright, liquid eyes. H's voice grew harsher with his bitterness, each word
like a separate, heavy bl ow of a hamer.

"Three | ong years we've been here. Three |long years of cold and wet and hunger
and fear. And nothing has happened to change things in that tinme. No niracles
have cone. No powers have appeared to aide us." He | ooked to the old druid.
"What about this chanpion, Findgoll? This chanpion your prophecy has said wll
lead us to freedon? What of hinf Admit that it was just nore of your tricks to
gi ve us enpty hope while we grow weaker and our chances dwi ndl e away."

"It was not!" the druid replied with unexpected ferocity. "The prophecy was
gi ven through the powers of the Four Cities. | believe it. He will cone."

"WIl he?" said Bobd Derg, smling wearily. "Well, if he does, he'll find
little enough to lead." He | eaned toward the druid, his voice taking on a note
of desperation. "Don't you
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see it yet, Findgoll? Don't you see that there is only one chance left to us?"

"To | eave Eire?" the druid said, sighing heavily. "Ah, Bobd, your own father
woul d never accept such a choice.”



"My father is of the AOd Ones. Most of us are not. W were raised in a | and of
peace and beauty, taught to create, to love life, not to destroy it. W were
never warriors. The only remmant of that lies in my father and the old

chanpi ons. Qur battle with the Firbol gs should have proved that, even to them
Wth all our powers we were nearly defeated.”

"W had to come back to Eire," Findgoll insisted. "It was our dream For al
of those years in the Four Cities, it was our only dream"

"The dream of the Sons of Nened, you nean. | had no nmenories of this land. My
only hone was with Danu's people. They' ve offered us a place with them and we
shoul d have accepted it. W should go back and accept it now "

"If we return to the Four Cities, we'll never have a place or alife that is
our own," the old druid argued doggedly.

"And have we those now? Do you really believe we'll have then? Qur freedom and
possessi ons have been stripped fromus, our teachers and artists accused of
rebellion and exiled or killed, until we are denied even the chance to think
for ourselves."”

The physician had finished with Taillta and had crossed the liss to stand
nearby, listening to this. He was an older nman, but large and quite

har dy-1 ooking. Hi s face was | arge featured and craggy, with thick eyebrows
bushi ng out above sharp blue eyes. Gey hair covered the high-doned head in
tight waves. Lugh had found himto be a brusque, inpatient man, and it was
clear fromthe way he glared at Bobd Derg that he wasn't pleased with what the
bard was sayi ng.

"You are too quick to give up," he scolded in a deep voice, stepping forward.

"Many of the young de Dananns have the will to fight. Your own brother is one
of them"

"The fire of their youth still keeps rebellion alive," the bard answered. "It
will burn out too."

"Not if they can be brought together,"’
can be led to fight."

D ancecht said with force. "Not if they
"Do you still argue that?" Bobd Derg said with inpatience. "Bres will never

| ead them He's convinced that placating the

i
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Formor is our only chance. He's ordered the de Dananns to |ie down and we have.
So long as he is king, we'll stay down."

At this nention of Bres, Lugh opened his mouth to speak, but Aine laid a hand
upon his arm Wen he | ooked at her he saw her nmouth a single word: "Quiet!"
He hel d his tongue, not understandi ng why.



"That can be changed," D ancecht told Bobd pointedly. "You know there is a
way. "

"I know what you believe. But it would do us no good anynmore. And it woul d be
madness to try. Dangerous madness!"

These words stung the old healer. He pulled hinself stiffly erect, his
expression growi ng hard. In formal tones, he addressed hinself to the
visitors.

"Your friend will recover conpletely. But it will take time and nuch rest.
She'll sleep for sonme while, and she'll be weak for nmany days. Don't disturb
her. 1'lIl come back to see her tomobrrow. Good night!"

And with that he shot Bobd Derg a final angry | ook and stalked fromthe liss.
A faint, weary smle touched the bard' s lips.

"Poor Di ancecht. Another of the A d Ones, still clinging to the dream"
"I"mone of themtoo, if you'll recall,"” Findgoll said sharply, a bit offended
hinself. "I can't so easily give up our land either. I want to believe we can
still challenge the Fonor."

"Findgoll, be realistic," the bard reasoned. "What would we gain? If Bres did
decide to lead us in rebellion, if we could gather enough strength to defeat
t he Fonor garrisons, we'd only face those fromthe island again. The tal es of
that first defeat brought nightmares to every de Danann child. Even the

har dened chanpions like ny father fear the powers dwelling in that tower."

"Tower ?" Lugh repeated excitedly. "A tower of glass?"
Bobd Derg turned a curious gaze on the | ad.
"Why, yes. Do you know of it?"

From the corner of his eye, Lugh glinpsed Aine's warning | ook. Again he held
back the truth he wanted to blurt out, replacing it with a vague reply.

"Ch, it's just a story we heard in our travels. Sonething to do with a tower
like a great crystal, and nagical black ships, and warriors dressed all alike
in grey."

"I't's much nore than a story," Bobd Derg said grimy. "It's

all very real. It was those warriors and the powers of that tower which
destroyed the fleet of the Sons of Nened |ong

ago. "They are | eagued with the Fonor then?" Lugh asked,

unable to conpletely hide the intense interest in his voice. "No, |ad. Not

| eagued with them The Fonor power has its very heart and mind in that tower.
The warriors who dwell there are the true Fonor thenselves!"

LUGH S DI LEMVA

"FOMOR? HOW COULD t hat be?" asked the wondering Lugh. In his desire to know he

i gnored Aine's warning. "They | ook Iike normal nmen. They're different from
those in Eire in dress, in the way they live..."



"It's true, nonetheless,” Bobd Derg assured him He snmiled, clearly amused by
the lad's enthusiasm "There is a very ancient tale explaining how that cane
to be. | nmanaged to acquire it fromthe Fonor warriors in ny quest for
stories. It's vague and filled with things not known to me, but 1 could tel

it toyou, if you'd tike to hear it."

"I would, if it's not a bother," Lugh told himearnestly.

For the first tine, Bobd Derg appeared pl eased.

"It would be a pleasure. It's been sonme tine since | had an audi ence. My
skills are in long disuse."

He sat back, assuming a nore formal, upright pose. As he did, a change
occurred in him The sense of his weakness faded away. H s eyes took on a
faraway appearance, as if he |l ooked into the real mof the tales he spun. The
tension left himand his voice took on a new strength as he assunmed the bardic
role, acquiring a resonant, mnelodic tone.

"It was in the time |long before our tribe rose in the east, before our own
chronicles record. Then the Formor were a vast race of enornous power, ruling
many | ands.

"It was great know edge these people had, and they used

162
THE RI DERS OF THE SI DHE

it to create forces, weapons, tools to build whole cities of the gleam ng
towers and harness al! nature to their selfish ends.

"And then sone violent force—a cataclysmeither of their " making or of a
nature outraged to rebellion—fell upon their race, their cities and
their |ands, wr eaki ng great destruction

"OfF all their number, only a few survived, isolated in the |last of their gl ass
fortresses on an isle remote fromother nmen. But even these few did not escape
unt ouched by the vile, contam nating forces which had anni hilated the rest.

For sonethi ng mal evol ent, something corrupting to the bl ood and bone of man
had tainted many of them And because of the parents' sin. the children were
cursed, too. They were born dreadful nockeries of man in form and their
nunbers nmultiplied with the next generation, growing nore grotesque. Finally

t he Fonor knew they nust act quickly or none woul d escape.

"So it was decreed by themthat all those marked by the curse were to be
exiled to the island of Eire to live separately. And those |ast, pure nenbers
of the once-vast race and any children born w thout defect were to keep

t hensel ves al oof, tied always to that final bastion of their mght, the Tower
of dass."

As Lugh |istened, he understood the sense of alienation fromnature he had
felt in that stark tower. The people there had seal ed thensel ves away fromthe
world, fromlife, and by their isolation in that changel ess, barren pl ace
grown as rigid and cold as those carcasses in their own freezing room

"And these powers, the ones you say destroyed the Sons of Nened, what is the
source of those?" he asked.



This time it was the druid who answer ed.

"We don't know the sources. We don't understand the powers. Even the nystica
skills and know edge we gai ned from Danu's people in the Four GCties will not
hel p us understand."

"But they are fearful powers," the bard put in. "And nost terrible of all is
the energy ny father tells me shot fromthe tower like a bolt of fire and

bl asted their ships away. It came, he said, froma black giant who stood upon
its top, a being
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the tales say is called Balor of the Evil Eye, |eader of the

Lugh ached to tell themthat he had seen this being, had glinpsed a fraction
of its power in use. But Aine yawned loudly at this point. Covering it with a

hand in seem ng enbarrassment, she said sleepily:

"Ch! I'msorry for ny rudeness. But |'m having great trouble in staying awake.
W've had a very difficult time getting here.™

Thi s broad hint brought Bobd Derg's solicitousness back and he hastened to
make apol ogi es.

"It's nmyself who should be sorry for keeping you fromsleep. But we'll talk
nmore. You're wel cone, of course, to stay with us so long as your friend needs
rest. Though it's poor hospitality we can give here." He got up. "So, I'll say

goodni ght to you."
He wal ked to the door, but paused there, |ooking back to add:

"But if you'll listen to ny advice, you'll leave Eire as soon as you can. Qur
foolish arrogance in seeking our own place has bound us here. But no such
dreans bind you. If you' re seeking a place, there's no hope of it here.”

"Hope is sonmething that you have to make, Bobd Derg," Cilia said quietly.

"Maki ng anything takes strength, Glla," the bard replied disheartenedly.
"We've little left to us.”

"He's certainly gloony," Glla commented when he had gone. "I renmenber him as
quite a sparkling wit. A prine entertainnment, a bright spot at every feast!"
"He is a poet," Findgoll remnded him "H s |life was one of beauty and peace.
Thi s has been especially hard on him The hunger, the cold, the lack of hope.
It's taken a great toll of many of us." Then he shook off his own depression
saying in a brisker way, "Well, never mnd. You have to get sonme rest. 1've
chanmbers ready for each one of you. If you feel a chill, there are extra
covers in the basket by the door. So, be off to bed, all of you."

They obeyed wi thout argument. Lugh checked Taillta to be sure she rested
confortably. Then he and the others went to their conpartnments.

Each of the roonms was formed by a stone partition extending iromthe outer
wal | toward the central fire, like spokes in a
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wheel . The inner opening was shut by a noveabte wall of wi cker to nmake a
private chanber.

Once the visitors had settled, Findgoll put out the candles and stoked the
fire for the night before retiring hinself. \ short tine passed. The fire
settled to a steady glow. The sound of slow, rhythm c breathing signaled that
some in the liss had gone to sleep. Then it was that the partition of Lugh's
roomwas carefully noved open. The young man crept out and padded silently to
where Aine slept. He pulled her wi cker screen open and entered.

Moving to the covered form he knelt by her and laid a hand lightly upon her
shoul der.

"Ai ne," he whispered.

She was sitting up instantly, and he felt the pressure of a point against his
chest. She held her dagger at his heart. But she dropped it down on seeing
hi m

"Ch, it's you. Don't you know awakeni ng nme that way is dangerous?"

"I had to talk with you," he said urgently.
"Can't it wait until nmorning? |I'mso sleepy.
"Don't try that on me. | want to talk now"

She sighed. "All right. But be quiet. There's no need to be awakening the
others."

He dropped down onto the floor close beside her. She sat up, pulling her
covers up around her.

"What | want to know. he began. Then he paused, noticing the sheen of her
bare shoulders in the soft firelight. "Say, are you dressed?"

"OfF course not. | was sleeping!" she said irritably. "Now, what is it?"

Her sharp question jerked his wandering attention back to his reason for
com ng.

"All right. I want to know why you kept warning nme away from speaki ng about
Bres or our visit to that tower."

"Because it mght force us to reveal our mission here," she told him
patiently, as if explaining to a child, "and it would serve no purpose."

"No purpose?" Lugh said in disbelief. "What about Bres? He's nore than a
tyrant. He's one of the Fonor! He means to destroy theml They have to be
warned so they can be rid of him"

H's voice had risen with his agitation. Aine hissed another



war ni ng-

"Quiet down. Listen! It's not your task to tell them You are on a m ssion
here for ny brother, remenber? You prom sed himyou woul d observe, not
interfere.”

"My mssion for Manannan is over. Don't you see? Now that | know that it was

t he Fonor who destroyed nmy home, | can't be fair-m nded about this any |onger
I've chosen nmy side. My enemies are those of the de Dananns, Bres is nmy eneny.
| have to help them by seeing himdestroyed before he destroys them™

"Your mssion to Manannan is not finished until you have fulfilled it as you
pl edged. And renenber, there are still questions only he can answer for you.
If you feel you're through in Eire, you nust go back to Manannan's Isle
first!”

"No!" he said vehenently. "I can't just |eave Eire and abandon them know ng
what | do. Aine, please try to understand. It's nore than our having a conmon
eneny. It's a feeling that somehow |' m connected to these people, that I'ma

part of what's happening. | can't |eave Bres in power and the de Dananns wth
no hope."
"And what good will it do for you to tell them about hin?" she asked. "You've

nothing to prove what you say. They've no reason to believe you—you're a
stranger here. And if they did believe you, what could these poor, despairing
ref ugees do, hunted and hi dden away here?"

"Then I'1l go to Tara and tell themthere."

"They've no nore reason to believe. And Bres would certainly never let you
speak. Every de Danann |l oyal to himand every Fonor woul d be agai nst you.
You'd only be killed."

"Aine, | have to do sonmething!" he said, his voice tight with his frustration
He dropped his head forward heavily.

She lifted a hand and laid it soothingly upon his shoulder. She could feel his
tension in his rigid neck nuscles.

"You will, Lugh. Al that you can. Return with ne and fulfill your m ssion.
Then you can ask for Manannan's hel p."

He | ooked up at her again. She saw that the uncertainty was still strong in
him H's eyes reflected it.

"It is for the best," she said with strong conviction, desperate to convince
him "You have to believe ne. | only want to help you."

"Do you?" he asked, his gaze sharpening with interest.

i
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"OfF course!" she told him smling softly, winningly. "\ know |'ve seened

harsh with you, but | do like you. 1've liked you since you marched so boldly
into Tara's hall."



"I"ve liked you too," he adnmitted. Mdre hesitantly he added, "I mnight have
told you, but I felt I had no right. You're sister to a god, and I..."

"Ch, | amso sick of being thought of as sister to a god!" she broke in with
i npatience. "I amas nuch a human being as you. A woman!"

She slipped her hand behind his head and pulled himto her suddenly, giving
hi m another firmand definite kiss, Then she released him pulling back. -

"There!" she said with a satisfied nod, as if she had proven her point.

She had done much nore than that to Lugh. He felt again that curious warnth,
that tingling through his linbs, that shortness of breath that had seized him
in the freezing roomafter her first kiss. Now he | ooked into those |un nous
eyes, felt the energy rush through himas it had before, giving himthat

bol dness surprising even to him

This time as she noved back, he took hold of her snmpboth shoulders with his
hands and pulled her to him renew ng the Kkiss.

She was at first startled by his nove, but then she began to respond, allow ng
himto pull her closer until her upper body was pressed tightly against his,
her arms were encircling him and she was allow ng the surge of her own
passion to carry her al ong.

He | eaned forward, and she did not resist, falling back upon the pile of furs
as he cane over her.

The kiss ended and he lifted his head to gaze down at her. She was iully

rel axed, a supple formin his arns. Her unbound hair was a gl ow ng fan around
her head. Her lips were slightly parted, the eyes nearly closed in the |anguor
of her surrender. Her body was a burning heat against him the scent of her an
i nt oxi cant.

"This is a much warner place,"” he nmurmured. Hi s hand nmoved sl owy down from
her neck, sliding across the smooth, warm skin, across her breast, drawing the
covering along with it.

Her eyes snapped wi de open, filling with alarm She noved swiftly to grasp his
Wi st.

"Wait!" she said urgently. "This is going nuch too fast!"
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He rose up, |ooking quizzically down at her. "Too fast? But, | thought..."

"It's clear enough what you thought," she replied, her voice sharpening with
irritation. "I said | liked you. That's

*gn
"I don't understand,” he said in bew | dered tones, sitting

up. "That kiss. And, in the freezing room.."

"In the freezing rooml| was only trying to help you stay alive," she inforned

hi m brusquely. "Neither of us can afford our personal feelings to be
conplicating things."



"But the feelings are there," he argued. "I can't ignore them | don't think
you can either."

"You are wong!" she countered. "Listen to nme, Lugh! Everything | do is to
make our mi ssion a success. That is nmy only concern. It should be yours as
well."

He opened his nouth to protest again, but she shook her head.

"No! Let's not talk about this any further. It was a mistake. W' re both very
tired and very... weak now. Go back to your own room and get some rest."

Wth that curt dismissal, she rolled onto her side away fromhim pulling her
covers over her.

Lugh stared at her back a | ong nonment, dunbfounded by this sudden rejection
Then, with no other choice, he left her roomand crept back to his own.
"Best, she says," he muttered to hinself as he clinbed beneath his coverings.
"And how does she expect me to do that now?"

He lay on his back, staring up at the light fromthe fire playing in shifting
patterns against the ceiling, but all he saw there were images of her fair
gl owi ng skin, blended with some much nore intriguing fantasies.

He didn't know that, in her own room Aine |ay sleepless too, staring out at
the glowing red enbers of the still-burning fire.

The coal s pul sed hi gher under the bellows' puffings. Fire streaned up around a
long netal piece, heating it to a brilliant yellowwhite. Tongs lifted it to
the anvil where the snmith used a heavy hanmer to shape it to a fine spear
poi nt .

It was a woman who worked the netal wth such skill and sw ftness. Her arnms,
bared by the short sleeves of the

i
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wor ker's rough tunic, were lean but wiry, tightening to knotted hardness at
each bl ow.

Lugh stood with Aine and Glla, watching her work attentively. For, along with
her skills, she was also quite unusual in appearance. The side of her face to
them as she worked the netal was harsh-featured and | eat hery—very honely, in
fact. But as she turned to coo] the point, she reveal ed anot her side of her
face that was strikingly handsome, fine-featured, the skin soft and very pale.

This woman of contrasts was naned Bridget—the Fiery Arrow-& |l a had expl ai ned
and her appearance was an echo to her personality. Beyond her skills as a
smth, she was a woman of healing and a great poet as well, beloved by all the
poets of the de Danann and hol di ng great sway anongst the people.



Lugh shook his head in wonder. Since dawn he had wandered the scattered homes
of the hidden village with his conpanions, still driven to find out nore about
t hese people. It had served to make himall the nore fascinated by them

The artisans there still plied their crafts as best they could, and with such
skills as Lugh didn't believe possible for men. And so they were not, as the
pl easant inhabitants freely explained to him For the ways of the Four Cities
pl ayed a part in much of what they did.

He realized that here, in these harsh nountains, was hidden nuch of the
remai ning culture and | earning of these people, nuch of what could be called
their spirit and mnd.

They had stopped again at the snmithy to watch the nmetal workers display their
craft. They all seenmed to know Glla and were quite happy to acconodate him
and the young pair. Indeed, they seened anxi ous for a chance to denonstrate
their skills.

Three craftsnmen worked there now. Wth Bridget was the de Danann's great est
smth, Goibnu. He was a thickset, sinewy nan, whose broad, good-natured face
seened permanently bl ackened by his forge's heat. Cerdene, chief netal worker
of the race, was also there. The slender but strongly built man worked
delicately at beating out a thin copper bow w th hands of amazing slimess
and | engt h.

As Bridget conpleted her spearhead, she passed it to Goi bnu who stood cl ose
besi de her, watching her work critically. He lifted the still-hot piece
wi t hout tongs, turning

it over in hands calloused to thick |leather as he exam ned it. Then he grunted
with satisfaction.

"A good point," he told her. "Near perfect." He grinned, the teeth show ng
whi t e agai nst the dark skin. "Al nost as good as nmy own."

Lugh stepped closer to examine the point. It was a fine piece of worksnmanship,
beautiful and lethal at once, much longer and lighter than any he had ever
seen, with sharp cutting edges and a sl ender point.

"It looks to be a very good weapon. But is it strong?" he asked.

"Strong?" Goibnu the Smith replied indignantly. "Wiy, no nmetal or bone will

bl unt this—no helmor shield stop it. There's never been a weapon nmade as hard
or efficient as this. The day we faced the Firbolg tribes, it was nyself
fashioned a point just like it for every warrior."

Cerdene proudly chinmed in at that.

"Don't be forgetting my work. It was | who supplied the brass fittings for
t hose spears, and the sword hilts and shield rins and bosses as well."

"It was grandly we all worked then," Goibnu said with nostal gia. "The forge

bl azi ng day and ni ght, sparks rising |like a columm of gold, the ringing of the
hamrers maki ng a single, constant note. A glorious challenge we net." He

| ooked down at the point in his hand and his w stful expression turned
despairing. "But it |looks now like we'll have no nore need for such skills. |
wonder why we even bother to practice at it here, forging these usel ess

t hi ngs."



In disgust he flung the point away onto a pile of others already corroding
from di suse

"There m ght yet cone a need for us again,"
tone. "Another chance. "

Bridget said in a nore hopeful

"A chance for what?" The snmith had now | et the gl oony mood claimhimtotally.
He plunped his thick body heavily down upon a trestle, sagging with defeat.
"It's too late, Bridget. No one can help us now. Maybe Bobd Derg is right.
It's time to give up Eire and go back to Danu."

Wt nessi ng such hopel essness on the part of these skilled, noble people was
di stressing to young Lugh. It only served to bring back and increase his sense
of frustration at not being able to help.

As he and his conrades left the smthy and noved on
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t hrough the village, he was nore and nore conscious of the despair that hung
above the refugees' hiding place like a cold mst. He didn't speak of his
feelings then, but soon Aine left themto go back to Findgoll's liss and see
how Taillta fared. Wien she had gone, Lugh voiced his feelings to the am able
cl own.

"I feel like I'"'mdeserting them | w sh that there was sone way | could act.
I've felt so far as if |I've been drawn along, having no free will. I'd like to
do somet hing by ny own choice."

"I think | understand your feeling, lad," said Glla. "But it's true enough
what she says. They'd not believe you, and there's little they could do. So,
if you' ve promised to return to this Manannan's Isle for sonme purpose of your
own, why that's what you must do." He paused and added doubtfully, "Though

what some so-call ed sea-god can do, | can't imagine." He shrugged and cl apped
a hand on Lugh's shoulder, smling sadly. "Wen you go, lad, | want you to
know that I'Il mss you, I will that!"

"I'"ll come back, Glla," Lugh prom sed. "No matter what el se happens, |'l]
cone back."

By this time their wandering had taken them beyond the end of the scattered
village. Now they faced a rocky hillside rising steeply above them G Illa drew
Lugh's attention to a | arge opening not far up its side.

"See there? | understand that's the old healer's cave. Wat do you say if we
stop in there while we're tookin' about? |I'mwagerin' he's got sone marvel s of
his own."

