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BOXK |

BRES RETURNS

REBELLI ON

THE TOAER OF d ass thrust up fromthe sea |like a blade of ice, chill and
deadl y.

The planes of its four sides were formed of glass panels, |evel upon |evel,
joined by a web of lines so fine that at a distance each wall becane a single
sheet of shining material. Like enornpbus mrrors they reflected the ocean and
the sky about with a cold, detached precision. In the slanting rays of the
dawn sun, the eastern face was a painful glare of blue-white dianmond light. It
made the Tower seemall the nore starkly alien, alone in that soft, sunflecked
expanse of |evel sea.

The soaring structure was set firmy in a base of smooth grey stone. And this
foundati on was itself inbedded deeply in an island of jagged rock barely
| arger than the Tower itself

The base, like the glass walls above, was devoid of openings, save at one
point. On the southern side, a knobby el bow of the island thrust into the sea,
form ng a sizeable cove. Here, massive quays of the same snpoth stone
stretched far out into the waters of the cove. And here, in a line along the
foundati on wall, a dozen imrense, square openings with heavy doors of a dul
grey metal gave access to the Tower's interior

At the quays, a score of slender ships of a curiously smooth bl ack netal were
tied. Men in close-fitting uniforns of silver-grey worked busily upon one of
them preparing it for sea and for the arrival of a special passenger

A flat, hollow tone, like the repeated note on sone great horn, began to sound
echoingly across the quays. It brought the attention of the working nen to the
base of the Tower. There, with a piercing, netallic squeal, one of the neta
doors began to lift.

It rose slowy, as if with an effort, acconpanied by a tremendous clattering.
Beyond the growi ng opening only the bl ackness of the Towers interior was



reveal ed.
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When the door had risen haliway, it clanged abruptly to a stop. Fromthe

dar kness appeared a double colum of nmen, clad in simlar grey uniformns, but
weari ng hel net s—snoot h, rounded skul | caps of bright silver—and carrying
strange devices, like thick spears of nmetal tipped with balls of silver

i nstead of points.

Twenty sol diers energed fromthe Tower, noving in a brisk, high-stepping
march. As the |last noved onto the quay, they halted and the two |ines executed
sharp turns to face one another. They stood straight and exactly dressed and
noti onl ess, like chiseled granite figures lining some tenple corridor

The nmen on the ship had now ceased their work to watch with open curiosity the
figure who wal ked fromthe shadowed depths of the Tower and down the aisle of
sol di ers.

He was, indeed, a figure worthy of note. H's appearance was in sharp contrast
with the men he strode arrogantly between. H s dress was colorful, barbaric in
this stark setting. A blood-red cloak was slung across his shoul ders, fastened
at his throat with an el aborate brooch of gold. Beneath it was visible a tunic
of bright green richly enbroidered in gold thread. A heavy belt at his waist
supported a silver-fitted scabbard and a | ong-sword whose wide hilt was set
with glinting jewels.

The garb was a conplenent to the striking nature of the man hinmself. Tall and
wi de of body, he was well muscled with no signs of extra weight. He carried
hinsel f with the unconscious easy grace of a warrior in full fighting trim

H s hair was dark and very coarse, rolling back fromhis forehead in thick
waves. His features were handsonme but broad and crudely chisel ed. The dark
eyes were set deeply behind heavy brows and took in the preparations at the
ship with sharp interest.

He strode down purposefully to the ship and stopped by its gangway. A

uni formed man directing the work there noved to greet him Several black bands
encircling his |ower sleeve were all that announced he ranked far above the
rest.

"We sail in a few nonents, Hi gh-King Bres," he announced to the brightly
dressed arrival. "The tide is nearly at its peak." "Very well, Captain," said
the other in a voice edged with irritation. "I'll go aboard."

He went up the gangway but paused to | ook up toward the top of the Tower that
| oomed so far above him Theret a wi der band of glass marked the structure's
hi ghest level. As distant as it was, he was certain that he could detect the
dark shape of the
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one who watched. He was even certain that he could feel the heat of that
dammed eye

He was right. Fromfar above, an eye was trained upon him The crinson bl aze
of the single, fiery pupil was shuttered by its nmetal lid to a nere thread of
ruby light as it stared down at the ship below, and at the tiny figure
climbing into it.

The face in which the eye was set was really no face at all. It was a rounded



surface of burnished bl ack, featureless except for the heavy lid that hung
before the eye like a visor on a helnmet. The head itself was no nore than a
barrel of netal, fixed to a short, thick neck that rose from nassive, squared
shoul ders.

The whol e bei ng was enornous, three tines the height and girth of a nornal
man, all armored in the sane smooth nmetal, fully jointed in the arms and | egs,
with hands |ike netal gauntlets. Standing there at the w ndow, notionless, it
m ght have been a lifeless object, Iike the ships below, save for the power of
t hat eye.

And then a voice addressed it.

"Do you believe Bres can succeed in Eire alone, Conmander Bal or?" it asked,
its tone hesitant.

There was no inmredi ate response. Then, with an agoni zi ng sl owness and a faint,
grating sound of netal on netal, the vast head began to nmove. It pivoted
around on the neck, bringing the crinson eye fromthe wi ndowto those in the
room

The room was vast, befitting its main occupant. Three stories high, its outer
wal | was all glass, giving a view of the sea around the Tower to the distant
hori zon. Agai nst the bright background of the dawn sky, the giant figure
seemed all the nore dark, all the nore onminous to the three nen who stood
before it.

The narrow beam of light fromthe single eye played over them All wore the
grey uniform The many bands on the sleeves of each spoke of their exalted
rank. The eye shifted fromone to another, finally fixing on the center one.
Fromthe figure a voice sounded, a deep and holl ow and cl angi ng sound, like a
great gong echoing fromthe depths of some cavern of iron

"It is necessary for himto succeed, Sital Salmhor. If he is unable to
organi ze our occupying forces in Eire and crush this foolish uprising soon, it
may spread to all the de Danann settlenents.™
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Sital Salmhor stared up at the figure. As often before, he wondered if there
was a living being there, behind that arnored front. He steel ed hinself for

anot her questi on.

"But shouldn't we send some support to hinP? Send some forces fromthe Tower?
That would insure a victory."

"No!" the being thundered. "No forces fromthis Tower will be involved. Bres
has the power to crush themif he acts quickly. And, remenber, it is his own
ki ngshi p over Eire that j he nust regain." *

The of fending officer held hinmself rigidly under the heat of the flam ng eye.
But the torture was short. The giant head turned slowy back toward the
wi ndows, the gaze of the eye shifting down toward the ship again.

It had put to sea by now and was gliding out past the sheltering peninsula. It
nmoved al ong quite steadily, although no sail was up. But as it left the cove
and the winds caught it, a field of brilliant white bl ossoned around its mast
and it picked up speed quickly, soaring away with the grace of a great bird.

Until the ship faded into the haze of the southern horizon, the crinson eye



stayed fixed upon its course.

The wonman was thrown fromthe doorway of the house and staggered, falling
heavily onto her knees in the muddy courtyard of the ringfort. A roar of
coarse |laughter went up fromthe circle of nonstrous beings who wat ched.

They were vaguely like nmen, with nen's shape and stature, but they were
di sfigured in ways so horrible that they seened nore |ike insane parodi es of
nen.

No two of themwere defornmed alike. In many the |linbs were twi sted, distorted
to resenble the claws of birds, the paws of beasts, even the fins offish. In
some the |inbs were nissing altogether, replaced by crude appendages of netal
and

wood.

More grotesque were the faces that were, indeed, a nockery of anything hunman,
And here, again, many of the deformities |ooked |like the product of sone
obscene coupling of men and

ani mal s.

Al were dressed as warriors, in ragged tunics and cl oaks, and heavily arned
with spears, swords, and | eather shields.

The frightened wonan | ooked up at themin horror as she pulled herself from
the mud and stumbled away to join a huddl ed group of others penned agai nst the
earthen wall of the ringfort by the menaci ng band.
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Fromwi thin the round, wattl e-sided house, a figure emerged. H s head appeared
to have been split fromthe top of the skull to the bridge of the nose by sone
massi ve wound that had healed to | eave a deep trench ridged by thick scar
tissue on either side. On both sides of the gap, the ba)d skull bul ged up as
if two heads had tried to form Goggling eyes were set far out atop each
bul gi ng cheek like those of a frog. The nouth was tiny, shaped in a high bow,
with a deep cleft that ran up into the wide, single nostril of the flat nose.

Wth obvious enjoynment he watched the frightened woman stunbl e away. He strode
out into the center of the compound and | ooked around himat the ringfort's
interior.

It was a small enclosure. The wrapping earthen bank with its crowning ring of
upri ght stakes enbraced only four of the round, thatched hones. It was clearly
a very poor settlenment, and its two-score inhabitants were near starvation

The warrior |ooked them over appraisingly. There were a few scrawny nen, sone
worn and haggard wonen, and a few wetched brats with swollen bellies who
peeped out fearfully fromthe shelter of their nothers' bodies.

"Phaw " he excl ai ned di sgustedly. "Wat a sorry catch we've got here. No food
anong 'em No shiny little bits for us. And none of these wonen are worth our
tinme. Seens a waste of effort even to kill them"”

"There's no need to kill us," one of the captive nen said pleadingly, noving
forward fromthe group. He was a tall man with a | ean face that had once been
handsome. But years of hardship had ravaged him and years of oppression had
left himw thout pride. He begged for the salvation of his people. "Please, M



Chieftain! W've never caused the Fonor any trouble. W' ve al ways paid our
tribute to you."

"And | suppose you're not fallin' in with those rebels at Tara?" the Fonor
| eader said, snmiling skeptically.

"Rebel s?" the man repeated bl ankly. "No. W know nothi ng about a rebellion
Pl ease, believe me!"

"Captain!" called a dog-faced warrior, com ng out of one of the huts. He held
up a battered sword in a thick paw. "Look here! W found these in a souterrain
under this house!"

"A hidden escape tunnel ?" the captain said, and turned a bal eful |ook upon the
hapl ess nan. "And weapons?"

"They're for our defense fromanimals," the man tried desperately to explain.
"W have to have sonething. The bears— "Bears!" the captain spat out
contenptuously. He took a
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swift step forward and swung out with a sudden blow of his fist that caught
the man on the side of his head, dropping himheavily to the nuddy earth.

"The bears will be eatin' of all your bony carcasses this day," the captain
prom sed. He drew a heavy |ongsword fromits sheath and lifted it to strike.

From the huddl ed group a wail of terror went up. A young boy pushed forward. A
worman tried to stop himbut he tore away and flew upon the warrior, grabbing
his sword armto drag it down.

Angrily the captain shook the attacker off and the boy was flung down into the
nmud besi de the man

"Filthy whelp!" the captain grated and lifted the sword again. "Now you'll be
first!”

"I'"d greatly appreciate it if you' d not do that," said a voice behind him

Il
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SURPRI SED BY I T, the captain whirled about. Just inside the gateway through
the outer wall a new figure now stood.

In dress, he seened a warrior. He wore a sinple tunic of white with a cl oak of
brilliant green. At his hip was sheathed a sword whose hilts were richly
worked in gold and set with glinting stones. Still, in |ooks he seened nore of
a boy. H's body, while tall and well muscled, had the slenderness and

suppl eness of youth. The face was boyish, too, lean and boldly featured in
chin and nose, with clear blue eyes sparkling behind high arching brows of
pale gold. His fair hair swept back in thick casual waves.

He was altogether a fine and pl easant-I|ooki ng young man, and he sniled on the
nmonstrous clan before himin a nost innocent and engagi ng way.



"Just who are you?" the captain denanded harshly, eyeing the newconer
suspi ci ousl y.
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"My narme is Lugh Lanfada," he stated in a matter-of-fact voice.

"Lugh Lanfada?" the Fonmor officer repeated with sone surprise. "The one that
they call Chanpion of the Sidhe? But, you are just a boy!"

"That may be,"
peopl e. "

the other said lightly. "Still | amhere to give help to these

"You're going to help then?" the captain asked, smiling. He seened vastly
anused at the idea.

"I want you to take your warriors away fromhere and | eave these people
al one," the young warrior went on. "I'masking you in a friendly way now, for
I've no wish to see you come to harm unless you allow me no other choice."

Now t he captain | aughed outright, joined by the others in a harsh chorus of
derisive |aughter.

"And are you chal l engi ng us, boy?" he asked, stepping toward Lugh. "You,
al one?"

"I didn't say that | was al one."
"No, he surely didn't say that!" another voice sang out brightly.

The Fonor turned again to face this new voice. It cane froma very strange
i ndi vi dual now perched precariously atop the logs of the ringfort's palisade.

He was a | oose-jointed and gangly sort of fellow dressed in the baggy, striped
clothes of a clowm. A tattered and filthy brown cl oak was draped in heavy

fol ds about him and battered | eather shoes flapped on his enormous feet. He
had a tangl ed mass of straggling yellow hair and beard that couldn't mask a
sharp jut of nose and a wide, idiotic grin. He was casually juggling three
smal | appl es and sw ngi ng back and forth on the posts. H's novenents were so
awkward that it seenmed certain he would topple fromhis seat at any noment.

"Glla Decaire is ny nane," he said in a breezy way. "And |I'm pl eased to neet
you all, so | am Even for so short a time of livin' as you're likely to
have." He nodded toward the opposite side of the fort. "Now, would you be
wantin' to nmeet another friend?"

From across the courtyard there came a splintering crash. Once nore the Fonor
were forced to wheel about. Directly opposite the clown, three of the |ogs
that formed the palisade had suddenly shivered and then toppl ed back, sheared
of f at
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t heir base. Through the created opening stepped another man, the w de space
barely adequate to all ow passage of his body. For he was a gigantic being,
tall as well as broad. Wth a great barrel chest and thick, sinew arms and
| egs, he was |like an ancient tree that has survived centuries of stormto
becorme the stronger, if nore battered and gnarled. H's round, weathered face



was cheery, red-cheeked, his eyes aglow with pleasure, his wide mouth smling.
In broad hands he hefted the i nmense, gleanming battle-ax with which he had
severed the three logs in a single blow.

"It is the Dagda!" cried one of the Formor warriors. "My Captain, he is one of
t he de Danann's greatest chanpions!™”

The others of the band seemed equally inpressed, but their officer exam ned
the newest arrival skeptically.

"So, this is the fanous Dagda!" he said. "He's nuch older, and nuch fatter
than | expected." He | ooked fromthe chanpion to the other chall engers, now
formng a triangle about his men. "And is that all of you? Just you three?"

A Foror warrior in the group behind the captain raised his spear suddenly to
make a cast at Lugh. But fromthe sky swooped a | arge black form

It drove straight into the face of the man with a harsh cry and a flutter of
broad wi ngs. The anmazed Fonor saw it was a raven, larger than a hawk. It tore
savagely at the warrior, great talons gripping his hands while a gl eamn ng,
sharp beak jabbed at his face. Helpless to fight it off, he flailed wildly,

t hen dropped his spear and staggered back. The bird pulled away and | eft him
to retreat, hands pressed to a face streaming with blood. It glided to the
back of the courtyard, opposite Lugh, and settled lightly to the ground.

As the raven touched the earth, a strange glow arose fromit, as if the sleek
bl ue- bl ack feathers had turned suddenly to silver flame. The gl ow grew

qui ckly, swallowing up the form then rose in a colum taller than a man. It
flared, then faded away, shrinking back to reveal a new formnow, a tall and
sl ender formwapped in a clinging cloak of deepest black

The face of a woman showed above the cl oak, high-browed, holl ow cheeked, and
poi nt ed- chi nned. Bl ack hair was pulled back and tightly braided at the nape of
t he neck, giving the head an even harsher | ook, like the raven's skull. Dark
eyes glinted |ike polished biack stones from deep behind the brows, fixing on
the Fonor with the hungry | ook a raptor has for its helpless prey. The thin
mout h smiled, and the fine, sharp
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teeth parted as if ready for the taste of a victins flesh. The arns unf ol ded,
lifting froma gaunt, al nost skeletal frame. The |inbs reveal ed by the
warrior's tunic that she wore were lank and wiry, like knotted cord. At each
bony hip hung a sheat hed | ongsword.

"Qur nunber is four,” the one called Lugh quietly announced.

"It is the Mrrigan!" another of the Fonor gasped, voice touched with awe. The
nane and carnivorous reputation of this de Dannan warrior was well known to
them She was one of the few for whomthe cruel beings had any fear. The Fonor
officer was stili quite uninpressed. "The Morrigan too," he said carel essly.
He | ooked back toward Lugh. "So, is that it, then? O are some nore of your
little band going to be | eaping at us from sonewhere?" The young warrior shook
his head. "No nore." "Too bad," the captain said with nmock regret. Then the
tiny mouth turned upward in a cruel smile. "But it's enough. W'Ill earn a fine
reward for killing such a group of rebel chanpions." "Leave this place now, "
Lugh told him He drew his sword in a swift, single nmove. The bl ade gl owed
brightly and an aura of power fromit seemed to envel op the young warrior. The



boyi sh manner fell away and his voice turned deadly cold. "This weapon is
called the Answerer. Leave here or, fromnowon, it will do ny speaking for
ne."

The captain | ooked fromthe bright weapon to the suddenly deterni ned face. He
hesitated, feeling a faint, chill ripple of fear wash through him

But he shook it off Years of casual brutality had taught himthat these weak
and cowardly de Dananns had no chance of standing up agai nst the Fonor power.
He | aughed agai n.

"Boy," he said in a blustering voice, "in a noment your sword will be hanging
at ny side!" He turned and shouted the order to his men. "AH right, attack

t hem now "

Lugh and hi s conpani ons made no nove to nmeet the attack

This forced the Fonmor to divide and charge four different ways.

The captain, easily the nost skilled fighter of the group

drove forward to engage Lugh hinself. He struck with his ful

power, expecting to finish the overconfident youth quickly. He

was astoni shed to find his opponent swi nging his own weapon

in a lightning nove that parried the sword thrust easily. He

redoubl ed his effort, realizing he faced a trai ned adversary.

Glla the Cown downed one of his own charging Fonor with
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the throw of an apple, driving the hard sphere into his victinms eye. He then
dropped fromthe wall to the yard with an agility surprising to the Fonor,
landing in a fighting position, sword in hand, to face three nore attackers.
The gi ant Dagda waded into the five nen who swarnmed upon him The great ax
flew about himlike a scythe cutting through a field of grain, slashing

t hrough the Fonor with a force they could do nothing to defend thensel ves
against. Not far away the raven-wonman shrieked her harsh battle cry and flew
against three nore with both swords. Her flashing weapons were |ike tearing
claws, and it seened to themthat a flock of blood-hungry crows were upon

t hem

The battle was brief and bl oody. The inhabitants of the ring-fort watched the
fighting with growi ng amazenment and jubila- ”~ tion as the four weaked
devastation on the Fonor band.

Finally, Lugh pressed the captain back across the compound, teasing him now,

ni cking himhere and there to drive ; himlike a stubborn bull. The nmaddened
of ficer made a desper- ; ate thrust. He found his weapon knocked from his hand



and a bright, sharp blade pressed to his throat.

Lugh sniled and poked out with his sword. The captain tunbled backward into
some of the deepest nmud in the yard. Now the Fonmor's recent captives |aughed.
>

"Now, Captain," Lugh said, "look around at your warriors."

He did. There were only three left alive, and two of them were wounded. The
rest were sprawmled lifeless in the nud.

"Tell themto surrender. Quickly!" the young warrior demanded. There was no
conprom se in his voice now Only deadly earnestness. The captain obeyed.

The Fonor warriors were quickly disarmed and directed out of the gateway. Then
Lugh turned back to the fallen officer. -

"Now you, Captain. Crawl out of here like the vermn that you are. Go and tel
your fellows that if any of you come near this fort or any of the Tuatha de
Dananns again, you will surely i diel™

The captain began to crawl. Lugh gave hima slap across the runp with the flat
of his sword to urge himalong. The terrified Fonmor slithered through the
muddy yard with astoni shing speed and di sappeared out the gateway.

Lugh wal ked to the de Danann man and boy who had watched the battle fromtheir
own seats in the nud, afraid to nove. He sheathed his sword and hefd out a
hand to each

"And you, get up fromthat nud," he told themforcefully.?
"Stand up like nen." Each took a hand and he pulled themerect. "It's tinme the
de Danann people did that again.”

The man stared at the young warrior before him and then around at the rest of
their saviors, still somewhat dunbfounded at the suddenness of their rescue.

"By all the Powers, you have saved us," he said weakly, as if he had just
accepted the truth of it. "But how did you cone here?"

"We've been traveling the countryside, trying to tell every settlenent of the
ri sing agai nst the Fonor," Lugh said.

"Then there has been a rising?" the man asked. "That captain spoke of it.

"There has, that's certain," the Dagda assured him noving up beside Lugh. "W
sei zed Tara only days ago, drove out the Fonmor garrison and deposed Bres."

"The Hi gh-Ki ng?" The nman gasped in shock

"Yes, but let's not speak of it right now " said Lugh. He had been exam ni ng
the ringforts inhabitants. "Your people |ook badly used and nearly starved.
See to them and get them some food. Then we can talk."

"We've no food left,” the man told himsorrowfully. "W were poor enough to
start, and these Fonor raiding parties have taken what we had these past few

days, That's why this |last band was so cruel."

Cilia Decaire crossed the yard to them



"I think we can take care of that ourselves, so | do!" he said cheerfully. He
reached into the vol unm nous cl oak and yanked out a tremendous |eg of nutton
This he tossed lightly to the nman who gaped in wonder. "Here. This'll start
things niceiy. And, here!" He reached in again, this time hauling forth a skin
bulging with liquid and a fat, round | oaf of bread. "Some nice ale here," he
announced, passing it over to the man and tossing the bread to the boy.

The youngster stared w de-eyed at the loaf that filled his arms, then in awe
at the narvel ous cl oak

"Lost a whole |anb inside there once,"” the clown told himw th a broad w nk.

| believe you," the boy said with great seriousness.
Five, six, seven, eight apples spun in a circle, flying at a dizzying speed
hi gh above Gila' s head as he juggled for an enthralled audi ence of children

The clown was willingly entertaining them bringing snles
14
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to faces so long nmarked by fear and pinched by hunger. So eager for his
diverting tricks were they that, even though they were nearly starved, the
food lay forgotten on their plates as they watched and | aughed.

Clia ended his performance at |ast by throwi ng the apples, one by one, to
each child.

"Enough for now," he said. He held up his hands at their disappointed cries,
prom sing, "I'll do nore later, but only if you eat up all of that food!"

They fell to the task with a will, and he nmoved away fromthem toward the
rest of the conpany.

The chil dren were grouped at one side of the circular room The adults sat at

| ow tabl es set around a central hearth. This was the largest of the ringfort's
houses, the one used as a neeting hall for the inhabitants. It was a barren

pl ace, stripped of all the fine de Danann ornamentation. Atiny fire was the
only spot of cheer.

As Glla joined them the Dagda was just concluding his account of the recent
uprising at Tara. Hi s boom ng voice and col orful speech nade it a nost

gripping tale.

"And the people of Tara joined together to defeat the Fomor garrison,"” he was
sayi ng. "Under Nuada they are now organi zing an army at Tara to chall enge the
rest of the Fonmor in Eire and drive themall out."

"So Nuada has becone our Hi gh-King once again," said the |leader. "I cannot
believe that Bres has finally been deposed.”

"I't was Lugh here who discovered that Bres was in | eague with the Fonor to
destroy us, that he was hal f-Fonor hinself!" the Dagda said proudly, clapping
a massive hand to Lughs shoul der. "Wy, it was even his work that saw Nuada
restored."” He | eaned across the table toward the other man to add
enphatically: "I tell you, Febal, he is truly the one that the Prophecy said
woul d cone one day to lead us to freedomfromthe Fonor."



"I believe what you say," said Febal, eyeing Lugh with great interest. "I felt
t he power of a great chanpion in himwhen he appeared in our fort."

The nodest young warrior tried not to | ook as abashed as he felt in this
prai si ng.

"Then you'll join us?" urged the Dagda. "W nust gather every de Danann who
can fight."

The man shook his head doubtfully. "My friend, | don't know. W are not
warriors. W never have been. W cane to
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Eire to live in peace, to farmand herd and feel a oneness with a |and of our
own. W cannot fight."

"I't's because you will not fight that this land is not your own," Lugh put in.
The young man's voi ce was quiet, but urgent and truthful and carrying a force
within it that clained the attention of all present. "You will never have

anything that is truly yours until you choose to earn it."
"Perhaps," Febal agreed. "But perhaps Bobd Derg is right."

"My son?" bell owed the Dagda angrily. "You'd listen to the whining of that
coward and | eave Eire?"

The | eader | ooked over to the children. "At least our famlies were safe in
Tir-na-nog. It was a place of peace and happi ness."

"Listen to me, Febal," said Lugh. "If you return to the Four Cities, you wll
become as you were, children of Queen Danu's people, never a people of your
own. "

"Once, long ago, we called ourselves the sons of Nemed," the Dagda put in
strongly. "Too many of us have forgotten that. But we were a proud race who
gave in to no one, who battled any power for our place. That was what we were,
Febal . Don't you renmenber?"

He did remenber. All those years before when the young, hopeful band of
adventurers had cone to Eire, seeking their own | and. Then they had net the
Formor, a race of raiders who nmeant to nake these newconers their slaves. They
had fought, but the Fonor had nearly destroyed them The battered remants of
their once-strong clans had sailed into the unknown Western Sea. There, | ost
and nearly dead, the survivors had been found by the people of Queen Danu.

The Sons of Nened had been taken to Tir-na-nog, a peaceful and nystical |and
where four shining cities held marvels the outsiders couldn't conprehend. Danu
had befriended them given them hones, put her own teachers and druids and
artisans to helping themlearn and regain their strength.

In gratitude, the clans of Nemed had taken on a new nane, Tuatha de Danann,
the Children of Danu. But the time had conme when their | eaders decided that
they nmust return to Eire. Danu's |and and people were not their own. They were
of anot her, harsher world, and they nust return to it and prove thensel ves.

But, instead of doing that, their traitorous Hi gh-King Bres had used his power
and their old fears to lead theminto the Fonor control

"Maybe its not a warrior you are," the Dagda went on, "but
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you' ve al ways believed in our comng to Eire to win our own life here. And
you' ve always been willing to fight for that when it was needed."

"Yes, |'ve fought," the other agreed wearily. "I've seen ourj people nearly
destroyed by the forces of the Tower of G ass. |I've seen themdie battling the
Fi rbol gs, hurt and degraded by] the Fonor animals. |'ve lost ny children and
friends and* homes and all hope. Is this rocky, savage isle worth all of that?
Isn't reason saying to us that we should give it up?"

"I't's not reason we're speaking of," the Dagda said. "It's sonething in the
heart, in the life force, that makes us what we are. You may as well ask a
baby to stay protected in its wonb instead of coning into the world to live,
with all its dangers, with death surely waiting. That force drove our people
to come to Eire. It's a fiercely protected part of us. The fear of losing it
made us | eave Tir-na-nog and conme back here."

He noved closer to his old conmrade, his voice filled with intensity, his
rugged face alight with battle-fire. "You have to see our people at Tara,
Febal . The rising has brought themalive again. They've a will they' ve not had
in many years. Join them Don't let it be |lost again."

"BEven if it nmeans death?" Febal asked.

"Only our spirit made sonmet hing of us," the Dagda said. "The Fonor took our
spirit, took what we are. W& have to get it back or we have nothing at all.

He stood up, a massive figure, to address them all

"I say that we nust never again allow the Fonor to rule us through fear. | say
that Eire is ours and we cannot let themdrive us fromit! Wat do you say?"

Feba! | ooked around at his gathered people. In their drawn and weary faces he
saw a new determ nation, the rebirth of a glow of pride that had been

ext i ngui shed for so long. They | ooked at one another and al! understood. A
sil ent agreenent was passed.

"Al'l right," Febal said to the chanpions with greater heart. "W will go to
Tara, all that can. W'll join your rising."

"But what about the Fonor?" asked one of the others. "Wn't they act to stop
this rebellion?"

"We don't know," Lugh admitted. "To be truthful, we've no idea what the Fonor
are planning to do. W've net no kind of organized resistance. W haven't even
seen any Fonor parties in our traveling, except those who cane here."

"W've seen nore than our share," Febal's wife put
"Herds of the filthy beasts have been passing through for days

NOow.



"Ch? And were all of them going the same way?"

This came fromthe Mrrigan. She had just entered the room She w ped a
crinmson snear fromher nouth with the edge of her cloak- Lugh, realizing what
she had been about outside, repressed a shudder. He couldn't get used to the
raven-woman's grotesque habit of staking her insatiable thirst with the warm
bl ood of her victins, even if they were the beastly Fornor

"They did all go the sane way, | think," said Febal. "Didn't they?" He | ooked
to his people for confirmation

"Aye, they did," said another. "And all in a great hurry."

Morrigan stepped toward him her dark eyes glittering, her dry, crackling
voi ce sharp with interest.

"And just which way was it?"

"North and east," he told her. "Toward the sea."
111

THE DI SCOVERY

"JUST A BIT higher now," the Dagda promised with a grunt of effort as he
haul ed his bul k up the rocky sl ope.

Behind himGila and Lugh scranbled along, their nore agile fornms still no
match for the amazing |litheness of the huge man. Panting and hangi ng on a rock
for a brief rest, Glla |looked up enviously at the black bird that soared high
above.

"I'd give a pretty to be havin' her powers, so | would," he said sincerely.

"Never mind," said the young warrior, grinning. "The sea lies just beyond this
hili, I think. It nust be where Mrrigan's been | eading us."

"I wish she'd remenber that 'as the raven flies' is only the easiest route for
a raven," the Dagda growed. "I feel as if we've clinbed every hill in Eire.
She likely did it on purpose, know ng her twisted mnd."

But the crown of the ragged hill was just ahead, and beyond
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it the sea did cone into view, a fine, wide cove with a beach of yellow sand
stretching around its curve.

The three clinbed higher and were able to | ook down the steep slope to the
section of beach just below. Wat they saw made them junp hurriedly back into
some sheltering rocks.

The flat ground along the waters edge was swarming with Fonor!

They had encanpments scattered far along the shore with crude shelters built
and scores of fires burning. The snell of cooking food drifted up to the

wat chers.

"There nust be nearly a thousand men there!" said the Dagda. "It |ooks like



hal f the garrison forces in Eire are gathered."
"They must be planning to attack us," Lugh said. "But why | are they gathering
here? And what are they waiting for? There |j are nore than enough here to
chal | enge our forces at Tara."

"What's Morrigan about?" G 1la wondered, pointing.

The figure of the raven had soared out far beyond the Fonor, high above the
sea and away until she had shrunk to a black fleck against the grey of an
overcast sky. But, as they watched, she began to grow again as she returned,
sweeping in fromthe sea with speed, soaring up over themand then fluttering
down to alight on a boul der nearby.

She fol ded her great wings and then began to caw and rattle noisily. The Dagda
listened carefully, then nodded.

"W may soon find out what this lot is waiting for,"
"She says there's a ship comng in now"

he told his conpanions.

Glla looked at the huge warrior skeptically. "You understood her?"

"Certainly | did," the Dagda answered indignantly. "W were married once,
you'll recall. She taught me the speech. Made things rmuch easier too."

"I can imagine that it would," said Glla thoughtfully. "Or, nmaybe | can't."
He flashed a broad grin. "You'll have to tell ne nore about your marriage
sometine. It nmust have been quite an interesting match, so it must."

"Never mind that," the Dagda said tersely, clearly not amused. "Look. There's
the ship."

They could just see the flashing speck that had appeared on the edge of the
grey, rough sea. They watched it draw near, slowy revealing itself as a

| arge, | ean vessel of snooth black.-Lugh and G|l a exchanged a neani ngf ul

gl ance. Both had s< such a ship before.
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"It's come fromthe Tower of dass," said Lugh

"I"ve seen their like, long ago," the Dagda said, his voice darkened by a grim
menory. "l told you of it, lad. When we went against the Tower those many
years ago and were destroyed by the powers there. It was a fleet of such ships
t hat canme against us then."

The Morrigan crackled stridently.

"Aye," he said. "I know you were there too. And I'mcertain you recall as well
as |."

"But why is it here?" asked Lugh. He |l ooked at Glla. "Do you think it neans
that the forces of the Tower will join the Fonor?"

G lla shook his head. "No. W heard that bloody iron nmonster hinself declare
that the island Fomor would have to hold Eire alone. | can't inmagine Bal or
changin' his mnd and riskin' the lives of any of his pure Tower people just
to aid these poor, blighted brothers they've so kindly exiled to this place.”



"Bal or," Lugh said coldly, recalling the terrible one-eyed being. "If he
cones, we are dooned. | watched the power of that red eye blast apart the
fortress where | grew up. We could never face that."

The ship cane smoothly in, its sail down, but still cutting swiftly through
t he waves, driving unwaveringly toward the shore, defying wind and sea with
its unknown power. A large party of Fonor officers gathered fromthe nassed
forces and noved toward the water to nmeet it.

The ship eased up through the shall ows and grounded. A gangway was run out
fromthe side to rest on the shore. A man appeared at its head and strode
haughtily down to be greeted by the officers. On the hillside above, the
little band of watchers | ooked on with grow ng understandi ng.

"Not Balor," Glla remarked, "but a nonster nearly as bad."
"I"d hoped that he was dead!" the Dagda grow ed.

But he was not. Bres, once H gh-King to the Tuatha de Danann, had returned to
Eire.

The hilltop fortress called Tara of the Kings was alive with activity.

After years of decay and apathy, it and the town below it had reawakened,
preparing desperately for the comng struggle to bold on to the new freedom

Wthin the enornmous circling palisade of |ogs that crowned rounded hill, manv
scores of warriors trained for battle.
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The very few who had been able to keep up their warriors skills through the
| ong period of Fonor oppression were |aboring to restore the ability and
strength and confi dence of the rest.

It was difficult work. Mdst had been so | ong undernourished and brutalized
that the will to fight was very weak. But the inspiration and courage of one
man who noved through them constantly encouragi ng, was hel ping to bring new
spirit to them

H s nane was Nuada, the Hi gh-King. He was an aging nman, his | ong mane of hair
frosted heavily with grey, his face seamed by years of wear But his powerful
figure showed few signs of age, and his proud bearing gave himan aura of
energetic youth. Beside himstrode Angus Og, another son of the Dagda, a
cheerful and vigorous young man who was hel ping to supervise the training.

One side of the great inner courtyard was given over to a |line of nen who
practiced casting spears at man-sized targets carved of wood. Nuada stopped to
wat ch and shook his head with doubt. After days of work, the targets were
still distressingly free of spears that had hit their mark,

Across the court, other nen were training with swords and shields. Mst were
clumsy and unsure, and doi ng thensel ves al nbst as nuch harmwith the heavy



weapons as they were their practice opponents.

Nuada watched this for a while, too, and then Angus heard him sigh heavily.
But the Hi gh-King did not express his nisgivings aloud. He only offered sone
ri ngi ng words of encouragenent before passing on

By the stables at the back of the courtyard, a large snmthy had been set up
beneat h open sheds. Here a group of figures, black and streamng with sweat,

| abored over forges and anvils to shape weapons for the resurrected army of
their conrades. At one of the forges, Goibnu, the master smith of the de
Dananns, turned out the bright, slender, and |ethal spearheads for which he
was renowned with a speed and workmanshi p that seemed mracul ous. Beside him
wor ked a worman whose efforts matched his own. Her | ooks were as remarkabl e as
her skill, for her face was divided, one side that of a beautiful woman, the
other that of a wi thered hag.

When he saw Nuada and Angus approachi ng, Goi bnu stopped to point proudly at
the great pile of glinting spearheads beside them

"We'll have all the weapons any arny coul d need," he announced. "Bridget has
| earned the craft well."

"All we've need of now is hands that can use themw th the sane anount of
skill that created them" said Nuada. Again Angus was aware of that doubting
quality, not fully disguised by the H gh-King's attenpt at heartiness.

"My King!" a voice called fromabove them

Nuada and the others | ooked up toward the sentrywal k of the outer wall. A
guard was hailing the Hi gh-King.

"Warriors are coming up fromthe town!" he proclained. "It's the party of Lugh
Lanf ada! "

"Are you certain?" Nuada call ed back

"I couldn't be mistaking the figure of the Dagda,’
irreverent smle.

the guard replied with an

"I wonder why they've come back so soon," Nuada said, that troubled note in
his voice now clearly audible. He | ooked to Angus. "Come along. W'd better go
neet them"

Angus nodded assent and the two started off for the main gates of the
fortress. Those gates were open, as was usual during daylight, and the two nen
reached them just as Lugh, Glla, and the Dagda rode through into the
courtyard.

When Nuada saw them his worry increased. They were worn by much hard travel,
saggi ng on the horses' backs. The animals thensel ves were thickly caked with
mud fromfast travel on Eire's roads and pl odded wearily, heads | owered. Even
the great, stocky mount of the Dagda was near exhausti on.

As the three pulled up, the fanmliar black formsailed lightly down to |and
besi de them and shimrer its way into Mdrrigan s shape. She was the only one of
the party who | ooked fresh

As Lugh and his friends eased their aching bodies fromtheir horses, Nuada
advanced toward them



"What' s happened?" he demanded. "Why have you come back so soon?"

"We've nade a discovery,"” said Lugh. He and his conrades gave the horses over
to a steward's keeping and Lugh noved cl oser to the Hi gh-King. "Lets nove away
a bit,"” he said in a confidential tone. "I don't think the others should hear
this quite yet."

They noved away fromthe training area, into an open spot beside a small nound
at one side of the yard.

"Tell me! What has happened?" Nuada asked urgently.

"We've di scovered an arny of Fonor gathering secretly,” the
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Dagda told his old friend bluntly. "Over a thousand warriors have joined it
and nore conpanies are arriving every day."

"There's sonmething el se,"” said Lugh. "Bres is with them He's clearly been
sent by those at the Tower of Cass to lead themin crushing us."

"He has enough nen to do that now, " said Nuada, clearly alarned by this news.
"Why is he waiting?"

"He seens to be gathering all the Fonor in Eire," said Lugh. "W think he
plans to destroy the de Dananns totally."

"Then how nmuch time have we before he is ready?" Nuada asked.

"There nust be several thousand Fonor in Eire," the Dagda answered. "W can
only be guessing, but I'd say it will be at |east ten days before he is ready
to march agai nst us."

"Ten days!" repeated Nuada in a despairing way. "So little tinel"

"W woul dn't have had that long if we hadn't discovered Bres's secret," Lugh
rem nded him "Now we have a chance to organi ze a defense."

"I's that the truth?" Nuada replied, his voice sharply edged with irritation
"And just what is it you're planning to make this defense wth?"

Lugh was taken aback by this sudden hostility fromthe king. But Nuada saw the
surprise in his face and was at once regretful.

"I"msorry, young Chanpion. | know the kind of hopeful fire that courses in
your veins. For you, anything is possible. But age is turning ny blood cold.
It's harder to keep hope."

Lugh didn't understand. "But the de Dananns are gathering. You' re formng an
arny here—=

"No, Lugh," Nuada interrupted. "Qur own forces are only trickling in to join
us fromthose few settlenents close by. W haven't had time to reach the
others. Mdst of the de Dananns in Eire can't even know there's been a rising
here.”

"He's right, Lugh," said Angus. 'And to give themtinme to come, to arm and



train them and make an arny, they would have to host in a very few days. W
can't reach themso quickly."

"But sone will cone, and you have sone conpani es here,"
battling to counter their air of defeat.

Lugh said, stoutly

"Look at themnore closely," said Nuada, taking in the warriors in the yard
with a sweep of the arm "W have perhaps
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five hundred who could fight. But | ook at their condition. Even with weapons
and training, they are far too weak. They've been starved and beaten for too
| ong. The rest of our people are surely the same."” He shook his head. H s
voi ce sounded weary. "Even if every de Danann were at Tara now, armed and
ready to fight, they wouldn't have the strength to w thstand the Fonor

hor des. "

Lugh realized how deeply this vision of defeat had plunged Nuada into despair.
He recall ed the condition the Hi gh-King had been in not many days before. Then
Bres had rul ed and Nuada had wat ched hel pl essly as the tyrant drained his
people. His sense of failure had driven himinto a drunken apathy. The fear
and uncertainty that had come upon the once assured | eader still threatened to
grip himat tinmes. They had to be controll ed.

"Nuada, renmenber, when | first cane to Tara, you were certain you could never
act again. But you have, and so have your people. You cannot show any weakness
or any doubt. You nust keep the spirit and the others will too. We'll find a
way to defeat the Fomor. You nust believe that."

Nuada | ooked closely at the intense young warrior, then he sniled.

"I do believe you. The force in you always brings newvitality to ne. W will
find a way."

Lugh felt relief at having bol stered Nuada. He only w shed he really knew what
way they would find.

"W will have to discuss plans for action with all the advisors," he
suggested. "Gather them but do it without letting anyone know what's
happeni ng. There's little point in bringing worry to the rest until we've sone
i dea what to do."

"True enough," agreed Nuada. "I'll have themgather in ny quarters tonight,
after the others are asleep.”

"That's settled then,” Cilia announced with relief "Now maybe we'll have a bit
of time for sonme rest and food."

"There's food and drink laid out in the main hall," Angus said. "The Druids
are working there."

"Wor ki ng?" asked Lugh.

"dd Findgoll's got thempracticing their arts,"” Angus ex-plainted, |aughing
"He says they've gotten tarnished, |ike an unused bl ade.™

"Do you know where Aine mght be?" Lugh asked, trying to sound quite casual
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Angus grinned nore widely. "Ah, | wondered when you'd ask. She's in the
sunroomwith Taillta, working on some fool project. They're not in a good
hurmor over it,"

"My idea, |'mafraid,” Glla admtted lightly. "I put themto it before we
left.”

"Then you're the one they've been talking of torturing in so many interesting
ways, " Angus said. "Best be arned when you see them™

"No one can be angry with playful old Glla the Qown for long," he replied in
a breezy tone. "Cone, friends. Let's find the victuals. My cloak's purely
defl ated. "

Wth that he set off jauntily, humming a light air.
"There goes a lunatic for certain," said Angus, staring after him

"There's no man, lunatic or not, I'd nmore want at ny back," Lugh told him and
started off with the Dagda and Morrigan after him

They crossed the yard to the main hall of the fortress. This i mense, circular
structure of wattled tinmber squatted in the center of the enclosure, the
physi cal and spiritual heart of Tara's life.

As they passed fromthe sunlight of the yard, the hall's interior was like a
di m cavern. But before their eyes could adjust to the darkness, a sudden flare
of yellow light threw the vast roominto sharp clarity and revealed to them a
ni ght mare scene.

In the center of the hall, a nmonstrous formrose fromthe stone circle of the
fire pit.

The body was l|ike that of an enornous maggot that had crawl ed up fromthe
earth's bl ackest bowels, flattened and narked with rings that divided the soft
flesh into segnents. It shone with a thick layer of nucous that oozed fromit
as it pushed upward past the stones circling the pit. At its upper end was a
bonel ess head with staring, bul bous eyes fixed to slender stal ks that seened
to grow fromthe pliant body. Below the eyes was a round, protruding nouth,
like that of a |leech, constantly pulsing, sucking, ready to fix upon sone
victim drooling a venonous liquid that sizzled and steaned as it splattered
to the floor.

It reared upward, drawing its huge formhigh and lifting the head toward the
poi nt of the peaked roof nearly thirty feet above. The eyestal ks stretched
out, bringing the eyes forward, and arched downward, directing the lidless
stare at a group of
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bri ght - cl oaked nen huddl ed right bel ow The obscene, sucking nouth began to
drop threateningly toward them

The nmen stood, seemingly transfixed by fear, staring hel plessly upward at the
thing as it prepared to strike.



IV
THE SEA GOD' S PLAN
"NO NO. NO This will never do!" a fussy voice said with sharp di sapproval

A small figure dressed, like the others, in a nultihued robe, appeared from
behi nd the grotesque creature and stood, hands on hips, looking up at it and
shaki ng hi s head.

"It is certainly disgusting. That | will admt. But what good would it be

agai nst the Formor? Wiy, if they sawit, they would probably try to carve the
poor thing up for their supper. And some of themare nore ugly than it is." He
waved a dismissing hand at the thing. "Now, get away with you," he ordered

curtly.

And with mracul ous obedi ence, the creature instantly began to di sappear. It

di ssol ved, like a cloud dissipated by a sudden wi nd, blown into tatters that
floated up through the smoke hole in the ceiling' s peak. Soon nothi ng remai ned
but the enbers of a small fire in the pit fromwhich rose a thin thread of
grey snoke

Lugh and his conpanions all relaxed and rel eased their grips on their weapons.
Al four had been ready to charge in. Now, seeing the little man, they
under st ood. For he was Findgoll, H gh-Druid of the Tuatha de Dananns.

"Findgoll, | object to your criticism" said an inposing grey-haired Druid who
pull ed hinmself stiffly up to his considerable height to glare down at his
smal | col |l eague. "I used sone of ny best skills to conjure that."

Fi ndgol | stepped toward the group of other Druids. They were an inposing |ot,
nostly tall, lean, aristocratic nmen with strong features and an air of great
dignity. Indeed, the Druids
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were the most influential group in the de Danann society, rivaling even the

H gh-King in power. But Findgoll, a head shorter than any of the rest, was not
intimdated. H's manner toward themwas that of a scolding teacher to unruly
smal | boys.

"If that is your best, then it only proves how decayed your skills have becone
fromlong neglect," he replied unconprom singly.

"\What ? Why, how do you dare to— the other began in an outraged splutter

Fi ndgol |l cut himoff "Listen, you, and all the rest of you," he said fiercely,
his high voice cracking Iike a whip, "while nost of you spent these past years
cowering in your hiding places and praying to Danu that the Formor woul dn't

find you, I was at work. | was using my talent in sorcery to protect the other
teachers and artists Bres had condemmed. My skills are sharper than ever in ny
life, nmore than a match for any Fonor and, |'mbetting, nore than a match for

any of you. Or would one of you be wishing to give thema test?"

He gl ared around at them his eyes fixing nost challengingly on the tal
Druid. None replied. They knew the truth of his words.



"Fine, then," he said. "Now, you're all as out of practice as our warrior
friends outside. So we will practice, practice, and practice. Every skill that
we | earned fromour teachers in the Four Cities may be needed.”

"And sooner than we thought, I'mafraid,"” Lugh called across the roomto him
striding forward wi th his conpani ons.

Fi ndgol | | ooked around toward them He had a small-featured, cunning face set
bel ow a broad forehead. It Iit now with pleasure as he saw his friends.

"Well, you've come back!" he said. Then the om nous words of Lugh registered
and his expression clouded. "But what do you nean? Wat's w ong?"

"I't's the Fonor," Lugh explained. "They're gathering a huge arny, and Bres
hi nsel fis | eading them™

"Bres!" exclaimed the Druid, and murnurs of concern ran through the group of
hi s col | eagues.

"W haven't nmany days in which to prepare,” Lugh went on. "We're neeting
tonight in Nuada's quarters to discuss our plans. But, until then, don't speak
of this to anyone else."

"I understand," Findgoll said. "We'll surely all be there." He | ooked at the
other Druids. "In the neantine, we'd best
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be going on with our work, hadn't we? Fromthe | ook of our warriors, our magic
may be the best defense we'll have."

The four warriors left the Druids and noved back through the hall to the

rai sed platformat the back where the H gh-King and his chanpions sat at the
feasts. On the long table there were set out plates of cheeses and bread,
dried meat and fruit, and large pitchers of a'e. The Dagda hel ped hinself to a
pl ate of food, took up a whole pitcher, and sat down heavily on one of the

| ar ge benches.

"I"mgoing to watch this,"
entertai nment. "

he said. "It should be a good bit of
Morrigan sat down, too, refusing the ale the Dagda held out, folding her cloak
tightly about her and staring ahead, silent and expressionless.

"I"ll be back to join you," Lugh prom sed. "I just want to tell Aine and
Taillta that we're back."

He turned away toward the wooden stairway beside the platformand found Glla
falling in beside him He gave hima curious | ook

"I thought you were going to eat first."
The cl own shrugged. "It'll wait a bit. | want to see themtoo."

Across the room the Druids were back at their practice. Findgoll gestured one
of the group forward. He was a young man, and | ooked very uncertain.

"Ce, you are the newest of our group,” said Findgoll. "See what you can
conjure that nmight frighten the Fonor."



As Lugh and Glla started up the stairs, they heard the young Druid's

i ncantation begin. They were nearing the top when there cane a muffl ed boom
and a bright flash of light frombelow. Then cane Findgoll's voice, raised in
sharp annoyance;

"I ask for frightening and what is it | get? A sheep! And a dead one at that!"

"I think it's only asleep, Findgoll," came the weak, defensive voice of

hapl ess Ce.

"Isit? Wth all four feet straight up that way?" was the little Druid's
biting retort.

Glla flashed a broad grin at Lugh

"Poor Findgoll. He's got his hands full with that [ ot of ponpous tricksters.
Only a handful of real sorcerers in the whole bunch of them"

The two reached the top of the stairs. There a | ong roomran
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al ong the back curve of the hall above the Hi gh-King's dais. It was open on
the inside to the hall, edged by a low gallery rail. On the outside was a row
of w ndows, now all open, allow ng sunlight to flood the room

The few tabl es and stools that furnished the roomwere noved to the sides,

| eaving the center clear. There two women sat upon the floor am dst piles of
wooden pl aques, sections of cloth and hide, metal sheets and thin slabs of

state, all marked with crude nmaps.

Bot h wonmen were of striking appearance, but in quite different ways. One

| ooked to be in her thirties, but still maintaining the freshness and physica
vitality of a much younger woman. She was solidly built, not heavy-Ilinbed but
certainly not frail. She was quite handsome, broad featured, her face dark

conpl ected and crowned by a wealth of black hair lightly salted with grey. Her
expression was at this noment set in concentration, her dark eyes flashing
with energy. She was sorting the piles with sharp, inpatient gestures and
grunbling the while.

The ot her woman was nuch younger. From her face she seened hardly nore than a
girl. Her features were open, snooth, and pleasant rather than beautiful, but
somehow nore natural and satisfying for that. Her cheeks were high and round
and her small nose was dusted lightly with freckles. Fair hair with the cast
of burni shed copper was | oosely plaited at her neck

Her figure, however, belied her youthful |ook. She was in shape indisputably a
worman. And as she sat there, unaware of the arrival of the nen, Lugh let his
gaze dwell on her admringly. It took in the supple curves, the slender waist,
the soft swell of hip revealed by the short, belted warriors tunic that she
wore. He lingered especially over the Iength of slim white |l egs, the ankles
accentuated by the | eather thongs of her shoes w nding about the calves. His
eyes followed their line on up, past her knees, toward—



"Lugh!" said a surprised and happy voi ce.

He jerked and | ooked up, to nmeet the frank gaze of bright green eyes. He
flushed guiltily, but she only smled at himw th warm wel cone.

The wonman beside her wasn't smling, however. \When she saw who had come, she
bent a sharp glare upon Glla that would have skewered himlike a pig carcass
if it had been of

i ron.

"So, you've come back fromyour bit of adventurin', have you?" she said with
heat .

"I't makes ne fee] good to know you're so glad to see us safe,”
with his usual foolish snmile.

Glla replied

But she wasn't to be soothed. "Don't try your charm ng manner on me again, you
standin' there so full of yourself, and with your face still rosy fromthe
fresh wind and the sun on it." She junped up fromthe piles and advanced on
him "Look at us, penned up here in this dark and snmoky hall for these three
days past, filthy fromall these bits of trash, our backs breaking from going
t hrough them W shoul d have been with you."

"I't was inportant work you were doing," Glla told hev in a defensive tone.
"We'| | need the map you can make fromall these bits."

"It's done," she said, "but for our |ast checking. Al the pieces of Eire in
one great chart. And if it was so inportant, why weren't you here doing it
yoursel f? Just because you're Manannan, the great Sea- God—

"Taillta, please!" he protested quickly. He | ooked around toward the stair
head to be sure no one else had intruded upon them and overheard this
ast oni shing revel ati on

For it was true that this peculiar, gawky being was actually Manannan MaclLir,
known to those of Eire as a god of the sea who inhabited a nystical isle
protected by sorcery and savage nonsters of the ocean depths. In reality, he
was a subject of Queen Danu of Tir-na-nog, sent out by her to act secretly as
a guardian for the proud de Dananns.

Not | ong after the de Dananns had come to Eire fromthe distant Bl essed Isles,
Danu had established an outpost for himon a small island near to Eire. She
had granted himvast powers over the sea and its creatures, but these were
only to be used to protect his outpost and mask the true nature of his
presence there. For Danu had pronised that she would not interfere with the de
Dananns acting of their own free will. No magic of Tir-na-nog would be used in
Eire unl ess that independent-m nded race w shed for it.

As a result, Mnannan had nothing to sustain himwhile in Eire except his own
cunning, his fighting skills, and a few conjuring tricks like his bottonl ess
cloak, But to the lighthearted adventurer, this only made his task a nore
exciting challenge. In the disguise of an awkward, harm ess clown, he was able
to nove about Eire unnoticed, hel ping the de Dananns in their struggle for
freedom
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Now, having carefully nmade certain that he and his conmpani ons were al one in
the halls upper room he abruptly dropped the higher voice and foolish nmanner
of the clown, taking on the nore assured and refined manner of Manannan

"You nust remenber,"
| am"

he cautioned urgently, "only the four of us can know who

"And why is that?" she asked sarcastically. "lIt's so you can be free to play
the fool —Arot that it doesn't suit you—and go off on nore little adventures."

"Be careful, Taillta,"” Manannan cautioned, his voice tinged with irritation
"Even fromyou I'Il take oniy so much."

"Besides, Taillta," Aine said reasonably, "my brother didn't force us to do
this. We did volunteer."

"Thank you, sister, for that stout defense,"” the tall man said graciously.
"And | assure you both that you'll not be nade to do such a thing again."

"Well, all right then," Taillta agreed grudgi ngly. She wal ked to Lugh and
threw her arns about him givyig hima great, crushing hug. "I amglad to see
you back safely,"” she told him smling at last. As an afterthought, she threw
to Manannan, "And you too."

"Show us what you' ve done," Manannan urged.

"It's over here," Taillta said, directing himto a |large table against the
outer wall. She unrolled a great dressed deer hide on which a large and
detail ed chart had been painstakingly drawn, Muntains, rivers, inlets, and
ot her geographic features were incl uded.

"See here," she said, pointing out small circles scattered across the island,
"we've tried to mark where every settlenent is and show the roads that |ink
them™

"Marvel ous work!" the tall man said, bending over it to examine its details
nore closely. "Really marvel ous work. Don't you think so, Lugh?"

But Lugh was paying no attention. It was all on Aine. He stepped forward and
hel d out a hand to help her up fromher seat amidst the piles. As she rose,
she brushed back sone stray hairs fromher face and then snmiled to see how
bl ack her hand
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was.

"It really is filthy work," she said. "I must be covered with it."

"You |l ook fine to nme," Lugh assured her, continuing to hold her other hand.
Manannan | ooked back and noticed a famliar, foolish expres-

sion on Lugh's face. H s eyes narrowed and he called sharply to the young
warrior.

"Lugh! "



The young man tore his gaze from Aine and turned it to his tall conrade.
"Yes?"

"We've got to talk now," the other said seriously, turning fromthe map and
propping his |anky form against the table. "That's why | wanted to cone up
here. The others can't hear

this."
Curious, Lugh and the two wonen took seats on the
benches.

Her brother's tone of voice aroused Aine's concern. "Manannan, what's w ong?
And why are you back in Tara so

soon?"

"Bres is not dead," the man answered tersely. "He's conme back to Eire and is
gathering an arny of Fonor. W didn't guess those nonsters could react that
fast to the rising. Now all the de Dananns are in great danger. Lugh, what do
you think are the possibilities of our friends gathering their forces or
restoring strength to their warriors in tinme?"

"I would say it will be difficult,” Lugh replied.

"Charitable. 1'd say it will be inpossible. To survive, they are going to need
our help."

"But we are hel ping them" Lugh said, not understandi ng.
"It'"ll take a little nmore than that,"” Manannan said. "It will take the powers
Danu has intrusted to us. Think, Lugh, of the Gfts of the Four Cities."

Lugh recalled his first visit to the isle that Manannan call ed his hone.

There, in the strange underground dwelling known as the Sidhe, this renmarkable
bei ng had shown himthe four objects that Queen Danu had sent to aid the de
Danann cause. Two of those objects had already been put to use. One was the
Lia Fail, the Stone of Truth, which had established Nuada's right to hold the
throne as Hi gh-King. The second was the sword that Lugh carried, an

unbr eakabl e bl ade whose aura of strength endowed Lugh with the spirit of a
chanpi on. But there were two others still awaiting their tinme—a spear
containing a terrible energy and a nmassive cauldron with its own uni que
powers. He understood what Manannan was speaki ng of.

"OfF course! The cauldron! Its magic can restore the strength of anyone who
eats fromit."

Manannan nodded. "Danu foresaw that it woul d be needed, as she did the Lia
Fail and your own Answerer."
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"You're right," Lugh agreed. "W should start for it at once."

"No," said Manannan, lifting a restraining hand. "I'll see to that. You have
anot her task. The cauldron will be little good if the warriors are not hosted.



That's what you have to do. The Riders of the Sidhe can help you do it in
tinme."

"But why do | have to do that?" the young warrior wondered. "Anyone could
travel with them 1'd rather go with you,"

"You must do this. You are Chanpion of the Sidhe. The Ri ders are charged by
Danu to protect and obey you."

"Chanpi on," Lugh said and | aughed ruefully. "Its certain | don't feel like

one.

"It doesn't matter what you feel. You are Chanpion. The son of G an," Manannan
rem nded him "You are the one the Prophecy has said will |ead the de Dananns.
They believe it. They can feel the power in you. You heard what Febal said.
Only you can convince themthat they can rise against the Fonor."

Lugh shook his head. "Manannan, | feel as if |'m being used by you as |I was
before. You're in control and I have no will."

"This is your own destiny using you, not me," the tall nman protested. "And you
freely accepted it. Fromthe nmonent you chose to become the Chanpi on of the
Si dhe and fulfill the Prophecy, you had no self."

This idea had not been put so bluntly to Lugh by his mentor before. It seened
to Lugh that Manannan's nature had beconme nore openly domi neering and the idea
di sturbed him He felt confused.

"I"'mgoing outside for a time,"
bit."

he announced abruptly. "I need to think a

He got up and crossed the roomto a door in the outer wall. He pushed it open
and stepped through onto a wooden bridge. It Iinked this upper |evel of the
hall to the wal kway around the top of the palisade.

He crossed to the wal kway and stood staring out across the row of tinbers to
the countryside and the town below. He tried to nmake sone order of the nmany
feelings mxed within him

He was nostly bothered by the sense that his life was still not his own. He
realized that Manannan had controlled it since his chil dhood, manipulating him
so that he would play out his intended role.

He felt a presence beside him A hand noved out to rest lightly on his arm He
turned and | ooked into the eyes, so
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brilliantly green, so knowi ng that they could plunb every

depth of him

"You know, not so many days ago | was just a boy living on a tiny isle," he
told her, "I thought then that my only destiny would be to stay there, fishing
and playing ny ganes. | wonder sonetinmes if | wouldn't have been happi er
knowi ng not hi ng

Her expression grew worried. "Lugh, what's wong?"

"It's just your brother. | don't know He's taken so nuch control."



"He's doing what he thinks is right to help the de Dananns win freedom" she
reasoned. "If the time is short, it seenms the only way."

"I suppose that's true enough," he admtted. "I only wish that it was ny idea,
or nmy choice, or anything to do with ny own will."

"It will be over soon," she prom sed soothingly. "Then you can be your own.
Both of us can."

Her smile raised a responding smile fromhim He lifted a hand to | ay agai nst
the softness of her cheek.

"I mssed you," he told her

"And | mssed you. But that won't be happening again. This tine we won't be
separated. I'll ride with you."

"You will not," said Manannan's voi ce behind them
They turned to see himcrossing the bridge toward them
"What do you nean?" Aine asked him clearly puzzl ed.

"You're not going with him" he said flatly. "Lugh will ride alone. You and
Taillta will stay here at Tara."

Her puzzl erment turned to astoni shnment and anger. "Wat?" she cried. "But you
just prom sed—

"I promised that | wouldn't have you doing any nore tasks like this map," he
said, lifting the rolled-up chart he was carrying. "But you can join in the
training of the warriors here. O you can organi ze the de Danann wonen. Your
hel p is needed at Tara. Lugh doesn't need it."

"Hel pi ng Lugh fulfill his nmissionin Eire is as much nmy work as yours,
Brother," she said hotly. "You can't let himgo alone.”

"He's a warrior. A chanpion.”
"He's a boy. He can't handle this by hinmself."

"Thank you!" Lugh put in, hurt by her evaluation of his skills. "You' re not
much nore than a girl yourself!™

"I"'msorry, Lugh," she told him "But you admitted to me that you still had
doubts. And you know I've had nore experi -
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ence than you. |I've been in nore difficult places and fought nore battles.”
"Lugh doesn't need you now," Manannan said stolidly. "He needs to act al one
and his |last doubts will disappear. There's no reason for you to risk yourself

unnecessarily.'

"He does need nme. And you can't speak to me of risks. Until now |I've taken as
many as you, and you've never been concerned. What is it? Wat's changed your



m nd? There's nmore to it than that."
Manannan hesitated. Then the words came reluctantly.

"Al'l right. I've noticed the growi ng cl oseness between you. It mght be ... in
t he way."

"I'f you think that, then you don't think nmuch of nme," she said harshly. "When
have | ever been other than your right arn? Wien have | ever failed you?"

"Never," he adm tted.

"Then you've no right to think that I would now. | have feelings for Lugh.
won't deny them But | have my own sense. This is as nmuch nmy mission as it is
yours. You sent ne to Eire to help Lugh and that cones first. I'd never |et

anything interfere with that."

"You mght think so," Manannan reasoned, "but you can't be certain. This is
too inportant to take any risks. Lugh will act alone this tine."

She appeal ed to Lugh, her eyes pl eadi ng, her voice urgent.
"Please, help nme. Tell himyou want me to go with you."
Lugh | ooked at her and wavered. \Wen he spoke, it was with great reluctance.

"I don't know, Aine. | want you, but 1'd be a fool not to want to keep you
safe. ™

She stared at him stricken by his words. Then she spoke in grow ng heat.

"You don't give much value to what | want, do you?" she said. She wheel ed on
her brother. "And you! | used to believe that you were always right. Now
agree with Taillta. You are a fool!"

Manannan drew hinsel f up. Hi s manner assuned a towering haughtiness.

"I amthe guardian of these people. Danu herself has nmade ne so. |'ll do what
I think I rmust to help them succeed. If you can't obey, you'll leave Eire."

"You really have taken too much control in this," she
BRES RETURNS 35
storned. "The chance to play the hero has made you drunk \vith power.

She spun on her heel and stal ked away, too choked by her enpbtions to say nore.
Manannan and the stunned Lugh watched her go.

"It's for the best," the tall man said with great assurance. Then he sl apped
the chart he carried into his young friends anus. "Here. W've got to go speak
with the Dagda and Mor-rigan before tonight's neeting. There's much to plan.”

VvV SPY

THE MAP WAS unrolled on the plank table. Under the light of the many flaring
torches, the Druids and chieftains of Nuada gathered cl ose about to exani ne
it.