Lugh hesitated. The physician was a gruff, intimdating man, and the |ad was
reluctant to disturb him But the clown's voice was coaxing, filled with a
childlike excitement, and Lugh was still enough child hinmself to be interested
in exploring such a nysterious possibility. He agreed to go.

They clinmbed up a narrow path to the ragged nouth of the cave and stood
peering into the cavern beyond.

XXI



THE HEALER S CAVE

rr WAS A large space with a level floor and snooth walls curving up to forma
rough done overhead. The floor of this cavern was crowded with paraphernalia
of peculiar kinds, lit by scores of thick, guttering candl es janm ng massive
i ron hol ders.

Here and there around the floor small fires burned. A variety of caul drons
upon t hem boi |l ed, sending up varicolored steans to collect and finally blend
in an odorous brown cloud in the top of the dome. The mass whirled and withed
slowy in the stagnant air as if it had its own life.

"Di ancecht?" Lugh called, the name echoing within the vast holl ow
There was no reply.

"Now woul d you | ook at this grand collection of marvels!"™ Glla said
delightedly. "Let's take a | ook about, |ad!"

"But, he's not here," Lugh said hesitantly. He wasn't sure, fromhis

i npression of the place, that he really cared to go poking about in it after
all.

But GIlla wouldn't be denied. "W'Ill not hurt anything. Come on, |ad! Were's
your ol d sense of curiosity?"

"It's gotten a bit worn, Glla," Lugh replied. Still, he followed the cl own
into the cave.

They noved through the maze of things slowy, trying to make sense of it. It
was a bew ldering array. Long tables of rough planks were piled with al
manner of objects, nostly bizarre, and Lugh peered at themw th nixed
curiosity and revul sion.

One area was clearly devoted to the concoction of the heal er's nedicines.

Her bs, roots and | eaves hung drying on |large racks, scenting the air with an
al nost overpowering m xture of aronmas. Sonme al ready ground | ay beneath the
huge, tinmeworn pestle in a stone nortar. Fragile glass retorts,
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bottl es and strange contrivances |ike nothing Lugh had ever seen before were
linked in a conplex interlace through which bright Iiquids raced and dri pped
and rose and fell with sone hidden purpose of their own. And in the center of
the whole, like some controlling god, a round, copper vat squatted on thick
netal |egs over an intense fire. It was fully encl osed save for a round
opening at the top fromwhich rose a yell ow snoke and a spigot near the bottom
where a vile green, viscous liquid dripped into a bow .

El sewhere, |arge shelves held a m xed collection of containers in many styles,
sizes and materials. They formed a rich texture that m ght have been pl easing
wi t hout the surroundi ngs. Lugh peered down into a large pot and pul |l ed back at
once. A harsh stench rose fromit, and in the liquid filling it there floated
a mass of sonething soft, shiny and unidentifiable, but definitely unpleasant.



A table held a row of animals' heads in various stages of dissection. Eyes,
tongues, brains, all kinds of parts were scattered casually around themlike
parts of some grotesque . toy taken apart by a curious child. He peered into
another jar there and found it filled with eyeballs that stared back at Lugh
as if startled at being disturbed. After that he began peering nore
cautiously, not w shing nore surprises.

One long shelf was lined with human skulls whose bl ack sockets rem nded Lugh
of his first meeting with the druid. O her bones were heaped upon a table
bel ow them A conpl ete skel eton hung froma post, the bones strung together
with thin cord. It rattled dryly when he brushed by it, turning to grin at him
with brown teeth.

On anot her |arge table whose top was dyed rust from many soaki ngs of bl ood
there lay a whole boar, newWy dead. It was slit fromgroin to neck, and
several of its organs were laid out neatly around it. d eam ng knives and
other instrunents unfamliar to Lugh were |ined along the table's edge.

Unsettled by all the signs of death, Lugh noved to another area where stacked
cages held a variety of living ani mal s—hares, badgers, small dogs and ot her
types of gane. He wondered what their purpose was until he noted_ a bandage on
the leg of a dog. He examined the rest and found several wi th marks of wounds
in various stages of healing. These wounds, like a knife cut, were always on a
l[inb. On some aninmals it had healed to a scar, barely discernable in the fur

On a young mastiff the cut was recently nmended. The fur had been shaved away
and he could see the wound clearly, a fine line circling the I ower |eg just
above the paw It had odd marks on either side and he | ooked cl oser. He
realized that the wound was sewn closed by fine thread, |ike the joining of
two pieces of cloth.

He was about to call Clia's attention to this when a voi ce spoke.
"What are you doing here? Cone to see the nmadman's foolishness?"

D ancecht stood in the cavern's entrance. He | ooked stiff and indignant. H's
voice was cold with hostility.

"W're not prying,"
weren't here.”

Clia said cheerfully. "W canme to see your work. You

"I was seeing to your friend," he told them noving into the cavern. "I
interrupted my own work to do that. So, why don't you go and |let nme get back
to it?"

"Di ancecht, don't act the bear with us," G lia said. "The boy is truly
interested in your work. Tell himabout it."

The heal er | ooked searchingly at the young man. "Do you really wi sh to know
about nmy work? It's gruesone enough,"

Lugh was already well aware of that and not sure at ail he wanted to | oi ow
nore. But Cilia was enthusiastic.

"OfF course he does. Cone al ong now. Show us. You've little enough chance for
admirers here.”

"It has been a long tinme since anyone showed interest,"” the healer gruffly
agreed. "They're quick enough to run to me with a cut or a cough, but ny



greatest achi evenments they care nothing about. And after all 1've done to
perfect the skihs given ne in the Four Cities! |'ve even devel oped them so far
that | can bring a sorely wounded man back from death. From death!"

He was heating to the subject now He' d accepted the two as an audi ence and
was venting his irritation with his fell ows.

"You think it was easy saving your friend? You watched ne do a few sinple
tricks and you breathed easily. But it was fromdeath | saved her, and no one
el se could have."

"W understand," Lugh said sincerely. "W owe you nuch."

"They all owe me nuch, but do you think they appreciate it?" He began to stalk
restlessly back and forth. "They sit and

I
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nmoan about their hopel essness while | work, and then they . call ny finest
acconpl i shnent a usel ess one!" A

He gestured sweepingly around the cavern. "Look at this. |1've delved into

t hi ngs man has never expl ored. See this I boar? | know the secrets of
how it died. |I've done the sane thing with scores, hundreds of beasts and nen.

I've gone beyond the surface of how things |ive seeking ny answers."

He led themover to the cages. "And see here. See these aninmal s?" He renoved
t he dog Lugh had been exami ning, holding it up to display the scarred |eg.

"The linb on this one > was severed. Severed conpletely! But | put it back
on!" His ‘e voice rang triunphantly as he waved his hand across the other
cages. "l've done the same with all of them successful- " ly every tinel"

He put back the first dog and took out another whose |leg was fully heal ed,
letting it wal k around.

"See there? No linp, no sign of its having been off at all. It's perfect.
Perfect! And | made it so." f

"That's interesting," Lugh said. "You cut off their |legs so \ you can put
them back on." He threw Cilia a puzzled | ook. The clown shrugged in reply.

D ancecht noted their doubt.

"You don't understand ny purpose, do you? You don't yet see the ful
significance. Wll, come here."

He led themto a large circle of iron set in the floor of the , cave.

"Lift that!" he ordered Lugh.

Wth a certain understandabl e rel uctance, Lugh grasped a | arge handl e and



lifted. It cane up slowy, pivoting on large hinges. Cold air puffed up into
his face as it opened.

He laid it back, revealing a hole neatly cut into the rock. Nothing was at
first visible within it but the eddy of white ; haze as the inner cold air
rose to neet the warm above. Then it cleared away and they were | ooki ng down
into a pool of liquid whose crystal clarity revealed its extrenme depth.

Suspended in the liquid on a hamock of fine Iines there was a human hand.

It had been cut above the wist and | ooked to have been * severed
recently. The stunp was raw, with tendons and vessels clearly
Vi si bl e. The skin was as fresh-looking and red-toned as if it were stil

on a living man.

"Wth all ny skills and those of Findgoll | have preserved

t hat hand through the years,
the day it was severed."

the healer told them "It is as perfect now as

"But, why have you saved it?" Lugh asked wonderingly.

"Because, young man, that is not just a hand. It is the hand of Nuada, once
H gh-Ki ng of the Tuatha de Danann. Now, shut the door again."

As Lugh did so, the healer took up his restless pacing as he went on

"Since it was severed, |'ve made its restoration ny greatest challenge. The
artisans gave Nuada his silver hand, but only restoring the real hand coul d
give himthe kingship again. I vowed | would do it. Al these years |'ve
wor ked, experinented. Finally |I have succeeded!"

"You can put Nuada's hand back on? Make hi m whol e agai n?" asked Lugh
recalling the tale of why the kingship had been | ost to Nuada.

"I can. And now that 1've found it, they all say that it is too late. That it
is no use. If | had done it earlier, they say, then there would have been a
point. But nowit's only dangerous madness." He swung to them "You heard that
weakl i ng Bobd Derg yourself. He even questioned whether | could really do it!
Questioned ne!"

The force generated by his anger peaked at this, and then, as if expended, was
ext i ngui shed suddenly. As the energy failed him he aged in an instant, his
body saggi ng, shrinking down.

"Ch, why go on with this," he said, shaking his head in despair. "Perhaps Bobd
Derg is right. Nuada has | ost hope, lost the will to fight. Wre he restored
to kingship, he'd be no nore help to us in defying the Fonor than Bres."

Agai n, Lugh itched to speak the truth, to tell the healer that no man coul d be
so bad as Bres, that he had to be deposed. But all he said was: "If there was
any chance Nuada's restoration would hel p you, wouldn't it be worth
attenpting?"

"It's not so sinple,” the healer said. "Bringing Nuada here woul d be
difficult. He is quartered in the fortress. Bres has never trusted himand
likes to keep himclose. That way he can keep Nuada supplied with drink
imersed in a sea of drunken despair. It'd not be easy to reach him
especially for one of us. None of those here believe it's
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worth the risk. And as little as | like admitting it, I"'mtoo old, Just too
old."

He lifted a small, shining knife fromthose Iined on the table by the boar. He
| ooked at it, stared at it in the grip of his hand. Then he dropped it back
"Maybe I'mtoo old for anything," he said, the voice heavy with defeat. "Even
| have begun to wonder if | really could succeed were Nuada brought to ne."

"No, Diancecht," Lugh said forcefully. "I see what you' ve done here. | believe
in your skills. And |'ve seen Nuada as well. There's a fire of defiance stil
alive in him It wuld be worth the chance. |I know it woul d. And any chance,

no matter how slender, is better than waiting here to die or giving up a
dream "

"Do you think so?" said the healer. Hs face it with renewed hope, but it
faded at once. "Sorry, lad. Perhaps it could be done, but you'll never
convince the others of that. There is no one who does believe who could
acconplish the task of fetching Nuada here.™

Lugh gl anced over at the iron lid upon the cavern floor. H s expression was
very thoughtful and very grave.

"No. | suppose there's not," he said quietly.

He was still lost in thought as he stood upon the hillside above the village,
gazing out across the bright western fields. It was a warm spring afternoon
the fragrant breezes washing up the nountainsides to caress himgently and
ruffle the thick mane of his fair hair.

"Lugh, there you are!" called Aine, walking up the hillside to join him "I'd
wonder ed where you'd gone."

He turned to her as she reached his side. She noticed his solemm [ ook
"What's wrong?" she asked himwi th concern. "You seem so grave."

"Ch, do I ?" he asked, his expression clearing at once. He smiled guilelessly.
"I don't nmean to. | was only admring the view fromhere. It's very nice."

That seened to reassure her. She sml|ed back, but with a certain timnm dness
unusual for her.

"I"'mglad that's all. | was afraid you m ght be angry with me. That's why I
wanted to talk alone with you. To explain. About last night."

She paused and then went on nore awkwardly, as if each word took an effort to
force out.

"You see, | don't like... losing control of things. That's very hard for me to



admt, but it's true. | didn't nean to hurt you. | really do like you. It's
just that this is not the time or place. Do you see?"

"OfF course | do!" he said agreeably. "lI'mnot angry with you. W' ve been
t hrough too nuch together for that!"

Her face brightened. She beaned with relief.

"That's very good to hear," she told him bouyant now.

"It's a very fine day,’
enjoy it?"

he said. "Wuld you care to walk with me a bit and

"I would, gladly," she replied, and the two set off across the green hill side.

"You know, this is the first tine |I've really had a chance to | ook at Eire,

enjoy it at ny ease,"” he remarked as they wal ked. "I feel like I've been
running since | arrived here. I'mjust conming to realize what a beautiful |and
it is."”

"Yes, it is," she agreed. "l've seen few | ands as beautiful as Eire, or as
harsh. Does that sound strange?"

"No. It's what | think nakes this a special place."

They reached a craggy knoll where a single yewtree slanted out at a sharp
angle as if reaching toward the afternoon sun. There the two stopped and
settled into a smooth hollow in the rock below it where they could relax and
wat ch the gol den light playing across the nmeadows far below. It was still and
soft and tineless, |like a pleasant chil dhood nmenory.

"Have you visited nmany other |ands?" he asked idly.

"Afew |'ve traveled with nmy brother. He hates staying in one place for |ong.
He's forever seeking newthings. | enjoy it too, but at times |I mss our

honel and. No land in the world is so fine as that. Not even Eire. Each day is
as soothing and gentle as this. Flowers always bl oom There is no want, no
pain, no hatred..."

"Sounds like it could becone a bit tiresome," he said |aughingly.

She | aughed too. "Now you sound |like ny brother. Even its beauties can't
soot he his discontent."

"Ai ne, you know |I've not asked you about your life before," he said nore

seriously. "I felt it wasn't my right. But there is one thing I'd Iike to ask
you. "
"If it's within my power to answer, | will," she prom sed
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"Well, you said last night you were a human being as much as |. Does that nean
you're wholly nortal ? You can be harned?"

"I'n our own | ands we do not age,"” she expl ained, "although we can be killed or
hurt. Here in Eire, even that is denied. Beyond the powers you know about,
am as vul nerable as you."



"How can Manannan | et you take such risks?" he asked in surprise.

She shrugged. "He needs my help, and | |ove adventure, as he does," she
answered sinply.

"Still, I"'mglad you'll not be needing to take any nore risks for nel" he told
her with great earnestness.

"Lugh, after we return, after this is ended, perhaps you'll stay in Manannan's
Isle,” she suggested, adding in a gently enticing way, "W could enjoy it
t oget her . "

"The tine is an uncertain one," he replied quite soberly. But when he saw her
grow puzzled at his tone, his nood abruptly changed and he grinned.

"We've this day here and now" he said. "Let's think of nothing nore but
enjoying it!" He clinbed to his feet. "Wy don't we wal k some nore? It will be
eveni ng soon and we'll have to go back."

They set a second, flowered hillside as their goal and started toward it. As
t hey wal ked they joined hands, as if it were a natural thing to do.

G lla was being shaken violently. An urgent voice was calling his name in his
ear.

Croggily he sat up. Dawn's light filtered into the druid' s liss, showi ng him
Ai ne crouched over him Her face was drawn with alarm

"Ai ne, what's wong?" he asked, taking her arns.

"I't's Lugh!" she cried. "During the night he took food and water and left the
village." Her eyes filled with anguished tears. "He's left us. He's gone
wi thout telling us why!"

XX
THE RETURN

THE WHETSTONE SLID up the length of the slender blade with a sharp, netallic
hiss. Its user plied the stone with an easy, steady rhythm in seem ng
di sregard of High-King Bres, who stood speaki ng near by.

Bres stal ked back and forth along the gallery room above the central hall as
he issued his orders. H's gaze swept the group of de Danann warriors facing
him Behind him watching with a seem ng inpassiveness, stood the Fonor

of fi cer nanmed Streng.

"I'f this boy Lugh should reappear in Tara, there is no excuse for his not
bei ng caught!" Bres rapped out. "This is too inportant to u$ all. He's to be
wat ched for by every warrior. He's to be caught and brought to ne!"

The continued shriek of the whetstone kept drawing his attention to its user
who sat atop a plank table, Iong | egs fol ded beneath her |ike those of a
nesting crane.

"This applies to you and your chanpions too, Mrrigan!" he snapped at her
irritably.

He nade no inpression on her. The careful rhythm of the stone continued. She



did not | ook up. But, in her lowrattle of a voice she asked:
"And why is it we nust be doing this?"
"Because | command it!" he said, his irritation maki ng himarrogant.

The stone stopped. The sl eek, dark head pivoted up toward himon the | ong
neck, and he was fixed with dark eyes bright with the cold, deathly glow of a
nmoon on a winter's night.

Bres knew that | ook, and knew he had pushed t he dangerous being too far. H's
voi ce qui ckly took on a nore reasonabl e tone.
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"I mean, | feel that this has to be done. This boy is too dangerous."

"He is only a boy," she said.

"He is much nore than that,"” Bres countered. "You should know the truth of

that nore than we."

"He has sone courage..." she began.

Bres interrupted. "He is in league with rebels who would see us at war! He is
causi ng an uproar anongst the Fonmor. They believe he is part of a conspiracy
to force themto act against us!"

"And why shoul d the Fonor be carin' about that?" asked N et, a de Danann
captai n who stood, nassive and battle-scarred, beside the raven-wonan. "Seens
they'd wel cone a chance to finish us."

Streng noved forward then, smiling benevolently.

"W have no wish to see you destroyed,"” he told themwith a glib sincerity.
"W want no final confrontation." He threw Bres a sharp | ook at that. "W only
want your cooperation.”

"And our blood!" the skeptical N et remarked.
Unruffled, Streng answered this in conciliatory terns.

"W woul d not be so harsh with you if all your people would cease to defy us.
It is your own pride and absurd i ndependence whi ch causes your problenms. The
Fi rbol gs cooperated with us and we got along quite well. W would like to
prove to you that we truly wish to help you."

"That's why Streng's own warriors will be searching for the boy as well," Bres
put in. "W nust see this stopped before things get worse." He ran a sl ow,
penetrating gaze over them as he added sonberly: "W all know what bringing

t he Fonor power down upon us woul d nean."

"Do we?" Morrigan said, clearly intrigued by the notion. She smiled, revealing
her sharp teeth, and ran a bony finger along the fresh razor-edge of her



| ongsword. Her bright eyes fixed hungrily on Streng. "I wouldn't mnd giving
one of thema try, nyself."

Streng shifted uneasily and | ooked to Bres for help, disconfited for the first
time. Bres intervened, noving between them and speaking briskly.

"Al'l of you can go now. See to the patrolling of the town and countryside.
Report any signs of this boy to me at once!"

Di smissed, the warriors began to file down the stairway fromthe gallery room
and | eave the main hall

Last of all, Mdirrigan slowmy and lithely uncurled her wiry length of |egs,
stretched, and slipped off the table. She turned to foll ow the others down the
stairs.

"Wait, Morrigan," Bres called.

She stopped, turning back to him her gaunt face now an expressionl ess nask,
only the keen eyes showing a wary interest.

"Morrigan, | look to you especially as ny eyes in this,” he told her
pointedly. "Keep a watch over Tara, and especially over your old ..
conpani on... the Dagda."

Her | ook grew hostile.
"The Dagda is no traitor," she said, her voice a cold wind crackling the dry
| eaves of an autumm tree. "He hates the Fonor and will never willingly submt
to their control. But he would never do anything to harmthe de Dananns."

"So you may believe," he began aggressively. "But it's ny.. -" He paused,
considering his words, then went on nore noderately, " ny wi sh that you'l
do this, as a truly loyal champion of the king." He smiled graciously.

She jerked stiffly erect and glared at him

"You've no need to remnd ne of my bond." Her eyes dropped to the sword stil
in her hand. "You have ny loyalty..." She slamed the weapon into its
scabbard, adding pointedly: " so long as you are king." And, sweeping the
bl ack cl oak around her |ean frame, she stal ked proudly down the stairway and
out of the lower hall.

"I don't like that one," commented Streng, |ooking over the gallery railing
after her. "When she | ooks at me, | feel like a hare cornered by a hawk."

"She'd slit you up and suck you dry in an instant, right enough,” said Bres
with a cruel snmile. "But she won't. Her foolish code of loyalty binds her to
me, as it does the rest. It nmakes them so easy to control."

"Don't be so certain that can't change,"
you sone disconfort if he isn't caught."

Streng warned. This boy could cause

"I"'mas aware of that as you," Bres assured him adding nore thoughtfully:
"And 1've ny own interest in this boy as well." He wal ked over to stand cl ose
beside Streng at the rail

i
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He spoke now in a conspiratorial tone. "Tell me, what do you know about hi n?"

"Nothing," Streng replied truthfully. "Balor feels he is dangerous, but he's
not told me why. He's not told anyone. Still, | get an inpression he feels the
boy has sone sort of power."

"Well, he certainly has a charmed life," said Bres, shaking his head. "But
there's really not so nuch he can do here. Who would believe his tale, if he
survived to tell it?"

"This Dagda and his son might. They' ve been seen together. And they'd
certainly act if they thought they might dethrone you. My warriors will be
keeping a very close watch on them"

"Why not sinply seize themand force themto tell you about the boy? They've
caused us both enough troubl e anyway."

"W can question them but we don't wish to harmthemif we have a choice,"”
Streng told the brutal H gh-King. "Renenber, they' ve not been openly
rebellious as the others were. If we act against them or if you do, it wll
only make them greater heroes and raise nore defiance in the rest. W don't
want that, do we?"

"I think you overestimate the de Dananns' ability to act at all!" Bres said.

"Perhaps. But ny conpanies will follow ny orders here. And you'd be best to
heed Bal or's wi shes too and be less belligerent. It was your reckless visit to
t he Tower that caused your problem now "

"You just handl e your business,"
own. "

Bres growed irritably. "I'Il take care of ny
"Real | y?" Streng said placidly. "Well, while you're about it, |I'd suggest you
keep an eye on that one." He pointed down into the hall bel ow

Bres | ooked down at the |one figure, slunped as usual over a rmug of ale in the
enpty hall.

"What, Nuada?" he asked and | aughed derisively. "That sodden old hulk is no
threat to us in this."”

"He befriended the boy once. Maybe he's part of sone conspiracy. Perhaps
there's nmore life in himthan you think. He was Hi gh-King."

"He never will be again!" Bres responded heatedly. "He's
finished!"

"Watch hi manyway, Bres," Streng said patiently. "This is too vital to take
any risks at all."

He wal ked to the stairway, pausing there.



"Ch, and renenber, don't let the boy be killed," he rem nded Bres. "There are
thi ngs that Bal or would very much like to know before he dies."

He went down the stairs and out of the main hall. Bres watched himgo and then
nmoved to an outer door which he pushed open. Qutside a timnmber bridge connected
the upper gallery to the parapet of the outer wall. He crossed it and stood
| ooki ng down to the town spread out around the hill's base. It lay grey and

cold and m serabl e under a pall of oppressive haze.

Bres's expression was a thoughtful one. There were things about this Lugh that
he burned to know too. He told hinmself it was not really inportant, that this
boy could not be any threat to himor the power of the Fomor. Yet, as he

| ooked down onto the streets where hundreds of warriors now patrolled, he felt
a peculiar uneasiness. For he could sense—as if he were sonehow in touch with
that boy's mind—that Lugh was already in Tara

Bres was right.

Down in those disnmal streets, the nuffled head of a Fonor was at that nonent
peeki ng cautiously around a corner of an abandoned liss. Beside it, the head
of a young de Danann boy also tinidly appeared.

Across a refuse-littered market square there sat a good-sized house of wattled
tinmber with a thatched roof. Under the grey sky it |ooked rather sodden and
forlorn, like a round | oaf of bairnbrech bread |left to soften in the rain.

"You're certain that's the Dagda's house?" the Fonmor asked in a deep, grow ing
sort of voice, very threatening indeed

The terrified waif nearly cried. "Yes, sir. Yes, sir, it is. Can | be going
now? Pl ease? Can | go?"

He started to pull back, but the Fonor seized his thin arm yanking hi m back
poi nting toward the house.

"Wait, boy! What's all them nmen doin' there?"

Nearly a score of heavily arnmed Fonmor warriors were
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idling about in the square close before the main door of the liss.

"I don't know, sir," the boy said in a shrill and desperate voice. "I swear on
my parents' graves, sir. | don't know. There's your troops and our own
swarnmi ng the streets, searching everywhere. Likely the Dagda's in sone trouble
with them He always is."

Wth a derisive snort the Fonor rel eased the boy, pushing himroughly away.

"Al'l right then, whelp. Be away fromhere. And far away, mind! O 1'IIl slit
you up a treat, | wll!"

The boy scanpered away |i ke a wounded deer. The Fomor watched hi mgo, then
unwound the scarf fromhis face. He reveal ed the youthful and unnmarked face of
Lugh.

The young man regretted frightening the lad |ike that, but he couldn't chance



reveal ing hinmsel f to anyone but the Dagda or Angus Og. Besides, it had been
the easiest way to get the boy to guide him Wen Lugh had found him
scavengi ng anongst sone rubbish piles, it had been a sinple matter to press
himinto service

The Fonor di sgui se had been hel pful to himagain. He had been able to re-enter
Tara and nove through its streets w thout being noticed, only needing to avoid
direct contact with any warriors.

It had been a long and very lonely way here fromthe Muntains of Murne. He
had felt often the sharp ache of regret at leaving Glla, Aine and Taillta
behi nd. He realized how nmuch he had come to rely upon the conpany of his
friends. However, this rem nder of his closeness to themonly made himthe
nore certain he had been right not to involve themin this escapade. And soon
enough—f things went right—-he would be seeing them again.

Still, he reflected, it would have been nice to have them here now. They m ght
have hel ped hi m deci de what to do next.

How coul d he enter the Dagda's |liss? He stared neditatively at the structure
for a time. Then he saw the answer. There was only one other accessible
opening into the place—the large snoke hole in the center of the roof!

Cautiously, Lugh worked his way around the market square behind the structures
surrounding it. He saw no one. Mdst of the structures here seemed abandoned.
But,
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as he neared the back of the Dagda's |liss, he saw anot her Fonor warrior
clearly on guard there, strolling slowy up and down.

There was a large drying rack for hides beside the Dagda's liss. Built of |ong
pol es supported on a heavier framework of logs set in the ground, it thrust up
hi gher than the edge of the roof only a few feet away. There was his | adder

up.

He waited until the warrior was turned away, walking toward the far side of

t he house. Then he charged full run fromhis hiding place, swarnmed up the
poles to their top and, wi thout hesitating, |aunched hinmself across the space
to land upon the thatch roof.

He fell with a faint thunp onto the grey-weathered straw, clutching at the
bi ndi ng of the sheaves to keep fromfalling back. He lay there flat and stil
for several nonents as the guard strode back and forth again bel ow. Then he
slowy pulled hinmself up toward the peak and peered down through the snoke
hole into the room bel ow

Directly underneath him a neager fire burned in the fire pit, sending up a
thin trail of smoke. At a plank table pulled close beside it sat the Dagda and
Angus Og, picking in a desultory fashion at sone sorry remants of food.

Having little other choice of action, Lugh sinply |owered hinself through the
hol e, swung out beyond the fire, and dropped lightly to the floor beside the
astoni shed nen.

"A bl oody Fonor spy!" bellowed the Dagda. And, leaping to his feet, he seized
an enornous battle-ax and swept it up to strike.

"No! Wait!" cried Lugh, throwing up his hands in vain defense.



"Yes, father! WAit!" said Angus, rising and grabbing the Dagda's armto
restrain him "That's no Fonor. It's young Lugh!"

The Dagda hesitated, peering closely at the young man who stood wat chi ng
anxi ously.

"Why, it surely is!" he agreed finally, |owering the nassive weapon. "Boy,
it's not wise at all to be dropping in on a man that way in that kind of
dress, let me tell you that!"

"I"'msorry," Lugh said contritely, "but there are nen watchi ng your house. It
was the only way | could get to you w thout being seen.™
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"I't was good you did," the Dagda told him dropping back onto his stool and
proppi ng the ax close by. "Bres and the Fonor are seeking you. They've cone
and asked us where you were and, when we told themwe didn't know, they put
that guard on us." He gave Lugh a hard, searching | ook. "Wat's it about, |ad?
The last tine we saw you, you were in those sane clothes | gave you and headed
for that Fonor drinking lair. W thought you were | ong dead. Just what have
you been doi ng?"
"A great deal," Lugh said, "some of which you may not believe. But | have to
convince you to believe, because | need help and you're the only ones who can
give it to ne!"

The Dagda recogni zed the earnestness in the young man's expression

"All right. W'll listen, that we will," he assured Lugh heartily. "Sit with
us and have a drink."

He poured full three large cups with ale froma bronze pitcher and pushed one
across the table toward Lugh. The young man sat down at the table and gladly
took it up, taking a large swig. Even the harsh ale tasted good after his |ong
travel i ng.

"There have been many tinmes since | saw you last that | thought 1 was dead

nmysel f," he began. "There are many places |'ve seen that | barely believe are
real. But they are. You see, when | went to that drinking hall, | saw a nman
di sgui sed as a Fonmor neet with a Fonmor officer. | followed themfar north, to

the sea, and then to a tower of glass."

"The Tower!" the Dagda broke in, clearly amazed. "You entered it and cane away
alive?"

"I did," he assured themsolemmly. "And the man | followed to that tower was
your own High-King, Bres hinself!"

The Dagda and his son exchanged a swift, stunned | ook. Then they noved cl oser
to Lugh, all attention now focused on him In a voice now a deep growl with
his intensity, the chanpi on denanded:

"Tel! us, lad. Tell us all of it!"

XXl THE REUNI ON



I N THE MARKET square, the afternoon passed slowy, drearily for the Fonor
guards. A chill mst had arisen to sweep its clamy tendrils over them Sone
huddl ed in the doors of abandoned homes around the square. A few sought
confort froma small fire built from wood w eckage scavenged fromthe area.

Inside the Dagda's liss, Angus Qg threw another log fromtheir own | ean supply
on the centra! fire in a vain attenpt to chase out the invadi ng danpness. Then
he moved back toward the table where Lugh and his father sat.

Their young visitor was just finishing his description of the conversation
bet ween Bal or and Bres in the tower. As he did, the big nan sat back and
| ooked to his son, a hot anger deepening the ruddy conpl exi on of his face.

"Bres! A bloody Fonor hinself!" he grow ed. "W shoul d have guessed sone
such. "

"Then you believe Lugh's story?" Angus asked.

"I do. No one could have described the Tower so sharply w thout being there.
And though | never saw Bal or so close as Lugh did, | know that's true as well
The i mages of that black giant and that blazin' ruby eye are burned into ny

menory like a brand."

Lugh felt warmrelief wash through him He had gone over the details of the
tower nmany times now, wondering a little nore each time if he was really
convincing them He knew he'd had to succeed in that. Wthout the help of the
Dagda and Angus, his chances were very slimindeed.

"Well, | never doubted him" Angus said with enphasis. He | ooked to Lugh. "And
Bres knows what you've discovered. That's why they're seeking you."

"He knows. He saw ne there. And he knew that | had
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seen himneet with that Fonmor officer Streng at the drinking hall."
"Streng?" repeated Angus with a note of interest. "He's at the fortress now
If there was any question of the truth of what you' ve said, that answers it.
They rmust be very worried to be so openly working together to find you."
"You see now why | had to cone back," said Lugh. "It's Bres hinself who is
your worst eneny. The Fonor only want you to submit, to remain weak. Bres is
trying to destroy you conpletely, and soon! He's the one behind the worst
treatment of you. He has to be stopped.”

"It's a very brave lad you've been to risk so rmuch for us," the Dagda said
warm y, clapping a nassive hand to Lugh's shoulder. But the big, weathered
face sagged with defeat as he glumy added, 'Too bad it'll be of such little
hel p."

"Fat her, what do you nmean?" protested Angus. "W can tell the others! Expose
Bres and force himout..."



"And will the others take this boy's word? This outsider? Wth no other proof?
No, Angus, their bonds of loyalty to Bres are stronger. And think, son, how

long will Lugh survive once Bres sees hinP"
Lugh broke in. "I know all of that. | wouldn't have risked comng here just to
tell you about Bres. | have nore. | know a way that Bres can be deposed."

"Have you now, |ad?" said the Dagda, his eyes lighting with new curiosity. He
| eaned toward Lugh. "Tell us."

"I found your own chief physician in the Muntains of Mourne. He can restore
Nuada's real hand!"

"That ol d bone-binder!" the Dagda said, astonished. "Has he finally done it?"

"He has," Lugh assured him "I've seen proof. But no one is willing to risk
fetching Nuada there. That's what |'ve cone to do. And | need your help. WII
you do it?" He eyed the two hopefully.

The Dagda consi dered. "Di ancecht always swore he'd do it. He could if anyone
can. If Nuada can be restored, the first loyalty of all the de Dananns will go
back to him Then we'll be free to deal with the Fomor as a united people!"”

"But, father, would Nuada be any help to us now?" Angus asked. "He's so sad.
So hopel ess. "

"I saw the spark of defiance still in him" said Lugh

determnedly. "I know it is worth the risk. But it is my choice to do this and
nmy risk, not yours."

The Dagda sl ammed a hand onto the table top

"Wong, lad!" he declared forcefully. "If we can't be rid of Bres and restore
strength to our people, we're finished anyway. |I'mnot sitting and waiting for
that any longer. I'mwth you."

"And |," added Angus. "But we'll have to make a plan to get Nuada away, and
we'll have to slip the |leash of our Fonor guardians, and find a safe place to
do that."

"How?" asked Lugh. He went to a window at the front of the liss, peering out
through a crack in the closed shutters. "They're all still out there." He
| ooked up toward the snmoke hole. "OF course, there's the way 1 came in."

Angus | ooked at it, and then gave the substantial figure of his father a
critical survey.

"Not meani ng oOense, "
bul I through there."

he said, "but we'd stand a better chance of stuffing a

"Careful, son," the nman warned good-hunoredly. "But we can | eave here easily
enough. The Fonor are in front. We'll just go out the back."

"There's no door in back," Lugh pointed out.

"Then I'1l make one!" the Dagda announced. "These walls aren't nade of stone."
He lifted his ax and rose. "One stroke ought to do it."

He advanced on the back wall of the liss, the i Mmense weapon comi ng up



"Wait!" cautioned Lugh. 'There's another guard at the back."

"Just one?" asked the Dagda. "Well, then, you'll just have to slip out there
and kill himfirst. Here." He stepped back cl ose beneath the hol e and bent
forward. Hi s back becane a broad and solid platform "Up! And be quick!"
"Come on, Lugh," Angus invited and hopped lightly onto his father's back
vaulting fromthere up to the opening and pulling hinself through. Lugh

foll owed, clinbing out onto the sloping roof beside Angus. They slid down to
t he edge and peered over. The warrior was still pacing bel ow.

"Pretty, eh?" Angus whispered, for the warrior's face was nearly featurel ess,
his ears and nouth and nose only tiny slits in a totally hairless face. "Looks
like a turtle. Let's crack his shell for him But be sure he gives no cry."
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Lugh nodded. When the man wal ked right bel ow themthe two di ved upon him Both
struck the Fonor together, driving himto the ground. Lugh clapped a hand

over the lipless -nmout h. Angus pulled his short sword and lifted it over
the warrior's back, but paused. t

"I can't do any warrior this way," he said ruefully, "even one of them" He
reversed the weapon and brought the ( heavy hilt down on the shiny head.

There was a hol | ow soundi ng thock and the man went |inp.
"Li ke thunping a nelon," said Angus lightly, getting up. [ "Cone on."

They trotted to the back wall of the liss, and Angus | eaned close to it,
calling as loudly as he dared: "Father, go ahead!" : Then he stepped
hurriedly back.

It was a prudent nmove, for alnost at once the edge of the great ax smashed
through the wattle wall near the top and, with a sharp crackling, slashed it
asunder right down to the . ground. Then |arge hands thrust through the
rent. They gripped the two sides of the cut and shoved the wall hal ves

apart, crushing the wattle back. Through the targe opening thus created, the
Dagda t hrust his grinning head.

"Sinmple!" he declared, pushing the stocky body through with a little effort.
"Let's be away quickly, now You're certain there was only one guard here?"

"Only one," Lugh assured him
They turned fromthe house and found thensel ves facing half a dozen Fonor
warriors, weapons drawn.

"OfF course, we mght have nissed one or two," Angus said apol ogetically.

The Dagda accepted this setback with his usual |ack of concern

"Let me see to this,"” he announced, pulling the two young nen behind him "I'm
in need of a bit of practice."



And he stal ked toward the warriors, the ax swinging up again, ready in his
hands.

The Fonor exchanged uncertain glances as the hul king figure approached. Then

they steel ed thensel ves and noved in. The Dagda waited until they were within
his reach and then swung out with a swift cut of the ax backed by the weight

of his whol e body.

Not hi ng coul d stop or even slow the nmovenent of that blade. It slashed through
shi el ds, through swords, through

bodies, like a scythe through tall grass, taking an armoff here, a head
there, spraying a shower of blood behind it, then turning to drive back

Only two bl ows were enough to | eave not hi ng but weckage on the ground and the
survivors fl eeing.

"Ah, give ne a fight, lads!" the Dagda pl eaded after them but in vain. He
shook his head sadly. "Too few of them Just too few"

"Never mind!" Lugh said urgently, fearful others would arrive. "W've got to
get away from here quickly."

The Dagda nodded. He and his son foll owed Lugh away fromthe liss, down a
narrow way between ot her houses.

They followed a twisting route through the maze of streets and buil di ngs. Lugh
had just about convinced hinself that they had thrown off all chance of

pursuit when a |loud flapping sounded right above him He | ooked up in surprise
as a large, dark formsoared over his head, brushing his hair, forcing himto
duck.

Wth a | oud, raucous caw, the thing sailed ahead and settled to the ground in
a flurry of wings that raised a swirling wind around them The broad w ngs
furled and they saw a huge bl ackbird, head up, glinting eyes fixed balefully
on them

But, in an instant, the inmage shifted. The shape seenmed to explode in
shimering light, grow up and out, causing Lugh and the others to shield their
eyes. And then it faded, revealing the figure of the Morrigan, her cloak

wr apped tightly around her cadaverous form

"So, Bres has you spying on us too," the Dagda said angrily. "l should have
guessed as much."
Her sharp gaze stabbed at him "I serve the H gh-King," she said icily, "as

you seemnot to do." The eyes shifted to Lugh. "Bres was right about your
i nvol verent with this boy."

"This boy neans to help us!" the Dagda tried to explain. "Listen to what he
knows! He..."

She cut himoff brusquely. "I don't want to hear it. | only want the boy." A
long armslid fromthe cloak and rose toward them A clawlike hand pointed at
Lugh. "G ve himto ne nowand I'll not tell Bres he was with you."

"No, Morrigan," the Dagda responded heavily. "It's too inportant a thing for
all of us. Your bonds may keep you from hel ping, but don't be interfering.”
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"You know that can't be," she said. She took a step forward. The voice rose in
its shrill demand. "G ve nme that boy!"

The Dagda stepped deliberately in front of Lugh, lifting the ax across his
chest in a clearly defensive gesture.

"No!" he said in a final way.

"Then I'Il be forced to take him" she shrieked, and flung the cl oak back. It
reveal ed a naked sword already in her other hand.

She dropped into a fighting crouch.

"You're a fool,"’
wher ever you go."

she told them "You can't escape fromnme. 1'll see you

"She's right," said Angus. "She'll hunt us."

The Dagda nmoved toward her. "That means |I'Il have to kill you surely,
Morrigan," he said, his voice taking on a sorrowful note. "Don't be doing
this. For our old bonds together, |eave off or I'll have no other choice."

Lugh saw in the glinting black ice of her eyes a subtle softening—the first
sign of human warnth he had seen. Her reply, too, was colored with a faint hue
of regret.

"I"ve no choice in this nyself."

She started forward to close with him The two noved warily in, speed neeting
power, and Lugh wondered who might win this strange contest.

But the battle never joined. There came a sudden, dull thunp as an object
struck the back of Mdrrigan's head. It jerked forward on the slender neck, the
bri ght eyes gl azed, and she sagged, her body toppling to the ground.

Ast oni shed, the three nen noved forward. Lugh saw the round, polished sphere
of wood that had downed her lying in the wet earth beside her head and, with a
thrill of recognition, realized what it mneant.

"Gllal'" he lifted his head and call ed.

Fromthe top of a small shed the famliar lanky figure slid awkwardly to the
ground. He grinned inanely.

"Greetings! | thought | should be stopping that little fight. | hope I've not
killed her."

"She's alive," said Angus, who had bent over the woman to exani ne her. "She's
a hard one to kill."

"I thank you for that," said the Dagda gratefully. "I had no heart to fight
her." He | ooked nore closely at the clown. "But, | know you! You hel ped ny



ot her son and many ot hers escape Tara."

"As I'lIl help you!" Glla replied. "For you' ve becone fully fledged rebels
yoursel ves now. Conme along. |'ve a safe place nearby. Mrrigan won't be able
to watch over us for a while, that she won't."

"I"ve no great love of hidin' in a grave," the Dagda said cheerl essly.

They were deep in the heart of a stone passage grave, crowded into its centra
conpartnent. Great slabs of rock surrounded them Around the outer edge of the
circul ar space were the holl owed-out spots where the ashes of dead warriors
lay. The place had a chill and an earthy snell to it, and their single torch
lit flickering patterns of shadow on the | ow roof and walls, and made the
spirals and interlace designs on the rocks seemto withe and entw ne |ike
serpents.

"Come on, then, my Brave Chanpion," Glla teased. "It's surely a place no
Fomor will dare | ook, and close to the town. You're not frightened by hiding
wi th the poor, soggy dust of the dead, are you?"

"No!" the Dagda protested, shifting himself with an effort and a gri nace of
pain. "There's just not enough roomfor the likes of ne, that's all."

"But there's plenty of ale, and that'll ease your pain," Glla said, pulling
an enornous | eather skin filled with ale from beneath his baggy cl oak and
passing it to the big man. "And | did manage to gather a few provisions from

our Foror friends." He reached again into the cloak. "Including sone nore
clams." He brought out a double handful, holding themtoward the others. "Have
some. | think they're nearly fresh anyway."

None of his conpani ons accepted the offer
"What are you doing here, Glla?" Lugh asked

"Why, savin' you, of course,”" Glla replied affably.

"I mean, how was it you found nme?"

G lla shrugged. "Sinple enough. You asked Findgoll for directions to Tara, and
your thoughts were plain enough after you talked to Diancecht. It was a fair
guess, and another that you'd seek out the Dagda here."

"But you weren't meant to cone!" Lugh told himirritably.

"Lad, | couldn't let you have such fun alone!™ Glla said, smling broadly.
"Besides, it wasn't only ny choice, it was not!"
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"What do you mean, not only your choice?" Lugh demanded, afraid he already
knew t he answer.

"Well, you see, | didn't come al one."



A figure nmoved into the passage opening, into the fitful light of the single
torch, and Lugh's fear was confirned.

It was Aine.

XXV

| NTO THE FORTRESS

"AINE!'" SAID LUGH "Wy did you have to cone?"

"Because you're still my charge,"” she said, noving into the central chanber
and droppi ng down beside him "I couldn't let you run off on this foolish

venture alone. Wiy did you think you had to do it?"

Her tone seemed to himlike that one would use on a wayward child. He resented
it.

"Because this needed to be done," he replied heatedly. "It was ny own choice.
I"'mtired of doing what everyone el se wants."

"You promi sed to go back with nme," she rem nded hi m
"And so | will. But only when this is finished."

She sighed. "I was afraid that would be the way of it. Well, shall we be at
the planning of it, then?" she added resignedly.

"We?" he repeated. "This isn't to include you. Don't you understand | left you
behi nd on purpose?"

"And don't you understand | didn't stay behi nd?" she shot back.
"Ai ne, you've taken enough risks."

"So have you," she said stubbornly. "Besides, | enjoy them"™

"I refuse to involve you."

"You haven't any choice!"

The Dagda, watching this exchange with growing irritation, cast a | ook askance
at the cl own.

"They love to go on like this," Glla supplied affably. "They're very close."
Di smi ssing himas obviously mad, the big man shifted his weight and lightly
dropped his ax between the young couple. The ponderous head cl anged | oudly
onto the rock. Both | ooked up in surprise.

"Children," he said tersely, "there's not the time for this. Everyone in this
town will be a-huntin' of us now. W' ve got to nake our plans and nove
qui ckly. So, who is this girl and what's her worth to us?"

She gl ared defiantly at him "I'mthe one whose help you'll need if you mean
to reach Nuada."

"But, she's Bres's cousin!" Angus protested. "She can't be trusted to help
us!"



"Yes, she can," Lugh adm tted grudgi ngly. "She's been hel ping me all al ong.
She's no cousin to him"

"Then who are you?" Angus demanded.

"That's nothing to do with you," she curtly answered. "You only need to know
you have my help. And you'll be needing it. The fortress is heavily guarded by
warriors on watch for you. And agents of Bres are always close to Nuada, too."

"How do you know this?" the Dagda wondered. He pulled his ax away and heaved
hinsel f closer to the girl, curious now

"I"ve just come fromthere," she replied in a casual way.
Lugh's reaction to this was not so casual
"Fromthe fortress!" he cried angrily. "You went back there?"

"I live there, if you'll remenber. I'mstill Bres's cousin, so far as he
knows. The Dagda and Angus can't go there now, and you and Glla are known to
Bres, so I'mthe only one of us who can safely get inside the walls." She
snmled with that teasing arrogance. "And I'mthe only one who can hel p you get
i nsi de. "

G Ila nodded enphatically and | ooked around at the others. "It's likely she's
saying the truth in that, yes, she is!"

"Maybe so," said Angus guardedly, giving her a close, appraising look. "If we
can trust her."