"This will help us determ ne the best routes," Lugh expl ai ned.



They were crowded into the quarters of the High-King, a wedge-shaped section
of an outer circle of roons that surrounded the main hall. It was shut off
fromthe larger roomby a thick wall of w ckerworKk.

"This is nost intriguing," Nuada said, |eaning down to peer closely at the
fine drawi ngs of woods and hills and rivers. "How did you ever cone up with
such a thing?"

"It was the idea of Glla," Lugh said.

"The cl own?" Nuada asked in surprise. He | ooked up toward the |anky figure who
smled affably.

"It's something | learned of in my travelin'," he explained in the cl owns
hi gh, foolish tones. "Far to the east it was. The people there use these al
the tine. Keeps themfrombeing lost, it does that Seemed useful to ne. |I'm

lost all the tine."

"I't can help us to choose the safest, fastest routes we'll need to take," said
Lugh. He placed a finger on the spot that represented Tara and drew it toward
the west, "I will take the Riders of the Sidhe and sweep through Eire, calling
every settl enment
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to host. Wth their magic | can nove at great speed. It'll take no nore than
three days to reach themall."

Nuada | ooked fromthe nmap to the young chanpion's face.
"But hosting themisn't enough. You know how weak they are."

"I know," said Lugh, his voice sure, "but there is a way we can deal with
that." He nmoved his finger across to the eastern sea, to the small island that
showed not far fromEire. "Here, in Manannan's Isle is a cauldron. It has
powers |ike none ever seen. It can never be enptied. And, nore inportant,"” he
| ooked around himat the listening nen, "the food in it has the power to
restore the strength of those who eat! It can restore the whol e de Danann
force!"

| mpressed, the circle of advisors murmured anpongst thensel ves.

"But why should this Sea-CGod give it to us?" asked Meglin, the haughty

H gh-Druid. "He has al ways been al oof before, a distant and dangerous being, a
nmystery who surrounds his island with a deadly fog where nonstrous beings
lurk. Sone say that he is a nonster hinself."

Lugh glanced at Glla fromthe corner of his eye and saw t he di sgui sed
"Sea- God" stifle a | augh

"Let's say that | know he wi shes to give us aid," Lugh said cryptically. "But
his powers do not extend beyond the sea. It's up to us to bring the caul dron
here.”

"I'f this cauldron can be brought to Eire in time to nourish a hosting of our
warriors," said Nuada, "we nmay have the strength to withstand the Fonor."



"I'ft 1f!" Another spoke up. He was a thin, sad-faced, sallow nan dressed in

t he dark cl oak and golden tore of a bard of the Hi ghest rank. Hi s voice had
the tense, shrill quality of a tightly strung harp. He seened to vibrate with
a nervous energy his frail body couldn't control. "It all sounds a very great
risk to me. A great risk to be taken by this boy who is a stranger to us, who
has appeared so suddenly from nowhere to help us, who clains to be C an's son
with no proof of it at all."

"Be careful of your words, Bobd Derg." The Dagda rumnbled |ike a threatening
storm "He has done nothing to earn our distrust. It was his courage that made
this rising."

"Arising that could see us destroyed, Father," the other countered. He swept
hi s broodi ng gaze around the room "If Lugh fails, there will be no army for
this magic cauldron to restore. If the cauldron is not brought, all our
warriors will be
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gat hered to nake easy Bres's slaughter. If there is failure in both things

"We here will surely be destroyed," Nuada finished. "And Bres will do what he
likes with the rest of our people. But if we do nothing at all, the end will
be the same for us. There is no other choice."

"There is another choice," Bobd Derg replied.

"Yes, yes. We all know about your other choice," Findgoll said wearily. "W've
all heard it scores of tinmes." He nocked the bard's disnmal tones as he
recited: "W nust |leave Eire and return to Tir-na-nog!"

"We'd be accepted there," Bobd Derg said earnestly. "Queen Danu prom sed t hat
we could return if we chose.”

"To become the children of Danu again, not a people of our own," the Dagda put
in heavily. He | eaned across the table toward Bobd Derg. H s body towered
above that of his son. H's words held the finality of death. "Listen to nme for

the last time. We will not abandon Eire. W will never return to a life of
panpered ease in the Magic Isles. That is no life for us. It is nolife at

all. Eire is our land and 1'll have it even if it only neans |1'll be buried in
it. | stay, whatever the risk. Now, how about you all?"

He threw a chal | engi ng gaze around the room searching each face in the
flickering lights. Sonme hesitated, but many nodded their quick assent, faces
determined. Finally all joined in agreenent, |eaving only Bobd Derg silent.

"There is your answer," the giant man said, snmling in triunmph at his son

"You and these others loyal to Nuada do not speak for the entire de Danann
race," the poet said, still hostile, unwilling to accept defeat. "The rest

m ght think otherwise if they thought no help would cone.™

"There is no reason for themto think that," Nuada said sharply. "And you wil |
not suggest it or frighten our people with your talk of doomunless it becones
certain that these missions have failed."

"And when woul d we know t hat ?" Bobd Derg asked.

Nuada | ooked to Lugh for the answer.



"Bres should take ten days to gather his forces and march," the young chanpi on
said. "If all goes well, our mssions should take six, eight at the nost. If
Bres marches on Tara and we still haven't returned, then will be the tine to
ask the de Dananns if they wish to flee."
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"How is this cauldron to be brought to Eire?" asked Niet, a captain of the
househol d conpani es.

"I'"ll be fetching it," the Dagda said. "Ill go to Manannan's Isle w th Angus,
Morrigan, and Glla Decaire.”

"I want to go with you as well," said Findgoll. "I've a great curiosity about
thi s Manannan MacLir, and you may be needing help of my sort.”

"W need none of you wizard's tricks,"
and true bl ades."

the Dagda protested. "Only strong armns

But Lugh saw the di sgui sed Sea-God nod sharply at the Druid and wi nk. The
young man noved quickly to support Findgoll's request.

"No, | think it might be a help. Manannan is a very . . . ah ... peculiar nman
| think he m ght enjoy neeting Findgoll."

"Al'l right then," the Dagda agreed grudgingly. "But he'll be only an extra
wei ght to us."

"It's settled then," Nuada confirmed. "We will use this map to decide and nark
the best routes for both m ssions. Those of you nost familiar with the
countrysi de cone here, closest to ne."

They began to pore over the map, discussing the virtues of this route over
that. A heated di scussion began. Unnoticed at the back of the group, one
yout hful warrior listened with a special interest.

He was a fresh-faced youth, his boyish, guileless face topped by a toussled
mass of bright red hair. Normally his manner was bright, his expression
smling But this night, as he listened, a strange col dness showed in his blue
eyes.

Late into the night, the discussion ended. The planners departed to their
beds. Nuada left to check the fortress guards. Then the youth returned,
slipping past the wi cker screen into the Hi gh-King' s quarters.

He studied the chart still laid out on the table, now marked with the routes
that had been decided. He slipped a piece of broken pottery from beneath his
cl oak and scratched a hurried copy of the map upon it with his dagger point.
Then he left, slipping out into the darkness of the hall, creeping across the
great, silent roomto the nmain doors and out into the night.

No one saw himsteal out through the small guard's door at the fortress's
back. And no one saw himride swiftly away fromthe town bel ow on a sl eek
horse, galloping out to be swallowed by the night.
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Through that night and the next nmorning the Ione rider pushed his nmount toward
the northwest at full speed. He rode deeply into the territory of the Fonor,
but without slackening pace. Boldly he passed by their patrols, flashing a
strange nmetal device. Finally he nade his way through a heavy picket |ine and
entered the canp of the gathering arny.

Not long after this, a sleek black ship slipped away fromthe sheltered bay
into the sea and headed north.

It cut through the waves swiftly, holding a steady heading. Soon a tall
sharply glinting object seemed to rise up fromthe sea ahead. It was the Tower
of d ass.

It was not long after the sleek ship had reached the Tower's quays that a
sol dier entered the stark, sunfilled roomatop the Tower and approached the
dark figure seated notionl ess upon the massive throne.

"My Commander," he said, "Bres has returned. He wi shes to see you. He has a
young de Danann here with him"

"Let thementer,"” the netallic voice commanded
The sol di er backed away toward the massive doors and pulled them open. Two
figures noved into the room

The former High-King strode forward fearl essly. The other cane reluctantly,

gl anci ng up wi th obvi ous nervousness at the towering figure brooding there
agai nst the backdrop of bright sky. In the snmooth bl ack expanse that shoul d
have been a face, the crinson slit of eye showed like a sun just breasting the
world' s rim

"Why have you come back here, Bres?" denmanded the being. "And who have you
brought with you?"

Bres sniled and extended a hand toward the red-haired youth.
"Balor, I would like to introduce ny son, Ruadan."

"So, this is your son. The product of your secret and brief pairing w th—who
was it?"

"Bridget," Bres supplied. "Yes, only she and | know of his true parentage. The
secret has marked her, but she has kept it."

"And you're certain your nother would not expose you, if she knew of your
betrayal ?" the one-eyed gi ant asked the boy.

"Never," canme the arrogant reply. The innocent face beaned with a sly smle
"You see, she loves ne far too nuch."

"The son is as treacherous as his father,” Balor said. "Interesting. No matter
how diluted is the Fonor blood, it still seenms to taint the whole. But, what
is it that this young spy has di scovered that brings you to abandon your

arnmy?"
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"The de Dananns have di scovered that we are gathering our forces secretly,"”
said Bres. "They are making plans to host their own warriors and restore them
to full strength in only a few days."

The eye flicked a fraction wider at this news. The father and son felt the
heat of it increase.

"How coul d that be?" The voice clanged out |like a hamrer on cold iron. "You
told me such a thing would be inpossible."

"It mght be, but for the one called Lugh," Ruadan said, with nore bol dness.
"He has shown them how they can do it."

"Lugh!" Bal or booned.

"He is planning to thwart us once again," Bres said in anger. "If he succeeds,
my arny will face an eneny equal in strength. We might be defeated in open
battle. Then Eire would be I ost to nme—and you as well."

The black figure was silent for a | ong nonent. Then, finally:
"Conme with ne!" it ordered them

And, with those words, the giant throne shuddered, squeal ed i n agony, and
began to nove.

It traveled slowWy and unevenly at first, but then wi th increasing snoothness
and speed. It seened to followa thin line, a barely discernible crack in the
hard, polished grey surface of the floor

Bres and his son exchanged a | ook of wonder at the sight. Even the forner
H gh- Ki ng had never seen the giant nove this way. They foll owed.

The massive throne and its terrible occupant rolled across the large room
into a wide hallway that |led al ong one outer wall. At the far end, huge panels
of a softly gleamng silver blocked the way. The Commander's transport came to
a halt there, but only for a monent. The panels slid silently aside to revea

a square enpty room its blank walls sheathed in the sane silver netal. It was
hi gh and wi de enough to easily accomodate Bal or. The throne slid forward into
it, then stopped again and slowy pivoted to face the giant toward the doors.

"Cone in," he told his visitors.

They obeyed, the young man peering about hi m apprehensively. He had been in
such a roomon his strange trip up the Tower to Balor's lofty quarters. He
hadn't enj oyed the experience.

This one was no better. But this tinme the roomwas drop-
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pi ng, and the sensation of pressure was |ike someone lifting up his insides
instead of trying to push theminto his heels.

The sensation grew, along with a rising netallic whine. Just as both becane
al nost intol erable, they faded. The room thunped softly and was noti onl ess.
The doors, without any visible hand on them slid open

They were | ooking into a strange tw light darkness alive with what seened a



constantly shifting galaxy of colored stars.

The t hrone noved again, carrying Balor forward. The two foll owed, peering
about themw th expressions both curious and uncertain at once.

They were in a wide hallway that ran ahead of themto disappear into a deeper
night. The walls on either side were set with nmetal panels intricately
decorated with designs alien to the visitors. Wthin these designs, countless
points of colored |light pulsed or glowed or ran in constant patterns. A faint
but steady humhung in the air.

The throne went on without pausing and the two nen stayed very close to it.
Nei t her wi shed to be left behind in such a pl ace.

The corridor was lined with doors, and many of them stood open. As they
passed, Bres and his son peeked into the roonms beyond them Some of the spaces
were vast, filled with boxh'ke metal shapes in row upon row. Like the panels
on the corridor walls, they were alive with shifting Iights. Enornous power

pul sed in them crackled in themlike distant lightning or a blazing fire. The
air was charged with their energy. They chattered and grow ed and chirped at
one anot her constantly, as if they were sone conpany of odd netal beasts
argui ng hotly anongst themnsel ves.

In other roonms the nen saw things that might have been human beds. But these
were al ways surrounded by fantastic contrivances of metal fitted with
grotesque and cruel -seeni ng appendages. To the ruthless Bres, the purpose of
t he t hi ngs seemed obvi ous.

"They must be torture roomns," he murrmured knowi ngly to his son

Ahead, the corridor ended in another set of silver doors. As they noved toward
it, the faint background humincreased. Father and son exchanged a questi oning
gl ance. Neither could guess—er really w shed to guess—the giant's purpose

her e.

Bal or's strange transport reached the doors and pushed ri ght
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into them The heavy throne base forced the netal panels aside and the three
passed through into an enornbus room

It was square, and each flat wall was filled with the conpl ex panels of light.
More sinister devices |oonmed around themin the sem darkness. The shifting
lights glinting in nmultiplied reflections fromtheir array of gleamng parts
lent thema chill beauty, like that of a fine jewel ed ornanent.

But the nost striking feature of the roomwas a wide, circular colum that
rose fromthe floor in the center of the space to touch the flat ceiling. The
visitors estimated that it was five or six times a man's height in thickness.
Its curved surface seened to them conmposed of sone smpoth substance, shiny and
bl ack as the surface of a still, moonlit pond.

Bal or trundled forward, aimng for a square box that protruded from one point
in the cylinder's side. There the throne jerked to a stop, its base touching
the curved bl ack wall.

As Bres and Ruadan approached the wall, they realized that it was not solid.



Instead they | ooked through a glass surface into a darkened space. Wthin that
space, nmore tiny lights were visible. And a | arge shadow, undefinabl e but
somehow sinister, seened to float there. Had Bal or inprisoned sonme nonster
within this glass colum, Bres wondered?

Slowy, slowy, one of the giant's massive hands lifted toward the protruding
box. On its top, rows of small lights in red, green, and yell ow burned
steadily. The hand rose over them and then descended. The jointed fingers
uncurl ed and rested carefully upon the lights.

At once the space beyond the glass |leaped to brilliant white light. Its
bri ght ness made them start and they blinked, peering through narrowed eyes
nmonentarily blinded.

And then they saw
Y/
THE DRUI D

THEY WERE LOOKING into a circular room walled off by the cylinder of clear
glass. The ceiling was a circle of white light that fl ooded the space with an
icy gl ow

From various devices fixed in this bright ceiling were suspended a bew | deri ng
array of instrunents and cables, branching linbs of netal, flexible tubes of
some clear material through which Iiquids of various hues flowed. Toget her
they formed a conplex interlace as they ran together at a central point.

And there, enneshed in the tangled net, like an inmrense spider in its web, was
hung suspended the figure of a man.

It was difficult at first for Bres and Ruadan to even recogni ze that the thing
before themwas a man. It hung in a prone position, arms and | egs
spreadeagled. It was very like a spider. The body was encased in an arnorlike
shel I, shaped like the insects bloated body. The protruding |linbs were

spi ndly, knobbily jointed bones covered with a nottled, grey-white skin. The
many devi ces suspended about the formall seened attached to it by cabl es and
the clear tubes. Some even penetrated the flesh of the wasted linbs, like the
suckers of some mechanical parasite. Only the novenent of the liquid within

t he tubes showed that it was entering his body, not being drained out.

The head of the being was suspended in a soft nmesh cradle. It appeared to be
little nore than a skull, long, narrow, and high-doned. The flesh beneath the
surface of stretched, dry skin was nelted away, |eaving the slender nose, |ong
chin, and high cheekbones to jut up sharply, painfully, as if they would tear
t hr ough.

Where the eyes shoul d have been there were sunken pits, black depressions
surrounded by crinkled folds of scar tissue. Fromthese caverns into the
depths of the skull, objects Iike sone kind of tuberous plant seemed to grow.
They filled the
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deep sockets, bul ging outward beyond the bony ridges of the hairless brow,



then tapered down to thin, stalklike cables that coiled upward to holes in the
white ceiling.

To Bres and Ruadan, it seemed inpossible that this was a living thing. But
once again Balor's hand noved upon the panel. This tine a |ight appeared in a
devi ce beside the awful head, and a | ow chinme sounded frominside the
cyl i nder.

The head shifted. Wth an enornous effort it rolled toward them As it did, a
devi ce suspended beside it rotated, too, and a small circle of light set in
one end, glowing greenly like a cat's eye in the dark, fixed on them

| mredi ately, a square panel filling half the outer wall beyond the gl ass
cylinder came to life. Wat had been darkness now filled with a hazy |ight,
like m st before the sun. It brightened, and then it began to fill wth
shadows. They took on color and firner shape, grew clearer, but still uneven,
like the inmages reflected in a wind-rippled pool. At tinmes a greater

di sturbance washed through it, but still the figures that finally appeared in

the Iighted square were recogni zabl e.

They were a black giant with a slit of blazing eye and two nmen, pale faced,
expressions frozen with amazenent.

"Why, that's us!" Bres gasped.

"That is what he sees," Balor explained, "with the help of our old devices and
his powers. It is reflected there, along with the images created within his
own mnd."

"You can see his thoughts?" Bres asked in wonder.
"Only if he wishes it."

The i mage steadied further now, as if the being were coining to a fuller
consci ousness. Then the lipless slit of mouth parted, noved back fromthe

bl ackened stunps of teeth, and there canme to them hollowy, as if anplified
within the cylinder, a horrible whisper.

"So, Balor, you have finally brought Bres to ne," it said,
Bres | ooked at the black giant. "Wo is this bei ng? How does he know ne?"
"I am Mat hgen!" cane the rasping, horrible reply.

Bres's head jerked back to that wasted face. "Mathgen!" he cried in
ast oni shment. "But you are deadl You nust be dead!"

"I amalive. Alive if you call this living nightmare that entraps ne life."

"I have heard of you," Ruadan said in awe. "You were one of
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the H gh-Druids in the old time. But . . . sonething happened to you. No one
speaks of it."

"I tried to help the de Danann race. That was ny crinme," the voice wheezed
out, the tones shifting froma soft hiss to a harsh rattle. "For that | was
nearly destroyed and ny nenory erased by my own people."



"What did you do?" the boy asked, his curiosity overcomng his aversion to the
gr ot esque bei ng.

The i mage of Bal or, Ruadan, and Bres faded, replaced by others in a swiftly
nmovi ng series, rushing by so quickly that the watchers could scarcely identify
them There were sonme tan-talizingly brief views of an extraordinary,
glittering land and vast, glowing cities as the dry husk of a voice spoke in
wi stful tones of distant nenory:

"For many years mny people lived in the Four Gties of Tir-na-nog, helped and
strengt hened by the people of Queen Danu. The others were happy with the

ki ndness we were shown, |ike puppies fawning at a naster's heel. But |"—the
feint voice took on a stronger note, as if sonme ancient will was reinforced by
t he menory—1 wanted rmuch nore! | saw the power that could be gai ned by using
the magic of Tir-na-nog. | knew that it could be wested fromthose weak and
passive beings. | plotted for years to take control, learning all the skills I
could, stealing the deepest secrets of nmagic from Danu's hi ghest Druids."

At this, the images on the wall steadied to reveal a brief but starkly etched
i mage of a sharp-featured man at work in a vast cavern of a room Around him
fires flickered beneath vats and beakers of bubbling liquids, sending col ored,
coiling streanms of snoke into the air. Strange objects, bits of beasts and
birds and even nmen were piled upon the table where he worked, feverishly

m xi ng ingredients in a copper caul dron

"Soon," Mat hgen went on, "I became strong enough to rival themall in power!
But when | finally struck, when |I finally noved to seize those isles, it was
by my own people that | was stopped.”

There came anot her junbl ed nmontage of images, this time of shifting forns and
fl ashi ng weapons. This changed quickly to a view of two nmen bursting through a
door way.

Though t hey appeared rmuch younger than he knew them Bres still recognized the
massi ve warrior and the tiny, bright-robed druid.
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"That is the Dagda and Findgoll!" he said in astoni shnent.

"Yes. They were the ones who thwarted nme. | escaped them and managed to | eave
the Magic Isles. But Danu sent her powers after ne."

Anot her scene flickered across the wall at this. It was a confused bl ur of
crashi ng seas, wi nd-blasted clouds, and lightning, ending abruptly in an

expl osion of light that wi ped the picture away. The lighted wall faded into a
bl ackness and then, slowy, the inmage of the three watchers in the room cane
back into view.

Mat hgen' s voi ce went on again, but very weakly now, as if the effort to recal
this harsh menory had sapped its energy.

"They thought then that they had finished ne," it said, "that | was dead."
"One of our ships found himfloating in the sea," Balor said, picking up the

tale. "He was burned and broken, barely alive. He would have died soon if ny
peopl e had not returned him here."



"What is this place?" Bres asked, |ooking around him

"I't was meant for the use of our physicians," Balor supplied, "to treat and
heal our people. Once, long ago, these devices woul d have regenerated him But
now, with the aid of his own powers, they only manage to sustain his life."

"Yes . . . ny life," the Druid said with a renewed strength gained froma
pride in this single victory. "I amstill alive, and ny mind is still my own.
Through it, ny powers are still intact. The know edge of magic | took from
Tir-na-nog can still be used. And | will use it to help the Fonmor achieve the

one end that we both seek—the compl ete destruction of the de Danann racel"
Wth his intention thus stridently proclaimed, Mathgen's voice again | ost much
of its energy. Reduced to little nore than a soft rustling, its next words
were, once nore, addressed to the visitors.

"Now, what is it that you seek of ne? | feel a certain urgency in you."
"Mat hgen, we have need of your powers," Balor said. "You told nme of the
Prophecy. You hel ped ne di scover Lugh's hiding place. Now you nust help ne
deal with him He intends to save the de Danann cause."

"So, he plagues you again. And how wi Il he do these things?"

"He knows of a nmgical cauldron that can restore ful
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strength to the de Dananns," Ruadan supplied. "And he will use the Ri ders of
the Sidhe to warn every settlenment that they nust host."

"What are these Riders of the Sidhe?" the spiderlike being hissed.

"They are a conpany of nystical warriors, the boy said. "But not men ... at
| east not living men. They nove with the speed and fury of a fierce wind from
the sea. He says that they will sweep himaround Eire in only a few days."

"I"ve seen these warriors nyself,"” Bres put in. "Lugh brought them when he
appeared at Tara to help drive ne out. They are a strange and terrible force,
deadly fighters that seemunkiliable."

As Bres spoke, the image of hinself, his son, and Balor on the wall began to
fade. Replacing it was a blurred image of a troop of men, not solid beings,
but like the substance of the sunlit, silver clouds pushed by a powerful w nd,
sweepi ng over green nmeadows.

"I see them" WMathgen said. "They have a powerful aura of energy. But | sense
that they are not totally invulnerable. There are forces that even they cannot
wi t hstand. "

Then, as quickly as it had come, this inmage faded, too, and that of the three
grouped by the cylinder returned.

"Tell me nore, boy," the soft, sibilant voice urged. "Wat el se have you

di scovered about this Lugh? Tell ne everything you know about him about who
he is, where he comes from what he is."

"There's little enough to tell," Ruadan said regretfully. "He appeared from
nowhere to hel p the de Dananns. He's reveal ed not hi ng about hinmsel f except
that he is the son of G an, the one the Prophecy said would | ead the de



Dananns to freedom..."

" And destroy the Fonor power," the grating voice of Balor finished. "Yes, we
know wel I enough about that Prophecy."

"The son of Cian," the voice of the wasted Drui d nused, and another scene

i nposed itself upon the lighted panel. It was only a brief flicker—a scene of
a warrior being cast onto the rocks of a sea-swept beach by the massive hand
of Bal or—and then the i mage of Mat hgen's vision was gone agai n.

"But Ci an had no powers like this boy Lugh," he said. "Were have they cone
fron? You nust have sone idea of their source.”

"Some say he has the hel p of Danu herself " the son of Bres offered hopefully.
"The Lia Fail that he brought to Tara to pro-
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claimthe true H gh-King was fromthe city of Falias, in Tir-na-

nog.
"Danu swore that she would never interfere in Eire," the hoarse whisper
replied. "He has sone other help. Now think, boy, think! There nust be
somet hing el se, some bit of information you have | earned."”

"I don't know," Ruadan said with some desperation. He searched his mind again,
and this time came upon a notion. "It might be he is sonehow |inked to
Manannan MaclLir," he suggested timdly.

"Manannan!" The Druids faint voice grew stronger, fueled by new interest. "Wy
do you say that?"

"Because this magi c cauldron that Lugh intends to use is in Manannans Isle,"
Ruadan explained. "He is sending a party to fetch it back to Eire."

"Who is in this party?" Bal or asked.

"The Dagda, Morrigan, Angus Og, and a strange character called Glla Decaire,
along with the Hi gh-Druid Findgoll."

"So many of ny old friends!" the being in the web hissed thoughtfully.

"And Manannan MacLir,"” Balor's iron voice rattled. "Is that sorcerer sonmehow
i nvol ved in this? That nui sance who pl agues ny ships with his nonsters and
fogs and calls hinself a sea-god? Tell ne, Mathgen. \Wat do you see?"

Once nmore the inmage of the room faded and new scenes fornmed. But they were
shifting, foggy, and unclear. There were glinpses of an isle, of rolling
hills, of a great nound, of silver warriors contending on a plain, all flow ng
together like water in a stream

"It is his isle you see," the Druid said, "but it is hard. My powers are being
bl ocked. He shrouds hinmself frommy vision as he shrouds his isle, and | sense
an even greater force behind his."



The i mages became a flood of colors that swirled and drai ned away. They |eft
behi nd the picture of the roomand its occupants.

"Still, I was able to sense that this place of his has some value to Lugh, and
that these Riders of the Sidhe cone fromthat isle,” Mathgen told them "Yes,
Balor, | think that it is time we |learned a great deal nore about this
Manannan. "

"But what about me?" asked Bres. "It will take days for those m ndl ess Fonor
beasts you've exiled to Eire to be

or;
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U eanized into a useful army. If Lugh and the others conplete their m ssions,
forces fromthe Tower may have to join us to insure a victory."

"No!" Bal or runbled. "You know ny decision."
"Balor is right," the being in the web rasped. "To send the Tower forces is
unnecessary. There are other ways to nake it certain that you will win. There
are ways to end this foolish uprising and | eave the de Dananns nearly

| eader| ess. Easy prey for your arny."

"What are these ways?" Bres asked, clearly skeptical
"It is quite sinple.” The image on the wall narrowed suddenly, seeming to
shoot forward so that Ruadan's startled face filled the picture. "The boy, |
sense, has a map."

"I have," Bres's son admitted, pulling the etched fragment fromhis tunic.
The image on the wall shifted to it, showing the fine |lines scratched upon the
pottery.

"You see, Balor," the Druid said, "with that and with the charts in this
tower, you can trace the exact routes their warriors will take. They will be
al one and far from hel p. They can be destroyed. Wthout them and their
success, the de Dananns are finished. The Prophecy is finally ended, and
have ny revenge."

"Even al one, the Dagda and Morrigan will not be so easy to kill," Bres said

"And nmy forces can't nove quickly enough to catch them"

"Bal or nust help you if he wishes to keep fromcomitting nore of the Tower's
forces," Mathgen replied. "He nust provide you with the means to reach them
and see them destroyed,"

"\What about Lugh?" asked Ruadan. "Wth these Riders of the Sidhe, he'll surely
be even harder to stop.”

"They may be supernatural beings, but | believe a way can be found to dea
with them" the Druid said. "Lugh's mssion can be stopped. Destroying the boy
hi nsel f nmay be nore difficult.”

'You have doubts that it can be done, with all your powers?" Bal or asked, the
voi ce touched with an odd note of interest.

"The Prophecy, Balor," Mathgen said bluntly. "If he is fated to fulfill it,



you are powerl ess."

"Your Prophecy does not make the future," Balor replied. "It only warns us of
possibilities. They can be changed."
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"Still, if the boy survives and is captured, have himbrought here," Mathgen

suggested. "There may be other ways to deal with him and nore we coul d
[earn.”

"I"ll do as you wish," said Balor. "But I'll take no chances on his escape
again."

"And this Manannan," added the figure in the web. "He, too, cannot be treated
too lightly. He may be dangerous. H's powers over the sea may be real ones."

"Manannan MacLir | will see to nyself" Bal or pronised.

The skeletal Druid's scarred nmouth pulled into a ghastly smle. The hoarse
whi sper came softly, chilly, like a winter wind bl owi ng fine, hard snow across
the ice.

"I amcontent. Now, please, leave ne to rest."

ohedi ently, Balor noved his nassive hand across the |ighted panel once again.
The light faded and the being slipped back into an unnatural twilight where
the stars were tiny, w nking, colored lights.

A rising scream of netal upon netal echoed in the caverns of cut stone bel ow
the Tower. Fromthe depths of a square pit, a platformlifted upward, carrying
t he huge objects slowy toward the light. As the floor of the noving platform
reached a level with that of the storage area, the shrill whine died away. The
platformjerked to a stop, and dozens of grey-uniformed nen noved briskly
forward to surround the two nassive

t hi ngs.

Shrouded in bl ankets of heavy cloth, the masses—several tines a man's size in
hei ght and | engt h—aere without identifiable form The only visible portions
wer e enormous, dull-black wheels that thrust beyond the covers. There were two
wheel s on either side of each of the hulking things, and they allowed the nen
to easily roll the objects fromthe platformand across the floor of the
storage area, toward the huge, open doors that |ed onto the quays.

Sital Sal mhor—Balor's chi ef ai de—stood with Bres and Ruadan and wat ched the
activity. Hs voice was heavy with a

cl ear distaste.

"These machi nes were not intended for such uses as this,' he said. "They are
meant to help us restore our civilization on the day we | eave this Tower.
There are few of them and they have been carefully stored away for a very
long tine. It was not nmeant that they should be used to save the likes of the
Fomor of Eire."
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Bres bridled at the man's superior air. The Tower Fonor were al ways very
arrogant and uncaring in their attitude toward their deforned and exil ed
bretheren. Bres had no nore love for the disgusting beasts hinself but he did
see their

"You may never have a chance to | eave your precious Tower if the de Dananns
are not stopped,” he said. "You should be eratelul you' ve escaped giving nme
nore help than this!" He put on a haughty manner of his own. "If these

mar vel ous things of yours can really nove quickly enough to head off the
Dagda's party!"

Sal mhor reacted to this as if it were a personal insult. He was an orderly,
hi ghly disciplined, and fastidi ous soldier of the Tower Fonor's elite

of ficers' corps. He believed this untainted portion of his race to be far
superior in every way to other beings, especially the upstart de Dananns. He
saw Bres as inferior, too, despite the Fonor blood in him He was a nongrel
an insult to the pure Fonor. A barbarian

Wth an irritated tug on the tunic of his inpeccable uniform he replied icily
to the former High-King.

"OfF course they can nove quickly enough. If things go well, they should all ow
us to destroy this de Danann band without even engagi ng the machines
t hensel ves. Their power is far beyond your ability to immagine, I amsure."

Bres was uni npressed. "Just so they succeed. And what about Lugh?"

"Mat hgen has told us what to do," Sal mhor said curtly. "Those drunms are being
| oaded for that purpose.”

He nodded to a far corner of the i mense storage area, where nore Fonor were
| oading large nmetal barrels froma towering stack onto snmall carts and
wheel i ng them toward the quay.

"We're planning to use a conpany of Eireland Fonor for the actual operation,"”
he went on. "They know the area, and even they should be able to handl e such a
simple task."

And you avoid risking any nore of your own grand lads as well." Bres added.

"That's nothing to do with you," Salnmhor replied. It is if there are any
m st akes and Lugh or the others escape. "

They will not escape. Qur arrangenents will guarantee that."
Bres shook his head, "I'mnot so certain. Mst of the de
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Dananns are no threat. They are frightened and weak. But Mrrigan, the Dagda,
and this new champi on are dangerous. Its a foolish mstake to underestimate
them | want there to be no chance that you will."

"Put your fears to rest,"” the officer told himw th proud assurance. "No
primtive warriors can withstand the forces we will use against them"



They | ooked out across the quay to where the huge and sinister machi nes were
now bei ng | oaded onto one of the black ships. Bres watched the work with a
vague uneasi ness. He hoped that Sital Sal mhor spoke the truth.

BOOKH
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THE STARS FADED as the dark sky lightened. The rising sun reveal ed Lugh and
hi s compani ons gathered on a hillside not far fromthe rounded dun of Tara.
They were ready to nmake their departures.

The two separate nissions were getting ready to head in opposite ways across
the m st-softened, green countryside of the early dawn. The Dagda and his
conrades—G Il a, Mor-rigan, Angus, Findgoll—-stood at one side. Behind them
waited the score of carefully picked warriors who woul d acconpany them Faci ng
this group, stood Lugh, alone.

"Remenber now, when your own mission is done, you nust bring the Riders to the
coast and await our return from Manan-nan's Isle," Glla was telling Lugh

"I will,"” Lugh pronmised. "Wth their help we can easily bring the caul dron
back to Tara in tine."

"Good enough," the Dagda said with satisfaction. "Wth luck, we'll see you in
four or five days, then."

"You will," said Lugh. He took the hand of each in a | ast gesture of farewell.
Glla gave himthe usual wide, foolish snile

"I"ll say hello to this Manannan for you," he said cheerily.

"Just don't you be joking with him down," Lugh advised with pretended
gravity. "He might get angry. He's quite mad, you know, and he's ugly as
well."

The di sgui sed Sea-God narrowed one eye at his young friend, but the idiotic
grin never slipped. "He likely thinks the same of you," cane the innocent

reply.

Lugh finished the | eavetaking and noved along the hillside away fromthem
There was a soft, chill wi nd blow ng across the neadows and it ruffled the
tall grasses around his knees and tugged his cloak and hair as he stood there,
a solitary fig-
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ure now, | ooking out across the countryside and up to the grey surf of rolling
cl ouds scuddi ng ahead of the wi nd.



He Iifted his arns as Manannan had taught himand rmurnmured the invocation that
woul d bring the Riders from whatever nanel ess void they inhabited.

At once the light breeze freshened. It swept the clouds ahead and bl ast ed
across the hillside, carrying a boomng sound of its rushing. And then, in the
di stance, a nounted troop cane into view, rushing toward themw th a speed no
nortal horses could match

At first viewthey were a blur, no single rider distinguishable, nmore a stream
of light with gleanm ng points, |ike some sunlit brook cascadi ng across the
rocks. But as they neared, separate beings becane discernible, the heads of

sl eek horses raised as they strode, the heads of riders glinting in hel nets,

t he confused tangl e of many speedi ng hooves. But no sound cane fromthem save
that of the rushing wind and a bright, nelodic jingle.

In nonments they were on the hill, drawing to a stop beside the young chanpi on
They sat in two columms, the horses tall and slender, fine heads proudly
rai sed. The warriors sat stiffly upright upon them clad in gl ow ng cl oaks

that fluttered about themas if the wind still rushed past. Silver helnets
masked their faces so nothing could be seen of thembut the grimset nouths
and the chill lights of their gleanm ng eyes. Each carried a | ance at his side,

its hilt encircled by fine silver rings that jingled together as the conmpany
rode, to create the fine, high nusic that surrounded them

At their head was a riderless horse, a grey-white nount with a sl eek, nuscled

body. It stood waiting, the energy within it nmaking the body |um nous, like a
white cloud before the sun. Lugh approached the horse and prepared to nount.
But he paused and turned as soneone called his nane. Aine and Tail-Ita were

nmovi ng up the slope toward him

Taillta held back and |l et Aine walk up close to Lugh al one. The young woman
laid a hand upon his on the reins and met his smle with an enotionless face.

"Angry as | am | had to cone to give you a farewell," she said in a tightly
controlled voice. "All fortune ride with you, for the good of the de Dananns.
They are all that matters now " "Ai ne— he began, noving a hand to her

shoul der. But she pul | ed back
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"No " she said curtly. "There's no time for that anynore. You have to go. You
are the Chanmpion of the Sidhe now "

Before he could reply, she turned and wal ked away, her head hi gh and her
stride proud, the burnished hair shinrering like red fire about her shoul ders
in the early sun. H s eyes followed her and a knot tightened in the center of
his chest. He wanted to call out to her, to tell her to cone with him But he
hel d back stubbornly. She and Taillta would be safer here, he told hinself.
And Manannan was right about him It was tine that he was truly on his own.

Taillta moved up beside himand he | ooked at her, seeing that famliar
knowi ng expression in her eyes.

"You're being as great a fool as that gawky clown, you know," she said

bluntly. "I'mangry, too, at being left behind." Then a faint smle touched
her lips. "But you're still as much a son to ne as you were for those years |
fostered you, and I know you nmean well. | couldn't let you ride away into

danger wi thout your knowi ng that and havin' ny bl essing."

She raised her arns and he gave her a warm hug. Then she patted his arm



lightly as she said in a scolding, notherly way:

"You cone back to us safely now Never forget what |'ve taught you. And don't
forget to eat enough!"

He smiled at her. "I will. And, Taillta, you'll always be a nother to ne as
wel I .

This was too nmuch for the tough and seeningly stoic worman. To hide the
starting tears she turned quickly away and noved to join the others.

Lugh mounted and settled hinself well into the saddl e, know ng the speed with
whi ch they would move. He lifted a hand in a parting wave and gave the Riders
the conmand to | eave

Wth a sudden roar and a sharp blast of wind, the silver conpany was off. The
grey-white horse went with them sweeping Lugh along in their mdst.

The Dagda's party watched the gl owi ng streamrush away.

They woul d delay no | onger thenselves. Cinbing onto their own, earthly
mounts, they turned across the hillside into the rising sun and headed away
from Tar a.

On the smooth hillside only two figures were left, |ooking very |onely now as
they stared after the rapidly disappearing conmpany. The younger woman's face
was still sternly set, but a single, betraying tear traced a bright path on
the white cheek.
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The departing horsenen noved at a good pace, anxious to reach the sea in three
days. Soon they were far out from Tara and confident that at this rate, they
woul d nake their goal well

ahead of tine.

Morrigan took on her raven formand flew out far ahead of the rest to spy
their route in case they should encounter Fonor parties. She kept up a sharp
observati on, sweeping back and forth across their path. Bel ow her, the conmpany
continued to nove at a good pace.

"It's a fine day for traveling, it is that," said Glla, bouncing al ong
awkwardly on a horse as |lanky as he, beaming with a child' s sinple joy as he
admired the scene.

The Dagda | ooked down fromthe heights of his great horse at the cl own and
shook his head in disbelief.

"You have a truly amazing view of things/' he said with heavy sarcasm "Here
it is, afall day where the sun is never warm where a cold wind nips at us
with the sharp whelp's teeth of the conming winter wolf and snells of a storm
com ng off the sea, and you say that it's fine!"

"It could always be worse, surely,"” Glla countered. "And we're off on a fine
adventure. That's enough to raise the spirits,



so it is.
"An adventure?" the Dagda said. "lIs that what you call this

m ssion of ours?" "Of course!" the other replied brightly. "And think what
life

woul d be without it."

"I"mnot seeking any excitenment on this trip," Findgoll said, pulling his

horse up on the other side of Cilia's to join the conversation. "I'monly
hoping that we'll return in time to save our people fromthe Fonor."
"W will," the Dagda assured him "if this Manannan fell ow

cooperates."

"And if we don't run upon sone Fonmor patrol," Angus Og added from beyond his
f at her.

"Ah, there'll be no danger of that!" Glla declared heartily. "The Morrigan
will give us plenty of warning. Getting the caul dron back safely fromthe isle
will be the tricky bit."

"You're certain of that?" the Dagda asked doubtfully.

The cl own beanmed assurance. "O course. This little ride to the sea, why it'l|
be no trouble at all!"

A dull grey metal spade chunked softly into the danp earth. The man in the
ragged dress of a Fonmor warrior heavea out the
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shovel ful of noist, black soil and paused to get a breath and exami ne his
trench.

It was wai st deep now and | ong and wi de enough to contain a Iving human form
He nodded with satisfaction and | ooked along the ridge of the low hill. A
score of other warriors worked away at |ike tasks, cutting out a line of small
trenches.

He | ooked up at the sky, half covered with a front of grey clouds sliding
across fromthe east. H- pulled down the filthy scarf that covered the | ower
half of his face so that he could sniff the air for the scent of rain. He
reveal ed a nose and nouth free of such deformities as the Fonor used the
scarves to hide. In fact, nothing about the warrior seenmed marked by the
grotesque abnornalities of the island Fonmor. And the sane was true of the
others al ong the ridge.

One of the warriors was striding briskly along the line. As he noved he
repeated the same orders in crisp, curt tones.

"Hurry up and finish, all of you. Hurry up! As soon as you're finished with
your trench, gather brush to cover it. Be certain you can't be seen from bel ow
or from above." He stopped and raised his eyes to scan the sky. "W nust be
under cover before we cone within that bl oody raven-woman's range."

"How much | onger do you think it'll be, Captain?" the first warrior asked.



The officer shook his head. "There's no way to tell how far ahead of their
party she may fly. W can't take any risks."

"There's no chance that they won't cone this way?"

"It's the fastest route to the coast," he said, "and it's the way they've
marked on their own charts.” He pulled out a small packet and unfolded it into
a large sheet of thin material narked by a detailed map of the countryside. He
held it for the warrior to see, placing a finger on a line marked in red. "You
see, they'll nove down this way, and then they' Il cone right here." He sniled
and placed a finger on the valley.

Glla Decaire put a long finger on the valley marked on his map and then
checked the spot against the countryside.

Ahead the road di pped down into a cleft. The snooth hills they had been
crossing since | eaving Tara had becone a bit nore steep, and here they rose up
to forma deeper valley, one side rising in a rocky, sheer face where it
formed its narrowest point belowthem But beyond that the | and seened to open
up, and wide, flat country was visible.

Glla nodded with satisfaction
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"This is the last of this rugged bit," he told the others grouped around his
horse. "It gets nuch smoot her beyond that cleft.”

"It can't be soon enough for me," the Dagda said, |ooking up with distaste at
the hills bunched like great, lurking beasts. "This countryside is too
confining. Too many chances of surprises.”

"Well then, let's get ourselves out of it with no delay,” Glla urged.

The Dagda gave the order and they started forward, nmoving into the valley and
down toward the narrow cleft. The escorting de Danann warriors rode in a tight
wedge, point forward, sides formng a sheltered pocket for the Dagda and his
conpani ons.

It was a cool afternoon, and still, as before a storm The overcast was
conplete now. A low, even, rippling sheet of clouds nasked the sun, softening
the countryside with a haze of grey.

Glla and Findgoll rode side by side, discussing their route beyond the
val | ey, naking pl eased noi ses over their fine progress so far. Angus rode
easily, engaged in light banter with two young warriors in the conpany.
Overhead Morrigan swept easily, lightly, alnost playing on the faint currents
of air, as if even the tough and wily bird-woman had succunbed to the quiet
and ease of the journey.

Only the Dagda remai ned wary, the old veteran's sense of the dangerous that
had kept himalive so long preventing himfromrel axi ng. They passed deeper
into the valley that rose higher and higher. As they neared the bottom end,
his eyes swung ever nore restlessly back and forth, searching the hills on
ei t her side.

He had just conpleted a probing exam nation of the ridge on his right and was



swinging his head to the left when, in the tail of his eyes, he caught the
flicker of something bright.

I mredi ately he jerked his gaze back toward it. It had been the briefest of
glimers, but he had seen it, he was sure. Sonewhere up there, along that
hill's crest. But there was no sign of it now, no novement, nothing at all on
the bare hillside save for that row of brush along the very top

They were entering the deepest point of the valley, just before the cleft. A
steep wall of bare rock rose on their left, the high slope on the hillside on
their right. In nmoments they woul d be through and into open country once
agai n.
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It could have been stray sunlight on a piece of shiny stone or a pool, he told
hinself. But his battle instincts told himit was not. It was the glint of
nmetal, and that neant a weapon. Somrething was w ong.

He opened his nouth to call a warning to Angus. But even as the first words
started fromhim the warrior riding beside his son jerked sideways and
toppl ed heavily from his nmount.

There was no sound. The warrior gave no cry. The rest of the party continued
on, not even aware. But Angus pulled up his horse in shock and stared down at
t he body crunpl ed bel ow him stared w thout conprehension at the thin shaft of
grey that stuck fromthe chest.

Only the Dagda realized what was happeni ng.
"Everyone |l ook out!" he bellowed. "W're in a trap!"
And as he spoke, death began to rain upon them

Hai fa dozen of their warriors were struck at once. Sorme fell or were knocked
fromtheir horses by the force of the inpact. One slunped forward while
anot her mai ntained his seat, clutching the shaft inbedded in his thigh

A horse was hit, staggering and falling sideways to roll its rider under.
Anot her reared up, shrieking in its pain, and then dropped down. O her horses
began to panic and there was instant confusion in the conpany.

A young warrior right in front of Glla took a bolt through his neck and it
tore out, spraying his lifeblood with it. The di sgui sed Sea- God searched
around him at a loss to know where these silent messengers of death were
conmi ng from

But the Dagda knew. He understood the neaning of the glimer of light.

"I't's bowren, on the ridge!" he shouted. "Angus, get the others out of this.
I"mgoing after them™

G lla now grasped what was happeni ng. He, too, recognized the weapons being
used agai nst them and understood that the Dagda neant to stop them al one. As

t he champion turned his mount out of the press and started up the slope, Glla
shout ed a desperate warning.

That's madness! You can't make it up that hill!"



But the Dagda was already far up the slope, urging his horse ahead ever
faster, charging directly toward the ridge as he lifted his huge battle-ax to
swi ng in one hand above his head.

Then the hi dden bownen realized what he meant to do and jnore of the letha
darts began to fly toward him The Dagda's horse was struck in the chest. It
shuddered and its forel egs

y
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col l apsed under it at full gallop. Its nonentumdrove it forward, pulling the
Dagda over and crashing heavily atop him Neither of them noved again.

Down bel ow, the rest of the party |ooked up toward the downed nman, nonentarily
stunned by the swift and total defeat of the giant they thought of as
i nvi nci bl e.

"By all the powers!" Findgoll cried. "lIs he dead?"
"Never mnd!" Angus shouted. "Come on! W nust get away from here!"

It was true. The brief respite the Dagda's |one attack had afforded the rest
of them was now over. The darts were again all being directed into the
def ensel ess group.

But they quickly realized that getting away was inpossible. Mst of the horses
were al ready dead or wounded. The tangle of their bodi es bl ocked the narrow
way for those remaining. They were trapped there against the steep backdrop of
rock and left with nowhere to go. Their only chance was to scranble for cover
behind the few scattered rocks and bushes and the carcasses of the dead

ani mal s.

"If the Dagda's not dead, | hope the fool giants stunned,” Glla said as he
and Findgoll dove into the shelter of a fallen horse. "He'd be prickled Iike a
hedgehog if he went up that slope."

"What kind of weapon are they using on us?" Findgoll asked.

"I't's a bow of a marvelous kind," Glla told him "I've seen them used before.
They can shoot twi ce the di stance of any other bow, and with twi ce the force
and accuracy."

"Look!" cried Angus, pointing up. "There's Morriganr

The bl ack figure sailed above them then banked and began a tight spiral as
she dropped toward them

"She's coming dowmn!" Findgoll cried in alarm "If she doesn't see those bowren
and cones too close ..."

"Then we may | ose her as well," Angus finished grimy.

And they watched hel plessly as the great bird swooped steadily | ower, into the
range of the deadly bolts.

VI



FI NDECOLL' S M ST

VWHEN MORRI GAN HAD fl own back from her advance scouting to check on the party's
progress, she had seen them under attack. She started down to try to di scover
what was happeni ng to them

The arrows noved with such speed that she was at a loss to discover their
source until she saw a figure rise fromthe screening shrubbery on the hill's
crest to get a better shot. She saw himlift sone curious device and | ook
along it, then saw the bow at its front snap forward, sending a shaft toward
her compani ons huddl ed bel ow.

W thout hesitation, she furled her wi ngs and dropped, shooting downward |ike
an arrow herself, talons and beak ready for an attack

The captain of the hidden bowren had seen her soaring above and saw her
speedi ng down. He called a warning to his nen.

"There's that bl asted crow wonan now. Shoot her!"
A flock of arrows sang upward to neet her descending flight.

She saw them conming and, in a desperate nove, she tucked herself into a bai
and fell like a stone, barely dropping out of the darts' path in tinme. As they
whi stl ed harm essly over her, she pulled herself fromthe plumet with an
effort, turned and fl apped away, zigzagging in .her flight to avoid further
shot s.

Once beyond their easy range, she circled back and swooped down to | and
anongst the fallen horses and men. Hopping into the shelter of a downed horse,
she effected her transformation and | ooked about her at those left. Her eyes
nar r owned.

"Where's the Dagda?" she rasped.

Hes up there,” Angus told her, pointing to the still figure on the slope. "W
don't know if he is alive or not."

She | ooked toward the fallen man. For an instant, worry soft-
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ened the harshness of her face. Then rage hardened it again and she drew her
weapons.

"Not much use in having those out,"
gettin' close enough to use them™

QU a remarked. "You aren't going to be

She gave hima hard | ook. "Then what do we do?" Her dry voice crackl ed.

A warrior, hidden behind a nearby horse carcass, suddenly jerked backward and
fell, a shaft through his shoul der

"Looks to ne as if we sit here and wait for themto hit us, one by one,"
said angrily.

Angus



"They are very good," Glla remarked. He | ooked over at Findgoll, crouching
next to him He was sheltered except for his runp, sticking up above himand

| ooki ng rather exposed. The clown shoved it down. "Carel ess, |eaving that
out," he said affably, then | ooked up toward the sky. "A pity it's so early in
the day. If we could survive until nightfall, we m ght sneak away."

"They're not going to give us the tine for that," Angus said, "Look there."
On the hillside above, a score of figures had suddenly become visible. The
Formor warriors, each carrying a strange-|ooking bow, were noving boldy down
the sl ope toward them

"What are they about now?" Findgoll asked, peeking out at them

"I'd say they're tired of us not obligin' themand allow ng ourselves to be
shot," Glla casually remarked. "They're sinply going to stroll down here and
nove into positions where they can hit us. And there's really not nuch we can
do about it."

The descendi ng bowren noved past the Dagda's body, ignoring the still figure
as dead. Then they began to spread out, sone com ng straight in, others
angling off to the left and right.

"See there?" Glla said brightly, as if he'd won a bet. "What did | tell you?
They' Il surround us and | eave us no place at all to hide."

"I wish you' d stop being so damably cheerful about it," Angus said irritably.
"They're going to kill us."

"Ch, | don't think so," Glla replied. "No, there's always sone way to make
things work out. I mean, it's not going to be night soon, but darkness is
somet hi ng any good sorcerer can create." He patted his Druid conpanion on the
seat .

"OfF course!" the little man cried, sitting up. "What a fool | am | can lay a
bl anket over us that they can't see through."
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"Can you make it an illusion for themand not for us?" Glla

asked.

"Certainly," Findgoll assured him "But it will only last a short while."
"I't"ll have to be long enough,"” said Glla.

"Al'l right, then, just help me get mny things!"

He began craw ing for a downed horse nearby. Glla foll owed. Wen they reached
it, the two men pulled | oose a basket strapped to the animal's back. The Druid
began to runmage within it.

Anot her of the remaining de Danann warriors clutched suddenly at a shaft in
his throat and fell.

"Best hurry, Findgoll," Glla said. "They're already too close.

But the little Druid could not be rushed. Wth sone tw gs of yew and oak
pull ed fromthe basket he built a small fire. It took precious nonments to



start it with flint and steel and to blowit to life.

"Try to nmove a bit faster, Findgoll." G Ila urged.

The Druid selected certain phials fromhis basket carefully.

"Faster, Findgoll," said Glla, watching the bowren advance.

He pai nstakingly m xed the assorted elenments fromthe phials in a small silver
bow .

"Hurry, Findgoll!" Glla urged again, a bit nore desperately.
The Druid rmuttered an incantation over his concoction. The bowren were now
close on three sides, their weapons rising to fire at the unprotected de

Dananns.

"They're going to shoot!" Glla called and squeezed his eyes closed to wait
for the inpact of the bolt.

Fi ndgol | tossed the potion on the fire.
Wth a rush of flame, a fat billow of grey-black smoke puffed up and out.

It gushed like a spouting geyser fromits source in the fire, rolling out in a
wave in all directions.

At the sound G lla opened his eyes and grinned. "Good work. Now everyone get
down. Lie flat and lie still."

The survivors obediently |ay down, weapons out and ready at hand.

The attackers noved up to the edge of the cloud and hesitated there, unwilling
to enter this eerie, unnatural mst. But their captain was inpatient and
shout ed angrily.

What are you waiting for? It's only sone foolish Druid trick
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Now get in there and finish them W can't |eave any of themalive."

Rel uctantly the circle of men noved forward, into the envel opi ng shroud of
grey mst. It was cool and danp within, the drifting tendrils of the cloud
clinging, coiling about themas they nmoved. Its thickness obscured everything,
draining all color, |eaving only vague shapes that seenmed to glide forward

fromthe swirling void.

The bowren crept al ong, slowy, eyes searching around them | oaded weapons
ready. The survivors waited silently, motionlessly, for themto cone.

Angus lay on his stomach, hearing his own heart, trying not to breathe.
Sonet hi ng crunched not far fromhis feet. He fought his inmpulse to roll over
and look and lay still, feeling the skin of his shoul ders prickle at the



expectation of a netal shaft sinking hone there. But the crunching of the
f oot st eps noved on by.

He risked lifting his head. The m st seened only a faint haze to him He could
clearly see a bowran only a few feet away, stopped, back to him

Silently he levered hinmself up, lifted his sword, and |lunged. The weapon,
skillfully aimed, drove through the Fonor's back, skewering the heart. The man
made only a brief grunt of pained surprise and fell. He thudded down softly,

but his falling weapon clattered to the rocks. It was loud in the nmuffled
si | ence.

"What was that?" another Fonor cried aloud, his voice betraying his
nervousness.

"Quiet!" the captain ordered sharply fromoutside the cloud, trying to catch
some glinpse of his invisible nen.

The Fonor nmoved on, but now nore cautiously. One canme upon a formlying face
down, one armoutflung, the other beneath it.

"l found one!" he called into the void. "He | ooks dead!"

He | eaned down over it, gripped the shoulder”™ and rolled the figure back. As
it cane over he saw the cadaverous face and shouted in surprise, "Wy, it's
the Mor—=

But he got no further. For the raven-worman's free arm had shot up, |ocking
onto his neck with taloned ringers of enornpbus strength. Wth one nove she
jerked himdown toward her while the conceal ed hand whi pped out, revealing a
dagger that slashed up and across the man's exposed throat. Hi s words were cut
off in a gurgling cry. Then there was only silence again in the drifting haze.

"Nol i ck? Was that you?" another of the bownren call ed.

"I said quiet!" the captain shouted angrily, straining his eyes into the
dar kness for any novenent.

Inside the mist, another bowran crept along, gripping his weapon tightly in
unst eady hands. This uncanny silence and fog, these strange shadows and noi ses
were qui ckly unnerving him Now every rock, every shadow, seened alive.

He heard a noi se before himand began to back away, peering ahead for sone
sign of what had nade it. An armshot fromthe swirling gray behind him
encircled him jerked himback into the blade of a short dagger. He sl unped.
Glla Decaire lowered himsoftly to the ground and wi ped the blade on the
Formor rags. Hi s usually aniable face was hard and held nothing but grim
intent.

As he straightened, he saw anot her bownan novi ng sone di stance away. Silently
he bl essed the magi ¢ of Findgoll and prayed to Danu the power of it would | ast
a bit |onger.

He straightened fully, drawing up his lanky formto make it fully visible to
t he groping Fonor. Then he called out cheer-folly:

"Hell o there! Are you | ooking for ne?"

The man jerked around toward him in his alarmletting off his bolt too soon
It went far wide of its mark. Glla clucked with regret.



"Ch, bad luck," he said. "Care to try agai n?"

The man sl ammed another bolt into his weapon and cocked the bow back again. He
started after the taunting cl own.

The lean formflitted before him now here, now there, in the shifting clouds,
like a hare in the underbrush. The bowran's irritation and his unsteadi ness
gr ew.

Glla, neantime, was on a hunt of his own. Very soon, he saw what he sought
just ahead, the stal king figure of another bowran. Skillfully he led the first
closer until he felt the two must be visible to one another as noving shapes.
He stood still and upright between them and shout ed:

"Say! Here I am™
As the two nen wheel ed toward the sound of his voice, bows rising to fire, he
dropped to the ground. Both nen fired at the first shadow in the m st they

saw. Each was knocked off his feet by the solid blow of the other's arrow,

Glla stood up and | ooked fromone of themto the other. They really are very
good shots," he said, and shook his head. "Too bad."
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By now, the remaining Fonor were near panic. Others of them began to |oose
their arrows at anything noving. Shots zipped through the roiling mst wldly.
Anot her and then another of the bownren dropped, his own fellows bolt in him
Qutside the mst, the captain heard the telltale sound of the bowstrings. One
arrow flew fromthe cloud and past his head. Then one of his nen, nortally
wounded by an arrow through his side, staggered fromthe bank of m st and

col | apsed.

"Stop! Stop firing!" the captain shouted. "You're hitting each other! Stop
where you are. Mve toward the sound of ny voice. Come out here and we'll form
aline to sweep through. Do you hear?"

There was no sign of nmovenent, no sound fromthe mst.

"Answer me!" he called | ouder. "Let me hear you each respond.”

Still nothing.

"What's wrong?" A note of desperation had entered his voice. "Neid! Seanchab
I ngol! Answer mne!"

There was no reply. He stared into the fog, trying to penetrate its nysterious
depths. And he found, suddenly, that it seermed to be giving way before his
gaze. It was rolling back and up as if a wind had risen to push it away. The
spell had run its course. The darkness of Findgoll was dispersing.

He could see figures now. But there were only two. \Were were the rest? The



| ast vestiges of the haze lifted, and he saw at [ ast who the figures were.

It was the gawky cl own who stood facing him grinning. Not far from hi mwas
the grim black Morrigan. And as the captain watched in shock, Findgoll, Angus,
and four other warriors stood up fromtheir hiding spots anpongst the rocks and
brush and dead horses.

Then the captain saw his nen, scattered about on the ground, dying or dead.
Four lay at Morrigan's feet, throats neatly slit. She bared her teeth, show ng
hi m her thirst had been fully slaked in their hot bl ood.

"Why you— he cried out, lifting his owm bowto fire at her

But a sound from behind distracted hi mand he swng around. He was in tine to
see the descending bl ade of a giant ax before it struck home. Split nearly to
the wai st, he was driven to the ground. A groggy but angry Dagda | ooked down
in grimsatisfaction at his work.

"You coul dn't have picked a finer nonent to conme back to life," Glla told the
giant with enthusiasm

"Father!" Angus cried happily. "Thank the powers. W thought that you were
dead!"

"Not very likely," the chanpion grow ed, planting a broad foot on the carcass
of the officer to help himlever out the deeply enbedded weapon

"They very nearly had us all,"
| osses?"

said Findgoll with relief. "Wat were our

Angus was novi ng through the area, checking on the de Danann warriors. "Twel ve
of our people are dead," he announced. "Four nore are too badly wounded to go
on with us."

"Four left then, and the four of us," said the Dagda, wal king down to join the
others. He added as an afterthought, "Oh, and Findgoll."

"It was Findgol! who saved your own son and the rest, you great, hulking ox!"
the little Druid retorted heatedly. "Your 'strong arns and true bl ades' did
you little enough good. Don't be forgetting that."

"I will not," said the Dagda, with regret. "And I'mquite certain you'll not
be letting ne."

"Can we still go on?" asked Angus. "There are so few of us, and we've no
animals left to carry us."

"There's little choice in that." the Dagda answered. "Those of our escort who

escaped can take the wounded back to Tara, but there'll be no time for us to
return for nmore horses. W can reach the coast nmore quickly if we continue on
foot. And once we've brought the cauldron to Eire, we'll have Lugh and his

Riders to help us carry the thing safely back."

"We can make it intime if there's nothing else to interfere,"” said Glla in
an unusual 'y thoughtful tone.

"What do you mean?" asked a puzzled Angus. "W can surely be watching out for
any nore chance patrols like this one.™

"This was no chance patrol," said the Mrrigan's rasping voice. "Those nen



were hiding in trenches on the hill. Tliey were waiting for us."

' Maybe they were waiting to anmbush any de Dananns who came this way,'
suggest ed.

Angus

"No," said Glla. "Its much worse than that. Look here."

He pull ed the masking scarf fromthe face of one of the dead bowren. The
ot hers | ooked down at it.

See there. There's no deformity at all on him And it's the same with the rest
of them" He | ooked around at the others. You know what that neans."
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"They can't be fromthe Tower!" Angus said in disbelief.

"Aye. And this is nore proof of that," said the Dagda, lifting one of the
strange weapons. It was a short bow fixed at right angles to a netal stock
fitted with a conplex nechanismto hold the arrow and release it. "I|'ve seen

t hese before. They're fromthe Tower too." He exam ned an arrow, a short,
thick netal rod trimmed at one end with tapered feathers and at the other with
a sharp, barbed head. "Nasty weapons they are. Like the bl oody Fonor."

"My friends," Clia said with great solemity, "we know that Bal or woul d never
send his precious warriors and weapons into Eire just to ambush anyone who
cane along. No, only a very, very special purpose could bring them He nust
know what we're about. And, nore than that, he knows the exact route we are
taking."

He | ooked up at the surrounding hills and down through the cleft toward the
open country beyond. Suddenly it didn't seemso inviting to him It was too
snoot h, too lacking in conveni ent places where they could hide.

"I"'mthinking that this isn't the end of it," he said, the carefree tones of
the clown touched with doubt for the first time. "Sonething has gone w ong.
Very, very wong. There's no way of telling now what el se may be waiting out
there for us."

And as he scanned the countryside again, his eyes turned toward the west. Ws
somet hi ng, he wondered, waiting out there for Lugh as well?

I X
LUGH S RI DE

LUGH LAMFADA STOOD on the | ow nound, |ooking off across the nmeadows toward the
great hill thrusting up abruptly agai nst the sky.

The hill was steep-sided and rocky, rising al nost sheer to a flat, grassy top
At its base, just before him were clustered uncountable small, neat nounds,
like the brood of the mother hill nestling for warmh close to its body.

The setting sun struck across the top of the nmound in a blaze of golden |ight



that made the isol ated place seemthe nore separate, aloof and grand, a
fitting spot for some god to dwell and | ook out over his |ands.

Lugh noved back to his tiny fire, built as nuch for confort agai nst the com ng
ni ght as for cooking or warnmh. There was verv little else to raise his
spirits. The Riders of the Sidhe cer-tain'lv offered no conpani onshi p, drawn
up like the walls of a palisade around his nound, spears up, silent and
noti onl ess as al ways when at rest. And his own nmuscles were no hel p, scream ng
out at himwith their pains fromthe |ong ride.