"We can trust her!" the Dagda suddenly and whol eheartedly decreed. "She's a
fighter. | can see it in her eyes." He took up the skin of ale and passed it
to her. "Here. Drink with us."
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She smled cooly and took it. Upending it, she let a streamof the ale rush
into her nmouth, swallow ng the harsh stuff as it came, without a pause. After
a long draught, which all the men watched w th amazenent, she tossed the nmuch

def | ated skin back.

"There," she said evenly. "I|'ve passed your little test. Now, could we get on
wi th the planni ng?"

As Aine canme into the main hall of Tara that night, she paused to | ook around
her. Her bored and haughty deneanor masked the care with which she was
exam ni ng the scene before her

Thi ngs seemed nuch as usual. The royal conpany was engaged in talk or play or
enjoying the entertainers as they awaited the serving of the food.

Ai ne was herself once nore a part of that conmpany. She had given over the
sinmple warrior's dress for a long gown of rich, green cloth enbroidered with
golden thread. Her free billows of hair were confined in |oosely plaited



brai ds at either shoulder. They gl owed softly like entwi ned tores of the
finest gold against the dark materi al

Bres, noting her entrance, left his dais and crossed the roomto her at once.
He was smiling broadly and his greeting was warm

"Aine! 1'mso happy you' re back," he said, taking her hands. "How is your
f at her ?"

"He's doing well,"
hopes to see you."

she lied sincerely. "He sends his greetings to you and

"I"d go" to visit him" Bres said apologetically, "but his dun is so far."
Lucki ly, thought Aine.

They wal ked t hrough the roomtoward the dais and the king's table, surrounded
by his closest circle. As they progressed, she continued to search the
gathering in the hall. She spotted Nuada in his usual place, alone over a nug
of ale. But there was sonething different tonight, and she noted it carefully.
There were scores of warriors placed all about the room at the doors, near
the dais, and on the upper gallery. The warriors were not participating in the
di nner; they were heavily armed and clearly on guard.

As they nounted the dais and approached Bres's table, another nman, noved from
the gathering there to approach

them He was a new face at the feasts in Tara's hall, but he was unpl easantly
famliar to Aine. It was Streng.

"This is ny cousin Aine," Bres said to him "She has just returned to Tara."
He | ooked at her. 'Aine, this is Streng, a captain of the Fomor garrisons."

Her first close look at Streng did not inprove her feelings about him He was
a short man, barely taller than she, but squarely built and with a thick neck
on which his fat oval of a head sat like an egg in a cup. His dark, thinning
hai r was combed across the top in a vain attenpt to cover the bal ding spot.

H s face—round-cheeked, smpboth and al nost chinless—had an infant's quality,
reinforced by pale blue, guileless eyes and a tiny nouth that bowed upward in
a cloying snile.

But the sense of innocence was sharply countered by the bold gaze that ran
lingeringly over her like a pair of hands searching her, caressing her against
her will. It made her feel as if she needed to bat he.

"It is a great pleasure to neet you," he said. The voice was another contrast.
Sl ow and careful, touched with arrogance, it conveyed the sense that each word
was cal culated for its effect.

She wanted to knock that |eering, precious smle off his face. Instead she
sm | ed her nmost w nning smle.

"Captain Streng? You are a Fonor?" She tried to sound inpressed and fl ustered.
"But, you are so... pleasant." She flushed in enbarrassnent. "lI'msorry. |
didn't nean..."

"I quite understand," he said good-hunoredly. "W aren't all so hideous. Sone
of us you mght quite like!"

The personal tone of this remark irritated Bres and he gave Streng a hard



gl ance. Then he placed a proprietary hand on Aine's arm
"Come. Sit by me," he said.

He led her to a seat at the long table beside his. But Streng was not about to
be out maneuvered. He noved to the seat on her other side, turning its occupant
away with a single, withering |l ook. As the stewards began to serve the neal,
he | eaned cl ose to her and picked up the conversation in an oily, intimate

t one.

"You know, life with us would not be so unpleasant. Look at how we've treated
Bres and the ot her de Dananns who have accepted us. Al Ere could be the
same, if everyone would cease to defy us."

i
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"Do you really believe that?" she asked with all the innocence that she could
nmanage.

He smiled again, nmore winningly. The eyes were close to hers, the blue gaze
penetrati ng.

"W're not really so awful. Only our enemies have to fear us. Qur friends can
have anything they desire.™

On her other side, Bres listened with clear distaste, unable to interrupt as
he directed the stewards in serving. But now he took a great tray passed to
hi m and pl opped it down on the table between Streng and Ai ne.

"Here," he said to her. "Maybe you'll find this stuffed pig nore to your
taste.” And he glared at the Fonor captain who only smiled contenptuously in
return.

Ai ne had a peculiar feeling this was going to be a very long neal. She
wondered if she was going to get any chance to act. She gl anced around her at
the guards and then up to the one pacing the gallery just above her head.

Al ong the outer ranpart wal k of Tara-na-Ri e another guard paced, cl oaked
tightly against the nmist that had grown heavier. Now it was a curtain that
shrouded all the stars and |left the nbon a white, hazy gl ow, swollen and very
pale, like a | ong-drowned face beneath the waves. It al so covered effectively
the four figures that crept up the hillside toward the palisade.

Lugh reached the wall first, flattening hinself against the rough tinbers. The
ot hers j oi ned hi mone by one.

"Thank the Powers for this mist!" said the Dagda. "The Mrrigan won't be
seeing us easily tonight."

"Shhhh, " Lugh warned, gesturing up. The sound of the guard's footsteps was
clearly audi bl e above.



They waited silently until the sound faded.

"Let's nove to the side gate," the Dagda whi spered urgently then

They worked their way around the wall, conming to a small gate. The Dagda tried
it carefully. It wouldn't budge, even under his powerful urgings.

"Locked up for the night, as we supposed,"” he said.

He dropped down on the ground nearby and pulled the | eather wine skin from
beneath his cloak. "It's good | brought this. It's a chilling night and nmay be
along wait." He took a | ong draught and settled back agai nst the | ogs.

"A man of nmy own thoughts,” Clia said brightly and dropped down too, taking
t he skin the Dagda proffered.

Angus joined themtoo, |eaving Lugh standing, staring at the door
"Come on, lad. Rest a bit,"” G lia urged.
"But Aine may be in danger," Lugh fretted. "If Bres suspects..."

"She has her own mind in this," said Cilia. "There's nothing we can do. It's
up to her now. Here. Take a drink."

Still uneasy, Lugh took the skin of ale and, eyes still fixed upon the door
l[ifted it to drink.

The gol den honey-nead gushed fromthe pitcher as Bres filled his cup again.
Then he lifted it and noved it toward Aine's.

"Wuld you |ike nore?" he asked her

"No, thank you. |'ve never been able to drink very well," she answered

denurely.

The feast was ending, people making their farewells to Bres and | eaving the
hal | . She kept her eye on Nuada who still nodded over his own drink

"I"'mvery weary frommy traveling," she said. "I'll be retiring soon."
Bres | eaned toward her, laying a hand on hers.

"I"ve mssed your brightness here at Tara,'
close to hers. "Stay with ne a while nore.”

he said, his darkly handsone face

The man's intense energy envel oped her. She could feel the power in the brown
eyes hol di ng hers.

She | ooked away with an effort. Across the hall, Nuada was now pushi ng hi nsel f
unsteadily to his feet. He was | eaving. She had to get away now

She | ooked back to Bres, sniling a coy smle. Her voice was |ow, prom sing.

"I"d like very nuch to stay with you. But not tonight." She |eaned close to

murmur in his ear. "I need ny rest.”
That seemed to convince him He lifted the anchoring hand | aid across hers.

"By ail means. | want you rested too. Good night."



"Good night," she said and rose, turning to Streng. The Fonor had vied with
Bres for her attention all through the nmeal. "And good night to you, Captain
Streng. "
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"I amsorry you nmust |leave us," he said regretfully, then smiled that
childlike smle that was sonehow so obscene. "I hope I'll be seeing nore of
you. | alnmost feel as if | have known you before.”

A fist clenched around her heart, but no flutter of al armtouched her face as
she replied lightly.

"Really? | feel the same. I"'mcertain I'll be neeting you again."

He nodded, still smiling, and she noved away fromthe table. As she did, the
two nmen exchanged a hostile | ook over her vacated seat. She sighed inwardly
with relief at her escape. She'd felt |ike raw nmeat between two fam shed

wol ves.

By now, Nuada was on his way out, w nding through the tables wth that
cautious dignity of the very drunk. She followed at sone distance as they |eft
the hall.

The cold m st swept about her as she came out. She pulled her cloak tightly
about her and lifted the hood. It was very dark, with only the snothered nmoon
and the struggling light of a feww nd-fluttered torches. She kept Nuada
barely in sight, following himaround the hall to his quarters.

She watched himenter and waited in the shelter of a shed. Long nonents
passed, but no one else arrived and no guards appeared. Nuada was al one.

It was tine.
She whistled softly. Fromthe darkness two forms appeared—great mastiffs of
the fortress and Bres's own pets, but tonight answering loyally to the powers

of another nmmster.

"Good | ads," she said softly, patting the massive, flat heads. "lI've a little
work for you to do tonight."

Lugh tried the heavy door again, then tried futilely to peek through a crack

"What's taking her so long?" he funed, pacing back and forth. He felt
somet hi ng was wong. Then..

"The door!" G lia hissed.
Lugh dropped down against the log wall with the others, waiting breathlessly.
The door creaked open. A head, barely discernible in the darkness and m st,

was thrust cautiously out.

"Lugh!" Aine's voice called softly.



"Ainel" he replied thankfully, junping up and noving
quickly to her. He took an arm asking urgently, "Are you al
ri ght?"

She gave him a di sapproving | ook

"Of course. Why not? Cone in, and hurry."

They slipped in through the door and she closed it behind them Just inside,
crouched against the wall with | egs drawn up and arns rai sed defensively, were
two gatekeepers, white-faced with terror. The reason for their fear was
obvious. Two very large, snarling dogs stood threateningly before them

"I told themthe dogs would tear themapart if they cried out or noved," she
said casually. "That seemed enough."

"It would be for nme," the Dagda said earnestly. "Let's tie themup."

"Nuada is in his quarters,"” she told themwhile this was done. "He is alone.”

"Quards?" asked Angus.

She shook her head. "They don't seem concerned about him But there are nearly
a hundred in the main hall."

"Bres protecting hinself!" the Dagda snorted derisively. He stepped back from
the trussed guards and nodded with satisfaction. "Good enough. Let's be

goi ng. "
They worked their way around the great inner court of the fortress wthout
seeing any warriors, save a few noving on the upper ranparts. Beyond the main

hall, they cane to the quarters of the warriors, a structure divided into many
separate conpartnments reached by doors around the outer wall.

"This one," said Aine, noving to a door

They followed her. The Dagda tried the door and found it unl ocked. He pushed
it open and led the way into the room

A single candle inside fluttered violently in the blast of danp air they
carried in with them The room s |one occupant, sitting slunped at a small
table, was startled and | ooked up to them Puzzlenent filled the saggi ng
features as the drunken mind tried to understand. Then a faint |ight of
recogni ti on dawned.

"The Dagda!" he exclai med. "Angus! And... young Lugh!"

They all noved into the room Aine stopped just inside, peering out through
the partly opened door on watch. The mastiffs sat on either side of her

"What are you doi ng here?" Nuada asked thickly.
"W want you, Nuada," said Lugh, advancing to him "You have to cone with us!"
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He | ooked bew | dered. The heavy brows knitted in a frown. "Me? Were? For
what ?"

"We're going to take you to Diancecht!" Lugh announced with a triunphant air.
"He's going to restore your real hand!"

Lugh had expected sonme spirited response from Nuada at this news, but he was
di sappoi nted. The old king seermed to fall further into despair, saggi ng
forward, dropping his head onto his breast, eyes drooping cl osed.

"Let me alone," he said in a hoarse, pathetic voice. "There's no use to that."

Lugh dropped down beside him putting a hand on the bent shoul der, speaking
nore urgently.

"Nuada, don't you understand? He can restore your hand. You can recl ai myour
ki ngshi p!"

Wth an inmense effort the head came up again. The bleary eyes fixed on Lugh
"I"'ve lost the right to that. |I'musel ess now Useless to everyone."

Lugh stared into the lifeless, dull eyes. He hadn't realized how solid was the
wal I of drunken despair the old king had thrown up. Desperate to break

t hrough, he | ooked to the others for help.

The Dagda stepped forward and spoke with force.

"Look, Nuada, this lad believes in you. | don't know why. But he's risked his
life to help you."

"No one can help,"
the table top.

the man murnured sullenly, dropping his head forward onto
The Dagda sl ammed a hand down on the planks and bounced Nuada's head. The old
king sat up and the Dagda | eaned cl ose, saying angrily:

"You drunken, whining sot! This isn't just for you. It's for all of usl
Listen, man! Bres is..."

The door was jerked open, pulling Aine forward. A hand swept around her
yanki ng her helplessly to the chest of a man who noved into the opening, a
sword in his free hand.

"Bres is here!" the Hi gh-Ki ng announced.

The dogs both went for him The sword swept out in a swift and skillful blow
and one animal dropped with a split skull. The ot her dodged the bl ade but

caught a boot kick in its chest and tunbl ed back, stunned.

The Dagda started forward, but nmore warriors crowded in behind the Hi gh-King,
weapons ready.

"W can take them" the Dagda grow ed.



"Shell die if you try it,"” Bres told him He pulled the struggling A ne
tighter to himand lifted the sword to lay the glinting edge across her belly,
snoot h beneath the clinging materi al

"Drop your weapons or |'Il gut her now"

The Dagda | ooked to Lugh. The young man saw t he anguish in the old chanpion's
eyes. He wondered if the man woul d act. Desperately, he pleaded with his | ook

The Dagda understood. Wth a sigh of regret, he lowered his massive battle-ax
to the ground.

XXV
CAPTURED

IN THE BLACK water at the bottomof the well floated the Dagda and Angus Qg.
They | ooked up the snmooth cylinder of rock to where, fer above, Hi gh-King Bres
stood | ooki ng down at them
"Sorry for the wet, ny friends," Bres called down to themw th a gloating
smle, "but we've just no other place strong enough to hold the Dagda in. You
know, 1'd really like to thank you for making things so sinple for nme. |'ve

al ways wanted to be rid of you. Now you've given me an excuse. You're nuch too
dangerous to | eave alive any |onger."

"Just give nme a chance at you, Bres!" the Dagda raged. He grabbed at the rock
wal s of the well and tried to pull hinself up but fell back

Bres | aughed. "You're nuch too old and fat for such activity. You'll not clinb
up fromthere. |I've heard the Firbolgs used this well for sacrifice. 1"l
dedi cate your deaths to them'

He started to turn away, then paused and | ooked back, adding as an
aft ert hought :

"Ch, and try not to thrash about too much down there. You'll Iast nuch
| onger. "
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"Bres!" the Dagda's voice thundered, the boom ng sound echoi ng up from bel ow,
Bres ignored it, only grinning the nore broadly as he turned away and crossed
the yard to the main doors of the hall. There, Aine, Nuada and Lugh waited,

surrounded by a guard of Formor under the command of Streng.

"Al'l right," he said to them "your conpanions are settled. | think we can go
i nsi de. "

"What are you going to do to then?" Lugh demanded.

"Me?" said Bres with nmock surprise. "lI'mnot going to do anything. Anything at
all. Now, get inside!"



He signal ed the guards, and they seized the three, forcing themalong into the
hal I .

Lugh cast a final |ook around the fortress yard as they went through the
doors. H's mind was racing. What had happened to Cilia?

None of them had noticed that the clown had not been with them when they
entered Nuada's room He had apparently escaped capture and was presunmably at
| arge sonmewhere in the fortress. But could he stay free? And could he act

al one to hel p then?

Inside the hall, the evening' s feast had I ong since ended. Al the gathering
had gone, and the vast roomwas | argely deserted.

The Fonor marched them across the roomto the king's dais. Wiile Bres and
Streng nounted it, the three prisoners were lined up in front. Lugh noticed
that, in addition to the hal f-dozen guards with them there were perhaps a
score nore around the room Al were Fonor.

Bres noted the boy's curious gaze.

"I"ve sent all the de Danann warriors down into the town to search for you,"
he supplied. "I surely don't need themto overhear this little talk of ours.
It involves too many things best kept between us."

"And what about then?" asked Lugh, nodding at his conpanions. "You don't care
if they hear?"

"Well, Nuada is of no inportance. His knowing or not will nake no difference.
He's conmpletely harm ess.”

The old king shifted slightly. The lolling head rolled | oosely back and forth
but stayed down.

"And Ai ne?" said Lugh. "She's your own cousin."

"I believe she already knows ny secrets." Bres stepped

down fromthe dais and wal ked to Aine. He lifted a hand and |lightly cupped her
chin, pushing the head up, |ooking into her defiant eyes.

"You were the girl at the Tower, weren't you, my dear?"
She sai d not hi ng.

"You see, ny agent Negran had already told nme about your hel ping Lugh. And
your leaving Tara at the sane tinme | did was very suspicious. \Wen you
returned, | had to watch you. | hoped all the tine that | was wong. | suppose
you killed Negran too?"

She gl ared up, her mouth stubbornly set.

He shook his head. "What a pity," he said with faint regret. "W seened so
much alike. | had al nost hoped that..." He broke off and shrugged resignedly.
"Ch, well. Too bad."

He rel eased her and stepped over to Lugh.

"And now for you, young adventurer." He surveyed Lugh cl osely, peering



guestioningly into those angry eyes. "There is still sonething about you that
nags at ne. | have to know what it is. | have to find out who you really are.”

"Excuse me, Bres," Streng said with concern, stepping fromthe dais to join
the Hi gh-King. "I thought you understood | was to take himto Balor."

Bres dism ssed this with a negligent wave. "Hell have the boy. But only when
I"mthrough with him™"

"Bres..." Streng began in an argunmentative tone.

Bres rounded on the Fonor. Hi s voice was hard.
"Streng, | amthe ruler in Eire. This is ny decision!"

Streng fell silent, but his | ook was hostile. Bres turned his attention back
to Lugh.

"I"'msorry ny best druids are gone from Tara," he said with a cruel snile
"I"'mleft without their interesting little nmethods to make you speak." He
gl anced at Streng. "Unless you have sonething to suggest? The Fonmor are so
practiced at causing pain."

The Fonor captain eyed himsullenly. Then his eye shifted to Aine and his | ook
grew bright and covet ous.

"I'"ll help you. But I want the girl for it.
Bres gave her an indifferent |ook. "Wiy not? She's nothing to ne." He | ooked
at Lugh as he added: "When you're through with her, you can give her to your

men. "

A flare of pain burned through Lugh at that. His face tightened with it. Bres
noted it with satisfaction
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"OfF course, if you would tell me what | wish to know, none of this would be
necessary," he told the young nman.

"I"ve nothing to tell you,"
do with ne."

Lugh said stoutly. "And this girl has nothing to

"I's that true?" Bres said with clear skepticism "W'I|l see. Streng? Do you
t hi nk you have sonething to nake our friend nore ... pliable?"

"I may have a nmethod that will work," Streng said. "I've something in ny
quarters that 1'll need."

"Then fetch it," Bres ordered. "W can't keep our guests in suspense al
ni ght."

In the well, the Dagda and his son were struggling desperately to clinmb out.



The giant man was trying to use his bulk to bridge the width of the well, his
feet pressed against one side and his arnms braced against the other. Wth a
massi ve effort he remai ned wedged there while Angus clinbed upon his

shoul ders, trying to reach some clinmbable point further up. But as high as he
could reach, the young warrior found only water-snoot hed stone, w thout any
handhol ds.

Then, his own precarious hold slipping, the Dagda col |l apsed, slamm ng back
down into the cold water, bringing Angus down on top of him

They sputtered up to the surface and tread water there, |ooking at one anot her
wi th hopel essness. It was clear that there was no way to escape.

As they floated there, Angus tried not to think about the black depths bel ow
them He'd heard of the sacrifices made in the well. He kept picturing the
pile of white, grinning skulls mred in the slime at the bottom

"They've certainly got us properly this tine!" the Dagda raged, his great
strength for once made imnpotent.

"You don't need to be kickin' me for your anger!" Angus told himsharply.
"I didn't kick you," the Dagda protested.

"Well, sonething hit my foot!" Angus said, and then stiffened with a startled
| ook.

"I felt it again!" he said.
"So did I!'" the Dagda said, concern now showing in his face.

"Father," Angus said with rising fear, "what is it?"

"I"ve heard sone tales," the Dagda began, "about.. .'*

But he didn't finish. For his head abruptly vani shed beneath the surface.
"Father!" Angus cried and dove at once on the spot.

He struggled down into the depths, the chill rising about him He stretched
down, arms before him trying to reach his father, but his fingertips touched
not hi ng bel ow.

Finally he cane up, gasping for air. The water around himlashed up wildly as
if agiant ladle was stirring it. Some struggle was going on far below, and he
could fee! the waves of water from down there sweeping up to him

He felt a stark terror rising up uncontrollably in him a terror of the
unknown depths, of whatever |urked below, of his father's fate and of being
left there al one.

Then, with a tremendous upward expl osion of water, something popped to the
surface |like a whal e breaching, blow ng out a great whoosh of spray.

It threw Angus violently back against the wall of the well and he clung there,
staring wildly. In the uncertain light it took hima |Iong nonent to identify
what was now thrashing madly on the surface.

He recogni zed his father first. He saw the face set in rigid lines of strain.
But sonehow he seenmed nuch larger, and it took another monent for Angus to



realize with horror that his father was wapped around with coils of something
thi ck and gl eam ng

He could see that it was alive, |like one nuscle tensing, pulling tauter. Then
he saw the head Iift fromthe water, saw the flat skull, the tiny eyes, the
wide slit of a mouth, and knew it was an eel

It was larger than any he had ever seen before. Its body was the thickness of
a man's neck, and it had to be three tines a man's height in length. He
realized it was a giant well eel such as the Firbolg said inhabited the sacred
wells of Eire. But he had never believed their tales. . . until

NOow.

H s father had a grip upon it right below the head, his big hands pressed
deeply into the scaly throat, squeezing, the arns tensed to rock hardness as
he fought to throttle it.

The beast seenmed to be in distress, its free tail segment threshing so wildly
about in the narrow space of the well that Angus could barely avoid being
struck. He was forced agai nst
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the side and trapped there to watch this nortal conbat hel plessly,
wondering who woul d wi n.

For his father, too, was in distress. Wapped in the tightening coils, his
face was rapidly darkening with the increasing pressure. Slowy, steadily,
relentlessly, the two powerful giants were strangling one another, and there
was no way Angus coul d guess which one would finally succeed.

Streng approached the High-King, a |large, wooden case cradled in his arns. He
stopped, lifting a hinged Iid to reveal the contents.

Wthin the box lay a strange-looking device. In part it seemed to be a bow,
very short and rmade of a dull grey netal. It was affixed at right angles to a
curiously shaped handl e of nmetal and wood, set in an intricately worked
nmechani smthat Bres did not conprehend.

Streng lifted it out and passed it to the H gh-King to exam ne
"This is a bow of amazing power," he explained with pride. "Qur ancestors
produced it long ago. It is one of the few of their weapons that we can stil
make work, and even it is growing rapidly nore scarce. But with its
construction it can hurl a bolt like this. .." he lifted a short, thick arrow
of the grey netal fromthe box, " with a force that will drive it through a
shield and the man behind it."

"How can it be used to convince our friend to speak?" Bres wondered.

"It is also very accurate,"” Streng said. "A few bolts placed skillfully
around—er in—the subject will usually bring the desired result."”



"Very good," said Bres. He gestured to the guards. "Then just tie the young
worman to that roof pole.”

"What ?" cried Lugh. He tried to get to Bres but the other guards seized him
pul I'i ng hi m back.

Streng's face showed he was taken aback as well. "But you prom sed her to ne!l"

"I know, Streng. Sorry. But we don't want the boy damaged, do we? As you
rem nded nme, Bal or m ght be unhappy about that. And the boy is clearly very
fond of her, as | guessed." He tossed the bow back to Streng. "Here, prepare
this."

Rel uctantly, Streng did as the Hi gh-King demanded. He

took a | eather quiver of the bolts fromthe case and slung it on one shoul der
Then he prepared the weapon by | evering the heavy bowstring back and | ocki ng
it into a hinged device. He selected a bolt, laying it carefully in a groove
al ong the weapon's top, its tail touching the string.

Meanti me, Lugh and Nuada were dragged back to clear an open space before the
dai s while two Fonor bound Aine to one of the heavy roof pillars near the
fire-pit.

As the guards stepped back fromher, Streng lifted the bow and set the wooden
butt end solidly against his shoul der, pointing the arrow toward the bound
girl. Aforefinger rested Iightly against the lever which would fire it.

"I"mready," he said.

"Well, Lugh,"” Bres said, "will you tell nme now? Who are you?"

Lugh cast a desperate ook at Aine. Her chin was lifted, her face set in
defiant lines. She gave a small, sharp shake of the head. Lugh set his own
face grimy and stared at Bres without reply.

Bres shrugged and ordered, "Shoot!"

The bow snapped with a hollow, metallic sound. The bolt flashed to the target,
t huddi ng hone in the hard wood of the thick post cl ose beside her head,
burying half its Iength.

"Not cl ose enough," Bres remarked critically. "Prepare another bolt."

Lugh cast his gaze wildly about the room searching for some sign of hope,
some hel p. But there was nothing. He determined that he couldn't let Aine die.
If there was nothing else that he could do, he would barter for Aine's life
and tell Bres everything he knew. The only difficulty was that what he knew
was |ikely not enough to satisfy the ruthless Hi gh-King. Wich meant that they
wer e dooned in any case

An obj ect dropped on the ground right at his feet.
It |anded noi sel essly am dst the thick rushes scattered there, and no one
noted its fall except for Lugh. He | ooked down at it. It was round and snooth

and white and | ooked famliar. And then he realized what it was. A clam shell

He | ooked up, searching around the roomagain. This tine he saw the tal
figure peering over the rail of the gallery above the dais.
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Glla saw that he had gotten Lugh's attention
and smled reassuringly. Lugh felt his heart
he sonehow felt new hope.

coul d hel p, but

"Shoot!" Bres ordered again,

Still,
it would

didn't flinch at the inpact.
this. If Glla neant to act,

The young man | eaned cl oser to Nuada who stood sl umnped,
eyes staring at the ground.

him chin on chest,

"Nuada, " he whi spered urgently.
him He's a traitor to you.
Bres noticed this. Smling broadly,
"Don't waste your fina
kind are nearly gone, and their great
nothing left but nmy own power. It'l]I

roughly back,

forward again. "He's finished."

He wal ked away. Nuada stood as before,
unnoti ced novenent.

one novenent, one slight,
hand cl osed itself into a fist.

Bres wal ked back to Streng.
me how it works."

Whil e Streng expl ained the device to Bres,

Glla. The clown had now nmoved to the
of Fomor warriors. Lugh realized that

Once nore the young nman found hinsel f
Did he nmean to try to rescue them al

"I's this the way it works?"
| think | see. Hand ne sone bolts."

Streng gave hima handfu
| oaded one into the weapon and lifted
"' m not

"Of course, likely to be very

It went off.

The bolt slanmed into the pillar,
at the base of her neck. It
down onto the fine, green nateri al
spread.

"Nuada, you've got to help us!

be ny Eire then."
| ooking into the bleary,

"I"'mbored with this. |

Bres was sayi ng,

whi ch the High-King slipped into his sword belt.

lifted a hand in a jaunty wave
lift. He didn't know how G lla

and anot her bolt slamred into the wooden pillar
less than a finger's breadth from Aine's head. She showed no sign of fear
Lugh wasn't sure how | ong he could stand

she
have to be soon, and he woul d need hel p.

spiritless, beside

Hel p us fight

He means to destroy all your people. Fight!"
he strode toward them
breaths on him That drunken wreckage. He and all his

dreamwith them Soon there'll be
He pushed Nuada's head
bl ankly staring eyes, then let it drop

defeated and notionl ess. But there was
Slowy, very slowy, the silver

want to try it. Here, show

Lugh ri sked anot her | ook up toward
end of the gallery directly above a pair
he was planning to junp.

questioning the strange clown's sanity.
al one?
IIAII

exam ni ng the weapon. right.

He
it toward Al ne.

good with it," he said carelessly.

just touching her as it slid by her shoul der
had ni cked the flesh, draw ng bl ood.
making a startlingly bright stain as it

It flowed



Lugh nearly went mad with rage and only restrained hinself by a nassive effort
of will. If there was any chance to escape, he couldn't ruin it with a rash
act. He had to trust in Glla and wait. Aine, stoic as ever, had herself shown
no reaction, no sign of pain.

"Well, Man of Al Skills, are you going to tell me what | w sh to know?" Bres
asked, fitting another bolt into the weapon.

"He'll tell you nothing," Aine answered for himw th deternination, fearful
Lugh m ght be weakeni ng.

Lugh shook his head.

"Then this game is over," Bres said coldly. "The next bolt will not mss." He
lifted the bow toward her. "Sorry, 'cousin.' You' d best pray that this one
kills you quickly."

At that noment, the doors to the hall burst open and two figures charged in,
di shevel ed and stream ng water but fired with anger and brandi shing swords in
ei t her hand.

It was the Dagda and Angus Qg.

Glla used their appearance to act hinmself, |leaping fromthe gallery, bringing
down the two Fonor below himin a heap

It caused distraction enough, jerking the attention of every warrior in the
hall to these attackers. But it didn't come soon enough to stop Bres from
firing the bolt.

"No!" Lugh yelled as the bolt flew unerringly toward the fair, smoth and
vul nerabl e throat of the hel pl ess Aine.
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XXVI
BACK TO SAFETY

THE BOLT WAS only a spear-length fromits mark when a gl eam ng hand rose in
its path. The bolt struck it with a sharp clink, glancing off its snooth,
rounded edge and driving harmessly into the earthen fl oor

Nuada stood now before the girl, the silver hand upraised, a |look of blazing
hatred bringing the worn old face to life.

Startled, Bres glanced around himto di scover what had happened. Al the Fonor
guards had rushed to engage the three attackers, Streng nmoving to hel p those
struggling with Glla. Bres was left to face his prisoners al one

Nuada went to AJne and seized her ropes with his nmetal hand to tear them
| oose. Bres cocked the bow with a savage nove and sl anmed another bolt into
the notch, planning to shoot hi m down.

This time it was Lugh's turn to act. He took three |long steps and | aunched
hinself at Bres, hitting himin the mddle as he tried to bring the weapon up
It was knocked from his hands and spun away as the two sprawl ed onto the

fl oor.



They rolled apart. Lugh came up, neaning to pounce again, but a well-placed
foot in the chest fromBres sent hi mbackward.

The Hi gh-King sprang up, drawing his sword, his gaze focusing on Lugh with a
gri mdetermnation

"Boy, | don't care who you are. You are going to die right now"

The Dagda, battling with Angus agai nst a score of Fonor saw the plight of his
unarmed friends. There was no tine to reach them Instead he swng back one
arm and | aunched a sword in a long, high arc toward the ol d Hi gh-King.

"Nuada! A sword!" he cried.

Nuada saw it, raised his silver hand and caught the weapon in midair. As the
hand cl osed around its hilt, he was trans-

formed. As if the weapon had some mmgi cal power of its own, all trace of
weari ness and age fell away. He was once nore the chanpion of old.

Ana, as Bres advanced on the defensel ess Lugh, Nuada stepped forward, bringing
hi s weapon down to knock away the High-King' s first sw ng.

Surprised by this intervention, Bres | ooked to him

"Now, Bres," Nuada said, his voice vibrant with a new energy, "nowtry ne."
"Why, you old fool," Bres grated. "You nade a m stake coming to life. You'l
die here with the rest.”

He pushed inpatiently forward, as if he could sinply brush the ol der man away
to get to Lugh. But the sword of Nuada noved to bl ock him

Bres drove in again and again. Each tine Nuada was there, his weapon parrying
wi th speed and power.

Bres now began neasuring his opponent's skill with greater respect. He
couldn't believe that this sodden hul k of a man could be so suddenly
dangerous. Frustrated, the H gh-King began a nore heated attack

Nuada's years of inactivity and drink began to tell. The ol der man was grow ng
weary. His veteran's skill and aroused courage kept himstoutly fending Bres
of f, but he was having increasing difficulty.

The young man | ooked desperately about. The others were putting up a splendid
fight, but they were heavily outnunmbered. And it was only a matter of tine
before the battle attracted nore warriors. This rescue attenpt, valiant as it
was, seened dooned to failure

"Hol d, Bres!" Aine's voice commanded sharply, cutting through the noise of
conbat .

The Hi gh-King gl anced aside at her, then froze. In the confusion, she had been
forgotten. Now she stood not far fromhim pointing the | oaded bow at himvery
pur poseful ly.

"You gave ne an opportunity to observe the use of this very closely," she said
with heavy irony. "I'mquite sure | can fire it. Now, drop your sword!"



He hesitated, his eyes darting around at the other warriors.

"Now, Bres!" she ordered coldly. "Or you're going to find your backbone cut in
two! "

He believed her. "All right!" he said quickly and let his weapon drop

"Now order the Formor to stop the fight," she said.
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He rai sed his voice and called to the others, "All of you, cease fighting!
Cease fighting!"

The clatter of the weapons died. The Fonor | ooked around toward Bres wth
curiosity. So did Lugh's conrades, surprised by this sudden surrender

"And now what?" Bres inquired.

"I"'d like to finish you, Bres," Nuada said, raising his sword threateningly.
"After all these years..."

"Kill me, and none of you will leave this fortress alive," Bres promsed in
hard tones.

"He's right, Nuada," Lugh said urgently. "Killing Bres won't free your people.
It will only see us killed and their |ast hope gone. Leave him W' |l return.
| prom se you."

The old king considered this as he glared at Bres. But then he nodded.

"You're right. Let's be away from here."

"Good!" said Aine. "Now, Bres, | think this nasty device of yours will insure
that we can at | east |leave the hall in safety. Myve very, very slowy over to

the dais and face ne."

Bres noved wi thout argument, standing with his back to the wooden pl anks of
the rai sed platform

"Good. | can keep you in clear view until we reach the doors. Just stand very
still, and hope all of your Formor do the sane."

Wth Lugh and Nuada besi de her, Aine backed away fromhimslowy. The others
joined them as they noved toward the doors, Aine keeping the weapon trained
unwaveringly on Bres.

"You're mad if you conme back here," Bres called after them "You're al
doonmed. And you, Lugh! Soneday we'll meet when you've no one to protect you!"

"When we do, I'll have a sword of ny own!" Lugh prom sed

They reached the doors without event. As they started through, A ne paused on
the threshold and smiled evilly.



"One last thing, Bres. Now you pray that 1 can aim™
"What ?" said the stricken king. "No!"
She fired.

H s eyes squeezed shut as he tensed for the inpact. But when the thunk of the
bolt cane, he felt no pain. He | ooked for the bolt. It had gone hone in the
pl anki ng just below his groin, pinning himto the wood by the hem of his

t uni c.

Relief giving way to rage, he | ooked up to see Aine and the others
di sappearing into the night.

"CGet them " he roared, yanking the bolt free. "Sound the alarml Don't let them
| eave the fortress!”

Qutside, the little party was already running for the main gates at Glla's
ur gi ng.

"What if the gates are | ocked?" Lugh asked.
"Trust ne in that," said Glla. "Just run!"

They ran, Halfway across the courtyard to the gates the alarmwent up, the

cl angi ng of the bronze gong that called the household conpanies to alert.

Behi nd them and then on either side shouts were heard, followed by the sounds
of running nmen and rattling arms. Lugh gl anced around him Figures were
visible in the darkness of the yard, growi ng clearer as guards converged from
several points on the fleeing party.

But ahead, the gates were now visible too. Wth a final burst of speed, they
reached t hem before any of the warriors and found the massive tinber portals
standing ajar just the width of a man. Lugh noted four guards stretched out
neatly on the ground beside them

"Resting," Glla supplied affably and began pushi ng his conpani ons through the
openi ng.
Last of all, Glla himself squeezed through, just ahead of the arriving

pursuers. The Dagda threw his bul k agai nst the heavy gate, slamming it back
into their faces. The first warriors were thrown back into those rushing up
behi nd, and they were all knocked down in a tangle. Wile they were struggling
to rise, the Dagda seized a carved wooden oghamtwi ce his length and girth and
wrenched it fromthe ground with a single heave of the massive shoul ders and
arms. He swung it around and wedged it tightly against the doors, effectively
trapping the warriors inside the fortress.

"You're a nost useful person, that you are!" Glla told the big man, clearly
nost i npressed.

"You're one yourself!" the Dagda replied heartily. "Saving us was a marvel."

"I only threw a rope to you," Glla said nodestly. "But the way you crushed
that well beast was amazing, it was that!"

"As your sword work is!" the Dagda graciously countered, k'l've seen fewto
match your skills."
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"Nothing to match yours,"” Glla returned. "I especially |liked that angled
down-stroke. Pretty, it was!"

"Coul d we exchange conplinments at sone other tine?" Lugh requested
i mpatiently. Warriors were now beginning to ; beat on the inside of the

doors. ;

"The lad is right," Glla conceded. "Shall we get on?"

"But not toward the town," the Dagda suggested. "There'll be warriors swarning
up fromthere to answer that alarm This way." !,

He | ed themoff, down along a side of the great dun, into e the

count rysi de. f

They found a temporary hiding place at a hill north of Tara, . sheltered
in a small cluster of abandoned honmes surrounded | by a lowwail of piled

stones. They waited there, watching to see what Bres woul d do.

The mist had lifted its veil of nodesty, |eaving exposed a | naked dead-white
moon to light the countryside. Scores of t. yellow torches were visible around
the dun, shifting constantly, at that distance like fireflies swarm ng thickly
upon a flowery knoll. The forces of Streng and Bres were scouring the hill and
the town bel ow. But none had noved their search toward the real hiding place
of the group

"Saf e enough,"” Glla declared with satisfaction after observing for a tine.
"They' ve no i dea where we've gone, nor where we'll be goin' next. It's only
for us to go."

"What about food?" asked Angus. "And drink?"

"Especially drink," the Dagda added.

"I"ve enough for us,” Glla assured themwi th a knowi ng wi nk at Lugh and a pat
on the mracul ous cloak. "I've stocked nyself up."

"And where is it we're going?" the Dagda asked.

"To the Mountains of Mune," said Lugh. "It's there that Di ancecht is hiding
with the other exiles."

"We're exiles too, now," the Dagda said. "Well, shall we be starting?"

"That's up to the High-King, | think," Lugh answered, | ooking toward Nuada.
Al'l other eyes turned toward himas well.

Nuada | ooked around himat their expectant faces. H s own expression was
grave, thoughtful. H's gaze dropped to the sword that he still held. He hefted
it. Then he shook his head slowy.
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"No, Lugh. Not High-King," he said in a |ow voice. Then his head lifted again

and they saw the snmile tugging at his mouth, lighting his eyes. "Not yet!" he
added with new deci siveness. "But we'll give D ancecht his chance!"



Dawn found the travelers far north of Tara, crossing the countryside and
avoiding all roads. It was not easy going through the thick woods and rocky
nmeadowl ands, and G|l a conpl ai ned al oud.

"I"'mmssin ny little pony and cart now, that | am"

"You know it would only have slowed us,” Aine told him

"But a few horses woul d have been nice," the Dagda said wistfully. He gave
Glla a speculative | ook. "You wouldn't have sone tucked into that cloak of
yours, would you?"

"I hadn't tine to steal any," Glla said, grinning

"Bres's men will surely have them" Angus rem nded them without hunor. "They
could still catch us easily."

"We're safe enough,"” said Lugh. "How coul d they guess which way we've gone?"

"They' ve no need to,"'
one thing."

t he Dagda said with sudden heavi ness. "W've forgotten
He gestured upward. Hi gh above, a |arge, black shape sail ed, broad w ngs

out st r et ched.

"The Morrigan," Lugh said, his heart sinking.

And the raven-wonan had seen them As they watched, she banked into a broad,

| azy spiral that brought her swooping down | ower at each turn. The shimrering
gl ow of her transformation began on her final glide in toward the earth, and
it was on human feet that she settled onto the ground before them letting the

fluttering cloak fall around her

She had | anded at a safe distance and | ooked around her warily. She was not
going to be taken by surprise this tine.

She | ooked them over with the intense, black eyes. Then she spoke, the voice
an om nous, dry crackle.

"The riders of the High-King are awaiting only ny directions to pursue you.
You cannot escape them"

"If that's so, why aren't you about telling then?" the Dagda asked
suspi ciously. "Why cone to us?"

She hesitated, her eyes shifting fromone to another of them again.

"You aren't certain, are you, Morrigan?" the Dagda said. You' re not certain
you' re doing the right thing."
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"I"'macting by ny bond. | serve the king," she said stubbornly. But there was



a tinge of doubt coloring her words.

"Morrigan, we want to serve himtoo," the Dagda reasoned. "But a true king
Bres is none. He's the traitor to us. He's not even wholly de Danann. Fonor
blood runs in him"

"Prove that to me," she said.

"W can't. But we can do sonething else. Listen, Mdrrigan. We can restore
Nuada' s hand! We can put himback in the kingship. W can rel ease you and al
of us fromall bond to Bres. W will be free and we can unite against the

Fonor. "

She said nothing, but her eyes were narrowed thoughtfully. She was waveri ng.

"Morrigan, we're nmaking no attack on Bres. You'll not betray your bond to |et
us go. If we succeed, you'll gain salvation for our people. If we fail, things
will be no different. Only you can keep us fromtrying now "

As if to herself, she said in a soft rattle, "Freel To be free of him..." Her

hand rested lightly on her sword hilt. Then she grew stern again. jj

"All right. I will not betray you," she told the Dagda, "for ¢ ny old trust
and | ove of you. And if you are right, I'lIl drink i the blood of Bres nyself.
But, if you fail, the Powers help us ! both if we ever neet again!" i
Then, in a sudden burst of light, she was gone. !

As t he group | ooked up, eyes recovering from the I
startling glare, they saw a black form great wi ngs laboring to pull it

hi gher, already soaring away back toward the south.

"She is a strange being," Lugh said, |ooking after her

"She is that," the Dagda agreed. He | ooked at Lugh, an odd, sad smile on his
broad, battered face. "She was also once nmy wife."

In his cavern, D ancecht [|abored over his nortar and pestle, grinding
out nore roots to make a healing salve for a ( baby's rash and grunbling
to hinmself. He was so absorbed in his dreary self-pity that he was not
aware of the party i entering until a voice spoke.

"Di ancecht, it's time for you to put all your skills to work again!" e

He | ooked around, unable at first to discern who his

visitors were against the sunlight flooding the cavern's mouth behind them
But he thought he knew the voi ce.

"I's that the Dagda?" he asked in disbelief.

"It is,"” the man replied. "And we've brought you sonething."

He and hi s conpani ons noved forward and the old healer saw themclearly. He
recogni zed all of them but his attention was taken by the nman who stood
besi de Lugh, snmiling at him

"I understand you nmade some claimto this lad," said Nuada to the
fl abber gasted physician. "l decided to cone and see you make it good. You were
al ways such a braggart in the old days."



XXV |
NUADA' S HAND
"GENTLY! VERY GENTLY with that!" D ancecht cauti oned.

Fromthe clear, chill pool beneath the cavern floor, the hand of Nuada was
being carefully lifted. Couds of frigid vapor rose around the physician and
Fi ndgol | as they arose, gripping the sides of the netting that held the
preci ous object. The hand rose clear of the hole, dripping the bright liquid
in shining streaks back into the pool

"Now, to that table," Diancecht directed. He and the little druid sidestepped
cautiously to a table sheeted with what seenmed bright silver. It pulsed with a
kind of inner light and threw a fine, white radiance, like a bright sun
luminous in a mst, into the vast, dimcavern

Beside this table sat another covered with |ayers of white linen. On this |ay
Nuada, notionless but awake and watching the actions of Healer and Druid with
great interest. He was covered with another covering of white to his chin. H's
armand its silver hand were exposed, stretched out to one side so it lay on
the glowing silver sheet. The netal hand seened dull in contrast to the
pol i shed surface beneath it.

Now, beside the cold, mechani cal  hand, the two nen
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gingerly placed the real one in its fine net. The physician delicately pulled
the mesh away fromthe hand, leaving it clear

"We nust nove quickly now," he said to Findgoll. "Qut of the liquid it wll
begin to decay quickly. If we don't succeed in restoring its blood supply
soon, it wll never function."

He | ooked at Nuada.

"There is a risk, ny King," he said formally. "I want you to understand that."
"I do, ny old friend," the reclining man told himearnestly. "But our people
are in greater risk now, and this may be our |ast chance to save them It's
time to prove to them and to ourselves, that we are not finished yet. First

you must prove it, and then will cone ny turn.”

He turned his head to | ook aside at the netal hand. He smled. "You know, this

hand has done me good service. | think | may actually mss it." He | ooked at
D ancecht. "All right, physician. | amall yours now. You may begi n when you
wi sh."

"Just lie back then," Diancecht said. "C ose your eyes." He nodded to Fi ndgol
who nmoved to stand at the old H gh-King' s head.

The little druid placed the slender fingers of his fine hands lightly on



Nuada's tenples. He began a slow, crooning chant. After a few nonents, the
body of Nuada began visibly to relax. The breathing gradually slowed to a
shal | ow, even rhythm

"He is asleep," Findgoll quietly announced at |ast.

D ancecht had by now laid out a wide variety of small, delicately fashioned
i nstruments, ranging them precisely along the edge of the gl ow ng tabl etop.
The soft, unnatural light fromit sonehow bat hed everything upon it in an

equal wash of light that left no shadows. It seemed to gl ow through the
severed hand, giving it a rosy blush of life, revealing its structure of bones
and tendons and veins as darker |ines.