How far had he come that day? It still seemed incredible to him He laid
hinself in the nost confortable position he could and unrolled the parchnent
map Glla had given himto trace the route he'd foll owed.

It may have been wearying, but it had been exhilarating as well. The pace of
the Riders had been breathtaking at first, like standing on a cliff and
catching the full force of a sea stormsquare in the face. He'd clung on that
pl ungi ng horse that had never seemed to touch the ground, and he had been
carried along in the mdst of that unnatural conpany as if he'd been as nmuch a
wraith, a being of streami ng cloud, as they.

The country had fl owed past, forests, nmeadows, hills, all blending into a
blurred rush of green-grey. They had covered inpossible di stances, and he had
seen by the novenment of the sun—the only firmobject in his cosnos then—hat
the tine it had taken was very short. In one day they had swung in a great
curve through much of Eire.

The only respite fromthe di zzyi ng pace had been when a new settl enent was
reached. The reception Lugh had received at each had quickly taken on a
nmonot onous similarity. The folk of the ringfort or hilltop dwelling had cone
forth to stare in awe at these nystical beings who had swept upon themlike
some great wind. Mst of those Lugh had seen were a worn and hungry | ot, but
all were still willing to share their nmeager supplies with a stranger.

When Lugh had announced his nmission to them their responses had been the sane

as well. Bobd Derg had been proven wong. Manannan had as well. The de Dananns
had needed no urging to fight. Their will had not been destroyed "y their
oppressors. They had been willing, often eager, to unite behind Nuada, their

old warlord. They had been ready to join a rising, no matter what the cost.
72

CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE

DESPERATE M SSI ONS

73

Ironically, he had sensed that few of them had real hope. They had said they
woul d fight and likely die because they had nothing nore to | ose, and dying in
battle was the only dignity left. Still, they had been prepared to march at
once for Tara and this had been enough for Lugh. Only the will to fight needed
to be theirs. Wth luck, he and his conpani ons woul d supply themw th the
rest.

As he and the Riders had progressed, Lugh had checked each settl ement agai nst
his chart. Now he exami ned the full distance with some awe. They had swept a
vast curve around Eire, north from Tara and then far west to the sea, turning
south to this spot. He had visited nore than twenty villages. He had repeated
his plea for help so often that he wasn't surprised at the soreness of his



t hr oat .

He rolled up the map and sat | ooking across at the hill. The sun had dropped
| ower behind it now, lighting only the top in one last, bright flare of
parting. It threw the clustered nounds into deeper shadow and increased the
sense of nystery surroundi ng them

He | ooked over the scores upon scores of themnore closely. They | ooked like
the burial nounds he had seen near Tara, but here there were so many scattered
across the meadows. Hundreds of people would have found resting places there.
Wio had built then? Even the de Dananns didn't know. Their builders had come
and |l eft these tine-eroded nounds | ong before the first of Lugh's people had
cone to Eire. And where had they gone? Had they been driven out or destroyed,
as the de Dananns had done to the Firbolgs, as the Fonor were trying to do to
t hen? He wondered if, when the de Dananns did succeed in becomnming the true
masters of Eire, they would, one day, only be deposed thensel ves or sinply
vani sh into sone nysterious nounds of their own.

Al one, he felt the spirit of the country strongly there. It was a presence
around him pervasive and denandi ng, |ike the presence of the sea. It was a
harsh and an independent spirit, like that of the people who lived init. It

i nspired | ove sonehow in its rugged beauty, but it gave no conpromise. It
woul d never be held or conquered, only coveted. And he knew, as if he could
see it hinself, that many peoples would come and go, would battle and | ove and
rage and die here. They, all of them would go one day and be forgotten, |ike
the rest. And what value would all their struggling and dyi ng have then?

He realized that his thoughts had turned dark with the

dvi ng sun. A sense of profound |oneliness cane upon himlike a weight. He
under st ood just how rmuch he m ssed the conpany and the support of Aine.

To escape his nelancholy turn of mnd, he rolled hinmself in his cloak and I ay
down by the fire to sleep. He heard the wind, sharp with the fresh tang of
comng fall, whistle through the drying grass and | eaves. He slept, but he
couldn't escape his thoughts. He dreamed of Aine, of her warm body |ying close
agai nst his, of the smpoth texture of her skin, of her eyes smiling into his.

But in the dream she turned to a columm of ice within his arnms. He started

awake to find a dawn of chill, white frost tingeing the grass tips and
glinting on the nmeadows around, a foretaste of winter's snows. He was stiff
and arose feeling tired, groggy, and still depressed.

But once on the road, his spirits lifted again.

The sun was bright and soon burned off the frost. It was a fine, fresh day and
he was free, really on his own, for the first tine. He was doing a fine,

i nportant job, and very capably indeed, he told hinself. He actually began to
feel the Chanpion for once, and really worthy of the responsibility given him

Their direction was nore southerly now. The settlements they visited were on
the fringes of the de Dananns' western |ands. They were scattered and nost
were very small. He noted that his conpany covered nore distance between
stops, and that the countryside through which they noved became increasingly
nore barren, rocky, harsh

In the afternoon of the second day, they cane out of their supernatural ride
near a good-sized settlenent. As usual, the blur of passing scenery began to
slow until things took on a recogni zable form The wail and whoosh of their
noverent faded away, and Lugh found that they were on the upper edge of a wide



val | ey.

The ground was high there, and the view was good. The vall ey swooped down
gently toward a distant haze of sea. On either side, high hills of a pale rock
rose steeply, shining golden in the afternoon sun

The | ower ground was of the sane |light rock, and the little vegetation there
was clung tenuously in the narrow crevices that cut through them

The stone walls of the ringfort were quite near. He had seen many like it in
these | ast stops, for the country had becone
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quite barren and | acked the soft earth or tinber to build ramparts. Loose
rock, however, was in abundance.

Still, this fort was |arger than any he'd seen yet. The wall was twice his
hei ght and | ooked quite thick. Its circle was | arge enough to encl ose a dozen
hones.

The Riders had drawn up on either side of himjust before the main

ent rance—doors of heavy w ckerwork closing a wide cut in the wall. There was
no one visible about the dun or on the ranparts. A small cattle herd was
browsing in the valley bel ow, but there were no herdsnen.

It wasn't an unusual situation to Lugh. The Riders had often frightened the
weak and naturally suspicious villagers into hiding. He had been forced to
coax them out several tines.

He did as he had done then. He rode up to the gateway and stopped at the edge
of the shall ow defensive trench that circled the wall

"Hello!" he called to the fort. "I amfrom Tara. My nane is Lugh Lanfada, a
warrior to Nuada, High-King of the Tuatha de Danann!"

That usually was enough to bring themforth. But here there was no response.
No curious heads popped above the wall to look. No answering calls were lifted
frominside.

He tried again. "Bres has been deposed. The de Dananns are joining in a rising
agai nst Fonor. |'ve come to ask you to joininit."

Still there was no answer, no signs of life at all fromthe ring of stone.

A vague worry began to rise in Lugh. Usually that last bit was enough to draw
the nost reluctant out. What was wong here?

He turned and trotted back to the Riders to issue a brief order
"I"'mgoing to the gates. Stand here and wait."

There was no need to tell themto keep watch or be prepared. Those things they
al ways did.

Lugh turned back and rode boldly up toward the gate. He knew that if the
villagers were truly frightened and huddling inside, he mght be inviting a
thrown spear with this nove.

But there was no spear, no challenge, no sound frominside. He stopped at the



doors and shouted through the w ckerwork.

"Hell o inside! What's wong with you? Wiy don't you answer ne?"
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When there was still no answer, he tried the gates, very cingerlv at first. He
put a hand agai nst one of the sections and nushed, just a little. The door
swung easily on its wooden nosts, opening half an armis length. It was not

| ocked.

He tried to peek through the narrow crack, but he could see only the corner of
two houses and the beaten earth of one side of the yard. No people were
vi si bl e.

H s puzzl ement increased. He disnmounted and drew out the Answerer, somne
instinct telling himto take no chances here. These villagers m ght believe
himto be a lying eneny. Atrap mght await himjust inside. So with the

gl eam ng bl ade ready in one hand, he pushed the door fully open and wal ked
t hr ough.

Beyond the gateway was a |l arge yard. Beyond it, in a rough semicircle, were
the dwel lings. Nowhere was there any sign of

life.

Lugh stood for a tine |ooking searchingly, warily, around the fort's interior.
He saw no novenents, heard no tiny sounds. If soneone was hiding there, they
were very good at it. The fort seened totally deserted

But he would go no further w thout support. He turned back to the doors and
called to the waiting R ders.

"Come inside!l Spread out and circle the yard!"

| mredi ately they obeyed, gliding forward through the gates, parting inside and
turning in two directions, one colum circling left, the other right. They
nmoved around the inside of the circling wall, one by one dropping off and
taki ng positions at neat intervals until they were spaced around the entire
yard.

When they had halted, Lugh stepped forward into the center, examni ning the
dwellings nore critically. Mdst were hones of the famliar circular type with
thatched roofs rising up into sharp cones. But |ike npbst of those he'd seen in
these barren western lands, the lower walls were of neatly piled stones, not

wi cker and plaster. There were two sheds as well, square structures with flat
roofs, nmeant for storage of livestock, tools, or food.

One of the structures squatting in the center of the others was nuch | arger
Its circle was stretched into an oval. It had to be the main hall

He noved across the yard to it, |ooking about himconstantly, seeking any sign
of the fifty or nore people who would inhabit a place this size.
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He stopped at the doorway to the hall and peered into its shadows. It seened
enpty. He stepped cautiously within and stood, guard up, waiting for his eyes



to adj ust.

The interior was one oval room The earthen floor was scattered with
rush—fresh rush, he judged, by the strong scent of it in the air. The centra
fire pit was circled with low tables for eating. Here his wandering gaze fixed
and curiosity pulled himforward. For the tables were set with plates and

f ood.

He | ooked at the food nore closely. There were bits of bread and cheese, sone
scraps of meat, sonme fish, some vegetables. The bread was stale, but showed no
signs of nold. It had been sitting there | ess than a day.

He noved around the tables, past the central fire pit. He paused there and
squatted down beside it. Heat was rising fromthe ash piles. He lifted an iron
spit to stir them Beneath the grey he found the glowing red of several coals.
He dug further and uncovered several of the rugged chunks of black peat stil
unburned. The fire had been newly laid the night before, he judged.

He wal ked back to the doorway and paused there, |ooking around the conmpound
once again. The total silence was a bit unnerving. In the sunny, still fal
afternoon it was as if the world were holding its breath, as if tine had
stopped here. He stepped forward and hit something with his foot. He | ooked
down to find a rag doll, worn fromsonme child' s constant |ove, its crude
wooden head smiling up at himwith a faded nouth of paint. He reached down for
it, then stood to gaze around at the high ridges of the hills, puzzlenent
creasing his young face.

Where had they gone? What coul d have nmade them abandon this place so abruptly,
| eavi ng bel ongi ngs, |eaving food on their plates, not stopping even to
retrieve a fallen toy?

It couldn't have been sone Fonor raid. There woul d have been signs of the
fight. The Formor would have left this place a slaughterhouse, bodies unburied,
houses ri pped apart.

Had sone magi ¢ been used on then? Some trick? Sone enchantnment? Or were they
still here somewhere, hiding?

He wheel ed about in a circle, running his gaze over the whol e conmpound agai n.
Soneone was here. He knew it. He could feel eyes upon him

"I'f you're hiding, please cone out!" he shouted. "I"'ma friend."

That gai ned hi m nothing. He shook his head. The eeriness of the place was
bewi | dering. He had an inpulse to | eave. He
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had no time for such delays in any case. But his stubbornness and vout hf ul
curiosity kept himthere. He had to know what was happeni ng.

Then he renenbered the souterrain.

Most of the ringfbrts had them That hidden underground room where things
coul d be stored, where inhabitants could hide fromenenmes. And a tunnel that
| ed out beyond the walls to some sheltered spot to allow an escape. There had
to be one



here.

The main hall was the likeliest place to | ook. He went back into it. He set
the doll down carefully on a table where its w de, painted eyes watched him
scrape at the floor rushes with his feet.

He was seeking the covered entrance and he found it quickly. He lifted an

eart h-covered square of slate to expose a hole and a crude | adder |eadi ng down
to darkness. Lighting a small torch fromthe fire's enbers, he started down,
very slowy, still wary of some trap

At the bottom of the | adder he stopped, holding the torch up ahead of him Its
reflected gl ow ran unevenly away along walls and ceiling lined with grey-bl ack
slate. The flat slabs forned a neat, square tunnel high enough so he could
stand nearly erect.

The air was cool and danp, and the stone glistened with noisture. There was a
strong scent of noist earth and anot her odor too—ene that he couldn't identify
but found famliar, and unpleasantly so. It aroused a sharp fear in himfor
the first time, and he found hinself suddenly reluctant to force hinself

ahead.

But he did nove ahead, noving slowy along the tunnel, peering ahead into the
gloomthat the torch's light did little to dispel. The passage ran straight

al ong for sone way. Then it abruptly forked. A second passage turned off at a
sharp angle fromthe first.

He paused at the corner and then eased cautiously around it to | ook down the
si de passage. It was short and seemed to open into some |arger space, sone
bl ackness that swallowed the feint rays of his light.

He noved toward it, fighting to control the breathing that increased al ong
with his rising sense of dread. He cane into the opening to the room and
lifted the torch high. It nearly dropped fromhis hand as he recoil ed.

He had found the inhabitants of the ringfort.
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They were piled neatly, row upon row of them-aen, wonen, children, ail stacked
toget her |ike cut wood. Many stared up blankly at the roof their eyes gl eam ng
with false life in the wavering torch light.

He understood what that other odor was now. It was bl ood. They were awash wth
it. It flooded the floor in a great pool that had only begun to dry around the
edges at Lugh's feet.

It seened to his horrified gaze that all had had their throats neatly slit,
like animals slaughtered in some ritual. They showed no signs of struggle and
few | ooked afraid. Their frozen expressions were nostly of surprise.

He turned away, sickened by the sight. It wasn't only the dead or the wounds
or the bl ood. He had seen those in abundance before. It was the methodi cal way
t hese poor peopl e had been butchered and piled there, killed w thout any
chance, w thout even know ng why.

And then the why of it suddenly hit himlike a physical blow This was no
Formor raid. They had been killed to get them out of the way quickly, to make
the vill age seem deserted. And there was only one reason to do that—+to draw
hi mi nsi de.



He ran for the ladder, driven by a single, urgent need. He had to get to the
Ri ders, get out of that ringfort.

He scranbled up the | adder, threw down the torch, and rushed to the doorway.
As he reached it, he could see the yard and sone of the waiting horsenmen. He
rai sed his voice and shouted to them *

"Ri ders! Riders!"”

He stepped into the yard as they started toward him But as he did, the earth
shuddered, and all before himseened to rise up in a searing colum of flane
as a mmssive expl osion wacked the interior of the tiny fort.
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LUGH WAS KNOCKED backward by the force of the blast. He fell heavily to the
floor of the hall and lay stunned. Wen he finally
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staggered to his feet, he found that everything beyond the doorway was trapped
inaring of rising flanes.

Wthin the circle of the stone wall, it formed a solid screen, blocking al

vi ew of the country beyond, arching up above into a done that obscured the
sky. Where the Riders of the Sidhe had stood, there was no sign of anything
but fire. Lugh assunmed they had been caught by the full force of the blast,
envel oped by the flanes. The power of it had apparently swept the beings away.
Whet her it had destroyed them or not, he had no way of know ng. But he
couldn't believe that even they could have survived this.

The intense heat was nearly unbearable. Hi s skin felt tightly stretched across
his face. H s body and clothes were scorched fromthe first explosion, and he
realized that only the stout rock walls of the hall had kept himfrom being
kill ed.

Several of the structures had survived, he saw, but their end was fast
creepi ng upon them Their thatched roofs were all ablaze, form ng cones of
fire that sent tight spirals of flame and snmoke up to join the thick colum

ri sing above the fort. He | ooked at the roof of his own shelter. It was
clearly afire, too, the inside surface stream ng with snoke and raini ng
burning splinters upon the rooms interior. He knew that he couldn't |ast |ong
there.

Al ready the snoke was starting to choke him crawling deeper into his lungs at
every cough. He dropped down to the floor where sone fresh air was left, but
it was rapidly being sucked away by the inferno surrounding him

He had nowhere to go, nothing to do. The fire burned on with no sign of
abating, fueled by someone or something he couldn't understand or act against.
He couldn't break through the wall of it. He was a captive of its circle. And
now t he flames above began to swirl. The rising heat had created a whirl poo

in the currents of air. It began to spin faster, faster, pulling up the fire,
drawing in nore air and making it burn all the hotter, raising the tenperature
inits heart, inits trapped little huddle of doomed huts, to a height which
not hi ng coul d survive.



It would not be nuch |onger, Lugh knew. The roof above was ready to coll apse
upon him H's bare arns and | egs and face were singed in a score of spots. His
cl oak snol der ed.

He threw a wild, despairing glance around the room and his gaze was met by
the wi de painted eyes of a forlorn, drooping figure, already snmoking itself,
but still smling at himcourageously. The little doll. Soon, thought Lugh, it
and he woul d
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join its owner. And he found hinsel f al nost envying her quick death over the
one he was about to experience.

But that fatalistic thought took his snoke-nunmbed mind to another. He saw the
bodies in the souterrain, and he saw that other passage. That passage m ght
take himout of this stricken fort!

He took a last breath and crawl ed for the tunne! entrance, dodging the falling
pi eces. He was nearly there when a loud, rending crack came from above. He

gl anced up to see the whole structure of the roof collapsing. He dove for the
entrance and toppled into the tunnel as the flam ng debris crashed down,
burying the interior of the hall

He dragged hinsel f along the tunnel away fromthe entrance and got to his
feet. The air here was still fresh, and the heat of the fire ragi ng above much
reduced. A stiff breeze was blowi ng up the tunnel past him drawn by the heat.
That meant the tunnel did open out somewhere ahead. He hesitated no | onger but
began to run al ong the passageway, past the turning where the bodies lay, for
such a distance along the darkened way that it had to be passing well beyond
the outer walls of the ringfort.

It nade a sharp curve, and as he rounded it, he saw |ight ahead. The soft
light of day shinmering al ong the snooth, damp tunnel walls.

He charged to the tunnel's edge and pushed through a screening wall of brush
to the outside. He found hinmself far down the valley below the fort, and he
clinmbed a small slope to | ook back up toward it. It was lost in fire and snoke
that rose high up in a spinning columm toward the clouds. The Riders were
gone, his own horse gone with them He was on foot in this barren | and and
totally al one now.

And then he realized he was not al one.

"Well, mates, it was a good thing we cane to check here. | told you he m ght
be smart enough to find that escape tunnel."

Lugh whirl ed about to see three figures rise fromtheir hiding places in the
rocks and close in around him They were Fonmor warriors, clad in the filthy
rags of their breed. One was a true horror, his head disfigured |ike somnething
of wax that had melted and sagged, carrying eyes down to one side, dragging
over the nose in a thick flow, |eaving the mouth sl ack, hanging, and
constantly adrool. The second was nore |ike something that had crawl ed from
the sea. It was a Fonor aberrant Lugh had becone familiar with. H s eyes
popped, fish-like. Folds of skin, like gills, fluttered on the sides of his
neck
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he breathed. H's nmouth was tiny and pursed and he seened | acking in nostrils,
ears, or hair. The short hands that gripped his heavy |ance were webbed.

The third man, and their |eader, was normal by conparison. The only flaw in
his crude, swarthy | ooks was a great |eather natch covering one side of his
face. And one of his hands ended in a stunp fitted with a heavy iron cap
"You are a clever one, you are,"
get the others now, right?"

the fish-face chortled happily. "I'll go and

He started to turn away, but a sharp word fromthe | eader stopped him
"Hold on! Why share this prize with then? It was we who thought to come here
Think of the prize fromthat fancy cap'n if we take himto the ship

our sel ves!"

"I don't know," the one with the sagging head said in a slow, doubtful voice.
"He m ght put up a fight. | don't like that sword."

Hearing his words, Lugh realized for the first tine since the explosion that

he still held the Answerer in his hand. In all the confusion, his warrior
instincts had seen that he kept a grip upon it. Now, feeling its weight in his
hand, he was aware of the blade's power coursing into him filling himwith

new vitality, pushing out the despair. If these animals weren't going to cal
their friends, he had some chance. They had nade a m stake that m ght be
fatal .

"Look, he's just a pup," the | eader was reasoning to his friends. "Havin' a
hounds teeth won't do himany good." He |ooked to Lugh and spoke in what he
nmust have thought a cajoling voice. "Now, |ad, you don't want to be killed
here, do you? W won't harmyou. | promi se that. Them Fonor dandies fromthe
Tower said that if you was to be captured, they'd want you alive. So, be a
sensi bl e boy. Drop that sword."

The three started to edge forward, and Lugh waited no | onger. He dove forward,
maki ng a lightning attack on the closest first.

H s speed took the | eader by surprise. He wasn't even able to raise the sword
in his good hand as the bright Answerer swept across his chest, the razor edge
I ayi ng hi mopen and slashing the ribs Iike dried twigs. He fell back and
Lugh's bl ade reversed its swing, leaping like a coiled serpent's strike toward
t he attacking soft-faced one.

He lifted the sword and shield he carried, but it did little good, Lugh's
sword stroke slamed both down, and the point
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flicked deftly, lightly, back up, catching the Fonor under the chin and
cleaving the face as if it were wet clay.

The third Fonor, the fish-headed one, stared in terror at his conrades' sudden
end, then heaved his lance wildly at Lugh and turned to run. As he did, he



began to scream shrilly:
"He's here! The boy escaped! Help!"

The being was too far for Lugh to strike at. In a desperate nove he cast the
Answerer, hoping to silence the cries. The weapon, fashioned, honed, and

bal anced by the magi cal hands of master smiths in Tir-na-nog, flew unerringly
toits mark. It buried its length in his back, severing the spine. H s voice
was cut off and he collapsed in a heap

Thanki ng Danu, Lugh ran to the body and wenched the bl ade out. But he had
stopped the man too late. There were answering shouts fromthe valley around
him He saw many figures rising frompositions in the rocky fields around the
bl azing fort and starting toward him There seenmed to be scores of them Too
many to fight. If he neant to survive, his only choice now was to try to
escape.

On this open ground, the only prom sing hiding spots seemed to be the hills
rising on either side. The scattered Fonor were between himand the western
hills. He turned away and headed toward the east.

He started off at the best speed he could manage on the hard, rugged ground. A
m sstep here would nean del ay at best, a broken leg at worst. Fortunately, the
same terrain hanmpered the Fonor, who now spotted himand started in pursuit.
They were all afoot, as no horses could cross such treacherous fields wthout
taking a fall. Unfortunately, wi thout |arge rocks or stands of brush and
trees, those after Lugh could spot himand follow easily. He could only hope
that he could | ose themon the hill

He reached its base far ahead of the pursuers. A backward gl ance told hi mmany
of the deforned creatures were having hard going here. Those in the | ead were
spreading out to prevent himfromturning along the hill's base. H's only

choi ce was straight up

The rough hillside was even tougher going than the valley. The slope was steep
and the rock much decayed by erosion, crunbling out fromunder him He
scranbl ed upward over it, sliding back at tines, body scraping cruelly on the
sharper rubble. But the top was in sight, and the Fonor falling further
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behi nd, and he pushed hinself to struggle up the |last distance to a high
ridge.

He paused there, standing up to | ook back down. The valley and the sea at its
base were spread out before himnow Far down there, little nore than an

el ongat ed speck, an object sat against the shore. As tiny as it was, Lugh knew
it. A black warship of the Tower. He renenbered the words of the Fonor with
the patch. O course Balor's nmen were behind this attack! Only they woul d have
t he unknown neans to engi neer the explosion of the fort.

He | ooked down at the warriors clinmbing slowy up behind him He would be far
away before they reached the top, and on this ground they coul d never discover
whi ch way he had gone.

He turned to face the I and beyond the crest. It was a flat, bleak, rippling
sea of grey-white stone as far as he could see. It offered no shelter, no
confort, and no sign of life. H s heart sank again.

Escape he mght, he thought, but what did that nmean? Where woul d he go? What



could he do to continue with his mssion? He didn't know. He only knew that
for now he sinply needed to survive, to keep on. His map was lost with his
food and other clothing, on the horse of the Riders. To the south and east
seened the nost promising to him Wth what optimsmhe could nuster, he set
out at a brisk pace across the field of rock.

Far below him at the black ship, a nmessenger of the Fomor band arrived
breathl ess fromhis run.

The warshi ps captain, sallowfeatured, tall, and arrogant, |ooked down from
the vessel's side at his wetched island cousin and smirked in satisfaction as
he anticipated the report.

"I see our little trap was a success," he said.

"It was, Captain. It w ped them horsenen right away, it did," the nessenger
agreed eagerly. Then he hesitated before adding tinmdly, "But, I"'mafraid |I've
got to tell you that . . .. ah ... the boy escaped."

The captain's smle was w ped away as by a slap
AHe what!"

He got out of the fort," the messenger went on. "He got up that eastern
hill"—he waved vaguely toward it—and he's well out into the Burren now "
You can't let himget away," the captain shouted. "Balor will see you all I|ose
your lives if he does." He well knew that his
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own |life mght be forfeited too. "Your people are supposed to know this area.
Get after him"

The nmessenger | ooked out across the sea to the western horizon. The sun was
dropping toward it now with seem ng speed.

"Don't know, Cap'n," he said doubtfully. "It'Il be night 'fore too long. Hard
to be trackin' himthen."

"We'||] see to that," the officer told himcurtly. "You just see that he's
found, whatever the cost. He can't escape.”

"Ch, there's not nuch fear o' that,"” the other said with a shrewd snile. He
| ooked up toward the stark, forbidding hills. "Even if we don't get him not
many survive crossin' them Burrens alone, not with what's livin' in there,
they don't. Your lad isn't likely to make it through the night."

The com ng of night was not far away when the Dagda's party finally left the
hilly country and noved down fromthe |ast valley nouth into the open, rolling
grassl ands of the east. Even on foot, the going was easy here. The hills were
| ow and soft, the terrain a lush, thick fur of grass, ruffled by the sea
breezes. They plowed al ong through it, Dagda in the lead to break a wi de path
and noved quite rapidly.



Morrigan, as usual, drifted above and ahead, on scout. G lla strode al ong,
swinging his long legs, whistling merry tunes. Angus and his father nmarched
wi th apparent tirel essness, eager to reach the ocean. Only the little Druid
conpl ai ned at the pace.

"Is it really necessary to be going so fast?" he asked of no one in
particular. "I thought we were well able to reach the coast soon enough.”
"There may be ot her del ays,"
extra tinme then."

the Dagda told himtersely. "W may need this

"W may need our strength then too," Findgoll retorted. "And I'll not be
likely to have any."

"You asked to cone," the Dagda remi nded him "If your legs are too short, why
don't you use that magic of yours to | engthen thenP" He |aughed heartily at
his joke, wi nking at his son.

The little Druid gave hima very hard | ook at that. He nmight have nade a
caustic reply, but he had no chance. For the Morrigan cut off one of her |azy
sweeps abruptly and dove down toward them She swooped in to a | anding on one
of the giant

hanpi °n>s shoul ders and began a | engthy series of harsh nmiawks and cackl es.
The Dagda translated for the rest. 'She says a man is hiding on the hilltop
just ahead."

"Only one?" asked G 1 a.

"She saw only one, But she didn't go too close after what happened the | ast
tinme."

"Coul d be a Fornor |ookout," said Glla, "watching for us in case we escaped
their trap above."

"That means there nmight be larger parties of them nearby," said the Dagda. "W
can't afford to let this one warn them" He patted his ax. "Let's be sure he
doesn't get away."

"Let's divide," Glla suggested. "You to the left, Angus and | to the right.
Conme in behind him"

"What about me?" Findgoll asked.

"Stay with me and stay out of the way," the big man ordered.

They separated and the two parties nmoved in w de arcs out and around the | ow
hill far ahead. They crept up toward it through the grass. Mrrigan stayed
with the Dagda, riding on his broad shoul der, ready to act if needed. The
Drui d noved behind, w shing he could supply nore help in such a situation

They were close to the hill when it went wong. Glla, lifting his head
cautiously fromthe grass to peer ahead, saw a novenent on the hilltop. Then
he saw their quarry rise up fromhis own hiding spot and lift a | ong,

t ube- shaped device to his eye. It swung around toward G lla. The cl own saw a
glint of something at its end. Before he could duck down it had pointed
directly at him

The man acted instantly. He | eaped to his feet, dropping the tube, and



shouted: "They're here! They're on us!" Then he turned and ran fromthe hill.
Besi de him a second man, unseen before, also junped to his feet to run after
the first.

Across the hill, the Dagda saw themrun. The two had to be stopped.
"Cet after them Morrigan," he grow ed. "Slow them down. "

As he and his conrades set out in pursuit, the raven flapped its w ngs and
fl ew ahead, skimming the grass tips as she streaked toward the Fonor scouts.

She caught the trailing runner first, her claws raking his head and neck, the
force of her strike bowing himover. As he fell, she was on him going
directly for the eyes. He had no
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chance, and in seconds she left him blinded and wallow ng jQ his bl ood, as
she started after the second.

But her delay had given the other quite a lead. It would take her longer to
get him and he was running toward another hil] sone distance farther on

The three other pursuers reached the downed man and paused to dispatch him
Angus | ooked after the other.

"He may get away," he said with concern
"Morrigan'Il catch him" the Dagda said confidently.
"Where's he makin' for?" asked Glla. "That little hill?"

"Looks like there's some kind of hut on it," said Angus. "Suppose his friends
are there?"

"He won't make it," said the Dagda. "She's nearly on him"

"Wait!" said the clown, pulling to a sudden stop. "That's no hut!" And he
shouted after the others, "No! Don't go on!"

Angus and Findgoll stopped, and then the Dagda, |ooking back at Glla in
di sbel i ef

"Are you mad?" the Dagda shouted. "Morrigan may need hel p!"

The object on the distant hill suddenly gave out a deep-throated, coughing
roar, |ike sone enornmous beast abruptly awakened from sleep. This roar lifted,
but quickly settled into a | ow runble. Then the thing began to nove.

"It's coming toward us!" cried Angus. "VWat is it? Is it alive?"

It was too far to see any details of its form It was large and grey, and it
seened to have legs, but it glided forward, down the slope, noving snoothly

and with increasing speed.

"I don't know what it is, but | don't think it's friendly," Glla said. "Run.
We'll discuss it later."



There was no argunent. All four turned and headed away across the neadows.

"Angle to the east!" Glla told the others. "W can't let that thing cone
bet ween us and the sea.”

They all conplied, heading in a |l ong sweep around the advanci ng unknown.
Morrigan, meanwhile, was still in heated pursuit of the second Fonor scout.
Her attention totally fixed on him she was unaware of his goal, the thing

that was now on its way toward her

Unaware, that is, until the approaching runble of it drew her attention up and
she saw a | oonmi ng mass of grey descendi ng upon her fromthe hillside.
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She had a quick inpression of it—a great object swarming iv-ith Fonor

warri ors—and then she was breaking off her attack, wheeling sharply up and
away, expecting to be fired on

But she lifted away safely, soaring up and around to spot her conrades in ful
retreat. She | ooped down to them and glided in beside the Dagda, chattering
noisily at him

"She says there are nen on it," he told the others.

"What is it?" Angus asked.

"She didn't wait to see."”

"Somet hi ng el se sent agai nst us by the Tower Fonor, you can be certain," Glla
said. "They're very clever, they are.™

The fugitives had managed to get past the thing and head on to the east, but
they had | ost some distance in doing it. The grey nonster was observably
closer now, gliding along through the tall grasses like a ship on a cal msea.

"Let's stand and fight it," the Dagda said angrily, hating to run from
anyt hi ng.

"We can't risk that,” Glla said. "Qur mssionis first. Wll sinply have to
escape it."

The Dagda eyed hi m skeptically.

"And how are we to do that? We can't run on forever."

"Only until dark," the clown assured himbreezily. "W'll just keep ahead
until dark. Then it won't be able to follow I'msure of it." He grinned
around at themall. "Trust ne!"

X

THE SACRED HI LL

THROUGHOUT THE AFTERNOON, Lugh Lanfada pushed doggedly into the heart of the
di smal waste of stone, searching for signs of other de Danann habitations.

He saw some strange formations that had to be nan-made. They were al ways
constructed of enornous slabs of rock set on end to formsinple walls and a



flat capstone to forma roof But they were clearly not living places, and they
seened very old. Seeing the odd structures, thrusting up so starkly fromthe
flat
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fields of rock, only served to enphasize how isolated he was in this alien
pl ace.

The only positive aspect of the | andscape's enptiness was that it neant the
Formor had been left far behind. He gained at least a bit of confort fromthe
hope that they had been | ost for good.

Late in the afternoon, he came to the foot of a high ridge that blocked his
way. To bypass it meant to turn at a right angle to his present course. He
deci ded to go up

He found a rough path that zigzagged up the rocky face. It was difficult and
tiring going, with no place to stop and rest until he was two-thirds of the
way to the top. Here there was a wide, flat |edge, and he paused to | ook back
on the way he'd

cone.

The view fromthis height was magnificent. The [ and of snooth stone seened to
tunmble away in a downhill flood like a bubbling, swift stream The afternoon
skies were clearing, as they often did in Eire before the brilliant gold of
sunsets. Only a few fat clouds of |um nescent white drifted |azily, al nost
hangi ng still.

There it was again, he thought. The harshness and the beauty of that |and

j uxt aposed. The wild, rough land that had pl agued hi mthrough the afternoon
now lifted his heart with its grandness. He could not hate it, no matter how
unhospitable it had been. Part of its own spirit was in him

He turned to continue his clinbing, and it was then he noticed a wider path, a
real path if he was any judge at all. It went off fromone side of the little

pl ateau, running at a slant along the face. It was free of vegetation and

| ooked as if it were used regularly, but whether by nmen or animals he coul dn't
sav.

Still, it offered nore possibility than he had at present, amit was certainly
an easier route. He followed it.

H gher it went, changing to a sort of crude stairway in the rocks, clinbing
now right up the rugged face. Though it wu.s nuch steeper, the many foothol ds
in the rock made it quite easy for him He soon found hinself com ng onto
another flat area, but nuch larger, and very near the top

It was a roughly circular area, its back hemred by a curve of the hill that
rose a bit higher behind it. In the center of this space was a crude ring of
wi dely spaced, upright stones.

He felt some hope rising in himat this sign of human presence, but it sank



qui ckly enough when he noved closer to them The rugged sl abs of rock upended
there were well

rounded at their tops, weathered by uncountable years of Eire's rains and
scouring sea w nds. Like those strange constructions he had passed, this ring
was the product of hands long turned to the sod of Eire.

Then a vagrant sound came drifting to him It sounded like the wind, like a
bird s call —er like the voice of a human rai sed

i n song.

Telling hinmself that was nadness, he noved toward the sound. It had cone, he
judged, fromthe topnost part of the hill, above that last rise.

A deeper depression in the flat rock, |ike another worn path, offered hima
way, leading fromthe ring right up the incline. He followed it, finally
reachi ng the hi ghest |evel

The hilltop was an enornmous plain of its own, stretching far away before it
dropped again to the surrounding sea of rock. It was quite flat, and the
objects that dotted it were sharply outlined by the bright rays of the late
sun. The slanting light threw | ong, sharp shadows fromthem exaggerating
their size and enphatic shape.

Scattered before himwere several of the massive structures of stone. One near
hi mwas a neat box formed of five slabs, two at the sides, two across them for
a roof, the last closing one end. "Hie end facing toward the country spreadi ng
out below the hill was open, as if whatever being m ght have dwelt or been
laid to rest there nmight have wished to admire it.

He |istened again for the scrap of song w thout success. But he did becone
aware of a constant, meandering humin the air, |like the sound of a thousand
softly playing pipers, intertwining a thousand airy tunes, creating an eerie
sort of lamenting harnony. He tried to |ocate the source of this and

di scovered it was all around him comng fromthe rocks thensel ves. The
eveni ng breezes fromthe sea, much stiffer on this exposed high ground, were
sweepi ng through the heaps and walls of |oose rock, playing their tunes on the
many openi ngs.

He noved ahead, across the high pl ateau, passing nore of the stone structures
and other rings and scores upon scores of strangely shaped rocks upended in
cracks or piled in cairns. Wiatever the purpose of all this was, he knew t hat
this site had been inportant to some race, or many races, for a very |ong
tine.

Abruptly he stopped again, catching sight of the npbst striking object in this
peculiar collection. Sone distance ahead, on a slightly higher, open spot of
ground, there rose a | arge,
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rounded nmound. Fromits high, neat, snoothly forned swell it was clear that
this was no natural formation. Save for the fact that it seened | ess worn by

time, it was nmuch |like the nmounds Lugh had seen before.

But here, thrusting up alone on this high, sacred place, it had an unnatural
aura about it that made himfeel all the nore strange. And as the |late sun



began to lose its fragile fall warnth, he felt the breezes take on a sudden
unpl easant chill.

This place, he felt, had nothing to do with life. It was all to do with death.
The col d of death would come sweeping across it with the darkness. He did not
want to be here in the darkness.

He turned to make his way back down the hill, but then jerked back. He had
heard that fluttering fragnent of song again. This tine he knew it was a human
voi ce. A chant. There were peopl e somewhere up here.

They coul d be Fornor, of course, but he doubted that. Find-goll had once told
himthat the superstitious Eireland Fonor avoi ded the "haunted" spots. On the
ot her hand, that sanme fact might nmean it was de Dananns living here, for often
the fugitives fromthe Fonor used such places to escape the raiders.

Wth this idea, he decided to investigate further. The nound itself was the
only likely spot for a hidden canmp, so he headed purposefully toward it. His
earlier fear was forgotten. He only wi shed to do his searching before ful
dar kness cane upon himand he | ost his way.

He reached the nound's base as the sun slipped down, |eaving only the halo of
its light in the sky, letting the shadows take |ordship of the hill. The sound
of the chanting was definite now, though he couldn't discern words. There
seened to be several voices. They were com ng from beyond t he nmound.

He eased cautiously around it. He could take no chances, even if these were de
Dananns. On his first neeting with Findgoll, the little Drui d—ho had been
protecting a hidden de Danann canp-had thought Lugh an eneny and tried very
hard to frighten himto death.

He began to see |light behind the mound. The source of the gl ow cane gradually
into view. A large space before the nmound was |it by many torches and a great
bonfire. A crowd of people were grouped around this fire, and Lugh peeped out
fromthe shelter of the hill to have a clear |ook at them

When he got it, he ducked back into the shelter at once,
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heart punping wildly. For the people gathered there weren't Fomor, but they
were just as certainly not de Dananns.

He decided he had to get away fromthere before he was seen. He started to
slip cautiously back into the shadows, but a noise behind hi mbrought him
whirling around, his sword rising in defense.

He wasn't qui ck enough. Something solid descended on his skull and he dropped
heavily to the ground, sinking into a darkness.

In the darkness the two white lights glowed steadily, like the glinting stare
of an unblinking cat.

"So, they won't be able to follow us in the dark?" the Dagda said w th heavy
sarcasm "And just what do you call that?"

The night was fully upon his party now, and they lay panting with their |ong
exertion atop a low hill, I ooking back toward the west. A low ridge there
showed, for the nost part, as only a darker |ine against the softer black of a
moonlit sky. Except in one spot. There the twin beans of |ight made the grassy



nmeadows as bright as a clear noon day.

For a brief time after nightfall, the exhausted fugitives had believed the

t hi ng pursuing them had been | ost, unable to followtheir trail in the grasses
without light. Finally they had decided it was safe to pause for a rest upon
the little hill. But then, fromthe vast silence of the night, the sound that

had pl agued them through the | ong afternoon had ari sen again. The distant
t hunder of the grey nonster had returned.

They had turned in shock to gaze back along their path. At first that distant
rise had been all dark. Soon, however, a glow, like the first show ng of a

ri sing sun, had appeared. It had lifted in a great hal o above the rise, and
then the two sharp points of |ight had wi nked suddenly into sight. They had
nmoved swiftly forward across the rise and changed as they came, growing to
formlong cones that threw a wi de patch of light across the hillside, making
the tall, thick grass glow an intense green agai nst the surroundi ng bl ack

"Are those that nonster's eyes?" Angus asked, awed by the unknown powers of
t he thing.

"That's no nonster," Glla scoffed. "It's sone infernal device of the Fonor
again."
' Then what are those blazing |ights?" asked Findgoll. "No powers of mne could

create their like."

|'ve seen sonmething like it, in ny traveling," GIlla nused.
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"In the eastern lands. A special glass could magnify the light of a single
candl e or concentrate a sunbeamto a burning dot!"

"There's no sun now," the Dagda pointed out tersely, "and no candl e could be
made to shine Iike that!"

"True enough,"” Glla agreed. "But, remenber, the Fonior have the use of many
forces we don't understand.”

"The question is, what do we do about it now?" the big warrior said. "Wth
those lights it can surely follow our path through the night. It seens to ne
that we'll have to stand and fight."

"Not so hasty, ny Friend," Glla said soothingly. "W can still escape.”
"You said that the last tine," the Dagda reni nded him

But Cilia"s bright optimsmwas not to be dulled. "I wasn't wholly wong. It's
not stopped by the night, but it's clearly slowed. Look there. Even with those
lights it's got to feel the way."

They | ooked. The thing was nmoving slowmy across the far hillside, the twin
beanms sweepi ng back and forth before it, crisscrossing as it searched for
signs of their passage through the grass.

"You see? Wiile it's feeling its way along, we'll easily be able to get far
ahead of it. By dawn we'll be nearly to the sea and it'll have no chance to
catch up to us."



The confidence the clown exuded did not convince the Dagda. He | ooked
skeptically at the face sniling am ably at himand thought of a poor half-wt
he had known who never saw ill in anything.

He exanmi ned his other conpanions. They seened able to continue for a time, if
t he pace was slowed. He hinmself felt strong and Glla never seened to tire
Angus | ooked weary but able, and Morrigan, who had only changed back to human
formafter darkness made it hard for her to see, was fresh. The little Druid,
however, | ooked near exhaustion, and that gave hi m sone doubts.

"Seens we've little other choice,” he said. "Still, I'd like to find sone way
of finishing that beast. Findgoll, haven't you sonme nagic to throw agai nst
it?"

"And if | had, don't you think I'd be using it?" he replied irritably. "I |ost

the goods 1'd need for that in our first little encounter. My own powers
aren't up to raising any spell that great now. "
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"I thought as much," said the Dagda heavily, shaking his head. "Usel ess to us
again."

"As usel ess as your great ax and your bull's strength,” the Druid countered
angrily. "Don't be making those pitying noi ses over ne!"

"And what about your going on, then?" asked the chanpion. "You | ook done in!"

"You never mind my going on!" Findgoll said, clinmbing to his feet and facing
the big man challengingly. "I'll match nmy stride to yours on any day. If we
mean to go on, let's do it."

The Dagda eyed the little man facing himlike a feisty pup and supressed a
grin. He'd known challenging the Druid' s strength would hel p put new energy
into him

"Right, then!" he said, getting up hinself and looking at Glla. "We'll foll ow
your advice once nore, clown. But Danu herself won't save you if you're not
right this time!"

"I"ve always been right before, haven't 1?" Glla asked him grinning wdely.
Then he considered and shrugged. "Well, near enough to right, anyway. Just
trust ne!"

He junped to his feet and started off again, |eading the way down the far side
of the hill away fromthe tracking beast, toward the east as before.

It was snooth ground, and seem ngly not dangerous to traverse in the darkness.
But that fact could help their pursuers to nove nore quickly too. Still,
Glla s optimsmstayed unbridl ed, and he encouraged the others in bright

t ones.

"We've only got to keep on at our best pace. W'Il soon |eave that thing far
behi nd. "

However, the snoot hness of the ground was deceptive. The flow ng waves of
grass conceal ed its dangers. Findgoll suddenly cried out sharply and pl unged
forward, disappearing monentarily into the tall stalks.



Fearing some trap, the others rushed to him They were reassured to hear the
little Druid cursing fluidly.

He sat up in the grass, grimacing with pain, clutching his left ankle with
bot h hands.

"Some foolish, bloody nole has carelessly left its burrow hole here open!" he
expl ained in agony. "l've put nmy foot init!"

"You surely have done that!" the Dagda agreed, not too patiently. "Well, cone
on then. Get up. W can't be resting any longer with that Fonor nonster about
to pounce on us."
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Findgoll tried to rise but fell back, exclaimng anew with the sharp pains.
"Can't do it," he gasped. "Think |'ve broken it."

"Ch, by Queen Danu!" the Dagda cried irritably.

He reached down and uncerenoniously lifted the protesting Druid like a child.
Tossing the small man casual |y across one shoul der, he started off again.

"I told you that you'd only be an extra weight," he rem nded the Druid
sardoni cal | y.

The Iightweight Findgoll didn't have any discernible effect on the giants
speed. He led the way as they started up another low hill. But the Druid found
it far less than satisfying as a way to travel

"Ch . . . youre. . . going. . . oof. . . too fast!" he said brokenly as he

bounced hel pl essly agai nst the hard mass of the Dagda's shoulder. "Can't you
ow ... jolt , . . abit . . . less?"

"No complaints fromyou, or I'll |eave you behind," the Dagda told himfirnmy.

"Best make a confortable place for yourself, Findgoll," GIlla advised

cheerfully. "It's going to be a long, |long night."

"Aine!" Taillta called urgently to the girl, rousing her from sl eep

The voice cut through her confused and troubling dream of Lugh battling
shadowy figures for his life. She sat up groggily on her bed of skins and

| ooked into the worried face of her friend.

"What's the matter?" she asked. Then she saw Taillta's expression. Al arm
shar pened her words. "Something's wong! Wat is it? Is it Lugh?"

"The Riders of the Sidhe—they've come back al one."

Ai ne understood at once the gravity of this. The whol e existence of the Riders
revol ved around Lugh. They woul d never return w thout himunless

The awful possibilities drove Aine hurriedly frombed. She slipped on her
tunic, belted her sword about her waist, and grabbed her cloak

"All right, Taillta, take ne to them"

The ol der woman |l ed the way fromthe sleeping quarters of the fortress and



into the darkness of Tara's training grounds. It was very quiet, nost of the
popul ati on asleep. But in the center of the conmpound a pale light, like a ful
aut umrm noon,
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gl owed around the double colum of the Riders of the Sidhe and illumi nated the
smal | group of de Dananns standi ng beside

As the two wonen approached, Hi gh-King Nuada nmoved fromthis group to neet
them his expression drawn wth con-

cern . .
"I amglad to see you, he said with evident relief |eading

themto the Riders. "They appeared here suddenly from nowhere a short while
ago. We've tried to comunicate with them but they won't speak." He shook his
head in perplexity. "They just sit there |like graven i mages and take no note
of us. Even the Druids have had no success."

They stopped at the head of the columm, |ooking up toward the tall, staring
figures. Only one of the two | ead horses was occupi ed. The other was the
riderless white nmount neant for

"That riderless horse was an om nous sign," said Nuada. "But we hoped that
you, as one of Lugh's friends, mght have the magi c of these beings and be
able to speak with them"

"You are right, Nuada," Aine told him "I1'Il find out what's happened."
She steppd toward the lead figure, lifted a hand to rest on the being' s arm
The odd aura of light, flooded fromhimto enconpass her as well. The nystica

warrior inclined his head and dropped his sparkling gaze to neet hers.
"Somet hi ng has happened to Lugh?" she asked.

He nodded.

"I's he dead?"

From the gl eam ng eyes an i nage seened to flash down and fill her mnd. She
saw Lugh entering the stone hut of an enpty village and saw an expl osi on of

flame that devoured everything instantly.

She cringed inwardly at the inmage, but then another came, of blasted ruins, of
debris, but no charred bodies.

"You returned to the place after the fire and Lugh was gone," she said.
Anot her nod.

She turned to the others with sone relief.

"He doesn't know if Lugh is dead. The Riders were tenporarily dispersed by

some kind of powerful force at a village far to the west, in a rocky, desolate
pl ace near the sea."



"The Burren," Taillta said.

"When the Riders were able to re-formand returned, they
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could find no sign of Lugh's body in the burned ruins,” Aine continued. "He
may have escaped. But wi thout himto command them there was nothing el se for
themto do but return here."

"But what happened?" asked Nuada. "Wo attacked then®?"

"They don't know. The attack was a surprise."

Bobd Derg noved forward fromthe group to confront Nuada.

"So, High-King, already your little m ssions have cone to an end."” H s grim
words were tinged with satisfaction.

"They are not at an end," came Nuada's sharp retort.

"OfF course they are. Don't you see what this nmeans? The Fonor mnust have done
this. And they must have had help fromthe Tower of d ass.”

"W don't know that."

"Come now, Nuada. Who el se woul d have the power to attack these beings
successful | y?"

"He is right," agreed High-Druid Meglin. "The Eireland Fonor could not do it
al one. "

"You woul d I ove to spread that idea through our people, wouldn't you, Bobd
Derg?" the Hi gh-King accused. "It would surely help you convince themto flee
Eire."

"Why not ?" the other challenged. "There's no chance for Lugh's mission to be
conpleted now We'Il have too few warriors to face Bres even if this supposed
magi ¢ caul dron does arrive to strengthen them?"

Ai ne had been considering the situation during their argunent. Now she made
her deci sion.

"Can you show nme where this happened?" she asked the | eader of the horsenen.
The head nodded agai n.

"Al'l right. Then we'll go now. " She noved to the riderless horse, gripped its
reins, and pulled herself lightly onto its back. The horse gave no sign of
prot est.

Nuada did. "Hold on! What is it you're planning to do?"

"I"'mgoing to find out if Lugh is alive," she said. She hesitated, then went
on firmy. "If he is not, then | will conplete his mssion myself"

"I agree that someone nust go," he said, "but why you?"



"Because, High-King, | amthe only other one here who can command t hese
Riders. Wth them | can sweep through Eire before the night is ended if |
must. But, nore than that, |I'm
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because Lugh's success, his mission, his life, are as much responsibility as
his. Nothing will keep nme fromit any-

1 Al right," Nuada said, not really understanding her need to act but feeling
the enotion that drove her. "Then the Powers of Danu go with you."

"I hope so," Aine said sincerely.

"Wait, Aine. I'mgoing as well,"” Taillta said with force. "I know those | ands.
I can help you. And 1'Il not be left behind again either. Lugh means as much
to ne."

Aine saw the plea in the wonan's face. She understood. She put out a hand.
"Join me then. The great white horse can carry us both."

She pull ed the other wonman up behind her. Wthout further delay she lifted a
hand to gesture sharply forward and gave a curt command to the Riders.

At once the conpany lifted and swept away, a river of flowing silver in the
nmoonl i ght, gliding out of the fortress and into the blackness of the sl eeping
count rysi de.

Once they had gone, Nuada turned his attention back to Bobd Derg.

"You will speak no nore of this!" he conmanded the bard. "Two days only have
passed. There's no reason yet for you to be conposi ng poens of defeat. No one
but ourselves shall know of this, or the speaker will face ny wath!" He
glared around himto take in the others in the group as well. "W've nmade a
bond to wait, and we will wait!"

Fromthe shelter of a corner of the tiall, Ruadan watched these events

carefully. He had returned to Tara to learn if the Fonor plans were
succeedi ng. But these events were troubling to him The deep shadows masked
the grimexpression that hardened the | ook of his innocent young face.

Astride the powerful horse 'that now fl ew across the darkened earth am dst the
Ri ders, Aine spoke urgently to her compani on

"We nust nove quickly to find him Taillta. My heart and nmy mind tell nme he's
alive. But | also feel he's in danger he can't survive alone.”

She turned to neet the ol der wonan's eyes, her own filled
wi th anguish. "Ch, Taillta, if he dies alone, it'll be because we
sent himout so coldly toit. | don't think I could bear that."

You' re speaki ng nonsense," Taillta assured her. "Lugh did
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what he wanted to do. And he's not going to die. He's too strong and too
clever. W'll find him W just have to keep our heads."



She spoke with confidence to bolster the girl, but she felt grave fears

hersel f. She knew the Bun-en | ands. She knew themwell. She would find it a
mracle indeed if their young warrior really was still alive.
X1

THE SACRI FI CE
LUGH WAS ALI VE, but he was wondering how | ong he would renain so.

He had awakened to find himsel f surrounded by hundreds of grinning skulls.
Many were piled in nounds. Some sat in the niches of small structures of rock.
And sone two dozen crowned wai st-high colums of stone set upright in a circle
around hi m

This collection place of skulls was in the snooth area before an entrance to
the giant nmound. A square opening into the pile of earth was framed by massive
stones carved with crude spirals and interwoven curves, Even | arger stones
with simlar carving set off the outer linmts of the sacred space and its
massed death heads. There was sonethi ng about those carvings he found
famliar, but he couldn't focus on exactly what it was. He was rather

di stracted.

For not all the faces staring at himnow were of the dead. There were quite a
nunber of |iving ones gathered as well. The large bonfire near Lugh in the
center of the ring and the many flaring torches revealed themquite clearly.
In fact, they were rather nore clear than Lugh really felt necessary. For the
appearance of the group that surrounded hi mbrought very little nope or
confort to his mnd.

He' d never seen nen like themyet in Eire. They were much shorter than the de
Dananns, but this was nore than conpensated for by their thick and powerful
buil ds. Massive shoulders, arns, and | egs were nore |ike those of bulls than

DESPERATE M SSI ONS
99

men, sonme even worthy of conparison with the Dagda's frane. Yet they were
certainly not Fonor, having no physical deformties, at |east so far as Lugh
could see. They were all heavily clothed in tunics and trousers of anim
skins, and their wi de faces were | argely nasked by |ong, wavy masses of dark
hair and beard.

There were nore than fifty of them he estimated, all heavily armed w th axes,
spears, swords, and shields, but of a nuch cruder make than those of the
skilled de Dananns. Still, they |ooked just as effective for all that.

The warriors formed a solid circle, all well outside the ring of standing
stones, watching himcuriously, warily, and silently.

Lugh shifted uneasily within the tight |eather thongs that bound himto the
tall pillar of stone. He had no idea why he was here. He had the inpression

as he met the stolid gazes of the encircling nmen, that it was not for anything
pl easant. He had tried several tinmes to speak to them to ask them who they
were and what they wanted. He had nmet only silence and the dark, chill | ooks.

He hadn't long to wait to discover what they meant for him however. For soon
after his awakeni ng, several of the warriors took up tionmpan—arge hoops of



wood stretched over with tanned hi de—and began to beat upon themw tl. pieces
of carved bone. To the slow, hollow, rhythnmic tones, a group of figures
energed fromthe entrance to the nound and strode in cerenonial pride toward
t he stone ring.

There were four figures in the group, and two of them seized the young
warrior's attention at once. For they were young wonen of |arge and sturdy but
wel | -structured frane, this |ast point nmade quite obvious by the fact that
even in the chill night, they wore no clothes at all.

Yet their bodies were not uncovered, for every bit of their flesh was covered
with el aborate tatoos that colored their skin a deep blue. The detail ed
designs of stylized aninals, serpents, and birds flowed and intertw ned in
graceful curves along their |inmbs, across the rounded curves of their supple
forms. Even in his dangerous situation, Lugh found himself quite intrigued,
and exam ned the fine artistry very carefully.

But then his attention was drawn to the two male figures that followed the
wonen out .

First cane a man he guessed was the tribal Druid or shaman. He was shorter and
much stouter than the rest, noving with a rolling sort of stride like the
waddl e of a rather obese

CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE
100

goose. Hi s shape was exaggerated to near ridiculous size by the massive cloak
of bird feathers that al nost engulfed him H's head, with its round pink face,
flowing white hair and beard seemed |ike a decoration set upon this noving
nmound.

The last nman to energe was a warrior, the largest and the thickest of the |ot.
Once he might have been the nost powerful as well, but he was now running
toward fat and he was getting old. Lugh guessed he hadn't many years of
fighting life left to him But for now he appeared to be the chieftain of this
clan. He wore an el aborate gold tore at his throat, and the hilts of his sword
were banded in silver and set with rough-cut jewels. Mreover, he had that
arrogant stride of a long-time and | ong-assured | eader

The two worren | ed the way past the ring of stones into the circle, stopping on
ei ther side of Lugh. The feathered shaman noved boldly forward, as well, to
stop just before the bound warrior. But the chieftain stopped outside the
ring, joining his warriors to |l ook into the sacred space.

The man before Lugh eyed himgravely. Lugh tried to smle his nost
ingratiating smle and spoke with as nuch warnmth as he could rai se.

"Hello, there. You seeman intelligent nman. | want you to know that |'m not
here to harmyou. |'mnot your eneny."

Not a flicker of enotion indicated that the man had even heard. He turned away
from Lugh and the two wonmen noved up on either side, raising objects that they
carried in offering to him
"Look, I"'mjust a lone warrior," Lugh persisted, a little nore urgently. "I'm
a nmessenger . . . fromTara . . . fromthe H gh-King hinmself."

That had no greater inpact on any of them The shaman took from one wonan a



smal |l cop of beaten bronze. The other held out a short, w de dagger, but he
shook his head and she stepped back

"I"'mall alone and lost," said Lugh. "I really could use sonme help."

The shaman turned back toward Lugh, the cup in one hand. The ot her hand, so
for conceal ed beneath the bul ky cloak, now lifted into view. It held the
Answerer in its scabbard

"I don't know what you want, but |I'mnot your eneny," said Lugh, trying to
keep the desperation fromhis voice. He told hinself a real hero would never
show his fear. "lI'mon a nission
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help Eire. 1'mraising the de Dananns to war agai nst the Fonmor. You know the
Formor? The rai ders?"

But Lugh might as well have been talking to hinself for all the response his
words drew. The beat of the tionpan becane nore intense and, as it did, the

shaman turned the Answerer point down, letting the sheath slide off to revea
t he gl eam ng

Lugh watched this ritual with growing alarm He began to throw his wei ght
agai nst the binding with greater force.

"What are you doi ng?" he demanded. "Let me free! |'ve done nothing to you!"

The shaman | ooked into Lughs eyes directly tor the nrst

tine.

"I't"ll do you no good, struggling," he said in a surprisingly gentle voice.
"Please, lad, be calm It will go nuch easier for

you." Startled by the voice, Lugh did cease his struggles to stare at

the ol d nan.

"So, you do speak!"™ he said. "I was beginning to believe you didn't understand
ne."

Fai nt puzzl ement drew deep creases around the shamans eyes. "And why woul d |
not? You know t hat both our |anguages are one."

"I don't know anything about you!" Lugh protested. "I don't know why you're
doing this to nme."

"It's a great honor, really,” the old nmagician said with an attenpt at cheer

"You'll be the instrunment in nmy foretelling the future for our tribe!" But his
tone becane nore dismal as he added, "OF course, you'll not survive the
ritual."”

"Not survive?" said Lugh, understandably taken aback by this. "Wy not? Wat
are you going to do?"

The old man shook his head. "You're better off not to know "

He Iifted the Answerer and slowy began to pour the thick red-gold liquid from
the cup along the edge of the blade. It clung to the metal, tingeing it like



blood in the firelight. As he began, the tenpo of the drunms increased again.
The two women began a sinuous dance, moving slowly about the circle in
opposite directions to the rhythm

"I want to know," Lugh insisted courageously. "If I"mgoing to be killed, you
have to tell ne how "

The ol d shaman sighed. "Very well," he said heavily, continuing carefully to
pour the liquid all along the edge. "I wll
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read the onens of the future in your convul sions and the spurting of your
bl ood as you die." He | ooked up toward the young prisoner, seeing the di smay
in his eyes. "You see? You didn't really want to know. "

"Go on," Lugh asked stoutly.

The magi cian carefully set down the enpty cup and held the Answerer out in
bot h hands. He noved toward Lugh, the keen point of the weapon forward.
Lifting it, he touched Lugh on the belly lightly.

"The bl ade nmust be inserted with proper care, to make it certain you'll die
nost slowy and in greatest agony." He noved the blade to touch the warrior's
forehead and, finally, his lips. Lugh tasted the liquid. It was a sweet
honey-mnmead. Its pleasant flavor was a sharp contrast to the harshness of the
shamans words, though they were cloaked with the old man's obvi ous regret.

"Sorry, lad," he said, backing away again. "It wasn't nmy wi sh that this be
done to you."

"Shaman!" the chieftain called gruffly. "Why is it you' re speaking to hinf? Get
on with the rite."

"Why?" Lugh asked once nore. "I told you I'mno enenmy to you. | don't even
know you. Why are you going to do this to nme?"

"You are a de Danann," canme the chieftains curt reply. "That is enough.”

Now it was the old nagicians turn to protest. He turned to | ook at the
chieftain, asking plaintively: "Sreng, nust this be done? He is so young, and
he's done us no harm"

"Thi s has been decided, old one," the chieftain told the old man with
i npatience. "Do as | command, quickly, and with no nore talk."

Wearily, sorrowfully, the aging shaman turned his gaze back toward Lugh

"Pl ease!" Lugh appealed to him "You at |east have to tell me why I'mgoing to
die."

Lugh coul d see the anguish in the old man's eyes, but he didn't speak again.
Clearly he had no choice but to obey the cruel warlord. He lifted the sword
al oft in both hands, closed his eyes, dropped his head back, and nuttered an
incantation to the skies.

The rhythm of the drunms rose to a driving height, making a nearly continuous
roll of thunder. The dance of the two wonen grew w | der, nore abandoned, nore
sensuous, as they worked
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,1 e,,iselves into a frenzied state, their tatooed bodies glisten-. _. vVjth
sweat in the cool air, weaving closer about the fire and t~e bound victim

Then the druns stopped suddenly. The wonen, very near to Lueh nON |eaPed to
his sides, each seizing a bound armto hold himtightly. Their strength in the
hei ght of their ritual fervor was trenendous, and he found hinself unable to
nove.

The shaman opened his eyes and slowmy |lowered his gaze to nmeet Lughs. He
brought the Answerer down and held it before him He started toward the young
warrior, bringing the point of the slender blade against his belly again.

"By every power," Lugh shouted at the circling warriors, "you can't kill me
wi thout telling me why!"

"You sound a madman, surely, not to know," the chieftain said. "After your
peopl e defeated us, took our |ands, and drove us into the wilds to live |ike
ani mal s, you don't know why you are our enemy? No nore |lies before you die.
Show us whet her the de Dananns have the courage to die w thout conplaint."

At these words, Lugh's mnd began to work furiously. They recalled to himthe
tal es he had been told of the de Dananns first coming to Eire and their
battles to take control. He | ooked around at the squat, dark warriors. He

| ooked up at the carvings on the portal stones and understood why they seened
so familiar to him

"You are the Firbolgs!" he cried.

The point of the sword began to press inward as the shaman began to apply
weight. A bit nore and it would penetrate.

"Wait!" said Lugh urgently. "Listen to ne! | was raised by Firbolgs. My foster
not her was Taillta, daughter of MacErc!™”

The pressure eased. Astounded by this news, the aging magician | ooked back
toward his chief his expression question-

i ng-
"He lies," Sreng said heatedly. "On with the sacrifice!"

"No!" Lugh cried. "Look at my brooch. Taillta gave it to me years ago. She
called it her clan sign!"

The shaman rel eased one hand fromthe sword and lifted it to pull back Lugh's
heavy cl oak, revealing the | arge ornanent that fastened the garment at his
throat. It was a spiral of copper, its pin a dagger-shaped |line piercing the
center. It was a match for the central carving on the top portal stone.

"I know this piece," said the old shaman. "MacErc hinself wore it. It is his
clan sign."

"It proves nothing," Sreng retorted. "MacErc is dead. H s
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daughter and his clan disappeared | ong ago. Massacred by the de Dananns, nost
likely, and this boy's ornanent was stolen from our dead."

The shaman turned conpletely away from Lugh to face his chief now, |owering
t he sword.

"This boy wears the synbol of a Firbolg clan. It gives himprotection from
harm by any of us. It is not for us to question where it came from only to
obey our own rules.”

"This is a de Danann!" the chieftain cried. "Qur tribal laws aren't to protect
the likes of him"

The warriors around the circle, bewildered by this strange turn of events,
were shaken fromtheir ritual silence and now nuttered anongst thensel ves.
There seened some di sagreement in their views, and the voices began to grow
| ouder in dispute.

"I was always agai nst sacrificing him Sreng," the shaman admitted boldly.
"And now | know that | was right. To destroy one who is under protection of
our |aws would be to bring tht-wath of every power upon us. | thank themthat
we were saved in tine!"

H s voice was rising, boom ng dramatically across the silent barren hilltop
with a vitality that surprised Lugh. He realizt L the old man was fighting
desperately to convince the Firbolj'; to let himgo, using superstition as his
only weapon.

It seened to have sonme effect. He heard supporting shoui fromthe warriors.
But the battl e-hardened Sreng was not to I K convinced so easily by threats of
nmystic retribution

"You'll not frighten us that way, nagician," he countered trying to restore
courage to his nen. "You only nmean to save him Nothing will happen."
"Are you so certain, Sreng?" the shaman asked. "There is ;. power in this boy.

| felt it fromthe start. If you doubt that, |ooi upon this sword!"

He held the Answerer aloft. It caught the fire and gleant t. with an intense
golden light. Al felt the trenmor of the fon i-coursing within it.

"Perhaps you are right," the old man told his chieftain wi:! final cunning,
"but do you really wish to risk destruction of our whole tribe, of all of us,
just to see the end of one |ost boy?"

Sreng saw the worried | ooks passing anmongst his men. He knew the hold that the
superstitions had on them They were afraid now, and to disregard it would be
toinvite rebellion. That the wily veteran coul d not have.
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"Rel ease him" he said tersely.

Qui ckly the shanman used the Answerer to cut Lugh's bonds. He picked up the
scabbard and handed both to the young war -

"Here," he said. "Fortune has saved you. | amglad of it. Now |l eave this
pl ace."
"I can't," Lugh said. "I need your help."



He stepped past the shaman and addressed the warriors.

"I"'mafoot inthis wilderness. I'mlost. | nust conplete ny mssion or the
Fomor will destroy the de Dananns. Please help nme. Join ne. Lead nme from
here.”

"The brooch has saved your life," the cheiftain grow ed darkly, "but only this
time. No one believes your lie. You are no Firbolg. You are de Danann. Listen

to the shaman and | eave our sacred place, and pray to your gods we never neet

again."

The old man noved up cl ose behind Lugh, murmuring urgently: "You nust go. And
quickly. If Sreng has his way, they may yet change their mnds. Run fromthis
pl ace. Run now "

Lugh realized the truth in what he said, seeing the hostility in the
encircling eyes. Wthout another word he wal ked fromthe ring. The warriors
parted to |l et himthrough and he strode into the shadows beyond the fire's
l[ight. No one noved to stop him

He nade his way back toward the pathway that had brought himto this hilltop
pl anning to clinb down and be away quickly in case their m nds shoul d change.

He passed the scattered stones and rings, |oom ng shadows in the night, and
reached the | ower plateau above the steeper drop to the countryside spreadi ng
out below. But as he nmoved to the edge and | ooked downward, he received a
shock of surprise

An uneven row of lights—ore than fifty he guessed—stretched across the
ground al ong the base of the hill.

As he watched, the line crawl ed nearer, and in the reflected gl ow of the
strange lights, he finally understood what he was seeing. A |arge band of
Formor were noving across the Burren, searching the ground before themw th the
aid of a miracul ous device each one carried. It was a small box fromwhich a
circle of yellow light projected a powerful beamthat lit the ground before it
for sone distance. Cearly, nore of the Tower's marvel s had been supplied to
et the hunt for himcontinue even in the darkness.
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Wearily, desperately, He turned away and noved along the hill's edge, cutting
down and across die slope to head away fromthe Fonor and into the desol ate
Burren once agai n.

Xl

STALKED

THE NI GHT WAS becomi ng a very |long one for Lugh

The noon rose and lit his way, as he plodded on through the enpty |ands, but
it only served to enphasize how treacherous the ground he crossed was. The
white |ight made the weat her-snoot hed surfaces of rock glow palely, and threw

the many rifts into deeper shadow so the whol e vast plain before himl ooked
like a rolling sea of deep troughs and foany peaks.



Since leaving the Firbolgs, his desperation had slowy increased. He had noved
as rapidly as he could to keep ahead of the Fonor, trailing somewhere behind
himin the darkness. He had to keep going in hopes of finding sone help, sone
way of continuing his nmission. But he couldn't ignore the fact that he had no
i dea which way hel p m ght be.

Never before had he felt so alone. Even the Riders had given himsone sense of
conpany. But in this alien place, he felt renoved fromall help, all warnth,
all life. He | ooked around himat the hostile |andscape. He wondered if any
other life even existed out here.

As if in answer to him a shadow flitted across a distant spot of noonlit
r ock.

It was too far for himto detect its shape, but fromits speed he guessed it
was a hare. The thought of that rem nded hi m how hungry he was, and he | onged
to stop and set a snare. But that was inpossible.

He caught anot her novenent, off to one side, and peered out toward it. Another
rabbit? He watched, and then he saw the thing again, slipping across a
bri ghter spot and back into the shadows.

He saw enough this tinme to nake himbegin to watch nore closely. That thing
had been no rabbit. He scanned the
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 nbl ed | andscape as he went on, waiting to catch another | ook

When he did, his hand went to his sword hilt and gripped it rightly. The
shadow he'd seen was as large as that of a man. But it was no man. It was too
low to the ground and noved with too nuch speed. Even nore disturbing was the
fact that the thing seened to be keeping pace with him

There was nothing to do about it but to keep on. But he'd gone only a little
farther when a nmovenent on his other side caught his eye. He watched there and
again saw a slinking

Was it the sanme beast, or another? Soon that was answered too. The shadows
began to show t hensel ves nore boldly, crossing the spots of l|ight, even
pausing in themas if to let himknowthat they were there.

There were several of them he could see now They were on all sides of him
moving with him And they were gradually, carefully closing in.

One of them paused upon a higher rock, fully exposed under the gl owi ng noon.
He recogni zed the sinewy, gaunt form the massive head, the glinting fangs in
the smling nmouth. He knew it was a pack of cunning, deadly wol ves that

stal ked him

He kept panic in check by an effort of will. Wlves, unless starving, weren't
really eager for a fight. They wouldn't attack himunless they felt confident
of an easy victim Al he had to do was keep noving on, calmy, steadily,
showi ng them no fear.

He tried to ignore the shadows as he went on. He couldn't let the presence of
themforce himto run. That would trigger an attack. For a time it seened his
reasoning was right. He went on for some way with the wolves escorting himand
maki ng no noves to close farther in.



Then, suddenly, they stopped.

He realized this when he saw the forms of three wolves standing in full view
not far ahead, bl ocking his path.

He pulled up and, very, very cautiously, turned to | ook around him On all
sides were the other forms of wolves, all standing ready, creating a ful

ring. He understood now why they had decided to challenge him Fromthe first
hal f -dozen he had noted, their nunbers had swelled to around a score. To such
a conpany, a single victim even a dangerous human one, was no real threat.

They began to creep in, all at once, as if some silent com
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mand had gone out. They would cone fromall sides, himno chance, dragging him
down. He could hear the ow growl fromthe many throats. He could see the
glinting circle of their eyes, like stones in a neckl ace.

He drew the Answerer fromits sheath. The gl eanmi ng bl ade surprised them
stopped them Sonme shied back in fear. But the effect was only nmonentary. They
had faced warriors before, and this one was al one, despite his strange weapon.

Once nore they began to close in.

Lugh knew that to stay in their ring would be fatal. Some way ahead he saw a
| arger standing rock. He waited no | onger. Swi nging the sword around himto
drive the pack back, he charged through one side of their ring. One wolf
ducked away. Another |eaped toward himand then crunpled as the weapon sliced
through its neck. A back swi ng severed the front paw ofa third who had ducked
in for Lughs ankle, and it yowed its pain. Then he was out of the ring and

| eapi ng reckl essly over the uneven rocks.

H s attack had taken the animals by surprise. In the nmoments it took for them
to react, he had gained a slight lead in his race for that stone.

He didn't pause or | ook around. He could hear the sounds of his pursuers close
behind. Wth every stride he expected a heavy body to crash agai nst his back
and teeth to fasten in his neck or |eg.

But he reached the upright stone ahead of them whirling at bay there to face
the snarling pack. Now, back to the stone, he could swing the Answerer before
hi m and hol d them of f.

It was a wild and desperate battle he fought for his |life against the

bl ood- maddened pack. They all seemed to be upon himat once, like a single
beast with a score of snapping heads, several always driving in as he swept
the bl ade constantly to force them back, to ward off the ripping teeth.

One of them nmanaged to slip beneath his guard to fasten its jaws on his ankle.
He staggered and dropped down and several nore were on him He was certain
that he was finished, but he used his fists, his feet, even his teeth, in a
grappling, claw ng struggle to wench hinmself free. He heaved up, throw ng
them of f, the great sword wheeling in glowing arcs that cleared a space before



hi m agai n.

He threw hinsel f back against the rock and faced them panting hard, | ooking
into that half circle of baleful eyes and glinting teeth. Al though three nore
of them were down, those

left seened little inclined to end the fight. He was getting

aker njs sword armaching fromthe constant effort. He was torn in a dozen
pl aces, streaming with his own blood. Once nore and they woul d have him He
knew it.

Still, as they started in again, he raised his weapon, determ ned to keep at
it until the last, take every one of themhe could- In a snarling wave they
struck himtogether, jaws going for the legs to pull himdown, for the sword
arm for the vul nerable face and neck

Then somet hi ng pl unged downward upon the nmass from above, | anded between him
and the pack and brought them down in a sprawing pile.

Surprised, Lugh pulled back against the rock, staring in bew |ldernment at this
unexpected addition to the fray. He peered intently into the nass convul sing
before himin the noonlight, trying to see what was happening. It seened a
tangled pile of legs and tails and teeth, a noisy braw, punctuated by snarls
and occasi onal how s of pain.

He couldn't tell what it was that had plunged into their nmidst, but it was
certainly large, and it was sonme kind of beast. At first the battle seened
equal . The wol ves were smaller but far outnunbered it and were relentless in
their savage attack. Then one was tossed fromthe withing mass, falling
heavily to the ground with a sharp yelp. It rose and quit the fight. Another
was caught in the thing's enornobus jaws and a qui ck shake broke its neck. It
dropped, lifeless. The claws and teeth of the unknown beast seened everywhere
at once. It noved with a speed even the wolves couldn't match.

Anot her wol f was tossed away and slunk off, linping. A fourth staggered away
with its bowels trailing and fell. Then, in a body, the pack gave it up. They
br oke away suddenly and scattered, speeding away into the night, leaving their
vanqui sher and the battered Lugh al one.

Now it occurred to Lugh to wonder what was next. Had he been rescued, or had
this beast only saved himfor itself? He lifted his weapon defensively and
| ooked at the figure standing there, reveal ed clearly under the noon.

It was in some respects quite like a dog itself, he thought, or perhaps a cat.
It was, in either case, quite furry. Its body was long and slimand si newy,
its neck rmuscled and as thick as a ponys. The enornous feet were clawed, or
were those a bird' s talons? He couldn't be sure. The whol e aninal was too
confusing. But he could be sure of the |large and deadly teeth, for
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t he beast seemed to grin at himwith a wide nouth that split a long, square
nose.

It stepped toward him its novements lithe and graceful, a long cordlike tai
whi ppi ng nervously behind it. The huge nouth parted, the lips curling back
fromthe front tearing fangs. Lugh readied for its spring as it crouched down.



"You | ook nearly done in, you do," it said in a soft and symnpathetic voice.
"Don't worry. | won't hurt you."

He | owered his sword, flabbergasted by the voice.
"You tal k?" he asked it, not believing he had really heard.

"It's certain that | do, for you nmust have understood it yourself, young
fellow," it answered, clearly amused by its effect on him

Suddenly drained of all his energy, Lugh sank down agai nst the rock. "Well
what ever you are, |'ve no strength to fight you," he said. "So | hope it is
the truth you're telling ne."

"It's a great many things |'ve been, but never a liar," it told himsincerely,
droppi ng down on its haunches, like a hound. "It's the Pooka |I'mcalled."

"Pooka?" Lugh repeated vaguely.

"Ah, you've never heard tell of me?" it said, sounding a bit disappointed. "I
t hought the tales of the Pooka were told about every fire in the west of
Eire."

"I"'mnew to Eire," Lugh explained- "And new to the west."
"That explains it then," the beast said, brightening. "But | should have known
you were new here, to be wandering on the Burren alone, and in the night."

"I"'mlost," Lugh said. "And |I'm bei ng hunt ed—hased—by the Fonor"

"The Fonor, is it?" the thing said, interested. "You have got yourself in a
mess then, haven't you?"

"I"ve got to keep going," Lugh said. "Can't delay anynore." He pushed hinself
to his feet again. He was unsteady, weak fromfatigue and hunger and | oss of

bl ood. He felt groggy.

"You'll not go far in your state," the Pooka said. "You need a bit of rest.
Come with me, now. | know a safe place where you can go. |I'Il even carry you
there." |

"Carry nme?" Lugh said. "How will you do that?"

"Like this," it said. j

Lugh deci ded he nust be weaker than he thought. Hi s vision was failing him
The figure in the dark seemed to be growing soft, swelling, bulging, wavering,
in peculiar ways and grow ng | arger
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There!" the Pooka announced with satisfaction. "Cinb

Lugh found hinmsel f |ooking at a tall, sleek horsel

"How . . ¢ how did you do that?" he asked in wonder.



"Il tell you later. Come on now, get on, before your Fonor friends catch up
to you."

He went to the animal, too weary and too weak to argue. Wth an effort he
pull ed hinself onto its broad back and sank forward, head agai nst the neck
arnms encircling it.

"Hold tight," the animal advised and started of £ trotting as gently as it
could across the nmoonlit waves of stone.

It nade its way toward the south, and after a tine the nature of the |and
began to change. They were com ng out of the Burren, into a country where nore
trees grew and the rocky ground turned to neadows.

The magi cal horse cane at last to a large grove of trees and found its way
into the thick growh along a nearly invisible path. It wound past the massive
trunks of great gnarled oaks to a small clearing hidden deep wthin.

When it stopped, the exhausted young man, now nearly unconscious fromhis | oss
of blood, slid dowmn fromits back. He tried to stand, but the effort was too
much. He sank down on the earth and fell at once into a heavy sleep

Predawn m sts clung thickly around the hilltops and above the tiny |ake. They
sl owed the progress of the line of Firbolg warriors who were maki ng their way
fromthe sacred hill back toward their hone. They had conpleted their ritua
with a sacrificial bull to replace Lugh. Now they wanted only the confort of a
neal , the warnth of their own fires.

Home was a short distance ahead of them Across a last plain was the | ake and
the small island fortress they had built of woven saplings. Their crannog.

But as they cane in sight of the structures | oom ng up as dark shapes in the
grey, they stopped in alarm For between themand their hone sat a |line of
gl owi ng silver horsenen.

The Firbol gs bunched together, weapons com ng up defensively. Their concern
was for their famlies behind the walls. Their superstitious fears were fired
by the strange appearance of the grim shining warriors.

Sreng ordered themto maintain control and hastily spread theminto an
opposing line. He eyed the waiting riders narrowy, hinmself not sure what
action to take next.
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But the next action cane fromthe other side. The rank of horsemen parted and
two riders noved forward fromthe rest. They di snounted, noving toward the

Fi rbol gs on foot. Mdway they stopped and waited, clearly expecting a |ike
response from Sreng's force

"They expect us to nmeet them" the shaman said.
"I see that," Sreng said irritably. He had no real desire to confront these
bei ngs, whatever they were. But he couldn't |ook the coward to his nmen. "Al
right, then. You and I will go."



Cautiously, he and the shaman made their way toward the two figures. As they
neared, and the shrouding m st between grew thinner, he began to see them nore
clearly. Hi s sense of wonder grew and his fear declined. It was two women who
faced them therel

He stopped before them openly appraising them Both were handsone, and one
was very young. They were well arnmed, but neither had the hard | ook or massive
body of the great women warriors he had known.

"Who are you, then?" he denanded with renewed arrogance. "\Wat do you mnean
bl ocki n' our way?"

"We've no idea of keeping you fromyour hones," the younger woman said with
politeness. "W're searching for soneone, and yours is the first dwelling

pl ace we've found. We want to know if you've seen a young warrior alone, |ost
in the barren lands."

"We know not hing," he answered curtly. "Be out of our way!"

This time the ol der wonman spoke, and with a great deal |ess friendliness.

"I't's not a hospitable nan you are, though Firbol g chieftains have al ways been
known for such. We're not |leaving this place until you speak with us."

"Are you not?" he said. "And are your score of bright, slender warriors wth
their thin lances to stop us? Are they even really nmen? Shaman, what do you
say?"

"They seem nore |ike shapes nmade of the sunlit msts,"
forms, and not solid at all."

he said. "Sonme magic

"These two wonmen shaped themto frighten us,"” Sreng said with confidence.
"Shanman, use your own powers to sweep them from our way."

The old man shook his head doubtfully. "I don't know. | feel great forces
coursing in them | think that we should talk."

"You' ve chal |l enged nme once tonight," the chieftain bel-
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lowed "Don't do it again for your life. Do as | say if your failing magic'is
still enough."

Wth an expression ot great unhappmess, the shaman noved forward. Neither of
the wonen noved to interfere

"Pardon this,"” he told them "I've really no choice.” And he raised his arns,

begi nning an i ncantati on.

As he did, the lances of the Riders dropped forward as one, formng a |line of
bright points ained at the feather-cloaked nagician

Each flared with blue-white Ilight that junped fromone to another, joining
themin a single, crackling Iine of energy that shot forward |ike a |ightning
bolt, slamm ng agai nst the shaman and casting hi m backward. He fell nearly at
the feet of the gathered Firbolgs, who recoiled in terror, |ooking down at the
sprawl ed figure whose cl oak snmoked fromthe scorching bl ast.

"He's not dead," Aine assured the chieftain, who gaped, open-nouthed. "The



Ri ders of the Sidhe only act in our defense. They'll kill only if you try to
kill us."

"Now, " said the ol der woman, "wilt you tell us what we want to know, Sreng?"
He jerked his gaze back to her fromthe fallen magician, yet nore anazed.

"How do you know me?" he asked, clearly afraid. "Mre magic?"

"I know you, Sreng. | saw you when | was a young girl. You ] were a chieftain
of my father." She stepped toward the other ; warriors and spoke loudly so al
could hear. "I amTaillta, (i daughter of MacErc!"

Voi ces exclaimed in surprise anongst the Firbolgs. The dunbfounded chieftain
replied before he thought.

"So he spoke the truth! You are his— He choked this off.

But not before Taillta heard and understood. She rounded on him sharply.
So, you have seen him Tell us quickly, where?"

"Why shoul d we hel p?" Sreng chal |l enged, trying to reassert

hi nsel f. "Way should we believe your tale any nore than his?"

She is Taillta," gasped a voice. It came fromthe poor, aging

shaman, now being helped to his feet by the tatooed wonen.

He drew hinmsel f up weakly and forced out the halting words.

I remenber her fromthose days. As you should, Sreng."

The chieftain eyed her nore closely. Then he nodded, reluctantly.

Per haps you are MacErc's daughter;" he said, "Wat kind
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of traitor is it you' ve becone, returning to us to ask help for a de Danann
eneny?"

"Lugh is not an eneny of the Firbolgs," she told all of them"He nmeans to help
destroy the Fonor."

"The Fonor are not our enem es," Sreng argued.
"It was the | eader of the Fonor—Bal or One-Eye hinsel fk. who killed MacErc,"
she said.

A cry of outrage arose anongst the gathered warriors.

"My father knew it was the Fonor who were forcing us to war against the de
Dananns for control of Eire," she continued forcefully. "He neant to nmeke a
peace with them and share Eire. But the Fonor wanted us to fight, to ravage
one another to nmake each other weak."



"That's all lies," Sreng shouted. "Wen we cane to Eire, the Fonor gave the
land to us! They let us live here in peace! But when the de Dananns cane, they
chal | enged us. They wanted Eire for thenselves and they warred against us. It
was the de Dananns who destroyed us and stole the I|and,"

"The de Dananns woul d have shared Eire with us," she countered fiercely. "You
know t hey offered that. But the treacherous Fonor convinced us we nust fear
them and nade us go to war. My father knew that, and he died. My clan knew
that, and the Fonor slaughtered them" She was | ooki ng past Sreng now, her
voi ce raised to address the warriors. "Hundreds of Firbolgs were tortured and
kill ed because Bal or One-Eye wanted the boy we had hi dden. Scores of McErc's
warriors died bravely to protect himand hel p hi mescape."

Sreng | ooked around at his nmen and saw in their expressions that Taillta's
words were reaching them They listened and they believed. Wth nore
desperation, he tried to counter her effect.

"The boy!" he said sardonically. "Always it conmes back to him What madness is
it that would make you give up your lives for hinP"

"A prophecy," she tersely responded. "It said that Lugh, the son of the
Chanpi on G an, would bring about the destruction of the Fonor. | hel ped him
The warriors of MacErc hel ped him Because through himw || cone the vengeance
for ray father's death and for the wongs the Fonor have done us!"

"This is some private vengeance of your own you're seekin', not ours," Sreng
sai d stubbornly. "And don't be thinkin' we're fools enough to be swayed by it.
W know wel | enough what the de Dananns did to us."
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He turned then to speak to his warriors, his voice heavy with enotion as he
appeal ed to them

"You all remenber how they crushed our batallions at the hattle of Magh
Turiedh. It was little enough nercy they showed us that day! They drove us
back, tearing at us the while, until there were only three hundred warriors
left in all our eleven batallions. That night the keenin' for the dead came so
loud fromevery Firbolg hut that the roarin' wind itself was drowned out by
the dreadful sound of it.

"And you renmenber how they forced us to a peace and took Eire fromus, took
our homes and herds and fine green fields and left us this barren | and. They
forced us here, to freeze and starve and live |ike animals!"

"They didn't force us to conme here," she said. "The Firbolgs chose to retreat
into the farthest corners of Eire and scorn the de Dananns offer of
friendship. But we had no need to be their enenmies then, and we've no need
now. "

"She is right," the old shaman said courageously. "W have kept our hatred
alive for toolong. It is tine truly to make our peace. W mnust help her."

There were murnurs of agreement fromthe Firbolg warriors. Cearly many of
them had seen the truth in Taillta's words. Sreng saw they were wavering. He
reacted angrily.

"No!" he cried. "My brothers died in that battle. My wife died of cold and



hunger our first winter here. The de Dananns nust pay for that. The Fonor will
make them pay. They'll catch that boy of yours. They'll destroy all the de
Dananns. "

"What do you nean?" Ai ne demanded anxi ously.

The chieftain smled, enjoying her disconfort. He answered her w th savage
sati sfaction.

"We saw this Lugh. W let himgo alive. And after he departed, the Fonors
hunting for himcane to us. | sent themafter him"

Tai |l I ta advanced upon himthreateningly, her face hard w th anger

You sent themafter hinf? | mght have known you woul d. Your hatred of the
de' Dananns has made you nad. "

H s face grew flushed and he laid his hand upon his sword.

You 11 not give me such insult, wonan. Leave here or 1'll kill you, magic
warriors or not!"

You'll help us find Lugh before the Formor do," she retorted in her own rage.
"I'f you'll not do it, your warriors will."

Not while | amchieftain,” he said with massive arrogance.
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"Then that," Taillta said decisively, "is what |I'm going to change."

At those words the chieftain appeared surprised, and then greatly pleased. He
smi | ed.

"Are you neaning to give me chall enge?" he asked.

"I am" she told him draw ng herself up and neeting hjs gaze boldly.
"By our Firbolg codes? Wthout the help of your silver warriors?"

"Al one," she agreed.

"Done, then," he said heartily. He began at once to pull off his heavy cl oak
Taillta began to do the sane.

Aine, alarmed by this sudden chall enge, noved close to her friend to murnur
anxi ousl y:

"What is happeni ng? What are you going to do?"

"I"ve challenged himfor the right of |eadership,” Taillta explained,
casually, as if it were an everyday ritual. "If I win, 1'll take control of
the clan. Then they will have to help us."

"And what is it you have to do to wi n?" asked Ai ne.

Taillta shrugged. "I have to kill him"



Ai ne | ooked across at the burly chieftain. He had now stripped hinself to the
wai st, defying the chill dawn. Though heavy, he was a strongly built man, wth
a massive chest thickly furred with hair, short, powerful arns, sloping

shoul ders, and a thick neck. He | ooked nore |ike a standing bear than a human,
He took up his broad-bl aded sword and his round shield edged with thick iron
and | ooked across at them

"Kill hinmP" Aine asked in disbelief. "He's twice your sizel™

"He's old, and fat, and likely getting slow," Taillta countered with great
bravado, returning his look with a bold glare. "My father taught nme a
warrior's skills to match any man's."

"Taillta, | can't let you take this risk!" Aine told her forcefully.

The ol der woman et her eyes. "This is ny choice. We nmust have their help to
find Lugh. This is how |l have to get it. It's for Lugh, and that's all you
shoul d think about."

"I don't want you to die," Aine said, her usual reserve gone in her fears for
her friend.

Taillta smled. "You' re making nme the victim girl. | don't intend to | ose.
And you' d best pray | don't, or there'll be no finding Lugh in this great
Burren before the Fonmor do."

Wth that she took up her weapons and nmoved forward,
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to close with the chieftain, who already grinned in victory.

XV

THE | RON MONSTER

THE FI GURES RAN wearily on through a darkness that was now begi nning to give
way to dawn. Ahead of them the sky was filled with a soft, rising glow that

prom sed the comi ng sun. No group of people were nore unhappy to see it.

"Now that bloody thing will be after us at its full pace again," gasped out
t he weary Angus.

"I't"ll nmake no difference,"” said Glla, still loping along quite easily, stil
smling his usual inane smle. "W're far ahead of it by now W'IlIl easily be
able to reach the sea before it catches us."

Even the mghty Dagda was noving with nore effort after a night of running. He
| ooked in amazenment at the clown as the growing |ight revealed him

"How can you still be so fresh?" he asked

"Weariness is only in the mind," Glla answered brightly.

"And, since you've little of that ..." the Dagda added irritably.

"None ... of you. . . oof . . . has any . . . reason . . . unpf... for
conplaint!" said Findgoll, who had suffered through a night of shaking on the
Dagda's shoulder. "I believe . . ooh . . . that all my bones . . . have been

knocked , . . ahhh . . . | oose!"”



"Findgoll, you are ungrateful," the Dagda said. "Be quiet or you'll be
wal ki ng, ankle or no." He shook his head and went on in an angry grow, "But
it galls me to have to run. | wish we had stayed to fight the thing."

"We couldn't risk our mission,"
right."

Glla reminded him "And you see that | was

"Very well, so you were right," the Dagda admi tted grudgi ngly. "But you'd best
not let me see you gloating over it with that foolish grin or its you that'l
carry the little wetch."
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"Little wetch?" Findgoll cried indignantly. "Wiy . . . yO0ll great
st one- headed—

H's voice cut off in mdtirade. He |listened. They all did They had reached the
center of an enormous plain of tall grasses, beginning to dry and yellow in
the autum's sun and wi nds. They were al one on the vast, |evel expanse. Al one
until, fromthe silence, a roar arose, and froma hidden | ow spot ahead of
them a massi ve shape | eaped suddenly into view

"Ch, by the powers,"” Findgoll wailed in despair. "There it is!"

"Down. Quick!" ordered Glla, and the company dropped into the tall grass out
of sight.

"So, we're far ahead of it by now, are we?" the Dagda said with heavy sarcasm
"Now its between us and the sea!"

"What do we do?" Angus asked. "W can't get around it, and we can't outrun it
much | onger."

G lla peeped out of the grass toward the thing.

"What's it doing?" Morrigan asked.

"Just sitting there," the clown answered.

The others joined himin peering cautiously out at the beast. It was sitting
notionl ess, like an enornous grey aninmal squatting on four legs. It was nuch
cl oser than ever before, and for the first tinme the fugitives were able to
have a good | ook at it.

It appeared to be a wheel ed vehicle of a snooth netal. Its wheels were not the
thin, iron-shod wood of the de Dananns' carts, but taller than two nen and

thi ck and made of sonme bl ack material deeply grooved all around the outer

edge. They were fixed to the ends of stalklike axles that extended fromits
body. This body was a rectangul ar netal box that rose high above the ground.
Its front and sides were studded with a conplex array of objects, many busily
engaged i n novenent s—wheel s spinning, levers rising and falling, hinged bits
openi ng and cl osi ng—whose purpose the watchers coul dn't even guess.



Atop this structure was a flat deck, much like a ship's, pointed at the prow
At the back, the deck rose in two stairs to a higher quarterdeck. Centered
there was a sort of cage forned of metal rods arching over the head of a man
seated before a long, altarlike metal object. But he was not bent over it to
wor shi p, the disguised Sea-God knew. This protected man was the driver of the,
beast, and that altar held the secret to its control

There were over a dozen nmen aboard it, all in the tight-

fitting grey uniforms of the Tower Fonmor. They had clearly decided it was

usel ess to hide their presence in Eire anynore. Two of them fl anked the
driver's cage. The others were clustered at the prow There were al so nounted
two barrel -shaped objects with circles of polished glass set in the forward
ends. These, the watchers guessed, had to be the source of the lights that had
pl agued t hem t hrough the night.

The lights were set on tall poles, and | ooked like the stal ked eyes of a sea
crab. In fact, save for the squareness of its lines, the machine's whole

ef fect was that of some nmonstrous shellfish, even to its having a set of

rat her crablike appendages.

These nmassive |inmbs were hinged to the nmiddle of its front near the ground.
Their bottom edges were lined with scores of closely set, well-honed netal
scythes. Each armwas jointed at its center and folded inward to neet the
other just below the prow, as if the thing were now in prayer.

"It's a kind of great cart!" Angus said, struggling to relate the awesone
vehicl e to sonething he understood. "But how can it nmove wi thout horses to
pul I it?"

"How can the Fonor nove their ships without any sails?" Glla returned and
shrugged. "Who knows? Let's hope they've no other little surprises like it
with them"

"Do you think it's seen us?" asked Findgoll.

As if in answer, the roaring of the vehicle rose in volune and it started
forward again, rolling through the tall grasses directly toward them

"That decides it, then," the Dagda announced decisively. "W'Il have to fight
it."

He hefted his ax nmeaningfully and started to rise, but Glla pulled himdown.
"Not so hasty," he cautioned. "Look there!"

As the nmetal beast sped toward them the huge arns began to open. They swung
out to the sides and then dropped on the hinges until they came in contact
with the ground. At once the sharp scythes cut in, churning up the grass and
soil, slicing easily through the sod and turning it in a hundred furrows. The
two linbs now forned a single, lethal wall across the front of the machine.

You see? The thing has teeth. Those warriors aren't neaning to fight us.
They' Il sinmply mow us like the grass. It will take sonme trickery to get aboard
that beast."

The Dagda gave Glla a disbelieving look. "Don't tell me you have another nad
i dea."
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"It's a sinple one. You'll lead the thing away. 1'Il get aboard and stop it.
Then you' |l be free to deal with the Fonor."

"You'll stop it. just like that," the Dagda said doubtfully, "You can do
t hat ?"

"The sinplest part!" Glla answered with breezy assurance. He grinned. "Unl ess
you'd like to nake a try."

"For the sake of Danu," Mrrigan said sharply, "there's no time for this. W
have to act now "

The Dagda | ooked out again at the approaching vehicle. He nodded. "Al'l right,
clown. W'll do it."

"Good," Glla said happily. "You and Angus |l ead the thing away. Findgoll, wth
your |leg you' d best stay here. I'Il wait for it to turn and go in behind it.
Morrigan, becone a raven and follow me. Raise a diversion when | get ready to
go after the driver. See hinf? Inside that cage."

"l see," she croaked, and at once went into her transformation

"Ready, then?" Glla asked as the fam liar shape of the black

bi rd appear ed.

H s conrades nodded. The vast netal thing was nearly upon

t hem

"Then, go!" he cried.

Angus and the Dagda rose up and darted away through the grass like startled
hares, cutting directly across the path of the

t hi ng.

Glla watched, praying to Danu the vehicle would turn to

follow t hem

It did, reacting with amazing speed, its enormous front wheel s pivoting under
the urging of the conplex, jointed arrangenment beneath. It swung around,

turning its back on those still hiding in the grass.

"We've got to be quick now, Murrigan!" Glla told the raven. "Those two won't
be able to outrun that thing for l[ong!"

He | eaped up and ran for the rear of the rolling beast as it sped away. It had
quite a lead on him and he had to nove at his best speed.

None of the Fomor warriors on the deck above noticed him Their attention was
fixed on the figures running desperately ahead. The fact that three of the



fugitive band were m ssing seened not to have regi stered yet.

Glla reached the stern of the vast machine. It rose up, a sheer wall of flat
grey nmetal, to that rear platformwhere the driver sat in his cage. Around the
base of the stemran a narrow

1 H<?e waist-high fromthe ground. Fromthere a narrow | adder of metal bands
| ed up the side.

He got a grip on the |edge. But the machine's rear wheel hounded over a mound
and j erked upward, shaking himloose nd nearly knocking himoff his feet. He
knew that if he fell he wouldn't have another chance to catch up to the

machi ne. He staggered but nanaged to stay upright. Still, the vehicle had now
gai ned on himagain. He forced hinmself to his full speed

once nore.

He concentrated his |ast power and dove forward. One | ean but strong hand
gripped the edge. He pulled closer and caught at the netal with the other.
Then, with a great heave, he launched hinself onto the |edge.

He seesawed there for an instant, body aboard, |egs sw nging dowmn to drag his
fl appi ng shoes in the grass. He reached up and managed to grip the | owest rung
of the | adder and, with another effort, hauled his |ower half to safety.

Cl anbering to his feet, he started quickly upward.

He reached the upper deck and stopped just below it, peeking over the edge to
scout his way. The driver of the nechanical beast was absorbed by the array of
devices within his cage. On either side the Fonor soldiers stood, watching the
pursuit.

Morrigan, who had flown up fromthe grass to circle over the rolling vehicle,
now saw that it was her tinme to act. To divert attention fromG|la, she
swooped bol dly down and into the faces of the Fomor in the prow.

She took the first one totally by surprise, her strong talons gripping his
face, her beating w ngs knocking himoff balance. He flailed out wildly and
toppled forward off the edge, down in front of the rows of sweeping bl ades.

Li ke the jaws of sone rapacious creature, the blades seemed to suck himin. He
was pull ed through sideways, run over by a dozen of the razor-edged scythes.
In an instant they had chewed himand driven the remains into the earth,
tingeing the dark, plowed soil red in a swath behind.

Not pausing, Mrrigan attacked the others, swooping here and there to strike
them They drew swords in a desperate attenpt to beat the raven off, but were
so busy cowering and protecting their vul nerable eyes that their blows went
wi | d.

Go help themget that bird!" the driver irritably commanded the soldiers on
either side of him "Keep it away fromne!"
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hediently the two drew weapons and started forward, |eav ing the driver
alone. Wen Glla saw this, he attacked

He junped onto the platformand, in a single, powerful mnove, seized the
startled driver by the throat of his tunic and yanked himbodily fromhis
seat. Before the nman could shout the cl own swung hi maround toward the edge.
The man flew off head first, diving al nost gracefully to the ground bel ow
ranm ng his head deeply into the soft, turned earth. H s body slamred down
heavily atop it and he was still.

Glla didn't pause to adnmire the effect. He hopped into the vacated seat,
unnoticed by the soldiers engaged forward. He | ooked for the first tine at the
devices that controlled the vast machi ne—and he found hinself at a conplete

| oss!

He stared in bew I derment at the nyriad of strange contrivances before him He
had travel ed and he had seen nuch but none of it had prepared himfor this.
There were |l every things and jointed things and tiny lights that blinked.
There were bunps and hol es and engraved devices and bits that slid and bits
that turned and bits that didn't seemto do anything at all. And he coul dn't
even begin to guess what the purpose of any of them was.

But there really wasn't time for casual pondering. The Dagda and his son were
nearly beneath the bl ades. He began flipping and shoving and bangi ng
everyt hing, working—quite systematically he thought—#$romleft to right.

The first effect of this was that the beast gave out a |oud, pained snort,
jerked forward, and began to roll even faster

The Dagda and Angus, seeing the thing all but |eaping after them forced yet
nore speed out of their own weakening | egs.

"What is that madman doi ng?" the Dagda bell owed. "I knew we shoul dn't have
trusted himagain!"

"What shall we do?" cried Angus. "Shall we separate?"
"No," said the Dagda fiercely. "lI've my own idea this time. You go and hel p!"
"Co aboard it? How?"

"I'"ll show you," the Dagda told himand, w thout warning, he swept up his son
and lifted the astonished warrior above his head. He turned to face the
oncom ng machi ne.

"No! What are you doi ng?" Angus shout ed.

"Quiet!" his father commanded. "Just be ready to grab a hold!"

And with that, he launched Angus up in a high arc.

Under st andi ng what his father intended, the warrior pre-

red hinmself His father's power was enough to lift himeasily “hove the cutting
bl ades. He cane down atop the wide armthat held them slaming hard agai nst
the netal, scranmbling for a hold on a row of |arge knobs where the scythes

fastened to the support. He got a grip and pulled hinself up astride the

arm



As the Dagda saw him |l and safely, he turned and ran again, now only paces
ahead of the rending teeth of the beast.

Angus clinmbed to his feet and ran boldly along the armto the side of the
machi ne. Just above his head was the edge of the forward deck. He junped up
and grabbed it, pulling hinself up to peek over the edge.

Directly before him Mrrigan was still in a brawl with the Fonor sol diers,
sweepi ng anongst them beating at themwi th her great w ngs, tearing with beak
and claws. Glla was at the controls, engaged nowin a nearly frantic effort
to slowit down, to turnit, to make it do anything hel pful

Unfortunately, his efforts had drawn the attention of one of the soldiers. As
Angus wat ched, he pulled another aside and pointed to the driver's cage. The
two nen left the fight with the raven and headed toward the rear. Angus
realized he had cone just intime. Glla was going to need nore help.

He wasted no tinme entering the fray. As one of the soldiers dodgi ng Morrigan
nmoved close to him he reached up and grabbed the nman's ankl e, yanking him
over the side. The Fonmor fell, striking the arm bel ow and bouncing forward in
front of the blades. His last cry was sliced off sharply and another trail of
red stained Eire's dark soil.

Qui ckly Angus haul ed hinself up onto the deck and drew his sword and dagger to
face the rest.

As the soldiers turned toward this new attacker in surprise, Mrrigan used the
respite to flutter down behind them and transform Suddenly the astoni shed
Formor found thensel ves between two form dabl e opponents.

"Kill them quickly!" Angus told her. "G Ila needs help!"

I ndeed he did. For the clown had given over his tanpering with the controls to
defend hinself fromthe attack of the two soldiers. One canme at himfrom
either side of the cage, and he was forced to shift constantly back and forth
to parry the swords jabbing in at him

Imreally very busy here, you know," he told them "Couldn't this wait for
just a bit?"

But the soldiers didn't seeminclined to |isten to reason.
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He was hampered by his position behind the controls, al though the bars of the
cage were providing some protection The two couldn't easily get at him and
couldn't swing at him They were forced to nake thrusts between the nmetal bands
Then one drove his blade forward just too far and G Ila brought his own weapon
down on it with full force. He drove the Fonor weapon against a bar and it
snapped of f just above the hilt.

The ot her soldier, however, used this chance to get around the side of the
cage and cone directly in at the clown. Glla threw hinself back and the man's
t hrust slipped past, but the monmentum brought himin to collide and grapple
with the cl own.

They twi sted around in their struggle and fell against the panel of controls,
shifting half of them at once.



This had an effect. The machi ne bucked, shuddered, slowed somewhat, and then
began to make a | ong, easy turn

Qut in front, the Dagda suddenly realized the thing was Falling away behind
him He stopped in amazenent to watch it nmake a curve and circle back the way
it had come. Noting the struggle on the deck, he headed after the now
departing vehicle, intending to join the fight. Then a nore urgent concern
filled himas he saw the direction that the beast was taking.

Inits wide circle, it was headi ng back toward where the crippl ed, helpless
Fi ndgol | | ay.

He began to run faster, this time in a desperate attenpt to pull Findgoll from
its path.

Aboard, the Fight was nearly over. Mrrigan and Angus were forcing the | ast
three warriors agai nst the side. Angus disarned one of themw th a skillful
thrust. The Fonor |ooked fearfully at their adversaries, at the ruthless gl eam
in Morrigan's bright eyes. Then they exchanged a | ook of agreement and turned
together to | eap over the side.

They landed in the plowed earth behind the blades, alive but unlikely to do
any noving for some tine.

At the controls, Glla had finally nanaged to shove his assail ant back and
disable himwith a blow of his fist. But the one he had di sarned now camne

| eapi ng upon him knocking Glla conpletely fromthe seat. Locked together

the two rolled to the edge of the deck. There the Fonor got a firmgrip on the
clown's thin throat and began to push himover the side.

One of the immense rear wheels was turning right below his
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head. He could feel it brushing the ends of his long, tangled

He | ooked into the face of his adversary. The fell ow | ooked very determ ned,

and he had the nuscles to acconmplish his intent. Glla found his will to
succeed di stressingly excessive.

"You're - . . making it ... very hard ... for me to breathe,’
in a choked voice. "lI'd be grateful if you' d let go."

he poi nted out

The man only tightened his grip, forcing Glla back, back, until the clown
t hought his spine would crack. The top of the wheel was nearly touching his
head now. The deep grooves caught and pulled at his dangling hair.

"You Fonor . . . aren't much ... for listenin', are you?" he gasped out.

He was nearly over now, his consciousness fading. The nman grinned in victory.
Then the grin froze on his face and he straightened stiffly upright, hands
dropping away fromGlla's throat. The eyes went blank and he toppled forward

falling over Glla, his weight carrying himover the side

Glla saw the nmetal bolt protruding fromhis back as he | anded upon the whee
and was rolled down and under it, to be pressed into the soft, turned soil



The rescued clown sat up to see Angus standing on the | ower deck, hol ding one
of the Fonor bows.

"Look what | found!" he said, grinning.

"Thank you for that!" Glla said warmy, clinbing up and grinmacing at his
wr enched back. "But what about your father?"

"He's behind us," Mrrigan crackled, nmoving to the prow. "But |ook there!" She
poi nt ed ahead.

They coul d see Findgoll now. And the Druid had seen them He was waving,
apparently unaware of his danger

"We' |l run right over him" Angus cried. "G lla, | thought you could stop this
t hi ng! "

Il mtrying," the clown assured him "But you could help. See if you can find
out what makes it run. Try to turn it off!"

He clinbed back behind the controls, and they began a search of the machine
for sone way to bring it to a halt.

The Dagda, neantine, had caught up with them from behind. He realized there
was no time to get around the noving thing and reach Findgoll, He had to find
a way to stop it, or at least slowit until those above could act. And he only
knew of
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one way he might do that hinself. He nmoved up to the | ong axle that connected
the rear wheels, took a firmgrip on the heavy netal cylinder, and dug in.

Instantly he was making his own deep furrowin the earth as his braced | egs
were dragged along. He set hinmself, threw back against the forward pull, and
tensed. He pitted his entire strength, called upon every bit of will, every
trick of nystical control that he had |earned in the Magic Isles. He shut his
eyes, focused his nind and body, and chall enged the mechani cal force of the
nmetal beast with his own powers.

Slowmy, slowmy, his will began to tell. The thing began to | ose speed. It

bal ked and roared in conplaint, [unbering along sluggishly. Still, it craw ed
forward, across the unmarked grass, cutting its way toward the place where

Fi ndgol I | ay.

The Druid, finally understanding his peril, began his own craw ing, but he was
too late and his effort too slow to save him

The Dagda's effort, however, was giving the others nmore tinme. G lla prodded
and flicked at the controls, Mrrigan and Angus probed everywhere for sone
vul nerabl e spot in the nonster's iron hide. Their efforts were in vain.

"There's nothing!" Angus said despairingly. He and Morrigan noved back to join
the cl own.

Bel ow, the Dagda strained, ignoring the screaming pain in his nuscles.

Fi ndgol | | ooked up at the thing | oomi ng above himand froze in fear



Glla jerked and prodded at the controls.

"There's nothing else to do!" cried Angus. He seized a | arge heavy tool set in
brackets on the panel's side and wenched i? free. He swung it up over the
controls, to strike. "W've got to smash themall!"

"No! No!" Glla protested, working faster. "I can find the way!"

The Dagda was near exhaustion, his nmuscles tearing as if the arns woul d be
pul led fromtheir sockets. He set his teeth and hung grinmly on

"It's too late!" Angus shouted at the clown. "Mve back!"
He tensed hinmself to slamthe netal tool against the panel

The shadow of the machine fell upon the Druid. The gleamng teeth slid forward
to rend him

Morrigan's |ong, bony hand shot forward, gripped a tiny lever in one corner of
the panel, and twisted it.
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The vehicle's powerful roar died instantly. It rolled quietly, gently, to a
halt, its scythes just cutting into the sod before Findgoll's feet.

Angus and G lla | ooked up in astonishnment at the raven-wonan. An
uncharacteristic little smle Iit her gaunt face and she shrugged.

"I't was the only thing you hadn't touched," she said casually.

"About tinme!" Findgoll called in a shrill, scolding voice, having recovered
hi s senses.

"I"lIl certainly agree with that!" the Dagda added sincerely, noving out from
under the machine and flexing his sore arns.

"Thank you for your help,” the little Druid told the giant chanmpion. "I'd no
i dea you cared so nmuch for ny life."

"Not your life," the Dagda said gruffly. "It's your foolish tricks I'd nmiss.”
"But what'll we do now?" Angus asked his conrades. "It's still a way to the
sea, and there may be nore Fonor seeking us."

"We've none of that to be fearin' anynore,” Glla said with his usual glee
patting the controls in front of him "Fromhere on, we ride!"

XV

TO THE SEA

IN THE LI TTLE cove, one of the sleek black ships of the Tower Fonor sat drawn
up on the shore. Nearby it on the beach, its crewren were canped around
several cooking fires. And not far away fromthem like a giant sea creature

that had crawled fromthe water to feed, sat another of the netal vehicles.

Safely hidden on a hill above the cove, Glla and his party stared down on
thi s unpl easant conpany for a time, in unhappy silence.



VWl |, they've certainly managed to bl ock our way again," Angus said at |ength.

Are you certain it's here we're to find the ship that will take us to
Manannan's |sle?" the Dagda asked the cl own.

| amthat!" Glla cheerfully replied. He was the only one
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not touched by the gloom "Qur boat is hidden in the little thumb of rocks
that juts out just beyond them there." He pointed. "lIts the way that we nust

go. "
"Just howis it you know all these things, clown?" Mrrigan rattled curiously.

"Lugh gave nme fine instructions, that he did!" he assured her. "Now all we've
a need to do is get it and be off. W' ve plenty of tine."

"All we've a need to do!" Angus repeated scornfully. "Wy not? There are only
a hundred nen down there. And another of those bleeding iron beasts."

"It does make me wonder just a bit how they always seemto know exactly where
we'll go," Glla said with unusual gravity.

"I'f they know we're com ng here, maybe they've found the boat too," Findgol
suggest ed.

"Ah, no," Glla assured him "The boats hidden so only we can find it. Lugh
told me that Manannan's seen to that." He smiled and added with great awe, "He
must truly be an amazin' man!"

"Never mind him" the Dagda said sharply, uninpressed. "Wat about us? How
will we get to it? Those Fonor aren't likely just to sit and watch us putting
out to sea."

"We'| |l have to take them unawares," said Glla. "By good fortune, we've got
the perfect thing for doing that."

He gestured back over his shoulder at the machine they had captured and driven
her e.

"What, use that thing?" the Dagda asked skeptically.

"We'll ride it right down upon them" Glla said with savag delight, "They'l
not know it's us until we're anobngst them

"Can you control the thing that well?"

"I brought us here, didn't I, now?" the clown said, soundinj hurt that the big
man woul d doubt his skill

"You nearly killed us doing it," the Dagda reni nded him

"Just a bit of experimenting. |'mfully master of it now "



"And what about that other little piece of netal ?" Angus wondered. "They could
use it to stop us."

"Trust ne," said Glla, smling his broadest smile. "I have a plan."
"That | should have guessed," the Dagda groaned.

It was not long after that the Fonor gathered bel ow heard the rising sound of
somet hing grow i ng, and | ooked up to see one of their own machines roll over
the rise behind the shore and start down toward them

The captain in charge of the waiting men eyed it thoughtfully.

"I wonder what its doing back here so soon?" he asked.

"Maybe it's finished off the de Dananns,"” a nearby |ieutenant suggested.
"It certainly better have if its returning," he said sharply.

He and the others stood watching it cone w thout any sense of alarm As it
cane closer, the captain did note that there seenmed to be very few nmen on its
superstructure. He wondered if they had run into nore resistance than
expected. Still, if they had succeeded, Bal or woul d be pl eased, no matter what
the cost.

He clinbed the gangway into his ship and gave orders to the crew there. The
wel | -di sciplined sailors acted swiftly, swi nging out a huge crane. He would
have both machi nes | oaded at once and be off back to the Tower.

Meanwhi | e, on the approachi ng vehicle, the passengers scanned the scene ahead
with growi ng tension. Except, of course, for Glla. He sat back at the
controls, lazily manipul ating the vast nachine, hunming a nerry little air and
enj oyi ng hi nsel f.

At the prow stood Angus and the Dagda. Morrigan, again in her raven guise,
perched on the cage above G lla while Findgoll, still nursing his ankle, sat
on the pl atform near by.

"No signs of alarmthere yet," the Dagda remarked. "They seemto be maki ng
some preparations about the ship,"

"To wel come us home, no doubt,"” the clown said with a satisfied grin. "Keep
st eady, you two. Angus, keep that thing ready. You're certain you can hit
something with it now?"

Angus hefted the Fonor crossbow and answered with what assurance he could. "I
hope so. |'ve been practicing with it all day."

"Good enough. But don't fire until you're sure."

They kept on steadily, slowy, directly toward their nmonsters twin. Only a few
sol diers were | ounging upon it, watching themcone. It was silent, and no one
manned its controls. Glla knewit would take sone tine to bring it into
action now.

As they drew yet nearer to the Fonmor canp, the captain paused to | ook again,
noti ng somet hing puzzling. The cutting arnms were out. That was very odd. They
were to be kept in except in an attack. What was that driver thinking about?



"Bring ne a glass!" he ordered his |ieutenant.

Instantly the man brought one of the tubular devices to him
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He peered through it, seeing the machine and its riders twice as large as
before. Hi s sweeping gaze lit on the two at the prow. As he focused on them
he realized with a shock that that giant figure could not be one of his nen!
"The thing's been captured!" he bellowed. He ran to the ship's side, snouting
across to the nmen at the second machine. "Quickly, get that vehicle manned!

Stop them They are de Dananns!"

Sol diers scranmbled for the vehicle. Those already aboard it rushed for their
positions.

"They're going to get that thing nmoving," said the Dagda. "They nust have
spotted us!"

"Shall | fire?" said Angus, lifting the bow
"Steady!" Glla said calmy. "Just a bit farther."

The driver of the other machine was now at its controls. They heard the
prelimnary coughing and whining of the forces within it as they began to
awaken.

"They're starting it," said the Dagda.
"Alittle bit nore," said Glla

Sol diers were gathering on the forward platform Sonme were noving to the prow,
sei zing bows of their own. The man at the controls was mani pul ati ng t hem
frantically to ready the nonster for novenent. The scythe arns began to
unf ol d.

"Nowl" Glla said

Angus fired. Wth a sharp, netallic snap, the bow sent its bolt speeding to
the target.

It was a hit. The driver was knocked backward conpletely fromhis seat by the
i npact of the bolt that transfixed his chest. At the sanme nonent, Glla
wheel ed his vehicle sharply away and headed it straight in toward the Fonor
encanprent and t he beached ship.

The Fonor captain watched in growi ng horror as the vast thing turned toward
him the cutting blades ready to tear through scores of nen at once. And if it
struck the ship ~ .

"Aboard!" he screaned at the panicking nen bel ow "Get aboard! Cast off at
once!"



The Fonor on the other vehicle were still trying to act. A new driver was
climbing behind the controls. But it was already too |late. The rolling nachine
was past and heading with increasing speed toward the shore.

Glla now clinbed frombehind his own controls and shouted to his conrades.
"Let's go now dinb off this way! Of the back!"

They all headed toward the stern of the vehicle. Mrrigan flapped away as the
rest started down the | adder

"Roll as you hit," Glla advised. "Then head at an angle toward that rock spit
to the. north. Get under cover there."”

As they were clinbing down, the Formor were clanbering nadly into their ship.

Their captain was giving orders in a shrill, desperate voice and casting ever
nore fearful glances at the descendi ng behenoth that was about to ravage his
preci ous vessel .

"CGet this ship off!" he shouted to the crew al ready aboard. "Forget the rest.
Cut | oose! Cut |oose!"

Axes were seized and wi el ded agai nst the mooring cables. Powerful forces deep
within the ship runbled to Iife. Wth agonizing sl owness it began draggi ng
itself fromthe sucking grip of the sand. The gangways fell, splashing into
the water. Men still clinmbing up themwere dropped into the sea. Those left on
the shore began to run into the surf, crying out for rescue, begging not to be
abandoned t here.

And behind the desperate Fonor, the brutal thing bore down, its glinting teeth
ready to devour them

Sone dove into the water to escape. OGhers tried to run out of the way. Many
did escape, but many were caught, chewed up, their shredded bodi es spewed out
the back or plowed into the furrows in the sandy soil. The pale grey beach was
turned rust in a w de swath.

The machi ne plunged into the sea in a great wallop and swoosh of water. The
pressure of the water slowed its forward notion as it drove on in, giving the
ship added time to slip away. Its sleek bow just cleared the shallows and the
nmet al beasts scythe armonly nicked its side. Then the ship was out of reach
and the vehicle sank to rest in water that came up nearly to its deck

Under the surface, the flooded insides of the thing began a coughi ng sound
like that of a drowning man. It spluttered instead of roaring steadily. Then
it began to grunble in a | ow and om nous voice and the whol e structure started
shuddering as the sound built to a nearly deafening pitch

Ful | back!" the captain ordered as he saw the thing convulsing in its death
t hr oes.

The forces powering the black ship raised their own |oud thunder and the | ean
hul | sliced back through the waves at an increasing speed, opening a w der
space between the two.

The de Danann adventurers had by this time reached the
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rooks unnoticed. They clinbed into their shelter to watch with gl ee the havoc
they had created. The ship was pulling desperately away. The dozens stil
stranded on the beach were fleeing in all directions fromthe stricken

machi ne. Those Fonor crewing its twin were abandoning it to run as well.

"I think we should take shelter,” Glla suggested to the rest.

"Why?" asked the Dagda

A vast expl osion rocked the shore, knocking themoff their feet into the rocks
as debris flew over them 'Hi e shaking continued for |ong nonents, acconpanied
by secondary explosions |ike the crack of recurrent lightning. It deafened
them showered themw th sand and flying netal bits. Finally the sound rolled
away and they ventured a cautious |ook out at the scene.

The machi ne had | argely disappeared, |leaving a hole in the seabed just

of fshore that was already filling with incom ng waves. Above, a great
grey-white cloud puffed up and spread into the sky. Around the hole for sone
di stance the flying remains had created a fan of deep marks in the sand.

The second machi ne had been overturned by the blast. It lay, wheels noving
slowy, like a beetle flipped onto its back. The few nmen who had survived were
struggling to rise or lying hurt and noani ng al ong the shore.

The ship had escaped, but barely. Its side was nmarked by the inmpact of flying
wr eckage and nost of its crew had been thrown to the decks, stunned. The
vessel wallowed in the heavy waves the bl ast had made, apparently not under
anyone's control

"Now s the time to go," Glla said. "Qick, now While that ship's helpless.”

He urged his conrades, thensel ves somewhat stunned by the incredible force of
t he expl osion, toward the sea end of the natural rock jetty. He led them over
the I arger rocks and down to the water. There, with a triunmphant wave, he
showed them a hi dden cave beneath the overhangi ng boul ders where a snall
vessel |ay.

It was a curragh, made of many hides stretched over a franme of supple
branches. It had a sail fixed to a slender nast. It was a light and
fragile-1ooking craft and the Dagda eyed it critically.

"I's that to carry all of us?"

"It is,”" Gllareplied. "Get in. There's little tine."

The big man hesitated. "It won't hold even the likes of me! Can't this great
Sea- God do any better for us?"

"He's a man of sinple tastes,” Glla said, a touch inpatient. "This boat will
be enough. Pl ease, just get in!"

Rel uctantly, the Dagda clinmbed down and into it. Mraculously, the little
vessel seened unaffected by his form dable weight.

"You see?" said Glla, snmling in a superior way. "WIIl the rest of you get in



now? And qui ckl y!"

The others clanbered in at once. Morrigan fluttered down to | and atop a seat.
Glla nmoved to the stemand seized the tiller while Angus haul ed up the sail.

The small spread billowed at once, and the boat responded smartly, scooting
out of the hidden slot into the open sea and away.

She was well out before there was any sign of life fromthe black ship. Then a
cry went up fromthe recovering crew. The Fonor captain stunbled to his feet
and noved to the side, realizing that their quarry had somehow gotten to a
boat and were sailing away under his very nose.

Vi sions of having to face Balor with that news flashed through his mnd. He
bel | owed commands to his still groggy crew

"CGet this vessel underway! Put about!" Sluggishly, the black ship turned out
to sea. The internal forces that powered her began to propel her forward in
the wake of the little craft. "To the sail!" he ordered.

Hands scranbled for the tall mast, and soon the glowi ng white sail bl ossoned,
its massive spread ballooning out to catch the breezes and thrust the vesse
forward at greater speed.

AThey're after us now " Angus announced. "Nothing to fear," Glla assured him
"There's no ship fast enough to catch us!"

He seened to be right. Although the sleek netal ship traveled with marvel ous
speed, sone greater magic seemed to carry the smaller craft flying across the
water |ike a wave-skimrming bird

"\e're free of them then!" Findgoll said with relief. "Wll, not quite,"
Glla answered lightly, as if it were a matter of no great note. "The Fonor
aren't going to be makin' it quite so easy for us."

So easy!" Angus repeated in disbelief. "You call what we've been through so
far easy?"
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"Still, it's not ended yet," said the clown, pointing forward. "Look there."

Directly ahead of them a long, dark shape topped by a cloud of iridescent
white hove into view on the rimof the sea.

"Anot her shi p?" the Dagda said heavily.

"The Fonor fromthe Tower are thorough, that they are," said Glla. "I thought
they mght try to block us should we get out to sea.”

"W can run past her," the Dagda said. "Turn north."
"And then what?" G lla inquired pleasantly, pointing again.
Fromthe north a third ship had appeared and was sweeping toward t hem

"There's always the south," Angus suggest ed.



"Not anynore," said Findgolt. For yet another ship had now topped the horizon
t here, headed their way.

"They' ve caught us in a box!" the Dagda cried angrily, |ooking around. From
the tip of the mast on each a tiny light was visible, blinking wildly. "What
are they doing with those |ights?"
"Telling one another that we're here,"
a plan of attack."

Glla replied. "Likely they're deciding

"\Whi chever way we run, they'll cut us of£' Angus said in a defeated voi ce.
"They' ve caught us surely this tinme."

"Nothing like it,"” Glla said with no |l essening of his nerry assurance. "This
only adds a bit of fun to the chase, it does."

And with that, he pointed the little boat toward the ship comng in fromthe
east .

"You can't just sail straight along as if nothing were wong," the Dagda
protested. "Wat about all your grand pl anni ng?"

"I"'ve a plan,” Glla told him "But let themclose their trap a bit. Then
we'll wiggle out."

As the disguised Sea- God Manannan hinself, Glla mght have used his enornpus
powers over the sea to disable, delay, or even destroy the Fonor. But his
orders fromhis Queen Danu w thheld himfromwanton destruction unl ess he had
no choi ce. Besides, he thought, there would be great fun and satisfaction in
toying with these arrogant Formor and then maki ng fools of them

Not sharing his thoughts, his conpanions did not share his carefree manner as
he steered themin toward seem ngly certain doom

The ship before themwas now quite close. The de Dananns could see its details
and see the sailors swarnming on its deck
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The ot her ships were drawi ng closer too, tightening the sides of the box,
closing their trap.

But Glla let the box grow smaller, smaller, until it seened he meant to ram
the ship sweeping toward them head on. Its bow | oomed over them when he
finally pulled the craft sharply

about .

It heeled far over, nearly | aunching the Dagda over the side. As it turned
away, the Fonor ship was taken off guard and sailed past, unable to turn in
time. Wien it finally did respond, the small craft was away, driving toward
t he south.

But the southern ship was slashing through the waves into a bl ocking position.
Quicker to respond to Glla's nove, its captain put his helmhard over
cutting in front of the new course.

Glla turned sharply the opposite way, catching the Dagda off bal ance once
nmore and sending himreeling across to the boat's other side. He bellowed his
anger, clutching wildly at the mast to save hinself



The tiny ship was now running parallel to the Fonor warship. It was only yards
away, and its sailors were lining the bulwarks, training weapons on them They
i ncl uded a crossbow of enormpus size carrying a bolt larger than a man's |eg
and fitted with a barbed head of iron. Attached to it was a cable, and it was
clear they intended to try a grapple.

"Glla, they're going to spear us like a fish!" Angus warned

"Not really," the unflappable clown called back. For, coming at themfromthe
front was the northern ship, also speeding to cut themoff. It was now on a
collision course with the ship beside them

Nei t her captain had realized until now the situation the tiny craft was
drawing theminto. Finally seeing the other bearing down at full speed, each
frantically noved to alter course. Glla veered hard left away fromthem as
they tried to swerve apart.

They managed to miss striking, their sides scraping agai nst one another with a
rendi ng shriek of netal. But by now the ship that had cone in fromthe east
had made a sharp turn of its own and was heading toward the other two. As this
third ship drove in, its captain saw the others | ocked together, barely
nmoving. He tried to reverse his power, but it was far too late. Hi s prow
ramred directly into the starboard prow of the southbound ship and slammed it
agai nst the one on the far side.

Al three were jerked violently to a dead stop, throwing the crews fromtheir
feet. The slender mast of the ramm ng ship
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shivered in the inpact, cracked near its base, and toppled forward, bringing
down its sail in a graceful billowinto the cables of the others' sails,
creating a magnificent tangle.