Fi ndgol | cane back around to the physician's side. He | ooked down at the hand
and then up at Diancecht's face, his normally mild expression marked by his
concern. He saw the tension in D ancecht too, pulling deep furrows in the l[ong
face, drawing fine beads of sweat across the high forehead, narrow ng the

cl ear eyes behind the shaggy thrust of frowning brows.

The druid laid a soothing hand on his conrade's arm H s voi ce exuded an
assurance that he really didn't feel hinself.

"You can do it, D ancecht."

The ol d heal er steeled hinself and drew his | ean body up. H's voice took on
its normal gruff, unconprom sing tones.

"Of course, Findgoll,™
with this silver hand!"

he said gruffly. "Don't prattle on so. Here, help ne

And, as the druid carefully positioned the hand and arm of Nuada, Di ancecht
chose a short, razor-edged blade and skillfully guided it to the flesh of the
man's wrist.

Qutside the cavern, the little band of adventurers who had brought Nuada there
wai t ed anxi ously.

The delicate task of the physician went on through the afternoon and into the
night. As the tinme passed, word began to spread through the hidden settlenment
about who had come and what norentous event was taking place. Soon, the

i nhabitants began to come up to the cavern to greet the arrivals and join
their vigil. Goibnu, Bridget and others came, happy to see their old conrades
agai n, anxious to hear the tale of Nuada's rescue.

By the time the sun pulled itself above the eastern nmountains and spilled its
first cup of light into the sheltered valley, the entire popul ation of the
settl enent had gathered at the mouth of the healer's cave. Even the darkly

br oodi ng Bobd Derg had come to nmeet his father and brother and join the
conpany, although he never ceased to pace constantly, muttering his gl oony
predictions of disaster.

Now, in the clammy dawn, those clustered around scores of conforting fires
were settled into a silent conmpany. They waited, their faces carefully
neutral, not speaking for fear their fragile hopes nmight flit away |ike
startled butterflies. They watched until, at last, a figure becanme visible in
the cave's di mrecesses.

It noved forward to the cave's lip, into the light, and they could see that it
was Findgoll. He stopped there and stretched hinself. He noved stiffly,
wearily. He blinked often in the light of the sun as his eyes adjusted. Then



he | ooked down at the crowd bel ow him

"It's finished," he announced in a voice of fatigued relief. The hand is
restored.”

Lugh l et out a whoop of joy and the rest of the gathering joined in, releasing
t he pent-up tensions of the night. But
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Fi ndgol | raised his hands for silence, and when they had qui eted again, he
spoke in cautious tones.

"The hand has been reattached, but it has not yet been determ ned whether it
has been done successfully. Nuada is awakeni ng now. He w shes those who
brought himhere, and all the rest of you, present when the final test is
made. So, follow ne."

He turned back and led the way into the cavern. The scores outside foll owed
him crowding through the entrance into the vast area beyond.

I nside the cavern, the silver-topped table had lost its glowing light, and was
now reduced to only a dull sheen. The physician's nornmal fires and torches
were all that Iit the room On his own table, Nuada now sat propped up, awake
again, while Diancecht stood beside him

Wth a brusque conmand, the physician stopped the crowmd just within the
entrance. He allowed only the party of those who had rescued Nuada to cone
forward and stand cl ose around the old king.

"I don't see the need to make a public spectacle of this," D ancecht said

di sapprovi ngly. "You should avoid any unnecessary strain."

"No, Diancecht," Nuada countered soothingly. "I need themthere. Their courage
and belief brought nme this far. It will help me make that final step.”

Al of themwere staring at the hand. It |ay upon the coverlets beside the
reclining man, bound from knuckles to elbowin a fine, white cloth. They were
staring nost closely at the exposed fingers—fingers so |ong dead and frozen
away—Aow pink with the living man's bl ood again. But could it function? Had
D ancecht succeeded? That was the final test it nust pass.

Nuada's face furrowed with concentration. He stared at the fingers, willing
themto nove.

Not hi ng happened.

The wat chers exchanged sidel ong | ooks of despair. Had all their efforts been
for nothing after all? Lugh's heart plunmeted.

But Nuada had not given up. He was still trying, straining nowwith his
efforts. And then, slowy... slowy, the fingers began to nove.

It was first a barely visible twitch. Then there was real novenent as the



fingers began to curl upward together

A sigh, like a first breath of spring wind, lifted fromthe conpany. They

wat ched the fingers continue to lift, jerkily and then nmore snmoothly, curling
into a fist. Nuada clenched it, with a touch of agony at the unaccustoned
pain, but with a smle of satisfaction too. He rel axed the hand, let the
fingers fall back, then curled them again and again, each tine nore quickly,
nore easily. The smle grewwi der. It was the first truly happy, truly
confident smile that Lugh had ever seen himwear. He was ecstatic, like a
child playing with a new toy, punping the fingers open and cl osed.

"I't works!" he cried joyfully. "By Danu, it works!"
"Don't thank Danu," Di ancecht said w thout nodesty. "Thank me!" He noved

forward, laying a restraining hand gently, gently on Nuada's, stopping the
nmoverent. "But don't tax it too much yet. Let it rest. Let the joining heal

In a few days you will be fully healed. You'll truly be a whole man once
again."

"Then we will go back to Tara and face that traitor Bres!" Nuada excl ai ned. He
pul I ed hinmsel f higher and called to all those gathered. "Any who wi sh to may
join us. W will all go and end his tyranny at last!"

"And bring down the power of the Fonmor upon us,'’
is madness still."

Bobd Derg said gloomily. "It

"I't was you who said not |ong ago that Nuada woul d never be made whol e, wasn't
it?" the Dagda reminded himin a scolding voice. "And even if we are
destroyed, at least it will be as free nen, fighting for our lands. Better
that then the degradati on upon us now "

"The de Dananns cannot fight," Bobd Derg insisted doggedly. "W are not
warriors. W are craftsmen, artists, men of peace."

"No!" Nuada shouted back. "W are lovers of life, but we have earned not hi ng
of life if we aren't willing to fight for it." He smled at Lugh. "W have to
do it for ourselves or we are nothing. This boy has taught me that." He | ooked
back to his gathered fellows. "My spirit is alive. Is yours? Do we fight?"

' Aye, we do," said Goibnu, and the others there joined in a | oud cheer of
assent that echoed triunphantly in the cavern

Bobd Derg said no nore, but deep msgiving still filled his brooding | ook.

"Then we'll go together,"” Nuada declared. He | ooked again
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to Lugh. "And you, lad, will march at our front, as one of our chanpions. That
you've won the right to do."

Lugh exchanged a gl ance with Aine. He understood clearly the message in her
eyes. He nodded his agreement to her. To the conpani ons around hi m he said;
"I"mvery honored by that. But I've a bond of my own | nust be fulfilling



first. I put it off as long as | may. |I'Il be |eaving tonorrow "
"Leavi ng?" Angus said, surprised. "Wat for?"
"I"ve an appointment that | nust keep. It has to do with nmy whol e destiny."

"If it's your bond, you nmust go," the Dagda said. "And it's not for us to be
questioning it. But you'll be mssed.”

"Il return,” said Lugh. "I promise that. Wth luck, I'll meet you at Tara
when you return there to face Bres."

"I hope so, lad," Nuada said with great intensity. "W owe you a great deal
You' ve restored ny life to me along with ny hand. You've given us all new
hope. Wat ever happens to you now, we'll not forget that!"

"He's right, Lugh," the Dagda agreed heartily. He stepped cl ose and cl apped a
huge hand to the young man's shoul der. "You're one of us now, whatever else
you are. Good fortune to you."

Abashed by this warnth, Lugh | ooked about him to find the others of that
gat hering were beanming in open friendship. He felt a closeness to them as
t hough he really was a part of them as if they were a family to him

But he saw Aine, and was rem nded that his life was not yet his own. It was
tine to make it so.

D ancecht shooed the conpany out of the cavern then, to |l et Nuada rest. Lugh
parted fromthe de Dananns and made his way back to Findgoll's liss,
acconpani ed only by Aine and G lia.

"W may as well prepare to |l eave at the next dawn," he said resignedly.
"Taillta is nearly recovered." He | ooked around at the clown. "But, what about
you? What will you do?"

Glla smled in his unaffected way. "Wy, don't you know? I'lIl go with youl
Wth Taillta still needing rest, you'll need a pony cart like mne to carry
her. And |I'd not |eave you now Your conpany is too exciting!"

Lugh smiled. "I thought the excitement here would be nore to your taste. But
I"'mvery glad you're conmng. |'ll

wel cone a friend with ne." He looked at Aine. "If it's all right for himto
cone. "

She shrugged. "He's earned his wel cone." She | ooked the cl own over and added
in joking speculation. "lI'd like to see Glla and ny brother neet. Two such
strange bei ngs together would be an entertai nnent."

G lla laughed, but Lugh remained quiet, his expression grow ng nore somnber.
Now t hat he was truly going back, he felt a vague trenor of concern. This
finding out his own identity, his place in life, had been put aside in his
need to act. Now that it was done, the need to |learn the answers to his
guesti ons began to take on vast inportance once again.

He realized that he was anxious to go, to face Manannan and finally be free of
all uncertainties.

That night, after all preparations had been nade, he stood again with Aine on
the hillside where they had tal ked those few, |ong days before. The sun was



just settling behind the western plains, and the grassy neadows were |ike a
rippling sea of gold.

"I hope | can return to Eire," he said. "But | wonder if I'll ever see it
again? Is ny life linked to it in some way, or will what | learn take nme on
some ot her path?

"Only Manannan can tell you that," she said.

"I know," he agreed. "lI'mready to go back."

"You told nme that the last time we came here," she renminded him She turned
toward him took one of his hands and clasped it tightly in both of hers.
"This time |'mnaking sure you don't change your mind."

He | ooked down into that fresh, bold face, that wealth of hair and bright
eyes, both touched with the sunset's gold. He forgot his worries about what
woul d cone and pulled her to him

"I'f you want to nmake certain I'll not slip away, you'll have to stay close..
very close," he said.

She net his gaze with a chall engi ng one.

"I"'d rather tie a bell to you," she said.
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MANANNAN S SECRET

ONCE MORE LUGH stood inside the entrance to Manannan's vast Sidhe, | ooking
across the confusing | andscape that seened to be inside and outside at once.
It was as if years had passed since his first visit there.

The return trip had been swift. Aine had | ed themthrough the Muntains of
Mourne to the eastern seacoast. Directly ahead, on the rimof the horizon, |ay
the nystical isle. At the shore a sleek bronze and silver ship had awaited
them and taken them off, gliding away smoothly through the sea, sweeping them
through a gentle, silver nmist to the soft greenness of Manannan's hone.

Again the folk of the sea-god had provided a wel cone and acconpanied themto
the mound. The grim silent Riders of the Sidhe had escorted them But there

was no Manannan.

"He waits for you in the circle,"” cooed a lovely, lithe sprite of a woman who
floated up to Lugh and caressed his cheek

Ai ne gave her a |l ook that sent her away |like a snowfl ake Iicked by a flane.
Then the girl put her own hand on Lugh's arm and spoke reassuringly.

"My brother wi shed to see you first alone,"” she explained. "W'll stay behind
for now I'll see to the conforts of our friends."

"But, Aine..." Lugh began, a little uncertainly. He felt a vague disconfort at



the idea of this neeting. He had no way of guessing how the peculiar being
woul d react to his handling of the m ssion
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"I know what you're thinking," the perceptive Aine said gently. "But it wll
be all right. He is still ny brother, renmenber? He's safe enough. W'll see
you soon. Now, go on. | know your desire to know nust be nearly unbearabl e by
now. "

That was right enough. He could barely catch a deep breath for the fist of
anxiety clutching at his heart. Qdd, he thought, how before he had put this
out of his mind, and now that it was so close, the idea was nearly
overwhel mi ng. The tension had grown steadily the nearer they had come. He was
certain that by nowthe jittering he felt through his whol e body rmust be
visible to everyone.

Drawi ng a deep breath and steadying hinself, he left his friends and started
down the path that led fromthe entrance on the outer rimto the central mound
and its circle of stones. He tried to see if Manannan was already there, but
the path dropped down into a | ower nmeadows, and he |ost sight of the circle.
Then he was clinbing back up again, and the nound was right above him

He clinbed it slowy. As he cane into sight of the first stones of the circle,
he again began to | ook for Manannan to appear. Hi s heart was beating so
stridently, he thought it would burst fromhis chest at every stroke. He
clinmbed on, his steps heavy, comng up to where the whole circle was in view
Then it was that he glinpsed a figure, its feet hanging over the edge of a

| arge stone.

They were very big feet, he noted. And the legs were very thin. They | ooked,
he realized with worry, very famliar. Too famliar. Suddenly, he realized
why.

"Gllal" he cried, stopping in amazement.

The cl own was draped casually across a stone, hutming a nmerry little air and
peeling a fat red apple plucked fromone of the Sidhe's trees with his knife.
Seei ng Lugh, he stopped and grinned in his fanmiliar, foolish way.

"Wl come to you!" he said. "It took you I ong enough to get here, so it did."

Lugh was horrified. "G llal Wat are you doing! Get out of there!" He | ooked
around fearfully. "Quickly! Before Manannan sees you. Please, Glla. Don't
make hi m angry!"

"Cal myoursel f, lad. Manannan won't be comin'," Glla said easily. He sat up
dropping his long legs to the ground, and set the apple and knife on the
st one.

Then, with a single, swift nove, he seized his | ong beard and yanked it up and
away from his face.

It seened to Lugh that Glla's face was torn away with the beard. It peel ed



of f like wet gauze. But it reveal ed another face beneath.
"Manannan is here!" the man said gleefully.
"You were G|l a?" gasped Lugh, staring in disbelief.

"All of the time!" he said, pulling off the ragged hood and a covering of
shaggy hair, |eaving exposed his own head of silver. "Not bad, eh? |npressed?"

Lugh pl opped down on the ground where he was, astounded by this discovery.

"You were with ne all the tine?" he asked in bewi | dernment. Then an angry note
entered his voice. "Wait! You were with me and you kept it secret? Aine kept
it secret? Wy?"

"I couldn't resist a chance to have a bit of excitement for nyself!" he
admtted quite openly. "And | wanted to give you what help | could, even

t hough my powers are nearly useless in Eire. O course, that only makes it the
greater adventure to ne."

Lugh gave the tall nan a sour, disgruntled glare. That absurd, gl eeful

expression that was still Glla only increased his irritation
"You're certainly enjoying this fun—aking me look a fool!" he said harshly.
Manannan waved his hand. "Lad, |I'mnot."

"You are!" Lugh insisted. "Sending me into Eire to spy for you and all the
time you were there yourself! \What was |1? Sone kind of gane? Sone object of
fun to keep you from being bored?"

When Manannan saw that Lugh was truly upset, he sobered at once. He wal ked to
the young man, knelt by him and placed a hand on his shoulder. H s voice grew
ear nest, intense.

"Lugh, you were never that. | had to do what | did. Believe me. It all has to
do with you, with your life, and with so nmuch nore."

Lugh | ooked into the now serious eyes with suspicion
"I don't know if | can believe you now. "

"Look, just come walk with nme," Manannan offered, getting up. "Let nme explain.
You' |l understand. | prom se that."

Lugh | ooked up at him and then shrugged wearily.

"I've cone this far."
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The seashore was the sanme—as a seashore tends to be when I eft alone. Even the

same gulls seened to be sweeping | ow over the water as before, so |ong before.
Lugh wondered as they strolled what did seem so changed to him Then he



realized with a start that it was hinsel f.

Before, the | and beyond the horizon's haze had been strange to him He had
been an alien, unknowi ng and al one. Now, his isolated |ife was gone forever
and, whatever happened, he woul d never again be content with the sinple,
peaceful life he had once lived. From now on there woul d al ways be nore
hori zons to peek over.

He and Manannan waded shoeless in the surf like two small boys, both enjoying
t he water wash soothingly across feet calloused and sore fromthe | ong days of
t r ekki ng.

"I have to tell you nore of nyself first," Manannan said. "I told you once
before that | was a sort of guardian. Well, | am but only to the de Dananns.
You see, I'mfromthe Four Cities of Tir-na-nog. It was Queen Danu herself who

sent me here to keep watch over her children.™
"You're fromthe Four Cities?" said Lugh. "But why do you keep that a secret?"

"The de Dananns are very proud. Do you renmenber what Bobd Derg sai d? They cane
back to Eire to prove thensel ves and earn a place of their own by their own
powers. They wanted no help fromus. Queen Danu agreed to |let them cone, of
course, but she knew they were going to need a little help. She has this way
of foreseeing certain future events. Amazing how she does it, reallyl But she
foresaw the de Dananns trouble with the Fonmor. She couldn't ignore that. W
know the Fonmor too well. We've our own reasons to want them defeated."

"Have you?" Lugh asked, nuch intrigued.

"Ch yes. It was one of the reasons we hel ped the Dagda and hi s conpani ons when
they first landed on Tir-na-nog, after that first encounter with the Fonor.

Qur own rivalry goes back to the time the Fonor ruled the world. They hated ny
peopl e of course. W were too independent, too interested in foolish things
like the seasons and birds singing. And they thought we | aughed nuch too much.
Qur tastes were also quite opposite. Wll, you saw that Tower!"

Lugh vividly recalled his inpression of the stark gl ass

buil ding. He could see how its inhabitants and the people of Manannan m ght
not get al ong.

"Anyway, they tried for years to change us, and then to annihilate us. Finally
we retreated to those isles and used our powers over nature to hide them W
knew the civilization of the Fonor had coll apsed. W thought they were al

gone until the survivors of Nenmed chanced upon us."

They reached a little finger of rocks that thrust out to sea and stopped there
to rest. Manannan stretched hinself out confortably on the weathered boul ders
and Lugh sat listening rapt as he conti nued.

"OfF course, ny people didn't |ike seeing the de Dananns cone back here to face
those pirates alone. But we understood that they had to do it for thensel ves
if they were really going to earn their own place.” He smled cunningly. "But
that didn't nmean we couldn't help themalong a bit. Wthout their know ng, of
course. So | cane here to keep an eye on things.

"I hel ped out where I could, but | couldn't take the lead or interfere with
their choices. That was the maddeni ng part—watching Bres using them watching
them submit so nmeekly to the Fonor." Some anger crept into his tone at that.
Then he shrugged resignedly. "But there was nothing | could do, except to



wait."
"Wait for what?" asked Lugh.
"Wy, for you!" Manannan announced.

"You nmean that |I'msonme part of all that?" Lugh said, his interest now
i ncreased considerably by this personal turn in the story.

"OfF course you are. Your life with Taillta was at ny arrangement. The only
error init was that you were discovered. That neant you were sent to nme a bit
earlier than | had planned. But Taillta's training of you served you well. You
know, I'mvery glad we got her out of that tower. Even ny powers are usel ess
against it, and | was certain she was dead." He dropped his head back and

| ooked up to the sky, his voice taking on a certain nostalgic air. "Ah, that
was a treat, going in there, rescuing her, fighting our way out..."

"Manannan, " Lugh said, interrupting, "could you please go on? Wiy did you and
she do this for ne?"

"Sorry, lad," said Manannan, sitting up again. "You see, one thing Danu
foresaw was that a chanpi on woul d appear to
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| ead the de Dananns to freedom and destroy the Fonor power.'
to the young man's shoul der. "That chanpion is you!"

He cl apped a hand

Lugh felt like laughing. "Now you are playing with ne again. Me, a chanpi on?
don't feel like one. | surely don't |look like one."

"Ch, well, the look is nostly in having the proper clothing," Clia assured
him "lIt's all really in the attitude. Believe me, Lugh, you are the
chanpi on. "

Lugh shook his head over this. Then a new realization came to him and he
| ooked to Manannan with rising excitenment.

"If it is true, then I nust be de Danann nyself! Is that what | an®"

Manannan didn't answer at once. He reached into the baggy cloak of Glla which
he still wore and brought out the skin of ale.

"Still a bit of this left,"” he said, shaking it and then holding it out to
Lugh. "Wuld you like to have a drink first?"

Lugh pushed it irritably away. "I don't want a drink. | just want to know who
| aml Pl ease, Manannan, don't torture ne any nore! Just tell ne."

"It may be difficult,"” Manannan said. "You might like a bit of fortification
first." But seeing the lad' s agonized | ook, he nodded and dropped the skin.
"All right, lad. I"'msorry. Here it is then. Your father was a de Danann. He
was a chanpion hinself naned G an."



It was something Lugh realized he'd felt deeply. He understood that sense of
being a part of them

"But what about my father?" he asked. "What happened to hinP"

"Balor killed him" Manannan answered directly. "You see, Balor |earned of the
prophecy froma powerful druid of the de Dananns he had captured. He al so

| earned that the son of Cian would fulfill that prophecy and destroy the Fonor
power. He came to Eire hinself and found C an and your nother. She was al ready
pregnant with you.

"Cian fought himbravely. He managed to nearly defeat the nonster. But in the
end he was beaten. Bal or took your nother back with himto the Tower. That's
where you were bom"

Lugh listened silently, rapt, trying to convince hinself that

this was sonething to do with him not sone tale, sone inpossible tale he
couldn't accept.

' Bal or wanted your nother kept alive," Manannan went on, "but you were a

different matter. You were far too dangerous. O course, | |earned what was
happening. Since | hadn't been able to stop your father's death, | neant to
save both of you. | managed to contact your nother and arrange a rescue. But

Bal or discovered it and tried to stop her. Desperate to save you, she nanaged
to fling you fromthe Tower. It was ny own hands that plucked you fromthe
sea."

The i mages of Lugh's dreans now returned to himagain, nore vivid than ever
before. He knew that worman's face above himwas his nother's. He saw Bal or
nmoving forward to destroy him He relived the plunge to the sea and felt the
hands of Manannan lift him He saw the Tower of C ass | oom ng over himand he
knew t hat everything the sea-god had told himwas true.

"And my not her?" he asked. "What happened to her?"

"Bal or gave her no other chances to escape after that," Manannan said
sorrowful ly. "She died very soon of her grief over you and G an, stil
i mprisoned in that bl oody Tower.'

Lugh sat staring at Manannan when he had finished, trying to deal with the
flood of conflicting enotions.

"Lugh? Are you all right?" Manannan asked anxi ously, sonewhat al arned by the
dazed expression of the young man. "I know that | earning all this at once
m ght be a bit overwhelmng..."

"A bit!" Lugh exclained sarcastically. "My parents are dead; the de Dananns
are expecting me to save them and a one-eyed nmetal giant is trying to kil
me. Wiy should | find that overwhel m ng?"

"Good!" said Manannan breezily, smiling. "I knew that you could handle it." He
junped down fromthe rocks. "I"'mrelieved that's over. It was the difficult
bit. Shall we go on?"

He trudged off briskly along the shore. Lugh rose and trotted after him stil
sorting the thing out in his mnd. He had many nore questions.

"Bal or knew you were alive and never stopped searching for you," Manannan was
explaining. "I had to hide you until you could grow up and fulfill the



prophecy. | took you to Taillta. She was a daughter of Mac-Erc, one of the
| ast Firbolg H gh-Kings to defy the Fonor."