Glla looked back at the carnage as the little boat shot away, |aughing in his
delight. Then a shouted warning fromthe Dagda, who still clung tightly to the
mast, brought his gaze back to the front. He realized that they were nearly
under the bow of the last ship, the one that had pursued themfromEire.

It had come up on themin the confusion. Its captain was gloating. He was
going to drive their frail boat under

He was mistaken. Wth a careless flip of the tiller, Glla sent the boat
around in another tight turn. It shot across the big ship' s bow and away.

The despairing captain of the final boat, seeing his quarry slip away a second
time, was not ready to give up. He screamed orders at his crewto maintain the
pursuit. But in his rage he failed to note the three ships stopped ahead. He
crashed into themat full speed, wacking themagain, driving his sharp bow
deep into the hull of the northbound ship.

For monents the four captains were busily engaged in shouting accusations and
threats at one another, each trying to place the bl ane on soneone el se. Then a
lowly and courageous sailor pointed out to themthat while they argued, their
quarry had escaped.

In hopel ess di smay, they watched the tiny boat flit away across the sea unti



it was lost in the haze of the earth's rim

Al four men knew that |ong before they could sort out this chaos and start in
pursuit, the de Danann craft would be entering the band of nists that
surrounded Manannan's Isle. And none of them even if it neant facing Balor's
wrath, would take their ship into that terrible white void. For only death
 urked there.

Nuada forced hinself to watch the warriors practicing with their spears. It
was painfully slow progress they showed. But at |east, he thought, it was
progr ess.

A nmore pl easi ng devel opnent was the speed with which their ranks had begun to
swell. Already Lugh's early success in contacting the settlenents was havi ng
its effect. He only hoped that Lugh—er Aine if it came to that—aould be able
to conplete the nmission
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H s thoughts were interrupted by the approach of Captain Niet.

"My King, our scouts intercepted a party of nen com ng back toward Tara."
"Comi ng back?" Nuada repeated in puzzlenent. "From where?"

Ni et | ooked carefully around. No one was nearby save young Ruadan, busily
honi ng the edges of his spearpoint. The boy was |oyal to the Hi gh-King, an
adoring puppy constantly follow ng himaround. Niet disregarded his presence
and continued, but dropped his voice to a confidential tone.

"They were the nen escorting the Dagda's party. They were ambushed by Tower
Fonor . "

"By the powers!" Nuada said in shock
"Its all right,"” N et hastily went on. "The Dagda and the others escaped and
went ahead. But they sent those of the escort who weren't hurt back here with
t he wounded. Knowi ng Bobd Derg's feelings, | thought it best just to tuck them
quietly away."

"Good man," said Nuada. "Yes, our Bard would do a great deal of ranting if he
heard about this." He shook his head. "But it |ooks worse and worse, N et. If
the Tower really is involved ..."

"Even its powers can't stop the likes of the Dagda and Mdr-rigan. My King,"
the captain said with conviction. "They told the nen to say that they' |l stil
return here in good tine."

Nuada hoped so. These omi nous events troubled himdeeply. But he told hinself
it was still too soon to begin fearing the worst.

"Supply those men with whatever they need," he told N et, and dism ssed him
Turni ng back to the spear throwers, he noted Ruadan, apparently still hard at
wor k, tongue tip sticking fromthe side of his mouth in concentration

"My boy, you'll keep to yourself anything you've heard, won't you?" he asked

The young warrior |ooked up, his guileless face filled w th obvious
bewi | dernent at this question



"My King, I was so busy here, | wasn't even aware you were speaking to
soneone. "

Satisfied with that, Nuada smiled. "Never mind then. Get on with your work.
You'll yet be a de Danann chanpi on yourself."
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Ruadan beaned at this and obediently got back to his job. But his mnd was
wor ki ng even nore furiously. Here was another bit of unsettling news. It nust,
he decided, be carried to his father at once.

He began to devise a schenme to slip away from Tara that night and make a visit
to the Fonor canp.

XVl
THE POCKA
VWHEN LUGH AWDKE from his long slunber, it was to a very peculiar sight indeed.

An enornous set of haunches filled his view Startled, he sat up and stared
around him nmomentarily confused.

He realized that what was before himwas a | arge bl ack horse. But the aninal
was crouched down on al! fours, for all the world |like a man, neck stretched
out, huge lips pursed absurdly as it gently puffed on a tiny fire.

The thing really wasn't a horse, he decided as he considered it nore closely.
It had clawed feet, or paws, nore like those of a cat. And it seenmed rmuch too
hairy for a horse. More woolly, in feet, |ike a sheep

Then the fog of his heavy sleep cleared, and he understood that it was the
Pooka he saw. He | ooked around himat the tiny clearing in the woods and
recal l ed how it had brought himhere. When? The ni ght before? That fact
shocked himand he | ooked up to the sky. It was full daylight now. The sun was
hi gh. How nuch precious time had he | ost here?

"How | ong have | been asl eep?" he asked al oud.

The animal started and junped to its feet at the sound, swinging its head
around on the |long neck. Large brown eyes regarded himand the creature

vi si bly rel axed.

"Ah, so you're awake, are you?" it said, baring wide, flat teeth in what Lugh
guessed was neant for a smile. "Well, | hope your feeling better. You were

wel | out when | finally got you here. It's been all the night you slept.”
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"And half the norning, too, it seens," Lugh added. "I can't stay here any
longer. 1've got to get on."

He tried to rise fromthe bed of |eaves, but his wounds and his stiffened
linbs rebelled in their agony and he fell back

"Wait on," the Pooka advised, shifting around toward him "You'll not be
nmovi ng so quickly. You were badly used. Rest a bit nmore. Regain sone of your



strength.”
"But the Fonmor!" Lugh protested.

"We | eft your Fomor wandering in the Burren. There's no sign of them about.
But, tell me now, why is it that race of nongrels is chasing after you?"

"I"'mon a nission to call every de Danann to a hosting against them" Lugh
said. "They nean to keep ne fromdoing that."

"So, the de Dananns are finally going to rise against them " the being said
with great interest. "I thought that m ght never cone."

Lugh eyed the Pooka with greater curiosity. "You know about it?"
"It's certain that | do," it assured himgravely. "In nmy wanderings | |earn

all the happeni ngs and see what the Fonor have done. | hope the de Dananns can
crush them™

"They'll have little chance of that unless | can conplete ny task," Lugh said
glumy. "The Fonor have managed to destroy my escort and | eave ne af oot and
lost. I'Il never be able to contact the last settlements in tine. |'ve half of

Eire yet to reach.”

At that the Pooka brightened, pulling itself up. "But you can, with my help!"
it announced.

"You? How can you do that?" the young warrior asked in puzzl enent.
"I can fly you anywhere you're needing to go."

"Fly me?" Lugh repeated, doubtfully. He exam ned the Pooka's |arge and
deci dedl y eart hbound form

It smled again. "Well, not like this, surely. You ve forgotten that | can
shift ny shape whenever | please. | can becone the greatest, grandest bird you
ever saw. Strong enough to carry you easily."

The being proclained this with a ringing note of pride. Lugh believed that it
could do what it said. He had seen with his own eyes that it was capabl e of
radi cal changes in form Still, though he sensed the Pooka was good-hearted
and sincerely wanted to help, the young warrior was a stranger to it.

140

CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE

DESPERATE M SSI ONS

141

"Way is it you're so willing to help me?" he asked it with open curiosity.
"First you risked your own |ife against the wolves, and now this."

"Last night | hel ped you because you were needing help,"” it answered sinply.
"Today, know ng of your mission, | want to help you conplete it. |'ve reasons
for wishing to see the de Dananns win. So, will you let me hel p?" The voice

became cajoling. The liquid brown eyes pl eaded.

"You've little need to convince me," Lugh said. "I've no other chance of



finishing my task. | need your help. O course I'll accept your offer, and
gl adl y!"

"Ah, that's fine then!" it said with great delight. It nodded toward a small
pile of far by the little fire. "I've sone gane here. 1'll |eave you to clean
and cook it. Eat and begin restoring the strength you' ve lost. After that, we
can be off."

Lugh agreed readily. Hi s stomach was crying out in its hunger. He took the
brace of rabbits the Pooka had caught, skinned themw th his dagger, and
spitted themon long sticks to prop over the fire. As he worked, the beast
dropped down nearby and watched him clearly fascinated by everything the
young warrior did.

In turn, Lugh considered the amazing being. Its gentle, "pleasant manner
seened a sharp contrast to the savagery with which it had fallen upon the
wol ves. He wondered if its nature changed to fit the type of beast that it
becane. He rather

hoped not .

Hands are truly wonderful things, that they are," the Pooka said in a

t houghtful voice. "It was the nost terrible tine | had starting up that fire.
| never build themfor nysel £ you know. The best of paws or claws are al nost
usel ess, clunmsy things. Yes, | do miss hands."

"M ss thenP" asked Lugh. He had learned in Eire that one didn't pry into
another's life uninvited. Still, the peculiar nature of the Pooka nade it very
hard for a curious young man. Unable to restrain hinself, he asked: "Did you
have hands once?"

"Hands, arns, feet, |egs—eh, yes. Al of that. Al the normal parts.” His
voice grew quite wistful, alnmost sorrowful. The eyes grew darker and the |arge
nose even seened to droop

"Look here," Lugh ventured after some farther hesitation, "would you nind
telling me about yourself? | mean, I'mreally going mad with questions about
who you are and how it is you speak."

The thing cheered at Lugh's interest. "No. I'd not mind telling you at all

It drewitself up into a resenblance of a sitting posture, back legs pulled up
like a dogs, front |egs crossed casually before it.

"Long ago," it began, "those of my clan were nmen, |ike you, before we |ost the
power to take on that form M own father was of the Sons of Nemed who went to
l[ive in the Isles of the

Bl essed. "

"You mean, you're of the Tuatha de Danann yoursel f?" interrupted the
ast oni shed Lugh.

"That we were,” it confirmed. "And like the others who dwelt in Tir-na-nog, we
| earned sonething of the arts of magic fromthe people of Queen Danu. Many of
t he de Dananns devel oped their own skills. My fathers was the skill of

shifting shape. Ah, he was a master of that one. And there nmust have been
somet hing of the natural ability for it in his blood, you know, for he had no
trouble teaching the magic to us, and we all had a mastery of it that no other
of the de Dananns could match. Wy, fromthe tine we were babes we were



pl ayi ng about with our forms. Drove our nothers mad, it did!"

As it spoke, Lugh began to notice that the formof the being was altering
right then. Not having seen this happen clearly before, Lugh observed the
transformation, much intrigued.

It was a very peculiar sort of shifting process, as if the Pooka were forned
of some thick fluid or soft clay. The body bul ged and shrank and stretched as
if it were undecided as to what animal shape to take. The head altered nost
radi cally, the nose swelling out or deflating, the eyes growi ng or shrinking
to glowi ng dots, the nouth stretching to alarmng size or drawing in to a thin
['ine.

Thi s created outrageous and often grotesque conbinations as fleetingly as the
shifting of a cloud' s shape in the w nd.

The fascination quickly wore thin for Lugh. It was too bew | dering.

"Excuse me," he said as politely as he could, "but did you know that your body
had becone a bit ... ah .. ."-he searched for the right word—=. . . |oose?"
"Ah, 1I'msorry about that!" the Pooka said apologetically. "I let it go when

"' mnot thinking about it."
Vll, if youd not mind, I'd find it easier if you could keep
one shape. Its hard to listen to you when you're changi ng

about like that. And it's not that pleasant to watch, you know "

| suppose not," it agreed. The being settled back into a
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roughly horseli ke shape again, though its feet were those of a dog and its
body was snmall and round and very fuzzy, like a sheep's. It was strange, Lugh
t hought, but certainly not alarm ng-

"Tell me nore about this skill of yours,” the warrior said. "Is it |ike what

the Morrigan can do?"

It snorted derisively. "The Morrigan. She's mastered only the single shape of
the raven. We can be anything. Qur clan was quite proud of that. Too proud, in
fact. Qur troubles started because of it."

"You mean that's why you |l ost the power to becone nen?" Lugh asked.

The creature nodded, its large eyes sad again. "Aye. It was our own weakness
didit. You see, we began to use our power for trickery. Some of ny brothers
liked nothing nmore than to take a form and cause sone mischief. And | did a
share of it nyself. It was especially good sport to play our little pranks
upon the | adies."

The creature smled and its voice took on a nostalgic note as it continued. "I



renenber a tine when five of themwere bathing in a pond. W turned to great,
handsome swans and glided out toward them And them all unaware . . ." It

| ooked at the young warrior, who was listening quite attentively, and quickly
shook itself fromthis dubious reverie. "Never nind that. The thing was, none
of our trickery was neant to do any harm nasty though some thought it. We did
no evil until we were drawn into it by that Druid Mathgen." The name was spat

out |ike something obscene.
"Mat hgen?" said Lugh. "I've never heard of him Ws he a de Danann?"

"He was. But he's long since been destroyed. You see, he plotted to overthrow
Danu and to seize the Four Cities for hinself. But to capture Danu, he needed
help to sneak into her palace and surprise her. Wll, for that he used his
powers to convince sone of my poor, weak brothers to join him Just a bit of
sport, he told them A great joke on Danu it was to be.

"And so they took on the shape of birds to carry the man and his brigands into
the sacred inner courts of Danu. Wen they realized what he was truly about,

it was too late. And when the de Dananns managed to defeat his schene, ny
brothers were naned traitors right along with him"

He shook his head in sorrow at the painful nenory before going on heavily.

"The rest of the de Dananns had been putting up with our pranks for years, and
many of them already distrusted us. So they weren't inclined to give us nuch
synmpat hy, you can be sure of that! They decreed that the whole tribe of the
Pookas was not to be trusted again by them and they appealed to Danu to
inflict a fitting punishnent on us so that neither we nor they would ever
forget our terrible crine.

'"Since you |l ove so nuch to take the shapes of creatures,' she said, 'y°ur
fate will be to do so always, for it's never the shape of men you'll wear
again."'"

"That sounds a bit hard," the fair-mnded young warrior renmarked, feeling
sorry for the poor, cursed aninal.

"To ne it's always seenmed what we deserved,"” it said. "In any case, when the
rest of the de Dananns returned to Eire fromthe Bl essed Isles, ny clan chose
to come too. Now we make our homes in the |onely places, outcast by our own
peopl e, ashamed of and avoi ding the sight of man. Though sone of my brothers
still like to play their tricks on de Dananns or Fonor or Firbolgs, or anyone
wearing the human form"

The Pooka sighed again, the round sides heaving with it, and shook its great
head.

"But, for nyself, |1've missed the conpany of nen," it went on dismally. "It's
why |'ve drifted away fromthe rest and wander alone. It's why | cane to help
you. |'d cone to the aid of any of ny old race. And now," it added nore

hopeful Il y, "maybe you've given me a chance to earn sone forgiveness and at
| east regain the friendship of the de Dananns.'

"Wl |, Pooka, you've already earned the friendship of one," Lugh told it
heartily. "And | promi se you ny friendship and ny help for as long as | may
live."

The beings nood lightened with these words. The big lips drew up, formng a
wi de, if peculiar, grin once nore.



"Young warrior, |I've not heard fairer words froma man in many years. | thank
you. Now, tell me your nane."

"I amcalled Lugh Lanfada."

And | am Shagian," it returned, thrusting out a forepaw. Lugh saw the intent
and clasped it with his hand. "Now we are bound, and | pronise you that 1"l
serve you as faithfully." It nodded toward the skewered rabbits. "But for now,
you' d best see to your food."

The neat was nearly done, and Lugh pulled one of the carcasses fromthe fire.
W 11 be needing to discuss which way you want to go," the
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Pooka said. "lI've learned the country well in ny wanderings, and | think I
know nmost of the de Danann settlenents.”

"I"'mglad of that," Lugh said, greatly thankful for neeting this wondrous
creature. "I lost ny own charts when | was attacked."

"Then, if you'll leave it to ne, |'d say we shoul d—= The Pooka's words were
cut off abruptly as it jerked its head up, cocking the pointed ears forward to
listen. "Did you hear that?" it asked.

"I didn't hear anything," said Lugh. To him the norning woods were silent
except for the normal calls of birds.

"Qdd," said the Pooka in a distracted way. "I was certain | heard it. Al npst
as if someone were calling me. But faint and far away." It shrugged the narrow
shoul ders in a very human gesture. "Ah well, no matter."

"I don't know," said Lugh, not willing to take any nore risks. 'The Fonor are
still after ne, you know. "

"They're not clever enough to follow us here," Shaglan assured him
"Not the Eirel anders maybe, but they've the help of those fromthe Tower of
d ass.”

"Have they?" the Pooka said, inmpressed. "Well then, maybe | should do a bit of
scouting to be certain they' re nowhere about." It clinbed to its feet. "You
finish that food and rest a bit nmore. Wien | return, we can be off."

It rose and headed into the trees. Even in its strange form it noved with
grace and silence, Lugh noted. He pulled hinself nore upright against a tree
bol e and began to gnaw on the roasted rabbit. It was tough and | ean and
stringy, but to the fam shed lad it tasted marvel ous.

He all owed hinself a few nmonents of conplete relaxation as he ate. For the
first time since losing the Riders, things seened to be going his way. He
actually felt hopeful again. He hadn't really done so badly, after all. He had
been scorched and battered and torn and nearly killed three times, but he had



survived. He had found help and a way to continue his mssion. He didn't fee
much t he Chanpi on, but at |east he wouldn't fail in the task Manannan and his
destiny had set for him

He finished both the rabbits and rested a bit. But soon he found hinself
fretting about the Pooka. It certainly was taking a long time getting back

Then he sat up abruptly, listening intently. This tine he,

too had heard a distant cry. But it was a sound that he recognized. It was the
shrill neigh of a frightened horse.

Ignoring his stiffness and soreness in his alarm he junped to his feet, drew
the Answerer, and ran through the woods toward the sound. It changed its
nature as he went, fromneigh to bellowto shrill screamto roar, each a bit

| ouder and nore desperate than the |ast.

The sound was just ahead of himnow, and he burst through a | ast screen of
brush into a tiny open spot on the trail. Across it, tangled in a snare of
heavy ropes, hung the form of a bedraggl ed ani mal that |ooked sonewhat |ike a
l[ion. It was spinning slowy in the tangle its struggles had created. And as
it swng toward himand he saw its eyes, he realized it was the Pooka caught
there.

W thout considering further, he ran forward to give the being his aid. But as
it saw himit cried out in warning:

"Lugh, get back! It's a trap for you!"

The warrior | eaped away as another snare was triggered beneath his feet,
yanki ng up the net of ropes that woul d have caught himas surely as it had the
Pooka. He noved to the center of the open space and swung around to see scores

of figures burst fromthe woods on every side.

He was surrounded by the horrible, grinning faces of the Fonor.

"This time we'll be taking no chances with you," one of them announced. Fifty
spear and sword points were directed toward Lugh, forming a solid, bristling
ring, "You'll surrender to us now, or you will die."

Lugh turned, casting his gaze around himas the circle began slowy to cl ose
in. He saw no chances of escape this time. H s new hopes were gone. Still, he
woul d never let themtake himto Bal or any way but dead.

As he lifted his glowi ng sword and set hinmself for his last battle, his fina
t houghts were of Aine. He would have wi shed to see her once again, he told
hinself regretfully. What a fool he had been

Then, at a sharp command, the Fonor drove forward together in attack
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MANANNAN' S | SLE

THE TI NY CRAFT of Lugh's conrades flitted through the heavy nysterious fog.

G!la, as usual, was hunming nmerrily, but the Dagda watched around him
constantly, warily. He didn't like this fog at all.



"There's things living in here, |1've heard," he said. "How do you know they'|
not attack us?"

"Manannan will see to that," Glla assured him
"And just how will he do that?" the Dagda challenged. "It's not |likely he even
knows we're here. He can't see us, can he?"

"He knows," said Glla. "He's a nmost powerful man.”lt's hard to believe anyone
could be quite so amazing, really!"

"I can hardly wait to nmeet this being," the Dagda said with some sarcasm

"Well, I"'manxious to neet him" Findgoll said. "lI've many questions to ask
him Wy, just take this boat!" He had been examining the little vesse
carefully for some time, shaking his head and nmuttering in awed tones. "It

| ooks very plain, but for it to sail so swiftly, to carry our weight so
easily, and to turn with such agility nmust take great magic indeed."
"You could credit nmy marvel ous steering just a bit,"
be hurt.

Glla said, pretending to

"What was that?" the Dagda said suddenly, shifting forward to peer out into
the curling white. There had been a brief splash of water there, |like a wave
stri ki ng agai nst sonet hi ng.

"Just a fish leapin'" the clown said.

"Look there!" cried Angus, pointing past the stem

A great hunmp had popped to the surface there and a | ong neck, |ike a serpent
thicker than a man, had risen, lifting a flat head. It gazed on themwth
tiny, glinting eyes for an instant and then, as silently and swiftly as it had
cone, slid back beneath the waves.

"That was no fish," the Dagda stated boldly. 146
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"I"ll agree to that, right enough," said Glla. "Some pet of the great
Sea-God's, no doubt. Harmless to us."

There was a soft bunp against the right side of the bow, shifting the course
of the small boat slightly.

"What struck us?" Findgoll wondered. He peered over the side.

"Careful, there, warned the suspicious Dagda. "Something may | eap up and snap
of f your head!"

A second bunp on the right shifted the craft again. The fearless little Druid
| eaned across that side to | ook

"Why, there's a large fish of some kind down there," he said. "It's sw nm ng
right along with us, bold as you pl ease."

"There's another here," said Angus, on the left. "It looks as if it's
escorting us along, swinmng at the surface."



"They may be planning an attack on us,’
l[ifting his war-ax.

the Dagda said with sone concern

"Ah, they're only friendly dol phins," Glfa said, laughing at the big man's
alarm "They're pilots for us, using those great, flat noses of theirs to put
our boat on the right course through this fog. They're helping us. Can't |
convince you that we're safe here? Manannan will see nothi ng happens to us."

"Clown, | don't see what it is that gives you such great confidence in him"

"He's promised to help us,"” was the clown's sinple answer.

"That may be enough for you, but not for me," the wily old veteran said
darkly. "I don't know himor why he should help us. Until | see his caul dron
and hear himtell us to take it along with his good wi shes, I'll keep nyself
on guard, if you don't mind." And to make his point nore clear, he laid his

massi ve war-ax across his knees.

"Do as you wish," Glla said, grinning, "but, believe me, what |'ve said is as
true as if you' d heard it from Manannan hinsel f."

To that the chanpion only grunted in reply.

"I'f you're so knowing of this Sea-God's real m" said Angus, "how rmuch | onger
isit to his isle?"

"Look ahead," G Il a advised.

There was a sudden brightening of the mst fromgrey-white to | um nescent
pearl, and then it was gone, the little boat tearing through the final |ayer
of it like a fine blade cutting through a filmy cotton shroud. In an instant
they were in the open sea, and the band of fog was rising up behind themin a
hi gh, solid barrier wall.
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Before themwas a |l ow, sun-flooded isle, a soft green land with slopes rising
in lush swells to restful blue-grey hills, forested and rich.

"There it is," Glla announced triunmphantly. "Manannan's Isle. And, thanks to
our pilots, I think the Ianding place is right ahead."

The little ship swept them snmoothly in through the shore waves to a lazy curve
of beach nestled between wi despread, welconing arms of |and. The vessel ran up
onto the snmooth shore and grounded gently, with only a whispering hiss. Angus
| eaped out first and drew the vessel above the inward rushing of the waves.
Then the others clinbed out.

"There," said Glla. "Now, didn't | tell you we'd conme here safe, and with
al nost no trouble at all!"

"I"'mstill waiting until it's all ended," the Dagda told him stubbornly. He
retained a ready grip upon his weapon as he | ooked around himcarefully.



Morri gan, who had not spoken once during the voyage, now took a breath of air
and spread wide her arms, lifting up the dark cloak in a gesture of freedom
and obvious relief. It was the nost expressive sign of human frailty that

G lla had ever seen the raven-woman show.

"Are you certain this is the right place?" the Dagda asked. "I don't see any
signs of life. Where does this Sea-Cod |ive?"

"His hone is that way," said Glla, waving ahead. "Lugh showed ne when I
visited here with him That's where we'll find the cauldron.”

"Lead on, then," the chanpion ordered. "The sooner | see this being, the
sooner |'ll feel better about all this."

oediently, Glla led themup a narrow pathway that went inland fromthe
shore. It crossed a low ridge of hills that opened beyond into broad, fl at
plains of grass flowing away in their own sea to the msty hills.

Glla pointed ahead, toward the niddle of the plains.

"There it is," he said. "Manannan's Si dhe."

"Si dhe?" Angus repeat ed.

"That's the name of the place where the Sea-God dwells,' the clown explained.
1

The de Dananns | ooked ahead in puzzlenment. They didnt understand at first what
they were seeing. In the center of the Ievel plain was only a large, snmooth
swel | of grass-covered hill.

"What is it you're telling us, fool?" the Dagda said irritably. "There's
nothing there. Only that hill."

"The Sidhe is that hill,"” Glla told him "Cone on."

As they noved closer to it, they recogni zed that what Had seenmed a natura
hill was far too even, too rounded. They were | ooking at an artificial nound,
but one of enornous size.

"Those strange warriors who canme to Eire with Lugh," said Findgol
t houghtfully, "they are called Riders of the Sidhe. Was it fromthis place,
from Manannan that they cane?"

"They did," Glla admtted. "I told you that Manannan meant to give you aid."

"But why didn't Lugh, or you, tell us before?" said the Dagda.
"It wasn't meant to be revealed then," Glla answered sinmply. "But now there
are many things you will have to discover." Including, he thought, the true
identity of your foolish conpanion. He sniled inwardly, anticipating the
effect this would have on them especially the Dagda.

They continued along the path to the hill and up the side into an opening, a
squar e passageway that led theminto the diminterior of the mound. As the
sunl i ght faded behind them the darkness grew, along with the Dagda's
wariness. It was too good a place for themto be taken in anbush again.

Then, with an abruptness that did take the visitors by surprise, the tunne
opened into an enornmous space.



The conpany found itself |ooking down on and across the inside of a vast room
with a dome-shaped roof. Clearly the interior of the hollow hill. Sone

[ i ght wei ght construction unknown to them formed a sweepi ng curve of
latticework to support the outer skin of earth. It was so |large—actually, it
seened to them sonehow much [arger within than without—that it enconpassed an
entire countryside. Spreading out before themwere rolling nmeadows, | akes,
streans, woods, a whole conplex |andscape. It was, in fact, its own tiny world
encl osed, conplete with growi ng crops and grazing herds of sheep and cows.

Li ght was admitted through the highest point of the done, which fromthe
i nsi de | ooked open to the sky.

"This ... is his home?" asked the Dagda, openly stunned.

"It is all a bit much, don't you think?" said Glla critically. "lIt's never
seened very confortable to me. Not like a real hone at all. Wants a few cozy
pl aces, it does. A fireplace and a few pieces of furniture. Maybe a tapestry
or two. Still, | suppose it's shelter fromthe rain and snow. "

"I think it's magnificent," said Findgoll, delighted. "But it's
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clearly not a real place. | nean, it nust be magic that created it. A very
powerful magic. A nature-controlling magic."

He | ooked around him and considered, his little face puckering with his
t hought f ul ness.

"And it's very famliar, somehow," he went on, sensing something in the aura
of the place he couldn't define. "I feel a sort of confort here that 1've felt
before.” He | ooked to his conrades. "Don't you feel it?"

Angus shrugged, but Morrigan nodded sharply.

"As if we'd been here before," she rasped in an oddly softened voice, peering
around her with glittering eyes.

The suspi ci ous Dagda was too busy exam ning the place for dangers to I et such
epheneral notions interest him

"Where i s Manannan?" he asked inpatiently. "Were is the caul dron? W nust be
hurrying. "

"I think that they'll be showing us fromhere," said the
cl own.

For, out of the country below them a strange party of beings was now noving
up to nmeet them

Al t hough they appeared to be human wonen, they resenbl ed nore a gathering of
butterflies around autum flowers. They drifted, floated, al nost seened to
glide upward, on the gentle slope that led to the visitors' high point of
entrance. All were in light, flow ng gowns of warm rich browns and reds and



golds that shifted constantly, like fall |eaves rustling in a breeze.

From somewhere nusic drifted upward with them too, a iight and cheerful air,
filling the watchers with a sense of ease and a renewed vitality, washing away
their weariness and care. The wormen noved to its rhythns with an extraordinary
grace, a youthful Ut heness that conbined a dance and a natural exuberance for
life.

Angus found it quite sensual, and watched the approaching conpany with intense
interest. He noted the wonmen were all quite beautiful, with elegantly

scul ptured features, high foreheads, and | arge, |um nous eyes. Their hair was
nmostly very fair, unbound in great waves about their shoul ders.

The young warrior had never seen their |ike before, never heard such nusic.
But this was not true of his father and the other de Dananns.
"Now | understand why | found the aura of this place famliar,"
in amazenent. "These wonen are of the

Fi ndgol | said
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Bl essed Isles.'
Danu s people!"

He | ooked around himagain. "This place is a honme of Queen

"But here?" asked the Dagda, hinself bew ldered by this discovery. "Why? Is
Manannan MacLir fromthe Four Cties as

wel | 2"

Al the visitors |ooked at Glla at once. The clown only shrugged and gri nned
in his famliar, silly way.

"My friends, | think it's soon enough that you'll have the answers to al
t hose questions,"” he prom sed.

The Dagda was about to demand to know how the cl own was so certain about that,
but he had no chance. The crowd of wonen canme around them then, caught them
up, and softly engulfed themin a warm wel com ng wave.

Angus | ooked around, falling quickly within the sensuous spell they cast.
Smiling faces swirled around him Light hands brushed his cheek, bodies and
fl owi ng gowns caressed his, and a captivating scent surrounded him

"These are the people of Tir-na-nog?" he said in a dreany way. "l'm sorry now
I wasn't born before we left there.”

"Easy, lad," Findgoll warned. "The people of Danu are lovers of all the
pl easures of life, but it can becone a bit heady for us nortal beings. Like
too nmuch of even the finest ale can

Angus shook off the trance that had nearly clainmed himand took a firmer hold
upon his wts.

Though the visitors noted nothing odd in the behavior of the wonen, the
di sgui sed Guardian of the Sidhe did. There was something stiff in their
nmoverent s, sonething frozen and fixed in the wide snles and the bright eyes.

And there were rather fewer welconers than he'd expected. Hi s faithful
followers normally swarmed to greet himon his returns, nearly drowning himin
| avish affection. OF course, he had always found all that quite an



irritant—+ather |ike being assaulted by a pack of exuberant puppies—and had
often been harsh in telling themto | eave off such enbarassi ng displ ays.

Apparently his warnings had worked . . . perhaps too well, These few wonmen now
seened to be going through the notions w thout any real enthusiasm He
wondered if he had gone too far. He actually mssed the ranpant joy.

Wth gentle pressure, the bright conpany began to direct the visitors forward.
Looki ng rather like a bull surrounded by a flock of birds, the Dagda gl owered
around hi m

"What is this? Were are they wanting us to go?"
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"To where your questions will be answered, 1'd say,"” Glla replied.

So, reluctantly, the big man allowed themto herd hi m al ong.

Fromthe entrance to the nmound, they noved down into the heart of the encl osed
real m They passed fields of plants of vivid colors and exotic shapes unknown
in the colder climes of Eire. They noved through a grove of trees with snooth,
linbless boles and | eaves |ike crowns of sharp spi kes. Mrvel ous and vari ed
types of beasts noved all about them Gaudily plunaged birds swooped above,
creatures in fur or scales scanpered fromtheir path. Fromone tree a being
like a tiny and very hairy human hung by its tail and jabbered at them To the
conpani ons of Angus, these sights were only nore reminders of the nystica

| and where they had once dwelt for a time. But to him they were fabul ous
things that he had only heard about in childhood tales, not really believing.
Now he believed. He sensed that, in such a nagical place, anything was
possi bl e.

It was the people here who intrigued the young warrior the nost. He saw nore
worren, and nen as well, playing in the fields, mnding the grazing herds,
tendi ng the gardens and the planted areas. Along the edge of a small, clear
pond, a group played at nusical instruments—pipes and harps and sone pieces he
didn't know. It was they who created the nelodies that filled the air.

"Everyone here seens so content," he remarked.

"Ch, that they are," Findgoll told him "They |augh, |ove, enjoy, care for the
living things, and draw their own powers fromnature itself. Violence and
hatred, fear and pain, are unknown to them"

"Now you can see why we had to | eave them" the Dagda put in gruffly. "In tine
all our own people would have becone |ike them"

"Wul d that have been so bad?" Angus wondered, again falling under the
seductive charns of the Sidhe.

"Wake up, boy!" the Dagda said sharply. "You sound |ike Bobd Derg! This isn't
the way for us. It's their way. W nust make our own."

Shocked back to reality, Angus understood. Still he sighed in regret. "It
woul d be nice, though, to want only peace."

"Someday we may have it," his father said. "But we nust
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earn it. For now, in our world, the lack of a fighting spirit is deadly."

"Too much peace can be deadly inits way too," Glla added. "For a man |ike
you, Angus, this life would beconme boring very soon.'

"I"'d like to find that out nyself," the young warrior responded with a snile
By now the conpany had nearly reached the center of the Sidhe. As they cane
around a final grove of strange trees, they could see ahead a small, neatly
rounded nound, a miniature of the outside of the Sidhe itself

It was in the very center of the circular space, directly beneath the opening
of the done. Atop its snooth surface was a circle of upright stones. It was
clearly toward this spot that they were making their way.

"It nust be there that we'll meet Manannan," said Findgoll wth grow ng
excitenent.

"That you will," Glla assured him

They spl ashed across a | ast, shall ow brook and nmounted the gentle slope to the
top. The standi ng stones were shoul der-high pillars spaced evenly in a |arge
ring, enconpassing nost of the |level space. In a tight cluster near the center
of this ring were another group of the Sidhes inhabitants. Men this tine,
dressed in sinple white tunics and trousers edged with silver design

As the visitors came up to the stones, this party noved forward to neet them
The Dagda eyed them narrow y, wondering which of these fresh, boyish-faced nen
could be the great Manannan

"Wl come,” a tall, slender, golden-haired youth anmongst them said. "Please
cone forward, into our sacred ring."

The nmen nmoved back to let the visitors pass through them The conpany of wonen
remai ned outside the stones.

Glla led the others forward, but as he passed the nmen, he stopped in
puzzl ement. Before him in the center of the circle, were only the burned-out
remains of a fire.

He whirled about to | ook at the gathered people of the Sidhe, now bunched at
the edge of the ring, watching themw th those fixed, bright smles.

"The caul dron!" he said sharply. "The spear! They're gone!"

Their smles faded at that. They exchanged fearful glances. Then the sane
young nman spoke.
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"I amsorry," he said with welling sadness. "W had no choice."

"No choice at all!" another, iron voice suddenly clanged out in the vast
silence of the Sidhe.



And from beyond the sheltering nound, a vast dark figure rose suddenly into
view, fixing upon themthe searing red light of the single, blazing eye.

BOXKI E

BATTLE FOR THE S| DHE
XVI |

BALOR S SURPRI SE

FROM HI DI NG PLACES in the Sidhe all around the nound, scores of grey-clad
Formor soldiers, led by Balor's chief officer, Sital Sal mhor, charged forth to
encircle the little band.

But even those brief seconds were enough for Mrrigan to begin her
transformation

"Stop her!" Sal mhor yelled as he saw the shimrering |ight envel op her. "Seize
her before she changes!™

H's soldiers tried, but they met the weapons of Glla, Angus, and the Dagda
who had forned a defensive triangle around Morrigan and Fi ndgol |

The swi ft nmovenent of thier weapons knitted a fence of iron that kept the
attackers back and gave Morrigan the extra tinme she needed to conpl ete her
change and lift upward, powerful black wi ngs punping to pull her clear

The sol diers | ooked up hel plessly as she rose far above their heads and began
a straight clinmb upward, |aboring toward the opening at the top of the done.

"She'll try to fly out!" the officer shouted. "Bownen, take positions. Shoot
her down."

Two dozen bowren noved fromthe | ower ground onto the clear area on the
mound' s side. Two dozen of the lethal crossbows lifted upward to take careful
aimat the large black bird slowy, desperately, fighting its way toward that
high circle of light that nmeant freedom

She was nearly to it now The officer below lifted his hand and prepared to
give the order to fire

She gl anced down and saw them Knowi ng what to expect, she waited until the
bolts were rel eased and then she veered sharply aside. The bolts whooshed by
her in a flock. Then,
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before they could rel oad, she had swept back upward toward the top of the
done.

Sital Sal mhor watched in frustration as the great raven reached the opening
and glided through, banking quickly away out of sight beyond.

Bal or had kept his attention on the others of the party still holding his
sol diers at bay on the mound. He swept his deadly eye across them again,
lifting the lid the slightest fraction. The increase of heat was |like a col um



of red-hot metal thrusting at them The Fonor pulled back away fromit.

"Now, the rest of you, surrender to ne imediately, or 111 destroy you where
you stand!"

Glla and his conrades tried to glare boldly into the intense light, unafraid,
but their bodies were already soaked with

sweat .
"Why shoul d we give up?" the Dagda chall enged. "You'll kil

us anyway."

"I see your point," Balor agreed. The eye shifted again, bringing the crimson
beamto rest on the knot of Manannan's people. They faced it stolidly, but it
was cl ear the heat was

pai nful to them

"Wul d you rather watch them flare up one by one, |like noths caught in a
flame?" the dark gi ant asked w t hout enotion

"I think he's got us," the disguised Sea-CGod said resignedly,

"We can't let himdestroy these people."

"You're right,
won, Balor."

the Dagda said. He dropped his war-ax to the ground. "You've
The Iid dropped to a hairline slit, cutting off the heat. The gaze came back
tothe little band fromEire

"Predictable,” Balor conmented. "Your own foolish codes of honor defeat you.
Sal mhor, have their weapons gathered."

The Fonor officer directed his men to take up the weapons dropped by the
prisoners. The soldiers fornmed a bristling wall

around t hem

"You must think of us as very dangerous nen," Glla comented dryly.

"I will admit," said the Commander's holl ow, clanging voice, "that you nust be
nore tenacious then | believed. | never thought you would get this far."

"Sorry to say, we had to break two of your iron playthings
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while we were about it," the clown said, grinning up at the | oom ng figure.

"They can be replaced,” Balor replied with no faint note of interest. "And it
does appear that all your bravery was for

not hi ng. "

"What do you mean?" the Dagda asked. "W only came here to do a bit of



visiting with the Sea-God."

"You cane here to fetch a magical cauldron fromthis 'Sea-God" and take it
back to save your people,"” Balor replied, each word a hanmer stroke. "You have
failed. Your warriors will remain starved and weak, easy prey to the forces of
Bres. He will at l|ast have his way—the final, total annihilation of the de
Danann race."

"How do you know our mission, Balor?" Findgoll asked boldly. "How did you
| earn about Manannan's |sle?"

"1 have my own nethods," the giant answered. "They told me that Manannan was
hel ping you. It was then | decided to visit this little isle. It has pl agued
nmy ships |long enough. | discovered that the great terrors that guard his
domain were no match for nmy powers." The eye flared wickedly. "It took only a
day to burn our path through his band of msts. Though—how did you put it?—'m
afraid the 'Sea-God' will have several |ess playthings hinmself. The absurd sea
creatures were too stubborn to run."”

The di sqgui sed "Sea- God" opened his mouth to reply, but held hinself back

"It took two days of searching to discover this mound was a dwelling and to
find a way in," the Commander went on. "The absurdity of his creatures and his
msts are matched only by the conplete idiocy of this place." The nmassive head
swung sl oWy, sweeping the red gaze around the vast space. "It is totally

i npractical, defenseless, useless, filled with these unnecessary plants and

t hese poor, childlike beings!" The gaze flicked across the huddl ed i nhabitants
again. "They ran like frightened does when we arrived. W'd nanaged to gather
up only a few of them when you were seen arriving. These captives were told
that they and you would die imediately if they failed to act normally when
you entered. | wanted no chance of your escaping again. It worked quite well
too. They're very docile."

The crimson eye noved back to the adventurers. "You know,
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your journey here was futile fromthe start. This Manannan's powers are so
weak, they would have been little use to you."

Stung by this harsh criticism the cl own-dressed Manannan was forced to a
response.

"Maybe this Manannan hasn't really used his powers on you," he suggested.
"And why not?" Bal or countered. "No, fool, he has no powers. He has run away
with the others.”

"You mean, you haven't captured hin?" Findgoll asked.
"It is only a mtter of tine," the giant replied without concern in the

boom ng voice. "We'll search himout and discover this cauldron, if it truly
exists."”

Manannan's heart lifted with new hope at these words. So they had not found
t he caul dron! That neant his own people had nmanaged to spirit it and the nagic
spear away to sone hiding place. There was still hope.



"I"msurprised you don't know where they are,"” he said nockingly to the
threatening dark figure in the foolish manner of Glla. "I thought the mighty
Bal or knew everything!"

"Your obvious madness is all that saves you fromnmy wath, clown," Balor
cl anged, his eye bathing the lanky figure with the red glow. "I know it was
you who invaded ny Tower with young Lugh. You will yet pay for that. For now,
be silent."

"But, what about us, Balor?" the Dagda demanded. "Wy are you keepi ng us
alive?"

"You may have your uses," he said. "But we'll have to deal with themlater
|'ve wasted enough tinme on you now. "

He | ooked toward the Fonor officer. "Salnmhor, have the guard take them al
away and keep a watch on them Especially our visitors fromEire,"

"At once, Conmander."

Sal mhor signaled and a troop of men appeared from behi nd Bal or, moving around
himto the mound's crest. They were clothed in the sane uniforns, but wore
tight skullcaps of silver. Instead of the regular Fonor weapons, each carried
a thick, lance-shaped device with a round, shining ball fitted to the head.
The nmen | ooked hard and strong and disciplined, but their weapons seenmed very
little threat.

As they circled the prisoners, the regular Fonor troops withdrew to the bottom
of the hill. These guards nunbered only a score. Half of them surrounded the
band fromEire while the others noved in around the inhabitants of the Sidhe.
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They began to herd the people of Manannan away. They did it quite roughly,

wi th shoves and blows fromthe butt ends of thier strange weapons. One of the
sl ender young woren was actually knocked from her feet by this harsh
treatment. \When Angus saw this, he reacted angrily, charging forward to her

ai d.

"Let her al one, you—=

One of the guards noved in, thrusting forward with the ball end of his |ance.
Angus ducked away, bringing up his armto deflect the weapon. The ball touched
himlightly on his shoul der

There was a sharp crackle, and he was jerked violently backward, thudding
heavily to the ground.

The Dagda bellowed in rage and advanced, but three nore sol diers surrounded
himand threatened himwi th their weapons. He stopped, eyeing them
uncertainly. Meanwhile, Findgoll nmoved to Angus, kneeling at his side to
exam ne the young man. He was awake, his eyes gl azed by the energy that had
stunned him

"He's alive," the little Druid announced.

"Certainly," Balor remarked tonel essly. "The prods are only to encourage
obedi ence, unless | order themused to kill. But | advise you not to challenge



these nen. They are ny private guard. You'll find themto be highly trained."

Angus shook his head to bring hinself back to full consciousness and cli nmbed
to his feet, determ ned not to show his pain. He eyed Balor stolidly, forcing
back the urge to clutch his tingling arm

"Now, if you're finished with your futile gestures of bravery, you will go
with my guards.”

The little group exchanged | ooks of agreenent. There was nothing el se they
could do now. They noved away at the direction of the guards wi thout further
argunent .

The glowing red eye of Balor followed them off the mound. Then it swiveled to
Sital Sal mhor.

"And you, get those other troops back at the search,” the hard voi ce ordered

"I want this entire area covered and all its inhabitants brought to ne! Do it
if you have to tear everything apart. | want that cauldron and | want Manannan
MacLir!™

Lugh's battl e was savage, desperate, and fi nal

Knowi ng he couldn't win, the young warrior fought wldly,
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swi ngi ng the great Answerer in both hands, nmaking bold, deadly sweeps about
himat the circle of nightmare foces.

The very nunbers of the Fonmor horde told against them for they were pressed
intightly, and it hanpered their novement and use of weapons. But their

t hi ck, bunched bodi es were easy marks for the gl eam ng bl ade hew ng through
them carving trails of blood. Around the swiftly mnmoving chanpi on, the bodies
pil ed up.

Still, Lugh knewit was only a matter of tinme. He was al ready weak. The surge
of energy that had carried himinto this fight was ebbing away. He had a score
of new wounds, mnor but all draining his blood until his body shone pinkly
with the crinmson mixed in his sweat.

Above him the Pooka itself was struggling desperately to tear free of the
woven strands. But its efforts only entangled it further. Seeing Lugh's
strength wani ng, his swings growing nore | abored, it shouted encouragenent to
hi m

"Don't give up, Lugh. Hold on! Help is com ng!"

Lugh didn't think the Pooka was going to free itself in time to help him And
if it did, it would only be killed itself. Yet he fought on, putting his wll
into holding the Fonmor off just another nonent. It was a gane, his weary m nd

t hought. A final and very deadly gane for him

Tlie end cane suddenly. A Fonor dove forward, inpaling hinself on the Answerer



whi ch tore out through his back. He fell, his heavy body draggi ng the weapon
down. Lugh yanked back on it, but in the brief novement, his guard was down. A
second Fonor drove in, his blade plunging deeply into Lugh's side.

Lugh freed his sword and staggered back, pulling hinself off the point with a
grunt of pain. He managed to sweep the Answerer up, slicing the Fonor's boar
face across the snout. But still off balance, badly slowed, he couldn't turn
fast enough to parry another assault fromthe rear. A short, burly, sluglike
warrior | eaped upon his back, striking downward with a dagger

It hit the shoul der bl ade and gl anced oft, slipping sideways instead of
sinking straight in. It didn't kill Lugh outright, but it finished him He
shuddered and all his strength went fromhim As the Fonor dropped back, he
fell forward, thudding to his knees, then toppled face down onto the

bl ood- soaked earth.

He lay there, eyes open, conscious, but no |onger able to nove. Resigned to
death, he passively awaited the final blow

It didn't cone.

There was sonme confusion around him There were shouts and a | oud cl ashi ng of
arms and the screans of men. He grew inpatient waiting for his death. Wth the
strength of his left arm-his right seened not to work—he rolled hinself onto
his side and nanaged to Iift his head to see just what was hol ding t hese

i nconpet ent bei ngs up

He di scovered that they were all facing away from hi mnow, apparently engaged
in sone confused and violent struggle with another force nmore deadly than

t hensel ves. He saw the glint of weapons rise and fall, saw bodi es crashing
down in the packed mass. An arm severed above the el bow, fell before his
face, fingers still working to grasp a vani shed sword.

Finally one Fonor detached itself fromthe rest and turned toward him He
| ooked up into a grinning shark-face and watched with cal m detachnment as the
warrior lifted an already bl oodi ed | ongsword to make the final stroke.

At last, Lugh thought with a certain relief. The release fromall this pain.
And just in tine. He needed a good rest.

But then that face was swept away by the blow of a battle-ax that dissolved it
in a spray of red. Another face |oomed up instead, a very peculiar sort of
face, not human, yet not nonstrous. A friendly face. A face he knew

The Pooka!

Curious, Lugh thought. It couldn't be here. It was some kind of fancy his
dyi ng was causi ng him

| told you help would cone," it said, its voice a wavering, distant blur of
sound.

Now Lugh knew he was in sonme final dream for up beside the Pooka's broad face
rose two others, bright and hazy like full moons rising on a m sty night. The
faces of Taillta and Aine.
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THE OLD FI RBOLG shaman tightened the binding about Lugh's waist. The young
warrior noaned softly with the pain of novenent. Already his bl ood was soaki ng
through the Iinen in a bright stain against the white.

They were back within the tiny clearing where the Pooka made his honme. It was
dark now, and above, the thick, arching branches of the encircling gnarled
oaks seemed to forma solid roof lit to golden by many torches and a great
fire.

Around the edge of the circular clearing, like silver idols set in the niches
of some tenple, the Riders of the Sidhe were spaced precisely, notionless,

| ances up, glowing with their own soft white radiance. Around them were
grouped the warriors of the Firbolg tribe, the braver within the R ders
circle, the nore timd well behind themin the nore sheltered, nore famliar
surroundi ngs of the trees.

Across the fire fromLugh and the shaman sat the Pooka, back now in a roughly
ponylike form sitting on its haunches and watching its new friend bei ng
treated, great concern clear inits liquid brown eyes. Beside it stood Taillta
and Aine, their faces betraying their own anxiety.

H's ministrations conpleted, the shaman sat back on his heels and snmiled down
at the young nan

"There, lad," he said soothingly. "I've done all that | can for you."
"I know you have," Lugh told himgraciously. H's voice was irritatingly weak
to him and even forcing this nuch out was an eflbrt, "I thank you for what
you' ve done, here and before."

"Well, you rest now," the man said, putting as nuch encouragenent into his
tone as he could sumon. "You'll be feeling nuch better soon."

But as he rose and turned away toward the two wonen his snile di sappeared and
he shook hi s head.
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He passed around the fire to them his face now regi stering a deep gl oom

"What is it? Aine demanded, not wanting to accept the facts she had al ready
guessed.

"The wounds are very bad. Neither one nor both would kill him But he was
al ready weakened, and he has suffered a great deal." He | ooked regretfully
toward Lugh. "I'mafraid that what | can do for himis much too little."

"Too little?" Taillta repeated sharply. "I can remenber your healing powers
fromnmy youth. It was said you could save any warrior not already in his
grave!"

"My powers can't overcone those of life and death. Not even those of the
great est de Danann physicians can do that. Perhaps | can heal his wounds, but
only if he wills it. Only his own spirit can help himto live."

"Well, he's certainly not going to die!" Aine told himfirmy, "That 1'll not
al | ow. "

She and Taillta went to Lugh's side, kneeling down beside the silent form He
seened asl eep, and Aine was struck by how young he seemed, his face rel axed,



the marks of weariness and wear softened by the fire's light. He | ooked |ike
the i nnocent and frightened boy she had first seen in Tara's hall, boldly
facing the treacherous Bres. How nuch had happened to them since!

H s eyes fluttered open as he sensed the presences near him He | ooked toward
the two wonen and his face lit with his

j oy.

"Ah, it's very glad I amto be seeing you again," he said with such great
depth of feeling that Aine felt the tears welling into her eyes. She blinked
t hem back, putting on a hearty, matter-of-fact nmanner

"You | ook well enough, considering your adventures,"” she told him "You'l
have to be getting up soon. There's a m ssion you' ve got to conplete, and
there's little time."

He smiled faintly at this but didn't reply. Instead he asked: "But how did you
find nme?"

"It was the Pooka," Taillta said. "Aine used her powers over the animals to
call them and have them hel p us search for you. The Pooka heard her call and
cane to us. He told us where you were. W sent himback to tell you we were on
our way to you. That's when he was caught. But we arrived soon after. M
Fir-bol gs destroyed t he whol e Formor band."
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"How di d you get their hel p?" Lugh wondered.

"Taillta is now the chieftain of their tribe!"™ A ne announced proudly, "She
killed their old |l eader. He'd betrayed her father to the Fonor |ong ago."

"I remenber him" said Lugh. "And Lknow the skill of the woman who taught ne
to fight. I would like to have wagered on that match."

He | aughed at this, but he started coughing. The strain on his back wound drew
hi mup sharply with the pain. H's snile vani shed and he sank back, paler
weaker, nore of his vital spirit drained away.

Angui shed, hel pl ess, the two wonmen could only watch. After a few nonents, he
found the energy to speak again.

"Aine," he said, lifting a hand to her. She grasped it in both of hers. It was
very cold. "Aine, |I'mhappy you found ne. |I'm happy that the R ders weren't
destroyed. Now I'll know that the mission can still go on, even though |I've
failed init."

"You haven't failed,” she told himfirmy. "You couldn't have avoided this. It
wasn't your fault."

"It was. | was a fool. |I shouldn't have gone into that ringfort Iike sone
curious young pup. | let nyself be trapped.™
"I'f anyone is a fool, it's Manannan. He shoul dn't have made you go al one. |

shoul d have been with you."



"No!" he said. "In that he was right. Better that you were safe, that you
could go on. If he was wong, it was in thinking me a chanpion.”

"You are," she insisted.

"No, Aine. | don't believe that. | never have. It was nmy wanting to help the
de Dananns, ny thinking that | really was neant to succeed that made nme go on
Now | see that ny destiny was false. It was luck that got me as far as it did.
That and your help. Now I've no luck left. I've made the de Dananns' def eat
the nore certain. They need no nore of such a chanpion as that."

"I"ve never heard you talk like this before," she said in despair.

"Too much has happened to ne, Aine. It's worn me out. | don't want to try to
fight it anynore. | only want to rest."

She | ooked into that pale face, aged by the marks of pain as he forced hinsel f
to speak. She knew that it was her own brother's use of himthat had finally
br oken hi s courageous
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heart. This time she couldn't stop the tears that rose in her eyes, slipping
down to draw their gleam ng trails across her cheeks.

He Iifted up his hand and touched the softness of one cheek, gently w ping
away the tear with his caress.

"The only regret | had in dying here was that we'd last parted in anger, and
that 1'd not see you again to ask if you forgive ne."

"You know | do," she said. "And nothing will ever keep ne from your side
again."

He shook his head. "No. That can't be. You have to go on from here. Take the

Ri ders. Conplete the mssion or the de Dananns will be destroyed. Prom se ne
you will. Prom
i se

The hand slid away. The eyes dropped closed and the face relaxed into |ines of
pai nl ess repose.

"No, Lugh!"™ Aine cried out in her agony. "Don't die. | |ove you!"

She dropped her head forward, pressing her lips to his with such intensity it
seened she nmeant to will her own life force into him

But there was no response.
She | ooked up wildly at Taillta, who gazed hel plessly, tearfully, down at the
boy she had rai sed. She was a hard and practical woman who had defi ed death

all of her years, but in the face of this, she too was stricken with despair.

"Taillta, we can't be too late!" said Aine. "Not after all this! W can't just
watch himdie!"

"He is in his last sleep now," the old shanan said gently, mnoving up beside
them "At least his end will be a peaceful one."



Ai ne | ooked around at the Firbol gs gathered, hushed by the scene, at Taillta
and the shaman, at the Pooka, its ungainly head hung in sorrow. She |ooked at
the circling Riders and a new determinati on rose in her

"No!" she said fiercely. "It is not the end! I will not let this be the end!"

W ping the streamng tears savagely fromher face, she rose to her feet. She
lifted her head toward the canopy of trees and held up her arns. Her voice,
fired by her will, rang out com mandi ngly.
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"Mt her Danu!" she called. "By all the powers you have given us, by the task
you have set for us, by the forces of Tir-na-nog, | call you here to ne."

The occupants of the clearing watched her with curiosity, bew | dered by her
strange action, but caught up by the intensity of it. They all stood frozen
wai ting.

Not hi ng happened.

"Danu!" Aine cried nore stridently. "You cannot desert us now. You will hear
me and you will answer nme. | demand it!"

A sudden wi nd swept upon them fromthe west, soaring through the wiod, yanking
the treetops with a brutal force as it boomed through them

The Firbol gs | ooked up fearfully toward the sound. Their torches fl apped
sharply in the gust, flickering out. Seized by feelings of terror, the
warriors crouched down, pulling their cloaks tightly about them In the rising
wai | of the great wi nd sweeping above, they heard the keening voices of their
spirits all | oosed upon them at once.

Only Aine and the Riders defied the blast. The shining horsenen sat unnoved,
untouched. Aine turned directly into the wind, letting it pull her cloak away
from her slender body, letting it turn her long hair to a shimrering stream
behi nd her as she set her youthful face in defiant Iines. For she knew t hat
her plea had been heard and answered.

Above the trees now, the torrent of wind was drawing with it a line of heavy
clouds, formng a dense, dark ceiling that blinked out the points of starlight
as it came and pulled a cover across the noon that even its bright gl ow

coul dn't penetrate,

A darkness like a thick black Iiquid poured into the surroundi ng woods and
filled themup. The gnarled boles of the encircling trees seemed to nelt into
a single, solid wall. The branches interlacing high above seened to blend into
one great done of blackness. Soon the dark had nade a huge cylinder of the
clearing, sealing all the occupants within.

Once it had forned, the wind died abruptly, cut off as if a door had been
swung cl osed. An ominous silence fell upon the clearing. It was not a natura
silence, not just the silence of stilled animals and hushed nen, but sonethi ng



nmore profound. A barrier created by some enornous power had isolated this
pl ace fromthe realms of nortal nen. Contact with another, secret realmcould
now safely be nade.

Only a single source of light was left within the space. It

cane fromthe Riders of the Sidhe. At first it was a pale silver shimrering,
like a winter's full noon reflecting froma pond, its flickering fragnents of
bri ghtness providing an eerie illumnation for the scene. But it began to
increase swiftly. The fitful gl ow became a steady one. The Riders radiated an
energy that seened generated wthin, bloomng outward, suffusing their forns,
turning their outlines hazy. Then it concentrated, draw ng together and
floating upward, clinbing fromeach Ri ders body along his slender lance to its
poi nt .

There the energy fornmed into a ball of iridescent light, so intense that it
was nearly blinding, forcing the awed watchers to turn away or shield their
eyes. The terror-stricken Firbolgs trapped within the cylinder of blackness
cower ed deeper beneath their cloaks, recalling the last tinme such a |light had
appear ed.

As the |um nous bubbles swelled to a bursting point, each one erupted with a
bolt of silver lightning that arced across to the |lance beside it, then on
around the circle, leaping frompoint to point. The crackling streaks of
energy left behind slender, glowing tendrils, like threads of finely drawn
silver. They intertwi ned as they danced about the ring, weaving an intricate
pattern that rested upon the upraised | ance points. Wite radi ance fl ooded the
encl osed space, banishing all shadows, washing away all color, .drowning
everything in a shining pool

But once the circuits were all conpleted and the circle closed, the ring of
light began to rise upward. It lifted slowy, formng a silver wall. Just
bel ow t he bl ack canopy of trees it began to curve inward gracefully, the
circle shrinking toward the center like the contracting pupil of an eye.
Finally it closed conpletely and a donme of brightness had been created high
above.

Ai ne | ooked up toward it, preparing for what she knew woul d be com ng now.
For, in the center of that gl owi ng dome, the enornmpus image of a hunman face
was beginning to take form

It was a wonan's face, of sinmple, subtle lines, beautiful in a faniliar
conforting way, like a bright spring afternoon, but awesone, too, like the
marvel of a sunset striking through towering banks of clouds. The staring old
shaman had never seen a face like it. But Taillta and Aine knewit, and so did
t he di sbelieving Pooka who breathed the name in awe:
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"Queen Danu!"

The expression of the face was marked by worry now. The soot hing, snooth voice
was rippled with concern

"Aine, what is wong? Wiy have you sunmoned ne here?"



"I need you help, Danu," Aine told her tersely, having no time for

graci ousness. "Wthout it, Lugh will die."

The voice and the lustrous golden eyes filled with great sorrow. "I amsorry
for that. But you know | amnot able to give you help. My powers to act in
Eire are limted. | ambound by our laws not to interfere. |I have already done

everything | can. You know that, Aine. The rest mnmust be done by you and by the
de Dananns al one."

Ai ne was not to be convinced. Her chin set stubbornly.

"Lugh is dying," she replied forcefully, her passion making her bold. "It is
our fault that he is. W caused himto be here.”

"W gave himonly the chance to act,"”
his."

Danu reasoned gently. "The choice was

"No!" Aine countered with heat. "The choice was never really his. W' ve never
truly given himone. Fromhis birth we've mani pulated himto bring himto the
poi nt where he had to act. We've nmade hima tool to serve our own purposes.
It's our fault."

Danu seenmed to take no offense at this. The soft, am able voice continued in
regretful and reasonabl e tones.

"I understand why you feel this way, but it is destiny working here, not us.
W are only the instrunents of Fate. No act of ours can change it. It wll
happen as it nust. | amtruly sorry, ny dear girl. It pains me to be so crue
in this, but | have no other choice. 1 cannot directly interfere."

"You must," Aine pleaded, desperate now to find sone way of convincing her
gqueen that she could help. "This isn't direct interference, Danu. The de
Dananns nust still choose to fight thenselves. Lugh can only help themif they
find the will. And, it is the Prophecy that declared he would hel p them
destroy the Fonmor power. The Prophecy has set this fate for him So, if you
act to nake it happen as it is neant to, aren't you only playing out your
proper part?"

The face of the being above was still for a long noment, clearly absorbed in
t hought. Aine held her breath, feeling the racing of her heart.

Then, slowy, a snile dawned on the Queens face, like the sun gliding from
behi nd its masking cloud, bathing all belowin
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its wanning light. And as she spoke again, her voice was also warmwi th
amusenent .

"You are a very clever woman, Aine. | understand nore clearly why Manannan
treasures you. You've reasoned very well. Al right, then. I will help you
with my powers."

The smile faded, and the Queen's expression turned grave.

"But, believe this: |I can heal his wounds, restore the strength to him but I
cannot save his life despite hinself. His spirit is as weakened as his body.
H s hope is gone. Wthout them the rest is of no worth at all. W nust see if

we can reach his inner will and give newlife to it."



Her lustrous eyes turned their |ight upon Lugh. Her voice addressed himin
gently coaxing tones.

"Listen to me, Lugh of the Long Arm You have chosen to be our Chanpion. You
cannot desert us now. All Eire is in danger. You nust help to save it. You
nmust give the de Danann people the will to fight. Only you can do it. Only
you!"

The young warrior lay unmoving, his pale, lifeless face not showi ng the
slightest sign that he had heard.

"Now, Aine," Danu said, "kneel down by him Place your hands upon his chest,
flat, side by side."

The girl did as she was conmanded.

"Through you will go the powers. If he wills themto work, he will be
restored. If not, he will die. In the end, no one can make another's fate for
him No power is that strong. Do you understand, A ne?"

"Yes, ny Queen," she answered.
"Then, good luck to you. I will not be able to give you such hel p again!"

The face faded, |eaving behind the bright donme of glowing light. Then it fel
back, the pupil opening wi de again, the ring spreading out as it sank down
upon the Riders of the Sidhe.

As it did, the nystic warriors dropped their |lances forward in one novenent.
The silver rings about their hafts jingled with a high, clear nusic. The

shi ning | ance heads, carrying down their weath of interweaving lights, were
all pointed toward Aine. She braced herself, ready for the transfer of nagic
power. The Riders' glow increased, once nore filling the black cylinder. New
strands of light arched out from each spear, joining at the girl. She felt the
energy crackl e across her body, tingling her flesh. She pulsed with it. It

fl ooded over her, drenching her like hot liquid. It coursed down her bare
white
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arms and they were afire. It collected at her hands, where they pressed to the
chest of the dying Lugh, and nade them | um -

nous.

But the force stayed there. It wasn't being absorbed by the young warrior, as
if sonething in his body were blocking it. She felt it vibrating in her pal ns
as it pooled and increased there, the light building to a near-blinding
intensity.

"Lugh," she said urgently, leaning closer to him "it is. up to you! Renenber
what the Dagda told us once. The de Dananns must prove their desire to earn
their place, or they will never be anything on their own. If you give up now,
the sane will be true of you! You said that you only wanted to be free to

di scover your own self. Maybe you aren't a chanpion, but you'll never have a
chance to di scover who you are until you've finished this. Please, for
yoursel f, fight! Fight!"



The young chanpi on's body began to convul se and he noaned in agony. He jerked
violently back and forth, head twitching as if he were in a frantic struggle
wi th some unseen force. This ended in an abrupt stiffening as he thrust his
legs out rigidly, clenched his fists, drawing tight his nuscles until the
tendons in his neck and |inbs stood out sharply, quivering in their tautness.
It seened the last, grimstage of his inner struggle, his spirit locked in a
final death grip with his own weakness, every faculty left to himconcentrated
in the battle.

Then somet hing within himgave way with the suddenness of a dam s bursting
apart under enornous pressure. The pent-up energy pool ed around Ai ne's hands
gushed forth, sinking down, pouring into his body, filling it up with such
radi ance that it shone out fromhim turning his flesh a translucent red

t hrough whi ch his bones, his veins, showed as dark lines.

He convul sed again, uttering a sharp cry of pain as if sonme real fire were
coursing inside him But this torture was nercifully brief. Soon his body
ceased its thrashing and began to relax. His breathing slowy returned to a
steadier, nore normal rate. The light within himfaded gradually away and his
color returned to a warm heal thy hue.

Finally his eyes opened. They focused, fixing a gaze of remarkably mld
surprise upon the anxious face of Aine.

He smil ed.

"Hello!" he said. "Wat's wong? Have | been asl eep?”

XX

MANANNAN S SECRET

LUGH SLI D THE Answerer into its sheath and buckl ed the weapon on

"Are you certain you're feeling well?" the old shaman asked.

"I't's amazing," replied the youth. He gingerly touched the wound in his side.
"It's still a bit tender there, but it's nearly healed. 1'll have quite a

scar, though, to show the others."

Aine smled. H s spirits had been revived along with his strength. He was
anxious to get on now that the Riders had been restored to him

"W can't be wasting any nore time," he said. "We'Il have to rush to reach the
other settlenents, and even so we'll be late to nmeet the others returning with
t he caul dron. Shall we be goi ng?"

He | ooked around at them and then was struck by sone factors he'd overl ooked
in his renewed enthusiasmto be off

"Ch," he said, looking fromhis conpanions to the grey horse, "I just
realized. Can the Riders carry all of us?"

"They won't need to, Lugh," said Taillta gravely.
He | ooked qui zzically at her. "Wiy not? | want you all with ne."

The ol der woman hesitated, then spoke out straightforwardly. "I've decided
that 1'Il be staying here."



Lugh | ooked around at the Firbolgs gathered in the clearing.
"hhat, stay here?" he asked. "Wth then"

"They're ny own people, Lugh," she told him "lIts time | was back with them
|'ve been away a very long tine."

Lugh's youthful face registered his dismay, "But Taillta, we need you. | need
you. Al my life you' ve been by ne, giving your help to ne."

You don't need ny help anynore. | know that's true, even if you don't believe
it yet yourself. Besides, |'ve done what | was
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meant to do in this. The rest of it is up to you. My part is ended. |'ve got
to be taking up my own life again."

"Not until the Fonor are destroyed," he argued stubbornly. "You have to help
me get the vengeance for your people."

"I can help nore by staying with them" She placed -her hands upon his arms
and spoke firmy. "You nust see what it is |'msaying, Lugh. It was the hope
of my father and of yours that the de Dananns |live and share Eire in peace.
They both died for that hope. If | stay here, maybe | can bring the Fir-bol gs
to accept it now. Maybe | can bring themto believe that it is the Fonmor who
are our enemes. Then we will join you in seeing them destroyed. But no matter
what happens, | amwhere | bel ong."

He | ooked into her eyes and understood that there would be no argunment wth
her. She had al ways been determ ned, and always right as well. Reluctantly he
nodded his assent. He even nanaged a snile

"I will see you again, though," he said. "You will prom se ne

that."

"OfF course | will," she assured him "Now, get yourself
ready to go. You must hurry."

He nodded and noved away from her, |eaving Aine to say her own good-byes. He
noti ced the Pooka and approached

it.
The creature was standing at the side of the clearing, well renmoved fromthe
others, looking a bit neglected and forlorn. The Firbol gs, harboring their own

superstitious fears of the strange beings, stayed very far fromit.

As it saw Lugh coming toward it, it brightened visibly.



"I thought you'd forgotten nme," it said, "seeing as how you've no need of

anynore."

"Well, it is true that | don't need your help," Lugh admtted.
Its rising cheer sank again. Its huge, soft nose drooped.
"Ch," it said dismally, "I was expecting as much."

"And it would be dangerous for you if you did go with ne,"

Lugh conti nued.

The whol e body sagged in defeat now, the great head hangi ng forward.

"I suppose that's true,"” it said dejectedly.

"Still/ Lugh went on matter-of-factly, "if you'd like to go, 1'd certainly

wel come your conpani onship."

The head lifted, the nose springing back

"Real | y? Do you mean that? You' d not be tricking a trickster
now?

"I would not,’
break that pledge."”

"Then | would like to go with you. 1'd be nost proud to go!"

"Wait, now" Aine protested. "You can't take this"—she eyed it
critically—=this thing along with us."

"Why not ?" Lugh asked, somewhat shocked by her harsh

t one.

"Because he's a Pooka!" Ai ne exclainmed. "A Pooka's never to be trusted!"”

"This one is," Lugh said stoutly.

The Pooka drew itself up and used its wide nmouth to flash what
t hought a winning snmile at her.

"Just look at the evil expression on it,'
deceiver if |I've ever seen one."

Lugh exam ned t he Pooka's broad, inane grin and shrugged.

"I don't know," he said. "He rather renminds me of your own brother."

"Manannan's not to be trusted either," she shot back. "Lugh, we're taking
enough risks w thout having himalong with us. Wat use can he be?"

"You can never tell,’

Lugh said heartily. "I've pledged ny friendship to vou-

Lugh replied. "He does have a talent that m ght

she said. "That's the face of a

be

won' t

it nust have

useful. He's very anxious to prove hinself. And |I've a feeling we just may

need him"

She shook her head. "Well, this is all time wasted in our arguing,

as there's



no way it can really go with us. It can't ride the grey with us, and it can't
keep up with the Riders onits own."

"But there is a way!" the being enthusiastically added. "Just watch!"

And before their startled gaze, it dw ndl ed suddenly away, shrinking and
altering radically as it did, until, in nmonents, it was so tiny its exact
nature was inmpossible to define.

"Pick me up!" a faint, high voice called to them

Lugh | ooked toward Ai ne.

"Go ahead," she offered. "I"'mcertainly not touching it."

He | eaned down and extended a palm The aninal craw ed quickly onto it. He saw
that it was a round and furry nouselike being with a pointed pink snout well
equi pped with bristling whiskers.
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"There!" it announced with a certain pride inits equally tiny voice. "I'lI
not be any burden to you this way."

Lugh held it out toward Aine. She gl anced fromthe harnl ess-1ooking little
beast to him clearly wavering. Lugh made his final plea.

"Aine, he's saved ne twice. He could have left ne to die. He could have
abandoned ne instead of bringing you. | think he's earned our trust."

She sighed. "All right. Al right," she said resignedly. "It can cone. But
you'd better see it doesn't cone near ne!"

"You'll not be disappointed in ne," it told her, "that | promse."

Lugh carried it to the waiting horse and opened one of the carrying pouches
slung across its back. He pulled it open and set the small animal carefully
upon the supplies inside.

"You can ride in here confortably, | think," he said.

"Just don't be nibbling at the food!" Aine warned it, swi nging herself lightly
onto the nount.

, Lugh turned for a final good-bye to Taillta. She saw the | ook on his face as
he approached and knew what he intended. As he raised his arns she put up a
stayi ng hand and spoke firnly.

"None of that, ny boy. I"'ma chieftain now How would it seemto these hard
warriors of mine to see ne being hugged by you?"

He stopped, abashed by this. But she smled at himwarmy

"I know what you feel," she said. "I'll always know that. So, no nore sorrow
or farewells. Just be off with you. Tinme's flyin' like the wind itself."

"Al'l right, then," he said, smling in return. "But I'll be seeing you soon."



He went to the horse and clinbed on, settling hinself behind Aine for the
swift journey. Both of themlifted hands in a parting wave to Taillta, then
Lugh gave the Riders the command to go.

Taillta noved to the head of the warrior band she now conmanded and wat ched as
the horsenen flowed away in a silver streamthrough the dark trees. As they
passed fromsigJit, she turned to the old shanan and spoke with authority. *

"Il want the other chieftains gathered for a talk," she told him "They're
all to know that the daughter of MacErc has returned.”
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He smiled, anticipating their reactions. "There may be those not so happy at
that news."
"Just as well," she answered with satisfaction. "There's little |I love so nuch
as a good fight."

"My father, it may be that the Formor will fail," Ruadan said earnestly.
Bres | ooked up fromhis eating. He and his son were in a small pavilion,
erected for his personal conforts, quite separate fromthe grow ng Fonor arnmy.

"What have you heard that nmakes you believe so?" the former Hi gh-King of Eire
demanded. He had been expecting nmore positive news fromhis spy.

"The Riders of the Sidhe returned to Tara unharned. Lugh was separated from
them but there is no way to know if he is dead. The girl, Aine, has taken the
Ri ders. She can conplete the mission, call the de Dananns to host."

"Aine!" Bres said angrily. "She has hel ped Lugh to thwart ne before."

"These special Tower forces may have failed to stop the Dagda's party too,"
Ruadan added. "The survivors of their escort returned to Tara to say they had
been ambushed, but that the Dagda was going on with Mrrigan, Findgoll, Angus,
and this clown called Glla."

"They all escaped?" said Bres in disbelief. "lIt's as if sone charm protected
them" He slammed a fist to the tabletop in his frustration. "The powers bl ast
that arrogant Tower lot. A great help all their forces have been to us."

"Be easy. Father," Ruadan said soothingly. "They may yet succeed, And, in the
nmeanti me, they have at |east delayed the de Dananns in restoring their army."

"Perhaps, boy," he said. "Perhaps that will be enough. Qur own forces are
gathering faster than | expected. As soon as enough have gathered to overwhel m
t he de Dananns, we will march. For you, return to Tara. Keep up your watch.

Pl ay the innocent servant to Nuada until the very end. Wen it is ovei; you
can conme and take your proper place at ny side."

AToo bad about Modther," the boy said. What do you nean?" asked Bres.

The boy fixed his father with a hard, cruel ook that nakedly reveal ed the
Formor heart behind the puppylike facade.
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"She is a de Danann,"” he said flatly. "She will have to die with the rest."”
Axes chunked rhythmically into the trunks of the strange trees, cutting easily
into their soft, stringy wood. The party of Fonmor soldiers were wielding their
tools with tireless efficiency, methodically working their way through the
little grove. One by one the exotic, graceful trees fell with a soft whisper
of regret, crackling down upon their piled fell ows.

The captives watched this razing hel pl essly.
"Such beautiful trees," Findgoll said in despair. "How can those animals
destroy them so want onl y?"

"The Fonor care nothing for beauty," the Dagda said, striding back and forth
in his frustration. "Their nminds are ice and iron. They'|ll find what Bal or
wants, no matter what they have to do. Before they' re finished, there'l
likely be little left of this place."

It certainly seened as though he was right. More parties of Fonor were busily
scouring the Sidhe, seeking any place that mght hide objects or nen. They
were probing the streans with poles, turning up rocks, tranpling fields and
gardens, tearing out foliage. The whole bright, gentle world within the Sidhe
was being ravaged brutally. And Balor, fromhis throne atop the nound, oversaw
it like the graven image of some ancient god of death, dark and grim and
terrible.

Fromtheir own position, the captives could see only a little of the activity
within the Sidhe. They were being held in a hollow sone distance fromthe
mound. There the special guards of Balor could keep them easily penned. They
patrolled in watches, changing at regular intervals. Always a third of them
kept up the guard, unceasingly circling their prisoners, constantly on the
alert.

The Dagda snorted at them as he made his own restless circuit, but paused as
he noticed Glla, lying back on the grass, lanky form spread confortably,
apparently quite at ease.

"Well, it's certain you don't seem much distressed by this," he said
accusi ngly, stopping beside the being to glare down, hands on hips.

The clown lifted his shaggy brows to peer up at the figure | oom ng over him
H s eyes showed his anmusenent as he lightly replied: "There really isn't nuch
that we can do about it, is there, now?"
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"You can't be so indifferent to this . . . this violation of such a marvel ous
pl ace,"” Findgoll said, his tone one of shock. "Look what those awful Fonor are
doi ng!"

G lla Decaire glanced about himand nodded. "They seemto be having a good
time at it. Do you think it's sonmething in their natures?"

" Ah, can you never be serious, fool?" the Dagda said in disgust and wheel ed
away to resume stal king.

"Il admit, |'ve trouble understanding you nyself,"” Findgoll remarked to
Glla. "Only a nmadman coul d watch this happening without feeling anger in his



heart. And |'ve known you | ong enough to be certain you' re no madman."
The | ook of anusenent died in the cl ownish face.

"I don't like seeing the waste, really, old friend," he replied with nore
gravity. "And sonmeday they will surely pay for it." He shrugged then, and the
nore frivolous tone returned. "Meanwhile, it's harm ess enough viol ence
they're doing, and it's certainly a good waste of their tinme. That gives nore
to us."

"Ti me?" the Dagda growl ed as he passed on another circuit. "Time for what?"
"Time for Morrigan to bring some help to us."

"And what help can she bring us in tinme?" he asked derisively. "Tara is too
far."

"You' ve forgotten Lugh," said Glla. "He should be waiting for us on Eire's
shore right now I'mcertain Mrrigan's thinking that same thing. Wth his
hel p, we might still find a way of conpleting our little task."

"You' ve sone mad vi sion of your own that's rmade you believe this can happen,"”
t he scornful chanpi on declared. He waved a hand around at the searchi ng Fonor.
"But 1've the cold reality before ne. Look at them How nmuch | onger do you
think it'll be takin' that |ot of bloody scavengers to find your caul dron and
your precious Manannan?"

"Ch, as to that, they can look just as long as they don't get tired of it,"
the clown told him "Forever, in fact. It's possible they m ght come across
t he caul dron, though | doubt it, but | can say for certain that they'll never
find Manannan MacLir out there." He waved about at the vastness of the Sidhe.

"What do you nmean?" the Dagda demanded, eyeing the |anky man narrowl y. "Wy
not ?"

"Because he isn't out there."
"He's left the Sidhe then?" asked Findgoll

180 CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE
"Not exactly," the one called Glla answered in a coy way. He | ooked around
himcarefully to be certain no guards were close by. Then he gestured the two
cl oser. Doubtful but curious, they noved in. He sat up and they both bent down
to him

"You see," he said in a confidential tone, "I'm Manannan MacLir."

The Dagda strai ghtened up, hooting with laughter. "Ha! That's a fine one, that
i sl You, Manannan!" "Quiet now," the man in the cl own di sguise cautioned.
"Let's not announce that bit of news to Balor. |I knew you' d react that way,
but it's the truth.”

"You finally, actually, have gone fully mad,"” the big man said w th enphasis.
"I'"ll have no nore of you." And with that, he turned his back in a gesture of
finality.

But Findgoll stayed where he was, eyeing the clownish figure uncertainly.
Manannan turned his attention there.



"You see," he said, dropping the affected tones of Glla, "I was going to have
to reveal myself to you anyway, once we cane here."

"You'd not jest with us?" the little Druid asked. "Not on a thing like that?
You really are this Sea- God?"

"Of course," he said heartily, but then added, nore nodestly, "well, not a
Sea- God actually. Although | do have sone very interesting powers."

Fi ndgol | | ooked into those clear, light eyes. He felt the power there, noticed
an aura with his own druidic powers that he had never sensed before in the
cl own. He considered, analyzed, and then nodded. "I believe you," he said with

assurance. Not believing his ears, the Dagda spun around to them again.
"Findgoll! You're not letting himpull you into this? You're
ravin' too!"

"I said I'd always known Glla wasn't mad. And if you'd think, you great |unp,
i nstead of bellowi ng, you'd see that it explains a great deal about our
strange conrade. Like why he was so close to Lugh, and how he brought us here
and got us through the fog safely."

The Dagda wasn't convinced. "If he's this 'Sea-God,' why doesn't he use his
powers to help us now? Answer that!"

"I"'msupplied only with powers over the sea,"” Manannan expl ai ned pl easantly.
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"M ghty poor ones if they let Balor walk in here."

"If 1'd been here, he wouldn't have,” Manannan assured him"At least |'d have
given hima tussle/or it. It was a great surprise to ne that Bal or thought to
strike here. | would never have guessed he had the ability to anticipate our
nmoves the way he's done or to discover the Iink between ne and your uprising.
| made a mistake in underestimating him" He fixed themwi th a hard gaze. "I
don't ordinarily make m stakes."

He | ooked up toward the black figure and went on nore thoughtfully.

"No. There nust be something nmore to our Balor that | didn't take into
account. Something very deep and dangerous, | think. Even nore dangerous than
he is. I'd surely like to find out what it is.”

He shrugged and his nood |ightened again. "Anyway, that's for later. For now,
we nust keep ny identity a secret, if we can. That way | may yet get a chance
to use ny powers against him"

"Balor will give up the hunt sooner or later," Findgoll noted.

"But maybe before that, we'll have a chance to escape."

"I'f you are Manannan," the Dagda said, very guardedly, "why have you kept it a
secret fromus all this tinme?"

"I had to be able to work in Eire unknown to you," he answered sinply.



Fi ndgol | was nore interested in another point.

"Then you are from Queen Danu, |like this Sidhe and these peopl e?" was his
guesti on.

"I am"

"If that's so, | demand that you explain to us just what it is you and this

Si dhe of yours are doing herel™

"You' ve certainly earned the right to knowit," the tall man answered wth
real gravity. "And it was something | was going to tell you anyway. This isn't
quite the way |I'd planned on doing it, but | do think it's time that |
reveal ed everything to you."
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QUEEN DANU S PLAN
"i THINK WE shoul d tal k sonepl ace where we can't be overheard,"” Manannan
reconmended. "Over here.”

He led themto the gathered i nhabitants of the Sidhe, who had all bunched into
the center of the circular hollow farthest fromthe patrolling guards.

"Where's Angus?" Manannan asked. "He should hear this too."

"Fromthe ook | sawin his eye, I'd say he was up to a bit of dalliance," his
father said. "I'lIl get him™"

He noved into the group, nmpost of whom were seated on the ground, talking in
soft tones or watching their home being systematically destroyed. Their faces
mrrored their total dismay at this, and the Dagda guessed it likely that nost
of these young people, protected all their lives, had never experienced such
savagery, indeed, probably had no way to conprehend it He noticed that here
and there, some were putting on a braver front, even playing at harps or pipes
in an attenpt to ease the atnosphere of fear

He called to Angus as he moved through them still feeling rather like a great
bul | amongst a flock of birds fromthe fluttering, half-frightened | ooks he
drew. He recalled that he had always felt that way anongst the people of Danu.
To his relief, Angus finally responded and rose from where he had been seat ed,
conforting with all the fervor of his young soul a gathering of the wonmen of
the Sidhe.

"Not too busy, | hope?" his father asked dryly.

Angus colored with enbarassnent. "I was ... ah ... trying to keep them from
being so afraid."

The Dagda gl anced around at the collection of exceptionally beautiful young
faces | ooking up toward his son with warm sm |l es and ardent expressions.

"I think you' ve succeeded," he said. "Now, cone with ne."
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"Do you have to | eave us?" one asked, her caressing voice tinged with
di sappoi nt nent .

"I"l1l be back," he prom sed as he noved away, very reluc-tantly, at his
father's side.

"They think I"'ma great warrior!" he said, in a distant, happy

"A good thing they don't know the truth," the Dagda answered tersely. "Shake
| oose of your dream ng, boy. There's no place for it now"

The effect of that voice on Angus was |ike that of a sudden dunk in a wi nter
sea.

They rejoined the others and noved farther into the nmidst of the conpany.
Manannan spoke quietly to several as they went, and they began to pass his
words al ong. A general murmuring of tal k began around them and nore
instruments were lifted in light nmelodies. By the time the four had reached
the centei; they were surrounded by a soft but constant haze of sound.

"That'l|l keep any unwanted ears fromlistening in," the disguised Sea-Cod
said. "Let's sit here.”

He dropped down on a small, clear patch of grass and the others joined him
Not know ng what this sudden neeting was all about, Angus | ooked puzzl ed.

"The clown here has told us he's really Manannan," his father explained, his
voice still reflecting his own doubt.

"G |l a? Manannan?" Angus said, and his expression as he | ooked at the |ong
ragged personage indicated he shared his father's doubts.

"It doesn't really matter whether you believe nme or not," Manannan told them
"I owe an explanation of all this to you, and I'mgoing to give it. Al
ri ght?"

They agreed to |isten, however skeptical

"Once you saw the Sidhe, you'd have to know of Danu's invol venent here. MWy
concern is to make you see why it was necessary."

"True enough," Findgoll agreed. "When we left Tir-na-nog to return to Eire,
she prom sed us that she would not interfere in our wi nning our own place
there."”

"And so she has not," he insisted. "Everything the Tuatha de Danann have done

has been by their own will. But, you see, she knew that you would face sone
difficulties in Eire, and she at |east wanted you to have a" —he hesitated
over the exact word —"well, a sort of guardian.”
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"A guardi an!" the Dagda repeated indignantly. "She knew you m ght resent

that," Manannan said quickly. "She understood that you had to | eave Tir-na-nog
and return to Eire to prove yourselves. But that didn't mean she wasn't going
to try to help you in any way she could. You wouldn't expect that, would you?"



"OfF course not!" Angus heartily agreed, and received a cold glance fromhis
father, who wasn't quite so easily convinced. "So, Danu sent nme here to do
what ever | could,” the man went on brightly. "But what | do is governed by
some very strict conditions. I'mnever to influence or interfere in any
deci si ons you m ght nake. And none of the magic of Tir-na-nog is to be used in
Eire except by the free choice of your people." He gestured around him at the
enornmous room "This Sidhe was established as a |ink between Eire and
Tir-na-nog. It was protected by the fog and by the rumors of the nonstrous
'Sea-CGod' that | spread personally.” He grinned in the old, Gllaish way.
"Fromhere | was to keep watch on Eire, reporting back to Danu on events."
"You' ve done nuch nore than that,"
years in that clown disguise."

Fi ndgol | pointed out. "You hel ped us for

"I did," he openly agreed, "and it was great fun. But, | was using none of the
powers of Danu. | have only the abilities of an ordinary man in Eire. My
powers are good only upon the sea. Another of the conditions set by ny Queen."

"Way is it you were the one sent?" the little Druid inquired. "I don't
renenber seeing you during our time in Tir-na-nog." "Because | was never
there," he answered. "I'ma bit of an outcast to ny people. | never could
adjust to their quiet life. So, |'ve wandered nost of ny days, seeking

adventure of sone kind."

"I can understand that well enough,"” said the Dagda, unbending a little. He
had to adnmit to hinself that no matter how strange the clown had been, he and
t he chanpi on shared a

| ove of action.

"Thank you," the tall man responded graciously. "In any case, ny talents have
never been appreciated there, until this need arose. | was the only one of
Tir-na-nog at all suited for Danu s nmission. So | was chosen by her, with a
certain distaste, I'"'mafraid. | don't think even she really understands ne.

"OfF course | took the job at once, thinking what marvel ous
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adventure it would be! But nost of it has been quite boring, until recently.
Most of the tine | just waited."

"Wai ted?" Findgoll repeated. "For what?"

"For the time when your rising would cone. Ch, Danu knew all about that. When
Lugh was born, she'd forseen that he would be the one to | ead you agai nst the
Formor. Unfortunately, Balor also | earned of the Prophecy. So, it becane part
of nmy task to see that Lugh survived to play his role. | managed to keep him
hi dden until he'd reached manhood, then sent him back to Eire."

"So that's were he was for all these years!" said Findgoll.
"But, what about this magical caul dron?" the Dagda wanted to know

"That? Ch, that's one of the Four G fts," Manannan said. "Each of the Four
Cities provided one, to be used by the de Dananns, should they choose to use
them O course, since Danu cannot take her nmagic into Eire, these objects
must be taken there by de Dananns thenselves. That's why you had to fetch the
cauldron. Two other gifts Lugh took there. One was his own sword, the
Answerer. The other was the Stone of Truth he used to prove Nuada the rightful



king."

"The Lia Fail!" Findgoll exclained. "OF course. We wondered how it had cone
there from Tir-na-nog."

"You said four gifts,"” put in Angus. "Wat is the fourth?"

"A spear with a point blazing with such energy that it has to be contai ned by
a special liquid. My people nust have managed to hide it with the caul dron
And it seenms that it's one thing, at |east, our one-eyed Commander doesn't
know about . "

"When will it be used?" the young warrior asked.

The tall man shrugged. "I don't know. When the tine comes for it, | suppose,
as with the other gifts. The Hi gh-Druids of each city used their powers to
decide on a gift. So far they seemto have chosen well." He | ooked around at
hi s compani ons, adding with enphasis, "But understand me, none of these gifts,
or any of the things |I've done, has interfered with what you' ve done in Eire.
Your choices to act and your own will have brought you here."

Pl agued by doubts, the Dagda shook his head.

"I don't know. In taking any of her help, aren't we saying that we can't win
Eire by oursel ves?"
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"And if this cauldron didn't cone from Danu, wouldn't we use it without this
foolish worry?" Findgoll countered. "Didn't we cone here for it freely
enough?"

"He's right, Father," Angus added. "This cauldron will only help restore the
strength the Fonmor stole fromus. It won't win the battle. W'IlIl have to do

it. This may be the only way we can give ourselves even a fighting chance."

"Your warrior pride can be put aside for now, at |east,"
the survival of all our people that's inportant.”

Fi ndgol | said. "It's

The chanpi on | ooked fromone to another of them his face clouded with his
i ndeci sion. But at |ast he knew there was only one choice to make.

"Al'l right," he said heavily. "W'l|l take Danu's gift, and we'll keep your
secret, Sea-CGod. At least for now " He gave a short, hunorless |augh, glancing
up toward Balor. "OfF course, it's a fine thing for us to say all this, sitting
in the shadow of that

t hi ng. "

"Don't give up yet," Manannan told him "There's still a chance. Renenber the

Morrigan, "

Lugh threw anot her stick of bleached wood onto the little fire. There was a
sharp, chill wind off the night sea, but here, sheltered in a little nest of
rocks above the shore, the fire created a cozy pocket of warnth

Around it in the open, oblivious to the wind and cold, the shimrering Riders
sat, forming their protective ring, |ances up, spear points glowing faintly



with their energy.

The young warrior and his conpani ons had conpleted their circuit of Eire and
arrived at the rendezvous destination nearly two days |late. Lugh had expected
to find the others waiting there—probably inpatiently, knowi ng the Dagda—with
t he caul dron. But they had seen no sign of |ife anywhere al ong the rugged
coast. He and Aine had checked their chart many tines to insure that this was,
i ndeed, the proper place.

"1 wonder if anything' s happened to them" Lugh brooded, staring into the
fire.

"l suppose it's possible," said Aine, seated close beside him her cloak
pul | ed about her legs for extra warnmh. "If Bal or knew about your m ssion,
it's likely he knew about theirs. But, | can't believe he could do nore than
delay them They're too clever and too hard. And they have Manannan with
them™
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"Your brother is not perfect, you know," Lugh remarked critically. "I've
| earned that, and you've said it yourself And he's got no special powers in
Eire."

"I know. And he is a great fool sonetinmes. But he does have a special talent
for maki ng things work out." She | ooked up thoughtfully into the night sky. "I
wonder, somretines, if Danu hasn't put sone special, protective cloak on him
She acts as if she doesn't approve of him but | think she secretly likes
him"

"Queen Danu," Lugh said, remenbering. "Did she really save ne?"

"You saved yoursel f," she said enphatically. "Renenber that."

He smiled. "All right. But you know what | nean. Did she really appear?"
"She did. And she gave ne the power to heal you."

Lugh cl osed his eyes. "You know, | can al nost see her, that face above ne, but
only as if it were some dream" He opened his eyes and | ooked at her. 'The
whol e thing was a dream and not very clear.”

"It's just as well,"” Aine told him with nore sincerity than he knew. She was
relieved to discover that he remenbered so little of her own part.

"Do you think I could ever see Danu?" Lugh asked. "All of her, that is?"

"I"'mcertain she would Iike to neet you,'
woul d have to go to Tir-na-nog with ne."

Aine said. "But, it would nmean you

He | ooked into her eyes, thinking he sawin their clear, bright depths an
invitation, and a promi se.

He | eaned toward her, his armsliding forward, around the sl ender waist.

"There is nowhere that | wouldn't go with you," he said.

He started to pull her toward him but she pushed hi maway, casting her gaze
across the fire nmeani ngfully.



There, on a small rock close to the warnth, the tiny, nouselike being sat,
busily nibbling at a crust of bread. It stopped when it noted her | ooking
toward it.

"Pay no mind to me at all," the Pooka said politely.
She | ooked at it with some distaste. "Do you have to stay |ike that?"

It shrugged its small shoulders in a very human manner. "I never thought of
it. | eat nmuch less this way."
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"Never mnd! Just change into some other form Something a bit |ess
di sagreeable.”

"Certainly!" It agreed amicably. "And just what form would

that be?"

"How about a dog?" she suggested. "Sonething with a

good, big head."

It began the change at once. The head cane first, a broad, square-nuzzled head
with pointed ears and | arge, dark eyes. The body filled out behind it, but
stopped far short of matching the great head. It nade an absurd sight, that
massi ve, grinning face haphazardly attached to that snmall form

"That's not right," she told it irritably.

"You wanted a big head,"” it answered innocently.

"Only on a body it fits. No nore tricks. Finish it properly."

The body grew, finally reaching proportions suited for the head, about the
size and | ook of a wol fhound.

Sati sfied, Aine nodded at the beast.

"That's quite nice. Now, if you can keep fromyour foolery, | mght decide
don't mind you at all."

"Why, thank you!" it told her, obviously pleased. It |ooked fromher to Lugh
who was, unseen by Aine, making desperate signals with his face for the Pooka
to depart.

It considered the nmeaning of this, then understood.

"You know, | think |I ought to take a little walk around this area," it
suggested casually. "lI'd like to be certain there are no Fonor sneaking
about . "

"A good idea," Lugh quickly agreed. "Take a nice, long |ook. But stay in sight
of the fire. And don't fall into any traps this

tine.

"I won't," it promsed. It |ooked fromLugh to Aine with a knowing grin. "The
same to you!"



It rose up languidly, stretched the new, |ong body, and sauntered off into the
surroundi ng ni ght.

"What did it nean by that?" A ne asked.

"I"ve no idea," said Lugh. Hs armstole out again, encircling her waist, this
time pulling her toward him "Never mind that. Do you know how long it's been
since we were al one?"

She put up her hands, pushing against his chest. "Stop, Lugh. Please don't try
any of that with nme. Not now"

He pull ed back to |l ook at her in puzzlement. "But | thought our argunent was
finished."
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"It is. W are friends," she said very properly. "But our relationship wll
not go beyond that. Remenber what ny brother said. Now that we are together, |
don't want to give himany reason to believe that he was right. Nothing
between us will interfere with what we have to do."

"But there is something between us," he said. "W can't pretend there isn't."
"That's only in your own mnd," she said, |ooking toward the fire to avoid his
searching gaze. "I like you a great deal. But as a conrade first, or perhaps a
brother. If you' ve decided there's sonething el se—=

"Wait!" he said sharply, seizing her arns tightly and pulling her around so
that he could look directly into her eyes. "Don't expect ne to believe that

again. | know . " He paused, faint inages clearing in his nmnd as he stared
at her, faint words strengthening in his menory. "I remenber!" he said nore
positively. "I was nearly dead. | thought it was nore of sonme dream but it

wasn't. It was you! You said you |oved ne!"

She hesitated, wanting to deny it, but seeing in his face that she woul d never
convince himof that. Finally, in a tightly controlled voice, she replied:

"I said it to save you. It was neant to help you want to stay alive."

"Because you |love ne," he insisted,
"Because you are inportant to Eire, and it is nmy task to help you stay alive,"
she answered with cool preciseness.

"That's al ways your argument to hide behind," he said. "But there is nore.
There's nore and you knowit."

She tried to tw st away, but he stubbornly held on, keeping her there as he
went on in unconprom sing tones.

"I't's not your brother you're afraid of, is it? You're afraid of yourself1.
You think he mght be right, that you do have deeper feelings for ne than
you'll admt."

"No!" she protested, but a tinge of uncertainty appeared in her voice.

"Yes," he countered with force. "You told ne once you didn't like feeling that
you weren't in control. But this is sonething you can't control. So you hide



it, fighting to stay the cold, hard warrior, the great adventuress. But when
you thought | was dying, you let it show. You can't hide it from ne anynore.
Don't try!"
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He pulled her to him H s sudden nove took her by surprise, and she was unabl e
to resist. He pressed his lips to hers, bringing her body tightly against his.

She felt the warmth of him felt it building within herself Her own contro
was slipping. She realized that her fear for his life really had | oosed her
i nner feelings. Now they confused her, left her open to contending forces of
enotion and |l ogic, |ove and duty.

Per haps she was foolish to hold back. One or both of them m ght die yet, and
soon. Shoul d she deny any chance for thensel ves?

In this bew |ldering and rebellious state of mnd, her passions soon began to
dom nate. She began to return his kiss with her own ardor, encircling himwth
her arns.

Toget her they sank down to lie on the soft, sandy earth warmed by the fire. It
seened to themthe heat had grown unbearable, and they pulled away the
hanperi ng cl oaks, unaware of everything now but one another's bodi es.

Lugh's hand slid down the snoboth curve of her side, over her hip, past the hem
of the short tunic to lie caressingly on the bare, hot flesh of her thigh

Then it began a sl ow nove upward again, dragging the garment with it.

Her own hands slid lingeringly fromhis back across his chest. They net at the
buckl e of his sword belt, began to unfasten it.

A piercing, high-pitched shriek rose suddenly, stabbing through the night.
XXl |

BALOR S RAGE

THE TWD SAT up as if they had been jabbed by the sound.

They pull ed apart and | ooked out into the night where a series of |oud squawks
and rattling noises could now be heard.

"Somet hi ng nmust have happened to the Pooka!" Ai ne said.

"Ch, no!" Lugh cried irritably, slamm ng a fist to the ground in frustration
"I shoul d have expected sonething."

To him this was another untimely interruption. But to Aine, it was a wel conme
rescue. It gave her a chance to gather the shattered forces of her will and
re-forma rational front again. She quickly rearranged her clothes, seized her
cl oak, and junped to her feet.

"Come on," she told himbriskly, once nore a warrior. "W've got to see what's



wr ong. "

Lugh knew she was right. Pushing back his disappointnment once again, he rose
and drew out the Answerer.

But they had no chance to go to the rescue. Fromthe darkness a form appeared,
striding into the light. It was a large black cat with glow ng eyes, and it
gripped a struggling raven in its jaws.

Stopping by the fire, the animal spat the bird out on the ground.

"I saw this raven out there creeping up on you," cane the Pookas voice from
the cat. "I took on the proper formto deal with it."

The bedraggl ed bird, nost of its feathers askew, |ay upon the ground, body
heaving with its |abored breathing, sharp black eyes glaring up at them

Then it began to glowwith a blue-white light, Iike a dark sapphire lit from
wi t hi n.

"Ch, no," Lugh said in dismay. "This is no bird."

The Iight bl ooned outward, swallowi ng up the raven, stretching out along the
ground, then fading away. A famliar, bony formwas now visible lying by the
fire.

Once her own form had been regai ned, she wasted no tine. Wth an angry caw,
she sprang up, charging toward the Pooka, her hands grabbing for her sword
hilts.

The ani mal crouched back defensively, snarling.

"Wait, Morrigan!" Lugh cried, jumping between the two with his sword raised.
"It's our friend! It thought it was hel ping us!"

She hesitated, |ooking narrowly fromthe beast toward Lugh

"Your friend?" she asked in a voice that rattled like dry bones. "He is a
Pooka. No friend to us. They are traitors! Lying tricksters!™

"Not this one," Lugh said soothingly. "He saved ny life. He wants to hel p us.
Pl ease, Morrigan, |eave himbe."

She nmade a harsh, angry sound and rel eased her weapons.
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"Al'l right, Lugh. 1've no tine for it anyway. You nust start back to
Manannan's Isle with me at once!" "Why?" Ai ne asked. "Wat's wong?" The

raven-wonman answered in a single word. "Balor!"

The sun was just breasting the curved rimof the sea when the inmense,
eaglelike bird began its |ong, sweeping descent from



t he sky.

Lugh | ooked down fromits back to the slate-grey ocean surface now visible far
bel ow and squeezed his eyes shut, tightening his grip on the bird' s |ong neck.

"Let up there just a bit,"” it said in the Pooka's fam liar voice. "You're

cutting off my breathing."

"Sorry," Lugh said, relaxing his hold a little. "I hate admtting it, but I
have a great fear of heights."

"I used to have it," the being answered lightly. "But flying cured ne. When
you're cut off totally fromthe earth this way, you feel conpletely free. Take
a look. It's beautiful."”

"I"ll take your word for it," he said, keeping his eyes shut.

But Lugh's torture was nearly over. The green-grey jewel of Manannan's Isle
was now vi sible below, and the Pooka spiraled in, seeking its |anding spot,
finally drifting softly down into a glade sheltered by a band of trees and a
low ridge of hills.

"We're here,"” it told Lugh, who gratefully released his hold and slid fromthe
bird' s back onto the ground. He was never nore glad of feeling it beneath his
feet.

From the nearby ridge, Aine and Mrrigan descended, running across the gl ade
to meet the arrivals.

"Are you all right?" Aine asked Lugh, noting his rather pale

| ook.

"I wish there had been another way to come,"” he answered

honest | y.

But there had been none. The Riders of the Sidhe had been unable to take them
across. Their only way of reaching the isle was for Lugh to order them

di ssol ved back into the atnosphere and then recall them once he reached the

pl ace. So the willing Pooka had volunteered its talents to their cause. And,
despite Mourrigan's open distrust and Aine's nore veiled doubts, its help had
been accepted. As Lugh had pointed out to his skeptical friends, they really
had no choi ce.

The bird formit took, though huge, hadn't been able to carry both A ne and
Lugh at once. It had nmade two trips dur-

ing the night, not conplaining of the tremendous effort this required. Aine,
over Lugh's protest, had gone first. Knowing the isle, she had argued that she
could best scout the situation there. Mrrigan had agreed.

Now, recovering fromhis harrowi ng ride, Lugh asked what she had found.

"Cone with us," she said.

She and Morrigan |l ed the way toward the nearby woods. The Pooka transforned
hi nsel f as they went, resum ng the hound shape that had pl eased Aine.

The trees of the woods were tall pines, widely spaced. Their slender trunks



rose up to an intricate lace of greenery far above, where slender branches
seened woven together by their thick fringe of needles. Through gaps in this
fabric, bolts of white nmorning |ight shot down at sharp angles to throw bri ght
pat ches on the ground.

The forest floor was level, carpeted thickly with brown needl es gl owi ng gol den
where the sun struck them The four noved easily, threading through the trees
after Aine, the soft ground deadening the sounds of their footsteps.

It was certainly beautiful and very peaceful, Lugh thought. Like the rest of
Manannan's |Isle. But what was Aine about bringing them here?

A tune began to sound softly through the quiet woods. It was a light air
pl ayed on a flute or pipes, he thought. And with its rising notes, the trees
around them were suddenly popul at ed.

The figures seenmed to materialize fromthe air, they slipped so gently into
view fromtheir hiding places. So at one with nature were they that, unti
now, they had remai ned invisible.

Lugh's recent experiences had nade hi m understandably skittish when suddenly
confronted, and he had his sword hal fway out before recognizing these slender
beautiful people as inhabitants of Manannan's Sidhe. H's gesture alarned them
and they started back, eyes wide like startled fawns. Aine quickly lifted a
stayi ng hand and spoke in soothing tones to them

"It's all right. This is Lugh. You know him And this is the Pooka. He is our
friend too."

At this they noved forward again, still somewhat warily. It was clear to Lugh
that their own first experience with the Fomor had |l eft them much frightened
and unsure. But a few of the young women he had nmet on his earlier visits to
the Si dhe
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ventured timd smles. He returned themwarmy, and this seenmed, at last, to
return their confidence. They crowded in around the four now, as if their
presence provi ded some security.

"What is it all of you are doing here?" LugH asked them "They escaped the

Si dhe when Bal ors nmen canme in," Aine explained. "They came to hide here, not
knowi ng what else to do, | cane on themwhile | was scouting the area." She
snmled around at them "They've never really been in a violent situation like
this in their lives. But they did quite well. They managed to get the Spear of
Corias and the cauldron out while the Fonmor were capturing their friends

inside.” "You mean the cauldron's safe?" Lugh said with delight. "It is," a
young man assured him proudly. "It is hidden here, in these woods. Those
soldiers will never find it, the spear, or us. They think we are all inside
the Sidhe."

"The main entrance is heavily guarded,"” A ne explained. "They nust believe
that's enough to trap everyone inside. They don't realize that there are other
ways in and out of the nound."

"Way didn't the Fonor discover then?" Lugh asked. "The Sidhe nmakes them
invisible to anyone but its own people,” she said. "And it protects themso no
one can chance into them"



"How does it do that?" Mrrigan wanted to know. "Any outsider is msdirected, "
Aine told her. "Manannan calls it 'Being Lead Astray.' |f someone conmes too

cl ose, he suddenly finds hinself across a neadow, headi ng another way." "Then
if Balor believes no one can have escaped,” Lugh said thoughtfully, "the
cauldron will be safe here. Still, that | eaves the rest of these people and
our friends trapped inside. W have to get themout."

"W do not have to get themout," Mrrigan said in a lowrattle.

"What ?" Lugh asked sharply, not understanding. "We have the cauldron," she
said. "Qur mssionis to take it back to Tara. W can go now. The others woul d
understand."” He was shocked by that. "Wat, |eave them here? You know what

t hat woul d nean!"

"I know," she answered flatly. "But to risk ourselves to save themis to risk
the entire de Danann race."

He stared into the chill depths of those dark eyes, trying to
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fathomthem He |ooked at the expressionless death's head face. Was this
strange being whose life was warfare and bl ood telling himhe nust abandon his
conrades and her own, or was she nerely pointing out the potential hazards of

their actions?

He didn't know, and it didn't matter. He knew that the others nust be saved if
it was possible. Reasonable or not, he knew he had to act.

"I amgoing in there, Mrrigan," he said. "I'mgoing to see what can be done.
If there's any way they can be rescued, I'mgoing to try it. Stay out here
with the cauldron if you want. Then you can take it back if sonething happens
to ne."

He was surprised when he detected the hint of a snmle thaw the icy sheen of
her eyes for an instant and heard a certain satisfaction in her creaking voice
as she replied.

"You'll go nowhere without ne."

He nodded and | ooked at Aine. "Wat about you? You'll have to lead us into the
Si dhe. WIIl you do it?"

"They may be dead al ready, Lugh," she said reluctantly.

"I know. WIIl you take us in?"

"You know I will. It's ny own brother in there."

"And you?" he said to Shaglan. "There'll be nore danger in this than you

bar gai ned for. You owe nothing to ne. You've already done nore than you
needed. "

"I owe the de Dananns," it said. "This may be sone little paynent for that."
"You'll not buy forgiveness fromus. Pooka," Mrrigan told it darkly. And, to
Lugh: "It'Il betray us. Mark what |'m saying to you now. "

"It will go, and wel cone," Lugh said staunchly. "Thank you, Shaglan."



He turned toward the people of the Sidhe.

"As for all of you, get back into your hiding places and wait for us. Keep
t hat spear and caul dron out of sight."

The young man nodded. He gestured toward the rest. Like sunbeans fading with a
passing cloud, they swiftly disappeared anongst the trees again. The woods
seemed enpty.

"Let's go then, shall we?" Lugh asked his conpanions briskly. "Aine, you're
certain you can get us in unseen?"

"OfF course!" she answered with some indignation. "For years |'ve prowed this
pl ace when | was bored. Follow ne!"

She | ed the way again, out of the woods and across the neadows toward the
giant mound. It | ooked to the others as if
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she were headed toward a blank hillside. But as they entered an area covered
wi th heavy brush, Lugh, Mrrigan, and the Pooka found thensel ves suddenly
feeling quite disoriented. It appeared to themthat they were headed away from
t he mound, the ground shifting about them It was a dizzying sensation. But
they followed close to Aine, carefully keeping an eye on her, and soon

experi enced anot her peculiar phenonenon that Lugh recalled fromhis past
visits there. One nonment they were outside, and the next they realized they
were not. The Sidhe seenmed gently to envelop them draw themin, and they were
suddenly |l ooking up at the interior of the nmound, not the sky.

"What an extraordinary feeling," the Pooka said with awe.
"Shhh!" Ai ne warned, and pulled theminto the shelter of a brightly flowering
t hi cket.

Ahead of them appeared a Fonor patrol in a straggling line. As they noved

al ong, they | ooked searchingly around, their expressions clearly showi ng grave
concern. Just past where the four were hiding, they stopped in a bunch and
stood, staring about themin a hopel ess sort of way. Then, at the
angry-soundi ng orders of a young officer, they turned and started wearily back
the way they'd cone.

"They look a little lost, don't they?" Lugh remarked softly when they were out
of sight.

"I"'mnot surprised," said Aine. "The inside of this place is as bew |l dering as
the out. Cone on. W'll try to work our way closer to the central mound."

"Hold on," said the Pooka. They | ooked toward it and found it in a state of
flux. Soon it settled into the large, catlike form "I thought this m ght be
nmore useful for sneaking about,"” it said.

The Morrigan fixed it with a glittering eye, its formrecalling her recent
i ndignity.

"That's sonething a Pooka woul d know all about," she crackled nastily.



"Jeal ous because you can do only that dusty crow, are you?" the aninmal shot
back.

She hi ssed, drawi ng back her thin lips to reveal the sharp, tearing teeth.
Lugh stepped quickly in again.

"Now | ook, the both of you, this has got to stop! You'll have to get along for
now. Morrigan, please believe that the Pooka wants to hel p!"
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She shook her head. "No. And I'll not turn my back to it." Then she added,
reluctantly, "But I'll not argue with it anynore."

"And you, Shaglan," Lugh said to the animal, "watch your tongue as well."
It smiled back. "I will do that," it promn sed

"Then, can we be going on now?" Aine asked, made inpatient by this childish
exchange. "We've got to keep moving with all these Fonor wandering about."

They agreed, and then began a cautious novenment through the vast countryside
contai ned within the Sidhe, noving ever closer to the central nound.

The red gaze turned fromits constant, slow scanning of the Sidhe to rest upon
the Fonor officer.

"Yes, Sal mhor?" Bal or asked.

"My Commander," the other began cautiously, not relishing the report he was
about to make, "the patrols have encountered sone difficulties. They have
captured only a few nore inhabitants. The rest . . . they seemto have

di sappeared. "

"Di sappeared?" The iron voice clanged. "Wthin the confines of this nmound? How
coul d they?"

"The interior of this place is very . . . confusing, Conmander," Sital Sal nmhor
began, uncertain how to explain. "The nore the patrols search, the larger it
seens to beconme. They discover nore fields, nore streans, nore woods, many
nmore than this space could possibly contain. Some of them have becone

di soriented, even lost. They've had to abandon searching and find their way
back. The nen are growing frightened by it, Commander." He | ooked around the
Si dhe nervously. "And, | must confess to a grow ng unease nyself."

"I'"ve sensed it too," Balor responded. "There is some kind of force at work
here, sone peculiar power."

"I"'mafraid that continuing the search is usel ess, Conmander," Sal mhor told
him "It mght prove dangerous as well."

| agree. This mound is protecting its secrets fromus. W'Ill|l waste no nore
time. | think we will try a nore direct neans of finding what we want.

Sal mhor, select a group fromour prisoners. And bring our visitors fromEire
back to ne."

The officer went down fromthe nmound at once, gathering a
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party of Balor's personal guard and marchi ng purposefully into the holl ow

They spread into a line as they neared the gathering there. Alarnmed by their
approach, Manannan's people rose and drew together. The | anky guardi an and his
conrades noved forward in a protective way, boldly confronting the officer

"What' s happeni ng now?" denanded the Dagda.

"That is not for you to ask," Sahnhor answered haughtily. "Balor wants you
brought to him Conme al ong!"

Sone of the guards noved to circle them Reluctantly they started off,
followng the officer's lead. As they did, Angus |ooked back toward the other
prisoners, noting that nore guards were now approachi ng them and pushi ng sone
of themout of the group with the strange power |ances, as if they were
cutting cattle froma herd

He paused, asking sharply, "Wiit! Wat are they doi ng?"

"Never mind, |ad," said Manannan, urging himon. "Nothing you can do now. No
need for getting yourself hurt again."

Angus | ooked around at the shining | anceheads, recalling the stinging pain. He
did as he was told.

They were | ed back up the mound to the dark giant waiting by the ring of
stones. The four were lined up before him each with a guard standi ng cl ose
behi nd.

Once nmore the crinson eye rested upon them bathed themw th its unpl easant
war nt h.

"I have |l ost patience with these beings,"” the flat, netallic voice announced.
"My troops have searched this place to no avail. What has been hi dden has been
hi dden too well for us to find. That fact is very unfortunate, but for them
not for ne."

"What do you nean, Bal or?" the Dagda asked.

"Only that now | nust use | ess pleasant means to discover where this caul dron
and Manannan are."

"None of themwll tell you anything, you great heap of rustin' iron,"
Manannan told him again using Cilia's voice.

"I warned you before, fool," the dark giant said in an om nous runble.

"Warn me all you like," he replied carelessly, "but they'll not talk to you."

"I think they will. At least, they will after they see what happens to those
who refuse. It should not take long. They seemas frivolous as this ridicul ous
dwel I i ng pl ace. Breaking

t hem shoul d take no nore effort than breaking this Sea-Gods power."



"They aren't so frail as you think, Balor," the disguised Manannan war ned.
"Believe me, you won't |learn anything fromthem?"

The eye intensified its light a fraction, pouring nore heat upon them
"Perhaps fromyou, then."

"Fromus?" said Findgoll. "W know no nore than you."

That may be true. But | sense that you could save nme all this unnecessary
effort . . . and pain. | kept you alive for that reason. So, if you know
anything, it would be better for you to tell ne."

"Why?" Manannan denmanded. "We surely won't be saving ourselves to give you
what you want. And we're no nore likely to tell you anything than they are!"

"You may think differently after you' ve watched sone of these pretty young
bodi es turned to piles of blackened sticks," Balor coldly announced.

XXrn
A DESPERATE DELAY

"SALHHOR! BRI NG THE first ones up!" Bal or comuanded.
"I"'mafraid this mght be it," Mnannan softly told his conpanions as the
officer went to do his Commander's bi ddi ng.

"And no sign of help," the Dagda murmured back

"Don't give up yet. There's still some tine."

The Dagda shook his head. He couldn't believe there was any hope.

A dozen of Manannan's peopl e appeared on the crest of the nmound, herded al ong
by nmore of Balor's guards. They were pushed forward into the ring of stones

where they stood, huddled together, staring up toward the giant figure |like
smal | children facing an angry teacher

"Now, " said Balor slowy, heavily, "I will ask each one of you where Manannan
and this cauldron are. | will ask you only
200
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once, and if | do not receive the answer that | want, you will feel the power
of my eye. It will not be quick, and it will be very painful. Do you
under st and?"

"You can't do that!" Angus cried out angrily.

"You'd prefer to tell me what | want to know?" Balor said to him "Tell me and
you can stop this."

"I can't!" Angus said in frustration. "I don't know anything."

"Too bad," said Balor, and the red gaze slid away, noving across the hilltop
to the knot of captives.



The crimson light flitted across them resting here, then there, finally
stopping on a slender, finely boned young wonan with a billowi ng fl ow of
silver-blond hair.

"You wit! be the first." Bal or decl ared.

The rest were noved back from her by the guards. She was clearly frightened,
but courageous in the face of her own death, standing notionless, head up
returning the hot gaze of Bal or unflinchingly.

"WIl you tell ne what | want to know?" the giant asked.

She remai ned silent, staring upward at him

"Very well, then," he said, the words clanging |like a death knell

Wth an agoni zing sl owness, the lid of the great eye began to lift.

"Al'l right. Enough!" said the figure in the clown's dress loudly. "The gane's
gone far enough, Balor."

The eye ceased to open further. The gaze swung back to him
"What are you saying, fool?" the giant demanded.

"Just that | really can't let you go through with harm ng any of these

people,” he said calmy, dropping G lia' s manner of speech abruptly. "To be
quite honest, | had hoped you'd keep up your searching a bit |onger, But since
you clearly intend to beconme nasty about it, I'lIl have to reveal the truth.”

"What truth is that?" the voice asked sharply. "Quickly!"

"You must promise that if | reveal Manannan's whereabouts to you, you'll not
harm t hese peopl e anynore. ™"

"I will promise, if you reveal himto me," Bal or said.

"Good enough," the other responded easily. "You see, you really don't need to
ask any of them where this Manannan is. He is standing before you!"

"\Where?" Bal or asked, the flat voice marked by confusion
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"Right here!" the tall, ragged nan declared, lifting his arnms to present
hinmsel f. "1 am Manannan MacLir!"

"I will tolerate no nore of your mad talk, clown," the Commander war ned.

"It's true!" the other insisted. "I've been traveling Eire in disguise! Look!"

Wth a swift, flanboyant gesture, Cilia seized the |ong, ragged beard and tore
it fromhis face. H s conrades watched in horror as the beard seened to pul
the flesh of the face away with it. But frombeneath it, another face
appeared. It was a bolder but still pleasant-featured face, set nowin an
expression of challenge to the neta! giant. In another nove, the man swept off
the straggling head of hair, revealing thick, curling |l ocks of silver-grey.



"There!" he declared triunphantly. "Now you're facing the real CGuardian of the
Sidhe. And it's your good fortune that | was gone from here when you cane, or
I'd have given you and that bl oody eye sonething to deal with!"

Though hi s conpani ons were anmazed by this sudden transformation, it seened to
have little effect on Bal or

"Don't think that you can frighten me with your foolish boasting," the flat
voice replied. "If you are Manannan, your little ganes have been no threat to
me. You're as harm ess as this absurd dwelling of yours. Your disguise of a
clowmn is a perfect one for you, for that is all your are."

"Just give me a chance with you on the sea," Manannan chal | enged, sonewhat
irritated by this scorn, "and we'll see whose powers are greater."

"We can see that here,"” Balor told him "You are finished, 'Sea-God.' Gve up
your allegiance with the de Dananns, turn this cauldron over to me, and you
may save your little isle.™

"And if | refuse to tell you where it is?"

"Then | will take a great pleasure in extracting that information fromyou."
"Your will against mne, eh?" Manannan sai d courageously. "A sort of contest
between us. Well, | warn you, you red-eyed nountain of metal scrap, you can't
do anything that will make you the master of Manannan MacLir!"

"Sal mhor, take the others back bel ow" Bal or thundered.

As guards came forward and herded the other captives away, Dagda | eaned toward
his | anky conpanion to nmutter darkly:
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"Manannan, why are you doi ng this?" The other shrugged. "To delay him]longer.
Every nonment m ght count for us."

"And just howis it you' re planning to delay?" "Well, it'll take sonme time for
himto torture me." "Ch, well, that's marvelous, that is!" the Dagda said
irritably.

"Sorry," Manannan told him "It's the only plan | could cone up with this
tinme."

Fromthe remmants of a grove of trees half ravaged by Fonor axes, the little
rescue party peered cautiously out toward the nearby nound. Using Aine's
know edge of the Sidhe, they had managed to work their way this cl ose. Now
they assessed the situation there critically.

It was not especially good.

Thei r comnpani ons could be seen clearly atop the nound, standing beneath the
deadly eye of the black giant, surrounded by nost of Balor's personal guards.
The rest of the Fonmor sol diers, having been recalled fromsearching, were
form ng up bel ow the nound. Lugh estimated that there were nearly a hundred
men, all told, many armed with the fam liar crossbows.

"They are not going to be easy to get to, there,"
unnecessarily, Lugh thought.

Ai ne remarked, quite



They wat ched as the group of Sidhe inhabitants was nmoved fromthe hill and
returned to the holl ow.

"Well, there's sonething, at least,"” he said. "Only four or five nmen are
guardi ng Manannans people. And nobody el se is paying any attention to them
Let's try to get themfree first."

"And then what?" Ai ne asked
He shrugged. "l've no idea. One step at a tine, | think."

They noved stealthily around the nound at a safe distance, making their way

t hrough the ravaged underbrush and trees and gardens until they were close to
the little holl ow where the inhabitants of the Sidhe were being held. Taking

up a vantage point behind a battered but still thick hedge, they nmade another
survey.

Four guards were pacing the perineter about the captives now. Two other Fonor
soldiers were standing a little distance fromthem watching the activities on
t he nound and speaki ng
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in Jow tones. One of themcarried a crossbow slung across his shoul der

"We've got to deal with those two first,'
t hem over here sonehow ..."

Lugh whi spered. "If we could get

"Leave that to ne," the Pooka said, w nking.

And nmonents |later, one of the two Fonor stopped in nid-sentence to stare past
hi s compani on's shoul der toward the row of bushes in conplete surprise.

"What's wrong, mate?" the other sol dier asked.

"There! Look!" the first cried.

The second whirled toward the bushes. Nothing was visible.
"There's nothing there!" he said, confused. "Wat was it?"

"It was a duck ... or, a rabbit,"” the first said, still staring at the spot
where the thing had briefly appeared.

"It can't be both!"
"But it was," the soldier insisted, looking at his fellow. "It had enornobus
webbed feet. And it had ears. Long ones!" He raised a hand hi gh above his head
to denonstrate. Then he pointed toward a gap in the row of bushes. "He popped
right out of there. Then"—-he hesitated before going on—then he smled

and he waved at ne."

H s conpani on gave hima very curious look. "This strange place is affecting
your mnd, Eab. That's what it is."

"No!" Eab said hotly, angered by his conrades disbelief "I sawit. And | ook
There it is again!"



Once nmore the other soldier spun around. Once nore he saw only enpty bushes.
He turned back toward Eab, sniling understandi ng”.

"It's all right," he said in a soothing voice. "W've all been feeling a bit
confused. Try to ignore it."

Eab did not like his fellow s patronizing tone. Indignantly he replied: "I'm
not confused. There is sonmething there, and | am going to show you."

Wth that, he marched right to the gap in the bushes, un-slung the crossbow he
carried, and stepped into the foliage, disappearing from sight.

The ot her soldier heard some crackling sounds as his conrade advanced. Then
abruptly, there was silence.

"Eab?" he call ed.

When he received no answer, he nmoved cautiously toward the gap. He | eaned
forward, peering into the tangle of
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branches. Faster than he could react, a |long arm shot out, snaked about his
neck, and jerked himout of sight.

There was nmore rustling deep within the bushes, and soon two figures in the

close-fitting grey uniforns reappeared. But in the interim something about

t he shape of one had drastically changed. The stocky Fonor figure had becone
quite lean and so tall the pants |legs barely reached the calf.

Casual ly, these two noved toward the patrolling guards. As they did, two other
figures slid cautiously through the surroundi ng screen of bushes, taking up
their own positions.

The uniformed pair parted, each heading toward a guard. None of the Fonor took
notice of themuntil one, turning at the end of his walk, |ooked toward the
approaching figure, expecting to see a famliar face.

What he saw was a sl eek, skull-like head and dark eyes glittering at himwith
a hungry light.

Shocked, he hesitated just an instant in bringing up his power spear in
defense. It was an instant too nuch. Morrigan was upon him driving her sword
upward under his ribs into his heart.

As Lugh saw Morrigan nmove, he struck as well, |eaping upon the back of his
guard, driving himdown, slanm ng his head agai nst the ground. The man went

[inp.

Across the hollow, an enormous catlike beast sprang down froma lowtree linb
upon its chosen victim bearing himdown and cutting off his cries with a
quick nip of its jaws. The last guard, seeing his fellows attacked, turned to
run but stopped, surprised, as a slender and beautiful young girl stepped from
cover to block his way. Growing, he stepped forward to sweep her fromhis
path. She raised a crossbow and sent its netal bolt flying. She had fired the
bows before. Her aimwas deadly. The bolt struck his forehead squarely,

burying itself in his brain, the force of the bl ow snapping his head back and
throwing himfromhis feet.



Dealing with the four guards had taken only seconds and made no noi se. Now the
rescuers quickly seized their victins and dragged theminto the hollow, out of
sight of those at the nound.

The group of captives huddl ed there cowered back fromthemin fear. They had
wi t nessed the savage killing of the guards in horror, watched now with a
m xture of alarm and
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bewi | dernment as the four laid out the bl oody bodi es and approached t hem

Ai ne qui ckly noved ahead of her conpani ons, addressing the inhabitants of the
Si dhe in soothing, friendly tones.

"It's all right. You all know nme. I'm Aine. W've conme to set you free.'

The gathering took heart as they recogni zed her and saw Lugh and Mrrigan
strip off their unifornmns.

"That's right," Lugh said. "You' re going to have to | eave here, escape into
t he Sidhe and hide. Do you understand?"

Sone of them nodded, but he could tell by their expressions that nost of them
were too confused or too stunned by recent events to be trusted to act al one.
They were like a flock of sheep caught in a violent storm bunched, together,
not wanting to nove.

"Aine," he said, "soneone is going to have to take themin hand or they'l
never get away."

"I know," she agreed. "Poor things. It was never intended that they should
have to deal with anything like this."

Morri gan, meanwhil e, had been exam ning one of the strange weapons of the
guards. The gleam ng silver ball fascinated the raven in her, held her eye.
Curious, she reached out a bony finger to touch it.

"Don't do that!" a young man in the group warned her
She jerked back the finger, her head snapping around to him
"What do you nean?" she rasped.

"That gl obe hol ds sone kind of power. It was strong enough to knock one of
your friends down. It only has to touch your body lightly to work."

She nodded a curt thanks. Then, still curious, she lifted the spear by the
thick shaft and examined it nore closely. She could feel a vibration through
it, presumably fromthis power that it held. Hal fway down the shaft were sone
odd indentations and a small knob. This she experinentally turned, first left,
then right. The vibration increased one way, faded nearly away the other. She
returned it to the original point and, feeling it was nothing to play about
with, set it carefully back upon the ground.

"Al'l right," Aine said to the others. "W've gotten this far. Wiat will we do
next ?"
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"Let's see what's happening," Lugh suggest ed.

Carefully they clinbed back to the rimof the hollow, just high enough so that
t he mound was visible. Nothing there had changed. Their friends were stil

gat hered before Balor. The soldiers were still gathering below. No one was
nmovi ng their way or taking note of them So far they were safe.

Ai ne considered the situation upon the mound and shook her head.

"There is no possible way for us to get to them Not with Balor and all those
Fomor there.”

"There is one," Lugh said, trying to sound determ ned. "But |I'mafraid it
calls for me to attack Bal or head-on."

"Attack hin?" Aine said in disbelief. "How can you do that?"