"Taillta is a Firbol g?" Lugh asked.
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"She and all those who raised and protected you. They had their own reason to
hate the Fomor for breaking themand killing Mac-Erc. They knew t he prophecy
and that one day you might also be the instrunent of their revenge."

"But why keep me fromknowing ny true identity or anything about the outside
wor | d?" Lugh wonder ed.

"Well, for one thing, we were trying to hide you away until you were old
enough to act," Manannan expl ained. "If you had known the truth, you'd have
been inmpossible to keep on that isle. Taillta had enough trouble as it was.
You' d have been off at the first opportunity and before you were ready, going
to Eire, and likely getting yourself killed.

"More inportant, it was stated in the prophecy that the champion could only
succeed if his choice to act was nade freely. Do you see? Know ng who you were
and what was happening in Eire frombirth woul d have made a truly free choice
out of the question. So you were kept isolated until you'd reached an age of

i ndependent reasoning and then sent to Eire as an outsider, making your choice
to help only because your mind and instincts told you it was right."

"But, how could there be any doubt that | would hel p people so desperate?"
Lugh asked.

The sea-god put a hand on Lugh's shoulder and said in a fatherly tone: "M
boy, as you grow nore wise in the workings of the world, I'mafraid you'l
di scover many who choose to stay uninvolved, no matter how desperate the
situation. Come on. This way."

He turned aside fromthe shore and | ed the way across a nmeadow. The Sidhe, in
its subtle way, softly envel oped them and Lugh realized suddenly that they
wer e back inside. Ahead of them he saw the central nound, which now seened to
be busy with noving figures.

"Now t hat you've made your choice," Minannan said, "you are ready to assume
the role foreseen. You' ve already begun to fulfill the prophecy. Nowit's tine
for you to truly become the chanpi on of the de Dananns."

They clinmbed the slope to the top of the nound. Lugh saw that Taillta and Ai ne
were there now, waiting inside the circle of stones with several of the isle's
i nhabitants. Around the circle, notionless and grim the Ri ders of the Sidhe
sat on their white nounts.

Before entering the ring, Mnannan stopped Lugh and
murmured: "There's a flanmin' great cerenmony involved with this, investing you

with the mantle of chanpion and all. It's a lot of foolishness, but Danu
insisted. You're certain you want to go through with it?"



"Well, | still don't feel nuch of a chanpion,” Lugh admitted. "But if | can
hel p the de Dananns, it doesn't seemas if |'ve nuch choice."

"Al'l right then, lad," Manannan said, grinning. "Just follow nme." He started
forward, but then | eaned back to add as an afterthought: "Oh, and try not to
l augh. This is very serious."

They noved past the Riders and through the stones into the ring. Manannan
strode to the center to stand by the small, rounded stone he had called the
Lia Fail. A woman of the Sidhe held a garnment of shimrering silver cloth. The
sea-god slipped out of his worn cloak and all owed her to place this new one
about his shoulders. As the bright garment fell about his shoul ders, a change
began.

Fromits folds appeared fine lines of blue-white Iight that crackled across
the surface in all directions, interweaving to cover the cloak with a neshwork
of pure energy. And Lugh | ooked on with growi ng awe as this strange garnent of
light seenmed to transformhis friend.

Sl ow y Manannan pulled his lanky figure fully erect. The light now fully
covered him playing over him enshrouding himwith its shifting interlace of
energy. The tall figure seenmed to grow even nore as the aura about it

st rengt hened, assuming a towering presence now. The head |ifted, and Lugh saw
the new force altering the aniable features. A new firmess sharpened them
gave thema gravity and strength and bol dness. The eyes took on a radiance, as
if they were the focus of this energy.

No | onger the carefree adventurer, Manannan now stood before them as a being
of grandeur and power. The aura of |ight about himhad grown to fill the
circle and enconpass them all

He stood proudly before the Stone of Truth, the other objects in his care
formng a triangle about "himthe cauldron, the sword called The Answerer, the
deadl y spear bubbling in its vat. Before him stood young Lugh, feeling very
self-conscious and a bit afraid, with Aine and Taillta on either side,
provi di ng sonme conforting support. Around them
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all sat the notionless, gleam ng Riders of the Sidhe, making a silver wall.

"Now we are ready," Mnannan announced, his voice assuming a | ow note of great
intensity that seened to boomin the vast space of the Sidhe.

The power around him seemed to multiply, creating a colum of energy radi ant
with light and heat like molten glass. He raised his arms and this columm rose
up, stretching toward the dome of the structure high above.

As if it were a liquid filling a cup, the streamof light collected in the
circul ar space, formng a pool of |um nous white. So snmooth and solid it
| ooked to Lugh that it mght have been a mrror of polished silver.

As he stared up in it in open wonder, he began to note sone movenent in the



perfect surface. There were vague shapes at first, form ess and col orl ess,
shadow i ke objects noving in a fog. But they canme clearer, taking on color
growi ng darker, coalescing into a single object. And, suddenly, Lugh realized
that he was | ooking at a face.

The face was enornous, rilling the circular done, and it had a sense of depth,
of roundness, as if a real, giant head were suspended there. But there was
not hi ng awful or threatening about it. For the face that | ooked down upon them
was a wonan's, the features soft and of great beauty, the expression one of
warnth and pl easure.

The young man felt the eyes upon him and sensed in them an easy intinmacy, as
if this were some old and valued friend, and very rnuch nore.

"We call upon Danu, Queen of the Four Cities of Tir-na-nog, as wtness,"
Manannan i ntoned, speaking to the watcher. Then his gaze dropped down to the
young man. "Lugh, you nust now give your decision here, before this gathering.
Tell us if you choose to take on the mantle of chanpion and give your service
to the Tuatha de Danann."

"I do," Lugh said solemmly.

"And is this choice made freely and willingly by you?"

"It is."

Manannan | ooked around him at the gathering. "Then witness that this boy is a
boy no |l onger! He has accepted the duty of a nan and earned the right to the
title of warrior. He assunes responsibility for the Four Gfts sent by each of

the cities of Tir-na-nog to aid the de Danann people."

He noved fromthe Lia Fail to the flat stone on which the sheathed | ongsword
lay. He lifted the weapon and carried it to Lugh.

St andi ng before the young man, holding the sword forth in both hands, he
conti nued:

"This sword will be your instrunent and your synbol of your duty. It is called
"The Answerer," and the answerer you have beconme in correcting the wongs done
to your race. Wen the tine cones for the other gifts, it will also be for you

to see that they are used. Do you accept this responsibility?"
"I do," said Lugh.

Manannan passed the sword to Lugh, and the young man took a firmhold of it.
He felt at once a warmh and an energy radiating fromit, tingling along his
arm flowing into his body as if the weapon had its own |ife and was feeding
its vitality to him And with that new power, he recogni zed the courage and
strength within himthat had al ways been his. For the first tine, he felt a
warrior.

Manannan | ooked up again to the serene, watching face.

"Wth the powers entrusted to me by Danu, | proclai mLugh, Chanpion of the
Si dhe, fromhere forward to be called Lugh Lanfada—tugh of the Long Arm For
his armshall carry the wath of the Four Cities against the Fonor." He
gestured around himat the ring of nmounted warriors. "These Riders of the
Sidhe will acconpany himin his task." He lifted his arns up to include the
whol e gathering, "And the |love and support of all within this Sidhe will be
al ways with him"



He placed a hand firmy on either shoul der of Lugh and addressed himwth the
deepest gravity.

"Now you can return again to Eire, join the de Dananns at Tara, help them as
they begin their battle against Bres and the Fonor!"

At this nost solemn point, the tall man gl anced upward to the watching face as
if to see how cl osely she was observing him Then, quickly, he |eaned toward
Lugh. The somber visage dissolved into a grin and he softly added in the
clown's faniliar tones:

"And don't you be worryin', lad. You'll not be alone. Your conrades will be
right there as well." He winked broadly. "Ad Glla d not be missin' this
little braw, that he would not!"
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XX X

THE CHALLENGE

THE PARTY HALTED at the edge of Tara. They | ooked along its enpty streets and
up toward the dun where the great fortress |ooned, silent and omi nous and

wai ting.

It was early dawn, the sky uncommonly clear and of a deep blue, the town and
hilltop it by the sharply slanting rays of a bright summer sun

The Dagda | ooked fromthe fortress to the group gathered around him Severa
scores of the exiles fromthe Muntains of Mourne had chosen to join in this
confrontation with Bres. Flanking himat the front of the conpany were his son
and Nuada. Behind them stood Cerdene, Coibnu, Bridget, Findgoll, and even Bobd
Derg, who had acconpani ed the others despite his nisgivings.

Al were arned with the swords and shields and bri ght - headed spears fashi oned
by the skilled de Danann smths. The gl eanmi ng netal caught the flood of I|ight,
shattering it like glass and sending the fragnments flickering against the
bui I di ngs around t hem

There was no novenent in those buildings. The town coul d have been abandoned.
The old veteran warriors gazed about with carefully assessing eyes and
listened for any suspicious noise. But there was nothing.

"Where are the peopl e?" Angus asked.

"Cowering inside their honmes, nost likely," Bobd Derg answered darkly.

"\What about the warriors of Bres, and the Fonmor conpani es?"

"They're at the fortress," said another voice.

The conpany turned toward it and saw the figures of two wonmen and a | anky
clown energe fromthe shelter of a liss.

"My friends! It's good to be seeing you again!" the Dagda excl ai med happily,
striding forward to greet them He |ooked curiously at the handsone ol der
woman who, |ike Aine was in



warrior's dress, a sword at her side, a spear and shield in her hands. "But
aren't you Lugh's other conpani on who was so badly hurt?"

"I"'mfully healed now," Taillta replied forcefully. "lI've waited a very |ong
time for this. 1'lIl not be left out of it!"

The Dagda smiled, inpressed by the determination in her bold | ook

"As a friend to Lugh, you are wel conme!" he told her sincerely. "But, where is
he? 1'd hoped he'd be with you!"

"He is coming. He'll be here soon. | promise that!" Glla assured him

"I hope so," said Nuada. "But we've no time to wait for him Tell ne, Glla
have you been here | ong?"

"Aye, long enough to have a bit of a | ook around. Bres knows you're com ng
He's been expecting it since we escaped. The warriors have all been w thdrawn
to the fortress. The mmin gates are standi ng open.”

"That surely sounds like an invitation," said the Dagda.

"That's what | thought, | did," Glla agreed. "Bres wants you to neet him on
his ternms."

"It could be he nmeans to trap us there and destroy us at once," Findgol
prudently pointed out.

Nuada shook his head. "I dislike giving such an advantage to Bres. |If nore of

the de Danann's were with us, he'd not dare to act."

"Perhaps if the people of Tara knew we had cone,"” Findgoll suggested.

"They know," Aine supplied brightly. "Somebody..." she smled at Glla

has been passing word that you would cone."

"They'll not help us," said Bobd Derg with glumcertainty. "They are too
afraid.’

"Well, help or not, we nust go on," Nuada said fiercely. "O we may as wel |
join with Bobd Derg and sail away forever fromEire. Are you staying with ne?"

Firm voi ces of assent arose in the company.

"Then we'll go and visit our High-King in his den!" said Nuada, starting
f or war d.

Glla, Aine and Taillta fell in with themas they strode boldly through the
streets. Their arns raised a hard and martial clatter in the quiet dawn. Their
faces were set in
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defiance. They would not be turned back fromtheir goal now except by death.

And as they noved forward, the town began to cone alive around them People
began peering out as they went by. A few began to slip fromtheir shuttered
hones to follow after them Then nore started to cone, their courage swelling
with their nunbers, until they poured fromthe buildings and the avenues as

t he conpany passed, joining the now nassive throng. Mst canme out of
curiosity, to see their outlawed friends defy the king. Sone cane to support
them taking out weapons | ong hoarded toward such a day, or seizing tools,
cooking spits, wooden staves, and other lethal instrunents. Some were hopef ul
nost were afraid, but still they canme. And Nuada and his conrades, striding at
their head, heard the rising murrmur at their back with growi ng pride.

Above them the fortress | oomed ever larger. Now it was coming to life too.
First cane the shout of a |ookout. Then cane the ringing of the alarm gong and
t he sounds of voices and rattling arns. The forces were nustering inside.

The huge nob of de Dananns clinbed the slope to the open gates. Wt hout
hesitati on, Nuada | ed themon through into the inner yard. Ahead, before the
entrance to the main hall, Bres waited, cool and arrogant, watching their
entrance disdainfully. On his left, his own househol d conpani es were drawn up
Morrigan and the other loyalist captains at their front. The raven-woman,

wr apped in her black cape, watched with seem ng i npassi veness, but her eyes
were bright.

On the right of Bres was massed the Fonor garrison of Tara, |led by Streng.
They were a notley and a ni ght mare band, especially since the nost horrible
abber ati ons amongst them had been ranged along the front. Bres had suspected
some of the de Dananns might find the courage to support the Dagda and his
friends. He had decided that a graphic rem nder of the Fonor awful ness woul d
be enough to cow t hem

It certainly had its effect. As the de Dananns followed the Dagda's party

t hrough the gates and saw the Fonor, the crowd hesitated, halted; they pool ed
i ke water com ng against a dam backing and filling up the inner curve of the
wal |l just within the gates. Only Nuada, the Dagda and the rest of their
conpany advanced to the center of the training field and

stopped there in the open, halfway between their own people and Bres.

A silence fell as the two factions eyed one another appraisingly. Finally,
Bres spoke.

"So, you have returned. |1'd hoped you would be foolish enough to do that. Now
all of our people can see howtraitors die."

"They may see that, right enough," the Dagda agreed. "But you're the one who's
atraitor to us, Bres. Or you're a traitor to whatever in you is de Danann
Your only loyalty is to the Formor blood that's running in your veins!"

An astoni shed nurmur ran through the assenbl ed de Dananns, including the
contingent of the H gh-King's warriors.

"Lies!" Bres shouted over it. "OF course you would say that to justify your
crimes, to shake the loyalty of those who would keep their bonds to ne."

"We are here to break those bonds," the Dagda said. "W're going to free al
de Dananns from your tyranny and restore the rightful one to kingship. Nuada!"

The old king stepped forward fromthe rest. He stopped and fixed his gaze



chal l engingly on Bres. All the eyes in the gathering went to him Mrrigan
watched himwith a special intensity.

"Nuada!" fires l|aughed loudly at the idea. "He can never be king again. The
| aws we have all sworn by make that so. Or do you deny them now?"

"There is no need to, Bres," Nuada said. He lifted the hand, until now kept
down within his cloak. He swept it up high so all could see that the |iving
hand had been restored to him

"My own hand is mine again!" he proclained. "I amwhole!" He turned and waved
it, clenched and unclenched it so that the de Dananns could be certain it was
no trick.

A shout of unbridled joy rose from Nuada's people. Bres stared, caught
of fguard by this unexpected nove. He had seen no way that their chall enge of
hi m mi ght be nade a serious one. But now. ..

He signaled Streng to him saying urgently under the cover of the cheering:
"This could get beyond our control. | think we should destroy Nuada and his
party now "

"No!" Streng told himenphatically. "Balor wants no use of force except as a
last resort. If we attack Nuada, we confirm
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hi s ki ngship and deny yours. You rnust keep himfrom maki ng the chal | enge
good. "

"You're a fool to hesitate in using our power," Bres told him "But I'IIl try
it, if Balor wishes." He raised his voice and agai n shouted over the crowd,
"Hol d! Hol d!'"

Slow y the cheering died away. Nuada | owered the hand and turned back to face
his rival.

"The kingship is stil! mne," Bres said. "That was given nme by law, and by | aw
| hold it."

Fi ndgol | pushed out of the group behind Nuada to answer that:

"Only in death does Nuada relinquish the kingship. That is our |aw.

"There's no reason why those of us loyal to de Danann principles should listen

to a treasonous, little druid,” Bres answered cuttingly. "And even if that
ridiculous claimwere true, you seemto overlook the fact that | hold the
ki ngshi p now because Nuada passed it to ne. |'ve no intention of passing it

back to him It stays nine."

"There are many here who think Nuada is the true Kking,
of agreement rose in the crowmd at that.

Fi ndgol | sai d. Voices

"They are misguided or nad," Bres countered, |ooking sharply around. "But the
warriors of the H gh-King are loyal to nme. They will ensure that | keep ny
rightful place."

"Do you really think so, Bres?" the Dagda asked, snmiling grimy. "Look around.



How many of themwould turn on you if Nuada's clai mwere proven stronger than
yours? How many are already uncertain?"

Bres turned to his conpanies, searching the faces. He saw the grow ng
confusion there. Mrrigan especially, he noted, eyed himwi th a particul ar
i nterest, her hand gripping her sword hilt.

Bres cast a | ook askance at Streng. The Fonor captain shook his head. The
H gh-Ki ng woul d have to try to regain control hinself.

"Nuada is a useless old man, his mnd soaked with ale,"” he harshly accused.
"These other traitors are using himas a tool to force us into war. That woul d
destroy us. |'ve kept us at peace. |'ve saved your lives."

"You'll not use that He on us any longer, Bres," Nuada said. "You' ve drained
and bullied us | ong enough.”
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"Have |? Well, you still have to prove that ny claimto the throne is not as
strong as Nuada's. And that you cannot do!"

"I can do it, Bres," a voice called fromthe gates.
Al eyes went to it. There, .on a horse that glowed white in the norning sun
sat a warrior.

He was dressed in a tunic of the finest linen, its hemenbroidered in silver
t hreads. Across his shoulders lay a rich, green cloak fastened with a brooch
of shining gold. Another ornament held his stream ng mane of pal e blonde hair
behi nd his neck. His face was stern, the features bold, cast in sharp planes
by the tow, slanting light. And at his side was fastened a sword whose
scabbard and hilt dazzled the eye with their jewels.

Bres stared narrowmy at him trying to see himclearly in that glow A
di squi et flicked about his mnd. That voice had been famliar

"Who are you?" he demanded.
"My nanme is Lugh," the warrior sinmply answered.

The Dagda and his friends exchanged gl ances of astonishment at this. Glla and
Ai ne exchanged cl andestine sniles.

"Very effective, don't you think?" the disguised sea-god remarked to his
si ster.

But for Bres, a sharp clanmor of alarm had been raised. It was |ike a nightmare
cone to life for him This warrior who now seened to conme out of nowhere to
face himwas the ragged and soaked wanderer who had appeared at his hall and
had haunted hi mever since. |Indeed, there was sone terrible power in him

Lugh urged his horse forward into the yard. As he passed through the gates,
ot her horses and riders appeared behind him Wile the gathering | ooked on in
growi ng wonder, Lugh led a strange procession into the fortress.

Two by two they rode, a score of nounted warriors, masked by silver hel nets,
| ances held upright and brightly tinkling fromtheir encircling silver bands,
gl eami ng shields on their arns, bright swords at their sides. Silver cloaks
flowed in the norning light Iike a moonlit m st behind them Their tal



horses, of matching grey-white, cantered forward with an easy grace, like
trees leaning in a gentle wind, manes and tails an i ncandescent torrent.

Their conmpany al nost seenmed to float into the yard behind Lugh. When he pulled
up beside his friends, they went on,
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turning across the training grounds toward a snall rounded knoll at one side.
There they divided and circled it on either side, joining again to forma
single ring around it. The horses turned outward, making spokes with the knol
as a hub. There they halted, each standing like the next, |ances up, horses
and riders becom ng notionl ess.

Bres watched themwarily until they had conme to rest. Then he | ooked back to
Lugh.

"And just what is this unearthly conpany?" he denanded,

"W are the Riders of the Sidhe," Lugh answered. "W have cone to help the de
Dananns and prove who is the rightful king."

"And by what power do you and these.. . things presume to take such
aut hority?" Bres asked scornfully.

"By the power of Danu herself, Queen of the Four Cities of Tir-na-nog!" Lugh
decl ar ed.

Anot her runbl e of excited voices rose fromthe assenbl age.

"If that is true," Bres said challengingly, "just how do you plan to nake this
proof? W' |l surely not accept a stranger's word."

"For that | have brought to you a gift fromthe Four Cities," Lugh said,
gesturing toward the small knoll and its ring of silver warriors.

I mredi ately, the reflected sunlight fromeach of the bright spear points
flared to an alnmobst blinding intensity. Then, from one spear point a streak of
light arched to the next, and fromthere on to the next, hopping around the
circle, joining all the points in a continuous, flow ng band of piercing white
light that crackled with energy as in a bolt of Iightning |eaping fromcloud
to cloud.

The brilliant, dianmond-light rivaled the golden sun for brightness, casting
its own sharp shadows across the yard. The peopl e | ooked away or shi el ded
their eyes as it grew brighter and envel oped the Riders and the rounded hil
withinits ring. It seemed as if it must consune themw th its incredible
energy, though no heat radiated fromthe spot.

"Marvel ous effect, don't you think?" the sea-god murmured to his sister and
Taillta.

The crowd, however, was nearing panic and begi nning to push back. But the
light grew no brighter. It had al ready peaked and it began quickly to fade, as



if the spears were drawi ng the power back within thenmselves. It shrank back

down to the single, narrow line of light joining the spear points and then,
one by one, each point flicked out |like a candle suddenly snuffed.

The i mense energy displayed had not disturbed the Riders or their nmounts. Al
was the same, save for one thing. On the bare top of the again-visible knoll,
there now sat a snooth, grey, round-topped stone.

"It is the Lia Fail," Lugh proclained. "The Stone of Truth, sent fromthe city
of Filias to you. And its own voice will say if the one who sits upon it is
the rightful H gh-King of the Tuatha de Danann."

"This is some kind of trick," Bres cried. "I'Il not trust the kingship to the
magi ¢ of sone fal se stone!™

"No!" Findgoll shouted. He noved further into the open and turned to call to
the gathering: "It is the Lia Fail. | have seen it nyself in Filias. So have
many others here. It is fromDanu's people.”

There were answering voi ces of agreenent frommany in the group, including
t hose of Bres's househol d comnpani es.

The Morrigan spoke up now, in a |low but dom nating rattle of a voice that
i Mmedi ately clained all attention

"I too know that this is the Lia Fail. Agree to take the test, Bres, or you
will forfeit all claimto the kingship now "

Her eyes fixed on himw th that raptor's glow. Her bony hand rested
significantly upon her sword hilt. Bres | ooked fromher around at his warriors
and the increasingly hostile gathering. He | ooked at Streng. The man was
stone-faced, waiting. Bres had no choice in this. He nodded.

"Al'l right. But Nuada is the challenger. Let himgo first."

"I will, gladly,"” the ol der man answered.

He strode boldly forward to the nound. The Riders of the Sidhe opened a way in
their ring and he clinbed the slope to stand beside the stone. There he stood
a nonent, looking at it. He felt a faint trenor of doubt run through him This
was his final test. Could he pass it?