"Very sinmple. I'll sumon the Riders of the Sidhe and we'll go in at him
Those soldiers of his won't be able to stop them"

"And what about that eye?" she pointed out.

"Ch, the eye," he said lightly, as if it were uninportant. "The Ri ders should
be able to counter that." He smiled with what he intended to be confidence. It
didn't quite work. "Qur power against theirs, eh? Should be exciting."

"Lugh, you don't know how powerful Balor is," she argued. "Some |and of Fonor
energy has already scattered the R ders once!"

He | ooked at her, his attenpt at assurance gone, his voice grim "I'mnot fond
of this myself. But I'"'mafraid we're out of alternatives. If |I'mnot m staken

they're preparing to do sonething unpl easant to your brother We're nearly out

of time."

She | ooked up toward the mound. It did look as if the famliar |lanky figure
was being tied to one of the stone pillars.

"Al'l right," she said. "Send the Riders. But you don't have to |lead them"

He net her eyes. "You know | do. Balor is away fromhis Tower and his ships.
He may never be this vulnerable again. If there's a chance to destroy him
this is it. I've got to try."

She knew that he was right. She wanted to say nore, but she held back. Her own
feelings couldn't interfere. This was what he had to do. She nodded.

He smiled. "I was rather hoping you' d talk nme out of it.
"I"'mgoing with you," she said.

He shook his head. "You can't. You' ve got to get up on that mound while |'ve
got their attention and try to set the others
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free. Gherwise, if | do fai
t hought .

He stopped, not wanting to conplete the



"We'll be no better off," she finished for him "I understand." Her enotions
now in rigid check, she was the experienced fighter again, considering the
strategy with cold practicality.

"Be careful,” he told her. "We can't risk everyone being caught. Someone's got
to take that caul dron back to Tara."

"We all will," she told himwith certainty.
"All right. I"'moff then," he said briskly. "I'"ll work ny way around to the
far side of the nmound and call the Riders there. That'll draw their attention

away fromyou. As soon as you see the Riders coning, send these people out and
conme ahead. "

She nodded again. Wthout nore words, Lugh started away, heading into the
foliage and out of sight. As soon as he was gone, Aine, the Pooka, and
Morrigan gathered the captives and prepared themto make their own escape.

Meanwhi | e, the young warrior made his way in a wide circuit about the nound.
He was not hindered this tine by having to avoid Fonor patrols. Nearly all the
sol diers were now gat hered i n neat ranks bel ow t he mound. He moved quickly to
a point directly opposite the hollow and separated fromthe nound by a wi de,
open, and nearly |level neadow. Perfect for an attack, he thought. Though it
woul d make the Riders, and hinmself, easy marks for the power of that bl asted
eye.

He stared for a nonment at the black giant. As before, he felt a deep fear of
the strange being. But he felt an anger too. It had destroyed his honme, killed
his father, and was trying to wi pe out the de Danann race. Chanpion of the

Si dhe or not, he had his own reasons for wanting to nake a try at Bal or of the
One Eye.

The crinmson eye was opening a fraction w der now, he noted. Its beam was
falling upon the bound form of Manannan. Lugh realized that it was tinme to
act, and quickly, or it might be too late for the Master of the Sidhe. He
cl osed his eyes and began the incantation that would, once nore, summon the
Riders to him

T
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XXV

CLASH OF PONERS

MANANNAN WAS TRYI NG very hard not to scream He had deci ded early on that he
was not going to give this collection of iron junk the satisfaction of seeing
himin pain, just now he was w shing he had not nmade such a rash promise to
hinsel f. A screamor two mght be somewhat relieving.

He wondered why his clothes didn't burst into flames fromthe heat playing
over him The ruby beam nmust certainly be that hot. He recalled a day in his
yout h when he had pl ayed on the beach under a rare, bright sun and spent the

next days |ying notionless, in agony. H's skin rmust | ook as burned now.

He wondered if he would swell up, his skin crackling and bursting like a



roasted pig's. He didn't rmuch like that picture and hurriedly pushed it from
his mnd. He went back to concentrating on keeping the careless grin upon his
face.

The Iight snapped off abruptly, and cooling air rushed in, feeling nearly
frigidinits contrast. He opened his eyes and peered upward, blinking to
clear the aftergl ow.

"You are a stubborn man"—the netallic voice clattered sharply—or a totally
mad one. "

"That's been suggested before," Manannan managed to respond cheerily.

"Why are you enduring this suffering for the de Dananns?" the gi ant demanded.
"What do they nmean to you that you should want to hel p thenP"

The tall man shrugged as best he could, bound as he was to the standing stone.
"Its sonething to occupy ny free tine."

"I ask you again: Abandon them Promi se you'll give no nore help to them and
give the cauldron to nme. Then you may stay on your isle and play your games of
Sea- God all you wish."

"No," Manannan said regretfully. "I'"msorry, but that's really not possible.”
208
"You'll die, you know. And it won't save anything. The cauldron will never

reach Tara now.'
Manannan grinned up at the inhuman face. "Maybe."

There was a silence. The shuttered eye that rested upon himwas so unnovi ng,
he began to think Balor had fallen asl eep. Then the voice came again, in
ri ngi ng, measured tones.

"You will die before you tell me anything. | see that. To inflict further pain
upon you would be a waste of time. Sal mhor, release him™"

At the officer's gesture, a guard stepped forward and cut the | anky guardian's
bonds. He stepped back toward his conpanions, trying to ignore the pain of his
raw skin as he noved

"Admitting you' re beaten, are you?" he inquired lightly.

"I am changing ny nethod, that is all!" Balor flatly replied. "If your own
pain will not force you to help ne, perhaps the pain of others will."

A shadow of al arm crossed Manannan s face.

"You prom sed not to harm ny people again," he rem nded Bal or. He sensed what

was com ng next.

"Your people, yes. But not your conpanions. Your good de Danann friends whose
wel fare concerns you so nuch. "

The gaze noved slowy fromone of themto another as the iron voice went on

"\Whi ch one? Not the Dagda, | think, though I would like to see what woul d
break him And young Angus will quite likely prove stubborn as well. But the



old Druid—

"You'll not be harming him One-Eye," the Dagda shouted angrily at the giant,
moving in front of the little man. "Try your burning | ook on ne!"

"I don't need the likes of you protecting nme," Findgoll said with indignation
He pushed past the bulk of the warrior to | ook up challengingly at the
towering figure, hands on hips and pointed chin thrust out in a defiant
gesture. "Do what you can to ne, Balor. I'"mnot afraid of you."

"You will both have your chance,"” the being assured them "At |east, you wil
if your 'Sea-God' refuses to help ne."

"You surely do have a nasty turn of mnd, Balor,' Manannan said, his thoughts
wor ki ng desperately. He had done everything he could to delay this inevitable
nmonent. "Would ny giving you the caul dron save then®"

"It would," canme the flat reply.

T

210

CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE

BATTLE FOB THE SI DHE

211

"No!" the Dagda protested, "You can't give in!"

"Quiet!" Manannan retorted with sone heat. "Bargaining is all |'ve got |eft
now. "

"Very reasonabl e," said Bal or

"The Dagda and these others will be set free, allowed to return to Eire?" he
asked.

"Once | have the cauldron, they are no threat to ne."
"You'd go away, |eave ny people and ny Sidhe unharned?"
"You woul d never be disturbed by us again.”

"And all | have to do for this is to betray the de Dananns and allow themto
be slaughtered by Bres. Is that it?"

The massive barrel head inclined slightly in affirmation

"That's a very generous offer," Manannan said with apparent seriousness.
"Wuld you mind if | took a bit of time to think it over?"

"Ti me?" asked Bal or. "How much tine?"
"Ch, | don't know, " Mnannan said, considering. "lIt's a very crucial thing,
isn'"t it? | mean, it's not to be taken lightly. It requires a great deal of

good, hard, careful thought. A day, perhaps?"

The answer cane in an echoing clang of sound.



"You have no intention of accepting this bargain!"

Manannan grinned ruefully. "I didn't really think you' d go along. | took a
chance on it anyway."

"You're only trying to delay, aren't you?" Bal or demanded. "Why? \What are you
wai ting for?"

A faint rushing sound cane to Manannan's ears. It was |ike the sound of wind,
but he knew it was sonething else. As it grew | ouder, he | ooked toward its
sour ce.

"For that!" he said, and lifted an armto gesture toward a distant edge of the
vast Sidhe.

As Bal or and the others | ooked toward it, a streamof light, like nmolten
silver, flowed into view Sinuously it wound through the foliage, rocks, and
hills, making its way swiftly toward the nound. At the far edge of the wide
nmeadows that |ay bel ow one side of the mound, the silver stream sl owed,
spread, pouring forward into a glowing line that came finally to a halt.

As it did, the bright aura about it faded away, revealing the figures of
mounted warriors, slender |ances set forward for the attack

Bal or recalled themfromthe vague imges projected by Mathgen's nmind. He knew
they were the Riders of the Sidhe. And he al so knew the youthful warrior who
now appeared fromthe shelter of a shrub and ran to the Riders. H s cold,
echoi ng voi ce could not disguise the astonishnent he felt.

n Lugh! n
The captives on the nmound were surprised as well, save for Manannan. They
wat ched, amazed, as Lugh reached a riderless horse—a tall, aristocratic

grey—at the center of the Iine of Riders and | eaped agilely onto the animals
back.

"The clown was right!" the Dagda said.
"Again," Findgoll added pointedly.

As Lugh joined the Riders' conpany, they began to nove, beginning a charge
directly across the neadows toward the nound. Balor's head swiveled toward his
officer and his orders rattled out.

"Sal mhor, send our whol e force against themnow Quickly! Don't let them near
this hill!"

The officer headed away at a run, crying out conmands to the Fonor grouped
bel ow. The disciplined veterans fornmed up in noments and headed forward to
engage the advanci ng horsenen.

"You'll not find these beings so useless or so frail, Balor," Manannan said,

smling with satisfaction. "Or so easy to kill."
"That we will see,”
drone of his voice.

t he Conmander replied, no flutter of concern in the cold

The two lines closed, a hundred Fonmor engaging twenty Riders. But the plunging
rank of shining horsenen never slowed, driving into the attacking nmen, the



gl eam ng spear points thrusting through the Fornor [ike a ray of light striking
t hrough a pane of glass. Inpaled on the weapons, the soldiers were lifted from
their feet and thrown back into their fellows. As they fell, the |ances
slipped free of themat once and rose, ready to strike again.

The Fonor ranks were thrown into confusion. They scattered before the
attackers and a confused nel ee began. Wen the Fonor tried to get in behind
the horsenen to strike at them the Riders wheeled their lithe, quick nounts
around to drive their bright spears honme. Lugh noved anongst them using his
own Answerer with as much skill, slashing through the Fonor ranks.
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Back in the hollow, the watching Pooka signaled to his conpani ons that the
battl e had been joined. Aine and Mrrigan began to direct and shoo the people
of Manannan out.

"Keep going!" Aine adnmoni shed them "And don't stay in the Sidhe! Get out of
it as quickly as you can!"

Frightened, uncertain of what to do, they noved slowy at first. But finally
they got the idea and began scanpering away |ike rabbits released froma pen
bursting fromthe hollow and scattering in all directions. Soon the vast
countrysi de of the Sidhe had swall owed t hem up

As soon as they were all safely away, the three conpani ons drew together and
left the hollow thensel ves. But their way was directly toward the nound. Tine
had come for themto nake their own attenpt.

Wth great caution they noved up toward the little hill, taking advantage of
what cover they could find. But they were in little danger of being noticed.
Al the attention of those on the nmound was directed toward the fight on the
far side.

They reached its slopes, crept up them lying dowmn to crawl the |ast distance
to the top. Lifting their heads just far enough to peep over the crest, they
surveyed the scene before them

Bal or had now noved his huge, wheeled throne across the nound's top to the
opposite side to observe the battle nore closely. Slightly behind him wthin
the circle of standing stones, the prisoners stood surrounded by a dozen of

t he hel meted guards. Most of them too, were nore interested in the battle
ragi ng below than in their charges.

It was clear to the three watchers that if they struck quickly, they had a
good chance of getting their conpanions safely away before anyone could stop
them Save for Balor.

I f Lugh could draw the power of Balor's eye to himand keep it there, even for
a few nmoments, they could nove. Aine only wi shed she could be certain that
Lugh and the Riders could survive that power.

For now, the towering figure was sitting notionless, the deadly eye nearly

cl osed, its power contained behind the heavy Iid. Bal or watched the forces
contendi ng on the nmeadows bel ow hi minpassively, |like a chess player exam ning
hi s boar d.

Soon, however, it becanme evident that the Fonor would not win this fight. Even



when a sol dier did nanage to get close enough to strike at a R der, his weapon
seenmed to encounter
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only air, sliding through the horseman as if he were nade of nmist. Yet the
spears of the Riders and Lugh s Answerer were solid and deadly enough in their
turn, inflicting great slaughter on the hapl ess troops.

The Fonor withdrew, trying to regroup, but Lugh led the R ders against them
again at once, allowing themno rest, driving the panicking soldiers back
toward the nmound in a retreat that turned quickly to a rout. The Fonor began
fleeing to escape the gl eam ng | ance points of the charging Riders.

"You see, Balor," Manannan said with sone pride. "W aren't as powerless as
you think. Release us before they reach you or you will be destroyed."

If the guardian was hoping to frighten Balor to surrender, he was quickly
di sappoi nted. The dark figure's reply canme in heavy hamer strokes.

"They will be the ones destroyed, you fool. Watch!"

The Iid of the eye began to Iift, the hairline slit w dened to a narrow crack.
The power of the eye, still only a fraction of its full potential, streaned
out in a hard, clear ruby beam shooting toward the horsenen.

But Lugh had anticipated this. As soon as he saw the eye begin to w den, he
ordered the Riders together. Swiftly they gathered into a tight circle around
him As one, they raised their |lances to point at Balor. At each weapons tip
appeared the intense white glow The tendrils of |ight |eaped quickly around
the circle, intertwining to formthe ring of light. As the last |ink joined,
the energy | eaped outward fromthe Riders, blazing toward Balor in a thick
silver col um.

M dway between the two, the ruby beamnet it. They slanmed together with a
t hundercl ap and flash of |ightning explosion. Then they held there, the two
forces—nysti c and mechani cal —pouri ng agai nst one another |like jets of water,
flatteni ng agai nst one another while their edges curled back, shredded,
flickered away.

They crackled with the contendi ng energies. The air around them was charged
with tingling electricity. The whol e Sidhe vibrated fromthe enornous power
bei ng expended in a duel that seemed to match opponents of equal strength.

As soon as this struggle joined, the three began to launch their rescue
attenpt.

They left the edge of the hill, creeping forward to the shelter of the nearest
standi ng stones. Aine peered cautiously around
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hers. The prisoners were only a few paces away now. Their guards were al
| ooki ng the ot her way.

Aine took up a pebble and tossed it against the tall man's back. At first she
t hought Manannan hadn't felt it. But then he turned very slightly and cast a
qui ck look toward his sister. His face registered no surprise at seeing her
One eye gave only the briefest of winks to show that he acknow edged her

pr esence.



On the field beyond the nmound, the contest between the Ri ders and Bal or
continued. But after an initial balance of the two powers, the crinson beam of
the giants energy was begi nning to push back the shield of silver light.

Aine realized that the Riders were going to lose. It would be only nonents
until the red light reached the Riders thenselves, and there was no way to
know what woul d happen then. If she and her comnpani ons nmeant to act, they had
to do it now

Prayi ng that Lugh woul d nanage to escape, she drew her sword, signaled the
others, and | eaped to the attack

The three drove into the guards with speed and ferocity, ruthlessly cutting
down the first ones before they could defend thensel ves. The rest turned,
startled to find thensel ves confronted by two armed and deadly wonen and a
very |l arge, very savage cat.

The captives reacted instantly, charging forward to join the fight, unarnmed as
they were. As Angus saw his friends begin to close with the guards, he
wondered if they knew of the danger of the strange power-spears.

"Don't let themtouch you with the silver globes!" he called to the three, and
 aunched hinmself at a guard about to swing at Aine.

The man was knocked forward by the weight of Angus and t hudded down. As he
tried to roll over, Angus struck out with his fist. He knocked the man
unconsci ous, wrenched the power-spear fromhim and got up

"My turn!” he said with a savage gl ee and swng the weapon toward anot her
char gi ng guard.

The gl obe slamed into the mans stomach. Its rel eased energy doubl ed hi mup
and threw hi m backward. He dropped to the ground |ike bundled rags, sizzling
fromthe power that had coursed through him Startled by the effect, Angus

| ooked down at the weapon. He realized that its energy had now been increased
to a level neant to kill.

By this time the Dagda, too, had snatched up one of the
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weapons froma fallen guard and taken on a pair of attackers. He had no tine
or use for the fine points of parry and thrust, instead using his spear as a
cl ub, smashing the guards' weapons away, felling themw th trenmendous,

Swi ngi ng bl ows.

M ndi ng Angus's warning, the others engaged in careful fights with the
remai ni ng guards. Aine and Morrigan found that the heavy spears were
cunbersome to wield, and the Fonor had little chance against their rapid,
skillful swordplay. The Pooka darted here and there about them throwing its
si newy body upon any eneny it could get behind, draggi ng himdown, and
finishing himquickly.

It was a brief, bloody struggle. In monents all the guards were beaten. The
Dagda | ooked down at a fallen opponent and shook his head.

"So these are Balor's best warriors," he said with disgust. "Phaw"



"Al'l right!" Manannan told the others briskly. "Of the mound. Hurry! There's
not nuch tine."

He was certainly right. The ruby beam was drawi ng ever closer to the Riders,
its light beginning to bleed into the silver glow, tingeing it with rose. Lugh
had al ready realized that Balor's power was too strong. Still, he couldn't
break off the fight now. If he couldn't defeat Balor, he had to at |east be
certain his friends had a chance to escape. So, instead of w thdraw ng the

Ri ders, he sent themforward, directly into the beamof crinson |light. He
woul d see to it that Balor was fully occupied.

They pressed forward agai nst the energy driving upon them Baior increased it,
using the full force of the eye in an attenpt to reach them It blazed from
the hilltop like a red sun. It beat upon the shrinking silver shield. Behind
it, Lugh felt the heat begin to build.

"Can't we help hinP" Aine asked her brother urgently.

He shrugged. "W can always try. You come with me. You Others, get off this
nmound now. "

"But we can help too!" the Dagda argued. "W'Il all attack that nonster!™

"And we'll all be killed. A direct attack won't harmthat pile of iron.
Remenber the caul dron, man! Soneone's got to escape. So get away! Quickly!"

Rel uctantly, the Dagda and the others agreed. The big man lifted the little
Druid and they noved down the sl ope and away
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into the foliage. Manannan and his sister charged across the hilltop boldly,
com ng right up beneath Bal or's back

They stared up at the being. The nassive, square-cornered throne rose to tw ce
their height, and the broad back of Balor hinself that much hi gher again. Both
t hrone and giant hummed with the force being generated inside to power the
eye.

Manannan | ooked desperately for some way the being m ght be attacked. But the
snoot h metal surface of the back offered no vul nerabl e spots.

"Gve me a boost up,"” he told his sister

"\What ?"

"A boost. Up there. |I've got to get closer.™

"Closer! You can't clinmb right on him" she protested.

"It's all right. He's busy. Now hurry up!"

She nade a stirrup with her hands. He put a foot init. There was great
strength in the slender girl. She lifted her |anky brother high. He stretched,
gri pped the top edge of the throne, and haul ed hinself up

The barrel head was still far above him No way to reach it. But this close to

the surface of the back, he could discern a fine, hairline crack. If he could
get his sword .



"Look out!" Aine cried from bel ow.

He | ooked up as one of Bal or's huge hands swept down at himand ducked away as
it swished past his head. In his absorption he hadn't noticed the arm sw ng up
and back to strike at him Only the awkward position saved him

But Manannan's presence had clearly attracted the attention of the being,
despite its occupation with the R ders. Bal or had now becone aware of what had
happened behind him and his nassive voi ce boonmed out hollowy.

"Sal mhor! The guards are dead! |'m being attacked!

Sal mhor and hi s remaini ng, exhausted troops were scattered in the neadows
bel ow t he nound, awaiting the outconme of the contest. But at his conmander's
orders, the officer obediently gathered sone soldiers and headed at a run for
t he nmound.

Manannan gave up his attenpt and dropped fromthe throne to | and besi de Aine.
"Run!" he said. "Sorry. There's nothing we can do."

"But Lugh!" she said despairingly.

"We can't help him W've got to save ourselves. Come on!"
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And they ran back across the hilltop, down the far sl ope, heading for shelter
in the vast |andscape.

Through the nearly blinding glare, Lugh saw his conrades run fromthe hilltop
At |east, he thought, he had the satisfaction of know ng that Bal or had been
thwarted in this mnuch.

For him the battle was nearly over. The ruby light had pressed the silver
back into a thin, curved shield above the circle of Riders. It blasted agai nst
the surface, a jet of energy building in intensity to a bl azi ng peak.

The beam suddenly broke through the shield. The whole of the thin defense of
shi mering white gave way, shattering like ice. In a |last gesture of defense,
Lugh lifted his sword before him The Riders, seeking in their last instant to
protect him cast the final measure of their power inward, their glow joining
within the circle, fornm ng a hazy gl obe that envel oped the young chanpi on.

The full force of the crinson beamfell directly upon it, turning the silver
to a bloody hue for an instant before it swallowed Lugh and the Riders in a
single, swelling burst of radiance.

XXV

SAVI NG THE SI DHE

SHAKEN BUT UNHARMED, Lugh staggered to his feet. He realized that the |ast
power of the Riders had protected him But of those warriors, or of his own
grey horse, there was no sign. Balor's force had snuffed them out as one woul d

a candl e.

He realized the Answerer was gone, too, and | ooked about for it. It lay sone
di stance away. He stepped toward it, but a hard voice stopped him



"I'f you nmove any farther, you will die."

He | ooked up to see the red glow of the single eye fixed steadily upon him
its destructive energy now |l owered. It bathed himwith a nearly scorching
heat .

"You see now that your power is nothing against nmine," the
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gi ant said. "Your nystic energy has no real strength. It is no equal to what
the science of the Fonor has created.”

Sal mhor and his men had now reached the nounds top. They were in tinme to see
Ai ne and her brother disappear into the cover of a thick wall of bushes.

"Manannan i s escapi ng. Commander!" the officer cried. "Shall we go after hin®"

"No," Balor ordered. "lIts of no purpose now. "

"l don't understand, Commander," the bew | dered officer said. "Wat about the

Sea-God . . . and the caul dron?"

"They will be taken care of. And we have a nmuch nore valuable prize in
exchange. See that our new captive is secured at once. And re-formyour
troops."

Sal mhor gave orders. Soldiers nmoved quickly to bind Lugh and bring himto the
mound. The renai nder of the badly deci mated Fonor comnpany re-forned again
bel ow t he nound.

"Commander," the officer said hesitantly as this was done, "if we don't act,
these de Dananns will be free to take their cauldron back to Eire. W could
begi n the search agai n—=

"No," Balor said sharply, cutting himoff. The eye lifted to scan the vast
interior of the Sidhe as he went on. "lI'mcertain that searching further would
be a waste of tinme. Those silver horsemen entered the nmound through sone

hi dden passage. It's likely the cauldron and this Manannaii's little group
have escaped the same way. And now that he is | oose, he may have sone ot her
surprises for us. It is possible that this 'Sea-CGod' has nore powers than

bel i eved. "

The eye came back to Salmhor. "In any event, we'll take no chances. Once the
troops have gathered, we'll start back to the ship. As soon as we are far
enough out to sea, |I'll see to it that nothing on this isle survives!"

Lugh heard these [ ast words as he reached t he nmound.
"You can't do that!" he cried in protest.

"But you know | can, young Lugh," the hard voice replied, the shuttered red
glare falling upon him "You have seen the full power of this eye yourself."

Lugh knew that he was right. He had w tnessed the tremendous force of the eye
bl asting apart a nmassive fortress and the high cliff on which it sat like a
boy destroying a sand building with a kick of the foot.



"Why not destroy me too?" Lugh asked angrily.
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"Because your appearance here, your survival of the trap set for you, has
proven something to me that |I'd never really believed,"” the giant replied.
"Mat hgen t hought his own powers m ght not destroy you. He was right."

The nane of Mathgen struck a faintly famliar chord in Lugh's m nd. But he had
no tine to consider its inportance now. Too rmuch el se was happeni ng that he
needed to under st and.

"You' ve the power to destroy nme," Lugh .said. "Why not use
it?"

"Because | now believe that this Prophecy cannot be deni ed. Manannan, the
caul dron, the de Dananns, are all uninportant. You are the key to the

destruction of the Fonmor race. You are the one who will see that the Prophecy
is fulfilled."
"Then kill me."

"The Prophecy does not say you will be killed. It nmay be that such a thing is
not possible. Perhaps it is dangerous even to try. It may be that so |long as
you choose freely to fulfill the Prophecy, it will be your destiny to do so
and nothing can stop it."

"That's nonsense," Lugh said harshly. "You beat nme this tine. | couldn't
destroy you."

"This time!" Balor repeated. "Yet you survived. As you have survived so often
bef ore—at the Tower, against Bres, against Mathgen's power. No, there is sone
force in you. A dangerous force. My people have none of the de Dananns' beli ef
in magic, but there is something in you that | have no wish to challenge. It
nmust be you who ends this Prophecy. You nust choose not to be the Chanpion

You nust choose not to fulfill this destiny and it will have no nmore hold upon
you. "

Once Lugh had wi shed to be free of the destiny Manannan had thrust upon him
On the point of death he had seen it as false. Now he considered Balor's
words. Was there a truth in then? Did he have a force within hinP Was he,

i ndeed, the key to the destruction of the Fonor and of this nmetal nonster
toweri ng above hin?

These thoughts gave himnew courage to boldly look up into the gl ow ng eye.
"You think I would choose to abandon the de Dananns?" He managed a scornful
snmle at this notion. "And why would | do that? | amone of them M father
was their chanpion, killed by you!"
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"You are nmuch nore than a de Danann, Lugh/' the low ringing voice tolled out.
"You are also the son of Ethlinn, ny own daughter!”

Fromtheir shelter in the thickets sone distance fromthe nbund, Manannan and
his reunited conpany watched the '. Fonor and Lugh upon the hill.



"That young fool," the | anky guardian said with unaccustomed heat. "Wy did he
have to | ead the Ri ders agai nst ' Bal or that way? W coul d have escaped

wi thout himtaking that ' chance. Besides, we're the ones who can be
sacrificed. Not him"

"You made hi mthe Chanpion," Aine shot back angrily. "You can't be upset with
himif he acts |like one. He was only doi ng what he thought he had to do!"

Abashed by the truth of this, he smled sheepishly. "I'msorry. You're
absolutely right. He was very courageous to go at Balor like that. It just
| eaves us in a very awkward spot, that's all." ;

"I still say we didn't have to run," the Dagda said. "W could have stayed
behi nd and nade a real attack on Balor!" ;

"And gotten oursel ves reduced to |lunps of ash?" said Manannan. "Fine hel p that
woul d have been. This way we m ght get another chance at himat least. If |
could only use ny powers ..."

"Your powers!" the Dagda said in derisive tones. "W've seen precious little
of thosel" ;

"Can't the Riders of the Sidhe be re-fornmed?" Findgoll asked.

The guardi an shook his head. "If they weren't destroyed conpletely by that
energy of Baler's, it'll likely be a great while before they can recover. |I'm
afraid we're on our own, as usual."

He peered out cautiously again fromcover, toward the gathering troops.
"It looks as if they've given up on us," he commented. "Bal or nust have
realized by nowthat it's useless to try finding us again."

"Do you think they'll |eave the isle?" Angus asked.

"It may be. If they do, | night be able to use ny powers"—he threw t he Dagda
a smle—~regardl ess of what anyone thinks of them and rescue Lugh."

"You mght, mght you?" the Dagda said, his disdain stil
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very evident. "Well, if your powers are so great as all that, there should be
no question of the thing."

"I suppose | could sinply destroy themall," Manannan replied dryly. "But |
really don't think we want that, at least so long as Lugh is with them Qur
concern is somehow to get himaway fromthem under the eye of that cursed
heap of iron."

Across the Sidhe, the Fonor had now formed up in their well-ordered col ums.
Lugh, under a heavy guard, was placed in their center, and the march back
toward the entrance was begun. Behind them Balor rolled smoothly along on the
massi ve, wheel ed throne, his head pivoting constantly back and forth, scanning
the interior for any nmovenent,

"There they go!" Mnannan announced. "W'd better follow them But | suggest



we et themget well ahead. We don't want to be caught in the gaze of that
flam ng eye."

They waited inpatiently as the Fonor party clinbed the slope to the tunne

entrance and finally left the Sidhe. Only then did they decide that it was
safe to follow. Still, they noved to the tunnel and through it with great

cautiousness, mindful that the wily Balor night have left a trap behind.

By the time they finally reached the outside of the nound, the nmetal giant's
force was far ahead, noving across the neadows toward the sea.

"Their ship is in the southwest cove," Aine told her brother. "They really
nmust be planning to | eave.™

"Let's go and watch,' Manannan said, with nore of his usual buoyant nature
returned to him "W can wave good-bye. '

The little band made quite a peculiar sight as it stealthily pursued the Fonor
troops across the fields. Their adventures had left all of theml ooking as
ragged as Manannan was in his clown dress. Wth his gawky figure, massive
Dagda, cadaverous Morrigan, tiny Findgoll, and the |ion-shaped Pooka toget her
they | ooked nore like a party of traveling entertainers than of determn ned
rescuers.

When t he Fonor reached the cove, Manannan |led his conrades to a vantage point
where they could safely watch the activity bel ow. They saw, drawn up close to
the shore, a famliar black ship of the Tower fleet, but half again as |arge
as the others. A wide bridge of flat nmetal sheets had been built fromit up
across the rocky beach to the snooth ground above. The sol diers had al ready
mar ched down it, taking their prisoner to the waiting ship. Balor was in the
process of descendi ng now,

222 CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE
t he wheel ed contraption inching slowy but steadily down the steep incline.

Once he had reached the bottom and was al ongsi de the ship, a nassive crane was
swung out on a boom Men scurried to affix its cables to protrusions on Balors
throne. Then, with a loud and | abored groani ng sound, |ike some great beast
straining under the i mense |oad, the crane rose up, lifting the Comuander

swi ngi ng hi maboard, lowering himto rest in the ships stern. There, the base
of the throne was settled by nore nen into grooves in the netal deck, and
heavy | atches were forced into place, locking it firmy down.

"Fasci nating," Manannan renmarked, honestly intrigued. "They actually attach
himto the ship. Couldn't have himjust rolling about, | guess."

Wth Bal or settled, Lugh was brought to stand by him under a heavy guard.
Many of the soldiers went bel ow deck while the Fonor sailors took their
stations. Fromhis own position just beside his commander, Sital Sal mhor gave
the final orders to depart. At once the ship's forces booned to life, settling
quickly to a deep, steady, throbbing sound. The sl eek vessel backed away from
the shore and turned its sharp prow toward the sea.

"Right!" Manannan said with satisfaction. "Now all we have to do is let them
get out a bit, and we can act."

"I"'mnot certain that | really want to know," the Dagda said warily, "but does
t hat mean you have anot her pl an?"



"I do," the tall man said, grinning with his old charm "And better than the
last."

"I surely hope it is," the other replied.
The bl ack ship was well out into the sea by now, slashing through the waves
toward the bank of fog lining the horizon

Manannan was expecting to see it continue on. He was surprised when its
forward speed was reduced and it fell away fromits course, sw nging around to
run slowy, parallel to the coast.

The ship was still only a short distance out, and cl ose enough for Manannan's
party to see clearly, when the barrel head of Bal or began sw veling toward
them As it did, the glitter of the eye, at first only a bright red point of
light, began to grow sharply in intensity.

Manannan was the first to grasp the om nous significance in this.
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"Bal ors not |leaving!" he cried. "He's going to destroy the isle fromthere!™

He | eaped boldly up onto the rocks above the sea and stretched out his arns
toward the waves. Al npbst at once, the sea nmade its response. There began a
roari ng sound, distant but growing rapidly, like constant rolling thunder
sweeping in. Aboard the Fomor ship, the alarned sailors turned to | ook out
toward it. They saw a |line of high, sharp waves sweep fromthe fog band and
descend upon themwi th incredible speed.

Unaware of this, Balor was steadying his gaze upon the isle, focusing his
power upon the peak of the mpund visible above the shore. The destructive beam
shone out as the first wave struck the ship sideways on. It heeled the vesse
over suddenly, jerking down the crinmson gaze. The force of it struck the rocky
shore near the conpany of heroes, shaking the island with the force of its

expl osion, blasting out a cavern that would have held Tara's central hall

The little conpany was knocked down, showered with the fine fragments of the
rock. As they staggered up again, the Dagda called out warningly to the
guar di an:

"Let's not just get himpointing that eye at us, shall we?"

On the ship, Sital Sal mhor gave orders to his helmsmen to quickly turn the bow
into the new, incomng line of waves. Balor, trying to hold his ai mupon the
Si dhe, bellowed in his anger

"Sal mhor, what are you doing? Hold this ship steady!"

"We cannot, Commander!" the officer protested desperately. "We'll be swanped!"
The ship canme about quickly enough to take the next waves three-quarters
across the bow It rocked dangerously, but managed to crash through. Now
realizing that sonething strange was happeni ng, Bal or swung his nmassive head
around to see the Iines of waves, one close upon another, rolling out fromthe

fog toward them He understood.

"Al'l right. Turn into them But keep this ship as steady as you can! |'m not



| eavi ng here wi thout wi ping away that nound!"

He turned his gaze once nore toward the peaceful green isle. This tinme he
noted the tiny group of figures clustered on the rocks above the shore. Even
at that distance he recogni zed the "Sea-CGod' s" | anky form
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"Manannan," the voice clanged out. "This is some trick of his."
"But, Commander, you said he had no powers you couldn't defeat," Sal mhor
rem nded him

"Never mnd!" Balor said sharply. "Hold steady!"

The giant tried once nore to fix his gaze upon the shore, this tine aimng at
the Guardian of the Isle hinself. But the next incom ng wave struck the ship,
sweeping under it, lifting it high, dropping it forward into the trough beyond
where yet another wave swooped it up al nost at once. The dizzying rise and
fall made it inpossible to direct a beamfromthe eye

"Pl ease, Commander," Sal mhor said desperately, "we must put on sone forward
speed or the waves will drive us under. They are coming faster every nmonent!"

Bal or considered. If this sudden attack of the sea was caused by Manannan,
then the being did have enornpbus and dangerous powers. He mi ght even use them
to try destroying the ship if he thought it would save his isle. A strategic
retreat for now seened the nost sensible course.

"Very well, Salnhor,"” he agreed. "W can see to Manannans Isle |ater. Head out
to sea. Full speed!"

When the guardi an realized that the black ship was headed away and that Bal or
had given up the attack, he ceased his own at once. He dropped his arns and
junped down fromthe rocks. The sea waves died i nmedi ately and the water
returned to a gently rippling calm

"What are you doi ng?" Aine protested. "You'll let them get away!"
"If I tried to use the waves to hold them | night sink the craft,” he told
her reasonably. "It wouldn't save Lugh for us. He's bound and under guard. No,

we've got to find a way to free himand sonehow get him off before | unleash
nmy real force on that nonster's ship."

He began a rapid descent to the beach, whistling lIoudly as he went. Puzzled,
the others scranbled after him

By the time they reached the edge of the sea, a very peculiar craft had
appeared around the northern point of the cove, noving briskly toward themin
answer to the nmaster's call.

It was a |l arge and very ornate chariot-of-war pulled by a prancing team of
graceful white horses. They glided across the wavetops, wheels churning up a
frothy wake, horses' hooves planting firmly on the waters surface as if it
were solid earth.
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Manannan realized with anusenment that his conpanions fromEi re were staring
rat her openmout hed at this incredible sight. The Dagda | ooked at hi m and
spoke, this time with genuine awe.

"You really are the Sea-CGod!"

"Please, don't say it with such reverence," Mnannan protested. "lI'm a nman
with a certain anount of magi cal power. Incredibly handsone, yes. Brilliant,
witty, bold, all of that. But still a man, and your friend. Don't let that

change. "

"How can those horses do that?" Angus asked. "They act as if they were
trotting across a field!™

"It seens that way to them" Manannan explained. "To their eyes, they're on
the nobst normal and solid of meadows. They'd balk if they thought they were
wal ki ng on the sea. Actually, it's a fairly sinple bit of magic to harden up
briefly the waves just in the chariot's path. 1've found it a nmpost effective
device for frightening away fishernen who happen too close to the isle. A
sword-waving man in a chariot on the sea sends theminto a panic! And, of
course, it helps build up the Sea-God i mge."

"I'"ve seen Dan us High-Druids use the spell," said Findgoll, nore inpressed
than ever by Manannan's power. "OF course, they wouldn't teach its use to us.
They said we could never control it."

"Look, could you two carry on your little talk some other tine?" the Dagda
injected with sone irritation. "That ship is carrying Lugh farther away every
nmonent. We've got to do something."
"Not hing can really be done quite yet," Manannan told himplacidly. "I want to
give themtine to get well into the fog band first. They can't think anyone is
comng after them"

The chariot had now reached them the teamtrotting up upon the shore, pulling
to a halt right beside the little band. Manannan hopped into the car

"What are you going to do?" asked Aine.
"Only surprise can save Lugh," he expl ained. "Someone has got to sneak aboard
and free Lugh." He | ooked at the raven-woman. "Mrrigan, |'mafraid it's got

to be you. WIIl you conme?"

Wthout a word, the bl ack-cloaked warrior clinbed into the chariot beside him
Knowi ng her dislike of the sea, Manannan's admiration for her increased.

"\What about the rest of us?" the Dagda asked.
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"Force will gain us nothing this time,"’
a chance to get to Lugh with ny help."

he replied. "One person al one may have
Each of the others demanded that they be the one allowed to take this risk,
Ai ne nost stridently, But Manannan held up a sil encing hand.

"I know how you all feel, but you ve got to trust ne again in this. | can't
get cl ose enough for you to clinb aboard, and none of you can fly there."



"I can," said a quiet voice

Manannan | ooked toward it, seeing the curious |ion-beast who had acconpani ed
them from the Sidhe.

"Ch, hello," he said politely. "lI'd quite forgotten you. You're a Pooka,
aren't you?"

It nodded. "My nane is Shaglan."

"I'"ve been nmeaning to ask how it was you joined our little band."

"It saved. Lugh in Eire," Aine hastened to explain. "It's been very hel pful to
us since."

"Yes," Manannan agreed. "I saw it on the mound. Most effective."

"It's still not to be trusted.” Mrrigan cawed harshly.

At this the Pooka | ooked hurt.

"I know their reputation," the tall man said, "but if he's a friend to Lugh
he's wel come with us!"

The Pooka smiled with renewed confidence. "And | could hel p you now, " he
ofiered earnestly. "I could fly to the ship as well."

"I"ll take no help fromthe likes of it," Mrrigan said, fixing the aninal
wi th her sharp gaze. "Neither Lugh nor | would

survi ve.

"Morrigan could be right," the Dagda put in. "I don't know what this one's
done, but nothing would convince me of their good intent. They' ve betrayed us
before, and this one nmay just be waiting to do it again. This is Lugh's life
we're tal king about. W surely can't be risking it with a Pooka!"

The faces of Angus and Findgoll mrrored the suspicion and hostility their
friends had voi ced. Shagl an | ooked around at them despairingly, finally
neeting the eyes of Aine.

"Aine, please tell them" it inplored her. "You know ne. You know |I'd not
betray Lugh. Tell them!| only want to help."

She | ooked into the |arge, dark, soul ful eyes. She wanted to
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support the poor beast, but she couldn't. Her heart told her to trust it, but
her mind was still clouded with the old distrust of its treacherous famly.
There was too nuch uncertainty, and she couldn't allow that to endanger Lugh

She shook her head slowy. "I'msorry, Shaglan," she said with great regret.
"I just cannot take the chance. Please understand."”

Crushed by this rejection, the whole animal wilted before their eyes. Its
spirit gone, it let its formgo, too, and lost all definition, becomng a
vague, shifting congloneration of animal parts, all sagging together in a
poi ghant i mage of dejection



It turned without another word and slunk away, clinbing up fromthe beach and
vani shing from sight.

Manannan shook his head. "Too bad. But, you may have acted for the best. And
Morrigan can likely do this better alone.”

He | ooked back out to sea. The Fonmor vessel had by now reached the band of
fog, and its sleek hull sliced into the thick grey like a knife into a | oaf of
bread, slipping quickly out of sight.

"Ah, tine to go!" he announced. "Hang on, Mrrigan."

Wth that he took up the reins and, with a brief farewell wave to the others,
ordered the team away. The horses swiftly pulled the chariot to sea, and in
monents it was far out in the cove, skimmng away at an increasing speed.

Behi nd himon the shore he left a collection of very worried faces.
"What if they fail?" the Dagda asked bluntly.

"If anyone can succeed in this, it is Manannan," Aine replied wth what
assurance she could raise

"What if they fail?" he asked again, nore insistently.
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XXVI

THE BLACK SHI P

W TH N THE FOG Manannan was urging the teamforward, but at a nmuch sl ower
pace. The great wheels softly rolled across the waves. The fog that envel oped
themwas |ike a muffler, deadening all noise.

"I wanted Balor's ship well into the fog before we canme too close," he

whi spered to Mdrrigan. "As soon as we're in sight of it, you only have to fly
to it without being seen, release Lugh, and get over the side with him Then
"Il sweep in and pick you up." He grinned. "It's quite sinple, really."

"l cannot swim" the |ow, hoarse voice croaked out.
"Lugh can," he replied reassuringly. "And I'll be close by. It'll work out.
Just trust ne."

She gave hima chill, glittering look but didn't reply. She stood stiffly,
furled in her cloak, her hand clutching the rail of the chariot, her
skul I -h" ke face an enotionl ess mask. Only the white knuckl es of her bony hand
upon the rail reveal ed her inner tension. Manannan noted it, anused but
unconcerned. No matter what her fears, he knew that when the time for action
cane, she would be wholly the fearless warrior

"As soon as you have Lugh off that ship, | can turn ny powers fully against
it," he told her with anticipation. "Then we can see who really is the
stronger here." Something in the fog ahead caught his attention then, and he
peered toward it.



"Ah, there it is!" he said, pointing.

Faintly, at first only a grey shape floating in the clouds, the Fonmor ship
cane into view

"We'll have to nove in closer,"
what's happeni ng on the deck."

he said softly. "W have to be able to see

"It would help if sonething could distract the Fonor," she said.

"That," he replied, "will be taken care of soon."
Aboard the black ship, the giant figure of Balor had just
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fini shed scanning the fog-shrouded seas behind. Hi s netallic voice held a
di stinct note of satisfaction as he spoke to Lugh, under guard before him

"Your 'Sea-CGod' has clearly given up any other attenpts to stop me. Il return
later to finish our little contest. But he is of no matter now. Returning to
the Tower with you is our only concern. Once you see that you are wong to
hel p the de Dananns against us, their foolish little rebellion will come to
not hi ng, even if your conpani ons do succeed in returning that cauldron to
Eire."

"Dragging ne to your iceberg is a waste of your tine, Balor," Lugh said
fiercely. You'll never convince me that |'m vour grandson. My nother could
never have been the daughter to a nmonstrous thing |ike you!"

"I will not explain the ways of it to you," the voice runbled slowy. "But you
know the truth of it in your heart and in the deepest part of your nind
Thi nk! Feel! Then deny it."

Wth a growi ng sense of unease, Lugh considered Balor's words. Wre they the
truth? Was that why he had felt that strange sense of kinship with the
traitorous Bres? Was it because they were alike in this, both half-breeds, the
bl ood of two races flowing in their veins?

He pushed the idea away. No, it was inpossible. It was a trick by this
ruthl ess being to confuse him to convince himto withdraw his help fromthe
de Dananns.

"You'll never get me to change ny nind, Balor," he said with deternination. "I
know what you are and what you've done. So you'd best destroy me right now if
you can, because I'll do all | can to destroy you!"

"Sooner or later, you will come to believe," the giant said. H s gaze shifted

to his officer. "Sal mhor, take hi mbel ow and secure himthere. As soon as we
are clear of this fog, get the sail up and set a course directly for the
Tower . "

Sal mhor and an escort of soldiers took Lugh forward. As they wal ked, the young
warrior | ooked around himin curiosity. He had never seen one of the great

bl ack ships of the Tower so closely. Despite his perilous situation, he found
hi msel f fasci nat ed.

Just forward of the stern where Balor's throne sat was a small, square
structure with open doors on either side. As they noved past it, Lugh gl anced
i nside, noting a Fonor busy over a conplex array of gadgets, |levers, and



wheel s. These, he as-
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sumed, were the mechani snms that somehow controlled tht-huge vessel

Just beyond this structure, the deck opened up, a wide, flat expanse of dark
nmet al whose surface was patterned with small, raised dianonds. Al ong the
sides, waist-high rails prevented anyone's falling overboard. Formor now |ined
those rails, peering with great interest and a bit of concern into the rolling
banks of fog. Far ahead, at the sharply pointed prow, there was a raised
platform Mre Fonor were clustered there, several busy around an enornous
crossbow, |ike ones Lugh had seen before but many times larger. They were
cranking back its thick string, setting in its firing channel a bolt thicker
than his |eg.

Clearly they were preparing for sonething, waiting for sonething. He wondered
what ? And then he realized. They still had to contend with the weird and often
deadl y nenagerie of sea creatures that inhabited Manannan's protective fog.

In the center of the deck, just before the towering mast, they reached a

| arge, rectangul ar opening. A set of netal stairs |led down fromthere into the
diminterior of the ship. Wth Sal mhor | eading the way, they descended bel ow
the main deck, into a narrow corridor. Small, glow ng squares set at regul ar
intervals along the corridor ceiling coldly lit the blank grey nmetal walls.
They reveal ed doors, w dely spaced al ong either side.

At the first door on their right, Sal mhor stopped, turning a latch and

swi ngi ng the heavy panel back. He stepped aside, directing the soldiers to
take Lugh through. The room beyond was | ong but narrow, the outer wall forned
by the ship's hull. curving out and up. It was a storage room Lugh judged,
with tiers of kegs stacked and roped against the inner wall, arid other types
of equi pment —boxes, barrels, covered |unps oi no recogni zabl e shape—al
securely tied to heavy cleats in the deck to prevent their shifting.

Sal mhor had the soldiers fasten Lugh to one of these cleats set in the outer
hul . They used a heavy chain with shackhs that clanped tightly about his

ankl es, the sharp edges pressing into the flesh. Boltlike objects |ocked them
securely.

Sal mhor ordered the guards back to the door and stood | ooking at Lugh, an
arrogant smirk of triunmph on his |ips.

Fromhis belt he pulled the sheathed Answerer, which he

had carried aboard. He stepped toward Lugh, holding it up tenptingly.

"I thought you might wish to ook at this, at least," he taunted.

Lugh made a sudden | eap forward, reaching out in a desperate attenpt to grasp
the blade. It was just the nove Sal mhor had hoped for. He had carefully stayed
just outside Lughs short reach. Now he stepped back as the shackles at the
warriors ankles tripped himup. Lugh fell forward, crashing heavily to the
hard deck. As he did, Sal mhor stepped forward, sw nging his heavily booted



foot into Lughs ribs.

The young man grunted at the blow, rolling onto his side. He | ooked up into
the grinning face of the officer.

"Just too far," Sal mhor said with nock regret. "How sad."

Carefully tugging his pristine uniformdown snoothly again, he went to the
door and hung the Answerer on a hook beside it.

"There," he said. "Now you'll have something to think about during our voyage.
You' || never have another chance to use this weapon to humliate soldiers of
the Tower."

He strode haughtily fromthe room slanming the netal door behind him

Lugh sat up, pressing a hand to his bruised side. He found that the skin of
hi s ankl es had been cut by the shackl es, and bl ood oozed around the edges of
the netal. He exanmined his prison nore carefully, noting a row of cleats al ong
the outer wall. From each one chains like his own were hung, and the
rust-brown stains upon their heavy cuffs told himthat they had been used.
Clearly, the ship had carried captives before.

He sat back against the chill wall in despair, |ooking at the Answerer, so
maddeni ngly close. If he could only reach it, he was certain that even these
chains couldn't withstand its magically tenpered bl ade. He | ooked about him
but nothing he mght use to help himwas within his reach. Was he really
doonmed to be carried off to Balor's fortress of glass?

Sonet hi ng heavy struck the vessel from below, making the hull vibrate. For a
nmonent he was puzzled by this, but then he understood. The creatures of the
fog had begun their attack upon the ship.

Per haps none of them would ever reach the Tower.

T

232  CHAWMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE

On the deck above, Bal or was already bellow ng out his conmands.

"Sal mhor, see that we keep a straight heading. Ready the nmen to repel any
attack."

The officer set the helmsnan to a steady course, and the black ship knifed on
t hrough the fog. Balor turned his crinmson eye toward the sea ahead, waiting
for sone formto showitself Fomor armed with spears and | ong pi kes and
crossbows took positions at points along the bulwarks, prepared in case sone
creature shoul d manage to reach the vessels side.

Anot her hard bunp canme against the hull. This he ignored. The ship was too
large, its surface too hard for any blow to damage it seriously. And if
anyt hi ng did becone visible, even for a nonent, Bal or woul d have his chance.

There was a | ong pause. The ship glided on in silence save for the soft gurgle
of water under the sleek keel. Then, in the fog ahead, sonething dark and
massi ve suddenly | oomed up. In panic, the hel nsman jerked the vessel aside to
avoid collision. The beam of energy Balor fired went w de, exploding on the
surface of the sea, sending up a geyser of spray.



"Turn fromthe course again, and you will die!" Balor warned the hel msman.

The bl ack spear of the ship tore on through the shrouding grey. Another form
rose up before it, a smooth, rounded hunp of back and a sl ender neck topped by
a snakeli ke head. In bold challenge to the ship, it held position dead ahead.
This time, however, the ship did not swerve away.

Balor's eye lifted, and a ruby beam of |ight shot through the swirling clouds
like red-hot iron thrust through a bank of snow, nelting it away. It struck

t he unprotected body of the beast, burning a tunnel into the flesh. The ani mal
convul sed in its death agony, rolling over, switching violently across the
surface, large flippers, neck, and tail creating a mael strom about it before
it sank from sight.

But this single defeat did not frighten away the creatures inhabiting the fog.
Thi ngs of many ki nds, sone inpossible to define in the roiling grey, now cane
agai nst the Formor ship in a nore unified attack. O her |ong-necked bei ngs
popped up here and there, only to glide away. A group of Usiage Baugh—
green-grey water horses wth webbed hands for hooves and manes |i ke flow ng
seaweed—harged out of the clouds, darted at the ship, and dove beneath it.
Thi ck, sucker -coat ed
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tentacl es craw ed over the sides to grab for the Fonor, and massive fish

| eaped fromthe water to strike the vessel's sides. The assault was conti nuous
and determined. It kept the crew and soldiers of the ship in constant

readi ness to fend sonmething off, and it kept Balor's eye in constant novenent,
swinging fromside to side to send out its deadly beam

But these creatures had tasted the sting of Balor's eye before. This tinme they
noved nore quickly, stayed farther away, teasing and naggi ng at the Fonor, but
with some safety. Still, the beam struck hone at tines, killing or badly
woundi ng every being it touched.

From the chariot hovering behind and to one side of the black ship, Morrigan
and Manannan wat ched this struggle begin. They had been cl ose enough to see
Lugh noved bel ow, and now, with the conmencenent of this attack, it was tine
to act.

"Al'l right, Mrrigan," Manannan said softly. "W don't dare nove cl oser or
they may take note of us, even busy as they are. Lugh's somewhere inside that
ship. Find himand get himoverboard. And renenber to go off on this side so
"Il be sure to see you."

"As you said, sinple," she hissed

She nade her transformati on and rose up, the black formsailing into the banks
of fog. Manannan kept his eyes fixed upon the Fonmor ship, holding the chari ot
carefully at a constant distance, ready to dart in.

The raven glided silently through the billowing grey to the ship. She nade two
hi gh passes above the deck before she identified the opening that |ed bel ow
Then, picking a nmoment when the Fomor seened fully occupied by the nenacing
creatures, she swooped directly in, arrowing down fromthe fog in a black
streak, aimng skillfully for the dark rectangle. She went unobserved by the
Formor along the rails, shooting down the stairway out of sight.



But her passage was not totally unnoticed. Sital Sal mhor, keeping an officer's
eye on the performance of his men, saw the bird flash past. He knew that bl ack
shape, had seen it soaring safely away fromhimin the Sidhe. He knew where

t he raven-wonan was headi ng now.

Bal or was occupi ed, |oosing scorching blasts of |light at a hovering band of
wat er horses. The arrogant Sal mhor chose to deal with this hinmself. He called
to three nearby sol diers.
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"Come with me quickly," he ordered. "Morrigan has just gone to free Lugh."
Down bel ow, Morrigan had | anded in the corridor and, finding it enpty, had
made her transformation. Now, sword in hand, she threw open the first door she
reached and | eaped i nsi de.

"Morrigan!" Lugh exclained with surprise and delight.

She stepped forward, stopping at the sight of his shackles.

"What about those?" she asked sharply.

"Cet me the Answerer!" he told her, pointing to it. "Therel"

She turned and saw it, noved quickly to it and lifted it fromthe hook

Behi nd her, in the doorway, Lugh saw the novenents and the flicker of light on
a keen bl ade. He shouted a warning as the soldiers burst through

She had just enough time to | aunch the sheathed sword toward Lugh before they
were upon her, the three nmen driving her back along the room But she drew her
ot her weapon and their advance was stopped by her furious counterattack

Lugh, neanwhile, had | eaped to his feet and caught the thrown Answerer's hilt
in both hands. Sital Sal mhor, comi ng through the doorway on the heels of his
men, saw Lugh regain the weapon and rushed upon him drawi ng his own sword.

In a swift nove, Lugh shook the bright blade free of its sheath, raised it
above his head, and brought the edge-hardened by the magi c of Tir-na-nog—down
in a well-ainmed bl ow agai nst the chain |inking the shackl es.

The sword cut through themas if they were of wood, setting Lugh free. Sal mhor
cried out in rage and launched a flat swing of his weapon at Lugh's neck. The
warrior jerked back and the bl ade whi sked harm essly past. He swept the
Answerer upward, its fine point just touching the tunic front of Sal mhor's
uniform tearing the material and scratching a line of blood across his chest.

The officer staggered back. He gl anced down, horrified not at his mnor wound,
but at the danage to his perfect uniform He drove in again, this time with a
precise flurry of blows calculated to beat down his opponents guard. As a
swordsman, Lugh found himwell-disciplined and fast. But his methodical style
of fighting proved his weakness. Lugh quickly saw where
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each bl ow woul d cone from and began easily to counter them He drove Sal mhor
back across the roomw th a flanboyant series of parries and thrusts that
threw a sudden fear into the officer.

Lugh began to regret that he would have to kill the man. To huniliate him
woul d be much nore satisfying. Then he saw his chance. He backed Sal mhor
against the tiers of barrels along the wall and, sw nging a high bl ow t hat
made the man duck down, he deftly cut through the ropes holding the cargo in
pl ace.

The whol e wall toppled forward, the aval anche of barrels catching Sal nor
beneat h and bearing himto the floor, stunned and pinned by the weight.
Several barrels, Lugh noted with pleasure, had been filled with food supplies,
and various types of liquid were now oozing out to cover the man and hi s neat
grey uniform

"How sad," said Lugh, turning away to aid Mrrigan
He saw at once that she needed none. Two of the Fonor were al ready down, and
she was in the act of finishing the third. One sword pushed up the man's | ong

pi ke, the other dove in beneath, slipping through his rib cage.

She joi ned Lugh and they rushed to the door expecting other soldiers. But the
corridor was enpty.

"What now?" he whi spered.

"W get over the side into the sea," she told him "Hurry!"

They noved along the corridor to the stairs and crept upward, weapons ready.
Crouching at the top, they peered out on deck. Beyond and hi gh above the
square structure where the hel neman worked, Balor's barrel head was visibl e,
swi vel -ing constantly fromside to side, the slit of red eye ready to flash
its beam The rest of the Fonmor were at their positions along the bul warks.
Morrigan pointed to a section of the nearby rail that held no soldiers.

"W nust go over there," she whispered. "Don't be stopped by anything."

He nodded. Together they | eaped fromthe stairwell and ran for the rail

None of the Fonor took note of themuntil they reached it. Lugh knew that they
were safe. No one could stop themfromvaulting the rail now He grabbed its
upper rung, prepared to
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| eap over, then paused. Mrrigan, beside him had ceased to

nove.

He | ooked at her. She was frozen, her hands gripping the rail tightly, her
body stiff, her gaze fixed on the water gushing past bel ow. He saw sonet hi ng
showi ng in her face that he had never seen before—stark fear! He realized that

for sone reason she was unable to junp into the sea.

The Fonor were now begi nning tojnove toward them brandishing their pikes and
spears, The crossbows were coning up



"We've got to jump, Mrrigan!" he pl eaded.
No response.

He knew he had to take her over the side, but there was no tinme. The Fonor
were nearly upon them

A huge formw th outspread wi ngs swooped down fromthe fog above the ship upon
t he advancing soldiers. Its clawed feet raked across the first ones, driving
them back into their fellows. As this unexpected savior wheel ed up and around
to dive back, Lugh recognized a famliar shape. It was the Pooka.

"CGet over!" it cried to himas it swept in again. "I'Il keep themoff."

Lugh obeyed. He pried Morrigan's strong grip fromthe rail, threw an arm about
her bony wai st.

The bird swooped down upon the Fonor, forcing themto duck. But now Bal ors

attention had been drawn to the events upon his own deck. H s massive head

swi vel ed back, and, as the bird turned and shot up before his eye, the ruby
light flashed out.

The beam seened to blast right through the Pooka, crumpling it into a bundle
of feathers and knocking it aside. It plunged downward, crashing into the sea.

Lugh had no tinme to mourn his friend's loss. As the Fonor charged in, he dove
forward, taking Morrigan across the raii with him

XXVI'1 REUNI ON

MANANNAN SAW LUGH and Morrigan go over the ship's side and drop into the sea.
He al so saw Bal ors head swi nging around to bring the crinson eye to bear on
t hem

Now was his tinme to act, and to act quickly. He raised his arms and called
upon his powers to strike.

The sea's answer cane at once

Fromthe softly eddying fog a gale rose with a great roar, lifting up fromthe
sea | i ke sone nonster rising fromthe depths. It blasted through the greyness,
spi nni ng back the ciouds in swirling colums on either side. The sea creatures
swar mi ng about heard it come and vanished in an instant fromits path as the
towering force slamred itsel f against the Fonor ship.

The vessel was caught broadside, unprepared. It heeled far over under the
staggering blow, catapulting many of its startled crew far out into the waves.
Its slender mast and sails were torn savagely away and cast overboard, where
they trailed by the tangled rigging. The swift tilting of the stricken ship
caught Bal or by surprise as well. H s massive upper body was jerked to one
side. H's armand shoul der crashed into the sea. The side of the ship was
driven underwater, held there by the draggi ng anchor of his overbal anced

wei ght, and water poured in.

Bal or thrashed out with his free arm trying to throw hinself back upright.
Though taken of f guard, he was still not beaten. He neant to use every neans
left himto survive.

"Cut | oose the mast!" he bell owed through the shrieking winds. "Hel nsman, turn



the bowinto this! Turn the bow "

The Fonor struggled to obey. Men clanbered along the tilted deck to reach the
draggi ng w eckage and began to hack at the lines with their weapons. The

hel msnman, thrown fromthe little wheelroomby the first blow of the gale

pul  ed him
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self back to the controls. Wth desperate efforts he tried to throw the rudder
over and bring the foundering ship about.

Manannan wat ched t hese desperate neasures, watched the men thrashing wildly in
the sea, and there was no pity in him He renenbered only what these crue

bei ngs had so casually done to his innocent people and his bright Sidhe. He
was not going to let them escape his revenge now,

He lifted his arns and shouted his command to the savage winds: "Strike them
with your fury! Throw your full wath upon them Destroy that ship!"

And, with redoubled force, the gale threw itself again against the vessel. The
sl eek craft, seem ng so vast and powerful before, was now no nore than a bit
of leaf, caught in a fall breeze and whi sked away across the waves. The
frantic attenpts of its crewto right it were usel ess against such a punishing
bl ast .

Manannan s | ast view was of a battered, nastless vessel, listing ever nore
badly from shi pped water and the draggi ng wei ght of Balor. He was now heel ed
over so far that his entire side and one armtrailed in the water, while the
other armstill flailed as he struggled vainly to throw hinself back

Then the swirling banks of fog swallowed up the scene. Balor and his ship were
gone, and with their disappearance, the wi nd died too.

Manannan regretted that he couldn't follow after and watch the nonster's fina
descent into the depths, but he had another matter nore pressing at the
nmonent. He urged the team quickly toward the place where Lugh and Morrigan
struggled in the water

They were not having an easy tinme of it. Mrrigan's dread fear of the sea had
turned her to a statue, a sinking deadwei ght that Lugh was desperately trying
to buoy while he stayed afl oat hinself. But the Answerer was hanging fromhis
wai st, and the heavy shackles were still about his ankles, and their comnbined
wei ght was trying very hard to pull himdown.

He saw the chariot rushing through the waves toward them but it was still so
far away. Could he keep both of them from going under until it arrived? The
waves were already washi ng against his face, filling his nmouth and nose with
t heir harshness, nearly gaggi ng him

Then somet hi ng pushed up under him Something | arge and
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hard and snooth. He remenbered the sea creatures. Had they cone back?



The thing rose, lifting himhigher, allowing himto keep his own head and
Morri gans above the surface. But sonething el se came above the surface too—a
| arge and sharp-edged fin. A shark of enornmous size was beneath them

Lugh consi dered panicking, but there was little he could do. He sat still,
hol di ng the raven-woman tightly, riding the creatures back, hopi ng Manannan
woul d reach them before it decided to do anything irreparable.

The huge fish lay placidly beneath them as the chariot pulled beside them
Manannan | eaned over the side and Lugh passed Morrigan to him

"Quickly," he said. "There's a shark right under ne.

The tall nman | ooked down and glinpsed the sleek, giant shape beneath the
waves. He hurried to haul Mrrigan safely inside, then grabbed Lugh's hands
and hel ped hi m aboard.

But as soon as they were off the shark noved, turning swiftly toward them and
lifting fromthe water to reveal its wide, flat head and open jaws.

"It's coming for us,"” Lugh said, gripping his sword hilt.
"I nearly drowned nyself there, holding you two up,"” it said affably in a
fam liar voice. "D d you know sharks have to keep swi mrming to breat he?"

"Shagl an!'" Lugh cried in astonishnent. "I thought that you were dead!"

"just scorched a bit. Balor's eye really mssed ne."
"We' || discuss it later,"” Manannan advi sed, peering around into the fog. "Sone
real sea creatures may return to visit soon. And few of themare friendly,
even to ne."