"Go ahead, Nuada," Lugh urged, understanding his hesitation. "The power of
Danu will not fail her children. | have that fact on the best authority." He
gl anced aside at Glla and Aine, and the girl detected just the hint of a w nk
fromthis stern warrior

The di sgui sed Manannan | eaned close to Aine and Taillta once again and
whi spered, "Now well see if this thing really works!"
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Ai ne | ooked at himin shock. "Don't you know?"



He shrugged. "It's never been used for this. Better wish hard, sister, just to
be certain.”

She hel d her breath as she watched Nuada pull hinmself onto the stone, settling
on the top.

Al most at once there began a vibration of the ground, as if from sone novenent
far below It increased, and a grumbling sound began, grow ng |ouder, like
approachi ng thunder, noving upward, focusing its power on the knoll, then on
the stone itself. A high, clear note sounded fromthe Lia Fail with the force
of a gale wind blasting across a sharp cliff. It was a powerful sound, a
triunphant sound, the victory clarion of the earth itself announci ng one whose
right was to rule over it, proclaimng a true king.

It died away then into a hunming that drifted gently away into the norning
sky. It left behind an atnosphere hushed with expectation, charged with energy
as before a storm breaks. The eyes of every one—de Danann and Fonor ali ke—waere
on Nuada.

He | ooked around him the last remmant of his old doubts gone, a High-King
again in mnd and manner. He | owered hinself fromthe stone and stood proudly
before his people. Then his eyes came slowy around to rest challengingly on
Bres.

"Now you may take your turn!" he offered coldly.
XXX
THE Rl SI NG

BRES HAD SENSED t he outconme. While attention was focused on Nuada, he had
edged away fromthe de Danann warriors toward the ranks of the Fonor.
"Now, you fool, k"
choi ce?"

he had nuttered to Streng, "I think you'll agree we have no
"No," Streng had glumy agreed. "W nust use our force to stop this here and
now. If we can."”

"You still give too nuch credit to them" Bres had assured himconfidently.
"That will be the sinplest thing to do."

Then Nuada's chal | enge brought the attention back to him Hi s response was
shout ed defiantly.

' Take your kingship, Nuada. |'mhappy | no |longer have to live with the
pretense." He swept his disdainful gaze across the de Dananns. "Yes, |'m
hal f - Fomor in blood, and all in mnd! | disavow all relationship with you. You

di sgust me. You call yourselves people of the mind, of beauty and of peace,

but you use your fine sensibilities to cloak your weakness." He | ooked back to
the now Hi gh-King. "You are welcone to them Nuada. It will do you little
good. It is too late for them™

"Leave here, Bres," Nuada commanded, striding back fromthe nmound to the
center of the court. "This fortress is yours no |longer. Leave Tara and take
your Fomor 'brothers' with you."

Bres | aughed al oud at that.



"Leave here? Me?" he asked, vastly anused. "You don't understand yet, do you?
I'"mnot |eaving here." The amusenent was suddenly replaced by deadly chill
"You are! But not alive!"

He pulled his sword. At his nmove, the Fonor all went on guard as well. Their
massed force now bristled with glinting weaponry.

"Did you seriously think you could chall enge ne?" asked Bres, gloatingly. "
don't need to be the king to control you anynore. | have the Fonor to do that.
They' Il serve as ny power in Eire. And the first service that they wll
performfor me is to destroy you, Nuada, and the rest of your little band of
adventurers.”

Morrigan stal ked forward, her tones crackling with rage.

"The conpani es serve Nuada now, Bres. |If you nove against him you'll face us
as well."

"OfF course you will," Bres said carelessly and shrugged. "That only neans you
want to die with them You haven't enough warriors left to even give us a good
fight."

"There are enough de Dananns here to do much nore," said Nuada, waving his arm
across the massed popul ati on of Tara behind him "Think, Bres. If you choose
to have this out here and now, you'll face nmore than a few score warriors."
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"What, do you nmean thenP?" Bres | aughed again. "You are nad, Nuada, to rely on
them They are finished."

"You said the sane about me," Nuada remi nded him

"And it's still true. If they defy me, they' Il only provide ne with the excuse
to do what |'ve always wi shed to do—destroy themall utterly. Now, let's waste
no more tine." He turned to Streng and ordered curtly, "Seize our new

H gh-King and his conrades and di sperse all this rabble. Kill anyone who
opposes you."

The Fonor officer shouted the commands to his forces and the massed Fonor
started forward, a relentless force, like a single, terrible beast.

Lugh sat unnoving, waiting. H s inmpul se was to charge in, but he recalled
Manannan's | ast adnoni shnment to him he could not take the |ead! He had

poi nted the way. The de Dananns nust take it by their own choice, as he had,
or they woul d never be truly free.

Nuada drew his sword and hel d the shining bl ade al oft.

"Now, my people, you will live in fear or you will fight with me!" he called
to the gathering, and then he charged for the Formor, shouting his battle cry.

Picking up the cry, his conrades followed him joined at once by the de Danann
conpanies led by the Morrigan. And, finally, raising their own cry of renewed



courage in a roar, the people of Tara swarnmed forward across the open ground
to meet the Fonor horde.

They were largely unarned and nuch weakened by their years of |ong abuse. But
t heir awakened pride and anger drove themforward in an angry wave, crashing
agai nst the Fonor whose solid mass was jolted by surprise and shock, washed
over and shattered by the ferocity of the onsl aught.

At once the courtyard was the scene of a wild nelee, a withing mass of bodies
battling at close quarters. The unarmed de Dananns fought with bare hands or
wi th weapons wenched fromtheir enem es. After the years of savage treatnent,
they took their revenge. The soft and soggy earth was tranpled to a mre of
mud tinged rusty with bl ood, heaped with bodies of dying and dead tranpled
into the ooze by the feet of those struggling above.

The Fonor fought with cruelty and strength, but for once it was their m nds
that were touched by fear. And the clear, calm norning air was filled with
t he sounds of pain, with the

snel |l of fear and death, with the deafening clash of metal on netal

Morrigan, her own fury now unl eashed, flew upon the Fonor, raking themwth
her swords, tearing through themin search of Bres, to slake her rage in his
hot bl ood. Nuada, flanked by Angus and the Dagda, cut a wide path into the
Formor, leading their fellows in an expandi ng wedge that split the Fonor forces
like the ax of the Dagda sl ashing through an opponent. Aine, Taillta and Clia
were in the mdst of it as well, the clownish figure gleefully committing
mayhem on anyone foolish enough to challenge himwhile the two wonen, back to
back, equalled his carnage with their own | ongswords.

As the others plunged into the fray, Lugh led his Riders in as well, slashing
into a flank of the Fonmor nob, throwing theminto even greater confusion. The
grimsilver warriors were frightening enough, but the now desperately battling
Formor al so found them unkill abl e.

Once into the thickest of the fighting, Lugh slid fromhis horse to fight on
foot, laying about himw th his Answerer and hewi ng a path through the Fonor.
Suddenl y, the eneny dispersed before him I|eaving the way open. He realized he
was near the central hall, behind a wall of Fonor, and that ahead of him
standi ng by the doors, was Bres.

Streng had drawn back a portion of his warriors and regrouped themin a
densely packed nass before the doors to hold off the de Danann attack. Behind
this barricade he had pulled Bres and was now addressing himin desperate

t er ms.

"We're tost!" cried the nowbattered officer. "These people you were so
certain would not fight are about to kill us all!"

"Perhaps you're right," Bres reluctantly adnmitted, shaking blood fromhis
sword. "A wthdrawal m ght be nore practical now "

"Wthdrawal ?" Streng repeated in disbelief, |ooking around. "Were? They've
trapped us here."

"There's another way," Bres said cooly. "Conme with nel"

He turned and went through the doors into the hall. Streng signaled a pair of
burly warriors to come with himand foll owed Bres in.



Not far away, Lugh watched them di sappear, then noved purposefully al ong the
wal | after them unnoticed by the Fonmor trying to fight back the attack
agai nst their front.
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Inside the Hall, Bres strode quickly across the floor, Streng hurrying to
catch up with him The vast roomwas enpty, the sounds of the battle raging
out side muffled by the heavy walls.

"We' |l go up and across the wal kway to the parapet,” Bres said. "W can cross

the outer wall and be away before they notice."
"What about the others?" Streng asked. "Do we just-abandon thenf"

"OfF course!" Bres curtly replied, as if Streng were insane in suggesting
anything else. "They're only Eirelanders. They'll insure our escape."

Streng had to adnmit the ruthless man was right. Their own survival was nost
i mportant.

But as they started around the central fire-pit, a famliar voice called after
t hem

"Hol d on, Brest"

They halted and | ooked back. Lugh stood al one just inside the doors.

"That cursed boy again,"’
finish him"

Bres rapped out inpatiently. "This tine |'mgoing to

He started back toward Lugh, but Streng stopped himby gripping one arm
"No!" the Fonor said urgently. "We can't delay here or we'll be caught!"”

"l suppose you're right again," Bres agreed with inmense di sappoi ntnent.
"W'll have to go on."

"You two stop him" Streng ordered the acconpanying warriors, pointing to
Lugh. Then he and Bres hurried on toward the back of the hall

"Wait!" Lugh called after the escaping Bres. "Cone back and face ne!"

He started forward, and the two Fonor noved to bl ock him

"Qut of my way!" Lugh said inpatiently, and charged directly into them

The fight was short, fest and brutal. Anger at being thwarted added power to
Lugh's attack. The Formor were nuch | arger, but clunmsy and slowin their
defense. The whirlwi nd force that blasted agai nst them could not be stopped.
In nonents, one had |ost a head and the other a sword—with the armstil

attached. The wounded Fonor dropped down, clutching the

raw stunp to staunch the pul sing spurt of blood. Lugh shoved himcall ously out



of the way as he headed after Bres at a run

Bres and Streng neanwhil e had passed the dais and nounted the stairs to the
upper gallery.

"Runni ng away froma boy, Bres?" Lugh shouted after him "Have you | ost al
your courage then?"

Bres whirled toward him A brief surprise showed in the man's expression as he
realized how qui ckly Lugh had defeated the warriors. But no note of concern
touched his voi ce.

"You are surely persistent,"” he said truthfully. "And very, very lucky."

"Don't let himdelay you!" Streng pl eaded. "There's no tine!
"Il follow you," Lugh promi sed. "You know that, don't you? Ill haunt you for
so long as I'malive."

"He's right, Streng," Bres said. "l've really no other choice but to kill him
now." He smled with nmalicious pleasure. "Besides, | want one satisfaction
fromall of this."

He stepped back fromthe parapet toward Lugh. The younger warrior started
across the wal kway to meet him Their weapons came up on guard.

"You made your final error, boy,"
to protect you."

Bres said snmugly. "This tine, there's no one

"This time," Lugh boldly replied, "I have a sword of ny own!"

"Best use it, then!" Bres cried and | eaped forward, sw nging a great downward
cut of his weapon with both hands.

Wth the advantage of surprise and the speed of his nove, he had expected to
finish Lugh with a single blow But Lugh noved even nore quickly, sweeping the
bri ght Answerer up to easily block the other weapon and knock it aside.

Bres realized that he was facing a fornidabl e opponent. He drew back and the
two tested one another's skills with a series of prelimnary thrusts and bl ows
and feints. Then the battle began in earnest.

The heavy weapons struck together in a flurry so rapid they sounded an al npst
continuous ring. Back and forth al ong the wal kway t hey fought, each battling
for an advantage but failing to gain it.

Down bel ow, the conbat in the yard was nearly over. The de Dananns were
wor ki ng out the last of their fury, ruthlessly
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anni hil ating any resisting Fonor. Nuada and his chamnpi ons noved t hrough the

carnage, trying to bring sonme order. Glla, |ooking around himto see if his
conrades had all survived, realized for the first time that Lugh was gone.



He called for him

"I saw himfollow Bres into the hall," the Dagda called back. "I was too busy
to go after him"

In the relative quiet that had fallen, a sound from above now drew Ai ne's
attention to the wal kway. She cried out to the others, pointing up to the
fight raging there.

The two men on the wal kway were now using every trick and nmove they had to get
an edge. They fought with their fists as well as their swords, used their
bodi es to sl am one anot her away, kicked out to give or fend off a blow At
times they grappl ed, |ocked close together, battering at one another, rocking
agai nst the weakening rails of the wal kway as they bounced back and forth,
maki ng the whol e structure sway.

Both nen were bl oodi ed now, streaked with small wounds. Both were worn, but
they struck at each other with no | ess deternination. Bres, nore powerful,
nmore cunni ng and nore desperate, was a deadly opponent. But Lugh's energy, his
refl exes, and his stubborn courage were naking hima match

As the friends of the young warrior watched from bel ow, Bres slipped under
Lugh's guard and drove hi m back agai nst the wal kway rail, holding himthere,
trying to push himover the edge. Aine gave a gasp of fear. The Dagda started
toward the doorway to the hall. But Glla stopped the chanpion with a grip on
his arm

"No!" he said. "This is Lugh's fight!"

Rel uctantly, the Dagda nodded and turned his attention back to the battle
above.

Lugh broke the hold of Bres and knocked the ol der warrior back. Again they
faced each other, swords up, both breathing hard, taking wary account of one
anot her before maki ng a new nove.

Streng stood on the parapet, sword drawn, watching the fight and wondering
what to do. He wi shed he coul d abandon the arrogant Bres, but he inmagi ned
Bal or woul d not approve of such an action. He had thought of hel ping Bres
di spose of Lugh, but had hesitated, afraid that woul d not be appreciated by
t he fornmer Hi gh-King.

Now, however, he was aware of the attention fixed on them from bel ow
Sonet hing had to be done to end this quickly, he determ ned, and began | ooki ng
for an opening to finish Lugh

It came soon. The two conbatants drove in close, weapons | ocking together and
pushed up as the two nen collided and grappled. They swung around in their
struggl e, and so focused was the young warrior on his contest with Bres that
he was unaware that he had left his back open to Streng.

The Fonor officer crept forward, off the parapet, along the wal kway toward
Lugh, his sword lifting for a fatal thrust.

"Lugh! Behind you!"™ Aine cried in desperate warning.

The young man snapped his head around to | ook and saw t he danger, but too
late. He couldn't nove quickly enough to escape the bl ade.



Then Streng was knocked backward by the bl ow of an enornpus battle-ax. The
wi de head of it had struck below his neck and split his chest,

t hroat-to-navel, tearing out through his spine in an explosion of blood. The
force of the blow lifted himand tossed him back onto the parapet as if he
were a bundl e of dried sticks, and he fell brokenly onto the planking.

"Afine throw" Glla called to the Dagda

"Keepi n" things even," the man replied. "I hope it's enough."

Above, the distraction had given Bres a chance to act. Wen Lugh had tried to
turn toward the new danger, the ex-king had jerked the young warrior off

bal ance, sending him staggering up the wal kway into the rail. Then Bres had
run to the body of Streng and grabbed the handl e of the ax in his free hand.
Now he yanked at the form dable weapon. But ft stayed fast in the body.

Lugh started for his opponent again. Bres launched his sword at the young
chanpi on to drive himback. Wile Lugh paused to knock aside the flying
weapon, Bres seized the ax handle in both hands and, with a massive effort,
wenched it free.

The huge weapon was a trenendous and unwi el dy weight to all but one of the
Dagda's size. But once in notion, it was nearly inpossible to defend against.
Bres brought it up with both hands and launched it in a w de, sideways sw ng
nmeant to take off Lugh's head.

The young warrior didn't attenpt to stop or turn it. Instead, he ducked under
it, letting it whoosh over himas he tried to cone in at Bres fromthe side.
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But Bres was fighting with the strength of desperation now. He managed to
check the swing of the great weapon and sweep it back, with a speed that
surprised his adversary. This time Lugh barely had time to dive away as the
bl ade smashed t hrough the wooden railing, shattering it as it slashed through
wi t hout sl ow ng.

Lugh hit the planking and rolled toward the parapet end. The nmomentum of the

heavy ax spun Bres around to face him The ex-king brought the weapon up high
with a grunt of efibrt and sent it in a dowward cut at Lugh as he started to
get up.

Unable to junmp fromthe weapon's path this tine, Lugh Ilifted The Answerer up
in both hands in a desperate nove to turn the ax away.

He barely succeeded. The ax was defl ected, but the weight of the head forced
down the blade, ranming it deeply into the tinber flooring and pinning it
there.

Lugh yanked on its hilt to pull it free, but wi thout budging it. He | ooked up
to Bres who stood over him holding the sword down with his weight on the ax.
The ex-king grinned at his opponent, then | ashed out with a savage ki ck that
caught Lugh solidly in the side of the head, flinging himback



The young warrior toppled heavily onto the parapet, his back slamm ng agai nst
the outer wall. Dazed, he lay beside the split carcass of Streng. Bres pulled
the great ax up once again and swept it high over his head. Wth a triunphant
| augh he started toward Lugh for the final bl ow

The groggy youth lay helpless, until his eye fell on the sword of Streng that
| ay beside the body, drenched in blood. He stretched forward, gripped the
hilt, and lifted the weapon in what he assuned woul d be a vain gesture of

def ense.

Bres saw the weapon rise, but too late to check hinself. As the slender bl ade
drove through his side, he tw sted sideways, tearing the weapon from Lugh's
grasp. He staggered into the outer wall, the heavy ax plunging over the side
and dragging himafter it.

Bres rel eased the handle and flailed out wildly for a grip on the tinbers as
he toppled over. It was a futile nove. He fell, landing heavily on the ground
bel ow the wall and tunbling further down the steep sl ope.

Still dazed, Lugh clinbed unsteadily to his feet. He noved to the wall and
| ooked over. There, on the slope far bel ow

him the notionless figure of the forner H gh-King |ay sprawl ed, covered in
earth and bl ood, inpaled on the now broken sword of Streng.

A cheer went up fromthe watching crowd as they saw Lugh victorious. Aine,
followed by Glla, rushed into the hall and up to neet himas he wearily cane
back across the wal kway, retrieving The Answerer on his way. Her usua
restraint forgotten in her relief, Aine threw her arms about himand kissed

hi m soundly and unabashedly. G lla watched, grinning his approval. The kiss
did a great deal toward revitalizing Lugh. He threw an arm about both of them
and, together, they went down through the hall to the main doors.

There they were nmet by the exultant de Dananns, led by their restored
H gh- Ki ng.

Nuada greeted Lugh warnmy as he came out, speaking loudly to be heard above
t he happy tunmult.

"You did it, lad," he said. "You' ve freed us of Bres."

"You all didit," Lugh said, gesturing around at the de Dananns. "Don't ever
forget. It was your choice."

The Dagda pushed through the throng to them He clutched his battle-ax again
in his hands, but his broad face was dark with some concern

"What is it?" Lugh asked, puzzled.
"It's Bres," the Dagda told them "I just went out to fetch nmy ax and bring
that traitor's head back here to Lugh." He gazed around himat his conrades

and his eyes showed his disbelief. "He was gone!"

"But, how could he be gone?" the amazed young warrior asked. "He rnust have
been dead!"

The Dagda shook his head. "Don't be so certain,” he said heavily. "I know him
well. He is not such an easy one to kill."

"Search the countryside,"” Nuada ordered his conpanies. "If he is alive, 1'd



not like to see himget away fromus!"
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XXXI

A BEG NNI NG

THE VAST HEAD swi vel ed slow y around, bringing the red gaze fromthe distant
haze of Eire back to the Tower room

The doors had opened to adnmit a man who shuffled painfully forward. He crossed
the floor to stand before the dark figure, one hand pressed to the wound in
hi s bound side, neeting the ruby eye with a dark, malignant stare.

"I amsurprised to see you still alive, Bres," the nmetallic voice said.
"The de Dananns thensel ves taught ne the healing arts when | was a boy," he
answered. "l learned themfromthat old fool Diancecht. |'ve survived many
wounds as deadly as this."

"So, you survived. But still, you foiled," Bal or accused.

"I't was your warriors who failed," Bres countered boldly. "Those nonstrosities
t hat cannot even be call ed beasts, the ones you said could control Eire,
couldn't even put down a rebellion by a starving rabble. If you mean to stop
this before it spreads, you will have to give ne nore help, Balor."

"The Prophecy!" the black giant runbl ed. The eye swung back again to the

wi ndows and the | and that lay on the curve of the horizon. The voice took on a
human note of wonder as the being softly added, as if to hinself: "I wonder if
it can be stopped now "

In Tara's hall, the festivities were at their height. There was a truly joyful
feel and sound to the night that had | ong been m ssing.

Sone faces, however, were nissing. The nenbers of the court who had supported
Bres had wi sely decided to renove thensel ves from sight, before the vengeful
fellow citizens made their renmoval a bit nore permanent.

But there were bright faces enough to fill the gaps. The

exiled artists and scholars and druids were there. Tara's finest bards and
harpers had returned, singing new ballads of their victory. The restored

H gh-Ki ng and his | oyal chanpions were back where they bel onged, at the table
on the great hall's dais. Wth themsat Taillta, enjoying the food and drink
and talk. Wth her years of hardship ended, the marks of care which had so
aged her had vani shed. She seemed a young wonan again, filled with life,
easily captivating the warriors around her

Cilia Decaire was al so enjoying hinself i mensely, performng his clownish
tricks to a | aughing audi ence who showered himwith gifts of food and drink so
| avishly that even his amazing cloak was finally stuffed.

Fromthe gallery, Aine and Lugh watched his antics with a special happiness.
Then, both feeling a need for solitude, they left the hall, crossing the

wal kway to the outer parapet. They stopped there to | ook down at the town,
glowing in the rays of the |l ate afternoon sun



It was a soft, quiet evening, and further sounds of merrinment, of rnusic and

| aughter, drifted up to themfromthe houses below. It warned Lugh, as he had
once been warmed by the | oving Firbol gs who had raised him And he realized
that he had found a home again.

"I't's quite marvel ous what the de Dananns have done these past few days," Aine

said. "Cleaning, rebuilding... why, all of Tara has come back to life!"
"As all Eire will do, once the Fonmor have been chased fromit conpletely,"”
Lugh added.

She noted the determ nation in his voice.
"And you will be a part of that, won't you?" she asked softly.

He | ooked at her. His face was very stern. H's tones were | ow and sure and
very much those of a veteran warrior.

"I must be. You know that. These are ny people now. "

"OfF course," she agreed readily, but he didn't see the faint regret that
showed for a monent in her eyes

"And what about you?" he asked, trying not to sound concerned. "Your task is
ended here. WII| you go back to your isle?"

She | ooked up at him her shining eyes holding his thoughtfully while he
waited, trying to maintain his gravity.

Finally, she shook her
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"I don't think I'll go back. Manannan will surely stay, and so will |." She
smled. "Besides, |'ve gotten used to snaring sunsets with you." She paused,

| ooki ng searchingly at him then added hopefully: "As |long as you don't nind
of course.”

Hs (ace Iit with pleasure and once nmore he was only the boy Lugh. "I'd mnd
anything else!" He put his hands on her shoulders lightly. "And maybe sonmeday
there will be time for just the two of us.”

She noved in close to himand they turned, arnms around one another, to watch
the setting sun. It sank down past the black horizon as if a lid were closing
slowy over a blazing, crinson eye.
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