So he turned the chariot back toward the isle and urged the teamto a gallop
Shagl an, reveling in the speed of his new form swamnerrily about them on
their way, insuring that nothing el se would dare to do them harm

"It would seemto ne that you m ght owe this Pooka your life," Manannan
commented in a casual way, |ooking at Morrigan

They and the rest of their finally reunited band were back in the Sidhe now,
seated around a |l arge and cheering fire upon the central nound. Manannan's
peopl e, their normal bright
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spirits restored to them hovered about, giving the heroes food and tending to
various m nor wounds. The Dagda constantly shooed them away, finding their
attentions an irritant. Angus and Lugh seened to find thema delight.

The young chanpi on and Morrigan were bundl ed i n heavy bl ankets, and huddl ed
close to the flames. The hardy Lugh was already recovered from his soaking,

but the raven-woman still shivered.

Even so, she was alert, fixing Manannan with a sharp eye as he spoke, and
noddi ng i n agreenent with his words.

"I distrusted the Pooka. | was wong," she rasped out. She |ooked toward it



where it sat beside the fire, returned nowto a |arge doglike formthat Aine
liked. "I will repay you."

"just be ny friend," it told her hopefully. "All | ask is to be a part of the
de Danann race again, to talk to human beings, to be wel coned by them"

"You will be," the Dagda said heartily, "that | promise you. So far as we are
concerned, you have redeened yourself for the traitorous act of your fanmily.
You, at least, will no |onger be cast out by our people."

The being smiled happily at this, and Lugh smled with it, glad it had
fulfilled part of its desires.

"He's a worthy addition to our little band," Manannan pronounced with
ent husiasm "Lugh, |1'mglad you brought himw th you."

"You shoul d be thanking Danu that we cane here at all!" Aine said with sone
irritation. "You know, the Fonor nearly killed Lugh in Eire. If they had, what
woul d have happened to you then, ny clever brother?"

"Ah, | knew you'd cone," he said lightly, grinning. "I never had any doubt."

"Never any doubt?" she said in disbelief. "You should have been out there in
the Burren with us. There woul d have been plenty of doubt then!"

"I had conplete confidence in you," he told her. "Wy do you think | kept you
behi nd at Tara?"

"You told nme why!" She glanced at Lugh. "You said that | ... that we . "
He waved that away. "I only said that to make you stay. | needed soneone held
in reserve in case things did go wong. | knew that if something happened to

Lugh, you'd rush to help himor carry on for him The Ri ders were ordered to
return to
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you in such events. Well, | couldn't tell you that, could I? If you'd thought
Lugh was in danger, you' d have insisted on going along with him So | used the
easiest means | could to separate you. It worked out quite well. Just as |

pl anned. "

"Whay - . . you . . . hound!" she said, each word an expl osion of rage. "You

t ook advantage of ny feelings for Lugh to make nme do your will. You coul dn't
trust ne to see the sense of it nyself. Lugh is right. You are a mani pul at or
and a treacherous one. Fromnow on, I'll do exactly as |I please.™

Wth that, she got up and noved to Lugh. She knelt by him grabbed his face in
bot h hands, pulled the astoni shed young man toward her, and planted squarely
on his lips a long, hard, and very ardent kiss, to the vast interest and
anusenent of the others.

When she finally pulled away, it was to enthusiastic cheers from Findgoll, the
Dagda, Shagl an, and her own brot her

"Fine work, Aine," he congratul ated, not the |east contrite.

"Its certainly warnmed me up!" Lugh remarked, recovering fromhis surprise to



smile at her.
"Me as well," Angus said with feeling.

From across the Sidhe there cane a faint runbling sound, and the gathering
upon the nmound turned toward it. Fromthe distant trees a cart had energed,
pul l ed by scores of the inhabitants and carrying a | arge, dark object.

"Ah, they've brought the caul dron back," Mnannan announced with satisfaction.
"Good. Now we can prepare to get on our way."

"Do you think the Fonor will try to stop us goi ng back?" asked Lugh

"Maybe, " the guardian answered. "But their ships can't stop me, and we'll
choose a different route to Tara. One they'll hopefully not know " He grew
thoughtful. "I will admt, though, that 1'd feel better if | knew how they'd
antici pated our noves."

A menory returned to Lugh at that.

'Bal or said that he was hel ped. He nmentioned a nane that seened fanmiliar." He
| ooked at the Pooka. "Shaglan, was it you that mentioned soneone called
Mat hgen?"

' Mat hgen!" the Dagda cried. "It can't be. | saw himdie myself!"

"Do you think somehow that evil Druid could be alive and hel ping the Fonor?"
Fi ndgol | asked Manannan anxi ously.
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"I had heard a tale that Balor had a Druid in the Tower," the tall man
answered. "l thought it was one he had captured. But knowing it's Mathgen
expl ai ns how he | earned of the Prophecy, how he found where Lugh was hi dden
and why he decided to visit nmy isle."

"Mat hgen," said Findgoll. "That's a name | hoped never to hear again. If it's
true that he somehow has survived, then there is a power against us nore
deadl y than Bal or hinsel f!"

I mages flickered upon the screen in a confused nontage: A stricken black ship
bei ng whirled away by the wi nds, a young man rescued by a water-borne chariot,
a rejoicing group of people on the shore of a green isle.

"Bal or has failed," the hoarse voice forced out.

The i mages faded and a picture of two people reappeared. Two Fonmor officers
stood before the creature suspended in its web of life, |ooking at the wasted
mumry' s face and the blinded eyes that, sonehow, saw so nuch.

"What must be done?" one of the officers asked. "They will bring the caul dron
back to Eire."

"That may not matter now, " Mat hgen's hi deous, echoing whisper replied. "Qur
del ayi ng them may have already seal ed their doom Bres has begun his march. He
shoul d reach Tara long before they can return. Wth the force he has gat hered,

he should easily be able to destroy themall. Wen Lugh and his conpani ons
finally reach their 'beautiful ridge," they will find nothing left of the de
Danann race." The lipless mouth stretched to a ghastly smle. "That will be a

greater punishrment for ny old friends than their own deaths."



"And what of our commander?" another of the Fonor wondered. "Can your powers
tell us if he has been destroyed?"

In answer, the inmage projected by the Druids mind shifted again, this tine
st eadyi ng upon a view of the sea and of a towering wall of fog cutting
abruptly across it, shutting all beyond it from sight.

But as the officers watched this scene intently, sonething appeared. A dark

obj ect showed deep within the swirling clouds, growing as it noved toward them
until it finally slipped free of the cloaking white. It crawl ed across the
waves w th an agoni zi ng sl owness, |ike a badly wounded creature struggling to
reach the safety of its den. As it grew larger, it resolved itself into a
ship, once sleek and powerful, now battered, mastless,
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and listing heavily. Still, it was afl oat and managi ng to propel itself
haltingly with whatever forces were still functioning within it.

On its sharply canted stern, a giant figure was visible, its body bent to one
side like sonething broken, a nmassive armtrailing in the sea. The being was
notionl ess, seemingly lifeless. Yet, as the image of it drew clearer, the
officers saw the great |id of metal hanging before its single eye shudder
There was a hesitation, as if all energy were being concentrated in this
single act, and then it lifted.

Behind the slit that opened, the blaze of an inmense and undi m ni shed energy
flared angrily.

__B&XX IV
THE FOMOR STRI KE
XXvm
BRES MARCHES

THE FACE THAT rose into view above the hill was nore |like that of a nole than
a man, with tiny ears and nouth and a pointed, wet, quivering snout above
which close-set little eyes glinted sharply- The body of this thing was
stocky, nearly shoul derl ess, draped in the ragged Fonor dress, and heavily
armed with sword, ax, and iron shield.

It paused on the rimof the hill to gaze carefully across the neadows ahead.
Then, satisfied the way was clear, it advanced, making way for others noving
up behi nd.

For an imrense swarm of Formor were marching south through the hills. Their
host had turned the fine, peaceful countryside into a nightmare | and, peopl ed
with creatures such as those which haunt the nost hidden, m dnight |andscapes
of man's mnd. Never before had Eire witnessed so vast a gathering of the

hi deous bei ngs.

At their head, Bres hinself rode arrogantly, confident that this arny, this
tidal wave of brutal force would finally sweep the de Dananns from exi stence
and flush their hated bl ood fromhis veins,



One day nmore woul d see it done. One day. He sniled as he envisioned his
triunphal return to Tara's hall. By tonorrow night Eire would be his once
agai n.

"They were to have returned here days ago!" Bobd Derg poi nted out
enphatically. "Now, | demand that you let nme address the rest of our people!
They have a right to know the entire truth!™"

H gh- Ki ng Nuada kept up his brisk wal k across the fortress yard, forcing the
bard to run al ong beside him Every day the man had accosted himwth this
same demand, growi ng nore strident as the days passed and the chanpions fail ed
to return.
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Nuada was tired of the constant argument. Now he tried to ignore Bobd Derg
entirely.

But the bard would not be denied. He stepped before his High-King, forcing him
to stop. He thrust his lean white face, the cheeks flaring red with his
zealous fire, close to Nuada's. The fine, soft, bardic voice was urgent, each
word cast separately at Nuada |ike a hard-thrown spear

"You cannot pretend | do not exist. You know now that | amright! You know
that you have called these people here to their slaughter. You' ve brought them
here to die!"

"Brought them here?" Nuada answered, enraged. "Conme with ne!"

He seized the el bow of the slender bard and, without cerenony, wal ked him
along to the fortress gates. Qutside they stopped. Nuada lifted an arm and
gestured around him

"Look at them" he told the younger man with force.

Al'l about the fortress hill were the gathered de Dananns. Their tenporary
shelters—tents and crude huts—filled the slopes below the walls. Fromall over
Eire they had cone at Lugh's sumons. Wbrn, hungry, battered, nobst without
weapons, they had still cone.

"Nearly our whole race is gathered here,"” Nuada said. "I did not bring them
They were not tricked into comng. They were asked to join the rising and they
cane by their own choice!™

"By their choice, was it?" Bobd Derg replied sardonically. "And | suppose they
would so willingly have conme if they had known they woul d face the conbi ned
m ght of every Fonmor warrior in Eire without their prom sed nystical help!"

"I think they would," Nuada said firmy.

"Then you are living in sone dream of your own," the bard retorted. "Look at
their condition. They're not mad. They know t hey are weak, starving,
untrained. Few are warriors and nost never w shed to be. They know t hat

wi t hout help they cannot win. Only a prom se that their strength woul d

m racul ously be restored has convinced themto cone."



"You have no faith in your own people's courage, Bobd Derg," the Hi gh-King
said. "You never believed they woul d have the courage to rise at all. You were
wrong. You are w ong

NOow.

"I'f what you're saying is true, then there is no reason why they shoul d not
know what they will face."

"W nade a bond with Lugh,"” Nuada rem nded him
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sharply. "We wait until Bres marches against us. If the caul dron has not
arrived by then, you are free to reveal the situation to our people. You may
ask themthen if they choose to give up the fight and abandon Eire. But there
is no reason to place this problembefore themuntil we've no other choice."

"You know now, in your heart, that there is no other choice," the bard told
himwi th a savage intensity, his body trenbling with an energy that the gaunt
frame barely contained. "You know that the caul dron and Lugh and all the rest
will not return.”

Wth that, he spun on his heel and stal ked away with a quick, nervous stride,
nmovi ng down into the cl ose-clustered dwellings of the de Danann cl ans.

Nuada wat ched himgo with deep m sgivings. He knew that the troubl emaking bard
woul d now go anongst the people and preach his doomto them He would spread
fear, plead for themto abandon Tara, to | eave Eire with himand seek the
haven of Tir-na-nog once again.

The High-King onjy wi shed he felt nore confidence than he had expressed. As he
| ooked out on the fields where the de Danann warriors practiced, he had to
admt to hinmself that without the restorative powers of the cauldron, his
peopl e woul d have little chance of w thstanding an all-out onslaught of Fonor.

Certainly they had all been rearmed by the skills of Goibnu, Cerdne, and
Bridget, along with many other smths. And those weapons were fine,

keen- edged, deadly. But that didn't make the hands that w el ded them any | ess
infirm For the past days these thousands of de Dananns bad trai ned hard,
trying desperately to regain sone of the warrior skills. The few veterans
anongst hi s househol d conpani es had served as teachers for sone young nmen who
had never fought, who had been oppressed and afraid all of their lives.

Sone senbl ance of an arny had been achi eved. Sone vague spirit for battle had
been rekindl ed, but like an insect trapped and devoured by a spider, it was
only the outer shell. The neat, the blood, the real life, had all been |ong
since sucked away by the Fonor.

He felt a shell hinmself, shaky and ol d. He needed a drink to steady him he
t hought. But he pushed the thought away with irritation. He couldn't escape
that way. He had tried once. Then he had fought his way from drunken despair
and retaken
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his throne as Hi gh-King. He had vowed to |l ead his people to freedom as he
shoul d have | ong before.



He went to work at once, using the activity to keep back the new sense of
hopel essness that, |ike Bobd Derg, had begun to pag at him He noved anobngst
t he various groups of nen, encouraging their work, instructing, denonstrating
his own skills to them He wondered, as he watched the spear throwers at
practice, if they were ever going to inmprove enough to hit a human target in
battl e.

Toward noon, a nmovenent on the northern hills caught his eye. He stopped in
his labors to stare off toward the road that ran fromthem across the neadows
to Tara. A horseman was noving along it at a breakneck pace.

Sonething in the urgency of the man's ride gave hima forebodi ng of bad news.
Quessing that this rider was heading for the fortress's main gates, he noved
toward themto intercept the man.

H s guess was right. The rider came through the encanmpnent wi thout slow ng his
pace, pushing upward toward the gates. As he approached, Nuada recogni zed him
as one of their best scouts. He raised a staying hand and the man saw him
reining in the worn, lathered horse, tunbling fromits back to face his king.

The nmessage cane fromhimin broken, breathless sentences. It was what Nuada
had been expecting, and fearing, for the |ast few days.

"My King, Bres is on the march now There are thousands of Fonor, fl ooding
down t hrough the valleys fromthe north."

"How | ong until they reach us?" Nuada asked, keeping all enotion fromhis
Voi ce.

"They are a day behind ne, maybe nore. By tonorrow they will be here.™

"So, Nuada, you can delay no | onger," said another voice.
The High-King turned to find Bobd Derg close behind him The bard had al so
seen the nessenger ride in and had hurried to hear the news.

"Now you have no nore excuses not to tell our people the truth,” he went on
with an air of triunph. "You will see then what they choose to do."

"They will stay and they will fight, no matter what," Nuada told himw th
barel y contai ned anger
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"Then they will die," the other countered. "You knowthey will. It will be a
slaughter. Qur race—all of our people—will be destroyed. And if you do not
tell themto escape now, it is you who will be the cause of every death!"

Crowds of de Dananns noved upward fromtheir canps around the hill, pushing

t hrough the gateway, filling up the conpound within the tinber walls. The
sounds of their excited talk, their questioning and guessi ng about the reasons
for this call to neet, rose to a constant, uneven hum

It penetrated to the upper gallery roomof the great hall, where Nuada stood
al one staring down at one of Cilia' s charts spread out on a plank table. He
stared down at the points the nessenger had indicated as the |ast position of
Bres's army. But it wasn't the markings on the map he saw, it was the hoard of
nonst rous bei ngs he knew woul d soon drop down upon themlike a war-ax.



In a gesture of anger, he slamed his fist upon the map, as if he could
somehow crush those attacking warriors.

"What is it, Nuada?" soneone asked.

The Hi gh-Ki ng | ooked around as Di ancecht, chief physician to the de Dananns,
clinmbed the last stairs to the upper room

He was a tall man with a dignified bearing. One of the ol dest of his people,
age had touched himlightly, slightly stooping the shoul ders, greying the
thick, curling brows and hair, deepening the creases in his |ean face.

"What are you doi ng here?" Nuada asked himirritably. He was in no nood to see
anyone j ust now.

The austere man frowned and answered gruffly: "I only came to see if you were
well. You've had very little rest these past days."

Nuada dropped down heavily on his bench, his voice contrite.

"I"'msorry, ny old friend. | amweary, | suppose. Very weary." He propped his
el bows on the tabletop and rested his forehead agai nst his cupped hands. His
body sagged.

'Something is wong," Diancecht said, the gruff manner softening at once as he
recogni zed his old conrade's real distress. "What's the natter with you? It's
not the drink again, is it?"

Its not those spirits haunting nme," the man replied. "It's
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the specter of my own past failures. Bobd Derg's tal k has shaken ne. Wat if
he's right? What if our friends never return? WIIl | be condeming ny people
to death if | don't tell themto abandon the fight, to | eave Eire?"
"Nonsense," the other said forcefully, noving to the table. "Don't you be
letting that enchanting bardic force of his work on you. You know what we have
to do. Were's your old will?"

Nuada shook his head. "I don't know. Maybe it was only Lugh and the Dagda
pushing nme to act. Maybe nmy own will was |lost |ong ago when | | ost ny kingship
and ny hand."

Di ancecht | eaned his long formacross the table and gri pped Nuada's hand,
pulling it up.

"You see that hand?" he asked hotly. "My work gave it back to you. There's no
sign of the joining, no sign it was ever gone. You are a whole man now. A
whol e man! Both in body and in spirit." He released the hand and | ooked Nuada
fiercely in the eye as he went on. "Listen to ne! You don't need Lugh or the
Dagda to give you courage. Use your own, manl Have confidence in yourself!
Danu does."



Nuada' s expression grew puzzled at this remark.
"What do you nean?"

"Way, it's obvious!" the old physician said, beginning to pace restlessly
across the gallery. "I've been sure of it since Lugh appeared anongst us to
help. If it was Danu who sent himto us, and through himthe Lia Fail, then
she neant to see us rise against the Fonor and take Eire. And, she neant for
you to lead us. Don't you see? Bobd Derg is wong to think she wants us to
fail here and return neekly to her. She knows we have to prove ourselves."

"And if we | ose?"

Di ancecht stopped paci ng and wheeled toward his friend. "Then we die," he said
flatly. "And that's a ganble we've faced all of our lives. It's what rea
living's about. Wat val ue woul d we have for ourselves if we've nothing we're
willing to give up our lives for? Danu knew that. She knew we'd never be
content until we'd redeened ourselves."

"But | can't ask the others to sacrifice their lives. | can't make that
deci sion for them

"You don't have to," the other said. "They'll make it for thenmselves if you
let them The need for it is part of them You'll see.™

"You are a greater madman than ny own father, Diancecht,"” Bobd Derg said
harshly as he entered the upper room

The two men turned fromthe window to face him He stood stiffly, his eyes
bright with the fevered energy that fueled his wetched frane.

"I"d hoped that with himgone—along with the rest of your chanpi ons—there
m ght be some chance for sanity. | forgot that I'd stili have to contend with
you, old healer."

"Pray to Danu that you'll not need any healing fromne," the tall nman answered
in chill tones.

Bobd Derg ignored that, |ooking at the king. "The people are all here now It's
time for us to speak to them Then this nmadness will be forever ended."

He strode past them and pushed open the door onto the wal kway that |inked the
upper floor to the outer parapet. He noved out onto it, Nuada cl ose behind,
stopping to I ook down on the crowd janmm ng the courtyard.

"Children of Danu!' he called, the trained bard' s voice ringing out clearly
over the crowd, silencing all tal k. Hundreds of |aces turned upward toward
him "You have been called here to be told the full truth of our situation
Then you may freely decide what you will do."

There were many bew | dered gl ances exchanged at that. What truth was it they
were to hear?

"You have all gathered to face a great Fonmor arny led by Bres," he went on

"We have just learned that this arny is nowon its way. It is thousands strong
and it will arrive at Tkra by tonorrow "

This news raised an uproar anongst the gathered de Dananns.

Bobd Derg raised his arnms to silence it.



"I know what grave concerns this raises. Though npbst of our own peopl e have
arrived, we are very weak and very ill prepared. W have neither the warrior's
skills nor the strength to fight."

But, the cauldron!" a nman shouted frombelow "It was to give us back our
strength!"

"The caul dron was to have been here days ago!" the bard replied. "It will not
cone. You will have no magic to help you in this fight."

"What about Lugh!" called another. "The Prophecy has said he will lead us in

destroyi ng the Fonor power!"
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"The Prophecy is false!" Bobd Derg shouted. "Lugh Lamfada has |ikely been
destroyed by the Fonor power, along with Mrrigan, Findgoil, Angus Qg, and ny
father, the Dagda! They knew that w thout the caul dron you woul d have no
chance agai nst the Fonmor. They took on a dangerous quest to bring it here in
time to save you. But they foiled! Now you must save yoursel ves."

"Save ourselves?" shouted the warrior cheiftain called Niet. "You nean, |eave
Eire? Return to Tir-na-nog?"

"W have no other choice," he said. The full force of his bardic powers were
unl eashed now, possessing the slender body totally. The voice carried across
them filled with gripping enotions, pleading, cajoling, threatening, all at
once. "W were never neant for life here. Qur years in Eire nmust have shown
you ail that. We are people of peace, lovers of the pleasures of life, at one
with those of Tir-na-nog. Wiy die here needl essly when Danu wel cones us and
wants us to return to her?" He | ooked around at Nuada who wat ched him stonily.
"Even your High-King knows | amright. He knows that the de Dananns have no

ot her choice."

There were nurnurings fromthe gathered people. Bobd Derg had nanaged to raise
doubts and fears in them

"Nuada, is that true?" sonmeone called up. "Do you think we should | eave?"
"Yes!" cried another. "Nuada, please! Wat shall we do?"
O her voices joined them pleading for the H gh-King to speak out.

He | ooked down at them torn by his own doubts. He | ooked around toward
D ancecht who wat ched hi m sol ermml y.

"Fromyour heart," the old man said. "Tell themyour heart."

Nuada swept his gaze back across the throng whose fate now depended on his
words. |f he supported Bobd Derg, they would go. If not, they m ght be
dest royed.

Hs eyes went to the little mound across the yard where sat the small, plain,
rounded stone called the Lia Fail—+the Stone of Truth. It had proclainmed him
king and made the uprising a reality. Now it was revealing another truth to
hi m He understood suddenly, unquestionably, that Di ancecht was right about
Danu. She had never nmeant for themto give up their fight for Eire. She had
let themreturn here willingly, know ng
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what they rmust do to be once nore their own. The Lia Fail was a sign of that,
of her approval for their choice finally to act.

Wth a renewed sense of assurance, he noved forward to the rail of the wal kway
to address the crowd.

"My people, listen!" he said in a boonming voice, untrained in the bardic arts
of moving nen, but filled with a kingly force of its owmn. "I will tell you no
lies. There is an arny of Fonmor com ng here, and those who went to fetch the

caul dron have not returned.

"It may be that our conrades are dead," he said. "If they are not, they stil
may not return in time to aid us. Wthout that aid, we will face an army mnuch
stronger than our own. And if we are defeated, Bres will surely see all of

us—ehil dren, aged, wounded, it won't nmatter—put to death. He intends to see
our race cease to exist."

This raised a new uproar in the gathering. His words were a wave of chil

wat er washi ng across them They were even nore frightening than those of Bobd
Derg, and the bard smiled with satisfaction. It appeared the old king was
finally accepting the end of his foolish dream

Nuada rai sed his hands for silence, then went on, his voice taking on a new,
nore vi gorous tone.

"But Eire is your land, and I will never tell you to abandon it. That choice
nmust be yours."

Bobd Derg's smile vani shed. He now gaped in di smay.

"So, tell me now," the Hi gh-King demanded. "WII| you leave Eire or will you
stay and fight?"

"I say we fight!" cried Febal, lifting his new nade spear above his head.
H's cry-was quickly taken up by others, running through the crowd, building
quickly to a roar of acclamation as weapons were brandi shed high, creating a
sea of glinting weapons within the fortress walls.

"No! No!" Bobd Derg called out desperately. "It means our deaths!"

"Then we will die on our own | and!" shouted back a young harper who had
gripped his first sword only two days before. Now his thin, pale face was
flushed with a battle fire passed to himby warrior ancestors he had never
known.

XX X

LAST CHANCE

THE LI TTLE BOAT sat enpty on the shore of eastern Eire. Nearby a curio us-Iloo
ki ng conpany busi ed thensel ves about a massive cart.

"That ought to hold the thing," the Dagda declared with satisfaction, pulling
taut a final knot. He stepped back to admire his handi work.

Atop the cart the huge iron cauldron sat, covered with a heavy lid. Severa
cabl es passed over it and down to fastenings along the vehicle sides, securing



t he precious cargo in place.

"It's going to be a hard thing to nove,’
critically.

Ai ne said, exam ning the |oad

"W can nove it," Lugh assured her. "Especially with the Pooka's help."

The animal had transfornmed itself into a brawny oxlike animal, and was

all owi ng Angus to harness it to the cart. Any suspicions the de Dananns stil
had of it had finally been assuaged by its hel pful ness and am ability. Now
they tal ked and joked with it as if it had al ways been part of their conpany.

"How long will it be to return to Tara?" the Dagda asked Manannan

The tall man, still in the clown's ragged dress, was poring over the chart of
Eire carefully.

"I'"d judge three days by the snoothest route,” he said. "W'll not be able to
go so directly as when we cane."

"Three days," said Lugh, frustrated. "And if we had the Riders to help us, we
could be there in less than one."

"We've tried three tinmes now to sunmon them " Manannan rem nded him "1'm
afraid that power of Balor's did them great harm They nay have been destroyed
conpletely this tinme."

"But it's going to make us very late returning,"” Lugh said.
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"They're likely thinking by now that we won't conme. W've got to let them know
we're on our way."

"Aye, lad," the Dagda agreed. "Nuada can send some help to neet us. We'll be
growi ng weary of this soon. None of us is the freshest now, and even the Pooka
and | can't pull forever. W'll need teanms to take the load for us if we're to
keep up our speed.

"W may need warriors to help us too," Angus put in. "The Fonor may still be
| ooking to stop us."

They were all aware of that possibility. Though none of the black Tower ships
had tried to capture themon the return voyage, nore of the Fonmor traps m ght
i e ahead.

"We'|l ask Morrigan to fly to Tara for us when she returns from scouti ng,
t hen," Manannan said. "We'll just have to | ook out for ourselves until she
bri ngs some hel p."

"Now for us," the Dagda said briskly. "Take a hand, everyone. Let's get this
bl oody great |unp noving along.” He went to the harness beside the Pooka and
strapped hinself into it. Findgoll, who argued that he was fully capabl e of
hel pi ng, was ordered by the others to ride instead. Lugh, Angus, and Ai ne took
up ropes attached to the cart to aid their larger conrades in the heavy going.
There was a rope for Manannan as well, but he didn't take it up at once. He



was busy adj usting somnething about his head.

"There!" he exclainmed at |ast, |ooking toward themwi th a wi de and thoroughly
i nane smile. "Wat do you think?"

The straggling hair and beard of Glla Decaire now masked the Sea-God's silver
| ocks and pl easant face. Once agai n Manannan had becone the cl own.

"I's that really necessary?" the Dagda asked inpatiently.

"I don't nmean to be treated |like some special being when I'min Eire," he

answered firmy. "I've no power, after all. Less than you, Dagda. This way |'m
just a man, and one not to be taken too seriously. If you're ny friends,
you'll keep my secret as long as | ask. WIIl you?"

The Dagda shook his head, nore certain than ever that the |anky figure was a
bit mad. Still, he agreed. So did the others, quite readily. They liked
Manannan wel | enough, but they felt a great deal nore confortable with the
clown and were glad to have himback wi th them

That decided, they all fell to the ropes. It took a great first effort to
budge the heavy cart, but finally the thing began to
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nmove and roll ed ahead quite snoothly, picking up speed under the powerful
urgi ngs of the Dagda and Shagl an. The others were soon able to drop their

ropes and trot alongside, ready to help again if a steep spot were reached.

As they noved away fromthe sea and headed inland, the same concern filled
everyone's thoughts. Wuld they be in time to hel p?

The fear that they would not kept them noving forward at their best possible
speed.

But they had not traveled far fromthe coast when a fam liar black form
appeared in the sky ahead. It approached rapidly, and seeing them bel ow,
spiraled dowmn to |and.

The little conpany stopped and watched as the great raven settled to the earth
bef ore them and shinmered its way into the Morrigan's tall figure.

It was obvious at their first sight of her that something of alarnm ng
proportions had happened, for her nornally inpassive face registered di snay.

"Morrigan, what is it?" Lugh asked. "What's happened?"

"It's Bres," she cawed. "His Fonor are on the march. | nade a sweep to the
north and saw them "

"How far from Tara?" the Dagda asked.

"A day, perhaps," she told him



Stunned by this news, Lugh dropped down wearily on the edge of the cart.

"A day," he said, and | ooked up at the cauldron. "After all this, we're not
going to get it back in tine?"

"Isn't there any way?" Angus said to Manannan. "If we got help. If Tara sent
men—

"Bres will be upon Tara |long before any help fromthere could reach us," the
tall man said. "No, I'mafraid that nothing they can do will get this little

pot there any faster."

"And you say it will take us three days to get there on our own," Findgol
sai d, shaking his head.

"Two, perhaps, at our best speed, noving day and night," Manannan anmended.

"That's with a wind behind us, of course."”

"Too |l ate," said the Dagda, plunping his massive body down next to Lugh's and
speaking with despair. "Qur people may all be dead by then."

The others sat down in attitudes of defeat. Even the Pooka dropped down on its
haunches and wilted in sorrow

Manannan stood | ooki ng about himat this hopel ess crew and spoke up
cheerful ly.

"Ch, cone on. There's always sonething that can be done! W can't all just
give up. W're so close! | nmean, we got the thing back to Eire. It's just a
matter of getting it to Tara now, isn't it?"

"How?" Ai ne demanded bluntly. "Dear brother, I'mafraid that even you may have
run out of |uck."

"Ch, are you?" he said, sounding a bit offended by her lack of faith. "Well

nmy smart young puppy, that we will see.” He turned briskly to the young

chanpi on. "Lugh, it's time for you to call the Riders of the Sidhe again. Wth
their help we can whisk this little gift of ours to Tara by tonight."

"But you said they were |likely destroyed!" Lugh rem nded him

Manannan shrugged. "l was probably wong. In any case, it's the only
possibility we've got now, so get right toit."

"Why don't you have a try?" Lugh asked him clearly not optimstic about his
chances. "You're the Guardian."

"And you are Chanpion of the Sidhe," the tall man rem nded him "The Riders
were put in your care by the Queen of the Four Cities herself, if you'l
recall. So if anyone can successfully conjure themup, it's you. And, you

m ght add a special little request for Danu to lend a hand in this. It mght
hel p things al ong."

"He's not likely to get any extra help fromDanu this time," Aine added
darkly.

"You really are the negative one," her brother told her in a scolding way.

"You know, it wouldn't hurt if you put in a word to Danu yourself" He | ooked
around at the others. "And that goes for the rest of you as well. There could
be a nore persuasive force in nunbers. And the added vol ume just m ght reach



her better too. So gather around here and let's give this young chanpi on of
ours sone support with our prayers. And, try to be positive about it!"

H s bracing, optimstic nood infected them They shook off the clinging shroud
of defeat and noved in around the cart. Lugh stood up beside the caul dron
lifted his eyes to the sky, and began the incantation. Around him the others
made their own private appeals to the mystic Queen. Al) of them knew that
Lugh's success in calling the Riders now night be the only thing saving their
peopl e from a nassacre.

260 CHAMPI ONS OF THE SI DHE

The young warrior's chant went on, the words lifting into the enpty fall sky.
Far to the west there canme, as if in answer, a low runble fromthe thunder of
a great stormrising there. But these dark, wind-filled clouds boiling up from
t he horizon brought no shining horsenen sweeping across Eire with them Only
rain.

It was a fall rain. It had that penetrating chill and snow sharp scent about
it that spoke of coming winter It had that forlorn quality that suits sunmer's
dying as well. The rain drenched and clung and fell away reluctantly in heavy

dropl ets, wei ghing down upon everything and giving trees, people, even
bui | di ngs, the drooping, sorrowful attitude of mourners at a burial

Its thick cloak increased the blackness of the night. In the encl osure of
Tara's high tinber walls, scores of torches burned in every sheltered spot in
a valiant struggle to provide those busy there with some fitful |ight.

Everywhere there was a constant bustle as people noved about on their various
tasks of preparation. A hospital was being set up under Diancecht's direction
inside the large arnmory building. Chieftains were arriving and entering the
main hall to neet the H gh-King for a final review of battle plans. And
parties of warriors worked continuously to nove weapons fromthe smthy to
distribute to the conpanies on the hill outside the walls.

In the large snithy behind the central hall, Cerdne, Goibnu, and Bridget,

ai ded by scores of other craftsnen, worked under shed roofs of thatch through
which rain | eaked in countless places and made a constant sizzling sound as it
dri pped upon the red coals of the forges. Skilled artisans in brass and

| eat her and wood hel ped the smths to add to a vast supply of weapons.

Iron-ri med shields, keen-edged swords, and elegantly |ethal spears were
stacked all about them

Nuada crossed the yard to the smithy, trying with little success to dodge the

many puddl es in the nmuddy ground. The workers there glanced up to greet him
only briefly, not pausing in their |abors.

"You' ve done well," he told themearnestly. "We'll not |ose tonorrow because
we're lacking in fine weapons."

"We'll not |lose tonbrrow at all,"” said Goibnu, a broad smle
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glowing whitely for an instant in his snoke-bl ackened face before he bent back
over his hamer.

"Bridget," Nuada called |loudly over the clatter of work.



The wonman whose oddly divided face had been nade all one bv the coating of
soot | ooked up at him

"As soon as you've finished here, D ancecht wants you at the hospital,"” the
king told her. "He'll be in sore need of your healing skills."

Bri dget nodded agreement. The nystic healing powers she had gained in
Ti r-na-nog had saved many a warrior wounded and near death. On the next day,
such a talent would be in great demand

"Excuse me, ny King," said a voice beside him

Nuada turned to see a fresh-faced young warrior sniling up somewhat shyly at
hi m

"Ruadan!" said Nuada, snmiling at the son of Bridget. He noted the weapons
adorning the lad, alnobst too much for his light frame. "Prepared to join the
fight, too, are you?"

"OfF course!" Ruadan said stoutly. "How could I not join this battle against
our greatest enem es?"

Nuada t hought to hinself how brave it was of such a nere stripling, innocent
and untrained in war, to face the savage Fonor. He laid a hand upon Ruadan's
shoul der.

"I"'mvery proud of you," he said with the proper, kingly sol emmness.

Ruadan beamed with pleasure at this praise and strode away, hol di ng hinsel f
with a warrior's dignity. But Nuada didn't note the troubled frown that
creased the face of Bridget as she watched this touching scene.

Nuada left the smthy, returning to the central hall. The chieftains were
nearly all gathered there, going over charts spread upon the tables of the
H gh-King's dais. Belowit, near the fire, the Druids engaged in their own

conf er ence.

On the king's entrance, High-Druid Meglin left the others to approach him Hi s
expressi on was not a happy one.

"How does it go then, Meglin?" Nuada asked. "Have you and the Druidic circle
any bits of sorcery that might help us hold the Fonor at bay tonorrow?"

The man was hesitant. "We may have, Hi gh-King. W' ve

wor ked on some things"—he sighed and shook his head—

but they're not very good. W've had too little time to restore
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our powers. And, without Findgoll to direct what skills we have ..

"I understand," said Nuada. "He'll be sorely m ssed here, as wilJ the others.
Wl l, do what you can."”

The Hi gh-King continued on through the hall, toward the gallery steps. There
were still sone nonments before their neeting could begin. He used themto
climb to the gallery roomand go out, across the bridge to the parapet wal k.



He stood | ooking off toward the east, oblivious to the rain the sharp wi nd was
driving against his back. He strained his eyes into the bl ackness there, stil
hopi ng he woul d see some sign of help, still praying his chanpi ons woul d

m racul ously appear through the curtain of rain and night.

He saw only the void of the enpty countryside and, beyond the farthest ridge
of eastern hills, the flicker of distant |ightning.

XXX
ASSAULT ON TARA

BY DAWN, THE rain had ceased, the sky had cleared. A bright sun clinbed above
the eastern hills and threw a golden, all-revealing Iight across the plains
encircling Tara's hill

It also lit the Formor hordes flooding over the northern ridges toward the
fortress.

They poured down into the nmeadows of yellowi ng fall grass. The horrible
seething nmass of themwas so thick they seemed |ike swarm ng nmaggots on a
rotting carcass turned suddenly to the light. Froma hilltop Bres watched them
nmove forward with great satisfaction. They were truly a nightmare arny, a
force of undisciplined, deformed, and brutal creatures. As such he felt

revul sion for them Still, it was those very aspects of their natures that
were so valuable to him They would easily cow the weak and fearful de Dananns
they had so long tyranni zed, They would be his weapons for the retaking of his
Eire.

Now the prize was just ahead of them He turned his gaze toward it and smled
covet ousl y.
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Tara an Rie. The sacred place of H gh-Kings. Soon that fortress would be his
again. It sat there, waiting, a crowm to be torn fromthe brow of the cursed
de Dananns.

He rode on, nmoving down into the van of his force. He neant to lead the fina
assault personally. He nore than half-expected to find no resistance at the
fortress. He had no belief in the de Dananns' courage. Quite likely they had
fled before himonce they realized their "heroes" would performno nore
mracles to save them

In that he was surprised

As they drew nearer to the hill, he realized that it had been fully fortified.
A ditch had been dug around the base of the hill, belowthe fortress's
pal i sades. Atop a nound of earth piled along the inner edge of this ditch, a
second wal |l had been erected. It was formed of stakes enbedded in the earth at
i nterval s, supporting heavy screens of w ckerwork. Behind this | ower defensive
line, he could see the de Dananns swarmi ng as they noved to their positions.

From what he could see of their nunbers, they seened far fewer than his. And
gli npses of the de Danann warriors peeping over the wall told himthat they
were still pitifully weak, quite frail in comparison with his burly animals.
He al nost | aughed al oud at the thought of how absurd their puny resistance
woul d be.



Yet, he did recall that unexpected spirit that had once before brought the
starved inhabitants of Tara to rise against himand drive himout,

anni hilating the Fonor garrison. No, he wouldn't laugh at these people now. As
pitiful as they | ooked, as much as he had already done to strip themof their
dignity, possessions, and strength, he would give themno quarter

They were fools, he thought angrily. Had they run fromhim he nmght yet have
shown conpassion for them let themleave Eire alive. Now their stubborn pride
had i nsured that he would see them w ped utterly away. The de Danann spirit
woul d finally be exorcised fromhim

He addressed hinself to the Fonor officers. He gave his orders only through
t hose of the highest rank.

Spread your conpanies out and come against the entire line at once!" he
conmanded. "Keep the best conpany in reserve. Wien a hol e has been nade,

will lead themthrough. And | et no nman harm Nuada Silver-Hand. The pl easure of
killing himis reserved for nel"
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The orders were passed. The Fotnor spread into a thick, ragged line and then
surged forward, like a storm whipped wave rolling toward a beach, to crash
upon the de Dananns' fragile-Iooking wall

A shower of slender but deadly spears fell upon themas they reached the
ditch, decimating their first ranks. Despite Nuada's worry about their
throwing skills, the de Dananns had | earned sonething after all. They stole
the monentum fromthe assault, and it was in a trickle, not a flood, that the
Formor cane agai nst the barricades.

The wave of Fonor warriors surged about the fortress, trying at point after
point to climb the walls or tear them down. But the barricades heid, the de
Dananns battling courageously to keep the Fonor out.

Bres fumed at the inconpetence of this ill-begotten brood of nonsters. How did
Bal or expect himto control Eire with such bei ngs?

He woul d have to break through the de Dananns hinself For all its courage, the
force thwarting himnmnust be nearly exhausted. Awly fighter, a veteran of the
war with the Fir-bolgs, he had anal yzed the de Dananns' defenses. He saw a
weak spot in the w cker barricades just below the main gates into the
fortress. Like a bundle of dried twigs, it was ready to be snapped by one,
smart blow If he could break through here, his forces could swarmin and
destroy the whol e de Danann line while he hinself led a force to seize the
fortress. The de Dananns woul d be trapped with no place to retreat. Their doom
woul d be assured.

He ordered his reserve conpany agai nst the weak point, riding behind them
ready to charge through the expected breach. The Fomor threw thensel ves

agai nst the wicker walls, hacking into them trying to rip themdown, while

t he defenders showered them wi th spears and drove back any eneny who tried to
clinb across.



"Push through! Push through, you mndless animals," Bres screaned at the
warriors. He drew his sword and rode his horse in anbngst the attackers,
driving themforward like cattle with threats and stinging blows of his sword
flat, pushing them agai nst the crunbling barricades.

Finally, the sheer pressure of their nunmbers seenmed to make the wall give way.
An entire section splintered apart, opening a w de gap.

Swiftly Bres urged his horse forward, charging through the breach, slashing
out at the defenders who scattered before him H's conpany followed him

t hrough, and then other Fomor, forcing the gap w der, spreading out to attack
the de Danann warriors on either side.

Suddenly the resistance before Bres ended. He realized that all the defenders
had fled, |eaving the way ahead clear. The rest of the arny of Tara was
engaged in defending the remai nder of the wall. There was no one to oppose his
advance toward the fortress gates. Wth a sense of triunph already growing in
him he ordered his conmpany to follow and started up the slope, leaving the
rest of the Fonor to deal with the de Dananns at the | ower barricades. One
great desire, one goal drove himnowto reclaimthe fortress and his throne.

It took only nmonments to reach the gates, and he set his men agai nst them at
once. He expected to nmeet sone resistance fromw thin, but there was none, and
the gates swung inward at the first Fonor push. They were unl ocked.

The de Dananns had been nore desperate than he'd thought, Bres decided. They
had commted every warrior to the fight at the barricades, not sparing any to
defend the fortress in case they had to retreat. Now that retreat would be

i mpossi bl e.

I mpatient to reassune his sovereignty, he pushed his horse forward through the
gates as soon as they had been opened far enough. He rode into the courtyard,
still nmuddy fromthe nights rain, and searched about himfor any sign of
chal | engers. But there were none. The fortress |ooked totally deserted. Tara
was his.

He urged the horse toward the center of the yard. There he pulled up short,
staring at a peculiar object directly ahead. A fire had been built before the
main entrance to the hall. The ground around it had been tranpled to a mire by
countless feet. Over this fire a tripod of heavy beans had been erected,, and
suspended fromthis on a chain was an enornpus bl ack caul dron

"Wl come, Bres," said a voice from above him

He | ooked up toward the wal kway |inking the hall to the parapet. There stood
the little Druid Findgoll, smiling down at him

W were certain you couldn't resist the chance to enter Tara first yourself,"
he went on. "W waited for you."
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And, as he spoke, a group appeared fromthe halls main doors. Lugh, A ne,
Morrigan, the Dagda, Angus Og, and Clia wal ked out into the yard, stopping
besi de the cauldron to face Bres. At the same tine a shinmering |ight streaned
frombehind the hall, flowing into a ring around the Fonor company. As it
closed its circle, it came to a halt, resolving into the separate forns of the
shining Riders of the Sidhe, sitting upon their proud steeds as charged wth
energy and inperious as ever. |In one nmovenent, their |ances dropped forward to
point at the group of warriors, who cowered back into a tight huddle.



Bres, however, seened very little inpressed by this unexpected appearance. He
| ooked over the little band of heroes with contenpt.

"So, you did manage to get here after all. Too bad it wasn't enough to save
your de Dananns."

"I think you're wong, Bres," Lugh remarked lightly. "Look again."

Suspi cious, the former Hi gh-King threw only a quick glance out the gates. But
what he saw below the hill captured his gaze at once. The other Fonor who had
poured through the breach in the barricades were now stopped, caught in a
closing vise ol de Dananns |ed by Nuada hinself. And all along the outer wall,
the men of Tara had | aunched a furious counterassault that was driving Bres's
arnmy back in panic. He realized with a shock that the weakness of the de
Dananns had been feigned. The nmagic of the cauldron really had restored their
strength, and they were now using it to devastate his forces with trenmendous
zeal .

"Your Fomor friends have set so many little traps for us these |ast days,"
Glla told himgleefully, "we only thought it fair that you be given the fine
experi ence of one yourself!"

Bres jerked back around to face the band. The lot of themwere grinning at him
with a snugness nmaddening to him H s face darkened w th rage.

"Kill them" he ordered the Fonor nmassed behi nd him

They, however, had ot her ideas. They | ooked fearfully around at the
threatening circle of gleaming Riders and toward the rest of their army, now
being so efficiently destroyed. They stood unmovi ng.

"I said kill them " he cried again, nore heatedly.
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"I'f you surrender, you'll not be killed," Lugh prom sed quietly.

That sounded a much nore |ogical choice to the Fonor. For all of Bres's |ow
opi nion of them they were not wholly fools. They were not eager to die, and
they certainly owed nothing to their contenptuous |eader. They dropped their
weapons.

"You worthless vernmin!" he screamed at them Hi s gaze swung around to the
object of his defeat, this boyish chanpi on who had so often thwarted him who
now gl owed with his triunph.

Driven nearly insane by his anger, Bres spurred his horse suddenly forward. He
charged across the yard, lifting his sword high. His only thought was to
destroy his nost hated eneny, to strike down Lugh

Hs swift attack seenmed to raise no alarmanongst the little band. Lugh
wat ched Bres come on without concern, not even drawing his own sword in
def ense. He had expected sonme such nove fromthe man. He was prepared.

When he judged the horse was cl ose enough, he sinply stepped to one side and
said a single word

" Shagl an! "



From behi nd hi man enornmous lionlike beast |eaped forward, voicing a
tremendous roar.

The effect on the horse was dramatic. Pani cked, the aninmal reared back
sharply, neighing shrilly in terror. It rose up onto its hind | egs and | ost
its balance entirely in its effort to turn away, rolling down onto its side.

Taken off guard by this fall, Bres had no chance to junmp clear. He was thrown
violently fromthe horse's back, |anding heavily, face forward, in the soggy
yard. His sword was flung away by the inpact, burying its length in the nud.
Its finely jeweled hilt, like the man who had held it, was coated with the

bl ack ooze.

The great cat hopped lightly to the downed man and | owered its head over him
As Bres struggled to rise, he looked up to find hinmself staring into a
form dabl e set of fangs.

ADon'"t kill him Shaglan," Lugh said. Why not?" the Dagda asked in
astoni shnent. "He's a traitor to us. He has the Fonor bl ood."

He has de Danann bl ood too," Lugh rem nded hrn. "He doesn't deserve to die
this way."

r
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The big man shrugged. "If that's your wi sh,"” he said, not really understandi ng
such conpassion

The Riders had quickly herded the di sarnmed Fonmor back agai nst the inside of
the fortress wall, penning themthere with a fence of |evel ed spears. The
Dagda stepped forward and haul ed Bres up roughly fromthe nmud, smiling at the
thick coating of black that reduced the man's formto something barely hunan.

"Qur grand High-King," the chanpion said scornfully. "You' re no different from
your pack of filthy beasts now, are you?" He flung the man into the bunched
captives. "Here, join your friends. I'"'mcertain they'll be glad to share your

conpany. "

H s arrogance undi m ni shed by defeat, Bres cast a disdainful |ook around at
the cowed Fonor.

"These witless slugs failed ne," he said, sneering, then bent a hate-filled
gaze on the Dagda. "But 1'll yet see you destroyed!"

"You just give your thanks that you're alive at all now " the chanpi on warned.
"And if you nove or speak again, I'Il kill you nyself. That | prom se you."

He hefted his great battle-ax neaningfully. Bres continued to glare, but he
stayed notionl ess and silent.

By this time, Findgoll was down fromthe wal kway and had joi ned his conrades.
Toget her they noved to the main gates of Tara. Their own part in the trap
successful, they were ready to help out in the fight bel ow

But as the little band of heroes cane out of the fortress onto the hillside,
they realized their help would not be needed. They stood and | ooked out across



the scene of battle and gloried in the spectacle of their people, reveling in
their newy reborn vigor, sweeping in pursuit of a routed, shattered Fonor
arnmy. The battle-rage fully upon them they ripped savagely into the rear of
the retreating forces. Wether harpers or herdsnen, artists or snmiths, they
were all warriors now, redeeming their long years of humiliation in Fonor

bl ood.

And it was Nuada hinself who was in their forefront. The old H gh-King, his
own vigor and confidence fully restored to him fought with the skill and
power of a young chanpi on. He waded into the m dst of Fonor conpanies,

swi ngi ng his sword
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about himwith a fury that the bestial warriors could not withstand. He

sl aughtered wi thout nercy, breaking any resistance, |eading his de Dananns
forward with such speed that the Fonor finally abandoned any attenpt to fight
a rearguard action and took up a headlong flight, nany even casting away
weapons and arnor to increase their speed,

"It's few of those poor creatures that will live to reach safety,” Glla
remar ked.

The strong scent of blood from the battlefield was too great for Mirrigan to
resist. She transformed herself and flapped into the air. Soon the grimform
of the black battle-raven, |ike sone goddess of death herself, swooped | ow
over the field, absorbing the atnmosphere of violence, ready to sate her
unnatural thirst

As he realized the remai ning Fonor forces were scattering before him Nuada
ordered his own conpanies to a halt. Fromthe warriors around hima cheer
rose, running swiftly along the whole line of nmen, rising to a roaring
crescendo that the watchers on the hill happily joined.

Passing orders to his chieftains to regroup their forces, Nuada quickly
clinmbed onto a horse brought himand gall oped back toward the fortress with a
troop of nounted warriors, anxious now to see how his chanpions had fared.

He reined in before themat the gates, a commanding figure on the tall animal,
the battle light still shining in his face, the longsword still clutched in
hi s massive hand. He peered through the gates into the fortress yard and
beamed with pl easure when he saw how t hi ngs had gone.

"So, you succeeded in your plan too," he said. "W finally have Bres."

"We shoul d be done with himnow, " growl ed the Dagda. "If you'd give me the
pl easure—=

"Pl ease, High-King," Lugh said. "Let himlive."
"Let himlive?" said Nuada in disbelief "But he is our nobst dangerous eneny!"

"Not anynore. He's beaten. At least wait until we have sonme chance to consi der
fairly his fate."

Nuada shrugged. "All right, young chanpion, if that's your w sh. But you are
very forgiving."



"Not really," Lugh answered thoughtfully. "I've just a feeling in nme that he
shoul d be treated with justice."
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Nuada turned to the warriors who had acconpani ed him

"See to Bres,"
wel [ 1"

he ordered. "Take himto the cell in the arnory and watch him

The nmen di snounted and nmoved quickly to secure Bres. One of them was the young
warri or Ruadan. He noved with apparent eagerness to take hold of this traitor
to the de Dananns. But as he hel ped march the captive away, his eyes net his
father's for one, brief nmonment. And in that nonent, a message was exchanged.

Wth Bres di sposed of, Nuada now turned his attention back to his chanpions.

"There's much yet to be done, ny friends. The army must be re-fornmed. The
wounded and dead must be seen to. And then"-he grinned broadly at them—=then
we can truly celebrate!"

XXXI
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FREEDOM

LI GHTS AND COLORS flickered and flashed across the white expanse of wall. The
i mges flowed together like reflections in a still pool streaked by a sweeping
hand. Finally they steadied into recognizabl e forns.

It was a battlefield depicted there, where thousands of warriors contended in
a struggl e whose massi ve carnage stained the grassy meadows red. It was the
scene of the battle for Tara.

The wavering glow reflected fromthis inmage fel! upon the two bei ngs who were
the only audience. It played eerily across the grotesque being that hung
suspended in its tank of glass, seeming to float |ike some captive creature of
the sea's nost sunless depths. It glinted dully fromthe netal body of the
massi ve, vaguely human formthat sat in a giant throne beside the tank, the
red slit of its single eye fixed on the rapidly shifting pictures projected
upon the wall.

Bal or wat ched, unmoving, as the Fonmor arny net defeat. He watched as its
forces were shattered by the de Dananns, chased back in panic, scattered into
the northern hills.

"Bres has failed as you have, Balor," came the horribl e whisper of the wasted
Druid. "Your Eireland Fonor have been beaten by the de Dananns. Qur enemni es
have their full strength once again."

"I't was the power of Manannan that hel ped them succeed,"” the giant answered in
hard, ringing tones of anger. "And it was Lugh Lanfada, as before. You are
right. The Prophecy protects him He cannot be destroyed."

"Perhaps,” the Druid replied thoughtfully. "But this little contest has taught
me much about our nutual adversaries. Let the fools have their victory for
now. This war is far fromover. W'll find a way to see them beaten yet.



Sonehow, | promise you, | will have ny revenge!"

Al the great fortress of Tara was filled with a glorious golden light. Wthin
the main hall, scores of torches were set in the thick pillars supporting the
high roof. In the stone-lined fire pit, an enornmous bl aze sent its own gl ow
reflecting in a rich, ruddy gleamfromthe bronze panels that covered the
outer walls, and threw into sharp relief the intricate carvings of serpents,
birds, and beasts that intertwi ned in joyous and sensuous abandon all up and
down the red yew pillars. Suspended above this fire was the cauldron, its
magi ¢ contents un-di m ni shed by the rmultitudes, the simrering broth scenting
the air with a marvelous aroma that itself seened to invigorate.

The vast roomwas filled to nearly bursting with its crowm of revelers.
Chieftains, Druids, warriors, and their fanmilies were there, all celebrating
with a sense of freedomthey'd not known in many years. For today they had
truly throwmn off the shackles of the Fonor.

Only one figure in the hall seened not to enter into the spirit of festivity.
At the gallery rail of the upper room stood Bobd Derg, gazing down upon the
scene bel ow, brooding.

Thr oughout the hall, w nding through the |long rows of tables about the fire
pit, bards sang their newly conmposed epics of the victory with great vigor and
true, heroic exaggeration
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delighting the rapt listeners who already believed every deed was true.

O her entertainers circulated too. Harpers and pipers played their fine, high
airs. Jugglers, clowns, and conjurers whose skills had | ong gone unused now
performed exuberantly, unleashing the spirits so many years supressed.

Up on the dais of (he Hi gh-King, one perforner especially seened to be
enjoying hinmself. A lanky clown in striped cloak and great, flopping shoes, he
was astoni shing the conpany at Nuada s table with the juggling of a very
pecul i ar set of objects that he had pulled one by one fromthe folds of the
vol um nous garnment. A full jug of wine, a lighted brand, a keen-edged dagger
and a very angry kitten were sonehow kept up, whirling, wth nothing dropped
or spilled, while he bal anced upon the tabletop, swaying so precariously diat
there were gasps of alarmfrom his audi ence at every nove

Amongst the watchers was a strange trio. The Dagda and Angus, both well al ong
in the drinking, stood with arms |inked about an enornous, shaggy wol f hound
who stood upright on his hind | egs between them opening his mouth often to

l et them pour just a bit nore ale in. Al three were unsteady, but managing to
do their swaying in unison. Mrrigan, sitting furled in her dark cloak near by,
fixed a stern and di sapproving glare on them Her own thirst had | ong since
been fully assuaged on the battlefield.

The clown's act ended, suddenly and quite dramatically. He seemed to stunble
badly and | ose his footing. Wth a | oud "Wooops!" he crashed heavily onto the
tabl etop. The_ kitten shrieked in fear. But there was no danger. As the cl own
| anded, he neatly caught all the objects, including the cat, and the shocked
cries of his audience turned to hows of |laughter as they realized this was
part of his act. In response he gave them a broad, foolish grin.

"Glla, it's truly a marvel you are!" Nuada said heartily, standing to clap a
hand on the cl owns shoul der. "But, soneday, you'll take a risk too nany."



"Not that one!" the Dagda roared. "He'll never find enough to rmake him
satisfied."”

Nuada | ooked toward the chanpion and his friends. Hi s gaze was drawn to the
Pooka and he stared at the creature fixedly.
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"Wuld you mind telling me," he asked it, "are you changing right before ne,

or has the drink a stronger hold on ne than | thought? | was certain you
| ooked a dog before, but now you seemnore |ike a horse to ne."

"Ifflff « - -"it began thickly but paused, appearing to have sone difficulty
with the large horse lips. It tried again. "l've been a great long tine
wi thout the drinkin'. And it's had its evil way with me a bit, so it has. |I'm

afraid that what ny shape chooses to do nowis right out of ny control."
"Well, it's good to know that,"” Nuada said with relief.
G lla had now pocketed his objects and clinbed fromthe tabletop to sit down

by the Druid Findgoll. The High-King lifted his cup of ale high and spoke out
loudly to all those at his

tabl e.
"I think it's time we gave our praise to our fine conpany of heroes." He swept
the cup around himto include themall. "It was you who gave us our victory."

"It was the warriors of the de Danann who won the victory," the Dagda said.
"Not hi ng we' ve done woul d have been of any use without their spirit to fight.
They've truly earned the right to call Eire theirs again."

"It's the truth you' re speaking," Nuada agreed. "Still, we'd have been surely
destroyed wi thout the cauldron's power, and for bringing it, you deserve our
t hanks." He | ooked at the Pooka. "And special honors to you, Shaglan. Your
courage has proven your honesty and won you a place here." He turned to face
the clown. "And you, Glla," he said with sone puzzlenment. "Once nore you' ve
hel ped us, and you not even of Eirel What is it that brings you to do it?"

Glla cast a | ook around at his conpanions. Any of them could now reveal the
reason to the whole of the de Danann race.

It was the Dagda who finally spoke.

"Why, Nuada, | know the reason!™ Glla held his breath. "The clown's a nadnan!
Everyone knows that!"

The crowd about themlaughed. Glla exhaled with relief and smiled his thanks
to the big chanpion. He got a broad wink in reply.

"I't's Lugh Lanfada should be getting the nost honors here," young Angus
poi nted out. "For there'd have been no army hosted and no caul dron, either
without him"
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There were cheers of agreement fromthe conpany at that. Nuada | ooked about
himfor the Chanmpion of the Siohe w thout success.



"But, where is Lugh?" he asked. "I've not seen himfor some while. And that
girl Aine seens to be gone as weli."

"Ah well, as to that," said Glla casually, "I think | saw them |l eaving the
hall alittle while ago." He exchanged a knowi ng | ook with Findgoll. "Going
for a bit of fresh air, | think they were. Don't you?"

The quick-witted little Druid understood at once. Eyes twinkling with
merrinment, he replied assuredly:

"I do, for certain. | know they said sonething about being very warm™"

Both nmen were speaking the truth, but the fresh air the young pair was

enj oying was not just outside lara's hall. H ey were now seated on a hillside
far across the nmeadows fromthe fortress's hill, while the great horse of the
Si dhe stood quietly nearby, glowi ng softly in the darkness.

Lugh had di sm ssed the R ders back to whatever otherworldly real mthey

i nhabited. But he had kept the horse. Both feeling a need to be apart fromthe
rest, they had ridden away on it, streaking across the countryside. They had
expected the wind of their speed to cool the heat that the ale and the
exhilaration of their victory had raised in their bodies. But they had found
that the feel of the powerful beast noving rhythmcally beneath them and the
touch of their two bodies pressed tightly together on its back sonehow created
an even greater warnth in them

Now, seated unnoving on the hill, Lugh becane aware that there was a touch of
fall chill in the air. Though it was no disconfort on his burning skin, he
t hought that the lightly clad Aine mght be unconfortable.

"Are you cold at all?" he asked. "I could put nmy cloak about us both for
war nt h. "
"No, I'mnot cold at all,"” she said. Then she sniled. "But you could put your

cl oak about me anyway."

Such an invitation Lugh was quick to accept, pulling the cloak around her
shoul ders with one arm settling the other about her waist to pull her close.

He was very aware of her supple body relaxing against him He couid feel the
heat of her bare thigh against his owmn and the soft swell of her breast

agai nst his side.
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Across the dark neadows, Tara was clearly visible, narked by the gl ow of the
scores of torches and fires burning ic the courtyard where hundreds of de
Dananns cel ebrated. The nmany lights conbined and lifted up fromw thin the

circle of the palisades, form ng a high gol den cone above.

Wth this first chance for ease and peace in many days, Lugh was able to
consi der sonet hing he'd put aside.

"Aine, do you realize what this victory means? The Prophecy is fulfilled. 1I'm
finally free to seek my own life."

"Are you certain its finished?" she asked quietly.

"Bres is captured. The Fonor forces in Eire are broken, and wi thout him



they' Il never be able to organize again."

"There's still the Tower," she rem nded him

He shook his head. "Wth Bal or gone, without their Eireland beasts to fight
for them | don't think those in the Tower are likely to risk thensel ves just
to try mastering us again."

She was silent for a tine. Wien she spoke, it was in a voice that was, for
her, strangely hesitant.

"You know, if that's true, then the task of ny brother and | is finished too.
W could | eave Eire. W could go back to Tir-na-nog."

He | ooked down at her in alarm

"No!" he said quickly. "You can't do that. Not now. Not when | know—*
She | ooked up, fixing himw th those clear, appraising eyes.

"And just what is it you think you know?"

He net her gaze. There was that indefinable sonething again, glinting in the
lustrous blue depths. Was it an invitation or a challenge he saw there?

"W began sonething not so long ago," he said boldly. "Wuld you be willing to
continue it or not?"

"Ri ght now we've sone peace," she answered gravely, "Right now we're together

and al one, and we've no way to know what tonorrow will be bringing us. If such
a chance may not conme to us again, | don't think we should be letting it go,
do you?"

Hs reply was to draw her tightly against himand drop his nouth to hers. This
time she returned his kiss with a passion that nore than matched his own.
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On the fortress hill of Tara, the lights of celebration burned on far into the
night. Their brightness filled every structure in the great dun, except for
one.

In the vast arnory room only a single torch burned. Its wavering red |ight
flicked spots of brightness fromthe great stacks and rows of arms about it.
Its glow fell upon two figures lying still on the earthen floor and showed the
spreadi ng dark stains soaking into the hard-beaten clay.

Bet ween the two—dead warri ors—a heavy tinber door stood open. The faint
torchlight was enough to show that the tiny cell beyond the door was enpty.

Qutside, two figures nmoved cautiously around the arnory building, away from
the crowd of revelers before the central hall. They safely crossed an open
area to the tinber palisade, and crept along it, keeping to its deepest
shadows.

Their goal was a small gate used to allow night patrols in and out of Tara.
Toni ght it was unguarded, its keepers gone to join in the cel ebrations.

When the pair reached it, one of them quickly unlatched the gate and pushed it
open, looking out briefly to be certain the way was cl ear before turning back



to address the other in hushed tones.

"I"ve arranged everything, Father," said Ruadan. "l've horses waiting in the
town below. We'lIl have no trouble making it away. Everyone is here."

Bres put a firmhand on the boy's shoul der and spoke urgently.
"No, Ruadan. | go al one. You nust stay here."
The boy opened his mouth to protest, but Bres stopped him

"You've got to do it. Don't you see? You're nuch nore valuable to ne here. If
| can ever raise a new force against them I['Il need your help."

"Al'l right, Father," the other reluctantly agreed. He handed his own sword
over. "Here, take this. And go now, quickly, before someone cones."

Bres nodded and slipped out through the gate. Ruadan watched his father unti
he vani shed into the night. Then he carefully |l atched the gate and turned back
toward the lights of the cel ebration

For an instant in the revealing glow, his hatred of these victors showed
nakedly in his face. Then it was masked with the
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bovi sh | ook of innocent goodwill. He started forward, ready to throw hinself
wi th apparent gusto into the merrinment.

And outside the walls, Bres made his way down the slope of Tara in the

dar kness, al one, defeated, and humiliated, but free again! He paused at the
hill's base to cast a | ook back up at the radiant fortress that should have
been his. His fist tightened about the hilt of the sword.
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